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Preface

This collective volume was created through a wonderful collaboration of 33 authors, 
representing six global continents and bringing along a wide range of academic and 
practical disciplines. This extraordinary work focuses on the need for leaders in 
personal and professional realms, for-profit and nonprofit, to understand the impor-
tance of innovative thinking in order to achieve more responsible progress, safe-
guard sustainability, and achieve enhanced satisfaction and motivation among 
stakeholders. This can only happen through an augmented level of design thinking, 
which will lead to increased innovation, and thus, future-oriented leadership.

Through this book, the widely diverse team of authors presents a multitude of 
insights and approaches geared toward leading in a more responsible way. They 
present a set of reflective stances, cautionary points, and roadmaps for leaders who 
aim to do the right thing. From crisis management to spiritual practices, and from 
pro-social concepts to social responsibility and sustainability: the common denomi-
nator is a collective and concerted effort to developing leadership behaviors and 
strategies to safeguard generations to come. The profound shift we aim to accom-
plish with this work is from an understanding that we decide what we leave our 
descendants to one where we understand that we have the earth in loan from our 
progenies, so we should become more respectful and mindful in our planning and 
decision-making.

Given its emphasis on the unprecedented times we live in, evoking an urgent 
need for innovative and visionary thinking, this book focuses on three areas, classi-
fied into three parts:

 1. Leading at a personal level – focused on individuals who want to practice “right 
livelihood” in any situation they currently reside, whether formally leading or 
not. The aim will be to increase awareness and reduce ignorance through this 
section.

 2. Leading at a strategic level – focused on those who perform in organizational 
settings, most likely at the strategic and/or executive level, where decisions are 
made to affect long-term performance of organizations and their stakeholders.
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 3. Leading with an innovative mindset – focused on both above-mentioned catego-
ries, yet, with the infusion of a visionary approach in actions and decision- 
making processes.

Part I, titled Personal Leadership to Address Spiritual Challenges and Invoke 
Design Thinking consists of eight chapters
In Chap. 1, titled, Awakened Leadership: Leading with Light, Joan Marques pro-
vides a mental and emotional framework to help readers understand how to deal 
with challenging situations – both – those we can and those we cannot change. After 
first reflecting on a long-standing concern among members in society when it comes 
to the short-term, excessive profit focus among leaders, she discusses the concept of 
wakefulness, briefly analyzes a series of contemporary leadership styles, and subse-
quently lays out a behavioral roadmap for those interested in adopting a reflective, 
“awakened” leadership approach.

In Chap. 2, Mindfulness as a Strategy to Weather Challenges, Carrie Amani 
Annabi, considers physiological, sociological, and positive psychological research 
to help us better understand historic and contemporary studies that feed into busi-
ness management and leadership disciplines. Her goal is to help readers rationalize 
and position mindfulness, leading to the understanding that mindfulness is a logical 
answer for leaders faced with continued challenges.

In Chap. 3, Inclusive Leadership in an Increasingly Diversified World, Babar 
Dharani and Kurt April invite leaders to break free from the fixation on in-groups 
and out-groups in their work environments. They suggest that exposure to diversity 
is a foundational step to break free from this fixation. Considering the surge in 
awareness on diversity management, these authors consider the role of leadership 
for enhancing diversity and securing inclusion therein to be profound. They explain 
inclusion as ensuring justice and equity, enabling people to belong to a group while 
helping them preserve their uniqueness, becoming conscious of one’s own privi-
leges, and finding the voice to express our concerns and opinions skillfully when 
out-grouped.

In Chap. 4, Leading Reflectively: Treading the Noble Eightfold Path, Joan 
Marques presents leadership as a personal choice and discusses – within the scope 
of Buddhist psychology – the four noble truths, comprising the noble eightfold path, 
as a useful strategy to identify a set of behaviors that can reduce suffering at the 
personal and societal level. In each of the elements of the eightfold path, she pres-
ents an individual who exerted strong personal leadership, often at the odds of all 
other opinions, and established a positive change internally as well as for his or her 
society.

In Chap. 5, Innovative Leadership: Tools and Techniques to Acquire Innovative 
and Inspiring Ideas, M.S.  Rao offers innovative tools and techniques to acquire 
innovative and inspiring ideas. He explains the power of our subconscious mind to 
acquire creative and inventive ideas and unlock our hidden potential. He thereby 
differentiates between creativity and innovation and draws a blueprint to achieve 
creativity and innovation. He also explains and elaborates on innovative leadership, 
thereby outlining the characteristics of innovative leaders to the likings of Benjamin 
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Franklin, Thomas Edison, Albert Einstein, Bill Gates, Larry Ellison, Elon Musk, 
and Mark Zuckerberg.

In Chap. 6, Transcending Emerging Barriers through Patience, Varinder Kumar 
and Satinder Dhiman appraise the benefits of patience as a leadership skill that is 
fast becoming scarce in today’s fast-paced, ever-changing environment. In their 
assessment of the advantages of patience in leadership practices, these authors point 
out that patience augurs inner peace and facilitates dealing with sufferings and 
stressors effectively, helps to pursue long-term goals persistently, and promotes 
overall well-being and flourishing. They further emphasize that patience acts as a 
modulating buffer between experience and expression of negative emotions and 
prevents interpersonal differences spiraling down to expression of anger and hatred.

In Chap. 7, “The Soft overcomes the Hard”: Inspirations for Leadership in the 
Twenty-First Century from Daoism, Alicia Hennig and Lena Schiller make a case 
for gender diversity in leadership by reminding us that women in developed coun-
tries are still exposed to discrimination and gender inequality at the workplace in a 
number of professional fields. As the broad question framing this chapter, they dis-
cuss what kind of leadership and management we actually need in regard to work in 
the twenty-first century and what kind of values should guide our leadership 
approach accordingly. They subsequently propose an alternative way of leadership 
based on values and principles derived from Chinese philosophy, in specific Daoism, 
therein emphasizing the feminine, yin 阴, over the masculine, yang 阳, as this could 
open up a new way for a more inclusive leadership approach.

In Chap. 8, Nurturing Empathy, Svetlana Holt discusses empathy as a critical 
leadership skill, which can grow only through personal relationships. Listening, she 
explains, is the centerpiece of empathy and is vital for leaders of all styles. As any 
skill, it should be trained through consistent practice. She perceives the need to 
nurture empathy as a critical pathway in today’s increasingly immediate, intimate 
world driven by rapid change, where everyone has to be proficient at identifying 
opportunities and solving problems.

Part II, titled Leading Innovatively to Address Strategic and Spiritual 
Challenges consists of seven chapters
In Chap. 9, Inclusive Leadership in a Creatively Compelling World, Ginger Grant 
and Cheryl De Ciantis alert us that the changes we now see, unprecedented in our 
lifetimes, are calling for extraordinary response and commitment to action. They 
describe and elaborate on five areas of unprecedented opportunity for leaders to 
redefine greatness for the coming generations: embracing change as imperative 
while committing to creating nodes of needed stability; putting people first by pri-
oritizing the value of empathy and getting real about issues of power regarding who 
gets what and why; commitment to values by “walking the talk”; making it real by 
ensuring all stakeholders have a place at the table; and re-mything ourselves: using 
every avenue available to us – from science to the arts – to re-create the narratives 
that valorize the truths we wish to live as humans within an interconnected web of 
existence.
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In Chap. 10, Understanding and Reformulating Mental Models, Babar Dharani 
and Kurt April explain the use and pitfalls of mental models as a point of attention 
for leaders. Since mental models are created using prior information, they are sus-
ceptible to errors if the information is incomplete, false, miscommunicated, or mis-
interpreted, or if correct information is ignored. They are also at risk of an 
oversimplification of reality, stale knowledge, and misapplication of knowledge. 
Dharani and April point out that leaders have the critical responsibility to facilitate 
changes to mental models of the followers. They believe that – by limiting stum-
bling blocks to reforming mental models, and facilitating their evolution through 
enablers – an optimal degree of flexibility in mental models can be aspired toward 
to ensure their continued usefulness from a self-leadership perspective.

In Chap. 11, Nurturing Sustainability as a Future-Oriented Strategy, Roger 
Hilton and Diane McCann make the point that leaders must align themselves – both 
spiritually and emotionally – and focus on delivering sustainable outcomes for the 
businesses that they lead. They stress that in any business, the commitment of all 
stakeholders including the Board, employees, and suppliers means an obligation to 
deliver quality and service excellence to its customers to ensure satisfaction and 
long-term loyalty while ensuring meeting all necessary compliance and government 
regulations where applicable. They also explain that consciousness means being 
able to make choices, not from a reactive mind but an emotionally attuned place that 
supports the protecting of the planet and ensures all people enjoy peace and prosper-
ity and as well economic survival.

In Chap. 12, Letting Go as a Liberation, Pamela Kay Caldwell and Oluseye 
David Akintunde express concern about the research outcomes pointing out poor 
leadership in many institutions and systems. They dive into the questions: (a) Why 
is it, that regardless of many theories, approaches, and styles we have, that we still 
continue to have to discuss the idea of ineffective leadership and innovative leader-
ship? (b) How as business scholars and professional do we move into a more effec-
tive styles of leadership? (c) What do we embrace to have effective and responsible 
leaders and leadership? These authors explain in their chapter the need for letting go 
to be liberated.

In Chap. 13, Leading with a Moral Compass: Virtuous Leadership and Health 
Management in Turbulent Times: Meeting the Challenges of New Pandemics, 
Aikaterini Grimani and George Gotsis focus on some critical insights acquired 
through the Covid-19 pandemic related to our medical, social, and economic sys-
tems. They particularly stress the need to reinvent the healthcare systems to meet the 
new reality. They underscore that in this era of intense innovation, collaboration, 
and problem solving, leadership is key to mobilizing people who are facing new 
demands and must receive motivation and direction on how to deal with adversity 
while continuing to deliver critical services.

In Chap. 14, Leadership as Merit Making: The Case of Myanmar and Applications 
for Western Organizations, J. Andrew Morris, Aung Chan Aye, David Lingelbach, 
and Wah Wah Than Oo present the refreshing perspective that Western leadership 
theory has overemphasized the role of the leader. As a result, they assert, leaders 
have become overly self-focused and self-interested. These authors suggest that 

Preface

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-67258-4_10
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-67258-4_11
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-67258-4_12
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-67258-4_13
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-67258-4_14


ix

leadership grounded in Buddhist thought can help overcome these problems. 
Drawing upon our experience as educators in Myanmar (Burma), they build upon 
the Buddhist concepts of merit and merit-making to present a version of leadership 
that inspires collaboration and common purpose.

In Chap. 15, Living the Power Shift in Business and Beyond, Jo Aschenbrenner 
aims on expanding awareness about the power shift needed in the world of work. 
Her vision is to let self-organization for-purpose flourish and ultimately to safe-
guard mankind’s well-being and the sustainment of planet Earth. Aschenbrenner 
claims that this shift will require new rules – rules in service of freedom – inside of 
our organizations, as well as intrapersonally, inside the people doing the work. She 
subsequently presents the new organizational form of the For-Purpose Enterprise 
and discusses how individuals can calm down their anxious ego and grant purpose 
more power in business.

Part III, titled Leading with a Future-Oriented Mind consists of seven chapters.
In Chap. 16, Crisis Preparedness as a Sustainability Strategy, Robert S. Fleming 
considers how organizational crisis preparedness strategies, developed and imple-
mented in the interest of ensuring organizational resilience in times of crisis, can 
also contribute to achieving an organization’s commitment to sustainability. Fleming 
considers it important to recognize  – aside from global pandemics such as 
Covid-19 – the more frequent, but less severe and consequential, future crisis situa-
tions and events that organizations should anticipate and prepare for in their strate-
gic planning activities. He discusses the role of crisis preparedness within the overall 
crisis management process and how organizations can prepare to “weather the 
storm” of future crisis situations and events through informed decision-making and 
planning.

In Chap. 17, Imagination and Communication Toward Future Realization, 
Manuel Y. Fernandez and Vram Ismailyan focus on how imagination can lead to 
great innovation, if leaders demonstrate this trait themselves or help foster an envi-
ronment that will unearth the inner creativity that lives inside everyone. Fernandez 
and Ismailyan highlight a few methods that allow people to demonstrate their inner 
creativity through empathy, design thinking, and diversity. They consider the criti-
cal message in this chapter to be, the need for leaders to be imaginative when it 
comes to future trends, to keep themselves informed and to communicate, not only 
toward learning and understanding facts and trends, but also in making ideas under-
standable to team members.

In Chap. 18, Heading for the Future with the Proper Mindset, Victor Senaji 
Anyanje and Thomas Anyanje Senaji elaborate on the need for leaders to be imagi-
native when it comes to future trends, to keep themselves informed and to commu-
nicate, not only toward learning and understanding facts and trends, but also in 
making ideas understandable to team members. Senaji and Senaji stress that leaders 
have imperiled themselves, their followers, and the society through failure to posi-
tively imagine, communicate, and clarify the path to the desired future state or the 
organizations they lead. They therefore explore imagination, communication, and 
future realization guided by questions such as, “Why is imagination important?”, 
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“How can communication be improved?”, and “How can the execution be unlocked 
to realize the future?”.

In Chap. 19, Nurturing Creativity in a Culture of Care, Ginger Grant reminds us 
that we are in the throes of finding our “new normal”. Organizations depend upon 
capable leadership to guide them through these unprecedented changes. And yet, 
even some of the best companies are failing to adapt to change and implement their 
strategic plans successfully, especially in these times of economic turmoil. Grant 
shares the finding that most senior leaders believe that the next generation of man-
agers is not ready to take over as leaders. She highlights the gap in leadership capa-
bilities among frontline managers and emerging leaders and in particular attributes 
this gap to lack of training programs or programs of poor quality. She also under-
scores that these statistics have significant implications for leadership develop 
programs.

In Chap. 20, Community-Based Responsible Leadership and Social Value 
Creation in Social Enterprise Context, Susanna L. M. Chui and Nazha Gali propose 
a model of community-based responsible leadership which focuses on moral iden-
tification at individual and team levels within the context of social entrepreneurship. 
They discuss the organizing principles of a community and the relevance of study-
ing responsible leadership within the context of social entrepreneurship. They then 
conceptualize integrating theories of social identity model of leadership, collective 
action, and moral identity, a multilevel model of collective responsible leadership 
that results in social value creation.

In Chap. 21, Design Thinking in Contemporary Political Leadership: Lessons 
Learned from Angela Merkel, Claude Helene Mayer and James L. Kelley explore 
the phenomenon of design leadership, a conceptual component in design theory, 
which provides a useful template for leaders in an ever-changing world. By way of 
illustration, the authors focus on the life and work of the famous German political 
leader, Angela Merkel, who has become one of the most influential, global, woman 
leaders in world history. A psychobiographical approach to Merkel’s life and leader-
ship is taken to explore design leadership. Findings provide insight into successful 
global governance in terms of design leadership.

In Chap. 22, The FuturePerfect Organization: Driven by Quantum-Thinking, 
William Guillory explains that a FuturePerfect Organization is comprised of leader-
ship that anticipates to future business paradigms with a high degree of accuracy. 
The ability to accurately anticipate future business paradigms is called quantum 
thinking. Guillory affirms that we are in the very active stages of transitioning from 
the paradigm of Human Potential to Technology Integration. This ability applies 
equally to predicting future shifts in cultural and societal paradigms. At present, the 
possibility is a societal/global transformation from a survival-driven consciousness 
to compatibility. Guillory discusses the model of a FuturePerfect organization for 
the twenty-first century, including the steps required to successfully implement this 
transition.

On behalf of all the 33 contributors to these chapters, I hope that this extensive 
view on leading with future well-being of our planet and those who come after us 
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will assist readers from various walks of life to determine their career choices with 
a responsible, mindful, and empathetic approach – whenever and wherever possible.

Burbank, CA, USA Joan Marques
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Chapter 1
Awakened Leadership: Leading with Light

Joan Marques

Abstract This chapter provides a mental and emotional framework to help readers 
understand how to deal with challenging situations, both, those we can and those we 
cannot change. It reflects first on the long-standing concern among members in 
society when it comes to the behaviors of leaders. The short-term, excessive profit 
focus at the expense of the well-being of living stakeholders is at the core of this 
concern. This chapter subsequently introduces us to the need for and the concept of 
wakefulness, briefly analyzes a series of contemporary leadership styles, and subse-
quently lays out a behavioral road map for those interested in adopting a reflective, 
“awakened” leadership approach, built on value-based, ethical, trust-driven, vision-
ary, respectful, passionate, committed, compassionate, kind, forgiving, courageous, 
loving, attentive, inspired, authentic, connected, multidimensional, fulfilled, 
initiative- oriented, and change-focused qualities.

Keywords Wakefulness · Awakened leadership · Awareness · Change · Reflection

 Introduction

There is an emerging awareness in society about a problem area which future lead-
ers will have to correct. This problem area pertains to an increasing degree of inef-
ficiency in business practices and processes, which can become very costly in a 
progressively globalizing corporate environment. Current and future leaders will 
have to be able to tackle this problem on multiple fronts simultaneously. A little over 
a decade ago, Hannah and Zatzick (2008) captured the societal shock of the first 
decade in this century, the manifestation of massive unethical practices in corpora-
tions, by asserting, “In the past few years corporate America has witnessed […] the 
largest dollar level of fraud, accounting manipulations and unethical behavior in 
corporate history” (p. 361). Around the same time, Davis (2009) added the finishing 
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gloom to the already dismal picture, stressing, “Like a loose thread that manages to 
unweave an entire sweater, the mortgage crisis evolved into a credit crisis and ulti-
mately into an economic crisis that is rivaling the Great Depression of the 1930s” 
(p. 27). Marshall et al. (2013) attributed the lingering problem of corporate greed to 
“dark leadership,” grounded in a blend of Machiavellianism (interpersonal manipu-
lation), psychopathy (remorseless lack of concern for others), and narcissism 
(excessive concern with admiration, status, and prestige). Focusing on the road 
ahead, Burnes (2009) illuminated, “we are now entering a new era where ethical and 
socially-responsible behavior is becoming more important than profit maximization 
and self-interest” (p. 359).

Indeed, the reputation of business has been tarnished for the longest time by an 
excessive short-term focus, leading up to the challenges of the past two decades. It 
has dawned on researchers and practitioners alike that changes need to be applied to 
the twentieth-century management, if only to adhere to the expanded environment 
of business today with global constituents playing a much more amplified role than 
ever before. Maak and Pless (2009) accentuate that responsible leadership today is 
“a social-relational and ethical phenomenon, which occurs in social processes of 
interaction” (p. 99). Maak and Pless elucidate that leadership literature of the past 
has mostly focused on the relationship between leaders and followers in the organi-
zation, but that the requirements are different today and that contemporary leaders 
have to interact with stakeholders in and outside the organization. They speak of a 
global, interconnected world, with a “global, complex, uncertain, and intercon-
nected business environment” (p. 99). They consider traits and attributes such as 
vision, trust, ethical conduct, and integrity to be important for leaders in contempo-
rary times.

 Leadership and Wakefulness

Even though many people in private and professional sectors agree that we need a 
mental, moral, and spiritual awakening in our leadership practices, “wakefulness” 
has yet to be widely established as a leadership style. Yet, once fully understood and 
evaluated on its many advantages for leaders, their followers, and their organiza-
tions, it will get there. Let us look at the concept of wakefulness as a leadership skill, 
examine some of the rewards for leaders and their organizations of applying awak-
ened leadership, and consider some of the disadvantages of not applying awakened 
leadership.

Wakefulness, although practiced by various leaders, has thus far not been for-
mally identified as a specific leadership trait. Yet if you look deeper, you may find 
that some leaders are applying wakefulness, sometimes partially and sometimes 
fully. Awakened leaders maintain a high level of alertness in every regard: toward 
themselves and their driving motives in various matters, toward the people and orga-
nizations they lead, toward the environment in which their organizations operate, 
and toward the entire universe. In more popular terms, an awakened leader could be 
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described as a “situational-plus” leader. A situational leader is one who modifies his 
or her leadership style on the basis of both the situation and the people he or she 
works with. Such leaders evaluate these two factors and then determine the leader-
ship style that will work best under the circumstances. Awakened leadership goes 
far beyond situational leadership, however. The wakeful leader also pays close 
attention to his or her personal values, the organization’s mission, and the well- 
being of all stakeholders. This means that an awakened leader remains aware of 
internal moral considerations, environmental issues, societal issues, and the inter-
ests of customers, suppliers, and other constituents before determining his or her 
leadership style.

 Four Approaches

The wakeful aspect of leading is initially difficult to understand but is easy to apply 
once mastered. The awakened leader first decides whether to take a task or a rela-
tionship orientation to the issue at hand (i.e., he or she chooses between the two 
main areas of leading) and then determines which of four approaches to leader-
ship—laissez-faire, empathetic, autocratic, or democratic (which together form the 
acronym LEAD)—will work best.

The laissez-faire approach works best in organizations that have a strong sense 
of self-direction—such as law firms, consultancies, and high-tech companies—and 
in which every worker is highly skilled and manages his or her own circle of clients.

The empathetic approach works best in organizations that are fairly small and 
primarily people oriented. Many nonprofit organizations fit into this category.

The autocratic approach is not the most popular style, but there are organizations 
in which it works. For example, it is useful when a crisis occurs and the leader is 
expected to give directions instead of calling a meeting and finding out what every-
one suggests. The armed forces, because they often have to act on the spur of the 
moment and in crisis situations, are receptive to this leadership style.

The democratic approach, in which meetings are usually held to share informa-
tion about emerging issues and to contemplate possible solutions, lends itself espe-
cially well to the academic environment. But determining whether to take a people 
or a process approach and subsequently deepening one’s choice by reviewing the 
four styles is just half the work of implementing awakened leadership.

The next step for the leader is to evaluate, and if possible develop, a set of traits 
that will support a wakeful approach. Emotional intelligence and authenticity are 
the major requirements here. Emotional intelligence is important because the awak-
ened leader needs to know where he or she comes from, to be in touch with his or 
her values and morals, and to be attuned to co-workers’ values and morals. 
Authenticity is important because people are finally starting to realize that it is 
unnatural to park one’s soul at the door when entering the workplace. Bringing your 
entire self into the workplace, without fear of being ridiculed or backstabbed, and 
using your entire self for the betterment of yourself and your organization are the 
keys to authenticity.
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 Face the Music

There are numerous consequences of not being wakeful. Leaders who refrain from 
a wakeful approach in today’s increasingly interdependent business world will find 
themselves becoming outsiders in the global village. The continuous intermingling 
of cultures leaves no room for holding onto a single leadership style. Even when a 
leader operates in just one city, county, or state, he or she will find the need to apply 
an awakened approach because workforces are becoming more multiethnic and 
multicultural and display an increasing diversity of ages and skills.

Organizations in which leaders employ a single style—even if this style has 
worked well in the past—will find themselves at a disadvantage compared with 
competitors who move faster because they have mastered the multidimensional 
approach of wakefulness. Organizations with wakeful leaders are more open to 
change and therefore encourage organizational learning, both inside and outside the 
work environments. These organizations encourage workers to continuously ques-
tion current processes in the workplace and to suggest improved methods. They 
focus on encouraging continuous education among their workers, realizing that 
even though some workers may exit once they have obtained an increased level of 
skills and knowledge, workers who feel valued and encouraged are less likely to 
leave a nurturing environment. This decreases turnover and enhances the organiza-
tion’s quality of output, which in turn positively affects the bottom line.

 Words of Wisdom

I asked a number of leaders that I considered wakeful in their approaches, what 
advice they had for leaders who are aspiring to become more wakeful, and they sug-
gested the following:

• See your responsibility in a much broader way. Too many business executives are 
overly occupied with a narrow vision and do not consider the full responsibilities 
their companies have to the societies in which they operate. It is important that 
today’s leaders consider their responsibilities beyond the bottom line.

• Walk your talk. Pay more than lip service to your relationships with your employ-
ees. Mission statements should be more than just plaques on walls or desks. One 
leader said, “If you take good care of your people, they will take good care of you 
and your mission.”

• Be more in touch with all levels of your company. Encourage a team spirit and 
an elevated sense of meaning. This will lead to greater employee satisfaction 
and, ultimately, increased productivity.

• Promote a corporate culture that addresses humanity as a whole. Focus on all 
stakeholders (workers, shareholders, customers, suppliers, and society) rather 
than just the stockholders.
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• Continue to develop the qualities of awakened leadership. By doing so you will 
convert leadership from a duty to a highly gratifying experience.

 Awakened Leadership: A Behavioral Road Map

Before getting into more details, it may be interesting to present some foundational 
information. The name for the leader described in this chapter is, “the awakened 
leader.” This name was derived from Buddha’s (approximately 563  BCE) post- 
enlightenment answer to the question of a passerby whether he was a god, a magi-
cian, a wizard, or anything else, upon which Buddha simply stated, “I’m awake” 
(Kornfield, 1999).

Awakened leaders are those who lead from the heart and soul. They are the cor-
porate, community, and household leaders, official or unofficial, who refuse to put 
on different hats when it comes to their personality. They do not believe in parking 
their souls at the door. Awakened leaders practice a holistic and authentic approach 
in every environment and at every time (Marques, 2009).

As you may have gathered thus far, awakened leadership could be labeled as one 
of several “new-age” leadership styles, born out of frustration with the self- centered, 
greed-based, mindless leadership actions of past decades, or it can be considered an 
entire way of being.

Regardless of how you decide to look at it, it remains a highly useful way of deal-
ing with the responsibility of leadership in any setting, whether private or profes-
sional; small, mid-sized, or large scaled; or whether pertaining to the self or others.

So, what is so useful about it? The main reason is this: Awakened leadership is 
reflective. When you reflect on things, you consider them from multiple angles and 
think deeper about them than a superficial thought or two. Your job, position, work 
relationships, the industry you are involved in, the very purpose of your perfor-
mance, your private or social connections, the things you say, the things you do, and 
those you refrain from saying and doing, reflecting on all these can help you under-
stand yourself better and make you more mindful from here onward.

One of the greatest favors you can do yourself is understanding why you do what 
you do and who is affected by your actions. Especially when you are about to make 
major decisions, such as laying off a number of employees, discontinuing or starting 
a new production or service line, engaging in a new relationship, or terminating an 
old one, it may be helpful if you write down the perceived impact. When consider-
ing important steps, we often underestimate the number of stakeholders whose lives 
will be influenced by these steps. Take a few minutes and start writing. The group of 
affected parties is usually five times higher than what your initial thoughts may have 
wanted you to believe.

Awakened leadership is the opposite of sleepwalking leadership. First: what is 
sleepwalking leadership? It is the trend of making decisions without consider-
ing that:
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• Everything changes, and nothing is today as it was yesterday, so you cannot 
continue to make the same decisions you made yesterday hoping they will have 
the same outcomes.

• “Reality,” as you see it, is not the same as how others see it. Your reality is shaped 
by a number of influencing factors, such as your upbringing, culture, character, 
generation, education, values, and more. You can therefore not consider that oth-
ers will always understand and appreciate your perspectives.

Traditional patterns or habits are the most common ways of driving you into the 
autopilot state, thus, sleepwalking mode: you follow these patterns or apply these 
habits without thinking and, definitely, without reflecting if they still make sense in 
your life as it is today. Mindlessly submitting to recurring patterns or habits makes 
us followers, not leaders.

Focusing too much on the details can make you lose sight of the bigger purpose 
of something. Some people can get so lost in the details that these become the main 
goal of their performance, causing them to entirely lose track of the larger scheme 
of things.

Mindless leadership has maneuvered us into a global ecological crisis, and every 
plan, step, decision, or action you undertake from now on—individually or collec-
tively—will either be instrumental to a positive turnaround or will further augment 
the problems we, the human species, have created in past decades.

With the above stipulated, awakened leadership can easily be understood, 
through the following behavioral road map. Awakened leadership is the continued 
awareness in your thoughts, actions, and communications that:

• You have to make your decisions by reflecting on your lessons learned from past 
experiences, but even more by reflection on your wishes for the future and the 
possible effects these decisions will have on that.

• You should consider the perspectives of others, and keep an open mind to poten-
tially different ideas, which as they may enrich your understanding, insight, and, 
consequently, the directions you will choose going forward.

• You should question, even doubt, established patterns and procedures, as many 
of them were created when times, expectations, circumstances, goals, and mind-
sets were entirely different. If you find that the old patterns and procedures still 
suffice, you can continue with them, but if you find that there is room for improve-
ment or drastic change, you should implement that.

• You should keep in mind that, while details are important to safeguard quality in 
everything, you also have to keep the big picture in mind, so that you can focus 
on what really matters in the long run.

• You should make mindfulness your new habit. Your mind is a wonderful instru-
ment, but it has the tendency to lead you astray at every opportunity it gets. This 
is the time to step up in awareness and regain control over the directions your 
mind moves into.

Restore your priorities in the right order, and realize the impermanence of every-
thing, including yourself. If you can keep yourself mindful of the fact that you want 
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to leave this world a better place than you encountered it, you have set an important 
step on the path to awakened leadership.

 Case in Point: Marc Benioff and Salesforce

A good example of the kind of leader today’s generation of workers seem to call for 
is Marc Benioff, founder and CEO of Salesforce, an Internet company with about 
28,000 employees, that ranked no. 1 on Fortune’s 2017 Future 50 leaders list of 
companies with a market value above $20 billion that are exceptional and should be 
followed. Innovation and creativity seem to be the fluid that streams through 
Benioff’s veins. Salesforce’s product line is not so much revolutionary in our times, 
as is its entire approach to business. Benioff’s company is known for three business 
trends that are now established in daily performance or have been adopted by many 
business people: (1) a technology model now known as the cloud, (2) the subscrip-
tion business model, and (3) the 1-1-1 model, the latter being Salesforce’s philan-
thropic commitment to give away 1% each of equity, products, and employee hours.

One of the main reasons to conclude that Benioff must be doing something good 
is the fact that his strategies have been widely copied by more than 3000 current 
business leaders. It seems that leading business assessment authorities such as Wall 
Street have their eyes on Salesforce as an auspicious trendsetter, not merely through 
its own growth but also through well-considered acquisitions. In the past decade 
alone, Salesforce has acquired 55 companies, which manifested innovativeness or 
market pioneering. Yet, what makes Salesforce—and Benioff—so special is their 
approach to giving: social causes such as funding of schools, hospitals, and other 
well-being-focused entities receive millions of dollars in support from Salesforce.

In 2018 Benioff was the sole billionaire supporter of a San Francisco ballot mea-
sure addressing homelessness (“Prop C”), which turned into a national “Battle of 
the Big-Tech Titans.” Prop C, which ultimately passed with 60% of votes, aims to 
raise an additional $250–$300 million in corporate taxes annually—making it the 
largest tax increase in city history—for a fund dedicated to solving the homeless 
crisis in San Francisco. The companies with the highest revenues will have to pay 
the most to support this effort. What made Prop C such a hot topic was the fact that 
it started as a grassroots voter initiative, but became an elite political battleground 
as soon as it became a twitter debate between billionaires.

Over a year in the making, the proposed tax was the result of a collaboration 
between various local organizations that focus on helping the homeless. However, it 
erupted into a tech elite political battleground when billionaires like Marc Benioff 
(Salesforce) and Jack Dorsey (Twitter and Square) started a tweet debate about it. 
Several other billionaires expressed their opposition against Prop C, claiming that 
they did not consider it the proper way to help the homeless community. Even the 
San Francisco mayor at the time, London Breed, opposed the proposition and listed 
a number of reasons why he felt Prop C should not be supported. One of those rea-
sons was that there had already been $300 million spent on homeless programs and 
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that businesses might leave San Francisco with such a high tax to pay for homeless 
support (Au-Yeung, 2018).

Considering the Prop C homeless tax in hindsight, Benioff stated that he had 
priests, rabbis, and imams helping him, but no other CEOs. It was only after Prop C 
won the popular vote that other business leaders finally started dripping in with their 
support pledges. Benioff holds the opinion that many of these late CEO supporters 
have decided to make a support pledge after their employees expressed disappoint-
ment in these leaders’ callous ignorance of the homelessness problem 
(Ghaffary, 2018).

As for the way Salesforce is conducting its business practice, the entire product 
and service package the company offers is geared toward ease, affordability, and 
timeliness. By putting its products online, the company ensures that customers 
always have access to the latest version of the software they use without frustration, 
delay, or extra expenses. Benioff performs with the understanding that business suc-
cess should not only be focused on shareholders but that all stakeholders should 
benefit. Employees are encouraged to use the “Ohana” (family) floor that is included 
in each Salesforce building. The Ohana floor is a community space where all 
employees are welcome to share in the family atmosphere (Lashinsky, 2017).

Benioff is very much invested in Salesforce, but does not plan to keep the com-
pany at all costs. He admits that doing a good job as a leader takes about 95% of 
one’s time and that there is more to life than working all the time. So far, however, 
he stays at the helm and continues to set revolutionary, yet humane trends in his 
leadership and corporate performance.

 Awakened Leaders in Reflection

Based on the findings from over a dozen interviews with corporate and academic 
leaders that exhibit and nurture awakened qualities, a number of useful reflections 
emerged: many awakened leaders have made their share of mistakes and have expe-
rienced some pretty humbling situations before they reached the stage of wakeful-
ness. As part of the interview process, the participants engaged in thorough 
self-reflection about their leadership performance and came to the conclusion that 
trial and error was exactly what makes them such bright persons today: they 
explained that they had been sleepwalking through life and that something drastic 
happened in their life, which woke them up. Overall they agreed that it is exactly 
because of their blunders in the past that awakened leaders are now such reliable, 
honest, fair, and flexible persons to work with (Marques, 2009).

More specifically, the following attention points emerged.

Morals and values: Awakened leaders may have been confronted with issues that 
caused them to question their morals and reconsider them. As one of the participants 
put it, “Sometimes we have to be challenged by the opposite of our beliefs before 
we learn to respect other perspectives.” Due to confrontations with intensely mind- 
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boggling circumstances in life, awakened leaders have learned to understand differ-
ent perspectives, which, in turn, made them reevaluate their own morals and values 
in order to conclude whether they still made sense or whether they needed to be 
modified. This, then, is how they obtained moral intelligence, which, according to 
Lennick and Kiel (2006), “is the mental capacity to determine how universal human 
principles should be applied to personal values, goals, and actions” (p. 13).

Ethics: Work-related ethics in particular surface in everyone’s life. They can be 
small or big issues, but they lead to the insight that ethics, like morals and values, 
are subjective perspectives, which are heavily culture bound. In the case of ethical 
considerations, it is important to realize that pluralism is a real factor to consider, 
because ethics are very personal and oftentimes our considerations of what is ethical 
and what is not are shaped by our upbringing, education, religion, culture, and 
numerous other shaping factors (Marques, 2017). Awakened leaders are not spared 
from ethical dilemmas. And sometimes it is one such dilemma that causes a leader 
to become wakeful. It can be a case of a co-worker who got fired due to unethical 
behavior; but it can also be the making of a decision, whereby ethical considerations 
drove the leader toward choosing for the less advantageous alternative for the sake 
of ethicality. But seeing what loss of ethics can do to people usually strengthens the 
leader in his or her ethical standpoints.

Integrity, honesty, and trust: In an analysis of Csorba’s book Trust, Business Line 
(2006) cites, “There are three things that make leaders trustworthy. One, a track 
record of credibility and reliability. Two, not making ‘bad decisions willfully or 
consciously’. And three, acting and leading with wisdom and integrity” (p. 1). We 
all know how bad it feels when we get confronted with people who do not hold their 
side of a bargain and damage our trust with that. Awakened leaders, on their way to 
becoming who they are, have also experienced their share of dealing with these 
people. And it taught them an important lesson: to keep their word when they give 
it, in order to avoid being perceived as untrustworthy. They know too well what it 
feels like to get disappointed by others’ deceitful behavior. And they learn from it.

Vision: Either through reading, listening, or immediate experience, awakened 
leaders have learned the importance of having a vision and communicating it prop-
erly. Marques (2017) stresses that leaders should overcome the urge to simply con-
vey their visions and then leave: they should establish rotating employee teams that 
keep in communication with one another. Awakened leaders have seen too many 
organizations floating around, either without a long-term perspective or with one 
that is obsolete, because it is a hundred years old. They see mergers and acquisitions 
from gigantic companies go sour due to lack of vision and insufficient consideration 
of a strategy after the fusion. And they learn from that.

Respect: In his review of the most important strengths of leaders and workers in 
billion-dollar—or blueprint—companies, Thomson asserts, “they must have com-
plete trust in and respect for one another” (Thomson, 2006, p. 22). In private as well 
as in professional situations, awakened leaders have learned the value of showing 
respect. They may have made their own share of mistakes in this regard as well. 
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After all they, too, were once rebellious teenagers and know-it-all youngsters who 
did not feel that anyone could teach them anything. But they woke up: oftentimes 
through pain and shame. Yet, they learned from it.

Passion: An interesting reflection presented by several of the participants to this 
study was that awakened leaders rarely become leaders in the work environment 
where they started at an early age. The participants considered this a positive fact, 
which they clarified by asserting that we all need exposure to multiple environments 
in order to learn the differences and determine what we really want. They clarified 
that, due to their encounters with people from various walks of life, awakened lead-
ers learned to distinguish the different types of characters one needs to work with: 
from passionate ones to ever-dissatisfied ones. This is how awakened leaders deter-
mined whom they should adopt as role models. James (2012) adds another insight-
ful dimension by alerting us that pursuing our passion will bring a sense of purpose, 
thus happiness, while pursuing our idea of what pays most may bring riches, but 
will also rob us from our innermost sense of happiness and contentment.

Commitment: In their elaborations of this theme, the participants to the study clari-
fied that awakened leaders matured through their encounters with people who were 
committed to their goals and those who just performed for a paycheck. The partici-
pants concluded that awakened leaders, on their way to maturity, considered these 
extremes and all the shades in between and realized that commitment is a great 
asset, as long as it does not turn into obsession. It is also critical to keep in mind that 
employees will perform better and be more committed if they have a committed 
leader they trust and have a good relationship with (Marques, 2017).

Compassion: In their review of a leader’s road map to renewal, McKee et al. (2006) 
affirm, “The first element of renewal is mindfulness, or living in a state of full, con-
scious awareness of one’s whole self, other people, and the context in which leaders 
live and work” (p. 1). McKee et al. (2006) continue, “The second element, hope, 
enables leaders to believe their vision of the future is attainable, and to move toward 
their goals while inspiring others to reach for their dreams as well” (p. 1). Vision 
was described earlier as one of the important trial and error points through which 
leaders ultimately become wakeful. Finally, focusing on the attribute under review 
here, compassion, McKee et al. (2006) avow, “When leaders experience the third 
critical element for renewal, compassion, leaders understand people’s wants and 
needs and feel motivated to act on their concern. The real solution lies in renewal, 
which is a function of leaders’ individual capacity for mindfulness, hope and com-
passion” (p. 1). The participants to the study presented in this chapter agreed that 
awakened leaders encountered great compassion as well as a total lack thereof in 
both work and private environments. They concurred that awakened leaders have 
learned the upside and downside of both extremes. Excessively compassionate peo-
ple run the risk to fall prey to ruthless abusers and may run into situations where all 
their time and energy gets absorbed by other people’s problems. Those who are 
entirely deprived of compassion are usually disliked and will not be supported when 
they need their followers to do so.
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Kindness: Zoghbi-Manrique-de-Lara and Viera-Armas (2019) associate kindness 
as one of four factors that comprise compassionate behavior in leaders, along with 
empathic concern, common humanity, and mindfulness. In the here conducted 
study, the participants felt that, whether it was through personal experience or the 
observation of arrogance applied toward someone close, awakened leaders acknowl-
edge the value of kindness. In their opinion this, too, has been a lesson, which 
awakened leaders learned through life. A few of the participants added that the 
awareness about the value of kindness could very well emerge from a positive expe-
rience: the leader could have encountered a person who was very kind to him or her, 
an act that may have been crucial at the moment when it was delivered. This experi-
ence of kindness may have opened the leader’s eyes for the value of being kind to 
others in return. Yet, stressed another participant, kindness does not mean giving in 
to everything. It means bringing your point across with appropriate respect to others 
and their perspectives.

Forgiveness: It was a common opinion of the participants to the study here 
reviewed that awakened leaders have encountered forgiveness in their lives: from 
parents, siblings, children, spouses, friends, or colleagues. The participants 
explained that, once a person receives forgiveness from others, he or she will under-
stand how good it feels, what a humbling experience it is, and how it will make an 
individual with good intentions strive to be much better than before. All participants 
agreed that awakened leaders have learned the lesson of forgiveness well and have 
consequently mastered the art of applying it in every setting where they operate.

Courage: Rijamampianina (2018) posits that courage has been evoked as an essen-
tial component of character in effective leaders, as it lays the foundation for other 
virtues and values to emerge and develop. Courage is definitely one of the important 
aspects of awakened leadership. Without having learned this lesson, awakened lead-
ers would probably not be leaders. As one of the participants emphasized, “Living 
takes courage. And leading takes courage.” From the various statements of the par-
ticipants, it could be concluded that awakened leaders have learned that nothing will 
happen without someone being courageous to set a first step. So, they learned that 
they might as well be that person. One participant clarified that courage does not 
always pay off in terms of material or financial turnout, yet it always leads to enrich-
ment of experiences and insights. So, awakened leaders value that.

Love: This lesson may be the most precious one of all. In general, all participants 
agreed that love is the ultimate caring concern an individual develops through life, 
on his or her way toward awakened leadership. They also agreed that it has every-
thing to do with empathy, understanding, and acceptance. A few participants noted 
that, in awakened leadership, it is not only important for the leader to love what he 
or she does, but also to make his or her workforce feel appreciated. Love, in this 
perspective, has everything to do with learning that diversity is a good thing and that 
people from different backgrounds and cultures ultimately bring about greater 
insights. This was also stressed by several of the participants to the study on awak-
ened leadership. These participants emphasized that love in a leader-follower rela-
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tionship also has everything to do with knowing what the right actions are. They 
underscored that it has everything to do with realizing that the differences among 
people were not implemented without reason, but that there was a purpose for these 
differences. Awakened leaders have learned to love people from all walks of life 
equally, and to respect them equally, even if they do not always understand them. 
Yet, in such cases, these leaders will seek to understand their people, even if it takes 
time. Thus, these leaders have learned the essence of love.

Deep listening: On our way through life, we learn that there is a difference between 
hearing and listening and between listening and listening. The participants to the 
study here described concurred that awakened leaders have learned that people 
greatly appreciate it when you listen to them with more than just your ears. These 
leaders may have learned this because they were once (or more than once) also 
granted the art of being listened to with more than ears alone. So, these leaders have 
learned to focus on their counterpart in a dialogue and listen deeply. And this has 
been valuable toward their awakening.

Inspired and inspiring: Through the various interviews for this study, it became 
clear that awakened leaders are those that have obtained inspiration from various 
sources. No one develops special skills without inspiration. This inspiration, as one 
participant put it, can come from other human beings, but also from other living 
entities such as animals or plants or nature in its entirety. Awakened leaders have 
learned from the sources of inspiration they encountered through life. One of the 
most important overarching lessons they adopted from being inspired is that it is 
crucial to have a source of inspiration. So, now that they became awake, they do 
their utmost to also become a source of inspiration to others. This can be seen in 
their way of communicating with others: the time they take to listen, to encourage, 
to provide guidelines, and to be available when needed. Inspired leaders know first 
and foremost the essence of being available.

Authenticity: It was the participants’ opinion that awakened leaders practice 
authenticity in the sense of being genuine and not in the sense of what they think 
others would want to see or hear. Although worded slightly differently by the vari-
ous interviewees, they all seemed to agree that awakened leaders have concluded 
that it is too much hassle to put on different hats under different circumstances and 
to play different roles in front of different audiences. One of the leadership thinkers 
and practitioners interviewed for this chapter stated that, if you always tell the truth, 
you do not have to remember. Awakened leaders are aware of that and live like that. 
They refrain from adopting different attitudes and behaviors, because they know 
that there are far more important things in life than putting up “fronts.” And that is 
the power of authenticity: honesty, and straightforwardness, which translates to oth-
ers as simplicity, or the way of being uncomplicated. And what is more rewarding 
than being valued for your simplicity? No one has to worry about your hidden inten-
tions: everyone knows where they stand with you. That is what awakened leaders 
are about.
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Connection with one’s being, one’s spirit: “Leaders who have the presence of 
mind to simply ‘be’ know in their hearts that correct action flows naturally from 
being fully awake” (Marques, 2010). It was repeatedly emphasized by the partici-
pants in this study that awakened leaders are good listeners, because they know that 
sometimes all people need is an ear, for they already know the answers to their 
problems. Awakened leaders, according to the thinkers that contributed to this study, 
apply the strategy of listening because they have learned through self-reflection. 
They know that it is not more than fair toward oneself to take some time off through 
the day for contemplation, and for turning to the source of wealth and knowledge 
within, in search for answers. Awakened leaders have learned that, by doing so fre-
quently, the connection with their core becomes easier and can be done more swiftly 
if they do it often enough. So, awakened leaders turn inward regularly for answers. 
It should be stressed here that the process of turning inward has nothing to do with 
religion, as was also clarified by the participants in this study. The variety of envi-
ronments from which these participants derived should already be an indicator that 
awakened leaders can be found among all groups: among people from various reli-
gions and among people who do not practice any religion.

Multidimensional: A multidimensional approach is almost inevitable in today’s 
multi-continental, and multiethnic work environment. The study participants agreed 
that awakened leaders apply their leadership styles to the situational, follower, and 
environmental needs they encounter. The participants further asserted that, aside 
from their multidimensional leadership style, awakened leaders have learned to see 
things in different dimensions. Therefore, they make their decisions as such. A few 
of the participants elaborated that awakened leaders carry the conviction that if you 
allow yourself to be driven by the right causes, the rewards will follow. At least half 
of the participants affirmed that awakened leaders are therefore never primarily 
money-driven. They know that the bottom line will ultimately be served in much 
more rewarding ways if the people and the relationships are maintained. The major-
ity of participants concluded that awakened leaders are relationship oriented, firstly 
because they like developing relationships and because they know the mutual value 
of maintaining them and secondly because they know how important good relation-
ships are for the advancement of their organization.

Fulfillment: The participants felt that awakened leaders have learned that there is 
no gratification in material and financial affluence without fulfillment. They reflect 
on that experience toward themselves as well as those they surround themselves 
with. They strive, in the first place, for everyone to have a sense of fulfillment with 
what they do. And, as stated earlier, they know that financial and material rewards 
will follow once a person is doing the thing he or she gets a sense of fulfillment 
from. So, according to the sources for this study, fulfillment is very high on the 
agenda of an awakened leader.

Initiative: The study participants asserted that awakened leaders have learned that 
nothing comes from waiting for others to do it for you. So, they take initiatives. And 
with that, they are aware that not all initiatives work out, but they are still willing to 
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go for it. Some of the participants stressed that awakened leaders perceive failed 
initiatives as life lessons toward better ones. So they go for what they believe in, 
even if it takes a while. They develop creativeness to get there. And they usually get 
there. They also realize that there are many people who may stand behind an idea, 
but who lack the willpower or courage to take the initiative to realize it. So, the 
awakened leader steps forward and creates a structure, a platform. And then he or 
she finds others to join in.

Change: All participants agreed that awakened leaders have learned, through 
many experiences, that one cannot survive in today’s world without being amenable 
to change, because changes are continuously brought upon us. It was the partici-
pants’ opinion that awakened leaders have also learned that the most effective way 
to deal with change is to be just one step ahead and reinvent oneself on a regular 
basis. How? By keeping track of developments in one’s interest areas, by adopting 
a pro-learning mindset, and by refusing to let setbacks prevail. To quote one of the 
participants, “[Awakened leaders] know that setbacks always occur in everyone’s 
life, but that it are the losers who dwell on them, while the winners look for the les-
sons to be learned from these setbacks and the opportunities hidden within or 
behind them.”

 Chapter Takeaways

• Wakefulness, although practiced by various leaders, has thus far not been for-
mally identified as a specific leadership trait.

• An awakened leader could be described as a “situational-plus” leader. A situa-
tional leader is one who modifies his or her leadership style on the basis of both 
the situation and the people he or she works with.

• The awakened leader first decides whether to take a task or a relationship orienta-
tion to the issue at hand (i.e., he or she chooses between the two main areas of 
leading) and then determines which of four approaches to leadership—laissez- 
faire, empathetic, autocratic, or democratic (which together form the acronym 
LEAD)—will work best.

• Leaders who refrain from a wakeful approach in today’s increasingly interdepen-
dent business world will find themselves becoming outsiders in the global 
village.

• Organizations in which leaders employ a single style—even if this style has 
worked well in the past— will find themselves at a disadvantage compared with 
competitors who move faster because they have mastered the multidimensional 
approach of wakefulness.

• Wakeful leaders suggest to (1) consider your responsibilities in a much broader 
way, (2) walk your talk, (3) be more in touch with all levels of your company, (4) 
promote a corporate culture that addresses humanity as a whole, and (5) continue 
to develop the qualities of awakened leadership.
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• Awakened leadership is reflective. When you reflect on things, you consider 
them from multiple angles and think deeper about them than a superficial 
thought or two.

• Awakened leadership can easily be understood, through the following behavioral 
road map.

 – Make your decisions by reflecting on your lessons learned from past 
experiences.

 – Consider the perspectives of others, and keep an open mind to potentially dif-
ferent ideas.

 – Question, even doubt, established patterns and procedures.
 – Details are important to safeguard quality in everything, but you also have to 

keep the big picture in mind.
 – Make mindful leadership your new habit.
 – Restore your priorities in the right order.

• Several interviewed awakened leaders reflected on a series of qualities and 
behaviors that have served them well, such as being value-based, ethical, trust- 
driven, visionary, respectful, passionate, committed, compassionate, kind, for-
giving, courageous, loving, attentive, inspired, authentic, connected, 
multidimensional, fulfilled, initiative-oriented, and change-focused qualities.

 Reflective Questions

 1. The chapter describes an awakened leader as a “situational-plus” leader. Engage 
in some research to find out what situational leadership entails and explain.

 2. The chapter encourages those interested in wakeful leadership to doubt estab-
lished patterns and procedures. Why is that?

 3. Which of the reflective qualities of awakened leaders come easy to you, and why?
 4. Which of the qualities could be challenging for you, and why?
 5. Do you think becoming an awakened leader is attainable for you? Why or 

why not?
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Chapter 2
Mindfulness as a Strategy to Weather 
Challenges

Carrie Amani Annabi

Abstract This chapter considers physiological, sociological, and positive psycho-
logical research to help readers better understand historic and contemporary studies 
that also feed into business management and leadership disciplines. The backstory 
to these evolutionary theories will help readers rationalize and position Mindfulness, 
which is still a fairy nascent area for academic enquiry, undoubtedly involves a 
more multidisciplinary approach. The author hopes that by appreciating extant lit-
erature in ancillary but disparate areas, readers will be able to see that Mindfulness 
is a logical answer for leaders faced with coping with endless challenges and under-
stand why the movement is currently led by written accounts in books and not by 
academic publications at this stage.

Keywords Mindfulness · Oxytocin · Leadership · Positive psychology · Culture

 Physiological Issues

The recent pandemic has interrupted normal life for the majority and removed typi-
cal everyday opportunities for oxytocin stimuli. The more characteristic cocreators 
of the hormone would rely on such things as smiling and simple physical contact 
(including social hugs and non-sexualized contact). Social distancing, mask wear-
ing, and reduced social interaction have minimized opportunities for oxytocin- 
boosting situations. It is fortuitous that oxytocin, or the feel-good hormone, can be 
recreated through Mindfulness.

Oxytocin is a peptide hormone comprising of nine amino acids and has crucial 
importance to physiological responses given its impact on the brain. Oxytocin 
impacts physiologic integrity and enhanced sociality. This matters because oxytocin 
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governs more general social behavior and physical interaction as well as sexual 
contact (Campbell, 2010). Changes in oxytocin levels impact social functioning 
(Hoffman et al., 2012). An increase in oxytocin levels is more readily associated 
with physical stimulation (e.g., massage of somatosensory organs), but research 
also indicated that this feel-good hormone can also be heightened by alternative 
sensory stimuli (Donadon et al., 2018). Ito et al. (2019) proposed that oxytocin lev-
els can be increased by psychologic stimulation such as Mindfulness meditation.

Feeling alone and being alone are well-known risk factors for disease and poor 
health and accelerated mortality. Social isolation plays a role in reduced levels of 
oxytocin (Magen, 2018). Rokach (2014) addressed the duality of leadership and 
loneliness and found that leaders often suffer from feelings of stress, isolation, and 
loneliness. These stressors are antecedents for health and social issues. Silard and 
Wright (2020) provided a critique of leadership styles and suggested that there is a 
“dark side” to “popular leadership theories, especially with respect to the lack of 
development of high-quality relationships—and the resultant loneliness of both 
leaders and follower” (p. 1).

Ringleb and Rock (2008) were among the first proponents of neuroleadership, 
which is an interdisciplinary research area which combines brain science and psy-
chology to better inform effective leadership skills that supports emotional regula-
tion. Neuroleadership delivers a scientific substantiation of the way that leadership 
behavior promotes trust and impacts the brain’s oxytocin production (Pittman, 
2020). Early research on employee trust being associated with positive corporate 
growth (Zak & Knack, 2001) has now being built upon to confirm that trust requires 
sufficiency of oxytocin (Zak et al., 2007; Zak, 2017, 2018). Mindfulness interven-
tions have been shown to increase oxytocin (Donadon et al., 2018; Ito et al., 2019) 
and well-being (Lindsay et al., 2019).

 Positive Psychology and Sociology

The simplest concept of Mindfulness refers to consciousness of what is happening 
within the present moment. It is fostered by a diverse range of practices which are 
designed to help you as an individual set aside biased personal constructs which 
would normally govern your innate response. Mindfulness replaces these automati-
cally triggered responses with responses which are less automatic.

Mindfulness is intrinsic to positive psychology. Positive psychology focuses on 
well-being as opposed to dis-ease, which is a lack of the feeling of ease. I use the 
hyphen deliberately to underscore the notion that ease is about optimum function-
ing, whereas, disease often results from long-term dis-ease. Positive psychology 
and sociology both examine whether there is a common human nature and, if so, 
what properties exist therein.

Several authors have chronicled governing principles of subconscious and 
unconscious behavior, and some of these scholars and their research will be briefly 
presented in order to inform your thinking about the well-known sociological theo-
ries that have been created to explain automatic human responses.
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 Mindfulness as a Sociological Construct

Charles Wright Mills (1959) studied social stratification and intellectual craftsman-
ship in his book entitled The Sociological Imagination, where he recognized that “it 
is difficult to avoid going beyond one’s immediate subject, because the reality of 
any one stratum is, in large part, its relations to the rest” (1959, p. 2).

Mills (1963) further focused on a biographical understanding of the intercon-
nectivity between public and private space through his writings on Power, Politics, 
and People, which were an articulation of the confusion of his private life. 
Subsequent authors have connected his biography with “spaces of selfhood” to 
comprehend his image of sociology.

Brewer (2005) offered the following description which best illustrates why 
reflexive journeys and Mindfulness provide significance in relation to your lived 
experiences. This also could equally apply to a variant of an intersectionality debate 
(which will also be touched upon in this chapter).

Mills famously staked sociology’s claim to be the study of the intersection between private 
troubles and public issues since this located the discipline as the study of individuals within 
their social structural context. The intersection was presented as one of constant flow, as 
people’s private troubles became public issues and as public issues caused people private 
troubles, exemplifying the mutual embeddedness of individuals and society. (Brewer, 
2005, p. 662)

In applying Mills (1959, 1963) to your own Mindfulness voyage, you will 
undoubtedly think of components or compartments of your life that include work 
where, perhaps, the issues you face are individual private struggles and include 
concerns about your interaction with others. These troubles impact upon social 
interaction and personal awareness, thereby making the context of your troubles 
directly relational to your lived experiences and resultant action. Mills opined that 
issues are more aligned to external material problems which go beyond the range of 
individual troubles and that organizations, institutions, or society impact upon 
issues and become public matters. Mills provides an interesting argument that may 
release people from taking constructive steps within personal Mindfulness because 
it places the emphasis and responsibility on societal changes. On the other hand, 
Mindfulness recognizes that individual steps, whether in isolation or as part of a 
larger collective movement, will make a fundamental change to personal interactions.

 Does Culture Matter?

The word culture has many connotations. Indeed, the words culture and civilization 
were accorded 160 different meanings in the seminal work by Kroeber and 
Kluckhohn (1952). One brief narrative from their book stated that:

Culture consists of patterns, explicit and implicit, of and for behavior acquired and trans-
mitted by symbols, constituting the distinctive achievement of human groups, including 
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their embodiments in artefacts; the essential core of culture consists of traditional (i.e. his-
torically derived and selected) ideas and especially their attached values; culture systems 
may, on the one hand, be considered as products of action, on the other as conditioning 
elements of further action. (p. 181)

It is not my intention to disaggregate or define the various forms of culture, but 
rather to draw attention to the ambiguity which prevails in interpretations. For exam-
ple, is the creation of culture inherent in life and relationships simply because people 
prefer to be constituted by culture as a safety net to guard against taking a position 
outside of it? (see Social Identity Theory). Cultural production constitutes a perpetu-
ally enacted performance of, often mutually contradictory, discourses which are time 
and place bound meanings and related practices. These discussions do not always 
recognize the fluidity of cultural production nor consider the nuance of Mindfulness 
where living in the moment can provide isolated but conjoined behavioral patterns.

Kroeber and Kluckhohn (1952) suggested that culture in the future would be 
expanded to incorporate the interrelationship forged by cultural systems and incon-
sistency and the individual. This is an excellent understanding of how discrepancy 
and discrete Mindfulness can still work while using wider sociological concepts for 
mapping interrelations. Therefore, instead of using contemporary rendition of cul-
ture, I want to introduce you to Bourdieu as a way of charting an understanding of 
relationships.

 Charting an Understanding of Relationships

Bourdieu (1990) contended that individuals were governed by dispositions which 
provide an individualized framework for a predisposition toward the way one thinks 
or feels and are not merely an unconscious practice. Dispositions are preconscious 
habits which direct both the physical and psychological image of and to the world. 
For example, dispositions incorporate the way one eats or moves, self-posture, and 
speech patterns. Bourdieu believed that the body itself incorporates the preconscious 
historic patterns into an individualized physicality of presence guided by uncon-
scious thought. The accumulative dispositions are habitus, which in turn epitomizes 
ways of thinking that subconsciously cue an individual to behave in a particular way. 
Habitus is the individual’s response to, and the interplay with, the world they inhabit 
which has been moderated by disposition. Using Bourdieu as a mechanism for self-
reflection on personal leadership strategy still has currency (see Evans, 2018).

 Looking Inside Out or Outside In

Cooley’s (1972) theory of the looking-glass self believed that our self-view comes 
from the self-contemplation of impressions of how others perceive us teamed with 
our personal qualities. Identity and the logical construction of self is demarcated by 
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the sameness of differences between the self and others. Therefore, the creation of 
an individual identity is often aggregated with the simultaneous creation of a social 
identity, which is developed via social interaction, and the consequent validation 
process that this offers.

 Social Identity

Social identification is the personal understanding of oneself in relation to a larger 
group of people. Tajfel (1981, p. 255) defined social identity as “that part of the 
individual’s self-concept which derives from his or her knowledge of membership 
to a social group (or groups) together with the value and the emotional significance 
attached to it.” Tajfel and Turner (1979, 1986) advocated the theory that an indi-
vidual’s concept of self was the composite of several social identities. Social iden-
tity theory (SIT) (Tajfel, 1978, 1981; Tajfel & Turner, 1986) encompasses constructs 
related to both personal and group behavior and can scaffold perceptions of selectiv-
ity as SIT theorizes that people assign themselves to social categories (e.g., tough 
boss or approachable leader), which may lead them to respond favorably to stimuli 
(e.g., hardline policy adherence like maintaining strict working hours or advocating 
corporate social responsible issues) that in turn cause the individual to recognize 
their social category distinctiveness (Tajfel, 1978, 1981).

However, an individual often belongs to a variety of groups which makes it dif-
ficult to categorize the intersecting identities. There is potential to have an intersec-
tion between identities, so that the totality of one group membership or partial 
elements of other group memberships are considered: It is feasible to have partial 
memberships while also having self-belief of out-group status. This means that 
simultaneous identification becomes impossible without considering 
intersectionality.

 Intersectionality

Intersectionality is most often used as a feminist term and is attributed to Crenshaw 
(1989) who emphasized the “multidimensionality of marginalized subjects’ lived 
experiences” (p. 139). Intersectionality theory developed as a critique of race and 
gender studies and as a means of exploring the oppression of women of color within 
society. However, the analysis has been applied to a range of social categories, 
including social identities where it is difficult to create one specific identity as either 
fully independent or dominant. Intersectionality discards a “single-axis framework” 
and instead adopts a multi-frame analysis to analyze the multiple ways in which 
race and gender interact (Crenshaw, 1991, p. 1244).
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 Intersectionality as a Metaphor

However, Crenshaw herself was quoted as saying that intersectionality was just a 
metaphor (see Guidroz & Berger, 2009). A metaphor “requires a process of adjust-
ing the linguistically encoded concept to derive an ad hoc concept whose denotation 
is broader than that of the lexical concept” (Carston & Wearing, 2011, p. 283). I 
believe that Crenshaw was saying that intersectionality was a continuum of approxi-
mate definitions, given that it can be used in such a wide array of circumstances to 
cover many themes. In its widest construct, intersectionality considers the intercon-
nected nature of social categorizations such as race, class, and gender, regarded as 
creating overlapping and interdependent systems of discrimination or disadvantage 
and offers a theoretical approach that brings together many diverse themes, based 
on such a premise. This was emphasized by Guy-Sheftall (1995, p. 8) who noted 
that intersectionality “is currently the reigning metaphor for complex identities 
insofar as they are constituted by race, ethnicity, class, and sexual orientation 
together with gender.” Intersectionality is a one-size-fits-many terminologies that 
have multiple connotations, not unlike the array of uses for the word culture (see 
Kroeber & Kluckhohn, 1952).

 Identity Politics

The seminal work by Crenshaw (1991, p. 2299) on intersectionality determines that 
intersectional analysis of identity-based groups is “in fact coalitions, or at least 
potential coalitions waiting to be formed.” Crenshaw’s view of identities as coali-
tions provides a fracture between coalitional and identity-based groups. Coalitions 
are places of dissimilarity where consensus has been reached to agree to ignore or 
mute the differences, while identity-based groups are places of similarity. Carastathis 
(2013) was able to align these concepts to political identity groups but did not distill 
her writing from the collective to an individual inference. Carastathis (2013, p. 492) 
reasoned that “we are foreclosing a potential coalition with all those who share the 
repressed or excluded identities—not to mention betraying the possibility of a coali-
tion among all parts of ourselves” because people are typically obliged to suppress 
elements of their identities in order to construct a personality that is able to be con-
sidered in singularity. However, this still acknowledged that intersectionality was 
about collectivism and individuals finding coalition—not individuals maintaining a 
separate uniqueness.

Carastathis (2013) saw that in the quarter century since the formal inception of 
intersectionality as a term, the concept itself had become an institutionalized intel-
lectual project, and she argued that identity is still a vestige for creating an organiz-
ing dialogue, providing identities are seen more as coalitions. She mentioned that:

Identity politics is often contrasted with coalitional politics in that the former is viewed 
as a kind of separatism based on sameness while the latter depends on alliances built 
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across differences. Yet this distinction between identity and coalition focuses exclusively 
on differences between groups, failing to consider differences within groups, which an 
intersectional critique of identity categories illuminates. (p. 941)

 Pulling the Stands of Sociological Implications Together

Social identification underpins the antecedents of SIT and that this supports identity 
politics. Tajfel (1969) espoused the view that the values and practices of in-group 
identity are characterized as being unique. The normalization of groups being 
unique, as opposed to individual being unique, lies contrary to the literature which 
indicates that intersectionality is a metaphor and not a classification (Crenshaw, 
1991; Guy-Sheftall, 1995). This provides the bedrock for questioning whether SIT 
is an appropriate lens from which to review individuals whose identities put them 
beyond simple group taxonomy particularly as Mindfulness explores the individual-
ist concept of possessing an authentic private self which is counterintuitive to the 
collectivist constructs presented within sociology. This has importance for those 
who follow authentic leadership styles because, as we will see later in this chapter, 
authenticity suggests individualism as opposed to generic labeling.

So far, this chapter has highlighted that most people fall somewhere on the 
individualist- collectivist spectrum. Even within a very collectivist culture, you will 
find people who are more individualist. Individualistic self-expressions and styles 
may seem anathema to collectivism. Inversely, the collectivism requires social 
agreement and many people struggle with estrangement from collective concepts. 
Because academic research often relies on quantitative studies for perceived credi-
bility, many academic journals have steered away from looking at smaller sample, 
qualitative research relating to identity and the personification of triggers which 
create isolation. As a rule, individuals themselves do not always attribute this sepa-
ration to class, gender, race, or sexuality. Researchers need to make more sense of 
the narrative of the individuals rather than get absorbed by the problems of umbrella 
classificatory competition. Grace (1998, p.  206) attested the success of critical 
social theory is that it “must be grounded in the self-understandings of the actors” 
(p. 206). You are the main actor in your life.

 Authentic Leadership

Authentic leadership is a relatively new leadership trait construct (Baron, 2016) 
with connections to the positive psychology movement (Luthans & Avolio, 2003). 
The classification of authentic leadership was defined by Luthans and Avolio (2003, 
p. 243) as an approach which melds together dimensions from positive psychology 
and organizational development “which results in both greater self-awareness and 
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self-regulated positive behaviors on the part of leaders and associates, fostering 
positive self-development.”

Recent research showed that Mindfulness could be a predictor of authentic lead-
ership, in the perceptions of both leaders and their followers (Nübold et al., 2020). 
In addition, a mindful leader was positively evident to the followers through the way 
authentic leadership was manifest.

This provides a useful academic platform from which to discuss Mindfulness 
and its implications for leadership theory and leader development. Leading people, 
as opposed to just managing others, results in healthier interactions and increased 
employee performance. Authentic leadership inculcates self-awareness, which 
allows leaders to appreciate the differences between self and others. Mindfulness 
provides tools which allow you to become more comfortable with being uncomfort-
able. Welcoming challenges, including ideas that challenge core beliefs, is consis-
tent with authentic leadership, as evidenced by the 16-item Authentic Leadership 
Inventory scale developed by Neider and Schriesheim (2011). Additionally, demon-
strating vulnerability forges stronger connections and releases the trust hormone 
oxytocin while also allowing space for open and honest discussions (Zak, 2018).

This runs contrary to gender-biased extant theory and empirical research which 
had been skewed toward a “belief that leaders need to be agentic in order to be effec-
tive and that men are more agentic than women which yields a male advantage in 
leadership evaluations” (Schaumberg & Flynn, 2017, p. 1859). Although this belief 
system is frequently pedalled within literature, the authors challenged those sexist 
hypotheses. The found that self-reliance was depicted by followers as a central to 
how well a leader was perceived and that female leaders with self-reliance were 
equally positively perceived as men. Baykal (2018) linked resilience and self- 
confidence to authentic leadership. Kaplan et al. (2017) illustrated that resilience 
could be learned through Mindfulness and identified it as a means of negating the 
impact of stress and burnout.

 Weathering Challenges

The following section of this chapter will touch upon the importance of recognizing 
why Mindfulness is a necessary solution for your automatic responses and how it 
underpins an alternative approach to your personal successful leadership style.

Where conformity to collectivism runs contrary to the values of an individual, 
then Mindfulness has been demonstrated as an effective approach to promote feel-
ings of self-awareness, self-reliance, and self-confidence. Mindfulness is essential 
for your ultimate public journey toward authentic leadership because, irrespective 
of your culture or industry sector, mindful leadership allows leaders to look inside 
and develop mechanisms to guide their attention and intentions. Looking inside is 
highly personal and must start with a private journey.

Examples of the types of practices which support Mindfulness are explored in 
other chapters. These include a simple focus on your breathing and run through a 
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continuum of immersive opportunities that ask you to observe and connect with 
your direct environment. This allows you to become aware of the outcomes of even 
the most routine daily activities. Mindfulness also embraces judgment-free listening 
opportunities to train your mind to assess situations without resorting to the stimuli 
of preconceptions led by your past experiences. Exercises in Mindfulness allow you 
to become immersed in the moment and find appreciation for your current experi-
ence and, ultimately, can incorporate meditative practices to help still your mind. 
Each of these opportunities can help you navigate daily challenges and effectively 
lead and support followers in a non-challenging way that fosters innovation.

The effects of Mindfulness are as germane for leaders and they are for their fol-
lowers and benefit organizations (Decuypere et  al., 2020). Lazarus and Folkman 
(1984, p.  141) defined coping as “constantly changing cognitive and behavioral 
efforts to manage specific external and/or internal demands that are appraised as 
taxing or exceeding the resources of the person.”

The necessity to cope well is not just important for your leadership style but also 
for your well-being (Wasylkiw et al., 2015) and the well-being of your followers 
(Pinck & Sonnentag, 2018). Gibbons (2010) found that handling situations on an 
avoidance basis was a prognosticator of adverse well-being for the individual. 
Followers found the laissez-faire style of leadership as a stressor because it increased 
their own uncertainty with task (Skogstad et al., 2014). Mindfulness was reported as 
an important tool to optimize leadership quality (Lange et al., 2018).

Mindfulness is viewed as an antidote for emotional exhaustion (Reb et al., 2017) 
and a remedy for burnout. It also increases innovation (see Sutcliffe et al., 2016) 
which is imperative for dynamic organizations to thrive. Research on the effective-
ness of Mindfulness in organizations is embryonic. However, Decuypere et  al. 
(2020) reported that emergent studies are currently looking at Mindfulness in rela-
tion to friendly failure management, work-avoidance rationale, and understanding 
operational processes. Reviewing operational processes is particularly significant 
because the lean management ethos has long since been lambasted for its attention 
to systems and ignoration of human-centric approaches. Despite an implicit 
acknowledgment that Mindfulness is gender-neutral, there is still a nod within some 
academic writing that mindful masculinities must be tacitly explored in order to 
make it an acceptable masculine construct (e.g., Davis & Moody, 2018; Smallen, 
2019). This is something which must be challenged as Mindfulness is human cen-
tric and is equally useful as a nonbinary leadership approach.

 Understanding the Nature and Environment of Academic 
Research with Reference to Mindfulness

It is important to understand how emergent themes for research evolve in relation to 
academic publications. Mindfulness is still an emergent area for academic research 
within business and management disciplines, even though spirituality, as a 
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categorization, has been around for much longer. Well-being practices have often 
been seen more as a feminine construct. Scholars such as Smallen (2019, p. 134) 
suggest that Mindfulness as a theory has been “reworked in strongly masculine set-
tings to promote neo-liberal hegemonic masculine goals under a symbolic veneer of 
spirituality and mental health.”

Professor McKinnon, a prominent academic in his field, wrote a polemic paper 
that challenged the principle and practice of journal ranking for types of business 
research. McKinnon (2013) saw academic research as a “retreat into ivory towers” 
(p. 6) and that “academics concentrate their efforts on publishing in the select group 
of more highly ranked journals and neglect lower-rated publications” (p.  7). He 
criticized senior university management (in the UK) for their slavish focus on 3* 
and 4* business and management publications and the emphasis that this focus has 
on the quality of individual research outputs. It should also be noted that 3-star and 
4-star academic journals prefer quantitative research. Given the subject matter and 
the focus on the individual, most research on Mindfulness is qualitative.

Furthermore, research on gender indicated that women have a predilection for 
producing qualitative research (e.g., Ashmos Plowman & Smith, 2011; Leuschner, 
2015), and this has led to a paucity of women being taken seriously in some aca-
demic disciplines (e.g., Haslanger, 2008; Leuschner, 2015; Krämer et  al., 2016). 
The selection criteria for professorial roles and senior management in universities 
invariably demand research outputs from journals whose acceptance criteria demand 
quantitative paradigms, thereby providing an inequality for qualitative researchers. 
This equally has ongoing implications for research because most academic business 
and management destination publications seek quantitative research.

Ashmos Plowman and Smith (2011) found that gender plays a significant role in 
research method selection. They reviewed the methodology of men and women over 
a 20-year period from four prominent management journals from North American 
journals. The findings were that women were underrepresented in published quanti-
tative studies, with the trend remaining constant over the 20 years reviewed. Gender 
was never discussed within any of the methodology sections as an influence on 
research methods.

Another notable point is that the vast majority of the 3 and 4 star journals favor 
research into single silo-like disciplines. These are very few credible destination 
journals for either multidisciplinary or interdisciplinary writing which, in turn, sti-
fles the fusion of concepts which results in fewer avenues for academic journal 
publication. This chapter started by highlighting that the research that would be 
reviewed herein would emanate from physiological, sociological, and positive psy-
chological. This was synthesized with business management research in order to 
highlight the veracity of Mindfulness as a valid approach in leadership.

While there is undoubtedly academic research on Mindfulness, there is still a 
paucity of dedicated journals to this topic currently. This knowledge gap has created 
space for this book. Addressing Mindfulness is crucial because we must move for-
ward, toward fluidity in both theory and practice to establish normative nonbinary 
gender and leadership constructs that incorporate and enshrine this great discipline.
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 Chapter Takeaways

• Mindfulness is not a standalone topic, but rather it incorporates several strands of 
past research areas such as physiology, sociology, positive psychology, and 
leadership.

• Oxytocin, the feel-good hormone, which is more commonly associated with 
physical contact, can also be created through Mindfulness.

• Mindfulness is strongly associated with authentic leadership.
• Academic literature is nascent on Mindfulness. This is mostly because academic 

journals favor single-silo research areas, whereas Mindfulness can be seen to 
straddle multidisciplinary and interdisciplinary themes.

• Despite a strong acknowledgment on the efficacy of Mindfulness and an implicit 
acknowledgment that Mindfulness is gender-neutral, some academic writers 
have tried to masculinize the theoretical construct of Mindfulness to promote its 
neoliberal acceptability.

 Reflective Questions

 1. Name as many research areas listed in the chapter areas as you can and provide 
a brief explanation of how each one connects with Mindfulness.

 2. Explain how Mindfulness can be described as neuroleadership.
 3. What are the main deterrents that currently prevent Mindfulness from entering 

mainstream academic literature?
 4. How does Mindfulness connect with the concept of authentic leadership?
 5. How does Mindfulness normalize nonbinary gender and leadership theories and 

practices?
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Chapter 3
Inclusive Leadership in an Increasingly 
Diversified World

Babar Dharani and Kurt April

Abstract An instinctive in-grouping and out-grouping of people by our psyche is a 
form of an adaptive ‘fixation’ that can lead to immense suffering for those excluded. 
Exposure to diversity is a foundational step to break free from this fixation, which 
has been supported by social movements pioneered by iconic leaders and is now 
vastly regulated through legislation, moral inclinations, as well as an acute recogni-
tion of the benefits of diversity to groups and organizations. Therefore, the role of 
leadership in enhancing diversity is proven and profound. However, the needs have 
now shifted to enhancing inclusion. While a concise definition of ‘inclusive leader-
ship’ is under debate and overlaps yet differentiates itself from other forms of lead-
ership, it is embedded in ensuring justice and equity, enabling people to belong to a 
group while helping them preserve their uniqueness, becoming conscious of one’s 
own privileges, as well as finding the voice to express our concerns and opinions 
skilfully when out-grouped. Inclusive leadership emanates at all levels in an organi-
zation, from top management to managerial levels, as well as at an employee level—
from those belonging to privileged groups to those being out-grouped/marginalized. 
Collective leadership initiatives from all levels can allow for enhanced inclusivity.

Keywords Group dynamics · Exclusion · Diversity · Inclusion · Inclusive 
leadership

 Introduction

Theories of group dynamics (Friedkin & Johnsen, 2011; Lewin, 1947) highlight 
that when we interact with others, we tend to marginalize and out-group some peo-
ple and include and in-group others (Tajfel et  al., 1971), or revert to purposeful 
social distancing (April et  al., 2013). In-grouping leads to inclusion, while 
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out-grouping bears the risk of exclusion of others. These largely subconscious deci-
sions are based on a variety of reasons to collectively either differentiate individuals 
from others or allow for similarities to resonate between them. The fundamentals of 
who forms a part of one’s in-group and who does not are founded in human biology 
and can be explained through evolutionary theories (Boyd & Richerson, 2009). 
Social distancing concerns an individual’s feelings towards other individuals or 
groups (providing essential clues to human attitudes) and affects levels of intimacy, 
or intensity of rejection, between the members of widely represented culture 
groups—sometimes referred to as social approval (Payne et al., 1974)—used as a 
measurement of spatial distance (Park & Rothbart, 1982) or social proximity 
(Ogunlade, 1980), used as an explanation for social decisions (Akerlof, 1997), and 
is also often used as a tool in the study of intergroup conflict (Pettigrew, 1960).

 Fundamentals of Inclusion

Charles Darwin’s (1859) theory of natural selection through evolution focused on 
the adaptation of species to the environment as they grow and reproduce, such that 
only those attributes of the species that are best suited to their surroundings survive 
over generations. One such attribute is our ability to form an identity and in-group 
with those similar to us, e.g. in the field of ethnography, zoologist Konrad Lorenz’s 
concept of ‘imprinting’ (cited by Vicedo, 2009) explored a form of learning in 
which an animal gains its sense of identification. In Lorenz’s popular experiment 
with geese, instead of the mother goose, Lorenz was present during the ‘sensitive 
time’ after the hatching of the eggs. This made the hatchlings ‘imprint’ Lorenz as 
their self-identifiers. As such, these baby birds followed Lorenz around as they 
would their mothers in nature.

Similar to imprinting in animals, imprinting is explored in human psychology as 
attachment theory (Bowlby, 1958). Attachment theory suggests that after birth and 
during our infancy, we form our initial foundations of self-identity based on our 
primary caregivers. Since these people ensured our survival as an infant through the 
provision of physiological, safety, and belonging needs (Maslow, 1943) such as the 
provision of food, security, and appropriate temperature and emotional connections, 
this infantile attachment develops our identity in the image of our caregivers and 
regards people similar to the caregivers to be trustworthy—our in-group. Such 
behaviour is ‘fit’ for survival, therefore, it is passed on over generations and pres-
ent in nearly all mammalian species. To verify self-identity based on visual charac-
teristics, the doll experiment (Clark & Clark, 1950) tested children of ages three to 
seven by presenting them with four identical dolls of different shades of skin colours 
to check the accuracy of their self-identification. It was noted that even at such an 
early age, children could accurately identify which doll represented them.

Allport’s contact hypothesis confirmed that young children show a preference for 
playing with children whom they regard to be similar to their identity. In his hypoth-
esis, children preferred those of the same skin colour or those who simply happen 
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to be wearing similar clothes (Allport & Kramer, 1946). Thus, the reason for inclu-
sion in our in-group stems from our own self-identity, and exclusion of others stems 
from ‘othering’ (Brons, 2015) those who are seen to be different from us in aspects 
that form our identity.

Freud (1921) theorized the concept of transference, where all interactions in our 
life, subsequent to our first interactions after birth, are founded on feelings, desires, 
and expectations of that initial interaction that is redirected and applied to another 
person. Hence, our interactions are never ‘pure’, but always marred with transfer-
ence from past interactions, prone to prejudging people. As we grow, we develop a 
variety of categorizations of humans and subconsciously attribute similar expecta-
tions from all within that category (socially known as pigeonholing). Generalized 
expectations of groups of people develop as mental models, and societal consensus 
of these leads to stereotyping and prejudice against certain groups of people and the 
social orientations of groups of people. A cognitive response to such overgeneral-
ization by our psyche leads to discriminatory behaviour.

 Current Inclusion Concerns

Exclusion forms the basis for pigeonholing, stereotyping, prejudice, marginaliza-
tion, and discrimination against groups of people. Another test from the doll experi-
ment in 1950 (Clark & Clark, 1950) asked African American children to choose a 
doll they preferred. The children preferred the white doll and assigned positive char-
acteristics to it, highlighting the lack of positive connotations associated with the 
doll they referred to as representative of themselves. Jane Elliott’s famous arbitrary, 
blue eyes-brown eyes experiment with white children in Riceville, Iowa, in 1968, a 
day after the assassination of Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., surprised many as it 
highlighted how quickly and easily prejudice could be learned. Most worryingly 
about the Elliot classroom experiment was the almost immediate negative effects, 
such short periods of discrimination had on the reading and mathematical abilities 
of the children, who were doing much better in the period before the experiment 
was conducted—and we can only imagine such impacts over a lifetime of prejudice 
and discrimination from childhood and into adulthood. The Clarks concluded that 
prejudice, discrimination, and segregation created feelings of inferiority among 
African American children and damaged their self-esteem. Thus, the implications of 
exclusion are far-reaching in respect of fairness, justice, as well as emotional and 
psychological well-being.

To avoid these negative implications against certain groups of people, legislation 
has been introduced in many countries to protect them from continued exclusion 
and marginalization. For example, South Africa’s recent history of white supremacy 
enforced by the apartheid government has resulted in a constitution that is regarded 
as one of the most well-drafted in the world in respect of promoting equality. The 
constitutional right to equality in South Africa (section 9 of the Constitution, 1996) 
protects against discrimination based on race, gender, sex, pregnancy, marital status, 
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ethnic or social origin, colour, sexual orientation, age, disability, religion, con-
science, belief, culture, language, and birth, thus recognizing the susceptibility for 
exclusion based on these identifiers. Affirmative action has encouraged diversity 
and greater levels of intergroup contact, increasing levels of proximity to out-groups 
have allowed opportunities for citizens’ adaptive fixation to fade, and the moral 
compass to slowly shift over generations such that inequalities imposed through 
exclusion in the country’s history are now viewed as cringeworthy. They reinforce a 
dedication to correct injustices of the past by ensuring diversity in social and work 
settings going forward.

While diversity often refers to the degree of diverse personnel in an organization 
and their varied strands of difference such as ascribed gender and non-binary, race 
and ethnicity, physical abilities, age, nationality, language, religion, heritage, value 
systems, roles and functions, thought processes, psychological profiles, life experi-
ences, sexual orientation, family status, talent, skills, beliefs, education, and per-
spectives, among others, inclusion entails: ‘… the right to access and active 
participation and achieving equity through engagement in all aspects of daily life’ 
(Hyde, 2014, p. 5) or ‘… about creating empowering environments of difference, 
where people can be themselves, comfortably contributing their full selves and all 
the ways in which they differ from others, and respecting others without making it 
difficult for others to be their full selves’ (April, 2007). As such, inclusion requires 
in-grouping those who are ‘othered’. A host of additional benefits arise when diver-
sity in an organization progresses to inclusion. Inclusion is proven to positively 
affect an organization’s performance by tapping into a greater pool of talent for 
hiring, ensuring higher levels of employee engagement, a broader range of employ-
ees having their ideas developed and prototyped, improving customer understand-
ing and service to a broader customer base, providing opportunities to enter into 
niche markets, and enhancing flexibility and capability to respond and adapt to 
change, all of which allow for greater accessibility to customer segments and capital 
markets through showcasing of such organizational attributes and potentials (April 
& Blass, 2010).

However, diversity can fall short of optimally reaping all of these benefits in the 
absence of inclusion. For example, while diversity leads to: ‘… opportunities for 
creativity through different perspectives, [it may exist] at the cost of group members 
finding it difficult to identify with the work group due to its diversity’ (Randel et al., 
2018, p. 200) in the absence of inclusion. Inclusion allows for harvesting optimal 
benefits of diversity in an organization; it improves employee performance and 
retention through happiness at work (Fisher, 2010) and allows for diverse problem- 
solving through varied perspectives, all of which are vital in today’s globalized 
economy that is fast-changing, presenting a potential source of sustained competi-
tive advantage for an organization as it can be challanging and relatively slow to 
replicate by its competitors (Achor, 2010; Barney, 1991).

Due to increased recognition of the usefulness of diversity, globalization, legisla-
tion, and acceptance of the suffering associated with marginalization, there is 
increased diversity in our surroundings. Exposure to diverse people from a young 
age for many of the new generations has rendered several reasons for ‘othering’ as 
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redundant in their psychological frame of mind. However, this does not halt the 
psychological processes of ‘othering’. Since identities are based on intersectionality 
(Crenshaw, 1991), where many social categories and attributes that form one’s iden-
tity mesh together in an intersectional way to form a person’s identity, recent 
research reveals a gradual move away from grouping people based on differences 
classified under protected classes. For example, during our research into reasons for 
out-grouping, one of our interviewees shared:

To get a deeper impression of what they [children interviewed] consider relevant attributes 
for [othering—identifying children that are different], I asked them to mention ‘other kids’ 
in their groups that are different from the rest. The examples they provided suggest that in 
their eyes, the relevant attributes are related to the skills and behaviors of others, rather than 
their physical properties. For example, one kid was mentioned because of her beautiful 
handwriting. Another one was mentioned because she tends to be rude. In contrast, skin 
colour seemed to be totally irrelevant, as it did not appear on their list of ‘different’ chil-
dren. (P202)

Comparing this more modern response to the 1950s doll experiment (Clark & 
Clark, 1950), it is evident that attributes prompting exclusion are changing and 
hopefully will continue to do so. While racism, sexism, ageism, and discrimination 
against other protected classes are not entirely eliminated and total inclusion contin-
ues to remain a dream, legal protection, education regarding matters of exclusion 
which promotes empathy, and shifts in morality have assisted. Instead, expressions 
of exclusion have moved from dehumanization, where excluded groups were con-
sidered sub-humans, to other forms of pressures. These include deculturalization, 
defeminization, and having to overcompensate to fight preconceived ideas—these 
are all still experienced by minority groups to be fully accepted by dominant groups. 
For example, evidence of minority cultures facing deculturalization for integration 
is explicit in lack of traditional (non-Western) attire in certain settings to behaviours 
such as straightening of hair by African women of Bantu or other origins that typi-
cally have curly hair. Additionally, women experience pressures of defeminization, 
whereby women adopt typical masculine behaviours to gain recognition or appre-
ciation in male-dominated environments while simultaneously experiencing pres-
sures for fulfilling the traditional roles associated with womanhood and having to 
battle the glass ceiling they encounter in commercial settings or when supposedly 
‘accepted’ in corporate boardrooms, set up in glass cliff scenarios.

 Inclusive Leadership

Having addressed the biological nature of humans towards ‘othering’, it is intrigu-
ing how leaders can contribute to inclusivity when its foundations are embedded in 
our instincts. Many historic leaders have contributed to this shift from exacerbated 
examples of exclusion in our history, pioneering the concept of equality, to lead to 
significant progress towards acceptance of diversity. For example, Martin Luther 
King Jr., Mother Teresa, Mahatma Gandhi, Rosa Parks, and Nelson Mandela are all 

3 Inclusive Leadership in an Increasingly Diversified World



38

hailed as heroes for their immense resilience and self-sacrifice for their contribu-
tions to the cause of fighting discrimination and promoting equality, which ema-
nated as a ‘dream’ and has slowly progressed towards becoming reality (King, 
1999). One known role model that pioneered such social movements is Elizabeth 
Cady Stanton, a well-educated and chief philosopher of women’s rights and suf-
frage movements who in the mid-nineteenth century formulated the agenda for 
women’s rights that ultimately guided the struggle well into the twentieth century. 
Similarly, Rosa Parks who refused to adhere to the legal obligation to forgo her seat 
on a bus to a white person fundamentally had an acute sense of justice, a strong 
belief of being equal to the dominant group, and bravery to act on her beliefs. 
Numerous such heroes broke through the barriers of institutionalized exclusion 
through activism.

Activism was the dominant remedy to correct exclusion that was legislated. 
However, institutionalized discrimination and the moral compass have changed, and 
with that, both the leadership demands and the remedies against exclusion have 
shifted. They now incorporate a host of varied solutions for enhancing inclusion 
from a combined effort from a variety of people in different leadership positionings. 
In light of the changing nature of inclusion demands, and the need for continued 
effort to advance towards the realization of the dream, the novel requirements from 
leaders at all levels for continuous efforts towards inclusion are discussed below:

 Top Leadership

Diversity in an organization refers to the fair representation of varied groups of 
people that are present in the organization. The expectations are set with reference 
to the diversity that socially surrounds the organization—the society in which the 
organization operates. Top leaders of institutions have easier access to levers of 
power and networks and can direct the path to equality. Based on national diversity, 
many countries have adopted employment equity and affirmative action policies, 
which aim to protect marginalized groups in societies and encourage a degree of 
their presence in organizations. Such legislation affirms diversity in organizations 
through regulations and regards a lack of diversity as evidence of institutionalized 
discrimination against protected groups. The legislation may establish quotas, and, 
in its compliance, human resources departments in organizations may ensure hiring 
accordingly to avoid legal implications such as fines while preventing reputational 
damage to the organization. As the first step to inclusive leadership, it is important 
to take account of the level of diversity in the organization by measuring it (April & 
Blass, 2010) and ensuring adherence to regulations pertaining to it.

While such legislation gives diversity a governmental seal of approval, it does 
not necessarily promote heightened consciousness about it in an organization. How 
well matters of diversity are addressed in an organization’s policies and procedures, 
and encouraged and emphasized in the workplace, are subject to those in top leader-
ship positions in organizations to move it to the centre of the organization’s 
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consciousness, rather than letting it fester in its shadow—the unacknowledged, dark 
side of an organizational psyche that is instinctive, irrational, and prone to psycho-
logical projections (Corlett & Pearson, 2003). After ensuring a diverse employee 
base, it is also the extent of fair representation of diverse people in the organization 
that indicates how well it is grounded in an organization’s consciousness. A lack of 
fair representation is evident in many scenarios, such as different hierarchical levels 
in an organization represented by different groups of people (e.g. presence of men 
in the boardroom and women in support and administrative roles), physical segrega-
tion or physical distancing of diverse employees (such as formations of groups and 
cliques that are visually evident), or task distancing where the distribution of work 
is along the lines of group divisions, even if segregation is not visually evident (e.g. 
a racial group dominant in managerial positions and another racial group in subor-
dinate positions in an open plan office environment), to name a few (April et al., in 
press). Hence, fair and transparent appraisal systems of performance and promo-
tions are key elements for fair representation of out-groups throughout the 
organization.

Transformational leadership is necessary to trigger-start diversity and fair repre-
sentation. Such leadership requires an unshakably strong pro-diversity stance, as 
Abraham Lincoln had which led the world to change its stance on slavery. In respect 
of inclusive leadership, it also overlaps with empowering and servant leadership 
styles. While a concise definition of inclusive leadership is being debated, it is the 
general consensus that leadership styles that are conducive for managing all employ-
ees’ emotions and concerns are vital fundamentals of inclusive leadership. So, not 
only do people in top leadership positions have the power to introduce and incorpo-
rate policies that ensure diversity, and place emphasis on such policies to support 
fair representation across the organization, inclusion may also require empowering 
out-groups through the flexibility of norms to specially cater for out-groups and take 
actions to accommodate for them (e.g. the physical office environment may require 
to be changed to cater for employees with disabilities, such as those in wheelchairs).

 Featured Case in Point: Dimexon Diamonds Ltd

A row of parked scooters, and some approaching, greeted me one morning during 
my first visit to India. Solo riders, or two on some, the scooters mildly screeched as 
they parked. Disembarking the scooters one by one, the ladies smiled and chin 
wagged with one another while fixing their outfits for any creases that the scooter 
ride may have subjected on their colourful clothes. I had never seen such unique 
colours anywhere else before, and I doubt that they have identifying names in 
English. Unsurprisingly, the scene tickled my senses well before the sight of a single 
diamond at the polishing facility I was visiting. The purr of the scooter engines 
mingled with delicate noises of the sonorous bells dangling from the women’s ankle 
jewellery—‘paayal’. The grey tar of the road layered with dirt on the edges formed 
hues of dull, brown-grey that sharply contrasted with the ample folded, eye- catching, 
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bright fabrics which the women wore. The subtle smell of burning gasoline of the 
scooters was frequently whisked away by the refreshing fragrance of fresh jasmine 
that each woman wore in her hair. Small, but bright bunches of white flowers, on a 
background of jet-black hair, accompanied with their melodious ‘paayal’, and the 
shimmering of their shiny embroidery sparkling in the gentle morning sun, as if 
‘Surya’, the Hindu sun goddess, was selectively showering blessings on them as 
they happily walked into the compound. I joined the women to enter the well- 
manicured lawns of the factory, which resembled a pampered, elite estate, dotted 
with houses, but which were factories where the women worked. Each factory 
resembling a house focused on a process in the conversion of pebble-like rough 
diamonds into excellent cut, polished diamonds for worldwide distribution.

I soon discovered that the blessings of financial independence to women were 
delivered through employment at Dimexon Diamonds Ltd by its founder and 
Chairman, Mr. Pankaj Mehta. Dimexon  – the 50-year-old-plus business was the 
only manufacturer of diamonds that employs women, with well over 90% of its 
workforce being women. Oppression and subordination of women is a worldwide 
phenomenon. India’s customs, be it ancient ones such as ‘sati’ (where a widow sac-
rificed herself by sitting atop her deceased husband’s funeral pyre), or those lasting 
till date, such as the financially burdensome dowries (payment by the women’s fam-
ily to a man for marriage) are evidence of it. It is intriguing that in such a hostile 
environment against women, their potential was recognized, and they were given 
employment opportunities by this entrepreneur. A role other than that of a home-
maker has allowed them financial and physical freedom, as they scoot around the 
city, and to and from work, with their friends and colleagues.

Talking to Mr. Mehta, his strong stance for the inclusion of women and his regard 
for their contribution to his success are evident. The decision to employ women was 
initially seeded on business acumen, where operationally, smaller hands were bet-
ter suited for the turntables for polishing small diamonds, which remains Dimexon’s 
niche business, and a stronger sense of integrity in women entailed less leakage of 
this precious commodity. Also, a lack of alternative employment opportunities in the 
city had ensured high retention rates. This decision to employ women soon became 
a prime source of competitive advantage for the business. Clearly, a symbiotic rela-
tionship thrived, where the business flourished due to women, and women flourished 
in the city of Coimbatore due to Dimexon—a prime example of a win-win scenario 
of inclusion.

The business and social case are evident, but it was the psychological set-point 
that allowed Mr. Mehta to acknowledge the potential of women beyond the tradi-
tional role as a homemaker which bore the seeds that allowed both parties to flour-
ish. Questioning the status quo, challenging it, and changing it requires a collision 
with long-standing cultural norms, and a strong, brave leadership stance. A clear 
hint of the foundations of such a psychological stance is evident from one of Mr. 
Mehta’s corporate social responsibility projects, where a College funded by him is 
named after his mother. It can be presumed that respect and acknowledgment of 
women exhibited by Mr. Mehta were founded in his childhood home, which over the 
years allowed his business, as well as his community, to reap the benefits.
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While the benefit from inclusion led to Dimexon’s success, the company’s contin-
ued care for women at work was evident in how happy the women at the factory 
looked, the hygiene of the canteen catering for them, a fully vegetarian menu well 
aligned to the cultural and religious values, the supply of sanitary pads, as well as 
numerous posters with contact details of the Human Resource Management person-
nel responsible for attending to any issues of sexual harassment. The environment 
was transparent about the empowerment of women and the provision of a safe 
haven for them. The benefits of caring for female employees, yet again, were not 
limited to the women. The Human Resources Department revealed how women 
employed, over the years, have encouraged their daughters to seek employment at 
Dimexon upon completing school; thus, enabling the company to retain its source 
of competitive advantage over generations, and reap the immense benefits of 
employee loyalty that stretched across generations—inter-generational employee 
loyalty.

Additionally, the fair progression of women in this global organization has 
entailed that they have progressed up the ladder; for example, to hold finance man-
ager positions in Dubai and Antwerp offices, several senior sales positions, as well 
as being a part of the senior leadership team in Hong Kong for the global company. 
50 years on, Mr. Metha’s attitude to women in the workplace has been transforma-
tive for the organization and the city, and a continuous effort to the cause is evident 
as female representation on the board is explicitly discussed and sought. At the end 
of my visit and subsequent work for the organization for 6 years, I can’t help but 
consider the surroundings of the factory as rough diamonds, and Dimexon as the 
polished diamond in the city.

 Managerial Leadership

Encouraging diversity, efforts to recruit diversely and fairly promote individuals, 
even those that do not form part of the dominant culture of the organization, are only 
the first steps in tapping into all employees’ potential for contribution to the organi-
zation. The next level is their inclusion, which requires inclusive leadership to take 
a more hands-on management of diversity in groups and a more personalized lead-
ership towards those ‘othered’. Managerial roles are differentiated from the top 
leadership in their proximity to the other employees at work on a regular basis. 
Management of group dynamics is relevant to all groups in an organization, stretch-
ing from junior groups to the board. As such, even in the case of top leadership, they 
play the dual role of leadership in their capacity as top management for the organi-
zation, as well as a managerial role for the board and senior leadership team.

Managerial leadership for inclusion, due to their frequency of interactions and 
proximity to subordinates, can influence the work environment differently to top 
leadership to ensure that it is conducive for inclusion. Scholars have theorized the 
climate for inclusion as a construct and tested its empirical evidence in contribution 
to matters of diversity and inclusion. The climate for inclusion is concluded as: ‘… 
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an important starting point… to minimize divisive conflict and to do so by minimiz-
ing structural inequalities, norms for assimilation, and exclusionary decision- 
making processes’ (Nishii, 2013, p. 1769).

Diversity and fair representation can fall short of inclusion where minorities have 
penetrated the in-group in an organizational culture by the adoption of the dominant 
cultural practices and behaviours, such as through deculturalization or defeminiza-
tion, thus dampening the varied contribution that diversity has the potential for. 
These adaptations of out-groups form the repressed energies that fall short in their 
potential contribution to organizational strategy, direction, and culture, as their 
uniqueness is suppressed by the dominant culture and their loud, relatively homog-
enous voices (compared to what an out-group member can provide) in group 
settings.

Social identification theory conceptualizes the need for individuals to be a part of 
the group, hence fulfilling belonging needs (Maslow, 1943), and yet be seen as an 
individual. Individual group members wish to belong to the group and contribute 
while remaining authentic to the aspects that caused them to be different from the 
dominant culture of the organization. These needs are argued to exist simultane-
ously (Randel et al., 2018). While these may seem to be contradictory, the push and 
pull factors of both the needs entail that a balance is needed within each individual’s 
psyche—between the degree of in-grouping and individuality. Hence, the core 
requirement for inclusive and deft leadership in respect of group dynamics is a 
requirement for leaders to signal the inclusion of group members while allowing 
them to maintain their sense of individuality and uniqueness.

As such, inclusive leadership at a managerial level requires a different ‘type of 
animal’ than executive leadership. While top leadership must ensure diversity, pro-
mote it to the centre of the organization’s consciousness, establish fair appraisal and 
promotion systems, even encourage the human resources department to provide 
diversity and inclusion training and facilitation, etc., the role of a managerial leader 
is more embedded in group dynamics, person engagement, and fundamentally 
around communications, as one of our research participants stated:

I realised the need to more carefully listen to people and not just assume I understood their 
needs, expectations, and points of view. It made me aware of the importance to develop a 
set of tools with which to deal with diversity, recognising that self-improvement was a large 
part of understanding others. Initially, it was very difficult to interact with all the different 
cultures, but as I started to listen more and as I started to realise to deal with differences in 
a non-emotional way… communication and understanding became easier. (P55)

Entering into dialogue regarding inclusion is a critical first step in what Carl Jung 
called ‘mysterium coniunctionis’ (coming together of the different points of views 
to honour diverse positions and transcend the group to emerge a variety of perspec-
tives to a united position) (Jung, 1921). In addition to active listening, diplomatic 
and clear communication, and promoting dialogue, sharing of ‘air time’ fairly dur-
ing group meetings, facilitation of meetings to turn up the volume of the unheard 
voices, showing appreciation of varied perspectives, and encouraging shared 
decision- making are found to positively contribute to group members’ perceptions 
of inclusion which, in turn, contribute to the group through their unique 
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perspectives which adds variety to the thought and decision process of the group 
(April et. al., in press).

Due to the proximity of such leaders to group members, their aptitude for manag-
ing interpersonal interactions as well as conflict, which requires a variety of skills, 
is seen as a quality suitable for inclusive leaders. Additionally, their exhibitions of 
the inclusiveness of out-group members outside of group scenarios are also vital. 
They need to act as a role model for inclusion outside of group scenarios to allow it 
to be replicated by group members in group situations. Such behaviour is more 
likely to be exhibited by those who are pro-diversity, exhibit humility and emotional 
maturity, and possess cognitive complexity (Randel et al., 2018).

 Empowered Individuals

Since our subconscious largely dictates in-groups and out-groups, the effect of 
encountering people we instinctively out-group is one of having to manage our 
anxiety levels arising from the encounter which our psyche regards as a threat 
(Baumeister et al., 1998). In addition to the personal threat of such an encounter, in 
groups, the dominant or privileged group introduced to a minority as a potential new 
group member also evokes anxiety stemming from preconceptions and prejudice 
about the other group which the outsider represents. Unless addressed through the 
facilitated release of this negative group energy, it can progress to expressions, rang-
ing from subtle micro-aggressions to overwhelming dehumanization of the group 
member seen as an outsider. The continued inclusion of out-group members, with-
out the release of this anxiety, can repress the sentiments of the dominant group 
feeling anxious and fearing to become a minority themselves, leading to a deep- 
seated fear of losing their privilege that can result in high-tension conflict 
(Smit, 2014).

However, the dynamics of exclusion are changing from predominantly protected 
groups feeling out-grouped to a host of reasons for feeling excluded. Firstly, as 
protected groups are increasingly introduced to organizational settings, the reasons 
for exclusion shift. For example, women introduced to a workplace are likely to feel 
out-grouped due to being female in a male-dominated corporate environment. 
However, as more women join the workforce, the reasons for exclusion may not 
remain restricted to gender, but progress to alternative reasons for feeling out- 
grouped, for example, women talking about motherhood in the workplace may 
alienate those who are not a mother, and those who come from rural areas may be 
alienated by more urbanized women—because our identities are not restricted to 
one category, but act in an intersectional way (Crenshaw, 1991). Such intersection-
ality can greatly alter privilege and access, e.g. white males may be a privileged 
group, but add in the category of being homosexual and the privilege changes sig-
nificantly (Christensen & Jensen, 2014).

As such, people are experiencing a host of reasons for being excluded, including 
language (globalization creates an interactive melting pot of dialects), conversations 
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(which vary immensely based on socio-economic backgrounds, e.g. one group may 
talk about their next travel destination while others struggle to make ends meet), 
appearance (where body size and length, as well as conventional norms of beauty, 
provide distinct advantages), education (where one’s school and university alma 
maters can lead to access, hierarchy, and clique formation), and where training/
discipline backgrounds provide social and economic status, to name a few (April 
et al., in press). As such, despite a group’s historic privileges, an increasing number 
of individuals are facing evolving scenarios of exclusion.

A prime benefit of these increased variations of exclusion, and an increasing 
number of people who have experienced it, is that the consciousness of privilege is 
increasingly being recognized by members of dominant groups—with a heightened 
sense of privileged identification than those who are out-grouped—hopefully with 
the necessary, accompanying sensitivity towards others. While organizationally, 
less powerful groups may not immediately be granted increased power and author-
ity (such as top leadership or those in managerial positions) for addressing matters 
of inclusion, they can still be ‘inclusive leaders’ in their own right that act within 
employee groups. Such in-group leadership stems from diversity and inclusion 
training, high emotional intelligence, other-awareness, and conscientiousness—
more frequently observed by those who have ‘out-of-box experiences’, e.g. over-
seas secondments, emigration/relocations, or interdepartmental transfers. They 
have the potential to be in-group champions of inclusion and can trigger acknowl-
edgement and recognition of privilege and power dynamics for the entire group 
should they take on the leadership role.

Inclusive leaders need to be seen to be building organizations that acknowledge 
bias and privilege and empower everyone towards identifying, recognizing, and 
compassionately calling out occurrences of exclusion. Such leaders must them-
selves solicit input from people and say ‘thank you’ when others point out their 
bias(es). If they do get it wrong occasionally, they need to quickly apologize. The 
rule is to not ‘perfect’ the outcome, but rather to make ‘progress’ toward the out-
come, which takes time. Additionally, inclusive leaders must structure decision- 
making with clear criteria and set transparent, objective standards in advance, for 
evaluating individuals’ performances. During meetings, contributions from every-
one need to be noted, and success also needs to be accurately attributed.

 Disempowered Individuals

Leadership is frequently associated with power; thus, it is counterintuitive to fathom 
the idea that leadership can arise from those stripped of power in society. It was 
Plato who intuited that true leadership emerges from demerited and challenging 
experiences and environments, e.g. as stated earlier, Martin Luther King Jr., 
Mahatma Gandhi, and Nelson Mandela all rose from the depths of dehumanization 
and actively led social movements towards inclusion—providing moral compasses 
for others, choosing to serve, and ended up leading as a result. By being a voice for 
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the marginalized and downtrodden, they have left a challenge for leaders across the 
globe to be the best for the world, and not only the best in the world, through non- 
traditional means.

First, an awareness of the protected group’s rights, stemming from either legisla-
tion or organization policies, is vital to allow those who are protected to feel empow-
ered (Santoso & Kulathunga, 2016). Such empowerment can be leveraged by 
out-group members to avoid oppression and demand and enhance equal treatment. 
Bullying and oppression is a common concern for out-group members. Examples of 
these are instances where out-group members, due to repression of their voices and 
privileges, or traditional roles associated with their group, are subject to delegation 
of tasks beyond the scope of the individual, namely, an expectation of women to 
serve refreshments or take notes in meetings or younger employees expected to 
perform menial tasks even where their employment grade does not require them to. 
Awareness of one’s job profile and channels of reporting can support those feeling 
marginalized to avoid oppression. However, the expectation from those facing such 
scenarios is that they must take a leadership position in voicing the concerns of the 
oppressed group.

The negative psychological effects of feeling excluded, oppressed, marginalized, 
and discriminated against are intense, vast, and varied—ranging from discomfort to 
anxiety, from anger to depression, all of which can result in mild to severe negative 
psychological consequences of learnt helplessness to victimization mentality, devel-
oping poor self-esteem, and even paranoia (April et al., in press). A major leader-
ship role from those feeling alienated is one of hermetic transformation of the group 
(Corlett & Pearson, 2003). Its prominence lies in the fact that the dominant group 
has had their privileges ‘embedded’ in their lives for extended periods; thus, they 
take it for granted and are largely ignorant of the fact that others may not experience 
similar privileges in life. By voicing personal experiences, awareness of the experi-
ences of out-groups can resonate with the morality of inclusion and penetrate the 
dominant group that can lead out-group members to be acknowledged for the chal-
lenges they face.

However, opportunities to share experiences and attempting to increase the vol-
ume of the repressed voices are highly subject to the level of empowerment per-
ceived by the out-group members. Historical or ancestral disempowerment, the 
native culture of the out-group members, and personality traits dictate an out-group 
member’s ability to lead the group towards a path of inclusion. For example, a core 
self-evaluation personality trait of external locus of control (Judge & Bono, 2001; 
Rotter, 1966), where control is perceived to exist in the hands of powerful others, or 
on fate/luck, can pose a hindrance in taking initiatives for inclusion. Such a person-
ality regards occurrences in one’s life to lie outside the control of the individual and 
is frequently associated with learnt helplessness and hopelessness (Seligman, 1972). 
Similarly, a victimization mentality does not encourage an individual to take a lead-
ership role towards inclusion. While leadership potential from out-group members 
towards inclusion is a vital ingredient towards inclusive group dynamics, empower-
ment of out-group members is required to allow for such leadership to be seeded. As 
such, the role of executive leadership, managerial leadership, and leadership from 
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empowered individuals is a necessary facilitator for inclusive leadership from out- 
group members.

Since the voices of those oppressed play an important role in this leadership, 
psychological traits that allow one to find one’s voice (such as self-esteem, empow-
erment to allow for risk-taking associated with being heard) and communication 
skills (such as diplomacy, directness, clarity of expression, and judgement calls 
regarding confronting expressions of exclusion) are critical skillsets for this 
leadership.

 Chapter Takeaways

As a result of overwhelming suffering from exclusion, the world has embarked upon 
a journey towards inclusivity. This has entailed legislative changes, moral shifts, 
and an understanding of the benefits of inclusion in a globalized world. However, 
‘othering’ people is instinctive, and inclusion requires leadership—the demands of 
which are ever-changing. First, the basis of exclusion is changing from protected 
classes to a variety of reasons for feeling alienated. Second, the legislative stance on 
diversity is empowering those susceptible to discrimination. In such an environ-
ment, inclusive leadership has shifted from being dominated by activism to incorpo-
rate inclusive leadership at all levels within organizations. Executive leadership is 
primarily responsible for ensuring justice and equity, leaders at a managerial level 
can help group dynamics such as assisting to preserve uniqueness yet enabling those 
alienated to belong to the group, and fellow employees can lead the cause by becom-
ing conscious of their own privileges, while disempowered individuals can contrib-
ute greatly by a hermetic transformation of group dynamics by sharing concerns 
and voicing their opinions skilfully when out-grouped.

 Reflection Questions

 1. Identify people/groups that are excluded by any group you belong to (e.g. your 
group of friends, a group of colleagues, your family, or your organization) and 
query why they are out-grouped?

 2. What can assist (or has assisted) to contain and manage triggers of exclusion of 
these people?

 3. How would the inclusion of these people/groups benefit the stakeholders? (i.e. 
how would your friends, family, colleagues, or organization benefit from the 
inclusion of these people/groups?)

 4. Identify leadership characteristics that you would like to develop within your-
self, and examine if these qualities promote inclusion.

 5. In light of the changes in demands of inclusion over time, how do you foresee 
them changing further in the future?
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Chapter 4
Leading Reflectively: Treading the Noble 
Eightfold Path

Joan Marques

Abstract This chapter presents leadership as a personal choice and discusses, 
within the scope of Buddhist psychology, the Four Noble Truths, comprising the 
Noble Eightfold Path, as a useful strategy to identify a set of behaviors that can 
reduce suffering at the personal and societal level. In each of the elements of the 
eightfold path, this chapter presents an individual who exerted strong personal lead-
ership, often at the odds of all other opinions, and established a positive change, 
internally, as well as for his or her society. The eight individuals used as cases in 
point in this chapter derive from a wide range of backgrounds, ethnicities, and cul-
tures, therewith demonstrating that reflection in leadership transcends boundaries 
and has the capacity to elevate entire communities toward greater awareness and 
improved performance.

Keywords Personal leadership · Buddhist psychology · Four Noble Truths · 
Noble Eightfold Path · Awareness

 Introduction

Leadership is often described as a phenomenon that requires followers and a situa-
tion. Yet, without leading yourself in any situation, it will be hard to convince others 
to follow you. This chapter therefore maintains that leadership starts with a personal 
assessment of qualities and skills needed to lead yourself in the most proper way.

When we compare the qualities that were critical for leaders in the twentieth 
century with the ones that matter today, we distinguish a world of difference. Thanks 
to many unprecedented experiences, today’s workforce members have arrived at 
some major insights. One of the most important ones is that individuals with sheer 
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profit focus and with self-serving agendas, void of concern for the well-being of 
those they deal with, can no longer be considered suitable leaders. We have seen 
numerous companies sink into nothingness due to greed and excessive focus of their 
leaders.

Employees in today’s workplaces have become very vocal on their ideas about 
leadership. Over the past decades we have moved into a Knowledge Revolution, 
which requires an entirely different construction in workplace dynamics than before. 
Values such as integrity, communication, and flexibility (Robles, 2012) have gained 
immense popularity among the working class. The entire concept of “wealth” has 
changed: no longer is it seen as an accrual of material or monetary assets. Instead, 
the wealth of knowledge and understanding has risen to the forefront (Gilder, 1990). 
Even if we cannot see this trend clearly in all work environments, it remains a fact 
that the exchange of intellectual output is rapidly surpassing the exchange of goods 
and services in importance (Rifkin, 2000).

 How Buddhism Fits In

Increasingly, people realize that Buddhist practices do not necessarily have to 
infringe with their religious views and values. Buddhism can very well be consid-
ered a way of living. Buddhism is the summarized reference to the teachings of the 
Buddha. A Buddha is a person who attained Bodhi, which means wisdom in mean-
ingful, morally responsible thinking and behaving. “Buddha” therefore means 
“enlightened one.” The first person to be generally known as “Buddha,” and also the 
one credited as the founder of Buddhism, was Siddhartha Gautama, the son of an 
Indian tribal leader. While Siddhartha enjoyed the privileges of his life at a young 
age, his confrontation with sickness, old age, and death as a young adult made him 
realize that life was neither perfect nor eternal. He promptly left his privileged life 
behind and set out to seek wisdom, which he obtained in his mid-30s after much 
wandering and many struggles. When Siddhartha engaged in insight meditation, 
also known as “Vipassana,” he gained insight in the fact that everything is interde-
pendent and everything is impermanent: nothing lasts. The fact that he referred to 
himself as “awake” afterward got him the name “Buddha.” Over the next 45 years, 
the Buddha listened to many people and shared many insights, with the Four Noble 
Truths, including the Noble Eightfold Path, as some of the key concepts.

The Four Noble Truths reflect life at its core. In the most basic terms, they are as 
follows:

 1. Suffering exists.
 2. Suffering has a cause.
 3. Suffering can be ended.
 4. There is a path to end suffering, which is the Noble Eightfold Path.

The first three Noble Truths are intended to enhance our understanding about the 
need and purpose of the Noble Eightfold Path. This “path” comprises eight 
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interrelated practices: (1) right view, (2) right intention, (3) right speech, (4) right 
action, (5) right livelihood, (6) right effort, (7) right mindfulness, and (8) right con-
centration. The practices should not be seen as a sequence with any specific order, 
but rather as a set of practices that are incomplete without each other.

It may be useful to elaborate slightly on each of the above concepts to help us 
obtain a better understanding of them.

The First Noble Truth tells us that suffering exists. Suffering should be seen in a 
much broader context here than a specific pain or ailment. The context that the 
Buddha used was that life in general brings many forms of suffering along: birth, 
aging, illness, death, sad and disheartening experiences, the loss of something or 
someone precious, the inability to get something or someone we want, and more. 
Even if we would say that many of these moments can be seen as highlights, there 
is still always an element of suffering involved.

The Second Noble Truth implies that suffering has a cause. Some of these causes 
are external and cannot be avoided, such as death of a loved one, the loss of a job, 
or a home. Yet, there are other causes of suffering that we can address internally. 
Sometimes we suffer because we are envious of someone else’s performance and 
mirror that to our own. Comparing is a strong cause of suffering. Yet, it is avoidable. 
If you can train yourself to stop comparing, the cause of that suffering is gone.

The Third Noble Truth, which affirms that suffering can be ended, is an important 
one. You have the ability to free yourself from much of your suffering, but you have 
to understand that it might require a step up in awareness. You will have to engage 
in critical thinking, thus, take a critical look at your life and your desires, and ana-
lyze whether you really want them to cause you suffering. In doing so, you may 
have to drill deep inside and question the reasons why you want what you want. 
Very often, your desires have been dictated by expectations outside yourself. It may 
be that your parents, peers, or even your community expected you to evolve in a 
certain way and embark upon a particular career such as an attorney at law, a medi-
cal doctor, or an economist, and you simply never questioned if this was also what 
you would wanted.

The Fourth Noble Truth is the most comprehensive one, and also the most chal-
lenging one, but at the same time, the real action-oriented and helpful one. It is also 
known as the Noble Eightfold Path, and it is considered one of the most important 
teachings of the Buddha. The eightfold path consists of eight actions that should be 
implemented simultaneously to end suffering. So, not an eight-step action plan, but 
a collective union of interrelated behaviors that help in thinking and acting right. 
Thich Nhat Hanh (1998), a revered Buddhist monk, does a great job of explaining 
the eight elements on the Path. He perceives right view as a deep understanding of 
the Four Noble Truths, right thought (also referred to as right intention) as a means 
to improve right view, right speech as a manifestation of right thought, and right 
action as a consequence of right view, right thought, and right speech, as well as the 
path toward right livelihood. Thich further evaluates right effort to be the energy 
that helps us walk on the Noble Eightfold Path. He states, “Our practice should be 
intelligent, based on Right Understanding of the teaching. It is not because we prac-
tice hard that we can say we are practicing Right Diligence” (p. 99). Thich considers 
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right mindfulness to be the heart of the Buddha’s teachings. He clarifies, “When we 
are mindful, our thinking is Right Thinking, our speech is Right Speech, and so on. 
Right Mindfulness is the energy that brings us back to the present moment” (p. 64). 
Finally explaining right concentration, Thich affirms, “The practice of Right 
Concentration is to cultivate a mind that is one-pointed” (p. 105).

Buddhism’s focus on consciousness aims to peel off the layer of ignorance and 
mindless acceptance of the status quo, in which we have been conditioned through 
modern society; elevate us from the ignorance of going through our daily motions 
as if we were sleepwalking; and rise to expanded awareness. Thich stresses that, 
when our ignorance has been transformed, our consciousness becomes wisdom.

In the next section, the eight elements of the Noble Eightfold Paths will be dis-
cussed, each with an example of contemporary leadership.

 Right View

If you want to live right, you cannot implement just one or a few parts of the Noble 
Eightfold Path and ignore some other parts. In other words, you cannot work on 
having a right view, but then ignore what would be the right intention. You cannot 
practice right speech and then promptly engage in mindlessness. Yes, it is a chal-
lenge in today’s fast-paced world to practice all elements of the Noble Eightfold 
Path, but it is the only way that you will be able to cross-check for yourself if you 
are on the right path: when all eight elements are in place, you know you are doing 
the right thing (O’Brien, 2017). Right view has been described as “seeing a thing in 
its true nature, without name and label” (Rahula, 1974).

There is an old story about the right view and how you obtain and behold it. It is 
about an old man who taught a younger one that there are two wolves in each of us. 
The wolves continuously fight each other. One wolf signifies your jealousy, mean-
ness, spite, anger, negativity, and hate. The other wolf is your generosity, tolerance, 
understanding, peace, and harmony. The wolf that wins is the one that you feed. 
That wolf will also determine your view. Will your view be driven by the first set of 
emotions or by the second set? If you think about it, this means that your view deter-
mines your attitude. It influences the choices you make, the way you see things, and 
the way you act upon them.

Case in point: Ayah Bdeir and littleBits. A person that seems to have the ability to 
practice right view is Ayah Bdeir, a Lebanese Canadian, who founded littleBits, an 
open-source system of small, preassembled, modular circuits that snap together 
with magnets. Ayah was born in Montreal, Canada, in 1982, and raised in Beirut, 
Lebanon. Her late father was an entrepreneur and her mother a banker. Ayah received 
firsthand motivation to attend college from her mother, who pursued her own degree 
while her daughters were in school. Today, she can proudly refer to herself as an 
engineer and interactive artist and, more precisely, as the founder and CEO of 
 littleBits. Ayah has earned countless awards for her work, including acquisition into 
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the MoMA (Museum of Modern Art) permanent collection (Henry, 2017).  littleBits’ 
mission is to put the power of electronics in the hands of everyone and to break 
down complex technologies so that anyone can build, prototype, and invent. Because 
of the magnets, it is easy to know which sides snap together and which reject one 
another, so even children can become very creative with littleBits, even if they do 
not have any engineering experience. By developing and making littleBits accessi-
ble to everyone (it is open source, remember), Ayah sees it as her mission to democ-
ratize hardware. Indeed, she has been widely praised for her great ideas and even 
more for the visionary, generous approach of sharing the outcomes of her creative 
insights to anyone who might be interested.

Ayah Bdeir’s approach appeals to many, most likely because of the greater pur-
pose behind its existence: littleBits aims to bring progress to as wide a group of 
people all over the world and is secure enough in its mission to share the “recipe” of 
its product with anyone interested. On top of that, littleBits crosses boundaries by 
bringing engineering and art together. For those reasons, littleBits has experienced 
rapid growth, raising $44.2 million in Series B funding in 2015, thus bringing its 
total capital raised to nearly $60 million within 2 years after creation. The company 
sells its electronic building blocks for students and hobbyists in 130 countries and 
works with more than 3500 schools (Henry, 2017).

 Right Intention

Right intention is sometimes also referred to as “right thinking” or “right thought,” 
and the context is the same: you have to focus consciously and refrain from making 
decisions that are based on questionable motives. Because right view and right 
intention depend so much on your mental state, they are often classified as the wis-
dom aspects in the eightfold path. Right intention is wonderful, but it can be rather 
challenging, because there will always be factors that steer you in different ways, 
causing you to overlook or forget your real motives (See: Why “right intention” is 
important in Buddhism).

Thich Nhat Hanh has developed four simple activities that are very helpful in 
case you wonder if you still maintain right intention:

 1. Always question what you see, hear, or read. Things can seem one way, but if 
you think deeper on them, you may realize that there are completely different 
interpretations possible and that your first thought may have been hasty and 
incorrect.

 2. Take a pause regularly to ask yourself what you are doing and why. This will 
encourage you to take some distance from your actions and face the reasons 
behind them. It is a powerful way to practice critical thinking, and it can help you 
release behaviors and practices that you were just implementing mindlessly, but 
that no longer make sense.
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 3. Spend some time on a regular basis to consider your habits. It is easy to give in 
to your habits without even questioning them. Especially the bad habits seem to 
stick their head up when you least need them, and they can taint valuable courses 
of action. So, be alert of your behaviors and responses, and, just as in point two, 
try to find out what drives them.

 4. Keep an awakened mind that always considers the well-being of others. Buddhists 
call this “Bodhicitta.” Boddhicitta pertains to the intention to do well onto others 
and help them become happier, more fulfilled beings.

Case in point: Raj Panjabi’s Passion About Saving Lives. Converting right inten-
tion into right action is what matters most in bringing about actual change. Raj 
Panjabi, a young man of Indian heritage born in Liberia, understood this need when 
he co-founded Last Mile Health, a nonprofit organization that focuses on saving 
lives in some of the world’s most isolated communities. In his early years, Raj and 
his family moved to the USA, where he earned a medical degree and a Master’s 
degree in Public Health. He returned to Liberia in 2005 as a medical student and 
founded Last Mile Health in 2007, along with a team of five Liberian civil war sur-
vivors and American health workers. Raj and his team started their organization 
because they felt passionate about the fact that no one should die because they live 
far from the nearest doctor, clinic, or hospital (Last Mile Health, 2020).

So, how does Last Mile Health try to save lives in remote areas? It partners with 
governments to develop networks of community health workers (CHWs). CHWs 
usually have a middle or high school education and work in their own villages, 
where they are trained by nurses and medical assistants, and receive medicines, 
which they distribute among their neighbors. CHWs also learn to refer ill people in 
their communities to local clinics for treatment. Of course, the CHWs, nurses, and 
medical assistants need to be paid, so Last Mile Health always welcomes financial 
assistance. In 2017, Raj and his organization received a prize from TED of $1 mil-
lion to launch a Community Health Academy, a project that will redesign the educa-
tion of CHWs and leaders for the digital age.

 Right Speech

In these times of massive communications in many diverse ways, and an abundance 
of social media, it is critical that we fully understand the importance of right speech. 
Engaging in right speech means that you deliberately refrain from saying things that 
have negative effects on others. It also means that you remain cautious about spread-
ing news of which you are unsure or of which the contents can be devastating to 
some. Practicing right speech means that you attempt to resolve division and dishar-
mony and try to promote or restore unison and harmony. Right speech also means 
that you are telling the truth to your best of abilities, not creating divisiveness by 
telling different people different things, refraining from cruelty in your speech, and 
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withholding yourself from exaggerating facts, only to make them seem more 
interesting.

In line with Buddha’s teaching, Thomas Bruner suggests for us to ask ourselves 
the following questions to ensure we are engaging in right speech:

• Is it true? Just because we think, feel, or believe something does not make it true. 
Right speech is asking if what we are about to say is accurate, factual, or objec-
tively verifiable.

• Is it helpful? We often speak for our own benefit. Right speech is asking our-
selves whether what we will say is helpful, useful, or beneficial to others.

• Is it timely? We usually speak when we want to speak. Right speech asks whether 
now is the proper or appropriate time to say what we have to say.

• Is it kind? Sometimes we speak out of anger and frustration. Right speech means 
we speak with good intent, goodwill, and compassion for others, even – or espe-
cially – when we are angry or frustrated (Bruner, 2017).

Case in point: Paul Polman’s Bold Stance Toward Shareholders. In 2009, Paul 
Polman became the new CEO of Unilever, a global consumer product and food 
corporation. The business world was still very much in the clutches of the global 
financial crisis, and Polman did what very few CEOs dare to do, especially new 
ones: he notified Unilever’s shareholders that they should stop expecting quarterly 
annual and earnings guidance reports for the stock market. He stressed that the 
company was now going to take a longer view and whoever was not happy about 
that could take their money and invest it somewhere else (Boynton, 2015).

Shortly after making this bold statement, Unilever’s share price declined by 8%, 
because a fear emerged that there was bad news on the horizon in a company that 
had not done too well in recent history. But Polman, who was the first Unilever CEO 
in a long time to come in from the external environment rather than internally rising 
through the ranks, did not stop there. He started disinviting some shareholders, 
which is quite unheard in business circles, and caused quite an upheaval in the com-
pany (Boynton, 2015). Polman, a major advocate for value-creation and sustainable 
approaches, openly resented shareholders that are only out to get their money mul-
tiplied without really caring for the nature and progress of the business they have 
invested it in.

During his tenure at Unilever, Paul Polman saw his main responsibility to a large 
group of stakeholders, including consumers from all parts of the world and climate 
change activists. He took it as his leadership task to double Unilever’s revenue while 
at the same time halving its environmental footprint. To that end, the company 
established the Unilever Sustainable Living Plan (Sustainable Living, 2020). He 
was aware that a change toward massive adoption of a sustainable mindset would be 
a herculean task that would not happen overnight. He was also aware that there 
would be many opponents and skeptics that would try to impede any effort toward 
doing the right thing. And indeed, he experienced opposition from companies that 
benefitted from keeping things as they were, such as the carbon-based industry. Yet, 
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he considered every opposition an opportunity for future collaboration 
(Boynton, 2015).

Paul Polman, who stepped down as chief executive officer of Unilever in 2019, 
particularly criticized Milton Friedman’s teachings about the purpose of business to 
be self-serving and make profit and do so without any further regard for the environ-
ment. Polman continues to believe in serving: in helping those that cannot help 
themselves. In order to expand the circle of awareness, Polman engaged in a lot of 
networks, many of them consisting of young people and social entrepreneurs. This 
is how he encountered creative ideas and positive engagement, as well as hope that 
the world is getting closer to an overall awareness that we have to change our 
thought patterns toward more sustainable living (Boynton, 2015).

Polman’s efforts have been noticed by attentive and sustainability conscious 
sources. In 2017, he was recognized as one of the inaugural “Heroes of Conscious 
Capitalism” at the annual CEO Summit along with 27 other business leaders. He 
was recognized for his contribution toward realizing a world in which business is 
both practiced and recognized as a force for good.

 Right Action

Right action starts, interestingly enough, with the discontinuation of the action of 
harming ourselves and others. Right action requires a careful examination of our 
behavior. It encompasses the protection of life and the preservation of well-being of 
all living creatures in the broadest sense possible. In Buddhist circles, right action 
consists of three main considerations: no killing, no stealing, and no sexual miscon-
duct. Looking deeper into this, it really means no killing (of any living being), no 
stealing, no insulting, no lying, no cheating, no backbiting, no harsh words, no 
manipulating, no mean-spirited thoughts or behavior, and not engaging in any type 
of misconduct.

Because we are continuously caught in all sorts of situations, it is not always 
easy to engage in right action, especially when we consider that right action is, in 
many cases, a personal judgment. Let us zoom into the subject of killing as an 
example. Killing is an extremely broad topic, because it does not only pertain to one 
person killing another. Killing also entails the practice of killing for pleasure, which 
often happens when we hunt or fish, and many people become uncomfortable when 
we address that aspect of killing. Yet, if we consider that all life is precious, not just 
our own, and not just the lives of humans, then this mindset makes a lot of sense! 
Right action is more critical in our times, because our collective wrong actions have 
led to massive problems such as global warming and the extinction and destruction 
of many innocent lives due to inconsiderate practices.

Humanity, as a whole, has progressed in many ways, but all too often this prog-
ress happened at the expense of other beings. Today, the imbalance in income is 
greater than ever, which means that some pay for the prosperity of others. Human 
beings and animals in many parts of the world are victimized on a daily basis by 
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those who have become accustomed to extracting and killing what they consider 
resources for their business or leisure. The immense destruction of natural resources 
in our few global rainforests without proper replenishment, for instance, has 
demanded its toll, and since we are not living on an island, we will all ultimately 
suffer the negative effects of these mindless actions.

Case in point: Jeremiah Kimbugwe’s Health Conscious Initiative. A splendid 
example of a young leader living “right action” is Jeremiah Kimbugwe, who is only 
27 years old at the time of writing this chapter (Jeremiah Kimbugwe, 2020), but is 
already involved in several constructive projects in his home country, Uganda. 
Jeremiah, who holds a degree in Social Development, focuses on bringing about 
healthy changes and works with Sovhen Uganda, a registered national nongovern-
mental organization that operates in the slums of Kampala City and other remote 
areas in Uganda. His aim is to lead positive transformation among the youth with 
the intention of bringing about a peaceful, united, and healthy world.

One of the projects Jeremiah oversees is a sanitary napkin-making project, which 
is a solution to dangerous and unsanitary circumstances for young women in his 
home country. The sanitary napkins are made from local materials and are environ-
mentally friendly, as a way to protect and conserve nature. With this project, 
Jeremiah focuses on girls’ education and income generation, because the availabil-
ity of sanitary pads improves female school attendance, combats high dropout rates, 
and provides employment opportunities for local women. Jeremiah is aware that 
keeping girls in school is crucial for the future strength of the country. The jobs 
Jeremiah’s organization creates not only generate income but also focus on training 
the women to be entrepreneurs themselves (Jeremiah Kimbugwe, 2017).

Another project that Jeremiah is passionate about is a community-based health 
center, created to combat the high spread of malaria in his community. Each of these 
projects aims at producing affordable items while at the same time creating employ-
ment opportunities for the young mothers and helping the young girls to stay in 
school. A third effort that Jeremiah is involved in is a business development project 
run by volunteers and aimed at providing business training to young people 
(Jeremiah Kimbugwe, 2017). Several of the trainees from this program have since 
started up businesses or improved on the ventures they had before. Jeremiah sees 
this as a sign of development in his career and an inspiration to continue advocating 
for entrepreneurship in the communities he serves. With small steps, humility, and 
a strong belief in his peers, Jeremiah believes that he is starting to build stronger, 
more stable communities (Jeremiah Kimbugwe, 2017).

 Right Livelihood

Right livelihood is about the way in which we earn our living. It requires for us to 
ask ourselves a number of reflective questions, such as: Is my job constructive and 
not harmful to others? Am I not, directly or indirectly, participating in the 
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production, sales, or promotion of tools that can be used to kill or destroy? Is there 
any element of slave trade, oppression, or abuse of others? Am I not contributing to 
the production of items that can be detrimental to others? Is my job entailing dis-
honest and unfair practices that prey on others’ good intentions and beliefs?

These types of questions can help us discover whether our work entails wrong 
livelihood and whether we should consider a change of job or even a change of 
career. It makes sense that the reflections we engage in to determine right livelihood 
have a lot to do with other parts of the eightfold path as well. Right livelihood fits 
right along right speech and right action, as part of the “moral conduct” section of 
the eightfold path, which is connected to the earlier mentioned precepts of not kill-
ing, not stealing, not misusing sex, not lying, and not abusing intoxicants (O’Brien, 
2018b). Zen master Thich Nhat Hanh suggests that, in practicing right livelihood, 
we will have to find a way to earn a living without undermining our ideals of love 
and compassion. Our daily work should be a worthy expression of your deepest self 
rather than a source of suffering for ourselves and others (Thich Nhat Hanh, 1998).

All that said, however, it may become clear how difficult it really is to be com-
pletely sure that you do not engage in wrong livelihood. You may try to do every-
thing right, but purchase items that come from a person or company that exploits 
others. You may think that you are selling decent products, but you cannot be com-
pletely sure that your suppliers truly acquired their products through right livelihood 
as well. The global business environment of today, in which we deal with stakehold-
ers from many nations and backgrounds, has made this even more complicated than 
it was before. Sometimes you can also be a supplier of something pure, such as 
grain, which could be used by one of your customers to brew alcoholic beverages. 
So, it is complicated, especially if we realize that everything is interconnected, and 
all we do ultimately leads to the effects we experience around us, the good and the 
bad ones. This means, that, willingly or not, we contribute to good and bad conse-
quences, and our right livelihood can be converted into wrong livelihood by others 
at any point in the production or service chain (O’Brien, 2018b).

We should also be mindful of other effects of our livelihood onto ourselves. If 
you work so hard and much that your health suffers from it, you are not engaging in 
right livelihood, regardless of the ethical magnitude of what you are doing. The 
demands and desires that we pick up from society may influence us to such an 
extent that we basically abuse our right livelihood in order to make more money, 
thus increase our wealth, to an extend that is far beyond what we really need. There 
is nothing wrong with making money, but if it happens at the expense of your health 
or the health of those around you, that is not right. At that point, the emphasis of 
your livelihood has shifted from what you do to what you get, and you should 
regroup your thoughts. The art is to do the right thing, not only in your practices 
toward others but also toward yourself (Sockolov, 2016). In sum, there are three 
areas in which you should consider right livelihood: (1) in the type of work you do, 
(2) in the circumstances at your workplace and how these affect you, and (3) in the 
amount of work you do to gain your earnings and how that affects you and those 
around you (Sockolov, 2016).
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Case in point: Andy Moon’s Dream to Bring Energy to the Deprived. Andy Moon 
has focused his passion in the area of developing solar energy projects in developing 
countries. By doing so, he devotes his professional skills to both the environment 
and international development. Andy is a Stanford University graduate, who started 
his career at McKinsey & Company’s Sustainability and Nonprofit practices in 
New York, but would spend his summers in Cambodia and the Philippines, which 
undoubtedly influenced his awareness of the needs in developing nations. His inter-
est in public health grew through his volunteer involvement in the innovative non-
profit “Possible,” for which he served as a fundraiser and energy advisor. Possible 
has a partnership with the government of Nepal to find ways to deliver high-quality, 
low-cost health care to areas in rural Nepal.

In 2009 Andy became a project developer at SunEdison, which focused on build-
ing mega-scale power plants in the USA, Canada, and Europe. Through this job, 
Andy learned the ropes of the solar energy industry. Meanwhile, in 2011, Andy 
learned from the main physician at Possible that electricity was the greatest chal-
lenge for their hospital, because diesel transport for conventional energy generation 
was costly and sporadic, resulting in just a few hours of electricity being available 
each day. This severely impeded the efforts to provide high-quality health care, and 
it was obstructing Possible’s efforts to expand health-care services through hospital 
expansion (SunFarmer, 2020).

In 2013, Andy started SunFarmer, a nonprofit social enterprise that incubates and 
launches locally run solar businesses in developing countries. He founded SunFarmer 
with a co-worker, Jason Gray, supported by a grant of $2 million, received from a 
SunEdison foundation (Pipia, 2016). In order to make a solid and responsible start 
with their venture in Nepal, their inaugural performance ground, Andy and Jason 
partnered with Avishek Malla, a highly respected Nepali entrepreneur and solar 
engineer. In this team setting, they installed the first solar energy installation. The 
three men then launched SunFarmer Nepal, a Nepali solar energy company dedi-
cated to installing and maintaining world-class solar installations in Nepal 
(Sunfarmer, 2020).

In his blog, Andy described a common error that start-ups make, which his com-
pany also fell prey to: wanting to do too many things at the same time. Thanks to 
some good advice from seasoned solar entrepreneurs, however, Andy and his team 
came to realize that their product, solar for farmers, was already very challenging at 
its core. Any additional focus aside from that would only lead to diminished suc-
cess. He came across several examples of solar entrepreneurs in other developing 
nations, who tried the approach of multiple product lines, in hopes to accelerate 
growth, only to find that there was no growth at all.

Finally taking the lessons to heart, Andy and his SunFarmer’s team engaged in a 
new product development process, identifying a customer segment on which they 
could focus fully. Their research paid off: they found their target community in the 
mid-hills region of Nepal where high-value vegetable crops are grown without 
access to electricity for irrigation in the fields, and with little chance on 
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conventional electricity access, due to the extremely high costs of building an elec-
tric grid in such a remote area.

SunFarmer has now installed solar at more than 200 hospitals, schools, busi-
nesses, and farms in ten districts of Nepal. Through these energy projects, schools 
and health clinics were able to receive much-needed power, while disaster victims 
could be served with appropriate relief. The goal of SunFarmer is to provide power 
to 4000 hospitals, schools, and water projects around the world by 2020.

In 2017 Andy relinquished the CEO position at SunFarmer, yet, he remains 
actively involved as a board member and advisor.

 Right Effort

Right effort is sometimes also listed as “right diligence.” Effort is a commendable 
practice, but we can direct it to constructive or destructive activities. People who 
work in the weapon or drug-abuse industry undeniably invest effort in their job, but, 
unfortunately, this is not right effort, due to the suffering this effort causes. Right 
effort is a very personal task, just like all other elements of the path: it also pertains 
to the act of contemplating about the roots of our suffering and then engaging in the 
effort to release those roots.

Right effort, along with right mindfulness and right concentration, comprises the 
mental discipline section of the Noble Eightfold Path (O’Brien, 2018a). At its very 
core, right effort entails that we should try to adopt and develop wholesome quali-
ties and behaviors and release unwholesome ones.

Also, right effort does not mean “hard” effort, as you should enjoy what you are 
trying to do. If your effort become laborious, you are probably not doing it right, 
according to Zen master Thich Nhat Hanh. At the same time, it is still effort, which 
means that there may be hindrances that can impede you from achieving your goals. 
A Sutta of the Pali Canon enumerates five aspects that can obstruct right effort. 
They are (1) sensual desire; (2) ill will; (3) sluggishness, indolence, or lethargy; (4) 
impatience and anxiety; and (5) ambiguity or skepticism.

Case in point: Maria Mayanja and Her Efforts to Make Nonbiodegradable Waste 
Useful. A promising trend of our times is that more and more young entrepreneurs 
take on roles that combine economic advancement with social well-being. In 
Rwanda, a young woman by the name of Maria Mayanja co-founded Angaza Ltd., 
a company that upcycles nonbiodegradable waste into fashion accessories such as 
bags, wallets, and gadget covers, creating green jobs along the way (Conscious 
Company Magazine, 2016). As they help restore the environment, these young peo-
ple also work on the awareness levels of upcoming youth in their country by engag-
ing students in fun, hands-on activities such as tree planting, competitions, and 
upcycling to engender a more conscious generation of Africans rooted in sustain-
able practices.
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Angaza was founded in 2012 and considers its industry to be in “ethical fashion.” 
With this laudable initiative, Maria expressed her passion for environmental conser-
vation and her drive to help people understand it better in a more simplistic way. On 
the company’s website, Angaza is explained as the Swahili words for “to illumi-
nate” or “to shed light” (Angaza, 2018). Through the Angaza project, Maria and her 
partners aim to take a lead in environmental solutions in Rwanda, hoping to shed 
light on newer concepts and doing so through innovative creations and community 
engagement. And of course it is not only about the products, but about the entire 
social advancement that lies behind this initiative: education for youngsters to do 
the sustainably responsible thing, offering green jobs to employable citizens, and 
doing the environment a huge favor by making people more aware of the need to 
dispose of nondegradable materials. Angaza uses nonbiodegradable waste, such as 
vinyl advertising banners and jute rice bags and converts them into one-of-a-kind 
accessories, such as purses, wallets, and various types of bags. The producers line 
these products with a special fabric, which is called Kitenge in East Africa or Ankara 
in West Africa. Yet, due to the nature of the products they work with, each item is 
unique and has no second one like it on the market. This has high appeal to 
fashionistas.

On Maria Mayanja’s LinkedIn page, she states that she ended her employment at 
Angaza and Impact Hub Kigali in November 2016. At the time of writing this chap-
ter, she served as the student recruitment and marketing officer for Carnegie Mellon 
University Africa. The current managing director is Monica Umwari.

 Right Mindfulness

In Sanskrit, they use the word “smriti” for mindfulness, and it means, literally, “to 
remember.” Remembering here means returning to the present moment when we 
realize that our mind has a tendency to wander. Thanks to our mindfulness, we may 
be able to truly appreciate what we see, and where there is responding life involved 
(a person or pet), we may indicate our gratitude for their presence, so that they, too, 
may become mindful of the moment. The appreciation that is part of such mindful-
ness can ease the suffering of our usual mindlessness and encourage us to go a step 
further, so that we concentrate on the other, understand him or her better, and trans-
form our own suffering and theirs into joy (Marques, 2015).

We can achieve mindfulness in several ways. A frequently practiced way is med-
itation. One of the most well-known forms of meditation is Vipassana, or insight 
meditation, which is the meditation practice in which Siddhartha Gautama, gener-
ally referred to as “the Buddha,” engaged when he became enlightened. Vipassana 
is now used in various schools of Buddhism to promote attention, awareness, and 
mindfulness. Vipassana has grown into a global movement and is even more west-
ernized than, for instance, Zen, because it does not require traditional techniques. 
There are Vipassana meditation centers in all parts of the world. Because it can be 
practiced in a nonreligious way, it is attractive to Buddhists and non-Buddhists alike 
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(Marques, 2015). Vipassana literally means “special seeing” or insight. Since it is a 
mindfulness technique, Vipassana draws attention to your breath and to every object 
of consciousness. Business people and academicians, but also prison inmates, seem 
to experience major transformations when they engage in this meditation practice.

Case in point: William Kamkwamba: The Boy Who Harnessed the Wind. A 
young person who used mindfulness to drive his actions is William Kamkwamba, a 
young innovator, engineer, and author, who was born in Kasungu, Malawi, in 1987. 
He grew up in poverty, to the extent that he had to drop out of school during a fam-
ine, which affected the entire village. His family could no longer afford the $80 
annual tuition for school (Wulff, 2011), but William was desperate to continue his 
education and discovered the village library as a source for ongoing self-education. 
Through his readings he became aware of his love for electronics. Then, William 
read a book titled “Using Energy,” carefully studied the illustrations in the book, and 
decided to create a makeshift windmill in 2006 with the aim of alleviating the needs 
in his community. He first made a miniature version with a cheap dynamo, and once 
he found that it worked, he used blue gum trees, bicycle parts, and other materials 
from a scrapyard to create a functioning windmill that powered several electrical 
appliances in his family’s house. In the months that he perused the scrapyard across 
the road from his previous school, many youngsters made fun of him, and even his 
mother started questioning his sanity. But William knew what he was doing and 
incessantly continued his digging and storing of bottle caps, bicycle and tractor 
parts, and flipflop rubbers. Once he demonstrated his ability, he had the entire vil-
lage in awe! He soon wired his entire house, and neighbors would ask if they could 
charge their cell phones at the home of the Kamkwambas (Wulff, 2011). Generating 
his own electricity source was a huge accomplishment in a village where only the 
homes of the very affluent, only two percent of the local population, had their own 
electricity (Wulff, 2011).

The local newspaper learned about William’s accomplishment and wrote an arti-
cle about him. A Ted director learned about the young man and invited him to a 
global Ted event in 2007  in Tanzania. The Ted audience embraced him, and the 
director went back home with William to see the windmill with his own eyes. He 
was so impressed by the meticulousness of William’s work that he pledged then and 
there that he would do anything in his power to get this boy to finish high school and 
get a college education. The Wall Street Journal also wrote about his efforts, and 
William got the long-desired opportunity to go to college. Many media outlets inter-
viewed him, and he served as a guest speaker at several global events. Engineering 
professors referred to him as a “Natural” since he had been able to build such a 
complicated device with no tools other than a few nails.

The news spread like wildfire as William continued his efforts: he built a solar- 
powered water pump to supply drinking water in his village and two other wind-
mills. In 2013 Time Magazine named William one of 30 People Under 30 Changing 
the World. Meanwhile, William had written a book about his story, titled, The Boy 
Who Harnessed the Wind (Kamkwamba & Mealer, 2010). With the book being 
selected by public library systems to cover entire communities, and being donated 
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to many youngsters through gift funds, William soon had a bestseller on his hand! 
The Boy Who Harnessed the Wind managed to remain on the New York Times best-
seller list for a full 5  weeks! In 2014, William Kamkwamba graduated from 
Dartmouth College in Hanover, New Hampshire.

Thanks to his great effort, his mindful practice, but definitely also his awe- 
inspiring and pleasant mannerisms, Kamkwamba now has a whole team of experts 
to turn to. Yet, his fame has not changed his sober outlook on life. While life in 
abundant societies has been pleasant, he has not forgotten where he came from and 
that he and his family once lived on four spoons of porridge a day to survive a ter-
rible famine. He has created a nonprofit called “Moving Windmills,” which now 
sponsors the local soccer team in a deliberate effort to keep youngsters from drug 
use and loitering. He helps put his sisters through school by paying their tuition out 
of his own pocket. He continues to work in his village and continues to examine 
areas of need that he can alleviate with his skills. He has built a deep-water well 
with a solar-powered pump that his entire village can access. Thanks to this project, 
women in the village are now spared a 2-hour walk to a public well. William also 
just opened a maize-grinding mill, which will guarantee a steady income for his 
family. He is also rebuilding the local primary school, to give all children in the vil-
lage a chance to get an education. In addition, he has started an evening adult liter-
acy program to also bring education to older members of the community 
(Kamkwamba & Mealer, 2010).

 Right Concentration

Right concentration has everything to do with focusing on what is important. 
Sometimes it is important to focus on one particular thing, such as our breathing 
when we engage in Vipassana meditation (explained in previous chapter). At other 
times it is important to concentrate more actively on a set of activities. An example 
is driving: when we drive, we focus on our driving, but also on the lights, other 
vehicles on the road, people crossing the streets, our speed, the condition of the 
road, the direction in which we are going, possibly on the rain, and so on.

We have to concentrate in order to be mentally present, and when we do that, we 
experience each moment to the fullest. When we focus fully on each moment instead 
of constantly thinking about the past and the future, we may discover beautiful 
details in the here and now, that would have escaped us if we were not concentrat-
ing. Right concentration can therefore offer us greater happiness in the current 
moment, as we are more focused on what matters now. Also, right concentration can 
help us realize better than anything else, that everything is temporary. Our feelings 
of aggravation or anger, and our feelings of euphoria: they eventually subside. 
Thanks to our concentration, we can thus learn to see them in their right scope: as 
fleeting senses, which we can release if we want to (Thich Nhat Hanh, 1998).
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Case in point: Kendall Ciesemier’s Compassion for Kids. When Kendall Ciesemier 
was only 11 years old, she watched an Oprah Winfrey show that highlighted aids 
orphans in Africa. Having had her share of health struggles in life, Kendall could 
vividly envision the despair that so many of these orphans were going through, hav-
ing to take care of their younger siblings, yet with no security for their own future. 
At the same time, she was awestruck by the dogged hope these young children, 
many of her age or younger, displayed in their struggle for life. This became a deci-
sive moment in Ciesemier’s life (Ciesemier, 2013).

Born in Wheaton, Illinois, in 1993, Kendall struggled with a rare liver disease 
called biliary atresia, a rare liver defect where the bile duct – which is supposed to 
be present between the liver and the small intestine – is either blocked or is absent. 
The health problem caused Kendall to undergo two liver transplants at a time when 
other youngsters were only concerned or excited about their next technological gim-
mick or their next social media posting. She got the first half of her liver from her 
father, and the other from a donor, but had to remain hospitalized all summer to 
ensure that her body would not reject the new liver (Ciesemier, 2013).

Seeing a program about the aids orphans in Africa drew Kendall to start search-
ing for other children in the world who were struggling, yet did not have the means 
to make any progress. Her first gift was a $360 donation to a then 8-year-old girl 
from Mauritania without parents, who could finally dare to dream of a future by 
enrolling in school thanks to Kendall’s support. Establishing this connection with 
another youngster who also experienced major challenges in life gave Kendall a 
strong sense of purpose, and she decided that her path would be to do whatever she 
could to help other kids in need. She started raising money, from family, friends, but 
also other children who learned about Kendall’s efforts and wanted to help. In the 
summer of 2004, Kendall had raised the sum of $15,000 and could sponsor an entire 
village in Zambia, named Musele (Ciesemier, 2013).

In 2005, when Kendall was barely 12 years old, she received assistance in con-
verting her project Kids Caring 4 Kids (KC4K) into a 501(c)3 not-for-profit organi-
zation. Her purpose with this organization was to inspire kids in the USA to care for 
and support those in need. Kendall’s main focus was to awaken empathy within 
kids, living under more fortunate circumstances, for those who experienced far 
greater challenges and less opportunities, such as the aids orphans in Africa. In 
order to spread the word, Kendall took to schools, youth groups, and service orga-
nizations and invited them to get involved. Since she started her not-for-profit orga-
nization, Kendall has been able to sponsor eight projects in four African countries. 
Among those projects are building a dormitory and two orphan centers and provid-
ing 400 specially built bikes, school supplies, medical care, indoor plumbing, 
healthy meals, and boreholes to increase the quality of life for these African kids. 
Her dedicated work caught the attention of major celebrities in the US society, such 
as Oprah Winfrey and former President Clinton. Kendall keeps inspiring youngsters 
till today to continue giving by way of finding a purpose, since it is so rewarding to 
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help a person in need. Kendall Ciesemier has received multiple awards for her phil-
anthropic work. Prudential and the National Association of Secondary School 
Principals have named her one of America’s top ten youth volunteers. She has also 
been listed as one of the 20 Amazing Young Women of Glamour magazine and won 
the Woman of the Year Reader’s Choice Award (Horsfield, 2018).

Today, Kendall Ciesemier is described as an activist, a journalist, a writer, and a 
social entrepreneur (Harrison, 2018). She has successfully completed her education 
at Georgetown University, has managed to juggle her hectic study schedule with 
managing KC4K, and meanwhile also co-founded OWN IT, a women’s leadership 
initiative to empower college-aged women to engage with women leaders (Harrison, 
2018). At the time of writing this chapter, Kendall was a producer at digital news 
company Mic, where her focus ranges from criminal justice reform, racial justice, 
the #MeToo movement, and more (Harrison, 2018).

 Living and Leading with the Eightfold Path: A Personal 
Leadership Choice

Leadership is, ultimately, a very personal thing that requires continuous reflection. 
You can read as many theories and hear as many stories as you want, but in the end, 
you will make the decision in regard to the path you will tread, the way you will 
treat others, and how you will carry yourself through different circumstances.

Keeping the Noble Eightfold Path in mind is always a good idea. And, as stated 
throughout this chapter, the eight treads of this path are interrelated. Right inten-
tions emerge from right views and incite right efforts and right actions. A point of 
caution is in place here: just as the right interpretation of all elements of the path is 
interrelated and supportive of one another, just so are malicious implementations 
and interpretations interrelated and mutually supportive. In other words, you can get 
trapped by wrong intentions, wrong views, wrong efforts, wrong actions, and so on 
and maybe even believe they are right, because the human psyche is a miraculous 
thing: we stand on different sides of reality, and what some of us may consider right, 
others may consider dead wrong.

Because it is all so personal, your only true guide will be… you! Try to engage 
in insight meditation, even if it initially seems hard to do. We are living in dazzling 
times, where even 5 quiet minutes seem like forever, so engaging in 20 or 30 min-
utes of meditation may seem like an impossible chore. But practice makes perfect, 
and if you allow yourself to follow your breathing, and decide not to get upset if you 
catch your mind wandering, you may ultimately get the hang of leading reflec-
tively – all by yourself.
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 Chapter Takeaways

• Today’s workforce members have arrived at some major insights. One of the 
most important ones is that individuals with sheer profit focus and with self- 
serving agendas, void of concern for the well-being of those they deal with, can 
no longer be considered suitable leaders.

• Buddhism can very well be considered a way of living. The Four Noble Truths, 
including the Noble Eightfold Path, are some of Buddhism’s key concepts.

 – The Four Noble Truths reflect life at its core. In the most basic terms they are 
as follows: (1) suffering exists, (2) suffering has a cause, (3) suffering can be 
ended, and (4) there is a path to end suffering, which is the Noble Eightfold Path.

 – The Noble Eightfold Path. This “path” comprises eight interrelated practices.

• Right view means to do away with negativity, mean-spiritedness, spitefulness, 
and prejudice.

• Right intention compels you to focus consciously and refrain from making deci-
sions that are based on questionable motives.

• Right speech means that you deliberately refrain from saying things that have 
negative effects on others.

• Right action starts with the discontinuation of the action of harming ourselves 
and others. It requires a careful examination of our behavior. Right action encom-
passes the protection of life and the preservation of well-being of all living crea-
tures in the broadest sense possible.

• Right livelihood is about the way in which we earn our living. It requires for us 
to ask ourselves a number of reflective questions that can help us to discover 
whether our work entails wrong livelihood and whether we should consider a 
change of job or even a change of career.

• Right effort requires that we carefully distinguish our actions, thoughts, and 
intentions, so that our effort remains constructive.

• Right mindfulness enables us to also engage in right view, right intention, right 
speech, right action, right livelihood, right effort, and right concentration. In 
Sanskrit, they use the word “smriti” for mindfulness, and it means, literally, “to 
remember.”

• Right concentration has everything to do with focusing on what is important. We 
have to concentrate in order to be mentally present, and when we do that, we 
experience each moment to the fullest.

 Chapter-End Reflection Questions

 1. Reflect on leadership in the twentieth century versus today. What, according to 
your findings, are the main differences?
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 2. This chapter reflects on Buddhist psychology as a foundational strategy toward 
proper leadership. Can you consider another creed, religion, or philosophy that 
also instills proper leadership values? Please explain your selection and briefly 
elaborate on the values.

 3. Reflect on the Four Noble Truths: what type of suffering do you consider most 
present in your life at the moment, and how do you plan to exert proper leader-
ship toward discontinuing this form of suffering?

 4. Consider the cases in point presented in this chapter: which of the cases did you 
consider most compelling? Why?

 5. Consider the individuals discussed in the eight cases in point in this chapter: 
what did they have in common?
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Chapter 5
Innovative Leadership: Tools 
and Techniques to Acquire Innovative 
and Inspiring Ideas

M. S. Rao

Abstract The purpose of this chapter is to offer innovative tools and techniques to 
acquire innovative and inspiring ideas. It explains the power of your subconscious 
mind to acquire creative and inventive ideas and unlock your hidden potential. It 
differentiates between creativity and innovation and draws a blueprint to achieve 
creativity and innovation. It explains and elaborates on innovative leadership. It 
outlines the characteristics of innovative leaders. It illustrates with inspiring exam-
ples of innovative international leaders including Benjamin Franklin, Thomas 
Edison, Albert Einstein, Bill Gates, Larry Ellison, Elon Musk, and Mark Zuckerberg. 
It explains that failure is an integral part of innovation. It implores to acquire every 
piece of information to achieve innovation. It emphasizes the importance of synthe-
sis to generate more ideas. It reminds us that all seeds that you sow will not germi-
nate and bear fruits. It concludes to strive from a theoretical and practical perspective 
to acquire innovative and inspiring ideas to achieve extraordinary success in 
your life.

Keywords Creativity · Innovation · Entrepreneurship · Entrepreneurial leadership · 
Inspirational leadership · Organizational development and Leadership development

 Introduction

If I have 300 ideas in a year and just one turns out to work, I am satisfied.—Alfred Nobel.

During my leadership development training programs, participants ask me several 
questions such as how do I get ideas to author my books and how can they fast-track 
their career and how can they resolve their problems creatively. In this chapter, we 
discuss innovation, innovative  leadership, and how to acquire innovative and 
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inspiring ideas to resolve personal, professional, and social problems to achieve 
peace, happiness, and success in your life.

 The Miracle of Your Subconscious Mind

When you want to acquire innovative and inspiring ideas, you must develop a posi-
tive mindset that creativity can be cultivated and innovation can be nurtured. You 
must take the support of your subconscious mind to achieve creativity. Most people 
do not realize the significance of the subconscious mind. Joseph Murphy unveiled 
the importance of the subconscious mind as follows: “All you have to do is unite, 
mentally and emotionally with the good you wish to embody. The creative powers 
of your subconscious will respond accordingly.” Napoleon Hill remarked, “The 
possibilities of creative effort connected with the subconscious mind are stupendous 
and imponderable. They inspire one with awe.” And Andrew Wyeth quoted, “I 
dream a lot. I do more painting when I’m not painting. It’s in the subconscious.” 
That is the power of your subconscious mind to enhance your creativity!

 Creativity Versus Innovation

People often confuse between creativity and innovation. There is a huge difference 
between them. Creativity is to create something new while innovation is to add 
value to the existing one. Creativity is to create new ideas that are mostly intellec-
tual and theoretical, while innovation is the practical application of ideas to resolve 
problems or to add value to the existing ones. Watts Humprey rightly remarked, 
“Innovation is the process of turning ideas into manufacturable and marketable 
form.” And Lynne C. Levesque remarked, “To be creative you have to contribute 
something different from what you’ve done before. Your results need not be original 
to the world; few results truly meet that criterion. Most results are built on the work 
of others.”

 How to Spark Innovation?

Henry Ford had uncanny creative ability toward problem-solving. He was success-
ful in bringing innovation in automobiles. When people fight, creativity sparks. The 
research has shown that conflict over ideas is good, especially for groups and orga-
nizations that do creative work. However, it should be constructive and intellectual 
rather than personal. Constructive conflict is referred to as a task or intellectual 
conflict. It happens when people argue over ideas rather than individuals. If the 
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conflict gets personal, it is essential to use humor and get the discussion back to the 
intellectual mode.

In hierarchical establishments, there is less chance for innovation because there 
will be people who block innovation. Hence, innovative leaders encourage lean and 
flat organizations to promote innovation in their employees. People working in an 
organization have a preconceived mindset. To enhance innovation, it is essential to 
include people outside the organization to generate fresh ideas. Sometimes the scar-
city of resources forces people to adopt the innovation. Telling people “what to do” 
and rather than “how to do” promotes creativity among the people. It is essential to 
spend regularly at least 20 minutes a day to build innovation skills. Over a period of 
time, the insight capacity increases, and new ideas evolve.

 What Is Innovative Leadership?

If you ask an Indian child what does alphabet “A” stand for? The child immediately 
says, “A for Apple.” If you ask the same question to an American child, the response 
would be, “A for Apple and innovation.” That is the impression the Apple Computers 
has created in America. Innovation is almost synonymous with Apple Computers. It 
has created new products and services by following the road less traveled. It took 
many years for Apple to build its brand for innovation under the visionary leader-
ship of Steve Jobs.

When we look at Benjamin Franklin, he was a great innovator who championed 
innovation. Innovation in pictorial advertisements in newspapers, championing 
infotainment through ballads, an invention of the lightning rod, a bifocal lens, and a 
gas stove made him stand out as an innovative leader much long ago. Eminent peo-
ple including Albert Einstein, Bill Gates, Larry Ellison, Elon Musk, and Mark 
Zuckerberg can be called innovative leaders who stand out from the pack with their 
unconventional ideas and approaches. In this context, let us discuss innovative 
leadership.

There are three kinds of people—the first kind of people focuses on individuals, 
the second on issues, and the third on ideas. The third kind is the innovative leaders 
who emphasize ideas rather than brood over issues and spend time unnecessarily on 
individuals. These leaders can also be called “eureka leaders.”

Innovative leadership is all about encouraging people who have new ideas and 
insights and helping them to experiment and explore the same to minimize failures. 
It also involves respecting their failures and handholding them to try and test their 
ideas. It calls for extraordinary gut feeling and intuition on the part of these leaders. 
Innovative leadership should not be confused with creative leadership as creative 
leadership involves creating new ideas and insights. However, innovative leadership 
involves the implementation and commercialization of ideas.

Innovation is like a “eureka moment.” In addition to adding value by implement-
ing and commercialization, it also places all capabilities and competencies in 
unconventional ways. It brings either radical or incremental improvements in 
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products, processes, or services. Innovation replaces the existing outdated tools and 
techniques and methods and strategies by unconventional approaches and ideas. It 
could be in the area of any activity. For instance, innovation could be about human 
resources or marketing or operations or outsmarting the competition. As everyone 
aspires to outsmart others, the companies endeavor to outsmart other companies, 
and it calls for innovative leadership.

Innovation is the engine for growth and expansion for any enterprise. It is the 
ideas and insights that fuel innovation. Innovation does not come on a platter. You 
must dig deep within and explore and experiment immensely with passion and per-
severance. Innovation is also about reinvention as per the changing times and tech-
nologies. Innovation happens with mistakes. You must display a “never say die 
attitude,” and you must persevere with a passion to make innovation happen. 
Innovation does not happen overnight. It needs continuous efforts and energies. 
Warren Bennis explained, “Innovation—any new idea—by definition will not be 
accepted at first. It takes repeated attempts, endless demonstrations, monotonous 
rehearsals before innovation can be accepted and internalized by an organization. 
This requires courageous patience.”

Innovators believe in observation and experimentation. They are basically think-
ers with a tendency to question, associate, and imagine. They learn a lot by network-
ing, sharing, and listening from others. Innovative leaders care for their people for 
what they know rather how much they know. They care for their people, knowledge, 
and experience they bring in across the table and share the same with others.

Innovative leadership is essential irrespective of the verticals and sectors because 
it helps either cut down costs or promote new products, features, and activities.

 Hallmarks of Innovative Leaders

Innovative leaders are of a different breed. They are rarely found. They are knowl-
edge workers who go by the road less traveled. These leaders constantly search for 
new ideas and encourage people to come up with new ideas and insights and new 
business proposals that improve the performance and image of the organization. 
These leaders explore and experiment. They have curiosity and are passionate about 
delivering something different and unique. They enjoy adding value to existing 
products and services. Here are some hallmarks of innovative leaders. They are 
mentally flexible and passionate about their work. They are highly focused and 
always aim to hit bull’s-eye. They treat failure as an integral part of the learning 
process. They move forward with renewed energy and enthusiasm as every failure 
is a learning experience. They are future-oriented and forward-looking and are 
unmindful of short-term setbacks. They shed inhibitions and wed technology. They 
have “never say die” attitudes like Thomas Edison and Colonel Sanders. They are 
agents of change. They do not innovate for the sake of innovation. They have an 
insatiable appetite for discovery and learning. They acquire firms that believe in 
innovation since it offers synergy. Besides, it helps in minimizing the failure rates 
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in innovations. They go by their heart rather than the head. They believe in sub-
stance rather in style. They roll up their sleeves. They have a strong vision and have 
the ability to articulate their vision through pictures to their followers. For instance, 
Steve Jobs presented his ideas and inventions through his presentations effectively. 
They respect failures and empathize with failed people. They collaborate rather 
than compete with others. They keep their communication channels open for all. 
They reward innovative people. They see the invisible. They are out-of-the-box 
thinkers. Innovative leaders appear to be quirks or jerks. However, they are people 
with a unique mindset. They build effective teams who have a passion for excel-
lence and innovation. Above all, they constantly probe for unconventional ways of 
doing things.

 The Role of Innovative Leaders to Encourage Innovation

Innovative leaders must adopt the following strategies and techniques to encourage 
innovation in their organizations.

• Create a conducive organizational culture and climate for creativity and 
innovation.

• Tolerate ambiguity and uncertainty.
• Support and empathize. Provide all necessary inputs and resources for the people.
• Tolerate the actions of jerks and eccentrics.
• Promote team spirit and provide an intellectual challenge. Ask people to work in 

teams as teams provide more food for thought and discussion.
• Encourage people to be innovative both by words and deeds.
• Do not tell them how to do it. Just tell them what to do. They will evolve their 

own methodologies to execute the tasks.
• Respect failures. But do not encourage.
• Encourage job rotation. Job rotation is all about the rotation of existing talent 

across the business units, verticals, and departments to know what is really hap-
pening in other places. It helps in cross-functional knowledge and gets to know 
the root of challenges and furthers innovation. It helps in widening the mental 
horizons of the people. It is especially essential for the people who aspire and 
intend to assume leadership roles and responsibilities within the organizations.

• Encourage upward communication and down-to-top leadership in getting ideas 
from people. Talk to the lower cadre people who are the source of ideas.

• Encourage discussion and sharing knowledge and information. It is essential to 
respect failures as sometimes “fear of failure” may be a stumbling block to 
innovation.

• Provide motivational incentives for innovation depending on the needs of 
the people.

• Make things transparent as far as possible to encourage innovation.
• Encourage mavericks that enjoy innovation.
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• Promote research and development.

 A Blueprint to Acquire Innovative and Inspiring Ideas

When you want to grow in a specific career in your life or area or industry, you must 
build a team of like-minded people and discuss with them regularly. For instance, 
Einstein discussed with his friends and colleagues to get innovative ideas. In this 
way, you acquire new triggers to explore and experiment. Jot down the different 
approaches and ideas in a journal. Go to an isolated place and reflect on them. 
Discuss those ideas in public forums, meetings, and associations to generate more 
ideas. When you speak you get more ideas. When you discuss you get more ideas. 
When you write you get more ideas. Usually, people ask you questions at the end of 
the seminars and meetings. Show your enthusiasm to respond to them and research 
the questions raised by them. The best thing is to write in a journal and reflect on 
them during your leisure time. Feed those ideas into your subconscious mind. 
Before you go to sleep, throw the complicated ideas and issues to your subconscious 
mind by giving clear and constructive instructions that you are getting them resolved 
effortlessly. You will be amazed to find solutions on the next day morning. You will 
find the complicated issues getting simpler and clearer in the next day morning.

Believe in the art of synthesis. When you want to innovate new things, intercon-
nect your existing knowledge and integrate mentally with new ones and explore by 
trial and error method. It leads to further breakthroughs. Arthur C. Clarke explained, 
“New ideas pass through three periods: 1) It can’t be done; 2) It probably can be 
done, but it’s not worth doing; 3) I knew it was a good idea all along!”

Identify your bad habits to break them. Cognitive psychologist Anthony 
McCaffrey1 explains, “There’s a pattern that, during the inventive process, people 
notice something that was overlooked and then they use that overlooked feature to 
build a new solution.” He adds, “We’re basically geared towards noticing the com-
mon things because that’s most helpful in our daily experience. We don’t want to 
have to figure out how to get a drink of water each time. But if you want to be inno-
vative then your habits are your enemy and you have to fight against doing the com-
mon or habitual and know how to get to the obscure things.”

 Innovative Tools and Techniques to Acquire Innovative 
and Inspiring Ideas

Here are some tools and techniques to acquire innovative and inspiring ideas:

1 http://www.inc.com/jessica-stillman/want-to-be-more-inventive-think-like-a-fifth-grader.html

M. S. Rao

http://www.inc.com/jessica-stillman/want-to-be-more-inventive-think-like-a-fifth-grader.html


75

• Be curious. Have an open mind to explore and experiment. Albert Einstein 
remarked, “I know quite certainly that I myself have no special talent. Curiosity, 
obsession, and dogged endurance, combined with self-criticism, have brought 
me to my ideas.”

• Create a document by name, “Ideas Box,” to write down your ideas whenever 
they pop up in your mind. Read them during your leisure time to explore.

• Do meditation to keep your mind free from clutter and think from a fresh 
perspective.

• Follow the road less traveled to avoid getting caught in the rat race. Do not do 
what others do. Think differently and act differently to stand out from others.

• Get out of your comfort zone. Break the routines that obstruct your creativity. 
James Bertrand rightly remarked, “Once we rid ourselves of traditional thinking, 
we can get on with creating the future.” If you are not failing in your life means 
you are not doing anything worthwhile in your life.

• Avoid preconceived notions. Break the rules and enjoy the playfulness of your 
mind. Remember, your mind is a child at heart. Mencius (Meng-Tse) rightly 
remarked, “Great is the human who has not lost his childlike heart.”

• Find out your biological clock to capture your ideas. Some people are morning 
people, some people are evening people, and some people are evening people. 
That means some people can leverage their hidden potential during the morning 
while some in the evening or night depending on their biological clocks. 
Identifying such an appropriate time is essential to create your ideas and leverage 
your potential fully.

• Capture your dreams, if possible. It leads to your creativity. Unfortunately, most 
people fail to remember their dreams.

• Read books in your area of interest. Reading helps widen your mental horizons. 
It provides peace of mind. It helps broaden your thinking and generate more ideas.

• Do not imitate others because what worked for others may not work for you. 
Draw your own blueprint to explore regularly. Be a trendsetter, not a trend 
follower.

• Use your time judiciously before you sleep and after you wake up to execute 
your tasks effectively.

• Stop dreaming and start daydreaming because most inventors are daydreamers. 
Carl Jung rightly quoted, “Without the playing with fantasy no creative work has 
ever yet come to birth. The debt we owe to the play of imagination is 
incalculable.”

• Take a break. Go for traveling to see different places. Traveling teaches toleration 
and enhances exploration. When you go to different places, you encounter new 
experiences culminating with new ideas.

Albert Einstein rightly said, “Imagination is more important than knowledge. For 
knowledge is limited to all we know and understand, while imagination embraces 
the entire world, and all there ever will be to know and understand.” When you have 
imagination, you can create more knowledge. Imagination is infinite while knowl-
edge is finite. Hence, strive to increase your imagination to create more ideas.
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Neil Gaiman once remarked, “You get ideas from daydreaming. You get ideas 
from being bored. You get ideas all the time. The only difference between writers 
and other people is we notice when we’re doing it.” Hence, observe your surround-
ings and the people around you to acquire ideas. At times, it is difficult to assert 
when and how you get your ideas. For instance, I acquire ideas when I go for a walk. 
I have the habit of carrying paper and pen whenever I go for a walk to capture the 
ideas that flash in my mind. Whenever I go outside, I have the habit of carrying a 
book and journal to capture the ideas that pop up my mind. Hence, it is obvious that 
ideas may flash at any time but you must be prepared to capture them immediately. 
Mere thinking does not help. It is essential to ink your ideas. Remember, a short 
pencil is better than a long memory.

Olivia Fox Cabane and Judah Pollack2 unveil in their book, The Net and the 
Butterfly: The Art and Practice of Breakthrough Thinking as follows: The human 
brain thrives on a wide range of ideas and experiences, especially those it isn’t 
expecting to encounter. Talk to people doing the same thing as you are. Bell Labs, 
the famed research center to which we owe the transistor, the calculator, laser tech-
nology, UNIX, and many of today’s most essential technologies, famously encour-
aged its newest junior members to knock on the door of Nobel Prize winners and 
ask questions of “the guy who wrote the book.”

 Acquire Every Piece of Related Information

When you want to create or invent new things, every piece of information may not 
be useful to you. But do not start with a negative approach that entire information 
will go waste. Keep certain topics at the forefront of your mind and feed them into 
your subconscious mind before you go to sleep. They give tremendous results the 
next day morning.

I coined a new leadership style—“Soft Leadership.” It took almost 5 years to 
create it. I wrote research papers and authored books on it. Some of the research 
papers are award-winning and are frequently downloaded and appreciated globally. 
For instance, my award-winning research paper titled “Soft leadership: a new direc-
tion to leadership” was among the most frequently downloaded research paper in 
Industrial and Commercial Training, Emerald UK. Because of my consistent contri-
butions and persistent efforts, I came to be known as the father of “Soft Leadership” 
globally. It has become possible because I worked on my Ph.D. topic—Soft Skills 
and synthesized it with leadership—and collected every piece of related informa-
tion regularly into my files and notebooks. I started writing research papers, author-
ing books, and discussing with participants during my leadership development 
training programs. During my research journey, there was criticism on my new 

2  h t t p s : / / w w w . f a s t c o m p a n y . c o m / 3 0 6 8 3 3 1 / t h e - s c i e n c e - o f - w o r k /
your-brain-has-a-shuffle-button-heres-how-to-use-it
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leadership perspective, and I worked seriously and sincerely to overcome them by 
doing intensive research. Additionally, I have the habit of taking feedback regularly 
and noting them regularly in my journals since my childhood. It worked wonders in 
my life. So far, I have done 10 years of research on this topic. I am still doing more 
research on “Soft Leadership” to create more tools and techniques to turn around 
global organizations, achieve organizational excellence and effectiveness, and pro-
mote global peace and prosperity. I am optimistic that this new leadership perspec-
tive will be relevant to future organizations and generations.

 Innovation in Global Organizations

Organizations including Apple and Google are the top innovators globally. They 
emphasized innovation and left deep imprints through innovative leadership. The 
turbulent times call for innovation. Hence, it is the responsibility of the CEOs to 
drive innovation by donning the hat as innovative leaders. Innovation is the key to 
survival and success. It is the mantra for success in the twenty-first century. It calls 
for innovative leadership to beat competition and complexity arising out of rapidly 
changing technologies. Hence, innovative leadership is essential for cutting across 
the sectors to achieve all-round progress and prosperity.

 Summary

To summarize, collect as much appropriate information as possible and write them 
in your journal regularly. Encourage your brain to make new connections in your 
area of interest. Remember, when you sow seeds, all seeds will not germinate and 
bear fruits. Some bear fruits while some do not bear fruits. It is not possible to 
achieve success completely. Hence, absorb more ideas to enable you to achieve the 
desired success.

I aspired to become one of the bestselling authors in the world. Hence, I have 
authored 50 books on various genres (i.e., Rao 2012, 2013, 2017, 2020), and some 
succeeded including the award-winning book See the Light in You. If I had authored 
only a few books, the success rate would have diminished. Hence, you must sow 
more than what you need to bear the fruits in life. During your journey of innova-
tion, do not be afraid of failures. Edwin H. Land rightly remarked, “The essential 
part of creativity is not being afraid to fail.” In fact, failures are an integral part of 
innovation. But learn from failures by taking feedback to improve your success rate. 
To conclude, strive from a theoretical and practical perspective to acquire innovative 
and inspiring ideas to achieve extraordinary success in your life.

All achievements, all earned riches, have their beginning in an idea.—Napoleon Hill.
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 Chapter Takeaways

• Offers innovative tools and techniques to acquire innovative and inspiring ideas.
• Explains the power of your subconscious mind to acquire creative and inventive 

ideas and unlock your hidden potential.
• Differentiates between creativity and innovation and draws a blueprint to achieve 

creativity and innovation.
• Elaborates innovative leadership.
• Outlines the characteristics of innovative leaders.
• Implores to acquire every piece of information to achieve innovation.
• Emphasizes the importance of synthesis to generate more ideas.

 Reflection Questions

 1. How to unlock the power of your subconscious mind to spark inspiring ideas?
 2. What is the difference between creativity and innovation?
 3. Can you name some of the innovative leaders globally?
 4. What are the strategies the innovative leaders adopt?
 5. What are the tools and techniques to acquire innovative and inspiring ideas?
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Chapter 6
Transcending Emerging Barriers Through 
Patience

Varinder Kumar and Satinder Dhiman

Abstract This chapter aims to appraise the benefits of patience as a leadership skill 
that is fast becoming scarce in today’s fast-paced, ever-changing environment. 
Research shows that patience augurs inner peace and facilitates dealing with suffer-
ings and stressors effectively, helps to pursue long-term goals persistently, and pro-
motes overall well-being and flourishing. Psychologically speaking, patience acts as 
a modulating buffer between experience and expression of negative emotions and 
prevents interpersonal differences spiraling down to expression of anger and hatred. 
This chapter chronicles the contribution of different moral philosophers and spiri-
tual writers besides reviewing some pertinent leadership literature pertaining to 
patience. It discusses various behavioral barriers in the smooth functioning of the 
organization that may be overcome with patience.

Keywords Patience · Perseverance and growth · Patience as moral virtue · 
Patience and leadership · Barriers to patience

 Introduction

Patience builds inner peace and facilitates dealing with sufferings and stressors in an 
effective way (Deng et al., 2019; Wallace & Shapiro, 2006); helps to pursue long- 
run goals persistently (Fowler & Kam, 2006), generates harmony (Ji, 2009); and 
promotes overall happiness, human flourishing, and well-being (Elliott, 2014; 
Schnitker, 2012; Schnitker & Emmons, 2007). In situation of interpersonal rela-
tions, it fosters smooth and soothing interpersonal interaction (Fowler & Kam, 
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2006) by acting as a buffer between experience and expression of negative emotions 
and prevents interpersonal differences spiraling down to expression of anger and 
hatred. Consequently, different moral philosophers and spiritual writers have 
emphasized patience as a unique virtue that tests the worth of a person in testing 
times. On the contrary, impatience breeds anxiety, fear, resentment, discourage-
ment, and failure. Daily hassles, anxiety, and frustration resulting from being impa-
tient have negative impact on physical health and happiness even with greater 
magnitude than major life events, whereas patience is positively correlated with 
subjective well-being (Schnitker & Emmons, 2007). However, scant attention has 
been paid to it in psychology and management literature except this trait has 
assumed recent attention in empirical investigation in psychology (Schnitker, 2012, 
p. 263) or has been described as one of six perfections along with generosity, ethical 
discipline, enthusiastic effort, concentration, and wisdom that a leader should pos-
sess to have distinct ability to affect others in profound ways (Lama & Muyzenberg, 
2008, p. 36–38). This chapter attempts to evaluate the advantages of patience as a 
leadership skill that is becoming alien in today’s fast-pace, ever-changing 
environment.

 Meaning and Manifestation of Patience

The Merriam-Webster Dictionary (n.d.) defines patience as “the ability to remain 
calm and not become annoyed when dealing with difficult situation or person, and 
the ability to give attention to something for a long time without becoming bored or 
losing interest.” Buddhist authors are of the view that the word patience is derived 
from the Sanskrit term Kshanti translated into Chinese as Chanti or Chandi (Deng 
et  al., 2019 p.  224). However, the Sanskrit word Kshanti not only encompasses 
patience but also forbearance and forgiveness in its scope. Kshanti is renunciation 
of anger and other negative emotions and maintains an attitude of forgiveness. 
Patience is self-control, restraint, and remaining calm despite experiencing undesir-
able situations like pains, frustrations, setbacks, and sufferings. This is quite in con-
trast to impulsiveness, impatience, and nurturing anger and resentment against 
some person.

Patience is “the propensity of a person to wait calmly [without complaint] in the 
face of frustration, adversity and suffering” (Schnitker, 2012, p. 263). In the context 
of Buddhist literature, patience is “strength to face the challenges and difficulties of 
life without losing composure and inner tranquility” (Deng et al., 2019, p. 224). To 
Gampopa (1998) patience is “not being disturbed, not retaliating and a peaceful 
state of mind in the face of all manner of suffering, from annoyance to physical and 
emotional pain.”

Thus patience as deduced from the above means:

• Remaining tolerant under provocation.
• Exercising self-restraint.
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• Maintaining calm and inner pose despite undergoing pains, frustrations, set-
backs, and sufferings.

• Sufferance and endurance as Tibetan proverb states “Without someone to make 
you angry, how can you practice patience?”

• Renunciation of anger and other negative emotions and maintaining an attitude 
of forgiveness.

• “Freedom within the domain where necessity rules” (Harned, 1997, p. 101)
• Favoring choice of larger-later reward over smaller-sooner gratifications.

However patience does not mean servility, sneaking servility towards superiors 
and supercilious arrogance towards inferiors as we notice in case of hypocrisy, calm 
endurance of oppression or injustice due to ignorance or folly, lack of courage, 
greed, laziness, blanket impassivity and resignation towards evil, failure to get 
angry at the right person at the right time as Aristotle advocates, and being dormant. 
In these cases, maintaining patience is compulsion than choice.

 Patience in Religious Perspective

“Spiritualists need great patience as they meditate continuously with blink possibil-
ity of illumination, in spite of persistent efforts. This patience acts as antidote to ego 
and helps to perpetuate one’s pursuit for cherished goal. Without it, one becomes a 
bull in china shop, blithely destroying future happiness [as well as chances of illu-
mination]” (Kalam & Tiwari, 2015, p. 17). To spiritualists, meditation is reaction- 
free consciousness or equanimity attained through patience and forgiveness. 
Consequently, different religions have advocated patience in their texts.

Eastern religions such as Hinduism, Buddhism, Jainism, and Taoism advocate 
practicing patience for ethical and spiritual elevation. In Hinduism, patience has 
been described as titiksha – the capacity to endure all sorrow and sufferings without 
struggling for redress or for revenge, being always free from anxiety, or lament over 
them: सहनं सर्वदुः खानामऽप्रतिकारपूर्वकम् | चिन्ताविलापरहितं सा तितिक्षा 
निगद्यत े|| (Vivekachudamani, sloka 24). Elaborating further Swami Chinmayananda 
(2013) describes it as “the faculty of mind which it maintains when intellectually it 
is governed by a tempo and a conviction which is complete and self- ordained, divine 
and noble” (p. 44) to accommodate cheerfully all the vicissitudes and ignore any 
obstacle that may come. This titiksha has been described as one of six disciplines 
within the fourfold qualifications of spiritual seeker (other being discrimination 
between real and the unreal, detachment from enjoyment of fruits of actions, and 
burning aspiration for liberation (Vivekachudamani, sloka 19). There are incidences 
in epics Ramayana and Mahabharata where patience of king and royal prince has 
been extolled. Tamil text Tirukkural suggests patience for ethical living and long-
term happiness. Bhagavad Gita advocates titiksha for realizing nectar of immortal-
ity by enduring all relatives of mundane existence which cause heat and cold, 
pleasure and pain, etc. and remaining steadfast in one’s pursuit (B.G. 2.14 and 2.15). 
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Only a mind that is not disturbed by these inevitable pinpricks of life is fit to pursue 
the highest spiritual goal.

In Taoism, Lao Tzu teaches patience along with simplicity and compassion to 
allow things to unfold in their natural way: “If you take muddy water and still it, it 
gradually becomes clear. If you bring something to rest in order to move it, it gradu-
ally comes alive” (Henricks, 1993, ch 15). Jainism advocates equanimity, self- 
control (shramana), and renunciation of anger and passions and maintenance of an 
attitude of forgiveness for one’s spiritual development. In Buddhism, patience has 
been described as one of the six paramitas (perfection) for bodhisattva practices 
(Rinpoche, 1992) and to practice pure ethics (Gyatso, 1992, p. 107). Dalai Lama 
(1997) describes patience as almost mediator between anger and compassion. To 
him, opposing forces of anger and hatred can be overcome through patience and 
tolerance and transformed to love and compassion.

In a traditional Zen story, a student asked a Zen master, “Is there a concept of Grace in 
Buddhism?”

The master replied, “Yes, there is a concept of Grace in Buddhism. It is called patience!”

Then he added, “All things come to those who work humbly and wait.”

Jewish religion describes features of God as patient, compassionate and gra-
cious, slow to anger, loving humanity, forgiving wickedness (Exodus 34:6–7), and 
conceptualizes as virtue for humans to develop in themselves as “patience is better 
than pride” (Ecclesiastes 7:8). Christianity advocates patience: “Be completely 
humble and gentle, be patient, bearing with one another in love” (Ephesions 4:2). 
Saint Augustine (1952) describes patience as “companion of wisdom.” To John 
Calvin (1990) patience is feeling the providence and sovereignty of God. Islamic 
scriptures hold patience as fundamental virtue as reflected in Ash-Shura of Koran, 
“But indeed if any shows patience and forgives that would truly be an exercise of 
courageous will and resolution in the conduct of affairs” (42:43). Islam advocates 
Sabr that literally means endurance or perseverance and persistence, remaining 
spiritually steadfast despite facing opposition or setbacks. It mentions 99 names of 
God, and As-Sabr, patience, being the last name. There are different precepts in 
Koran that advocate patience: “Seek God/Allah’s help with patient perseverance 
and prayer. It is indeed hard except for those who are humble” (2:45); “O you who 
believe! Seek help with patient perseverance and prayer, for God is with those who 
patiently persevere” (2:153); “O you who believe! Persevere in patience and con-
stancy. Vie in such perseverance, strengthen each other, and be pious, that you may 
prosper” (3:200); “No one will be granted such goodness except those who exercise 
patience and self-restraint, none but persons of the greatest good fortune” (41:35); 
and “Be patient, for your patience is with the help of Allah” (16:127).
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 Patience and Stoicism

The only thing that isn’t worthless: to live this life out truthfully and rightly. And be patient 
with those who don’t. – Marcus Aurelius.

The above quote sums up the stoic approach to life and leadership: Act truthfully 
and rightly and be patient with those who do not. Patience accords the understand-
ing about what is in our control and what is not. Our own behavior is in our control. 
In our interactions with others in and outside the workplace, we should always act 
righteously and fairly. However, we have no control regarding how others are going 
to act. Getting upset about what is not in our control only adds to our stress and 
anxiety. Stoicism’s final injunction is: Bear and forbear.

This attitude of forbearance is essentially a dynamic principle that fosters all- 
around peace of mind and happiness. According to Stoics, the principle – that we 
can achieve happiness or eudemonia by limiting our thoughts and actions to things 
under our control (“up to us”) and accepting equanimously what are not (“not up to 
us”) – encompasses all the wisdom needed to achieve happiness. The well-known 
“Serenity Prayer” generally attributed to Reinhold Niebuhr is thoroughly “Stoic”:

God, grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change,
The courage to change the things I can,
And wisdom to know the difference.

It echoes Epictetus’s observation that some things are under our control and 
some things are not. Wisdom lies in minding those things that are under our control 
and treating what we cannot control or change with patience, equanimity, and calm 
indifference.

It is important to remember that patience is an important virtue for self- 
leadership – something that leaders should practice themselves. We cannot expect 
others to be patient towards us. That will be against the stoic dichotomy of control – 
expecting to control what is not up to us.

 Patience and Leadership

Leaders have to exercise tolerance and patience in different situations or in handling 
difficult persons. In the present fast-changing environment with accelerated pace of 
living and with greater dependence upon technology, this skill is becoming alien 
among people. Present-day customer wants speedy and spontaneous service with-
out losing time, and business cannot afford losing customers and referral opportuni-
ties. If company people do not exercise patience in such situations, negative 
emotions accelerate and relations get destroyed. Leaders have to demonstrate 
patience in such type of difficult situations by taking fair and firm actions.

One’s style of leadership is usually the product of one’s self or personality, sur-
rounding of circle of close associates, and the situation. Situation may be routine or 
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peaceful or of crisis. If the leader has cultivated profound peaceful state of mind 
with patience, s/he is more likely to respond with “calm, collected and concentrated 
mind” (Dalai Lama and Muyzenberg, 2008) undisturbed by reactive thoughts and 
negative emotions. The opposite of such state of mind lacking patience is least- 
effective and hyper-reactive mind as witnessed in abusive supervision (Bies, 2001; 
Tepper, 2000) with fits of anger thrown at subordinates destroying the peace of 
organization. Therefore, Dalai Lama and Muyzenberg (2008) advocate patience as 
one of six perfections that a leader should possess as trait (other being generosity, 
ethical discipline, enthusiastic effort, concentration, and wisdom) that has a definite 
ability to affect others in a profound way especially in provocative circumstances, 
hostility, criticism, and disappointment (p 37). However, patience does not mean 
inaction, but control over anger and reactive behavior and flow of one’s energy in 
positive manner.

In the context of leadership, Abdul Kalam witnessed patience in spiritual leader 
Pramukh Maharaj of Akshardham, Gandhinagar, who defeated the nefarious designs 
of the terrorists in 2002 by not reacting to provocation designed to elicit a backlash, 
but encouraged his followers to pray for restoring peace in the state of Gujrat. Abdul 
Kalam narrates that Pramukh Swamiji showed magnanimity by avoiding blame 
game or imputing motives. “There was not even a hint of anger in his eyes. …When 
I would later meet Nelson Mandela, I once again saw this power of tolerance, 
patience and forgiveness” (Kalam & Tiwari, 2015, p. 15). In corporate world, lead-
ers thrived because of resilience and their ability to view setbacks as learning expe-
riences and challenges as opportunities to excel (Sonnenfeld & Ward, 2017).

In politics, we find Mahatma Gandhi and Nelson Mandela practicing patience. 
Gandhi channelized his spirituality, self-control, and self-elevation for emancipat-
ing Indian masses from social evils and liberating the country from British Raj by 
unifying Indians besides bringing their social transformation and inner awakening 
among them. He pursued his mission through nonviolent means without losing hope 
and practicing patience. Gandhi believed that the only test of truth is action based 
on the refusal to do harm – ahiṁs̄a through deeds, speech, and thought. We have 
been told by experts that anger instigates almost 80 percent of the violence that we 
experience either in our personal lives or as a society or nation. Anger leads to con-
flict and conflict to violence. Learning how to use the powerful energy of anger 
intelligently and effectively is the foundation of Gandhi’s philosophy of nonvio-
lence. Nelson Mandela, spending 27 years in imprisonment, “never lost hope that 
this great transformation [of freeing his countrymen from apartheid] would occur” 
(Mandela, p. 384).

 Growth Takes Patience and Perseverance

The following story about the moso bamboo tree widely attributable to motivational 
speaker Zig Ziglar (who attributes it to his friend, Joel Weldon) splendidly illus-
trates the virtues of patience and perseverance in nature:
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The moso is a bamboo plant that grows in China and the far east. After the moso is planted, 
no visible growth occurs for up to five years – even under ideal conditions!

Then, as if by magic, it suddenly begins growing at the rate of nearly two and one half 
feet per day, reaching a full height of ninety feet within six weeks.

But it’s not magic. The moso’s rapid growth is due to the miles of roots it develops dur-
ing those first five years, five years of getting ready. (Cited in Cavanaugh, 2004, p. 35).

One is also reminded of the famous lines by Henry Wadsworth Longfellow that 
ring true today as it was when he wrote them in 1847:

The heights by great men reached and keptWere not attained by sudden flight,But they, 
while their companions slept,Toiled ever upward through the night.

~Henry Wadsworth Longfellow (1847), The Ladder of St. Augustine, stanza 10.

 Patience and the Zen of Learning

An old Chinese parable (Cited in Watts, 1975, p.  127) tells how the two fastest 
horses began with a race with the sun behind them in the east and at the end of the 
day inevitably found themselves facing the sun in the west. A Zen proverb says, 
those in a hurry do not arrive. This principle says that in matters of true learning, he 
who goes slow goes far. Hence, the currency of such expressions as “Haste makes 
waste” or “Speed is useless if you are going in the wrong direction.” The trick is to 
haste slowly, i.e., to take time to absorb and assimilate information and to shun short 
cuts. Patience is the key here.

The following tale (Cited in Fields et al., 1984, p. 124) illustrates this principle as follows:
“What do you wish from me?” the master asked.
“I wish to be your student and become the finest karateka in the land,” the boy replied. 

“How long must I study?”
“Ten years at least,” the master answered.
“Ten years is a long time,” said the boy. “What if I studied twice as hard as all your other 

students?”
“Twenty years,” replied the master.
“Twenty years! What if I practiced day and night with all my effort?”
“Thirty years,” was the master’s reply.
“How is it that each time I say I will work harder, you tell me that it will take longer?” 

the boy asked.
“The answer is clear. A pupil in such a hurry learns slowly.”

 Barriers in Organizations

As organization behavior tourist, we witness the following barriers in the smooth 
functioning of the organization that need to be overcome with patience:
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 Mistrust

Mistrust among people at workplace acts as barrier in the organization, whereas 
trust accelerates the speed and lower organizational cost of working (Covey, 2006). 
With growing number of corporate scams and scandals such as Enron, WorldCom, 
Taco, and Satyam, honesty, truthfulness, and integrity of corporate leaders have 
gained focus of attention (Clapp-Smith et al., 2009; Dirks & Ferrin, 2001), and trust 
on leadership is questioned. In business dealings people do not like to follow and 
deal with people who are “duplicitous, deceitful and dishonest” (Covey, 2006, p. 9). 
To overcome this barrier of mistrust, leaders have to practice integrity, honesty, and 
trustworthiness (Brown & Trevino, 2006) by practicing ethical leadership. In the 
absence of charisma, people hesitate to trust them despite their ethical behavior. 
Therefore, such a situation demands patience on their part to win the heart of 
their people.

 Stereotypes and Prejudice

Stereotypes (“fixed and distorted generalizations made about all members of a par-
ticular group” (Loden & Rosener, 1991, p.  58)), prejudices (harboring negative 
judgment about a particular group (Morrison, 1992, pp. 34–35)), and conclusions 
(drawn without adequate knowledge or evidence) all act as barriers in smooth and 
flawless functioning of the organization as it results in either the systematic inclu-
sion or exclusion of a particular group based upon characteristics such as gender, 
ethnic background, and nationality. To overcome these though, affirmative action 
laws (commonly used in the United States and known as quota systems in other 
countries) provide access to equal opportunities, yet they address little to deal with 
underlying prejudices and stereotypes (Fiske & Taylor, 1991; Morrison, 1992; 
Smith & Stewart, 1983). To overcome these stereotypes and prejudice, one needs to 
understand others’ merits and that requires patience. Nelson Mandela (1994) after 
going through sacrifices and sufferings talks about liberating not only oppressed but 
also oppressors from the prisons of hatred, prejudice, and narrow-mindedness:

I knew as well as I knew anything that the oppressor must be liberated just as surely as the 
oppressed. A man who takes away another man’s freedom is a prisoner of hatred, he is 
locked behind the bars of prejudice and narrow-mindedness. I am not truly free if I am tak-
ing away someone else’s freedom, just as surely as I am not free when my freedom is taken 
from me. The oppressed and the oppressor alike are robbed of their humanity. (p. 385)
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 Harassment, Discrimination, Injustice, and Toxic Environment

Workplace harassment has attracted attention for study since the 1980s because it 
acts as a barrier in the functioning of organization. Scornful and vindictive attitudes, 
indifference, and utterance of carping words by bosses or colleagues destroy the 
inner well-being of an employee and consequently adversely affect his or her level 
of engagement, performance, and quality of life. As a result, the organization suffers 
diminishing team spirit and loss of morale; its workforce is deprived of organiza-
tional learning and creativity. Both the individual and the organization fail to per-
form to their peak levels and ultimately settle at below optimum (Adams, 1992; 
Baron & Neuman, 1996; Chappell & Di Martino, 2000; Leymann, 1990). Another 
harmful practice that acts as barrier in the organization is discrimination faced by 
certain organizational members (Fernandez, 1993/1991). This discrimination may 
be on the basis of casteism, communalism, gender, regionalism, or other categories. 
The victims experience injustice perpetuated by others. If the leader or powerful 
group of the organization does not behave in an ethical manner, the power is likely 
to fall into the hands of cliques, coteries, and cauci that exert power over others and 
siphon resources. They eulogize their insignificant acts and seek back-patting and 
patronization from persons in power, typically remaining mute about misdeeds and 
rationalizing them in cunning and manipulative ways. As a result, others experience 
unfettered and undeterred discrimination and injustice that harm the growth of the 
organization.

Another unethical practice that acts as barrier is allowing the development of a 
toxic environment where certain members of the organization have to work under 
unfavorable conditions. These include manipulation through fear, setting unrealistic 
targets, defamation and debasement, putting others in untenable positions, and cre-
ating conditions of discomfort for others. When dominating groups exert power in 
unethical ways through the formation of cliques and coteries, they deliberately dis-
criminate against person(s) of other groups by framing rules that set unfavorable 
and unmanageable targets for them. They do not hesitate to withdraw their comforts 
to deprive them of meaning at work. As a result, the person(s) being victimized first 
resists through agitation and, if not sufficiently addressed, becomes alienated from 
the organization. This toxic environment leads the person from a state of frustration 
to depression.

Patience is needed to tolerate harassment, discrimination, injustice, and toxic 
environment without depletion of one’s inner resources. Reaction in such situation 
in violent manner becomes counterproductive as it further deteriorates the situation 
to bring reform in positive direction.
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 Envy in the Workplace

Envy in the workplace is an inevitable and unavoidable phenomenon. The feelings 
of distress and discontent because of another’s talent, level of learning, skills, 
resources, and attainments, are commonly experienced. Whether admitted or not, 
often because of fear of incorrectness, envy is the most pervasive and powerful of 
all the disruptive emotions at workplace. Dogan and Vecchio (2001), who specialize 
in studying envy in the workplace, report that 77% of employees surveyed have 
witnessed jealousy around the office within the past month. The undercurrent of 
jealousy is often manifested through the use of foul language, demonstration of 
negative attitudes, belittling of others through disrespectful gestures, and displaying 
overall arrogance. The reasons for such jealousy include competition for limited 
resources, vying for important assignments, gaps in talent and skills, and continuous 
comparisons between rewards and efforts. Patience helps to overcome envy within 
oneself as it helps to wait and watch for positive results and favorable circumstances 
that may take their time.

 Lack of Harmony

Lack of harmony causes negative consequences like conflicts (considered the other 
side of the same coin with harmony on one side; Leung & Brew, 2009) that result in 
unnecessary bickering with emotional scars and adverse effects on resonance among 
members and group cohesiveness and consequently affect the smooth functioning 
of the organization. This harmony is not confined to prevention and resolution of 
conflict and forcing wrapped-up phenomenon with superficial harmony (Huang, 
1999/2016), but fostering positive intragroup relationship (Seashore, 1954) to social 
integration (O’Reilly et al., 1989) to genuine quality relationship in the form of high 
degree of mutually communal sharing and connectedness. This requires high degree 
of involvement, cohesion, and collaboration among members (in contrast to com-
petitive behavior as well as interpersonal conflicts); respect, trust, support, and con-
cern for the welfare of others (Eddleston & Kellermanns, 2007); and sense of 
responsibility for the organization as well as society. Patience helps to build up the 
harmony in such cases as it enables to tolerate the differences with grace, to under-
stand others’ perspective, and to demonstrate genuine respect. To cultivate harmony 
with the surrounding environment, one’s inner harmony with the surrounding envi-
ronment is essential as the outer conflicts are the manifestation of the inner conflicts 
of man (Horowitz, 1957). Patience not only fosters harmony within oneself but also 
with others by enabling to feel “comfortable with oneself as well as with others” 
(Balsekar, 2003).
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 Mismanagement of Diversity and Backlash

Diversity of workforce plays a significant role in the expansion of business at global 
level as it provides unique competitive advantage (Griggs, 1995; Jackson, 1991) 
because diverse groups produce higher-quality ideas and are more likely to make 
high-quality decisions (McGrath, 1984; McLeod & Lobel, 1992) and make greater 
number of innovations (Bantel & Jackson, 1989; Cox & Black, 1991). However, if 
the diverse members do not share the same goals, the group’s creativity will suffer 
and performance shall be negatively affected (Williams & O’Reilly, 1998). It can 
result into social categorization-based stereotypes and biases (Tajfel & Turner, 
1986) causing problems to organizational entry, career advancement due to dis-
crimination and reverse discrimination, and social integration of underrepresented 
groups. Therefore if diversity is not properly managed, it acts as barrier. Because of 
mismanagement of diversity, negative reactions to the attainment of power by peo-
ple of certain religions or regions may result as a form of backlash (Chemaers et al., 
1995). When certain group members within the organization are perceived as 
attempting to acquire power through either individual or collective means, such 
reactions usually happen. This type of backlash may be in the form of strikes or 
organized resentment. Typically, it occurs before power has actually been obtained 
by other groups as it is a reaction to the threat of loss of power by the minority 
group. Sometimes these organizations are accused of providing special treatment to 
certain group members. To effectively engage the heads and hearts of diverse 
groups, leadership needs patience to explore the best among its people and to over-
come negative reaction through slow and steady ways.

 Benefits of Patience

Patience offers the following advantages in personal and professional life:

 Patience and Positive Emotions

To Anderson (2003), positive emotions like unconditional love, compassion, etc. 
enhance health as these push aside the negative emotions. For instance, generosity 
stemming from altruism gives rise to love for humanity and casts out the fear and 
anxiety emerging from self-centeredness. To him three negative emotions – sad-
ness/depression (depressive emotions), fear/anxiety, and anger/hostility (aggressive 
emotions) – increase susceptibility to disease and worsen health outcomes. On the 
other hand, altruism and forgiving act as protective factor against morbidity and 
mortality. Similarly, Daniel Goleman (2003, p 33) states that negative feelings like 
anger, anxiety, and depression if strong and prolonged can “increase vulnerability to 
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disease, worsen the symptoms, or hinder recovery. On the other hand, more positive 
states like equanimity and optimism seem to have salutary effect on health.” Positive 
emotions broaden and build an individual’s personal resources like physical, intel-
lectual, and social (Fredickson & Levenson, 1998; Fredickson, 2000/2004) as they 
produce unusual, flexible, creative, and receptive pattern of thought (Isen et  al., 
1987; Isen & Daubman, 1984) and increase brain’s dopamine levels. Positive emo-
tions can overcome the cardiovascular reactivity (Fredickson & Levenson, 1998) 
and depressive tendencies and can undo negative emotions. Positive emotions 
broaden people’s momentary thought-action repertoires (Fredickson, 2000) and 
enlarge the cognitive context (Isen et  al., 1987). Positive emotions also increase 
one’s social resources as the persons feel connected with their surrounding members.

Persons acting out of tolerance and patience prevent negative emotions like fear, 
anxiety, anger, hostility, etc. to take place as these emotions increase susceptibility 
to diseases and worsen health outcomes (Anderson, 2003; Goleman, 2003). On the 
other hand, more positive states like equanimity and optimism seem to have salutary 
effect on health of the members. Leaders demonstrating patience can prevent nega-
tive emotions to spread among members.

 Fostering Creativity

Creative scientists need patience to observe and record the phenomenon to avoid 
superficial findings out of quick reactions. The creative scientists and poets have to 
watch and listen to the events and phenomenon patiently, unfolding with new mean-
ing that may alternate between “passionate involvement and sardonic detachment” 
(Csikszenmihalyi, 1996, p.  243). George Sylvester Viereck (1929) describes 
Einstein’s “infinite patience” as he never resented questions but loved to explain the 
complex problems to even a 10-year-old son of his friend. Regarding emergence of 
creative idea, Noble laureate of physics Hans Bethe (1996) comments, “Two things 
are required. One is a brain. And second is the willingness to spend long times in 
thinking, with a definite possibility that you come out with nothing” (Csikszenmihalyi, 
1996, p. 61). To the creative poet Mark Strand (1996), “Poetry is about slowing 
down…. reading the same thing again and again, really savoring it, living inside the 
poem. There’s no rush to find out what happens in a poem” (p. 240).

 Patience and Teamwork

Teamwork and engagement of people is the major pillar of the functioning of the 
modern organization as the performance of organization depends upon group 
members’ cooperation for the common goals. However, people differ in their level 
of contribution to the group goal. Experimental studies demonstrate that patience 
as reflected in delay discounting is positively correlated with the people’s level of 
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engagement and other group-beneficial behavior (Curry et al., 2008). Patient peo-
ple in general are more cooperative and less competitive and consequently achieve 
higher level of synergy than groups of impatient individuals (Espin et al., 2019). 
Moreover, patient people being more aware and grateful for the contribution of 
others and are likely to reciprocate other members’ cooperation, and that strength-
ens the team spirit.

 Celebrating Diversity

Patience plays its unique role in celebrating diversity and transforming business as 
more profitable and efficient when diverse labor forces from different disciplines 
and cultural and ethical background contribute to business. Celebrating diversity 
means engaging the heads, hearts, and spirit of different members of the workforce 
for realizing organization’s objectives, tolerating differences as these coexist despite 
our disagreement or discomfort, and valuing other people, and conflicting opinions 
for their differences (Dhiman et  al., 2019). Celebrating diversity is extension of 
healthy spirituality that leads us to celebrate our differences and view diversity as 
different manifestations of the underlying unity that permeates every phenomenon.

Patience is also needed to transform the organization as learning organization 
that helps to celebrate diversity by tapping people’s commitment and capabilities to 
learn at all levels, by creating new and expansive patterns of thinking, setting collec-
tive aspiration free, and facilitating people to learn as whole together which Peter 
Senge (1990) advocates. Patience is needed to pursue dialogues, to become open to 
one’s assumption, to build shared vision, and to develop new capacities of a team 
which are part of learning organization.

 Patience and Happiness

Patience leads to both hedonic and eudaimonic happiness. Hedonic view of happi-
ness attempts to define happiness as good life and pleasant feelings (Kahneman 
et al., 1999; Ryan & Deci, 2001; Ryff & Singer, 2000/2008) with focus on plea-
sures. Eudaimonic view based upon Aristotle’s interpretation of happiness indicates 
happiness in self-realization, understanding meaning of experiences and meaning of 
one’s life, fulfillment of inner potentials, and living according to one’s own domino- 
one’s talent and deeply held values (Seligman, 2002/2011; Sheldon & Elliot, 1999; 
Warr, 2007). Accordingly, happiness does not lie in living relaxed and lazy life that 
leads to losing track of time and forgetting personal problems, but making chal-
lenges in effective way to pursue inner growth and life, the life of self-actualization 
(Maslow, 1968) and fully functioning person (Rogers, 1961). The sources of happi-
ness are not only successful economic pursuits and feeling of emotional satisfaction 
in interactions with surrounding members but also finding the meaning in the work 
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and existence to deep state of human flourishing – deep contentment and calm that 
one develops around oneself.

Patience contributes to hedonic well-being as it acts as buffer in emotions, 
allows coping with adverse situation, and facilitates resonance and positive interac-
tion and achievement of goals and long-term outcomes (Galston, 1988). It also 
leads to eudaimonic happiness, as it facilitates realization of human potentials, 
helps to meet challenges of life in an effective way, and provides insights to realize 
meaning in one’s life (Frankl, 1959). Using 3-Factor Patience scale study, Schnitker 
(2012) measures three types of patience – interpersonal, life hardship, and daily 
hassles – which differentially relate to well-being and personality. Patience facili-
tates pursuit of goal and satisfaction in the face of obstacles. Training programs 
designed to enhance patience lead to increased patience along with decreased 
depression and increased positive effect. As patience decreases the daily hassles 
and frustrations that have a negative impact on physical health and well-being, it 
maximizes human functioning and is positively correlated with subjective well-
being, positive copying, and virtuous living and thriving (Schnitker & 
Emmons, 2007).

 Empathy

Empathy, the ability “to comprehend another’s feelings and to re-experience them-
selves” (Salovey & Mayer, 1990), has been emphasized in leadership (Goleman, 
1995; Yukl, 1998; George, 2000), psychotherapy, and clientage for bringing about 
change and learning and in personal bonds (Plutchik, 1987, p.  43). Practicing 
patience hypothetically leads to empathy with emotional appreciation of another’s 
feelings and understanding others’ subjective experiences. The most common bar-
riers in empathy include impulsive behavior, concern with oneself, lack of time to 
listen to others, and lack of sensitivity. Patience helps to overcome these barriers by 
allowing a person to invest time in listening others, eliciting others’ perspective, 
showing them respect and concern, and engaging with them.

 Cultivating Patience with Mindfulness

“Patience is positively correlated with mindfulness because patient individuals are 
more mindful and absorbed in everyday tasks, so they devote less attentional 
resources to temporal cues “(Schnitker & Emmons, 2007, p. 198). Hashmei et al.’s 
research study (Hashemi & Moustafa, 2018) explores the mediating role of patience 
on the relationship between mindfulness and suicide ideation, indicating positive 
relationship between mindfulness and patience (r  =  0.32, p  <  0.001). The study 
claims that mindfulness affects patients’ suicidal thoughts negatively through 
patience.
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If patience is positively correlated with mindfulness, patience can be cultivated 
through deliberate practice of mindfulness. Different spiritual texts have recom-
mended patience for spiritual elevation and peace of mind. Meditation contributes 
to cultivation of patience as the purpose of meditation is “not to shut down the mind 
or anaesthetize it, but rather to make it free, lucid and balanced” (Ricard, 2010). 
Mindfulness is one of the techniques of meditation practiced by Hindus, Buddhist, 
Zen, Christians, and Sufis with purpose of cultivating awareness of the continu-
ously changing body-mind mechanism with endless ideas, feelings, perceptions, 
sensations, memories, fantasies, moods, etc. to develop affectionate and compas-
sionate attention of the present moment. It has been described as the process of 
bringing a certain quality of attention to moment-to-moment experience (Kabat-
Zinn, 1990), remembering to bring attention to present moment experience in an 
open and nonjudgmental manner (Huxter, 2007), and keeping one’s consciousness 
alive to the present reality (Hanh, 1975). Mindfulness requires being highly con-
centrated, focused, poised, and calm to become aware of oneself and the surround-
ing world as well as one’s purpose (Houlder & Houlder, 2002). Boyatzis and McKee 
(2005) describe it as the capacity to be fully aware of all that one experiences inside 
the self – body, mind, heart, and spirit – and to pay full attention to what is happen-
ing around us, people, the natural world, our surroundings, and events (Boyatzis & 
McKee, 2005). Mindfulness in the context of daily life means being aware of the 
moment-to-moment act and its impact upon oneself and others, paying affectionate 
and compassionate attention, overcoming egoistic and body-centered point of view, 
understanding surrounding environment with open eyes and caring attitude, and 
realizing the impermanence of different phenomena to end the sufferings of others. 
This helps to cultivate patience on a daily basis.

In his book Mindful Leader: Ten Principles for Bringing Out the Best in Ourselves 
and Others, Carroll opines that the regular practice of mindfulness meditation can 
help develop ten innate leadership talents needed to revitalize our workplace: sim-
plicity, poise, respect, courage, confidence, enthusiasm, patience, awareness, skill-
fulness, and humility. Developing these innate talents through mindfulness, the 
author believes, can lead to cultivating courage, establishing authenticity, building 
trust, eliminating toxicity, pursuing organizational goals mindfully, and leading 
with wisdom and gentleness. (Carroll, 2007).

Kabat-Zinn (1990, pp. 33–40) describes the following attitudinal qualities that 
serve as a foundation of mindfulness practice, which include the key virtue of 
patience: nonjudging, patience, beginner’s mind, trust, non-striving, acceptance, 
and letting go. Letting go is the way of letting things be, of accepting things as they 
are. The wisdom of patience involves an understanding and acceptance of the fact 
that things can only unfold in their own time. These psychological habits are essen-
tial building blocks of every mindfulness practice. Kabat-Zinn has carefully pre-
sented the most succinct summary of the practice starting with most fundamental 
aspect of remaining as a nonjudgmental witness of our experience. Once this aspect 
is grasped properly, one can appreciate the value of other virtues such as patience, 
non-striving (in the sense of non-forcing), acceptance, and its expression in letting 
go and letting things be.
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 Concluding Thoughts

This chapter considered the benefits of patience as a leadership skill that is fast 
becoming scarce in today’s fast-pace, ever-changing environment. This chapter 
reviewed how different moral and spiritual traditions viewed the virtue of patience 
and presented some pertinent leadership literature pertaining to patience. It dis-
cussed various behavioral barriers in the smooth functioning of the organization and 
presented some strategies to transcend those barriers with patience. It illustrated the 
importance of patience through some teaching stories. All good things take time. 
According to Garfield (cited in Baughman, 1958, p. 64), “If nature wants a pumpkin 
tree, it takes three months; if it wants an oak tree, a hundred years.” Learning to 
work hard humbly and wait patiently seems to be a great recipe of success both in 
personal and professional life. All things come to those who work and wait.

 Chapter Takeaways

• Patience as a moral virtue has been extolled in all major wisdom, spiritual, and 
contemplative traditions of the world. It helps us go through the arrows and 
slings of life with the perspective that “this too shall pass.”

• As a leadership skill, patience is fast becoming scarce in today’s fast-pace, ever- 
changing environment. When cultivated properly, patience can overcome several 
organizational barriers such as mistrust, envy, conflict, lack of harmony, and mis-
management of diversity.

• Research shows that patience augurs inner peace and facilitates dealing with suf-
ferings and stressors effectively, helps to pursue long-term goals persistently, and 
promotes overall well-being and flourishing.

• Psychologically speaking, patience acts as a buffer between experience and 
expression of negative emotions and prevents interpersonal differences spiraling 
down to expression of anger and hatred.

• Patience bestows several organizational advantages such as fostering creativity 
and teamwork and garnering positive emotions such as empathy, compassion, 
and harmony. Patience garners an understanding that good things take time and 
facilitates the acceptance of the fact that things can only unfold in their 
own time.

 Reflection/Questions

 1. How does patience help in transcending various behavioral and psychological 
barriers in organizations?
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 2. What positive benefits accrue to individuals and organization by exercising 
patience in personal and professional realms?

 3. Can patience be developed or is it something inborn? Discuss briefly with some 
examples.

 4. How can organizational training and learning different perspectives and under-
standing divergent views foster the development of patience?

 5. What role does patience play specifically in fostering learning?
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Chapter 7
“The Soft Overcomes the Hard”: 
Inspirations for Leadership 
in the Twenty- First Century from Daoism

Alicia Hennig and Lena Schiller

Abstract Recent newspaper articles keep reminding us that women in developed 
countries are still exposed to discrimination and gender inequality at the workplace 
in a number of professional fields. Yet, global consultancies stress the “business 
case” for gender diversity and more specifically gender parity. Hence gender diver-
sity through increased gender parity should be a strategic business imperative 
(Sanders et al., 2011). At the same time, a number of academic publications also 
underline the “business case” for more gender equality, for example, by highlight-
ing women’s leadership style being better aligned with what is perceived as “good 
leadership” today (Eagly, 2007; Weyer 2007; Esser et al., 2018). Yet, the broader 
question framing this chapter is what kind of leadership and management do we 
actually need with regard to work in the twenty-first century. And, more impor-
tantly, what kind of values should be guiding our leadership approach accordingly. 
This chapter proposes an alternative way of leadership based on values and princi-
ples derived from Chinese philosophy, in specific Daoism. These Daoist values and 
behavioral principles emphasize the feminine, yin 阴, over the masculine, yang 阳, 
which could open up a new way for a more inclusive leadership approach.
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 Introduction

Recent newspaper articles for example in The New York Times and The Guardian 
keep reminding us that women in developed countries are exposed to discrimination 
and gender inequality at the workplace until today in a number of professional fields 
like science (Pickett, 2019), technology (Hicks, 2018), literature (Dempster, 2016), 
or surgery (Donato-Brown, 2019) among others. Yet, global consultancies stress 
gender diversity and more specifically gender parity, as these could positively affect 
financial performance (Chief Executive Women, 2019; McKinsey, 2017), innova-
tion revenue (Lorenzo et  al., 2018), and even value creation (Hunt et  al., 2018). 
Accordingly, gender diversity through increased gender parity should be a strategic 
business imperative (Sanders et al., 2011). Moreover, increasing gender diversity 
and gender parity are also imperative for a functioning and further growing econ-
omy (Giesa & Schiller Clausen, 2014). However, in a study by Bain & Company 
(Sanders et al., 2011), only 55 percent of male employees vs. 76 percent of female 
employees believed in the “business case” for gender parity. Here, the so-called 
double bind (Eagly, 2007; Eagly & Carli, 2003; Esser et al., 2018) – conflicting 
expectations about women’s characteristics and abilities in the workplace on the one 
hand, such as being caring, non-confrontational, and non-assertive and leadership 
requirements including assertiveness, aggressiveness, and directness on the other 
hand – is standing in the way of having more women in higher management, as 
often they are not perceived as being equally qualified for leadership. In addition, 
due to a “double standard” applied to women’s performance, they are required to 
demonstrate extra confidence and ability compared to men in order to receive the 
same recognition (Eagly & Carli, 2003; Walker & Aritz, 2015). This phenomenon 
of women being stuck in the – often male-dominated – corporate hierarchy and not 
being able to reach leadership positions is called “glass ceiling,” which “indicates a 
plateau for women at levels below top management” (Goodman et al., 2003, p. 476; 
Weyer, 2007; Carli & Eagly, 2016).

More recent studies by consultancies on women in the workplace declare a slow 
progress globally regarding gender parity especially at higher management levels 
across developed countries (McKinsey, 2017), with the USA apparently stalling 
(McKinsey, 2018). At the same time, a number of academic publications underline 
the “business case” for more gender equality, for example, by highlighting women’s 
leadership style being better aligned with what is perceived as “good leadership” 
today (Eagly, 2007; Esser et  al., 2018; Weyer, 2007), reducing turnover rates of 
women and thereby organizational brain drain (Goodman et al., 2003), improving 
organizational effectiveness by expanding the talent pool (Powell & Butterfield, 
2015), and being perceived as a fair employer (ibid.), as well as the link between 
gender diversity, for example, on board and C-suite level, and financial performance 
(Eagly, 2007).

Yet, aside the question of how to enable more women to become leaders, the 
broader question framing this chapter is what kind of leadership and management 
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do we actually need with regard to work in the twenty-first century and what kind 
of values should be guiding our leadership approach accordingly.

This chapter proposes an alternative way of leadership based on values and prin-
ciples derived from Chinese philosophy, in specific Daoism. These Daoist values 
and behavioral principles emphasize the feminine, yin 阴, over the masculine, yang 
阳, which could open up a new way for a more inclusive leadership approach. The 
theoretical contribution of this chapter is twofold. It adds to the broader field of 
feminist organizational theory and to the discussion of how to sustain the organiza-
tion in the future, as Daoist values and principles could present a more balanced 
approach to organization and leadership more generally.

The remainder of this chapter is structured as follows: First, we will look into 
barriers to leadership faced by women, second, we will look at different leadership 
styles, and third, we will discuss the question of “ideal” leadership. In the fourth 
part, we will look into Chinese philosophy and Daoism including the concept of 
yin-yang. This provides the foundation for the introduction of a new leadership 
approach derived from Daoist values in the fifth and last part. This chapter closes 
with a conclusion and concrete insights formulated as “key takeaways.”

 Women’s Multiple Barriers to Leadership

Diehl and Dzubinski (2016) conducted a more comprehensive macro-, meso-, and 
micro-level analysis of leadership barriers affecting women based on qualitative 
research. In total, they identified 27 barriers distributed across the societal (macro), 
organizational (meso), and individual (micro) level. On the societal level, six barri-
ers were identified which range from women’s voices being controlled; their choices 
being culturally constrained, over gender stereotypes and gender unconsciousness 
to specific leadership perceptions; and generally higher levels of scrutiny perceived 
compared to men (ibid.). On the individual level, another five barriers emerged such 
as constraints regarding communication style, conscious unconsciousness of gender 
(bias), assuming personal responsibility for organizational problems, a self-imposed 
psychological glass ceiling, and conflicts in balancing private and professional life 
(ibid.). On the organizational level, however, most of these barriers (16 of 27) are to 
be found. These include a general devaluation of women’s more communal leader-
ship style and lack of full recognition of their abilities due to a masculine organiza-
tional culture and norms (cf. Walker & Aritz, 2015); a systemic lack within the 
organization regarding mentoring, sponsorship, and support, that is, development, 
of women (cf. Gipson et al., 2017); the glass cliff phenomenon (selecting women 
predominantly for high-risk leadership roles with the likelihood to fail, cf. Glass & 
Cook, 2016; Gipson et al., 2017); procedural insufficiencies expressed in unequal 
remuneration and unequal performance standards (cf. Chamorro-Premuzic, 2019); 
exclusion practices such as no access to informal networks and male gatekeeping; 
and, worse, discrimination and even workplace harassment. Two more barriers 
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according to Diehl and Dzubinski (2016) inhibiting the advancement of women in 
organizations are the “Queen Bee Effect” (cf. Faniko et al., 2017) and tokenism.

The comprehensive observation and analysis by Diehl and Dzubinski (2016) 
essentially captures previous discussions regarding barriers to leadership faced by 
women that are now systematically linked to the macro, meso, and micro level. This 
brings to the fore the full scope of barriers in an organizational context and addi-
tional reinforcing mechanisms from both macro and micro level.

 Differences in Leadership Styles

In light of the barriers mentioned, the question is what actually characterizes the 
“female” way of leadership for which women are apparently not adequately recog-
nized and appreciated. These are outlined in Table 7.1 and contrasted with charac-
teristics of the “typical” male way of leadership.

Yet, we need to bear in mind that the discussion of gender and leadership is more 
complex. The information outlined in the table is based on publications drawing on 
empirical studies. These are reflections of characteristics observed in men and 
women, respectively, whereas “men” and “women” linguistically speaking are 
nouns representing biological categories (Eagly et al., 2004). However, next to our 
biological sex, which is predominantly perceived in dichotomous categories of 
either man/male or woman/female (Eagly et al., 2004), there is also gender. Gender 
according to Butler (2004, p. 1) “is a kind of a doing, an incessant activity per-
formed,” expressed in what we call “masculine” or “feminine.” The latter two are 
not necessarily tied and in line with the corresponding biological sex but describe 
“the cultural part of what it is to be a man or a woman” and hence are “describing 
culturally variable characteristics” (Archer & Lloyd, 2002, p.  17; cf. Paechter, 
2006). This is further supported by Butler (2004), claiming that attribution of “femi-
nine” to females or women happens on a normative basis. Accordingly, being a 
woman does not necessarily entail “feminine” behavior or character traits. Similarly, 
designations like “masculine” and “masculinity” only capture those ways of behav-
ior and character traits found in dominant male groups, which are also referred to as 
“hegemonic” in contrast to other, “subordinated” masculinities (Paechter, 2006). 
Hence, these labels of “feminine” and “masculine” only capture the sociocultural 
characteristics of the most dominant group within the respective biological sexes. 
Yet, with regard to empirical studies, it is difficult to determine with certainty to 
what extent the behavioral characteristics observed need to be attributed to biologi-
cal sex or predominantly to gender (Xu, 2003), that is, the question whether these 
characteristics are “female” or “feminine.”

That women do not necessarily behave in gender stereotypical ways is also 
apparent in organizations. For example, women in leading positions are not bound 
to follow a leadership approach based on characteristics typically observed in other 
women and thus attributed to gender. Women could also take up a less communal 
and more masculine style (Appelbaum & Shapiro, 1993) or behave like a “Queen 
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Table 7.1 Behavioral characteristics observed in men and women in leadership positions

Behavioral characteristics 
observed in men being in 
leadership positions Reference

Behavioral 
characteristics 
observed in women 
being in leadership 
positions Reference

Self-regarding/advancing 
their own career, less 
focus on others/
individualistic/
independent/self- 
interested/self-promoting

Alimo-Metcalfe, 2010; 
Appelbaum & Shapiro, 
1993; Chamorro- 
Premuzic, 2019; Esser 
et al., 2018; Lipman- 
Blumen, 1992; Post, 
2015

Other-regarding/fair 
and objective

Chamorro- 
Premuzic, 2019; 
Esser et al., 2018; 
Post, 2015

Unemotional/rational/ 
analytical

Sharma, 1990 More empathy 
(emotional and social 
competence)

Chamorro- 
Premuzic, 2019; 
Esser et al., 2018; 
Post, 2015

Accumulation of personal 
power

Eagly & Carli, 2003; 
Esser et al., 2018; 
Lipman-Blumen, 1992

Better empower and 
mentor subordinates

Chamorro- 
Premuzic, 2019; 
Eagly & Carli, 
2003; Eagly, 
2007; Lipman- 
Blumen, 1992

Competitive, aggressive, 
determined, taking risks

Alimo-Metcalfe, 2010; 
Appelbaum & Shapiro, 
1993; Esser et al., 
2018; Lipman-Blumen, 
1992

More relational, 
building/maintaining 
relations

Alimo-Metcalfe, 
2010; Esser et al., 
2018; Post, 2015

Assertion of authority 
(also by way of a 
dominant/bold/loud 
communication style)

Alimo-Metcalfe, 2010; 
Chamorro-Premuzic, 
2019; Eagly & Carli, 
2003; Esser et al., 
2018;

More collaborative/
teamwork

Lipman-Blumen, 
1992; Post, 2015

Command-and-control Alimo-Metcalfe, 2010; 
Eagly & Carli, 2003; 
Esser et al., 2018; 
Lipman-Blumen, 1992

More participative, 
cooperative

Alimo-Metcalfe, 
2010; Esser et al., 
2018; Post, 2015

Avoiding to solve 
problems until they 
become acute

Eagly, 2007 More creative and 
flexible 
problem-solving

Chamorro- 
Premuzic, 2019; 
Esser et al., 2018

Absent/uninvolved in 
critical times

Eagly, 2007 Able to drive positive 
change in teams

Chamorro- 
Premuzic, 2019; 
Alimo-Metcalfe, 
2010

Higher level of 
self-control

Chamorro- 
Premuzic, 2019

Persistence/endurance Esser et al., 2018

(continued)
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Table 7.1 (continued)

Behavioral characteristics 
observed in men being in 
leadership positions Reference

Behavioral 
characteristics 
observed in women 
being in leadership 
positions Reference

Leadership style only 
weakly related to 
effectiveness, sometimes 
even hindering 
effectiveness

Eagly, 2007 Leadership style 
linked to effectiveness

Eagly, 2007; Post, 
2015

Transactional leader Alimo-Metcalfe, 2010; 
Appelbaum & Shapiro, 
1993

Transformational 
leader

Alimo-Metcalfe, 
2010; Chamorro- 
Premuzic, 2019

Bee,” that is, women denying gender discrimination, having a nonsupportive atti-
tude toward other women (Diehl & Dzubinski, 2016; Faniko et al., 2017). Moreover, 
Adams (2015) reminds us “gender differences are not always the same as the popu-
lation gender differences” (p. 11). Accordingly, studies on women in leadership and 
board positions may not adequately reflect characteristics in the female population 
as such.

Apparently, since “femininity” and “feminine” are sociocultural constructs, also 
‘feminine leadership” must be seen as a construct. As Due Billing and Alvesson 
(2000) argue, “the idea of feminine leadership should be seen as a regulative ideal, 
a normative construct, rather than an empirical phenomenon” (p. 149). However, 
this gives us the opportunity to view “feminine leadership” as an alternative to the 
dominant, “masculine” way of leadership, as it is actually not limited to women 
only. Thus, it could equally serve as an alternative way of leading for men not iden-
tifying with the dominant paradigm of their own gender.

 Is There an “Ideal” Way of Leadership?

Generally, it needs to be stressed that the “ideal” way of leadership must be defined 
in relation to context (Post, 2015), that is, whether it needs to be more “masculine” 
or “feminine.” There is no ‘ideal’ way of leadership in the sense of one “best prac-
tice” (Appelbaum & Shapiro, 1993). Leaders, whether women or men, need to have 
a diverse competency profile incorporating both ‘masculine’ and ‘feminine’ compe-
tencies. In this regard, Lippa (2001) stresses “extreme femininity in females or 
extreme masculinity in males is not necessarily desirable” (p. 178). Hence, in the 
organization of the future, both men and women need to learn to become more ver-
satile with regard to their respective behavioral style, drawing from a broad set of 
characteristics and thereby leaving behind gender stereotypes.

There have been already attempts to making leadership styles more mixed or 
diverse. For example, Appelbaum and Shapiro (1993) highlight the right mixture of 
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qualities, comprising good listening abilities with regard to both hard facts and 
emotional undertones, being able to lead discussions, mastering the stretch between 
being authoritarian and democratic, as well as between expressing and controlling 
emotions, among others. Gartzia and Baniandrés (2019) underline the combination 
of agentic (“masculine”) and communal (“feminine”) qualities. There has been also 
a clear link established between women’s qualities and transformational leadership 
(Alimo-Metcalfe, 2010; Eagly & Carli, 2003), which is perceived as a new way of 
leadership for a more complex world (Rosener, 2011). Yet, there are concrete 
approaches especially highlighting female characteristics, such as “connective lead-
ership” (Lipman-Blumen, 1992) or “relational leadership” (Uhl-Bien, 2011; cf. 
Enderstein, 2018). However, to our knowledge there has not been any attempt to 
approach gender and leadership from a non-Western perspective, that is, Chinese 
philosophy, advocating this approach as an alternative to the currently prevailing 
“masculine” style or other mixed styles. For a better understanding of a non- Western 
alternative, we will now turn to Chinese philosophy and relevant concepts therein.

 Chinese Philosophy, Daoism, and Yin-Yang Logic

Next to Confucianism, Daoism is another prominent and influential philosophical 
school in Chinese philosophy (Hansen, 2007). It came into existence at roughly the 
same time as Confucianism with its most prominent work, the Dao De Jing 道德经 
dating back to the fourth century BCE (Kohn, 2009). At its core, Daoism is con-
cerned with harmony between heaven, earth, and the human being, which is achieved 
by following dao 道. Dao is primarily interpreted as the way (Cheung & Chan, 
2005), the “natural way of things,” which inspired the underlying concepts of the 
Daoist philosophy (Miller, 2006). Generally, whatever we find in Chinese philoso-
phy is ultimately a reflection of what can be observed in reality and with specific 
regard to Daoism: in nature. The three most prevalent “concepts” in Daoism are 
dualism, the logic of reversion, and the idea of cycles. All these are to be found in 
nature and represented by the yin-yang 阴阳 symbol. Although yin-yang is an epis-
temology shared by “all philosophies in China” (Li, 2014, p.  31), Daoism most 
heavily draws on that and made yin-yang its “core logic.”

Yin-yang are alternating, complementary categories and in large present a “com-
plex network of classifications” (Moeller, 2004, p.  106), structuring the Chinese 
perception of reality. They are symbolic and generic, only pointing to a contrast 
between and in relation of two appearances (Yang, 2006). Together, they form an 
integrated and dynamic whole.

Originally, these categories were derived from natural observations, as yin repre-
sents the dark (originally recurring to the shady side of a hill), carrying the symbol 
of the moon, and yang means bright (originally recurring to the sunny side of a hill), 
carrying the symbol of the sun (Ames, 2003). Accordingly, the two categories estab-
lish a cyclical or alternating dualism, as bright/day and dark/night are changing 
phases. This leads to the “logic of reversion” or “conquest cycle” (LaFargue, 1992): 
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whatever is yin can turn into yang and vice versa, same as day is turning into night 
and night into day. The yin-yang pair first appeared in the Yijing, the Book of 
Changes (one of the earliest books in Chinese history dating back to ninth century 
BCE), in the context of change (Rutt, 2002). In a major Daoist work, the Dao De 
Jing (DDJ), however, this logic of alternating contrasts is applied to human beings 
(Cheng, 2003). It emphasizes the mutual complementarity of yin-yang but articu-
lates a clear preference for the female and the feminine (Xu, 2003; cf. Chap. 28, 
Waley, 1958). This preference indicates a reversion movement, a “return” from high 
(strong/masculine) to low (weak/feminine) (Ma, 2009).

This chapter draws on the yin-yang logic inherent in Daoism to develop a leader-
ship style based on non-Western, alternative values and principles. The DDJ as a 
starting point is most suitable in this context for two reasons. First, Chinese philoso-
phy by that time was predominantly political philosophy with the objective to con-
vince the ruler of a certain way of government (Bell, 2011). Accordingly, its ideas 
and concepts are based in a context of leadership and guiding values. Second, it 
draws on “traditional feminine images such as the female, mother, valley, and water 
to symbolize the Dao and advocating humility, yieldingness, and receptivity femi-
nine characteristics attributed to women by the patriarchal culture” (Xu, 2003, 
p.  49). Yet, precisely by drawing on these images and “recommending feminine 
ways to the male sage as the way to govern the empire, however, the DDJ both 
implicitly and explicitly breaks down traditional norms and conceptions of Man and 
Woman” (ibid., p. 50). However, we need to bear in mind that the DDJ is not advo-
cating a “feminist” perspective; rather, the ideal promulgated therein coincides with 
what Chinese traditional culture considers being “feminine” (ibid.).

A significant change in leadership style seems to be advised especially in light of 
an expected increased use of artificial intelligence in the workplace, which will cre-
ate new demands with regard to qualities and personality of the leader, as well as her 
leadership style. Thus, breaking down traditional norms appears to be vital in devel-
oping a viable alternative leadership style utilizable by both women and men, as 
gender stereotypes and dichotomies are not conducive for either men or women 
(Diehl & Dzubinski, 2016; Gartzia & Baniandrés, 2019; Xu, 2003).

Moreover, breaking down traditional gender-based norms is also ethically impor-
tant, as it focuses on what is “truly human” (Xu, 2003, p. 63), our very essence as 
human beings, rather than increasing the chasm between men and women. Focusing 
on our human qualities and what makes as human is especially relevant in the con-
text of rising automation and artificial intelligence, as this is indispensable to dif-
ferentiate ourselves from machines in the future (cf. Chamorro-Premuzic, 2019).

 Daoism and Leadership

In this section, we will take up concrete references from the DDJ to explain the 
“feminine,” which is for example expressed in values like softness and weakness 
that are both related to characteristics the DDJ also attributes to water.
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 The Dao De Jing and the Feminine (Female)

In the DDJ, yin and yang are only used once explicitly in Chap. 42 (p. 195, Waley, 
1958) in the more literal meaning of bright and dark. Yet, the DDJ makes use of 
another term indicating the “female”: pin 牝. This term is used in Chap. 6 (the “val-
ley spirit” as the “mysterious female” from which “Heaven and Earth sprang,” 
p. 149, Waley, 1958), in Chap. 55 (“the union of male and female,” p.209, Waley, 
1958), and Chap. 61 (“the female by quiescence conquers the male,” p. 217, Waley, 
1958). Accordingly, the female “dark” valley spirit plays an important role as from 
it Heaven and Earth emerge; the female and male belong together as constituting yin 
and yang, respectively, but the female is considered the more powerful.

 Softness and Weakness

The following three chapters are illustrating the Daoist logic of reversion (also 
called “conquest cycle” by LaFargue, 1992, p.  13), namely, that the soft/female 
eventually overcomes the hard/male, which is exemplified by quotes from Chap. 36 
(p. 187) and 43 (p. 197), respectively (Waley, 1958): It is thus that the soft over-
comes the hard, And the weak, the strong. What is of all things most yielding can 
overwhelm that which is of all things most hard.

Also, that the soft and weak is preferred over the hard and supposedly strong is 
illustrated in Chap. 76 (p. 236, Waley, 1958):

When he is born, man is soft and weak; in death he becomes stiff and hard. The ten thousand 
creatures and all plants and trees while they are alive are supple and soft, but when they are 
dead they become brittle and dry. Truly, what is stiff and hard is a ‘companion of death’; 
what is soft and weak is a ‘companion of life’. Therefore ‘the weapon that is too hard will 
be broken, the tree that has the hardest wood will be cut down’. Truly, the hard and mighty 
are cast down; the soft and weak set on high.

According to the specific logic inherent in Daoism, softness and weakness repre-
sent flexibility and vitality and therefore are seen as long-lasting. This is represented 
by the female as in yin or pin. On the other hand, the male yang is associated with 
strength and hardness (Fang, 2011). Yet, in the context of yin-yang logic as applied 
in the DDJ, the male yang is construed as the negative, the status to be avoided in 
the long term, as hardness is linked with becoming dry, brittle and firm, losing its 
flexibility and hence vitality and longevity (cf. Chap. 30, 76, Waley, 1958).
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 The Water Metaphor

Water is mentioned in a number of chapters; thus it presents an indispensable ele-
ment of Daoist thought (Moeller, 2004; Chan, 1969; Waley, 1958) and is generally 
an important element in Chinese history and philosophy (Allan, 1997; Ball, 2016).

The values of softness and weakness are so-called “wateristic” characteristics 
(Lee et al., 2008). According to Waley (1958) water takes the “low ground,” follow-
ing the logic of “To be perfect is to invite diminution; to climb is to invite a fall” 
(p. 56), in line with the yin-yang logic of reversion. Thereby, water serves as a meta-
phor to illustrate exemplary behavior throughout the DDJ. Water generally has a 
“beneficiary role” and has three important qualities according to Ma (2012). First, it 
always lies in the lower position, but since being soft and flexible, it can move to all 
directions. Hence, it can nourish and embrace everything: “The highest good is like 
that of water. The goodness of water is that it benefits the ten thousand creatures; yet 
itself does not scramble, but is content with the places that all men disdain. It is this 
that makes water so near to the Way” (cf. Chap. 8, p. 151, Waley, 1958). Second, 
since being in the lower position it does not “compete” (cf. Chapters 8 and 61, 
Waley, 1958). And lastly, because it is associated with soft, flexible, low, weak, and 
powerless, it eventually conquers the strong and powerful due to the yin-yang logic 
of reversion: “Nothing under heaven is softer or more yielding than water; but when 
it attacks things hard and resistant there is not one of them that can prevail” (cf. 
Chap. 78, p. 236, Waley, 1958). Here, the water metaphor serves to illustrate and 
underline the actual strength of softness and weakness.

From the water metaphor and the “wateristic” characteristics softness and weak-
ness, some more guidance can be derived with regard to exemplary behavior. From 
a complete analysis of the DDJ from the perspective of virtue ethics, Hennig (2017) 
derives virtues such as humbleness, modesty, kindness, supportiveness, and gener-
osity among others. Furthermore, LaFargue (1992) identified a number of themes 
related to water in his own translation of the DDJ such as a particular excellence 
consisting in avoiding boasting (cf. Chaps. 1, 2 and 3), excess (cf. Chaps. 4 and 21), 
desire (cf. Chap. 20), and competition (cf. Chap. 4) while at the same time cultivat-
ing a good character by nurturing qualities such as being selfless (cf. Chap. 10), 
calm (cf. Chap. 23), unpretentious (cf. Chap. 40), and intuitive (cf. Chap. 41) and 
especially “femininity” (cf. Chap. 17). This “feminine way” is also linked to keep-
ing a “low profile,” that is, not appearing impressive but leading with subtle influ-
ence and power (cf. Chaps. 54, 56, and 57).

 Constructing a Leadership Style Inspired by Daoism

Apparently, the female yin values are more positively connoted in Daoism than the 
supposedly stronger male yang values. From the sections above, a more comprehen-
sive picture of Daoist values as presented in the DDJ emerges.
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For the sake of a modern interpretation in a contemporary context, the values 
derived from the Daoist female characteristics are separated into more strategic val-
ues such as flexibility, adaptability, and avoiding competition and ethical values 
such as humbleness (including modesty); selflessness, which is also linked to kind-
ness (including supportiveness); moderation (including avoiding excess and 
desires); and authenticity through being unpretentious and intuitive over superfi-
cially knowledgeable. Originally these all served the purpose of longevity and long- 
term vitality. Taken together these values nowadays are constitutive for an alternative 
leadership style, a so-called soft style’.

Here, two examples shall be given to illustrate how the two value sets inherent in 
the “soft style” approach to leadership could play out in business. Rising implemen-
tation of automation and artificial intelligence (AI) will significantly impact the 
entire organization in terms of hierarchical structures and the organization of work 
as such. In addition, technological change more broadly also impacts the human 
being and her demands and needs. Thus, transformation of the organization will not 
be only driven merely by technological change but also by human beings and her 
needs and demands affected by technological change, leading to new ideas regard-
ing the organization of work in the future (Giesa & Schiller Clausen, 2014). Under 
these conditions, a “soft style” approach to leadership could be leading the way.

First, if hierarchies are breaking away and the boundaries of roles are becoming 
more fluent – such as in Drucker’s management outlook and vision of work in the 
twenty-first century (Drucker & Wartzmann, 2010) – adopting a leadership style 
based on strategic values like flexibility and adaptability and ethical values like 
humbleness, kindness, and moderation is vital to equally “fulfill” the role of the 
employee as well as that of the leader. Here, especially the water-like ethical values 
promote an atmosphere of cooperation as opposed to competition, superiority, and 
thus latent aggressiveness. Moreover, as stressed by Chamorro-Premuzic (2019), 
competent people engage in more self-criticism and self-doubt, which is reflected 
by Daoist humbleness and modesty. Hence, in the context of good leadership he 
advocates “humble leadership” (pp. 70) as the opposite of charisma, which he links 
to overconfidence, as in his opinion charisma diverts from actual competence.

In this context it is also important to understand the difference between leader-
ship and management as highlighted by Esser et al. (2018). While leaders are sup-
posed to be visionary, inspiring, and motivating, thereby driving creativity, 
innovation, and change, managers on the other hand have more administrative tasks 
such as taking responsibility for reliable and efficient operations. This understand-
ing of the function(s) of management is linked with a more scientific, Tayloristic 
approach to business, which in the twenty-first century seems to be less and less 
appropriate (Niedenführ & Hennig, 2020). Thus, in light of a necessary departure 
from scientific management, the role of leaders in organizations becomes more 
important. Leaders are supposed to focus on people and promoting their potential, 
whereas managers focus on structures and systems (Esser et  al., 2018; Giesa & 
Schiller Clausen, 2014). Yet, the “soft style” is breaking with the typical leader- 
follower relation, as it is based on “leading from behind,” that is, being supportive 
but always in the background (Hennig, 2017; cf. Chap. 66, Waley, 1958).
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Second, adopting the yin-yang logic can lead to new ways of self-development 
and self-management altogether. Together with the more strategic water-like char-
acteristics of flexibility and adaptability derived from Daoist softness, it can also 
improve our resilience for example. By relieving us from thinking in typical Western 
binary and exclusive categories of either/or, it allows us to become more flexible, 
being able to better tolerate paradox and contradictions, as eventually these are all 
part of a larger whole (cf. Li, 2014; Moore, 1967; Peng et al., 2015). Accordingly, 
this flexibility also increases our ability to better manage uncertain, contradictory, 
or even chaotic situations. With regard to resilience the yin-yang logic of reversion 
helps us to avoid hasty judgments of good or bad, as according to this logic, some-
thing that looks negative at first glance may ultimately turn into something rather 
positive (cf. Jullien, 2004; Wong, 2014). Thus, it can help us to better endure seem-
ingly negative situations.

In conclusion, these values and behavioral characteristics derived from the DDJ 
could promote specific characteristics or attitudes, which enable a supportive, coop-
erative, nonaggressive leadership style (see Gerstner, 2011; Lin et al., 2013). This 
style apparently is also very much in line with what other researchers have stated 
with regard to the “female” way of leadership as observed empirically (Alimo- 
Metcalfe, 2010; Chamorro-Premuzic, 2019; Eagly, 2007; Eagly & Carli, 2003; 
Esser et al., 2018; Lipman-Blumen, 1992; Post, 2015); see Fig. 7.1 (below).

Fig 7.1 (developed by the author), Behavioral characteristics observed in women being in leader-
ship positions (left) and their overlap with Daoist values (right)
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In light of a high number of disengagement of employees globally (about 70 
percent), which can be also attributed to bad leadership (Chamorro-Premuzic, 
2019), it is about time to develop and implement a leadership style that is both 
timely and beyond gender (stereotypes) to sustain the organization in light of future 
challenges such as automation and AI.

 Key Takeaways

This chapter concludes with five key takeaways from the discussion of more diverse 
approaches to leadership.

First, it has been sufficiently confirmed that emulating masculine behavior is not 
necessarily beneficial for women either. Thus, in order to innovate leadership, the 
organizational culture needs to be revised (Diehl & Dzubinski, 2016), and less gen-
dered ways of leadership need to be introduced and implemented.

Second, aspects of the Daoist “soft style” approach based on yin-yang are 
reflected in empirical observations, as well as in Western “feminine” approaches 
to leadership such as “connective leadership” or “relational leadership.” This indi-
cates a strong connection to already present ideas and feasibility regarding the 
potential implementation of a “soft style” leadership approach due to a shared 
common basis.

Third, in contrast to other Western approaches that advocate a “feminine” and 
a “mixed style” approach in leadership, the Daoist approach, however, overcomes 
the feminine-masculine dichotomy still present in Western conceptions of 
leadership.

Fourth, the Daoist “soft style” approach transcends gender dichotomy by dis-
solving the two gender categories through making formerly gendered values avail-
able to everyone (Xu, 2003; Ma, 2009), that is, by turning the female physical 
weakness and softness upside down and promulgating these as values to be adopted 
by men for successful leadership. Moreover, in Daoism the “feminine” is not con-
strued in relation to the “masculine” (Ma, 2009; cf. Paechter, 2006, who claims 
“femininity” is construed as merely being the other of masculinity).

Fifth, this transcendence of gender dichotomy may make this particular leader-
ship style also more accessible to men who do not subscribe to hegemonic mascu-
line values of competition and aggressiveness but rather seek a cooperative style 
that is rather gender-neutral. In this regard, it is important to bear in mind that gen-
der is actually not only a women’s issue, as in fact it impacts men, women, and 
organizations.

As the organization of the future will be exposed to significant changes induced 
through automation and AI, the change in work as such being more centered on 
knowledge (Drucker & Wartzmann, 2010) but also by a generation of employees 
having different needs and demands, we will need new ways of management and 
organization to sustain the organization in the future. For example, we will need to 
reduce hierarchical silo structures and create more agile and flexible ways of 
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organization (ibid.; cf. Sanders et al., 2015) and a different set of values in line with 
these new developments, emphasizing our human essence and emotions (cf. 
Chamorro-Premuzic, 2019). In this context, also a different leadership style will be 
essential for a successful transformation of the organization.

 Reflection Questions

 1. To what extent do you yourself identify with the gender-related behavioral char-
acteristics provided in Table 7.1?

 2. Based on the literature about female leadership introduced here, what character-
izes female leadership?

 3. Based on women’s barriers to leadership discussed in part one of this chapter, 
what barriers can you identify in your professional environment?

 4. What could be problematic about work environments that are significantly domi-
nated by a single gender?

 5. Would you consider the yin-yang approach to leadership introduced here as an 
option worth to be implemented? What could be upsides and downsides in 
practice?
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Chapter 8
Nurturing Empathy

Svetlana Holt

Abstract When enterprises are in tune with the needs of the world around them, 
they provide solutions which meet the desires of many, resulting in robust perfor-
mance. The most ethically grounded decisions are made within a balance between 
logic and emotion. How organizations create challenges and learning opportunities 
to motivate the younger generations is of utmost importance as these cohorts place 
significant priority on developing initiatives that directly assist in alleviating social 
and economic problems. In the increasingly immediate, intimate world driven by 
rapid change, where everyone has to be proficient at identifying opportunities and 
solving problems, the case for empathy could not be stronger. This chapter dis-
cusses empathy as a critical leadership skill, which can grow only through personal 
relationships. Listening is the centerpiece of empathy and is vital for leaders of all 
styles. As any skill, it should be trained through consistent practice.

Keywords Organizational effectiveness · Leadership · Empathy · Diversity · 
Listening

If we have optimism, but we don’t have empathy – then it doesn’t matter how much we 
master the secrets of science, we’re not really solving problems; we’re just working on 
puzzles.

Bill Gates (2014)

The pandemic, racial injustice, economic uncertainty, political polarization, misin-
formation, and general daily ambiguity, – over the multitude of challenges 2020 has 
brought, empathy has been on everyone’s mind more than ever. Yet opportunities to 
offer and take it still feel inadequate, with virtual get-togethers, air hugs, and masked 
heart-to-hearts not quite up to the task—and when we are so anxious with our own 
problems, we are not as attuned to other people’s plights as we could or should be. 
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Some leaders have discharged the gravity of the predicaments of their constituents, 
while ordinary Americans convey a lack of concern for others by refusing to socially 
distance and wear face coverings or disparage those who do. The fact that a recent 
Gallup poll (July 2020) (https://news.gallup.com/poll/1687/race- relations.aspx) 
showed that roughly a third of the USA does not believe there is a problem with race 
relations confirms that many individuals refuse to be concerned with others’ per-
spectives. But it does not have to be this way. In this groundbreaking book, Jamil 
Zaki (2020) shares a cutting-edge research, including experiments from his own lab 
and stories of people who embody this new perspective and are fighting for kindness 
in the most difficult of circumstances, and argues that empathy is not a fixed trait—
something we are born with—but rather a skill that can be strengthened through effort.

Empathy implies the ability to understand and take active interest in others by 
recognizing changes in their emotional states through reading body language and 
verbal clues and being insightful about the underlying reasons of these changes. By 
matching appropriate behaviors to social environments, leaders stimulate followers’ 
motivation, which, in turn, results in greater organizational effectiveness. 
Accordingly, contemporary global organizations are challenged with the task of 
enhancing the emotional intelligence in their leaders, who must acquire and practice 
their empathy and social skills through self-learning as much as job-related training.

 Leading with Empathy

Empathy is an essential aspect of twenty-first-century leadership and can no longer 
be ignored if we want to prevent continuation of ethical disasters in our world. On a 
regular basis, scholars have kept readers updated on the elements that determine 
good leadership in contemporary times, and empathy is a recurring theme. As an 
example, Schilling (2010) draws a significant inference from a study on some great 
twentieth-century leaders—John F.  Kennedy, Martin Luther King, Jr., Mahatma 
Gandhi, Mikhail Gorbachev, Nelson Mandela, and Lech Walesa. While these lead-
ers are often labeled as charismatic leaders, their levels of empathy, emotional intel-
ligence, commitment, inspirational motivation, and trustworthiness were 
foundational in making them the remarkable individuals they became.

Empathy, viewed as the compassion for and attunement to others’ emotions and 
circumstances, has been highlighted as an important aspect of effective leadership 
in the research literature for several decades. Originally described as “leader empa-
thy,” this type of connection encourages leaders to be better listeners, who under-
stand their followers, thereby building belief that group members are being heard 
(Bass, 1960).

Leadership can be defined as a position, process, action, or state. Leaders take 
responsibility, inspire, influence, support, and take risks. Assuming leadership is a 
relationship grounded in trust, (Northouse, 2019), emotional management—which 
undeniably begins with empathy—is definitely a factor in leadership effectiveness. 
In recent years especially, leadership effectiveness has been examined extensively 
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in connection with relational management as a critical factor for organizational suc-
cess, with strong positive correlations found between managers’ abilities to connect 
with others and their employees’ motivation and productivity (Bartock, 2013; 
Drager, 2014; Park, 2013).

In the aftermath of corporate collapses resulting from leadership that was primar-
ily focused on personal enrichment and magnificence, the adjectives used to describe 
the term “leader” have been shifting from result-driven and leader-focused to stake-
holder- and relationship-centered. Responsible leadership (Voegtlin et  al., 2012) 
considers the leader’s effectiveness in terms of the ability to establish rewarding, 
consensual solutions rather than just financial performance. Spiritual leadership 
(Fry & Cohen, 2009) aims to achieve organizational transformation in such a way 
that employee well-being and corporate social responsibility are prioritized without 
neglecting the company’s growth, profitability, and performance. What most of such 
theories have in common is their component of interdependency between leaders 
and stakeholders, which Hudson (2013) typifies as attachment theory.

Emotionally intelligent leadership focuses on achieving positive results through 
conscious decision-making—decisions incorporating logical and emotional data. 
Twenty years of studies on emotional intelligence (EI) in the workplace have solidi-
fied that high EI indicates better interpersonal skills and better professional perfor-
mance. Leaders with high levels of EI are well-equipped for putting others at ease 
and solving problems, maintaining a high level of self-awareness as well as a 
responsible work-life balance while being honest, collected, and decisive 
(Greenockle, 2010). Empathy, specifically, is a critical component of EI in leader-
ship because it establishes an unspoken mental and emotional connection that 
enables the carrier to understand the hidden meaning in and behind words.

 Empathy Skepticisms

At the beginning of 2000s, a certain cynicism of empathy began to set in, particu-
larly among younger individuals. Konrath et al. (2014) reviewed several decades’ 
worth of studies and noticed that recently more younger people say it is not their 
problem to help persons in distress and not their responsibility to understand the 
world from someone else’s standpoint. Their thinking seems to have transformed to 
the one that cutting someone off from empathy has a helpful value, a means to take 
a stance (Lanzoni, 2018).

Jamil Zaki (2020) seconds these observations that empathy is in short supply. He 
discusses how we find it hard work to appreciate people who are not like us, that it 
is easy to hate them, and how we are less considerate than we were even 30 years 
ago. Since 2006, when Barack Obama said that the USA was suffering from an 
“empathy deficit,” the situation seems to have worsened (Zaki, 2020).

We often think of our capacity to experience the suffering of others as the ulti-
mate source of goodness. Many of our wisest policy makers, activists, scientists, 
and philosophers agree that the only problem with empathy is that we do not have 
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enough of it. Nothing could be farther from the truth, argues a Yale researcher Paul 
Bloom in his book Against Empathy: The Case for Rational Compassion (Bloom, 
2016) maintaining that limiting our impulse toward empathy is often the most com-
passionate choice we can make. Bloom reveals empathy to be one of the leading 
motivators of inequality and immorality in society. Far from helping us to improve 
the lives of others, empathy is a capricious and irrational emotion that appeals to our 
narrow prejudices, the author argues. It muddles our judgment and, ironically, often 
leads to cruelty. Accordingly, we are at our best when we are smart enough not to 
rely on it, but to draw instead upon a more distanced compassion.

Basing his argument on groundbreaking scientific findings, Bloom (2016) makes 
the case that some of the worst decisions made by individuals and nations—whom 
to give money to, when to go to war, how to respond to climate change, and whom 
to imprison—are often motivated by honest, yet misplaced, emotions. He demon-
strates how empathy distorts our judgment in every aspect of our lives, and that 
without empathy, our decisions would be purer, more reasonable, and ultimately 
more ethical (Bloom, 2016).

Psychologists and neurologists have started to look more deeply at how empathy 
works in real-life situations, when we are not consciously focusing on it. They have 
found that one of the strongest causes for human empathy is seeing a conflict 
between two other parties. In his new book, The Dark sides of Empathy, Fritz 
Breithaupt, a professor at Indiana University, explains that once we take a side, we 
are drawn into that perception, leading to very strong empathy and a strong diver-
gence from the perspective of the other side (Breithaupt, 2019).

Researchers who study empathy also confirm that it is truly difficult to empathize 
with people who are different than ourselves and even harder with people we do not 
like. There is a natural way that empathy gets activated in the brain—our pain cen-
ters light up when we see another person in anguish, but According to Breithaupt 
(2019), out in the real world, it starts to develop more like tribalism, a method to 
strengthen our own point of view while hindering any others.

 Empathy in Diverse Organizations

Although empathy is now perceived more and more as a professional ability, it is 
hard to quantify and difficult to measure, just like it is difficult to assign numeric 
values to companies’ goodwill on their balanced scorecards, hence the scarcity of 
empirical studies on correlations between companies’ efficiency and the role empa-
thy plays in their organizational cultures. Nevertheless, such studies, which tie 
empathy to organizational success, are attempted more frequently, especially in 
studies of sales and product development, with terms like “empathy marketing” and 
“user empathy,” becoming mainstream (Olson, 2013).

It is clear that businesses that do not espouse a bigger purpose than generating a 
profit will have a hard time maintaining relationships with their investors, custom-
ers, and surrounding communities. But when an enterprise is in tune with the need 
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in the world, it can provide solutions which meet the needs of many, which results 
in robust profitability.

Using a combination of publicly available information and exclusive statistics 
drawn from its investigations and from social and financial broadcasts, focusing on 
global companies, the Global Empathy Index looked at CEOs’ approval ratings 
among staff, the ratio of women to men on the board, frequency of complaints, the 
companies’ performance on social networks, and the impact of controversy such as 
ethical lapses, scandals, and fines—among other metrics—to determine that five of 
the ten most empathic companies are based in Silicon Valley (Palomar, 2016). 
Intriguingly, they are also among the most profitable and the fastest growing com-
pared to weighted average of 5.2% of all the companies in the index. The automo-
tive industry is a particularly thought-provoking topic for discussion. Mercedes is 
91st on the list, Toyota 94th, VW 95th, and Honda 108th. There are two outliers: 
Tesla in third place and Audi in 10th. It is important to note that Audi dramatically 
outperformed its parent company, VW, due to high scores for its CEO, while VW’s 
score suffered with the ongoing emissions scandal and low approval ratings for its 
recently departed CEO, Martin Winterkorn. On the other hand, Satya Nadella, the 
CEO of Microsoft, says that the company’s core business is connected with the 
customers’ needs and that Microsoft would not be able to satisfy them if it did not 
have a deep sense of empathy (Nadella & Shaw, 2019). Microsoft has prioritized 
empathy, and this certainly factored into its high ranking in the Index. Facebook, 
Alphabet (Google), LinkedIn, Netflix, and Apple, also in the top 15, are taking con-
crete actions to grow empathy in their workplaces and with their clients 
(Palomar, 2016).

Indeed, in the increasingly immediate, intimate world driven by rapid change, 
where everyone has to be proficient at identifying opportunities and solving prob-
lems, the case for empathy in business could not be stronger. Companies make 
money by designing, producing, and selling what customers need (or want). Without 
understanding what the customers want, there is no business. Without empathy, the 
capacity to put oneself in others’ situations, and meet these others where they are, 
there is no understanding of the customers’ needs. And retaining existing ones is far 
less expensive than securing new ones. A similar logic can be applied to employees: 
happy employees are better than just employees, as profits are to a large extent a 
derivative of devoted staff (Hewertson, 2012; Keynes, 1964).

Empathy—cognitive and affective—combining understanding of both logical 
rationale and the emotional one (Hogan, 1969), is the driving power behind effec-
tive communication as well, so crisis stakeholders’ communication strategies have 
gained increasing attention in recent research. A study by Bentley (2013), for exam-
ple, discusses the power of effective apology, which, from the stakeholder perspec-
tive, includes such important components as expression of remorse, acknowledgment 
of responsibility, and promise of forbearance—a combination of words and behav-
iors which demonstrate empathy.

Hence the importance of understanding the multifaceted diversity in the com-
munities served by businesses and adapting corporate practices and behaviors based 
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on the constituents’ values, work ethic, and business protocol. As poor understand-
ing of the motives of others leads to unproductive conflict and sometimes even 
organizational failure, effective managers have to be open to learning new patterns 
of social interaction. As a result, their emotional skills, as well as the ability to lever-
age diverse points of view, are essential to successful communication (Colfax et al., 
2010; Holt et al., 2009; Rahim & Marvel, 2011). Self-awareness juxtaposed against 
the emotional and logical profiles of others will help develop appreciation of these 
differences (Bentley, 2013; Boulouta, 2011).

Assuming the overall goal of multinational organizations is to embrace the com-
mon good, the leaders of these organizations must realize that fulfilling this objec-
tive can be achieved only by studying and understanding the environment in which 
they operate. Companies which aspire to enhance their leaders’ effectiveness in the 
global arena accept the imperative to respect all countries and cultures in determin-
ing the selection of appropriate leadership styles. Multiple studies on global leader-
ship suggest that perceptions of preferred leaders differ based on employees’ 
cultural backgrounds, age, education, and, to some extent, gender (Dunn et  al., 
2012; Rahim & Marvel, 2011). While awareness of differences between cross- 
cultural leadership preferences is important, it is also important to seek similarities 
between them (Colfax et al., 2010; Sharma, 2012). Overall, the cultural implications 
of several studies suggest a certain cross-cultural commonality of expectations for 
leaders, and more than one component of emotional intelligence can be applied to 
match the needs of a particular culture (Holt et al., 2009; Bowles, 2011; Plante, 2013).

The basic theories within a free market economic system are tied to supply and 
demand, which are heavily influenced by emotions (Fama, 1970; McGregor et al., 
2000). So perhaps it would be safe to suggest that today’s global economic system 
would be better referred to as an “emotionomical system”—meaning supply and 
demand are not driven only by basic need but also by emotional tendencies. It would 
not be imprudent to further argue that emotionally intelligent global leaders, capa-
ble of recognizing and regulating these subconscious drivers in themselves and oth-
ers, would be capable of generating tremendous power and wealth given the 
opportunity to properly channel those tendencies into tangible products (Acharaya 
& Yorulmazer, 2008; Fernandes & Ferreira, 2009). Thus, within the sphere of global 
enterprise, emotions can be useful as well as harmful (Hirshleifer, 2001; Hirshleifer 
& Shumway, 2003; Kida et al., 2001; Plante, 2013; Rahim & Marvel, 2011), and 
therefore, their role deserves a serious consideration.

Positive emotions have been found to encourage exploration and discovery, 
expand our thinking, help generate new ideas, and encourage us to consider various 
possibilities (Kibben, 2012). Negative emotions also have a place in our lives as 
they also enhance thinking, but in a different way: they encourage a clearer focus 
and attention to detail, motivating search for errors and imperfections (Bower, 1981; 
Fredrickson, 2001, 2003). How we feel, then, does impact our judgment (Mayer & 
Salovey, 1997), and the better the mood is matched to the message, the better we 
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pay proper attention. Empathy, in turn, starts with self-awareness. Outside of lifting 
the mood and energizing a multicultural team through a humorous ice-breaking 
activity, getting in touch with one’s moods and energy levels helps us not only 
understand our own mental states but also those of our colleagues.

One of the trademarks of a successful enterprise is its ability to harness creativ-
ity. Brenton and Levin (2012) explain the importance of nurturing the productivity 
of innovators and identify the drivers of innovation, one of which is the way innova-
tors are treated at their workplaces. They suggest that great leaders will “fire people 
up and instill passion” (364). Among traits common to successful innovators, they 
name high levels of empathy, collaborative interpersonal style, and “mature intelli-
gence” (365), which is understood as humility to abdicate the need to be “the smart-
est person in the room” (365).

A corporate culture of innovation accepts that there are appropriate uses for all 
emotions. Even anger could be put to good use: for example, when an instance of 
injustice needs to be rectified. Happiness, characterized by positive mood and high 
energy, is a suitable emotion when we need to have an open mind in order to accept 
and generate creative ideas through the use of original thinking (Salovey & Mayer, 
1990). Indeed, when we are happy, we are less critical about our own actions and 
those of others. We are also better able to see the situation as a whole and pay less 
attention to small details (Caruso & Salovey, 2004). Experiencing pleasant mood 
and low energy is the best state to be in when meeting new people. As mentioned 
earlier, positive mood ensures open-mindedness, while low energy minimizes the 
risk of overbearing potential new friends by our own narration. Low energy and 
unhappy mood ensure attention to minute details because our mindset is critical. 
This mood, therefore, is suitable for checking and double-checking one’s work for 
minor and major errors—especially when stakes are high (Caruso & Salovey, 2004).

Skillful relational management as applied to workplace situations implies recog-
nizing the moods of our coworkers, knowing what moods would be appropriate for 
the task at hand, and, most importantly, having the skill to take colleagues from 
where they are to where they need to be by managing their emotions. Are they 
overly happy to be troubleshooting a financial issue? How can you bring them 
down? Are they sad, fearful, and indifferent? If you need them to be open for brain-
storming creative solutions, how do you bring them up?

Especially in entrepreneurship, empathy is essential to sustainable achievement. 
From shareholders to investors, from customers to employees, entrepreneurs have 
to be able to tune into the needs and outlooks of all their stakeholders. Empathy 
allows them to create bonds of trust, and such connection, in turn, allows them to 
run their businesses most efficiently. It is essential, too, that stakeholders are confi-
dent that their interests are taken into account, and, consequently, entrepreneurs 
need to be able to empathize with their stakeholders’ anxieties and perceptions. 
Therefore, modern enterprises are challenged with the task of enhancing the emo-
tional management skills of their leaders, who must acquire and practice their 
empathy and social skills through self-learning as much as job-related training.
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 Cultivating “Selfish Empathy”

While empirical research has produced evidence that empathy, emotional intelli-
gence, and other human skills are crucial to effective global organizational perfor-
mance, few college curricula adequately address the emotional and interpersonal 
skills that prospective employers most want in their employees and organizations 
want in their leaders. The good news is that researchers believe that these capacities 
can, and should, be enhanced in the traditional classroom—both in faculty and in 
students (Chang, 2006; La Civita, 2003; Mertz, 2003; Ohm, 1998; Zadel, 2008).

Unquestionably, empathy is a valuable business commodity, and for those of us 
to whom it does not come naturally, there is good news—it can be cultivated. The 
reason for unethical behavior is not poor ethical reasoning but the lack of under-
standing and care about what others feel because we have never had similar experi-
ences. Taking a personal interest in others, practicing being fully present, listening, 
and tuning into nonverbal communication clues are paths to training our “empathy 
muscles” (Martinuzzi, 2009).

Empathy starts with awareness of the thoughts and feelings of others. In a learn-
ing context, this means being present, seeing, and hearing what is going on. Effective 
listening, then, plays an important role in developing one’s empathy. Nevertheless, 
few school curricula give development of student listening skills any significant 
emphasis. Indeed, college reading, writing, and speaking classes are part of all gen-
eral education curricula, while we would be hard-pressed to find a course com-
pletely dedicated to listening at a school of any level. Consequently, as part of the 
quest for empathetic organizational leaders, it would be prudent, in addition to 
incorporating service learning into the curricula, to also integrate learning experi-
ences which encourage students to hone their listening and interpretation abilities.

As Baby Boomers retire and Generation X moves into the upper echelons of their 
corporations, Millennials and Generation Z are left in the lower and middle tiers of 
the management ranks, where their parts change from gathering experience and 
testing organizational values to applying and establishing those values through cor-
porate leadership. With the knowledge that in any given organization there are 
approximately two to three generations of workers spread throughout the hierarchy, 
can and should we apply the same style of leadership we used to motivate the previ-
ous generations to motivate younger workers—the generations of text messaging 
and instant gratification? Indeed, traditional leadership ideologies, such as main-
taining positive attitudes, listening, supporting one’s workers, leading by example, 
developing a corporate image, empowering employees, and being fair and consis-
tent, have proven effective in most leadership situations. Though they are markedly 
more diverse and individual in their behaviors, the millennial generation matured 
with a strong sense of and desire for structure and supervision. Their parents as role 
models, they identify with leaders who have integrity, humility, and grit 
(Pollak, 2019).

Millennials and Generation Z are known for their different views on life com-
pared to generations before them. This divergence transpired as a result of a blend 
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of many factors, such as the accelerated speed of everything, the multiplicity of 
communication devices, increased traveling opportunities, and the greater amount 
of parental nurturing they received (Barrick, 2020). Many of these generations’ par-
ents are affluent middle-agers who are now confronted with progenies who are 
drawn to the “softer” side of life: art, poetry, music, and the surreal world of games. 
They are so strongly drawn to an unreal world in which they become a fictional 
character because it enables them to live out their wildest dreams and achieve a high 
level of skills appreciated by their peers. Younger generations are drawn toward 
challenge as a driving motive for performance, expressing the importance of not 
deviating from the purpose they set for themselves, indicating opening one’s mind 
and overcoming fear of change as ways to connect with others (Mohammed, 2019). 
However, while many of them excelled in high school and college, they do not seem 
attracted to the current structured world of work. Many of them seem to explore 
their options, waiting for the right moment or opportunity to come along and not in 
a hurry to proactively chase it.

With the changed needs of today’s corporations and communities, the increased 
awareness about environmental and stakeholder care, and the increased global com-
petition, there is tremendous need for workers who dare to think creatively and criti-
cally and understand the need to resolve new problems in innovative ways (Ferrazzi 
& Weyrich, 2020). Given their affinity for electronic games, poetry, music, and the 
arts, the Millennials and those who follow them could be a timely and much needed 
asset to the urges of the corporate world.

Accordingly, consideration should be given to the diversity of the generational 
cohorts working within organizations today (Pollak, 2019). With younger employ-
ees, perhaps their biggest strength lies in their diversity. Unlike previous genera-
tions, they are well versed in seeking and gathering information from the media and, 
in turn, using that information to increase awareness and, when able, using that 
information to better society (Mohammed, 2019). Older generations tend to bypass, 
ignore, or are not even aware of the breath of media outlets available.

Although organizations’ success depends on empathetic leaders who are able to 
adapt, build on the strengths around them, and relate to their environment, focus on 
empathy and employee and customer satisfaction frequently becomes a victim of 
obsession with short-terms corporate results. When enterprises fail, it is often 
because leaders have stopped focusing on understanding their environment inti-
mately and instead stay insulated in their own operations. Successful leaders are 
receptive to disruption and innately aware of what is going on in their organizations 
both internally and externally (Ferrazzi & Weyrich, 2020).

In fact, in the same book Breithaupt (2019) discusses the dark side of empathy, 
and he also proposes a rather creative solution: give up on the idea that when we are 
“empathizing” we are being altruistic, or helping the less fortunate, or in any way 
doing good. What we can do when we do empathy, proposes the author, is help 
ourselves, purely so we can expand our own imaginations and make our own minds 
richer. It is “selfish empathy,” not virtuous, but better than being alone. Our heart 
motivates us to do good, and our head determines how best to work to achieve 
that good.
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Company values and the idea of corporate and social responsibility (CSR) are 
increasingly more important to this generation, and hiring the right talent is only 
part of the challenge organizations face today. How businesses create challenges 
and learning opportunities that motivate the younger generations to give of them-
selves to their potential is of the greatest importance, as the younger cohorts place 
significant importance on not only recognizing current issues affecting the world 
today but rather developing initiatives that directly assist in bettering those social 
problems (Ferrazzi & Weyrich, 2020).

Although diverse and idiosyncratic in behavior, these generations have grown up 
with structure and supervision. With parents as role models, this generation will 
most likely respond to leaders who have honesty and integrity. Millennials and 
Generation Z tend to examine leadership from a different lens than the generational 
cohorts that came before them. Their background of sheltered affluence and lifelong 
exposure to virtual reality have made them nonresponsive to static instructions. 
Practical experience is valued over title and rank, and their desire to take the wheel 
and learn by trial and error is what often leads the members of this generation down 
a road of discovery and learning (Barrick, 2020). Being well educated, highly 
skilled in technology, and self-confident, this generation expects stimulation, col-
laboration and compensation. Work needs to be interesting to them, and managing 
them successfully means allowing them to work in different ways (Buchanon, 2010; 
Gilbert, 2011). They will not automatically respect someone who is older or who 
holds a superior position—they will respect only those who show appreciation for 
them as well. Studies also show that Millennials are primed to do well by doing 
good: “Almost 70 percent say that giving back and being civically engaged are their 
highest priorities” (Buchanon, 2010, p. 169).

Successful leadership development programs must incorporate conceptual 
knowledge, gained through readings and observations, with simulations, case stud-
ies, experiential exercises, and, most importantly, practice—including role-playing 
(Mohammed, 2019). Four factors are involved in the process of mentoring diverse 
employees: the first is the influence factor, which means that learning occurs when 
leaders act as strong role models, with high standards of moral and ethical conduct, 
and the staff emulate those sets of values. The second factor is inspirational motiva-
tion, occurring as leaders communicate their high expectations of their workers. 
Managers need to continuously reinforce their respect for their employees by 
acknowledging their contributions to the learning process of their peers and by 
thanking them, when warranted, for doing quality work. Intellectual stimulation is 
the third factor in the process of mentoring, which implies encouragement to inno-
vate and challenge one’s own beliefs while engaging in creative problem-solving. 
Within the workplace, leaders do not only demonstrate challenging their own 
assumptions, but they should encourage all colleagues to provide constructive feed-
back to each other and reflect on this feedback during meetings. The fourth factor is 
individualized consideration, which is meant to capitalize on the manager’s skill to 
provide a supportive climate and to coach each employee to be fully actualized.

While empathy is a foundational skill for every social competency important in 
any organizational setting, we live in a culture promoting instant gratification and 
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the importance of being young, rich, and entertained. Empathy, therefore, should be 
a big topic in organizational learning—not only because it is the underpinning of 
respect but also because becoming curious about strangers opens our minds. There 
is a psychological basis for human beings to have empathy. In his 2016 TIME arti-
cle, neurologist Michael Trimble described how the same areas of the brain become 
activated when we see someone who is emotionally aroused as when we are emo-
tionally aroused ourselves. Put simply: when we truly listen to others, we are liter-
ally able to feel what they feel.

Therefore, empathy can grow only through personal relationships, and the 
importance of listening should not be underestimated. Listening, consequently, 
should be the centerpiece of leadership. Listening is a skill, and any skill can be 
taught through consistent practice. The listening skill is especially vital for leaders 
of any style, as they need to understand when to listen and to whom. Yet, while writ-
ing, speaking, and reading classes are standard requirements in any curriculum, we 
would be hard-pressed to find a class specifically dedicated to honing listening skills 
in college and university curricula. Arguably, students will jump only as high as the 
targets are set for them, so emphasis on attention to the smallest details shared by 
their peers in favor of lectures and textbooks is key, and the highest grades should 
be awarded to the best listeners—those who listen with the purpose to understand 
and remember—not to those who speak or write the most. It is no secret that most 
of the information gained through lectures and textbooks becomes outdated very 
quickly; how we connect with the world outside—and handle relationships—will 
remain with us and ultimately promote success.

In sum, companies do not do business with other companies. Instead, people 
within these companies do business with each other, and successful individuals, and 
companies alike, do not operate in a vacuum. Consequently, in order for organiza-
tions to be effective in a contemporary business environment, they must be empa-
thetic to stakeholders’ differences, appreciate the emotional makeup of other people, 
and know how to build and manage relationships and networks. Indeed, everywhere, 
individuals need to communicate, work in teams, and let go of the issues that inter-
fere with their performance. Interpersonal skills, such as communication and relat-
ing to people from diverse backgrounds, are indispensable qualities for success in 
any workplace.

 Chapter Takeaways

 1. Leadership effectiveness has been examined extensively in connection with rela-
tional management as a critical factor in organizational success, with strong 
positive correlations found between managers’ abilities to connect with others 
and their employees’ motivation and productivity.

 2. Businesses that do not espouse a bigger purpose than generating a profit will 
have a hard time maintaining relationships with their investors, customers, and 
surrounding communities. But when an enterprise is in tune with the needs of the 
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surrounding world, it can provide solutions which meet the needs of many, 
resulting in robust profitability.

 3. Within both professional and personal spheres, emotions can be useful as well as 
harmful. Our feelings impact our judgment, and the closer the emotional state is 
matched to the purpose, the more productive the outcome.

 4. Empathy can grow only through personal relationships, and the importance of 
listening should not be underestimated. Listening is the centerpiece of leadership 
and, as a skill, can and should be trained through consistent practice.

 5. How businesses create challenges and learning opportunities that motivate the 
younger generations to give of themselves to their potential is very important. 
These cohorts place significant priority on not only recognizing current issues 
affecting the world today, but rather developing initiatives that directly assist in 
bettering these social problems.

 Reflection Questions

 1. During your next face-to-face interaction, challenge yourself to actively listen 
while the other person is talking for several minutes. Do not interrupt and do not 
attempt to think about how to respond. What happened? Please report on your 
experience/s.

 2. Do you believe that empathy has no place in business? Why?
 3. Do you agree that unless they are offered an interesting and memorable experi-

ence, the younger generations’ attention will be hard to capture and retain? 
Please explain.

 4. If as a manager of your department you were hiring, how would you feel about 
employing a worker who you know is not going to stay?

 5. Do you choose high remuneration over social impact and work-life balance 
while looking for fulfillment outside of your workplace?
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Chapter 9
Inclusive Leadership in a Creatively 
Compelling World

Ginger Grant and Cheryl De Ciantis

Abstract The changes we now see, unprecedented in our lifetimes, call for extraor-
dinary response and commitment to action. We see five areas of unprecedented 
opportunity for leaders to redefine greatness for the coming generations. These are 
not new ideas per se; rather, they represent a will to use the capacities and perennial 
wisdom we collectively possess and commit to proceed with honesty and inclusion 
of all stakeholders—and these stakeholders include everyone on the planet. These 
five opportunities are embracing change as imperative while committing to creating 
nodes of needed stability, putting people first by prioritizing the value of empathy 
and getting real about issues of power regarding who gets what and why, commit-
ment to values by “walking the talk,” making it real by ensuring all stakeholders 
have a place at the table, and re-mything ourselves: using every avenue available to 
us—from science to the arts—to re-create the narratives that valorize the truths we 
wish to live by as humans within an interconnected web of existence.

Keywords Empathy · Values · Mythopoesis · Phronesis · Episteme · Techne · Metis

 Introduction

At the time of this writing, the entire world is roiling with the effects of a crisis of 
unprecedented magnitude: Covid-19. Populations worldwide, including organiza-
tions whether private or public, NGOs, volunteer associations, or government or 
municipal departments, who had already been facing the challenges of rapid and 
accelerating change, are facing the greatest collective crisis in history. Many are 
already collapsing under the existential pressure of pandemic. We are living in a 
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time of unprecedented crisis and unprecedented opportunity to re-create the terms 
of “greatness,” articulated 20 years ago the groundbreaking work of Collins (2001), 
in a radical manner.

Traditionally, organizations had two sources of intelligence [IQ, EQ] and three 
types of capital at their disposal: financial, intellectual, and emotional. But being 
good is not good enough to endure and prosper. Organizations are being asked to 
re-vision their entire reason for being (Grant, 2005).

In service of this new compelling world, we propose a new source of intelligence 
and capital that can be described as “mythic.” Of course, in fundamental ways this 
is not “new” at all; but we need the multivalent perspectives this form of intelligence 
makes available. This form of capital both causes and enables an organization to 
reconnect with its founding ethos, the archetypal pattern that expresses its unique 
purpose and its distinct voice (Grant, 2005). The mythic view, as proposed here, 
incorporates the concept of mythopoesis—the conscious re-creation of mythic sto-
ries to illuminate renewed values, giving us the ability to face present needs and 
create the capabilities to confront them.

Leaders of great organizations have understood the importance of invoking 
stakeholders to explore those activities that excite their passion and skills to deliver 
on their search for meaning. Employees in such companies are capable of develop-
ing myths, stories, and rituals to elicit creative responses from suppliers, customers, 
and investors. By firing on both intelligence cylinders (intellectual and emotional) 
and by utilizing all five forms of capital (material, rational, relational, spiritual, and 
mythic), greatness is more likely realized.

 Five Compelling Opportunities for Leadership

 1. Embracing Change as Imperative—Covid-19 has brought to the fore the most 
likely future scenario: change that is turbulent, deep, accelerating, pervasive, and 
now, potentially, perennially deadly as the factors fueling pandemic are exacer-
bated by climate change at the same time that divisive political movements 
inhibit necessary collective efforts. The ability to adapt to our current circum-
stances is key to our survival. We must also acknowledge the need for stability 
and to take on responsibility to actively engage in a change/stability dialectic. To 
do this, we need to get past default binary thinking—the manner of thinking that 
has seen us to this moment, where it is politically possible to deny the science of 
accelerating climate change and to deny our collective responsibility for ensur-
ing the most fundamental life needs for all. In order to bring the planet and its 
inhabitants to a livable equilibrium, we need leadership to commit to the creation 
of nodes of stability within the reality of changing conditions: in policy and gov-
ernance, in social safeguards, in ethical technologies, and in fair exchange.

 2. Putting People First—Since the era of Jack Welch, we have lived in a fiction that 
places the shareholder first and insists on unending growth as the only true mea-
sure of value (Deming, 2017). Instead, putting people first means prioritizing 

G. Grant and C. De Ciantis



137

talent, commitment, experience, involvement, and a willingness to let go of 
 measures of success that commoditize people and looking toward societal good 
over profit. This too requires we redefine how we think about power, in gover-
nance, in activism, and in design. In large economies, pandemic has refocused 
public attention on life-saving and caused a re-evaluation of the costs of ever-
expanding economic growth against the value of individual human lives. 
Populations are increasingly seeking courage and decisiveness in their leaders 
and leading by example. People are also giving greater priority to those seeking 
empathy. They want to see leaders who show that they can imagine walking in 
another’s shoes and firmly incorporate the value of human life into political 
calculus.

 3. Commitment to Values—Being willing to see it through and “walking the talk.” 
Younger people are seeking meaning in life, wanting to serve something of value 
that benefits more than just themselves. Being conscious of our values and con-
sistently prioritizing the values we want to see reflected in real behavior points 
us in the direction of changing our reality. The demands of the planet now will 
not allow our habitual structures to sustain. Our value systems must also incor-
porate values that are grounded in structures that can support the flexibility 
required by change, values that need to be re-examined and redefined. What do 
equity and equality look like in a world in which we would like to believe that 
pandemic spares no one—even as we see stark evidence of impoverished and 
socially neglected communities being hit harder than others.

 4. Making it Real—Willingness to work “on the ground” to verify data, models, 
measures, and assumptions against lived conditions and practice, to be willing to 
adjust to lived conditions, and to redefine values that have failed to serve the 
larger good. A global stage such as the Internet makes transparency the norm. 
There is nowhere to hide. At least, that is its real potential. Unfortunately, too 
prominent among its effects have been the cascading proliferation of disinforma-
tion, including on the part of actors working to discredit democratic structures, 
and in such massive quantities, it is difficult to pursue and refute these messages, 
especially when the will to do so is demonstrably lacking in the leadership of the 
corporations who profit from it. Making it Real means calling out and addressing 
the dynamics of power in operation at every node of interaction (Flyvbjerg, 
2001). Political and corporate leaders alike need to become leaders in prioritiz-
ing transparency, actively promoting and taking part in discussions about the 
reality of power; owning up to the realities about the means by which a decision 
is actually taken; what are the actual—not covert or implicit—outcomes it means 
to achieve; and who will “win” and who will lose thereby and what are the con-
sequences. Making it Real means empowering heretofore silenced stakeholders 
to take a seat at the table and influence real policies.

 5. Re-mything Ourselves—As we look to the future we may forget to look to the 
past and the perennial wisdom of humanity. What is myth? Jean Houston, repeat-
ing the insight of the Roman poet Sallust, has said that myth is something that 
never was, but is always happening. Myth holds the seeds of wisdom in com-
pressed forms; it is in effect an encoding of the deepest psychic forms and pat-
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terns that govern the conditions of our embodied being. For the pre-Socratic 
Greeks (i.e., before the common era of our understanding of rationality as 
“truth”) myth, which derives from muthos, “mouth,” signified divinely inspired 
speech, true speech (De Ciantis, 2019, p. 61).

One of the functions of myth is to “to enforce a moral order within each succes-
sive coherent social group” (De Ciantis, 2017, p.  144). Our myths enshrine the 
bases of our normative cultural values. Yet, myths may drop away if their relevance 
to life is no longer felt. That myths survive is not because they are literally written 
in stone, but because they are elastic enough to continue to serve our deepest needs 
in changing circumstances. Further, we ourselves are the source of this elasticity: it 
is our job to reimagine and expand our myths, in a creative act Joseph Campbell 
(1968) called “mythopoesis,” a term coined from Greek words meaning “myth- 
making.” We co-create the myths that “live” us every day. Kenton Hyatt (2019) 
reminds us that the insights of philosophy have been reified by psychology and 
demonstrated by neurophysiology: we literally create the reality we live, through 
our perceptive filters in combination with the daily choices we make that establish 
neural pathways. We each have a responsibility to own this creativity and to recog-
nize that we all have creative contributions to make, whatever our individual cre-
ative style. Different eras require makers: bards, artists, teachers, philosophers, 
composers, novelists, screenwriters, and visionary leaders to retell our myths, re- 
clothing them so that we can recognize ourselves as we are now. In the age of the 
Internet, we all have the potential to become storytellers and, by doing so, make a 
difference.

 The Mythos of the Makers

An urgent example of the need for re-mything is the increasing speed of technology 
that has rapidly outpaced our ability to keep up with its potential consequences. In 
ancient Greek and West African mythology (the latter still vital in the orisha reli-
gions common to the African diaspora worldwide) mortals appeal to the maker gods 
Hephaistos and Ogun to make material life on earth successful for humans. The 
maker gods remain in connection with humanity and are concerned with human 
flourishing, specifically with regard to technology as a means of improving life.

In the Iliad Homer tells us that Hephaistos was “famed for his techne,” which is 
the root of our English “technology,” and classified by Aristotle among the three 
ways of knowing and finding our way in the cosmos. Homer tells us that Hephaistos 
created robots: AI is no new idea. Hephaistos also creates from clay a biotechno-
logical woman, Pandora. Significantly, Homer also tells us that Hephaistos was 
famed for his metis, which is a quality well-known to the Greeks, but left out of the 
categories of knowing enumerated by Aristotle (that will be discussed below). Metis 
is difficult to contain in a definition; it includes resourcefulness, trickery, opportun-
ism, also subtlety of mind and forethought, as well as experience and mastery of 
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techne, which must be called on when opportunity suddenly presents itself (Detienne 
& Vernant, 1978, p.  2). “One does not approach the blacksmith’s forge without 
preparation” (De Ciantis, 2017), and innovation requires not only techne but metis. 
Ogun tells us even more about the metistic flexibility required by the occupation of 
the smith. Ogun is revered in praise songs as the one who is “both hot and cool” 
(Barnes, 1997), referring to the dangerous heat of the forge, in which the blacksmith 
makes white-hot iron run like water; and the inflexible strength of iron once cooled 
after the smith has worked it into deft and fluent shapes.

It is in the mythic territory of the divine smith that we find ourselves at the cross-
roads of nonbinary thinking. The crossroad is also a locus for the exchange of infor-
mation, through phronesis—another Greek term, one that we have inherited from 
Aristotle, meaning in essence acquiring practical knowledge through encounters 
with others. Aristotle’s categorization of how we know has been embedded in 
Western culture. His categories are hierarchical by necessity, since they are based on 
the Greek belief that there is an ideal, a true reality, the material forms of which as 
we experience them every day are mere reflections (think of Plato’s Cave, which is 
an illustration of exactly this concept). Episteme is the rational, philosophical, 
higher-order mode of knowing whereby we seek to grasp the nature of this Ideal. 
Techne—for which our mythic maker deities are famed—is how we learn the prop-
erties of physically manifested things by interacting with them and then encoding 
the knowledge gained thereby. It is inferior to episteme by definition, since in 
employing techne we are dealing with only distant reflections of the ideal according 
to Plato and Aristotle. Phronesis, “practical wisdom,” is dialogue, the means by 
which we learn from each other through verbalizing and representing to ourselves 
and others the fruits of our experience and learning from that of others. Because of 
its subjectivity, Aristotle conceived of phronesis as the least reliable of the three 
categories of knowing (Fig. 9.1).

Fig. 9.1 Aristotle’s ways of knowing. (Illustration by Cheryl De Ciantis)
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Fig. 9.2 Turning Aristotle on his head. (Illustration by Cheryl De Ciantis)

What if, instead, we turn this on its head? In our current world, phronesis acts as 
guide. What we know to be true by learning from each other through dialogue 
should be what informs our techne, especially with regard to developing a robust 
ethics of technology to focus our future visions through a lens of a phronetic priori-
tization on serving a common good—which we can only determine through con-
tinual dialogue. The relationship of phronesis and techne can then inform our 
episteme: what we know to be true of the world we have created based on shared 
values, a deep and continual conversation whereby we can co-create our own reality 
(Fig. 9.2).

Better yet, if we bypass hierarchical notions by taking a relational perspective, 
we are able to draw on all forms of wisdom, coming into relationship with all of the 
enormous challenges we face, in this time, on this planet.

 The Challenge: Taking a Relational Perspective

At no other time in history has leadership been more important than it is now and 
into the future of a new reality.

If we invoke a relational perspective, assumptions that have been taken for 
granted and until recently remained implicit and unquestioned can be investigated 
and tested. However, if we default to either/or mindsets, we will be forever stuck in 
mechanistic, linear, and novelty-driven expectations which do not serve our evolu-
tionary needs. Returning to the blacksmith deities mentioned above, they, as do their 
mortal counterparts, establish their forges at crossroads, where different commer-
cial and practical interests may intersect and where diverse points of view find a 
locus of encounter. There, they impartially serve clients whose aims may be mutu-
ally inimical—for example, the farmer for whom the blacksmith forges his plow, the 
warrior her sword, and the ruler her or his scepter. The still-extant temple of 
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Hephaistos stands adjacent to the Athenian Agora, the marketplace where ideas and 
schemes intermingled amid cash exchange, and next to the Keramikos, the ancient 
quarter of the craft guilds whose techne drove the Athenian economy and who con-
sidered Hephaistos to be their patron god. In more than one ancient culture, oaths 
were taken on the blacksmith’s anvil. Artist and writer Kenton Hyatt puts it this 
way: “blacksmiths forge relationships” (private conversation). The wisdom systems 
manifested in the ancient myths of technology shine a light on our human ability to 
hold more than one idea at a time in dynamic suspension, allowing more possibili-
ties to enter our fields of consideration without pre-judgment. The psychologist 
James Hillman warned that when we lack the perspectives we may derive from such 
mythic archetypes, “we remain in a … model of consciousness which must be one- 
sided in its judgments and narrow in its vision, for it is unaware of the wealth and 
variety of psychological ideas” (Hillman, 1976, p.126).

Taking a relational perspective means first of all that we reconsider binary think-
ing habits and incorporate an internal “rheostat” to complement our heretofore over-
reliance on an “on-off switch” style of thinking and decision-making that tends as 
well to over-rely on the quantitative at the cost of the qualitative. Expanded and 
increasingly qualitative models call for an expansion of our qualitative cognitive 
abilities. Our tendency is to visualize change and stability on the opposite ends of a 
continuum, and therefore cognitively irreconcilable. If, instead, we place these con-
cepts on a more conceptually provisional x-y axis, we may then conceptualize a 
more dynamic and generative model (Fig. 9.3):

This model also reflects in a visual form the experience of moving toward wis-
dom. To know oneself requires circumambulation—the act of circling a referent—
and defines boundaries of a space by relating to a center of value. Common in most 
religions, circumambulation is used to define a sacred space (De Ciantis & Grant, 

Fig. 9.3 Relational perspective
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2019, p. 133). The process is inclusive, for the individual is constantly in dialogue 
with others along the path. Like peeling an onion, understanding progresses deeper, 
layer by layer until insight is reached. This model also gives us access to intersub-
jectivity, which allows us to mediate the Western assumption that “the individual is 
the center of her or his perceptual and cognitive universe” to the point of excessive 
egotism, even narcissism (Hyatt, 2019, p. 139).

A relational perspective also takes into account what Tomas Bjőrkman calls the 
collective imaginary, our uniquely human ability not only to imagine but to imagine 
collectively. We can communicate about the contents of imagination, but also acti-
vate it socially by hearing and internalizing rituals and narratives which become 
beliefs, held by large groups joined by social, political, economic, or religious bonds 
that exceed the limits of human intimacy and the ability to communicate person to 
person, allowing people who are “essential strangers” to “cooperate peacefully” in 
creating organizational structures that exceed individual grasp but extend our reach 
(Bjőrkman, 2019).

 Mind the Gap

 Embracing Change as Imperative

The reality we face in an era of climate change and global pandemic is change of an 
entirely different order than we have had to face within our present lifetimes. It also 
presents an unprecedented opportunity to recalibrate the way we think, value, and 
act. The essence of our era of post-modernism has been to embrace change as an 
end in itself and continually seek novelty for its own sake. We embrace the increas-
ingly rapid advances in technology but lack a well-conceived, articulated, and 
shared ethics that will protect life and ensure equable access to the most founda-
tional requirements for life. Embracing change—the x-factor in the model above—
as imperative also means we embrace the y-factor: stability.

An example of engaging this dialectic is the support on the part of the Canadian 
government of new immigrants who are highly professionally trained, for example, 
physicians, but cannot be immediately certified in their fields upon arrival in a new 
regulatory environment. Canadian employers have consistently identified that inter-
nationally trained professionals (ITPs) are not hired for three key reasons: (1) lack 
of familiarity with Canadian workplace practices, (2) inability to effectively assess 
the relevance of work and education experience obtained abroad, and (3) lack of 
experience working in a typical Canadian team/matrix workplace environment. 
These barriers create significant underemployment for these highly skilled profes-
sionals who have immigrated to Canada. Due to increased immigration, Canada will 
require enhancing immigration policy development by developing broader 
knowledge- transfer systems; this will be important not just to manage immigration 
but ensure equitable knowledge transfer, positive governance of diversity, stability, 
integration, and inclusivity. In short, we need more skilled workers. The primary 
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driver of this increased demand is the aging Canadian labor force, which is pro-
jected to have five million retirees by 2035 and almost no increase in the national 
birth rate. With the advent of the global economy that is characterized by a rapid 
pace and scale of change, the accompanying uncertainty and ambiguity that this has, 
and will create, is changing the skills needed to thrive. One of the key attributes 
most evident in new immigrants is their willingness to “pivot” and embrace change. 
From these new immigrants, we are learning much about the need for resilience in 
the face of the unknown.

 Putting People First

Putting people first means prioritizing human values. When those values are made 
explicit, passion and purpose are evident. The capacity to learn, to be creative, and 
to seek meaning characterizes most people in an organization, not a small few. 
Currently, the standard conditions at work do not allow for the maximization of this 
human potential. It is probably the biggest wasted resource on this planet. One of 
the leading causes of a lack of cultural vitality and personal commitment in organi-
zations is the poor example of leaders toward the opinions and feelings of employ-
ees. And the result is obvious. Assets now have feet (Grant, 2017).

Now, new leaders are emerging in North America and Europe with the rise of 
the Black Lives Matter movement, leaders who are bringing attention to core issues 
like ingrained, institutionalized racism. Public opinion is shifting in a way and to a 
degree that has not been experienced in our lifetimes. The very concept of leader-
ship as individualized is being subsumed within a larger frame of citizens, employ-
ees, and previously excluded stakeholders taking on the power to demand change 
and the responsibility to reframe how we shape the future. The Black Lives Matter 
movement, which has spread far from its origins in protest against Black lives 
senselessly lost to police murder in the USA, may enable us to reach and extirpate 
the root of ingrained racism that can be exemplified by the recent statement by the 
US Senator of Arkansas, Tom Cotton, that slavery was a “necessary evil” in building 
the economy and nation of America, in his aim to discredit the current movement to 
teach the historical facts of slavery as an institution in the USA (Cole, 2020).

 Commitment to Values

We find that a useful way of thinking of human values is to recognize three clusters: 
Foundation values, which ensure our ability to live and function; Focus values, 
meaning the energy we give to solving problems day to day, recognizing opportuni-
ties, and carrying out our personal and institutional missions; and Future values that 
pull us toward a more expansive view that encompasses the largest questions and 
greatest aspirations (and such values are never represented by a number, by earn-
ings, or profits, but rather to what much greater, globally life-enhancing ends those 
resources will be dedicated).
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While embracing change is necessary, sustainability requires a degree of stabil-
ity. We term the set of values that support this as “Foundational” values. They must 
be in place for any structure to withstand the pressures of change even while value 
structures we call “Focus” and “Future” must be flexible enough to move with and 
through it. Many groups find the Foundation in the values expressed in their found-
ing stories. They may also find these stories need to be re-evaluated in order to 
rebuild foundations that will stand into the future.

An example is a global consumer personal care product company founded in the 
nineteenth century when Great Britain and the Western European countries were at 
the height of their colonial power. Managers sent to open markets like Australia, in 
an era when communication took months or years, were selected for their ability to 
gather people and market intelligence and to make decisions that aligned with the 
company’s overall mission to maximize sustained profit. By the twentieth century, 
the company was an established global player and the cachet of country manager-
ship was high in the organization. At the turn of the twenty-first century, corporate 
leadership invoked its founding-era story as a reminder of the strengths of individu-
alistic and empowered country-based market managers, who were responsible for 
maintaining the strength of their brands and localizing the appeal to their markets 
by being in touch with and responsive to the unique cultural preferences of custom-
ers on the ground.

At the same time, corporate leadership was keenly aware that country brand 
leaders felt no responsibility to share success factors or market intelligence gather-
ing methods with other managers and that the future of the company would be 
dependent on cross-pollination of best practices and innovative ideas so that long 
established brands as well as strategically introduced new products would be able to 
sustain the company’s overall market share in an environment of rapidly changing 
demographics, magnified by the impacts of social networking. The efforts of the 
corporate leadership to integrate the definition of leadership as a shared value 
involving peer-to-peer communication, feedback at all levels, and responsibility to 
the corporate strategies and top line overall were initially resisted because they were 
felt to impinge dramatically on the freedom of the country managers to conduct 
their locally focused parts of the business.

Corporate leadership recognized the need to redefine and realign values that 
were based in the foundation story and conducted leadership development training 
that incorporated values alignment. Values alignment by necessity incorporates dia-
logue in order to mutually understand how values are defined locally. A company or 
team may say it values listening and trust, but what that means to each player in 
their own unique environments can vary greatly. The outcome of such a dialogue 
results in expanded understanding of a group’s shared values and a much more dep-
thful understanding of what a value means in practice. Values alignment permits the 
establishment of a spectrum of behaviors that are recognizable by superiors, peers, 
team members, subordinates, shareholders, regulators, and customers as effective 
expressions of a particular value.

The following visualization is adapted from a graphic created by the company’s 
HR manager, who was a member of the executive team. This metaphor helped 
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Fig. 9.4 Values can be recognized in a spectrum of behaviors (Hyatt & DeCiantis, 2014, p. 129)

people in the company to affirm the company’s redefined values and see themselves 
in the values spectrum. Such a metaphor also accommodates the strength of diverse 
values definitions and corresponding behaviors. The key is dialogue whereby the 
values spectrum can be generated, understood, agreed upon, and mandated by ongo-
ing appraisal and reward systems that are grounded in the company values. The 
company spent the next few years conducting small-group dialogue and action plan-
ning sessions to ensure the understanding of shared values company-wide (Fig. 9.4).

 Making It Real

Whenever we have asked participants in leadership seminars, “What is your greatest 
leadership challenge?” the answer is most often “Creating a team culture.” This is 
indeed difficult. But more so when corporate middle managers tell us that the “real 
deal” is that the true priority of higher management, no matter what values they 
publicly espouse, is invariably results. What then is real?

In 2018, the USC Viterbi School of Engineering launched a two-semester engi-
neering course: Innovation In Engineering and Design For Global Crises. Its mis-
sion is twofold, to discern the real needs of real people and to create real-world 
solutions and to immerse students in meaningful and impactful experiential learning 
that makes a difference. In early 2020, just before USC suspended classes due to 
Covid-19, engineering students traveled to the Moria Reception and Identification 
Center in Lesvos, Greece, which houses 20,000 refugees awaiting asylum in a 
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“space built for 3000” (Druhora, 2020). The students immersed themselves in the 
camp inhabitants’ daily lives in order to discern their most pressing needs. The team 
generated nine innovations that addressed unmet needs. These include an app for 
gathering, tracking, and storing refugee medical records; a life-skills educational 
app geared toward displaced teens that have piloted health and safety educational 
content; a “virtual mental healthcare platform for volunteers and aid workers in 
crisis zones that provides tele-counseling sessions with licensed mental healthcare 
professionals pro bono” which is being piloted in Greece and in Southern California 
to support pandemic health workers; and a low-cost system of soft, modular housing 
parts that aid temperature and humidity regulation in makeshift and emergency 
housing such as in the refugee camp and in homeless populations in urban environ-
ments (Druhora, 2020).

Burçin Becerik-Gerber, Dean’s Professor of Civil and Environmental 
Engineering, told participants in the virtual World Human Forum Conference that 
her intent and focus in launching the course had been on generating products. What 
happened instead, she realized, was that the program generated student empower-
ment and commitment that changed lives, not only the lives of the people affected 
by the solutions the team created but also the lives of the students themselves, who 
now see themselves as capable of making real and impacting change for the better. 
One student told the conferees, “Out of all my education, these 6 units changed my 
life,” and “I never realized my passion could overlap with my purpose” (World 
Human Forum, 2020).

 Re-mything Ourselves

Among the five leadership “literacies” enumerated by futurist Bob Johansen (2017) 
is developing the ability to lead “shapeshifting” organizations that morph too 
quickly for command-and-control strategies to be effective. How do we re-myth 
ourselves?

Companies and leaders can be guilty of resting on their creative laurels: all the 
right people are in place; they innovate constantly and support their company’s posi-
tion at the top of the market. At such times it is possible to forget the need to con-
sciously re-examine the myths guiding the company’s soul. Case in point, a 
US-based company that led the field worldwide with a unique, beloved consumer 
product that relied on chemical processes. The technical team at the company was 
topnotch, and the team leader, who was also a subject matter expert, was excellent 
at directing talent toward innovative problem solutions. So innovative in fact that 
whenever a novel chemical variability problem arose that impacted the quality of 
the product, the lavishly budgeted team routinely “invented” a new molecule to 
solve it. Enter change, with the compound challenge of economic downturn and a 
rapidly manifesting displacement of the company’s signature product by attrac-
tively novel technical competitors marketing to a younger generation.

Given suddenly tight new constraints, the team leader was willing to experiment 
with very far out-of-the-box, nontraditional facilitated techniques to shake up the 
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team’s mindset. These included a dream-circle process. Team members received a 
dream “seeding,” and the following day a dream circle was convened following the 
guidelines created by Montague Ullman (1990) for respecting the dreamer and con-
tributors taking “ownership” of dream interpretations to minimize ad hominem pro-
jections and ensure psychological safety in the process. What emerged from this 
novel project were two significant insights: one a recognition of the company’s 
hubristic culture, which made it unable to learn from competitors’ approaches to the 
market, which they mostly ignored, and the realization that the chemical variability 
problem arose out of hand-off issues between functions and could have long before 
been solved by focusing on clear communication and building trust by asking ques-
tions and listening to the answers.

This second insight was offered by a member of the team who had been so effec-
tively sidelined that he was on the point of resigning; and it was offered only after 
others had taken turns. He was the last to speak. He also happened to be in an HR 
liaison position and the sole African-American team member. He had pointed out 
the hand-off issue in the past but had simply been ignored, not through personal 
animus but simple neglect since he was not one of the scientists heroically produc-
ing new molecules; and people of color report often being treated as invisibles. The 
team did not address the racial diversity issue; instead they thanked the team mem-
ber, asked what it would take for him to decide to stay, and waited for his response; 
and the last business of the meeting was analyzing and agreeing on the main points 
and accountabilities for a comprehensive plan to mitigate the hand-off issue. The 
female team leader acknowledged that she had focused too much on the science 
(and the scientists) and articulated her own detailed commitment to prioritizing 
inclusivity and listening to all of her team members and stakeholders as her key, 
continuing responsibility.

This example points out more than one kind of inclusivity. The inclusion of peo-
ple who represent racial/ethnic, national, religious, age, or gender diversity is one 
aspect of inclusion. However, the team member who had been sidelined represented 
not only racial diversity but perhaps even more significantly, cognitive diversity (De 
Ciantis, 2017). Most of the technical team were ideators (a characteristic measured 
as Sufficiency of Originality by the Kirton Adaption-Innovation Inventory, meaning 
that their preference was to sidestep a problem definition such as chemical process 
variability to create novel chemistry each time it appeared). The sidelined team 
member was an Adaptor (in Kirton’s terminology) with regard to creativity: closely 
observing a given situation to identify its local variables and offering small-scale, 
fine-tuned adjustments that in the case of the hand-off problem were agreed by the 
rest of the team to have the greatest short-term potential to solve a persistent prob-
lem in a way that made it much more likely to prove sustainable over time with less 
or no expense. He was also an introvert in a generally extrovert organizational cul-
ture which had an overall “friendly” aspect but also moved at a speed that made it 
difficult for introverts, who tend to spend more time coming to conclusions on evi-
dence before speaking out, to contribute their insights.

Another kind of inclusivity the team’s leader and its members exhibited was a 
readiness to adopt a different kind of novelty, in the form of dramatically 
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nontraditional methods in order to break out of habits of thinking and problem defi-
nition. Many leaders are reluctant to try something that they fear team members will 
reject out of hand and shy away from interventions that will actively challenge sta-
tus quo. We were hired by a global tech company as an innovative experiential 
learning design collaborative with an extensive track record in Silicon Valley to 
co-design innovative, meaningful communication and creativity experiences that 
would challenge the mindsets of young engineers only to have the company ulti-
mately scrap our design recommendations, opting for learning technology that was 
20 years out of date. It became clear they were more afraid of alienating the engi-
neers and risking the loss of talent than they were of minimizing real dysfunction 
and getting the talent organized most effectively to support overall goals. 
Collaboration was not at issue, they claimed; the engineers are extremely collabora-
tive—and we asked ourselves: then why were we hired to help solve a silo problem?

 Traditional Challenge Coping Mechanisms

As outlined by Zohar and Marshall (2004), organizations have traditionally deployed 
three sources of capital and two types of intelligence to create wealth, sustain 
growth, and cope with the challenges and obstacles along its path. Zohar and 
Marshall proposed “spiritual capital” as a values-based business culture where a 
critical mass of individuals act from aspirational values that nourish the human 
spirit. We would like to go a further step to propose a Mythic Economy, based on a 
collective definition of who we are. Everyone has a stake in creating the conditions 
for a good life for all on the planet we share (Table 9.1).

Industrial Economy—based in the exploitation of material resources and the 
transformation through physical processes of raw material into consumable prod-
uct: things that can be bought and sold in a marketplace. This corresponds to one of 
the three main intelligences, three categories of how we come to know about life 

Table 9.1 Types of economic capital

Economy 
type Attribute Intelligence Function Capital

Industrial Material Physical (IQ) What I 
see

Resources—raw inputs; financial, data

Knowledge Mental Rational (IQ) What I 
know

Intellect as applied to systems and 
processes
Information

Experience Emotional Emotional 
(EQ)

What I 
feel

Self-awareness and the ability to relate to 
others
Knowledge

Spiritual Intuitive Reflective 
(EQ)

Who I am Meaning-making in service of a global 
citizen. What we each contribute or not to 
our culture

Mythic Perennial Collective Who We 
are

Archetype and perennial wisdom; self and 
other awareness; values alignment
Mythopoesis
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and the cosmos that we have inherited from Aristotle. It corresponds to techne, one 
of Aristotle’s three categories of knowing. Techne is our way of learning about the 
world through manipulation of its physical properties, through experiment and eval-
uation. It results in quantitative properties that can ultimately be judged in terms of 
their effectiveness and the elegance of solutions with a minimum of means and 
expenditure of resource. It refers to products and solutions that can be replicated and 
transmitted by teaching and example; the scientific method is an example of this 
intelligence and the basis for the successes of the industrial economy.

Knowledge Economy—comes from our ability to use knowledge to create goods 
and services resulting in a change of the basic production structure from the manu-
facturing sectors to service sectors. This shift required that lifelong learning and 
skills renewal became a permanent necessity. This type of intelligence corresponds 
to Aristotle’s episteme: understanding the “real” nature of things through emotion-
ally detached, rational examination and getting as close as we can through data 
collection and abstract modeling to a fundamental reality that lies behind the appar-
ent complexities of variable, subjective contextual manifestations.

Experience Economy—rooted in our emotional connections, to each other and to 
personal experiences, memories, and imaginative engagement with the kind of lives 
we desire to live day to day. The experience economy appeals to personal, focus- 
cluster values through language and image, for example marketplace branding that 
communicates identity and a sense of belonging. This kind of “intelligence” corre-
sponds to Aristotle’s phronesis: how we learn from each other about what the world 
is, for ourselves and others. This way of knowing comprises iterative, ongoing 
dialogue.

Spiritual Economy—expresses the desire to understand deeper psychic layers 
than the quotidian. We seek to know who we are in a fundamental way; we seek 
connection with something outside ourselves that is larger and all-encompassing. 
Through exercise of this intelligence, we may also awaken the emotion of compas-
sion, both for ourselves and for others.

 Now: Mythic Economy

“Economy” comes from the Greek oikos or household, and the concept recognizes 
our “house” as both a highly localized and equally a large, shared space. We are 
collectively responsible for what we prioritize in life at both the smallest and largest 
scale. At no time in human memory has this been more important to remember, as 
we face pandemic and climate change that will force the movement of human com-
munities on a previously unimaginable scale.

A Mythic Economy is collective; it is founded in the perennial wisdom pos-
sessed by humanity. In this light, we may reconsider in a new light an idea that has 
been around for a while, the relationship between data-information-knowledge and 
wisdom. “Data does not equal knowledge,” much less wisdom. We are overwhelmed 
with data; we are nevertheless developing skills in deriving useful information from 
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it. But we lack competence in adequate means to make sense of information in 
holistic ways that might lead us to wisdom in forming policies and constructive 
social practices that benefit all. Leaders must focus on phronesis or practical wis-
dom in making the move beyond data, information, and knowledge. Practical wis-
dom is tacit knowledge acquired from experience that enables people to make 
prudent judgments and to take actions based on the actual situation, guided by val-
ues and morals. When leaders cultivate such knowledge throughout their organiza-
tions, they will be able not only to create fresh knowledge but also to make 
enlightened decisions (Nonaka, 2019, p. 21).

Knowledge needs a context in order to be created and then transmitted to others. 
Nonaka and Konno identified two types of knowledge, explicit and tacit (1998). 
Explicit knowledge can be readily transmitted by words and/or numbers and shared 
in the form of data, an operations manual, or the like. This is the primary form of 
knowledge transmission in the West. In the East, emphasis is placed on tacit knowl-
edge, deeply rooted in personal values and experience over time. As such, it is 
harder to transmit. Nonaka and Konno believed that knowledge creation and trans-
mission is a spiraling process between tacit and explicit knowledge and called their 
model SECI (short form for socialization, externalization, combination, and inter-
nalization). It is based on learning by doing with circumambulation at the core 
(Fig. 9.5).

Socialization—one to one: Here we see the initial interaction between teacher 
and student, expert and beginner. For example: take a task to be learned. The expert 
shows the novice the task to be mastered and shares his or her experiences of com-
pleting this task. The beginner can mimic the expert, imitating the aspects of the 
task at hand. The beginner can ask questions and a discussion can ensue. This initial 
knowledge is shared through the common experience, joint activities, and being in 

Fig. 9.5 Tacit and explicit knowledge (Nonaka, 2019)
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the same environment as opposed to memorization from a textbook or manual. 
Socialization in this sense involves the sharing of the tacit knowledge between 
individuals.

Externalization—shared with a group or team: The translation of the tacit knowl-
edge into comprehensible forms is undertaken so that others may share in the 
knowledge. Stories may be told, models or maps made, and manuals created. 
Ongoing dialogue takes place to support the physical creation of the knowledge. 
What was before tacit knowledge is now made explicit.

Combination—shared with an organization: Here new knowledge is shared 
within the organization by presentations or meetings whereby dialogue continues 
and the explicit knowledge is refined. The knowledge at this point may be edited or 
processed in order to make it commonly usable. This is explicit to explicit knowl-
edge creation.

Internationalization—becomes praxis: The last stage is the conversion of the 
explicit knowledge into tacit knowledge. This internalization relies on two dimen-
sions. First, the explicit has to be embodied into concrete action, such as through 
training programs. Second, the explicit knowledge is embodied through the doing—
experiential learning is key. The knowledge then is internalized and no longer is 
consciously undertaken, but it is unconsciously adopted and becomes a matter of 
ongoing practice—the “ways things are done around here.” The student now 
becomes the master and the cycle continues.

And when does knowledge become wisdom? We believe this is a mythic ques-
tion. It occurs in the same imaginal space as myth. Tomas Bjorkmann speaks of the 
“collective imaginary.” Kenton Hyatt describes the process whereby Western phi-
losophy and ultimately psychology came to recognize the qualities of human know-
ing hidden within the unconscious. Science increasingly validates myth. Although 
we in the West may need to turn Aristotle on his head, we would do well to remem-
ber that he bequeathed us a notion of the “constructive phantasia,” each of our 
capacity for mental representation that stands between “the outer world of experi-
ence and the inner world of knowledge” (De Ciantis, 2019, p. 75).

 Chapter Takeaways

This is an unprecedented time in history that gives us all the opportunity and respon-
sibility to re-create the myths we live by. This means re-evaluating and redefining 
principles that have become empty words and creating new narratives that guide 
both our daily decisions and our strategies for a survivable future. All aspects of our 
human capabilities—from science to the arts—must be put on the table for consid-
eration through inclusive dialogues with the purpose of consciously co-creating the 
reality-based narratives that will guide our daily decisions, policies, and long-term 
strategies. The mythic view we propose incorporates the concept of mythopoesis—
the conscious re-creation of mythic stories to illuminate renewed values, giving us 
the ability to face present needs and create the capabilities to confront them. In 
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re-mything ourselves, we need to collectively embrace change as imperative, put 
people first, and commit to values and make it real.

What we have learned from our former experiences and our current contexts is 
that revalorizing the wisdom we already possess is both necessary and takes time. It 
cannot be obtained in a weekend retreat or a quick Band-Aid leadership program. 
Diversity requires honest dialogue and then time to reflect and absorb the ideas 
presented and then more dialogue “for the common good.” If we commit to this 
process, perhaps Covid-19 is a blessing in disguise for it has forced all of us to slow 
down and start evaluating what really is essential for our survival.

 Reflection Questions

 1. What is your attitude toward change? Toward stability? What can you do to 
ensure needed stability without stifling needed change?

 2. What does it mean in your life and work context to put people first? How do you 
define diversity? How are you contributing to a diverse environment? What com-
mitments do you need to make in order to put people first?

 3. What is most important to you? To your organization? How can you ensure that 
the values you and others hold are mutually discussed and fully understood? 
How can you “live” your most deeply held values?

 4. How do you define what is “real”? How do you define power? How transparent 
are your policy-setting processes? How can you contribute to clear assessments 
of who benefits by decisions made and by what means?

 5. How willing are you to face a future of uncertainty? What stories and exemplars 
give meaning to your life? How can you take personal responsibility for shaping 
the future?
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Chapter 10
Understanding and Reformulating Mental 
Models

Babar Dharani and Kurt April

Abstract Building simplified models using prior information from experiences 
and learnings from reality is a natural propensity of the mind. Inputs from any new 
stimuli encountered are processed through mental models for quick action towards 
the stimuli, serving a vital purpose for survival. However, since mental models are 
created using prior information, they are susceptible to errors if the information is 
incomplete, false, miscommunicated, misinterpreted, or if correct information is 
ignored. They are also at risk of an oversimplification of reality, stale knowledge, as 
well as misapplication of knowledge. The role of leadership is argued to facilitate 
changes to the mental model of the followers, either by ‘exploitation’ of them for 
gradual refinement and sculpting or by ‘exploration’ of new mental models by shat-
tering existing ones. The balancing act of ‘exploitation’ of current mental models 
and ‘exploration’ of new mental models is the paradox for leadership for achieving 
an optimal pace of change for leading followers into new paradigms. From a self- 
leadership perspective,  limiting stumbling blocks to reform mental models and 
facilitate their evolution through enablers can allow for an optimal degree of flexi-
bility in mental models to be aspired towards to ensure their continued usefulness.

Keywords Design thinking · Exploitation · Exploration · Knowledge · Leadership

 Introduction

In everyday language, a physical model is a depiction of an actual person, place, 
animal, or thing, which is typically a three-dimensional, smaller-scale, simplified 
representation of the original. The manageable scale of models assists in grasping 
aspects from reality where their scale can inhibit comprehension (e.g. models of the 
universe or the atom). Models also serve the vital purpose of allowing accessibility 
where the real objects are inaccessible (e.g. models of dinosaurs which allows for 
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learning about them despite never encountering one). Models can also provide a 
useful tool for obtaining experiential knowledge through a  proxy (e.g. a walk-
through model of a space station prior to an astronaut’s visit to one). Similarly, mod-
els may also permit an enhanced understanding of future developments of things 
that currently do not exist (e.g. architectural models of buildings or miniature mod-
els of cars and aircrafts under development). Thus, models by representing historic, 
currently existing, as well as expected (projected) things from reality serve their 
users as a tool for representing information to enhance understanding.

Models can also be representative of concepts, where the models are analogous 
to the process or structure of a phenomenon, event, or situation. Such models are 
usually presented as a simplified diagram. Like three-dimensional physical models, 
conceptual models also serve similar purposes. In addition, they also allow for visu-
alization of concepts that may be invisible, thus enhancing comprehension for the 
user (such as the water cycle, where evaporation is ‘visualized’ by the reader due to 
its diagrammatic depiction in the model). Not only do models represent simplified 
information to enhance understanding, they frequently serve the purpose of fore-
casting  – to enhance predictability (such as weather forecasting, or behavioural 
models).

While a model is an external representation of an existing thing or phenomenon, 
Craik (1943, p. 61) theorized the human mind’s tendency to construct such ‘small- 
scale models of external reality’ in the mind to process alternative reactions and to 
use the knowledge of past events to deal with the future, which he called ‘mental 
models’. Craik’s theory was that the mind acts like a machine, modelling or forming 
symbols for new external events and finding parallels from experience, and this 
process itself was the basis for thought and explanation (Craik, 1943). He thus 
effectively described what was to go on to become the central tenant of the field of 
cognitive science, the idea of the mental model as a computational structure (Jones 
et al., 2011). Rook (2013, p. 42), many decades later, similarly defined a mental 
model to be: ‘A concentrated, personally constructed, internal conception, of exter-
nal phenomena (historical, existing or projected), or experience, that affects how a 
person acts’.

The analogy with a model is significant, as similar to models, mental models also 
represent historic, currently existing, as well as expected (projected) things from 
reality and, as a result, mental models serve very similar purposes to a model. 
Mental models: ‘… enable individuals to make inferences and predictions, to under-
stand phenomena, to decide what actions to take and to control its execution and, 
above all, to experience events by proxy; they allow language to be used to create 
representations comparable to those deriving from direct acquaintance with the 
world; and they relate words to the world by way of conception and perception’ 
(Johnson-Laird, 1983, p. 397). Since mental models are socially constructed (Berger 
& Luckmann, 1966) using information obtained from prior experiences or learnings 
that is internally organised as a model, any similar representations that are encoun-
tered are associated to a mental model, and processed through it, which generates an 
appropriate or inappropriate action in response to the stimulus encountered.
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 The Fundamental Purpose of Mental Models

A foundational purpose of the mind is to detect threats to one’s survival (Darwin, 
1859; Howard, 2009). As such, a fundamental functioning of the workings of the 
psyche is to protect one from dangers that may harm an individual – either physi-
cally or mentally (Smit, 2014). To do so, whenever one encounters any external 
object or situation, the learnings from the experience are retained by the mind. 
Gradually, with increased experiences and learnings, the mind builds models based 
on these experiences and learnings and applies them to future experiences to predict 
outcomes. Personal constructivism theorises that people organize their experiences 
and learnings for sensemaking of everyday life, as well as psychologically antici-
pating outcomes (Pande & Bharathi, 2020). The mind, using the input from the 
stimuli through the senses, processes the information through an appropriate mental 
model regarding similar stimuli and aims to predict outcomes. For example, having 
had the experience of being bitten by a fox previously, the mental model may asso-
ciate other animals with potential harm. Upon encountering another animal at a later 
point in time, such as a dog, the mental model processes the stimulus through the 
most similar and relevant mental model that it regards as appropriate for decision- 
making in the scenario faced. The response or reaction using the model is one 
deemed most appropriate for self-preservation, and a vital purpose of the mental 
model is to speed the reactions to stimuli, as faster assessments of threats can help 
to ensure survival. Thus, mental models act as a predictive tool to quickly assess the 
stimuli one encounters for increasing the likelihood of self-preservation.

Basic behaviourist theories explain behaviour based on respondent theory or 
classical conditioning (Pavlov, 1929), where: ‘Behaviour is seen as directly (auto-
matically) elicited by antecedent stimuli in the environment’ (Thomas & Segal, 
2006, p. 142) that are: ‘processes that operate automatically and need not involve 
conscious reflective thought’ (Thomas & Segal, 2006, p. 164). Alternatively, behav-
iour may be explained by operant theory: ‘… named for its emphasis on behaviour 
that is identified by its consequences in the environment (technically termed contin-
gencies of reinforcement)’ (Thomas & Segal, 2006, p. 142), where positive or nega-
tive reinforcement of behaviour leads to development consistent behaviour patterns 
(Lejeune et  al., 2006; Skinner, 2009). Such consistent behaviour is indicative of 
formations of mental models by the psyche for processing of responses and dictat-
ing behaviour when encountering similar stimuli.

 Featured Case in Point: Utilizing User’s Mental Models 
for Technology Adoption

Due to their influence on behaviour explained earlier, mental models can help shape 
the approach to solving problems and performing tasks. As the world embarked on 
the fourth industrial revolution (Hewitt, 2017), more and more of our everyday 
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requirements are moving onto digital platforms, which required human-computer 
interactions. However, mental models regarding operations of these tasks were 
founded outside the digital world. To facilitate technological adoption, metaphors 
were used to name various aspects of the digital interface, such as the top of a desk 
is used to name the interface a ‘desktop’, discarding of documents in ‘trash’, and 
saving documents in ‘files’ and ‘folders’, to name a few. These were named and 
designed to assist with the cognitive leap needed for techonological adoption by 
‘exploitation’ of existing mental models (Riggins & Slaughter, 2006).

As such, when creating something unfamiliar, designers base it on the familiar to 
help the users make the connection by tapping into their mental models. Once peo-
ple are more familiar with the new paradigm, only thereafter can designers start 
evolving the interface, as a means for a step-by-step developing or sculpting of the 
mental model held by the users. For example, note-taking moved from typically 
yellow, lined paper using a pen or a pencil onto the screen. To facilitate the adoption 
of technology, the application designed for note-taking was named ‘notepad’ and 
resembled the physical note-paper for faster association with note-taking. Similarly, 
digitalized contact lists had stark similarities to earmarked letters of the alphabet 
and leather-bound covers of contact books that were used for purposes before digi-
tization. Once users grew accustomed to the new paradigm and its functioning, not 
having leather imagery on digital contact books, as well as doing away with alpha-
betical earmarks, and adopting a flat design rather than using buttons evolved.

Mental models are not only tapped into naming new techonological tools and 
their aesthetics but also as sets of experiences, of how to operate and the expecta-
tions of how to perform any task. The better aligned the new paradigm is to the men-
tal models of the users, the easier it can be adopted, hence speeding up the adoption 
process and making it less likely for the paradigm to be rejected (not adopted by 
new users) (Renaud & van Biljon, 2008). Apple Technology Company, led by Steve 
Jobs, greatly tapped into basic mental models that were largely shared by the world 
population. This was one of the reasons for their products’ success. Turning of 
pages by stroking the screen is similar to a physical paper or book, closing of appli-
cation with the gesture of the finger as if it were being discarded, and other novel but 
basic manoeuvring made it optimally user-friendly. They were revolutionary com-
pared to their competitors who tapped less into users’ mental models, for example, 
pressing a button with an arrow to move to the next page or to scroll down the screen 
and clicking a button with a cross on it to close a screen. By tapping into shared 
mental models of the users, user-friendliness was greatly enhanced as operations of 
the system felt intuitive and led to reactions by the interface that was easily predict-
able by the user. This gave the company a significant advantage towards late adopt-
ers, such as the elderly and younger children, who did not need to embark on steep 
learning curves to adapt the technology (Renaud & van Biljon, 2008).
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 Problems with Mental Models

Since models are a useful tool, it is unsurprising that they form an integral part of 
several disciplines for which model-building rules and norms are devised so that it 
is accurately understood by its audience by following the norms of representation. 
For example, in theory building, academic models are built on prior knowledge, a 
philosophical structure of logical forms, obeying the formal rules for theories of 
reasoning and researching for their development to ensure an accurate reflection of 
what they represent (Shepherd & Suddaby, 2017). Also, many academic models aim 
to enhance predictivity, a process that uses data and statistics to forecast outcomes 
with data models (Davis et al., 2007). Despite formalized processes of developing 
academic models, review processes, and rigour, the world has seen proposals of 
certain models and their subsequent collapse due to the use of alternative reasoning 
and perspectives, exploring of nuances, and use of newer and more sophisticated 
research techniques.

What academia and other disciplines have formalized is a natural tendency for 
humans to create small-scale models of reality to anticipate outcomes. However, 
unlike models by disciplines, the foundational reasoning behind the development of 
mental models is not based on logical form (Johnson-Laird, 2013); as such, they are 
prone to unsubstantiated forms of reasoning, use of questionable information, and 
imperfect forecasting in a new scenario. Mental models are built on individual expe-
riences, which are firstly random in the likelihood of occurrence and, secondly, 
subjective in the varied emphasis and understanding of different aspects of experi-
ences. Additionally, the lack of testing, rigour, and validity that academic models 
embrace is led through subjective psychological evaluations and judgements in the 
case of personal mental models. Thus, mental models, void of foundational reason-
ing, testing, and critique, are prone to inaccuracies. As a result, mental models can 
be challenged by the notion that: ‘We cannot be sure that we actually know [some-
thing] and haven’t somehow been ‘tricked’ into believing it by our senses’ 
(Buckingham et al., 2011, p. 13). Senge (1990, p. 8) took the theory into the organi-
zational learning space and described mental models as deeply ingrained assump-
tions, generalizations, or even pictures of images that influence how we understand 
the world and how we take action. Those assumptions are developed from child-
hood, life experiences, socialization and culture, peers and family, as well as educa-
tion and reading (April & April, 2007). Chapman and Ferfolja (2001) explore many 
such challenges of mental models which are briefly discussed below:

 Mental Models Built with and without Cultural Knowledge

Indigenous knowledge in each culture has developed over centuries, and it is passed 
on between generations through watching adults, followership of customs, and 
learnings from stories or folklore. Folklore, due to the lack of written text but a 
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verbal transfer of knowledge from one generation to the next, is highly susceptible 
to losing the knowledge that the tradition represented. For example, ‘ulwaluko’ 
(Morrell, 1998) refers to the passage of boyhood to manhood in the isiXhosa lan-
guage of South Africa. It includes male circumcision, and if administered with due 
care, the psychological transformation it perpetrates in boys is well understood, 
respected, and cherished by the community (Unterhalter, 2000). The mental model 
arising from it is that a man is considered a boy unless circumcised and having 
undergone ‘ulwaluko’. Such traditional knowledge remains relevant, and the mental 
model of associating ‘ulwaluko’ with manhood or ‘indoda’ (Mfecane, 2016) serves 
a purpose to that community. On the contrary female circumcision is a tradition fol-
lowed by many cultures, but the knowledge of its purpose and use has been lost over 
the generations. The real origins remain obscure, even though the practice has been 
noted, by researchers, in Egyptian mummies in 163 BC, is speculated to have links 
to slavery, is believed to have been a religious requirement, is an outgrowth of 
human sacrificial practices, and sometimes is linked to ideas of early population 
control (Wilson, 2013). In the absence of knowledge, such a mental model of asso-
ciating female circumcision with womanhood bears the risk of becoming a mean-
ingless ritual, leading to serious repercussions on the well-being of women and for 
societies that follow them without questioning the knowledge and meaning behind 
the mental model. As a result, speculation and dangerous, alternative theories 
emerge to fill the void, e.g. as a way to control women’s sexuality, to protect young 
girls from being raped, to ensure virginity before marriage and fidelity afterward, 
and to increase male sexual pleasure, and multiple claims about the supposed health 
benefits for females even though the WHO has expressly asserted that it carries no 
health benefits for females are extremely dangerous, and the practice only serves 
male hegemony through suppression of girls and women.

 Stale Mental Models

It is argued that no two experiences are ever the same as, the Greek philosopher, 
Heraclitus expressed through the analogy of a river. While one can step into the 
same river numerous times, one cannot touch the exact same water when one steps 
into a river. As such, he argued against the concept of a river as a static constant 
(Buckingham et al., 2011). Similarly, mental models may be formed by prior expe-
riences or learnt behaviour towards an external person, object, phenomena, or expe-
rience, but when the psyche acts on them based on prior knowledge in a new 
situation, based on Heraclitus’ philosophical stance, the psyche is argued to always 
be projecting. Projection by the psyche is also embedded in the aim at survival, as a 
thorough investigation of all the qualities of a new stimulus requires time and pro-
jection allows for a quicker assessment of the qualities of new stimuli by drawing 
information from prior experiences and learnings and projecting them onto the new 
(Baumeister et al., 1998).

Since models use information from learnings or past experiences, while they can 
be highly relevant and useful, they are at risk of becoming acutely irrelevant and 
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inaccurate under new circumstances and environmental changes (Chapman & 
Ferfolja, 2001). For example, stories of many mythical heroes who slew beasts to 
protect their romantic interests, loved ones, or their communities are common tales 
(Goethals & Allison, 2012). However, the context in many communities has 
changed, where attitudes have now shifted from ‘protection from beasts’ to ‘protec-
tion of beasts’. Surges in the extinction of species and depletion of the natural envi-
ronment they lived in have led to a greater emphasis on species and environmental 
protection, requiring a change in mental models that associate slaying of beasts with 
heroism to an association of conservation with heroism.

 Mental Models Built on False Information

The world has always faced the risk of acquiring unsubstantiated and invalid infor-
mation from unreliable sources (Chapman & Ferfolja, 2001). Amongst these are 
presumed facts, such as claims that one must drink two litres of pure water a day, 
historical claims of facts such as Napoleon Bonaparte was short compared to men 
of his era, and even observational discrepancies such as the Great Wall of China 
being visible from space, to name a few. Such information is fitted into the dominant 
mental models of the time, for example, associating drinking less than two litres of 
water with ill-health. Mental models associated with these are arguably more rigid 
and difficult to break away from due to these ‘fake facts’ regarded as basic knowl-
edge. Despite being erroneous, they occupy the space of ‘general knowledge’ in 
everyday life. The risk of false information is greater in our day and age, as we live 
in an era of an abundance of information, which is available at the click of a button. 
However, a consequence of it has been that production of information has also been 
compromised, leading to a host of unreliable sources that may be trusted, and their 
reasoning, understanding, and information accepted as true, bearing with it the risk 
of developing mental models of false information.

 Oversimplified Mental Models

The definition of a model entails that it aims to simplify the reality for ease of com-
prehension and allows the use of the mental model in new situations. Simplification 
is achieved by ignoring nuances and encouraging an understanding of the world 
through categorization into pigeonholes. While it allows people an enhanced per-
ception of sensemaking of new stimuli encountered and avoids being overwhelmed 
in the exploration of the details (Riggins & Slaughter, 2006), it is at the risk of an 
oversimplification of reality. While nuances can allow for models to become more 
complex, it would entail that the complexification of the model is required to per-
sist to a degree that the model is as complex as the reality in itself, thus failing at 
facilitate comprehension. An example of such simplification is a racial identity 
associated with overgeneralized behaviours (Rushton, 1995) without exploring 
intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1991) that recognizes the many identity constructs that 
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form the identity of an individual. For example, oversimplified mental models have 
sketched an association between intelligence and race, ignoring the fact that race 
may be associated with an individual's socio-economic background that may not 
facilitate children of certain racial backgrounds to attend better schools or institutes 
of higher education, therefore, locking them out of powerful, informational net-
works, have less or no time from overworked/absent parents who could assist with 
homework and mentoring, may need to spend out-of-school time themselves work-
ing in the home or jobs. Such simplifications also do not account for family compo-
sition in patterning socio-economic inequalities – all of which can influence their 
academic opportunities and ultimate abilities. While simplication of reality is nec-
essary to form models, the consequences of such over-generalised and simplified 
mental models are grave on those facing marginalisation due to them.

 Mental Models Built on Miscommunicated 
and Misinterpreted Information

There may be a lack of congruity between the intended communication and its 
receipt, interpretation, and/or consequential interventions. This leads to misinter-
preted experiences and information. When in receipt of the same source of informa-
tion, there may be an assumed reassurance that others possess the same understanding. 
These assumptions of ‘common knowledge’ halt opportunities for learning from 
one another, as well as lead to interpersonal miscommunications. Based on varied 
reasoning and interpretations, people can develop a significantly different under-
standing of the same stimuli. For example, philosophical reasoning behind a mental 
model may be founded on rationalism (a scientific reasoning process to acquire 
knowledge of the world) or empiricism (that argues that one’s knowledge of the 
world comes not from reason, but experience) (Buckingham et al., 2011) which can 
lead to different understandings of the information received. As such, a risk that 
information may be adjusted by the minds of people receiving them can lead to 
profound differences in mental models from the same source of information. 
Different mental models arising from the same sources of information are at an 
inherent risk of at least some of the models being incorrect.

 Mental Models Built by Misapplying Valid Knowledge

Knowledge can be immensely useful for appropriate action for desired results. For 
example, the fundamentals of Darwin’s theory of natural selection (Darwin, 1859) 
were successfully used to help eliminate a fatal genetic disease, Tay-Sachs, from the 
Orthodox Jewish community in Brooklyn. This was done by ensuring that all con-
gregations underwent a blood test and marriages were endorsed by the faith, based 
on genetic compatibility for the avoidance of the disease in future children. 
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Ironically, a prominent example of the misapplied theory of Darwin also involves 
people of the Jewish faith, as it was drawn on by the Nazi government of Germany 
to create the concept of a master race, and an explaination for the genocide referred 
to as ‘the final solution’ (Mitchell, 1996). While it may be argued that the knowl-
edge was intentionally twisted by the regime, its acceptance as a mental model by 
the  Nazi-party followers is difficult to contest. As such, while the foundational 
knowledge may be reliable and accurate, models that fail in correct application of it 
can lead to catastrophic consequences.

 Incomplete Mental Models

Acquiring complete information is a near-impossible task. Even when limiting the 
scope, for example, to an organization, it retains its difficulty. In reference to orga-
nizational knowledge, Chapman and Ferfolja (2001) state that access to information 
may be limited by organizational structures, such as departments or divisions that 
lead to compartmentalized knowledge, or only top management having a holistic 
view of the organization, referred to as power-knowledge. For example, the big four 
accounting firms (Deloitte, Ernst & Young, KPMG, and PriceWaterhouseCoopers) 
are some of the largest and most profitable partnerships in the world. They provide 
services such as audit and assurance, tax advisory, and compliance, as well as con-
sultancy services, to name a few. Each division faces different levels of competition 
in different geographies, and, as such, cross-selling of services to the clients is a 
vital tool to ensure profitability. Yet, a major problem faced by the firms is the lack 
of knowledge of other service offerings to facilitate cross-selling to their cus-
tomer base.

 Mental Models Ignoring True Information

Acceptance of information as accurate is subject to a host of factors, including its 
reasoning. Illogical reasoning may not allow for information to be accepted. 
However, reasoning may be ill-presented, and fallacies that are convincingly ‘sold’ 
may be accepted. Similar to fake information that bears the risk of acceptance, reli-
able information may not be accepted should the reasoning disagree with any philo-
sophical biases or if it is not argued convincingly. Such information may be rejected, 
generating incorrect mental models, or ignored, in which case a mental model is not 
impacted by it. This may be founded on personal or interpersonal reasons such as 
personality differences or a lack of trust. However, deeming a correct source unreli-
able could also be the result of fixed and predetermined ideas.
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 Mental Models and Leadership

Based on the above challenges, managing one’s mental models emerges as a neces-
sity because it is fundamentally embedded in survival and instincts. Many theoreti-
cal frameworks can assist regarding it, for example, by acknowledging the lack of 
universal validity of mental models, a cognitive awareness can develop regarding 
their shortcomings (Schraw, 1998); by understanding one’s own behavioural 
response to stimuli, triggers can be identified that activate mental models for better 
personal control of the use of mental models instead of their use as an automated 
behavioural response (de Graaf, 2019); and self-reflection of the natural evolution 
of mental models within oneself can link it to the psyche’s mental and physical 
protection notions associated with mental models (Hamilton, 1970). As such, self- 
leadership of mental models need to, firstly, thoroughly question the mental model’s 
validity. Additionally, similar to physical or diagrammatic models, design thinking 
can assist in moulding mental models. ‘In order to develop a capacity for design 
thinking …[one] must first acknowledge and confront their built-in bias for exploi-
tation and analytical thinking, their tendency to favor reliability over validity’ 
(Leavy, 2010, p. 8). As such, even when validity is assessed in favour of the mental 
model, it is the degree of reliability that needs a cognitive assessment and interroga-
tion through the rigorous divergent and convergent approaches of design thinking 
(whole brain thinking and the drawing in of multiple perspectives).

It can be argued that the role of a leader is to facilitate momentum for movement 
into new paradigms, thus advancing and developing/growing oneself in the case of 
self-leadership or followers in the case of leadership. To do so, mental models of the 
followers need to be challenged, critiqued, reformed, moulded, or shattered, based 
on the leader’s assessment of the requirement at hand. The assessment of the 
requirement and desired pace of change to new paradigms can be argued to be the 
ongoing and necessary challenge for leadership. Since mental models are a natural 
working of the mind and form an integral part of information processing and orga-
nization by the mind that contribute to one’s instincts, intuitions, as well as cogni-
tive responses, they cannot be eliminated. Similar to the challenges of adoption of a 
novel design, where new designs leverage on mental models for enhanced accep-
tance (exploitation) or opt for a more dramatic shift in design to hurl adopters into a 
new paradigm (exploration), options for moulding mental models present an array 
between the polar opposite choices of exploitation and exploration. One of the attri-
butes of design thinking is that it caters to attempts for achieving the most effective 
balance between these two. The balancing act of these opposing forces can be 
argued to be the nature of the paradox for leadership – the balancing of ‘exploration’ 
of new mental models and ‘exploitation’ of current mental models for achieving the 
optimal pace of change into new paradigms by leaders.

Mental models can also be reinforced through agreement by others with similar 
mental models. Though the psyche is more sensitive to reinforcement during child-
hood, positive or negative reinforcements of one’s mental models can occur through-
out life. Reassurances of mental models by those in leadership positions who may 
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share one’s mental models present an influential reinforcement. Leaders may either 
confirm one’s mental models by voicing them out loud and lead society or organiza-
tions based on those or by designing things that operate in a way that provides posi-
tive reinforcement (Skinner, 2009). The reassurance of one’s mental models boosts 
one’s self-esteem by feelings of having been proved right, that is, through acknowl-
edgement of accuracy of the information processing and organizational ability 
(Loughlin & Alexander, 2012), hinting towards one’s wisdom. They also limit the 
need for exploration or challenging one’s mental models, which can be anxiety- 
inducing. From a leadership point of view, tapping into people’s mental models is 
founded on positive affect for the followers and can allow for enhanced willingness 
to transition to new paradigms (Guba & Lincoln, 2008), yet ensuring ease of transi-
tion by managing negative affect associated with change. By doing so, such leader-
ship can help their followers, either for  nations,  civilizations, societies, 
communitites, or employees, by encouraging people to gradually absorb new infor-
mation to slowly change their mental models to eventually lead to reformed ones 
and subsequent advancement to new paradigms.

However, there is an abundance of shortcomings of mental models, primary 
amongst these is epistemological challenges (Byrne, 2016) which question the 
sources, relevance, and scope of information used for building mental models, as 
well as the nature of the knowledge, its justification, and rationality. Shortcomings 
of mental models have led to immense suffering, including female circumcision, 
Nazi atrocities, as well as prejudice against groups of people, to name a few. Such 
pieces of evidence are stark warnings against tapping into people’s superficial men-
tal models or ‘exploitation’ of uncritical mental models, to propel oneself into lead-
ership roles by reinforcement of flawed societal (Werhane et al., 2011) or shared 
in-group mental models (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). Such examples, together with fast 
pace change in paradigms the world faces today, justify the need for enlightened and 
conscientized leadership to shatter societal mental models and enforce the ‘explora-
tion’ of new mental models for a radical leap to a paradigm shift (Riggins & 
Slaughter, 2006). While the pace of change of such a transition may leave some 
followers behind, the values-based cause (such as human rights violations, contin-
ued discrimination and gender inequality, or irrelevant/out-of-touch organizational 
approaches and stances) may well justify such an approach by leaders.

 Enablers and Stumbling Blocks

According to neuroscientists, the treatment of lived experiences and perspectives as 
‘truths’ reduces the load that mental models place on our working memories, but 
also raises the consequence of systematic errors in deduction – which we term as 
stumbling blocks. One of the tenants of stumbling blocks is the key limitation that 
individuals can only filter new information according to the closeness with what 
their mental models can perceive as the ‘truth’ and may simply reject evidence that 
does not comply with this (Hastie & Dawes, 2001). This is extended when we then 
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actively seek out information that confirms our current understanding, a phenome-
non described as confirmation bias (Klayman & Ha, 1987). Kahneman (2011) takes 
this further, describing our excessive confidence in what we believe we know and 
our apparent inability to acknowledge the full extent of our ignorance and the uncer-
tainty of the world we live in (Kahneman, 2011). An example might be a white, 
privileged male who views others, particularly women and people of colour, in 
lesser terms (and stereotyped notions of credibility, competence, intelligence, and 
even humanhood) as a result of a deeply rooted system of self, reinforced through 
how history and the media have portrayed and continues to portray others, as well 
as through the lack of diversity in his personal networks and the US- and European- 
dominated literature he chooses to only engage with. Even emotions and moods, 
which become internal markers and prime individuals for future events through past 
decisions, are known to affect our mental models and memory, dictate and constrain 
which bits of information are used by individuals, and ultimately (often incorrectly) 
influence our choices and often cause us to repeat unhelpful behaviours (Friedman, 
2004; Zey, 1992). Our research has unearthed several stumbling blocks, and we list 
a few salient ones here: individuals moving in social networks that reinforce their 
embedded beliefs and assumptions (treating it as ‘common wisdom’), individuals 
hearing only what they expect to hear from others; individuals unable to accept the 
subjectivity of reality and ‘truth,’ when individuals have incomplete information 
they fill in the gaps with assumptions and their ‘stories,’ and, assuming that others, 
not in their close social network, look at the world the same way that they do.

Alternatively, an innate orientation towards learning and purposeful curiosity 
(April & April, 2007) serves to overcome stereotypical and irrelevant mental mod-
els – which we term as enablers. Such learning and curiosity could manifest latticed 
mental models emanating from such activities as, for example, exposure to the liter-
ary and performing arts (if technical in background) and to science (if artistic in 
background), exploring activities related to psychological archetypes which are dif-
ferent from one’s own, having an interest outside of one’s work expertise and tech-
nical domain, and a love for reading as broadly and deeply as possible from a 
multitude of disciples as suggested by the billionaire Chairman of Berkshire 
Hathaway, Warren Buffett. In our hypothetical white, male example above, we 
know from the intergroup contact theory research of Pettigrew and Tropp (2006) 
and others, for instance, that in-group and out-group identities can either be man-
aged in ways that deepen prejudice and cause social conflict, or they can be facili-
tated in such a way that they create an understanding of the other and a willingness 
to compromise for the sake of shared values and the achievement of the common 
good. Our research has unearthed a number of other enablers, and we list a few 
salient ones here: individuals regularly share their ideas and are open to/ask for criti-
cal and constructive feedback from others and vice versa (reciprocal enquiry); indi-
viduals make their assumptions explicit for examination by others in dialogue; 
individuals purposefully seek out and regularly engage others who are different 
from themselves; individuals adopt an orientation of being willing to ‘let go’ 
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(change acceptance) in order to be transformed by others’ experiences and/or 
 perspectives; and, individuals spend reflective time with themselves, conducting a 
robust interrogation of the ‘truths’ and assumptions which they hold. Munger (2005, 
p. 55) neatly summarizes the necessary orientation: ‘... just as multiple factors shape 
almost every system, multiple models from a variety of disciplines, applied with 
fluency, are needed to understand that system’.

 Chapter Takeaways

While mental models are integral to how the mind operates and serve a vital role in 
survival, they are susceptible to errors arising from a host of aspects of their cre-
ation. In recognition of both the need for mental models and their susceptibility to 
failures, it can be argued that mental models need to be flexible. This entails that 
they need to be built, broken, and reformed as and when required, thus requiring 
self-leadership for managing one’s own mental models or leadership for moulding 
followers’ mental models. In a world that is changing at a faster pace than ever 
before, the risk of mental models going stale is higher, thus further supporting this 
need. By limiting stumbling blocks to their reform and facilitating their evolution 
through enablers, an optimal degree of flexibility in mental models can be aspired 
towards for ensuring their continued usefulness. From a leadership perspective, the 
paradox lies in balancing of ‘exploration’ of new mental models and ‘exploitation’ 
of current mental models for achieving the optimal pace of change to progressing 
towards new paradigms. Design thinking presents a helpful framework for attempt-
ing to achieve the most effective balance between these two.

 Reflection Questions

 1. Identify a situation/s where your mental model/s failed you to assess their degree 
of validity.

 2. Evaluate instances of mental model failure/trauma that led to changes in your 
mental model.

 3. Assess if there are scenarios where the new refined mental model is likely to fail 
again to test its reliability.

 4. What enablers can assist you in the continual refining of your mental models to 
minimize failure and/or ensure that your ideas and perspectives remain relevant?

 5. Which stumbling blocks may hinder your progressive refinement of your mental 
models or stop you from experiencing more/all of reality?
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Chapter 11
Nurturing Sustainability as a Future- 
Oriented Strategy

Roger Hilton and Diane McCann

Abstract Leaders must be aligned both spiritually and emotionally as well as 
delivering sustainable outcomes for the businesses that they lead. For a business, the 
commitment of all stakeholders including the board, employees, and suppliers 
means an obligation to deliver quality and service excellence to its customers to 
ensure satisfaction and long-term loyalty while ensuring meeting all necessary com-
pliance and government regulations where applicable. All the stakeholders and par-
ticularly leaders must be conscious in delivering this commitment. Consciousness 
means being able to make choices, not from a reactive mind but an emotionally 
attuned place that supports the protecting of the planet and ensures all people enjoy 
peace and prosperity and economic survival. Company executives need to develop 
a strategy to create a culture of sustainable practice to balance profit, people, and the 
planet, and all leaders within the business from the senior management down to the 
shop floor and all customer-facing staff must be mindful and be a part of the deploy-
ment of this strategy. We are living in extraordinary times  – a world of limited 
resources and challenges that need solving. Business has a huge role to play here as 
we transition from one way of “doing business” to another. These extraordinary 
times are not only due to the 2020 pandemic but general changes in society towards 
assessing climate change, diversity of leadership, and heartfelt communication. We 
can take the safe path and do what we are “expected” to do, make profit, etc. Or we 
can listen to a calling that comes from somewhere deep inside ourselves that asks 
for more. We are at a tipping point of a new future that will impact generations to 
come, and we can either destroy ourselves or create a whole new world, a world that 
works for everyone. Business can be used to improve lives; there is a movement 
happening, a movement of people helping people – being a pioneer in new areas, 
not even considered just a few short years ago.
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 Introduction

The US Environmental Protection Agency defines sustainability as “meeting the 
needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet 
their own needs.” In other words, sustainability attempts to balance the needs of 
people today with the future needs of our children and the natural systems that sus-
tain all life. The United Nations Sustainable Development Goals are a universal call 
to action to end poverty, protect the planet, and ensure that all people enjoy peace 
and prosperity by 2030. The triple bottom line is a framework or theory that recom-
mends that companies commit to focus on social and environmental concerns just 
as they do on profits. The triple bottom line posits that instead of one bottom line, 
there should be three: profit, people, and the planet. The triple bottom line seeks to 
gauge a corporation’s level of commitment to corporate social responsibility and its 
impact on the environment over time.

In an evolving, more mindful consumer landscape, sustainability and business 
are now inextricably linked. There is a growing importance for businesses to focus 
on sustainability with shifting public opinion.

Leaders must be aligned to these Sustainable Development Goals, both spiritu-
ally and emotionally as well as delivering sustainable outcomes for the businesses 
that they lead. For a business, the commitment of all stakeholders including the 
board, employees, and suppliers means an obligation to deliver quality and service 
excellence to its customers to ensure satisfaction and long-term loyalty while ensur-
ing meeting all necessary compliance and government regulations where applicable.

All the stakeholders and particularly leaders must be conscious in delivering this 
commitment. Consciousness means being able to make choices, not from a reactive 
mind but an emotionally attuned place that supports the protecting of the planet and 
ensures all people enjoy peace and prosperity and economic survival.

Company executives need to develop a strategy to create a culture of sustainable 
practice to balance profit, people, and the planet, and all leaders within the business 
from the senior management down to the shop floor and all customer-facing staff 
must be mindful and be a part of the deployment of this strategy.

We are living in extra ordinary times – a world of limited resources and chal-
lenges that need solving. Business has a huge role to play here as we transition from 
one way of “doing business” to another. These extraordinary times are not only due 
to the 2020 pandemic but general changes in society towards assessing climate 
change, diversity of leadership, and heartfelt communication.

We can take the safe path and do what we are “expected” to do, make profit, etc.
Or we can listen to a calling that comes from somewhere deep inside ourselves 

that asks for more. We are at a tipping point of a new future that will impact genera-
tions to come, and we can either destroy ourselves or create a whole new world, a 
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world that works for everyone. Business can be used to improve lives; there is a 
movement happening, a movement of people helping people – being a pioneer in 
new areas, not even considered just a few short years ago.

In this chapter, we discuss the necessary conditions for businesses to adhere and 
nurture sustainability as a way of balancing profit, people, and the planet. This 
involves recognizing the need to continuously improve, innovate, and reimagine our 
businesses and how leaders play a significant role in this sustainability. Importantly, 
we also present the key characteristics of leaders and what constitutes spiritual and 
emotional leadership in driving a culture to nurture sustainability while recognizing 
that these changes and a new movement will be the new norm.

 Nurturing a Culture of Balancing People, Profit, and Planet 
as a Future Strategy

In September 2015, the United Nations General Assembly adopted the “2030 
Agenda for Sustainable Development,” with 17 ambitious, universal goals to trans-
form our world. UNESCO ensures that the role of culture is recognized through a 
majority of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), including those focusing 
on quality education, sustainable cities, the environment, economic growth, sustain-
able consumption and production patterns, peaceful and inclusive societies, gender 
equality, and food security. UNESCO’s work promoting cultural diversity and 
UNESCO’s culture conventions are key to the implementation of the 2030 Agenda 
for Sustainable Development.

In an evolving, more mindful consumer landscape, sustainability and business 
are now inextricably linked. There is a growing importance for businesses to focus 
on sustainability with shifting public opinion to look after the planet and the people. 
Company executives need to be conscious and develop a strategy to create a culture 
of sustainable practice to balance profit, people, and the planet, and all leaders 
within the business from the senior management down to the shop floor and all staff 
must be mindful to ensure that the strategy is deployed and sustained.

Developing a culture of sustainability is important on the path towards sustain-
able development. The importance of cultural sustainability lies within its influen-
tial power over the people, as decisions made by leaders that are made within the 
context of society are heavily impacted by the beliefs of that society.

It is clear that cultural sustainability means different things to different compa-
nies. Certainly, no one can tell you what sustainability should mean for your com-
pany. There is an opportunity to create and nurture clever conversations about 
nurturing sustainability. These conversations need to be honest and authentic as they 
will help everyone feel ownership of the final outcome which will yield enormous 
dividends. The working environment needs to be safe to articulate these honest and 
authentic communication especially between leaders and their peers and their direct 
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reports. A cross-functional mindset is critical to create a culture of sustainable 
performance.

Sustainable performance is enhanced through a number of key competencies as 
follows:

 1. It is important that leadership exists at all levels of the organization, and these 
leaders need to be capable and confident in terms of both in hard and soft skills.

 2. The culture of the organization needs to inclusive, positive, open, and trusting.
 3. Change agents need to be competent both in hard and soft skills in order to 

obtain buy-in from all stakeholders to drive improvements in terms of minimiz-
ing waste and reducing errors in processes that are critical to all stakeholders.

 4. Teams need to be formed by project leaders who are aware of team dynamics and 
tacit behaviors of team members and other stakeholders to ensure improvements 
are managed and embedded in the organization.

 5. Good quality data needs to be available to monitor performance and present an 
overview of the status to the leadership and the level of sustainability in real time.

These change agents need to be generalists more than specialists to bring people 
together and drive a culture of cooperation on sustainability. This will have the ben-
efit of creating a cohort of critical thinkers who can be rotated into varying jobs at 
all levels as a way to advance the sustainability agenda along the way, diffusing 
institutional knowledge throughout the company. To hire and promote generalists to 
drive a culture of cooperation on sustainability is not easy because it requires a new 
breed of executives in human resources. This is happening to some extent with a 
new breed of executives classified as leaders of people and culture.

Sustainability is a new way of thinking about old topics. And in a field with so 
much novelty, there is so much still to learn and nurture. In sustainability, the best is 
not that far ahead, and the worst is not that far behind as well. Companies must stay 
away from negativity when discussing sustainability, either internally or externally. 
Criticizing people for lack of compliance to or support of sustainability only serves 
to shut them down. In building a culture around sustainable performance, compa-
nies must stick to the positive. There is a choice – love or fear of everything we do. 
Thank people for their support, encourage engagement, and talk to the positive out-
comes associated with behavior. Negativity and fear are a final line of defense if 
nothing else is working and should be used accordingly. People work better when 
they feel good and this creates energy and momentum. Companies should evaluate 
all of their conversations, gauge them for any hidden meanings and tone, and look 
for opportunities to shift the messaging when and where appropriate.

No matter where a company is on its sustainability journey, it can go further. The 
more its people are aligned, the faster the progress. In trying to set goals for your 
company, thinking about them in terms of people will help ensure success.

In the future, there will continue to be significant disruption for businesses and 
the people who lead them. The current 2020 pandemic is one such significant dis-
ruption. Within this disruption, businesses are losing sight of sustainable practices; 
they are moving to survival with a focus on economic and social issues; that is the 
bottom line and the safety of all the stakeholders. Businesses still need to 
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continuously improve and innovate and nurture sustainability in the face of signifi-
cant disruption to the supply chain, customer demand, and market need.

During significant disruption, sometimes business continuity plans will only be 
partly helpful. The current 2020 pandemic has blown many business continuity 
plans flying out of the window. Businesses have needed to reimage themselves from 
face to face to online, and some have needed help from governments, who have 
stepped to assist, but the legacy has been enormous for the generations to come.

In an era of population growth, increasing economic competition, and environ-
mental challenges ranging from climate change to air pollution and decreasing 
water levels to rising energy costs, strategic planning is essential to our future and 
the well-being of our communities.

It is useful to understand the best sustainability practices currently in use and 
know how a community can move from an idea to a plan to successful actions 
thereby forming a future strategy to nurture sustainability. Clearly, climate action 
should be part of businesses future strategy. We need robust and accurate data and 
performance measurements to assess the contribution and impact on climate change 
for those businesses needing to do so. Software systems can help communities cre-
ate inventories and analyze impacts of actions on traditional air pollutants and 
greenhouse gas emissions. Communities in which businesses operate need to assess 
their strengths and weaknesses regarding transportation, land use planning, open 
space protection, energy, air quality and climate, water supply, storm water and 
wastewater and solid waste, and recycling. Businesses need to build a coalition of 
stakeholders to support environmental and social aspects of the triple bottom line. 
Nurturing and educating the employees of sustainable practice is a must.

Even the most successful sustainability planning effort needs a systematic 
approach for managing and reducing environmental impacts. Environmental man-
agement systems (EMS) provide a vetted framework that allows communities to 
address both specific and broad environmental issues in order to realize desired 
outcomes. By addressing root causes and integrating environmental approaches into 
everyday operations, environmental stewardship can become a priority across your 
entire organization. Every EMS should follow Deming’s continuous improvement 
Plan-Do-Check-Act cycle. The Plan phase is used to analyze current state of envi-
ronmental impacts and legal requirements and then setting appropriate environmen-
tal objectives. The Do phase moves to implementing specific programs, projects, 
and processes to meet objectives. The Check phase includes internal auditing, moni-
toring progress, assessing successes and failures, identifying areas for improve-
ment, and benchmarking. The Act phase is for reviewing progress, performing 
management reviews, and implementing improvements to the plan, which can start 
the planning process again.

Supply chains need to be sustainable through Green Product design, preparing 
for disaster logistics, sustaining procurement strategy, creating closed loops with 
reverse logistics, and sustainable packing strategies. Supply chains need to be resil-
ient and adapt to the ever-changing environment both locally and globally. The food 
supply chain is booming and so is online retail. Some businesses are sustaining their 
economic, social, and environmental practices, but many businesses can only see 
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the need to protect the cash flow and continued employment of their staff when 
there is significant disruption like the 2020 pandemic that has been a significant 
challenge by all nations and peoples.

 Characteristics of Leaders to Lead the Nurturing of Sustainable 
Practice as a Future Strategy

Leaders must be aligned to these UN Sustainable Development Goals, both spiritu-
ally and emotionally as well as delivering sustainable outcomes for the businesses 
that they lead. For a business, the commitment of all stakeholders including the 
board, employees, and suppliers means an obligation to deliver quality and service 
excellence to its customers to ensure satisfaction and long-term loyalty while ensur-
ing meeting all necessary compliance and government regulations where applica-
ble. All the stakeholders must be conscious in delivering this commitment. 
Consciousness means being able to make choices, not from a reactive mind but an 
emotionally attuned place that supports the protecting of the planet and ensures all 
people enjoy peace and prosperity and economic survival.

The pandemic is also a challenge for leaders unlike any they have ever faced 
before, forcing an abrupt dislocation of how employees work, how customers 
behave, how supply chains function, and even what ultimately constitutes business 
performance. McKinsey in their latest article in July 2020 suggests that CEOs have 
shifted how they lead in expedient and ingenious ways. A good CEO is always scan-
ning for signals and helping the organization deliver fine-tuned responses. A great 
CEO will see that this moment is a unique opportunity for self-calibration, with 
profound implications for the organization.

The interesting point is whether leaders continue with this new mindset. There 
are many facets to being a leader, and the difference between a great leader and a 
mediocre one is as vast as an ocean. Leaders definitely need heart and courage; 
however, it is also important to consider the human side of leaders and what goes on 
underneath the façade that everyone shows to the world, so let us take a journey 
from the outside into the heart of it all.

From an outside business perspective, one of the jobs of leaders and manage-
ment is to encourage creative lateral thinking that will benefit the company and 
the people working in it. How to do that? Dr. R. Buckminister, author of many 
books (including Critical Path, first published 1981) spent 60 years rethinking and 
relentlessly challenging every assumption about structure, function, materials, 
technology, services, distribution, mobility, collaboration, information, and social 
norms. His major principle was doing “vastly more with invisibly less.” His con-
stant goal was a much more efficient equitable distribution of planetary resources 
to enable the survival and ongoing evolution of the human species. In his book 12 
Degrees of Freedom, he proclaimed there are 12 solutions to every challenge…so 
therefore one answer for leaders would be to surround yourself with people who are 
very different from you in all areas and explore all the offered solutions. Diversity 
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of opinion is not a threat; in today’s world, it is a necessity. We all have to have a 
purpose, and as Sinek (2011) says in his book Start with Why, people need a rea-
son to get out of bed! Many times people who have much to offer the company 
they work for have bosses/leaders who do not want change because “it worked in 
the past!” that old adage “If it isn’t broken, don’t fix it” may have been true once, 
but in today’s fast-changing world, we have to be willing to change in a split sec-
ond, and not doing so does not allow the innovators to shine. Sometimes those 
same innovators get ridiculed, told it will never work, etc., and that in turn 
decreases their job satisfaction and happiness.

One of the authors knew a man who was headhunted from Europe. At first, he 
was excited to move his entire family from to Australia, but over a few years he 
became “dull, dry, and disheartened.” He had no freedom to implement his ideas 
and thus became robotic in his job. He lost his joy, and this reflected in his family 
life; his kids were growing up fast, and he was too exhausted and empty to give 
them time when he came home so his relationship with them deteriorated as did the 
one with his wife, who felt she was doing all the parenting and loving of their two 
children. Then along came the lockdown of 2020, and suddenly he was home with 
his family; he started spending quality time with each of his kids. He would take his 
sons individually on walks every night and actually talk with them for the first time 
in a long time. His relationships all improved so much that when his state actually 
opened up, he realized he was not getting any pleasure from his job. He had recon-
nected with his kids who were thriving, his relationship was again passionate and 
intimate, and he felt alive again inside; the difference was so obvious that he knew 
he could not go back to the “grindstone” so he resigned. A wonderful man with 
many skills now lost to that company because their bottom line was more about 
profit and not honoring the needs of their employees, which in his case was to inno-
vate without criticism, do what he was hired to do without having to fight for every 
inch of change, and have more family time.

All human beings are a product of their own environment from conception up. 
We have layer upon layer of suppressed emotions from the time we were first told 
to “Man up” or “Boys don’t cry” as a little boy to “What are you crying about now?” 
to little girls. We learn to ignore our feelings and do as we are told, hiding our emo-
tions for fear of being taunted at school or at home. It takes courage to do the work 
required to discover and then release those old pent-up emotions, but it absolutely 
needs to be done in order to be a fully authentic human being, who in turn makes a 
great leader because there is a safety around people who are emotionally available 
which allows others to grow and thrive, instigate, and innovate.

Likewise, there is little or no safety in people who cannot allow themselves to be 
vulnerable or who are unapproachable. These people are almost guaranteed to have 
difficult relationships with their children and of course their partners, not to mention 
co-workers. Men think that they are doing a wonderful job; they work hard, long 
hours, earn good money, and support a family, yet so many men come home 1 day 
to find their partner has left them, taken the kids, etc. or wants a divorce. How does 
that happen? They say: “I had no idea.” The bottom line is that relationships, whether 
professional or personal, are not something people are taught how to do! When we 
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are young, we think they just happen. Many people do not talk about what is impor-
tant to them in a relationship, be it professional or personal. Men often assume that 
women want stability, a home, and financial security; however when asked, most 
conscious women say they would rather have intimacy and a “present” partner will-
ing to talk about things from the heart not the head and to share the load of parent-
ing. Even for couples who consider their relationship to be equal, it takes exceptional 
navigation on both parts to manage a tricky dual career. Leaders of both genders 
often find a lack in their emotional/sexual lives regardless of the success of their 
professional one, which leads to unhappiness or even affairs! In fact, there are 
increasing divorce rates in people in their fifties and sixties; 50% of these divorces 
are initiated by the women. Women leaders often quit their jobs as well as their mar-
riages because of old patriarchal attitudes and a lack of recognition.

 Let us Delve Deeper

The subconscious is where all the old stuff from childhood is stored. Did you know 
that only 2–10% of every day is spent being conscious? The rest is subconscious, 
and this is where we react from. Everyone has had experiences where something 
triggered you, maybe at home before you left for work, maybe on the road, or 
maybe a work situation when you arrived. Suddenly you find yourself reacting 
instead of responding. How many times have you spoken to someone (especially 
your kids) the way a parent spoke to you, and, if you are aware of it, you regret it 
instantly. Perception is everything, yet we are not our perceptions; we simply react 
through the filter of the lens we see through, and that lens was created through our 
past. Weissman and Montana (2013) creator of The LifeLine Technique says, “By 
raising our consciousness and processing the reactive emotions, limiting beliefs and 
traumatic memories that live within our subconscious mind, we are able to trans-
form stress into growth. Our body runs off old memories and thus it is always being 
triggered by our past. Every 6–8 s our body jettisons into the past and we react from 
there. Memories create imprints and imprints are like fingerprints on our soul.”

Science now knows that those memories may not even be ours; they could be our 
parent’s memories or their parents or even their parents. What is inherited family 
trauma? Simply put by Wolynn (2016), many of us relive the tragedies from previ-
ous generations, and we rarely make the link often resulting in unexplained depres-
sion, anxiety, obsessive thoughts, and physical symptoms. Scientists are now calling 
it “secondary PTSD.” We do not know why we feel this way, and yet we react from 
those feelings day in, day out. So, the job of a great leader is to continually process 
one’s own emotions so that you can be consciously fully present in the moment, not 
in the past or in the future which is where most people live.

What we see above the water in Fig. 11.1 is not necessarily what is going on 
underneath, and healing what is underneath makes everyone a better human being, 
thus a better leader.
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Fig. 11.1 Symptoms/stress reality

Bradshaw (1992), the father of family therapy, believes every family is dysfunc-
tional in some way, shape, or form. For most of us, our environment did not serve 
us well as adults. Perhaps dad worked away all the time and was never around, and 
when he was home, he was emotionally unavailable. Perhaps mum was exhausted 
from child minding, cleaning, cooking, etc. and not emotionally available either. 
Maybe a parent died; maybe they divorced or fought. Maybe an addiction was 
involved. Each of which impinge on our ability to be who we really are. Three 
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square meals and a roof over your head does not represent a healthy childhood, and 
yet that is what many of us got.

Rachel Yehuda, a neuroscientist from Mount Sinai Medical, did a great study on 
pregnant women who were at or close to the Trade Center on 9/11. She discovered 
that these mums as a consequence of 9/11 developed PTSD, and surprisingly, they 
also had babies who had PTSD. Holocaust survivors and their children share exactly 
the same gene changes in the exact same part of the same gene, meaning that you 
and I are more likely to have PTSD if one of our parents suffered from it, and thus, 
we are more likely to have melancholy personalities with bouts of depression. 
Perhaps not there all the time, but it shows up at major events in our lives, like get-
ting married, becoming a parent, and breaking up in a relationship. What was your 
in utero experience like or your early childhood? Harmonize that and there is more 
of you available for your family and your job.

The HeartMath Institute (2020) created great computer programs designed to 
destress busy executives. You were probably taught that the heart responds to mes-
sages sent by the brain in the form of neural signals; however, the heart actually 
sends more signals to the brain than the other way around; these signals from the 
heart have a large substantial effect on brain function affecting many things from 
emotional processing to attention, perception, and problem solving. In essence the 
brain continually responds to the messages of the heart. During stress or negativity, 
the pattern of the heart rhythm is erratic and not ordered; thus the neural signals 
from the heart to the brain inhibit functions like thinking clearly, remembering, 
reasoning, and making effective decisions, a good indicator of why, when under 
stress, people make impulsive and often unwise decisions yet another reason why 
smart businesses and good leaders have in place modalities to support their staff.

Dr Bruce Lipton, scientist, ex-medical school professor, brought the science of 
epigenetics to the world. Lipton (2015) originally taught that the body was a 
machine, comprised of biochemicals which were controlled by genes; however, he 
discovered that our 50 trillion cells have their own intelligence, and it is that intel-
ligence that creates the body. Our cells actually talk to us! We feel it through what 
we call symptoms or feelings or emotions. Business leaders often refer to it as a “gut 
feeling.” We now know that the environment in utero does more to make us or break 
us than anything else.

So, what does all of this have to do with leaders? Well, depending on your experi-
ences in the womb, your birth, and your first few years, it is now known that they 
literally impact how you “do” life. If you did not get nurtured enough, loved enough, 
cuddled enough; if you were talked down to, rejected, ignored, mistreated/abused; 
if you lived in an environment which was not conducive for healthy growth; etc., 
then shutting down the emotional self is the natural protective method all humans 
use to survive. This results in emotional unavailability, fears, depression, and not 
able to be “present,” which in turn results in either a highly reactive personality (get-
ting angry quickly, etc.) or a shutdown one; either way the outcome is dysfunctional 
relationships both at work and home. As adults how do we reopen those channels so 
that we may be all that we are and unlock our true potential?
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To be a good leader, perhaps the first thing is to admit that all is not “fine” in 
one’s world! Tell the truth to yourself about which areas need to be healed. Is it 
parental, sibling, emotional, sexual, financial, mental, or even spiritual? Then act 
on. Good leaders have mentors to assist them in business decisions, maybe a coach 
and absolutely a practitioner who can assist them to deal with the issues that inevi-
tably come up for everyone on a daily basis.

There is a great documentary called “Reconnect” by Brian Rose from London 
Real, UK. He is in his 50s, runs marathons, has a screaming high D or A type per-
sonality, cannot relax, does not like holidays, and has to be the best at everything he 
does. He goes on a journey into his past, with the help of a South American shaman 
and discovers exactly why he does what he does, and the reason was a disconnection 
with a part of himself as a little 7 year old. If he had been told that beforehand, he 
would have denied it, but experiencing it actually released it and changed all his 
relationships into the future. So, a good leader is someone who is connected to him-
self and continually works on himself to release pent-up emotions.

 Good Leaders from a Business Perspective

• Are great mentors and happy for those under them to rise above them.
• Have high EQ (emotional intelligence).
• Inspire and listen to everyone from the caretaker to the people on the floor.
• They are trustworthy, trust-giving, and loyal, and they walk their walk and talk 

their talk.
• They acknowledge staff often and from a place of authenticity making them 

feel valued.
• They are highly respected by everyone in the organization.
• They continue to learn both personally and professionally and innovate.

 Good Leaders from an Emotive Perspective

• Have done and continue to do the work to peel off their layers, reparenting their 
inner child to the point where they feel safe as an adult, and thus are authentic in 
all their dealings, resulting in happier and more productive employees.

• Allow for the truth to be spoken, hearts to be open, fears to be shared, and tears 
to be shed, all without fear of vulnerability.

• Have empathy and compassion for their employees and create an environment 
that supports change on every level, e.g., provide resources like Massage, 
HeartMath technology, The LifeLine Technique, or various other modalities for 
the emotional well-being of staff. In the end that is much less expensive than lost 
hours of work through nonproduction and sick days.
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• A good leader recognizes their own core which is one of loving who they are and 
living according to their real values and integrity thus making a difference in the 
lives of others.

• When a human being does what they do for a loving instead of a living, the busi-
ness is successful.

• Passion for what you do is a gift, and people love seeing that passion because it 
is actually highly contagious.

 Good Questions to Ask Leaders Are as Follows

 1. Who are you?
 2. In an ideal world, if you had an abundance of money and time, what would you 

be doing right now?
 3. What are you here to give?

 Some Simple Steps

To find your leadership ability, here are some simple steps.

• Find a practitioner to help us uncover what is under the layers of “I’m fine,” the 
stress, and the lack of connection with ourselves; never mind other people.

• Join a men’s group or a woman’s circle, somewhere you can be fully validated 
just by being there. Many people have a knee jerk reaction to that idea; however, 
to be in a safe place where you can speak from “I” or not is an incredibly freeing 
experience which requires huge courage, but these spaces offer a sense of con-
nection and release which is why they are growing exponentially. No one asks 
what you do for a living or what car you drive or footie club you support. All that 
matters is what is in your heart.

Businesses generally offer lots of How-To workshops and corporate events, but 
perhaps they should offer personal development seminars to begin the process of 
unravelling so that people are happier and more productive. I once had a participant 
at my workshop for women who was from Ireland and worked for a huge multina-
tional company. Her job was Energy Manager, and I jokingly asked her if she went 
around switching on lights!! She said her job description involved speaking with 
employees daily to determine where they were at and were they happy, sad, stressed, 
or thriving, and whatever she determined, she directed them to either a masseuse (on 
premises), a HeartMath session, or other modalities. That company knew that if the 
employees were happy, the business would flourish and prosper.
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One of the two authors of this chapter worked with a large organization in 
WA. The general manager was an ex-army major who was insistent that his way was 
the only way. People feared his reactions which were derogatory, unnecessary, and 
downright rude. We suggested the GM gather every employee from the top down in 
a circle, set forth some rules which were as follows: only one person could speak at 
a time, absolutely no interruptions, and everyone had to speak. However, they could 
only speak the truth about how they felt about their work environment in all of its 
aspects, including the GM. He opened up the floor. No one spoke. For 10 min there 
was deathly silence. He offered the rules up again. One employee said: “Okay, you 
want the truth, well here it is.” He proceeded to point out his intense dislike of the 
GM with his intolerance to ideas of others, his arrogance, and his lack of kindness 
or acknowledgment and finished by saying how much he hated working there. 
Every person followed suit with similar grievances. Ninety minutes later when 
every employee had their say, “Terry” the GM was stunned, shocked into silence. 
He had absolutely no idea he was perceived as being so ruthless, obnoxious, and 
hard-nosed. He thanked them and said he would do the work on changing to be a 
better boss. They lost a lot of production in that 90 min, but amazingly by the end of 
the week, they had not only caught up but surpassed their normal requirements in 
terms of output. Terry did “the work,” found a modality that worked for him, healed 
a lot of his past, and became a completely different, more open, more vulnerable 
human being adding value to both his employees and the profitability of the business.

 Chapter Takeaways

• Be kind to yourself, your peers, your direct reports, and your managers.
• Notice every day how you can become a leader of sustainable practices both at 

home and at work.
• For the world to change, you must be willing to change.
• Take responsibility; move out of lay blame/justify and denial.

 Reflective Questions

 1. Which UN Sustainable Development Goals are you going to strive towards?
 2. How will you lead your organization towards a vision of sustainable continuous 

improvement?
 3. Are you an agent for change?
 4. Do you acknowledge those close to you every day?
 5. Do you teach your children to be emotionally intelligent?
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Chapter 12
Letting Go as a Liberation

Pamela Kay Caldwell and Oluseye David Akintunde

Abstract Studying leadership, one begins to see the various theories, approaches, 
and styles. However, with the vast research on the topic of leadership, institutions 
and systems are characterized by poor and ineffective leadership and leaders. This 
has and will continue to boggle the business professionals. Because of this, business 
professionals and scholars continue to as to ask the questions, “why, how, and 
what?” Why is it that regardless of the current reseearch and knowledge that we 
have on leadership, we continue to have discussions on the topic of ineffective and 
innovative leadership? How as business scholars and professionals do we move into 
a more effective style of leadership? What do we embrace, to have effective and 
responsible leaders and leadership? This chapter discusses the why, how, and what 
that we need to let go to be liberated.

Keywords Innovative leadership · Value-based leadership · Millennials · 
Changing of mindsets · Disenchantment in business

 Introduction

Even with the numerous leadership theories, styles, and approaches, the world still 
experiences situations and outcomes from ineffective leadership. Regardless of how 
many times we experience these situations, it seems like not much time passes 
before it happens again. Seeing this cycle, we must wonder how to get past and stay 
past these situations. Changing the way we view leadership will first start with a 
change in how we think. This idea of it starts in the mind was written by James 
Allen, in his first edition As A Man Thinketh (Allen, 2019). Moving through the his-
tory of leadership, this idea seems to have been forgotten and moved away from 
what a person is to what they say. Because of recent conflicts, the question of “Can 
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leadership be done a different way?” has been asked along with “What is the better 
or different way?” This chapter looks at the idea that letting go could be the first step 
of changing the idea of leadership. This idea of “letting go” is more than a cliché 
from some liberation theorists trying to gain relevance in the field of business. A 
theology of “letting go” is a progressive idea useful for broadening how we study 
and understand the world. It is asking stakeholders to be socially conscious in the 
study of rules and the forces that are shaping the world particularly that of business. 
Letting go has the impact of allowing freedom of all people and societies, moving 
the world into a more inclusive leadership that can ensure sustainability of today’s 
societies.

 Why We Need to Let Go

For us to have a chance at liberation, first we must let go. For us to let go, we must 
know why we need to let go. If we do not understand or know the way, then the 
changing of our mindset is only a temporary change and not a change that will be 
sustainable. Understanding why comes with understanding what caused us as a 
business society to even begin thinking we need to let go and change. What caused 
us to as a society to ask these questions are recent scandals, pandemics, and global 
chaos. What caused us to ask these questions is the disenchantment of how business 
is conducted.

 Disenchantment to Making Business Better

The race to open “the pandora box” is relatively new for business and has been 
described as primitive but growing (Day et al., 2014). For decades, the understand-
ing of leadership, executives, and effective performance in the workplace and busi-
ness are said to be influenced by politics, sociology, and social psychology (Conger 
& Kanungo, 1987). These topics focus on how perception, emotions, cognition, and 
observed behaviors such as charisma, transformative, and aggressiveness affect 
leadership performance. This effects can be seen in the performance of self, teams, 
groups, organization, and societies (Conger & Kanungo, 1987). However, “the dis-
enchantment of the world” spoken by Max Weber combines ethics, religion, and 
capitalism. These are said to be related to a number of discontents and issues seen 
within business, the workplace, and society (Grosby, 2013). These discontents are 
rooted in the impacts of VUCA, which means volatility, uncertainty, complexity, 
and ambiguity (Schoemaker et al., 2018). These discontentments are not just based 
on corporation; they include individuals as well. It brings the issue of why business 
exist, the role of ethics, and support for social justices into questions. Wondering 
how businesses can remain profitable along with being ethical and supporting social 
injustices (Bartlett & Preston, 2000; Primeaux & Stieber, 1994).
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Separating the economic value of the business for both shareholder and owners 
from social goals is still heavily criticized. This is because big business executives 
hold responsibility for polluting environments and other such practices which 
impact people and the societies (Schwartz & Saiia, 2012). The idea and logic that 
business demands profits and innovative thinking continue to grow. The idea that 
large corporation and capitalism is the blame of society social problems is therefore 
considered unjust (Fritsch, 2017). However, with movements as “conscious capital-
ism,” Edward Freeman’s “a new story of business” and stakeholder theory, and 
Michael Porter’s shared values, the corporate world is still divided on the purpose 
of business. The implication is business and executives reflect on a higher and inner 
purpose for going into business, while others consider interests of stakeholders in 
balancing profits and social goals (Sternad et  al., 2017). However, this is not to 
mean that all corporations have turned to greater purpose, inner lights, or stake-
holder’s responsibility infused into their businesses. Such changes may be con-
structed at times within the map of conscience or corporate sovereignty of business 
executives. One of the concerns today is how corporations can engage in pursuit of 
business self-interest and still be socially responsible.

 Case in Point

US Volkswagen has a corporate responsibility culture of “it pays to give” and had 
even won Green Power Leadership Award in 2013. The scandal involving the 
Volkswagen “Diesel Cheat” in 2015 shocked many global customers and US citi-
zens about what big corporations do in the name of social responsibility (3BLMedia, 
2014). However, corporations face the drive to balance cost of new entries into the 
market, technology, innovations, and competition for resources, local regulation, 
and at the same time social concerns as making employees happy and productive. 
The first concern is how to balance or survive this relationship and still stay com-
petitive. The second is adjusting to leadership demands of super-diverse and junior 
employees categorized as “millennial” with different perspectives on issues about 
workplace relationship and how VUGA challenges that characterize business cli-
mate should be handled.

 Analysis of Business Environment and Leadership Challenge

When referring to VUCA business environments, some words that have been used 
are “dynamic changes,” “haziness of reality,” “mixed meaning of conditions,” “flu-
idity,” “greater confusion,” and “dilemmas” and “perplexity of matters and solu-
tions” (Kornelsen, 2019). The environments are characterized by events and issues 
being linked and unfolding at such a fast pace beyond people, societies, and leader-
ship capacities to absorb, understand, or make sense of and provide solutions. 
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Researchers also speak about crises influencing corporations and societies and what 
kind of leadership is needed (Sarkar, 2016). Here, businesses create super wealthy 
shareholders and chief executives that must coexist with equalities, ethics, and 
social goods as far as employee’s welfare, inequalities, labor right, privacy, and 
planet concerns are concerned (Linnenluecke & Griffiths, 2010). How and the 
extent businesses incorporate social responsibility and stakeholder interest have 
been debated many years and still ongoing (Jose & Lee, 2007). Customers’ criti-
cism, today’s media about controversial issues has forced organizations to be trans-
parent on how their mission, vision, values, and goals ensure conformity regarding 
social repsonsiblity (Shabana et al., 2017).

Business environment is characterized by accidental events such as terrorist 
attack, natural disasters, pandemic, flooding, earthquakes, and financial meltdown 
of 2008. In essence, what is required of business leaders is a lot of strategic thinking, 
planning, and preparing all business departments to adequately prevent these acci-
dents or respond effectively when these accidents occur. What comes to mind are 
pictures of “Captain America,” “Superman,” and “superheroes” becoming common 
today but with qualities like those of Greek mythology gods except in physical 
appearance (Hafci & Asliturk, 2017). These are images in the fabric of Western 
societies through comics and cinemas culture to prevent these crises. The arts and 
films industries have borrowed from how arts and films impact leadership construct 
and behavior. It is evidenced that leaders either in the political or business fronts 
want to appear tough and resilient rather than weak or compromising in the face of 
business threats. The narrative becoming common among business managers and 
supervisors today and which is good is that effective leadership must focus on risk, 
crisis, and security in business (Engemann, 2018).

The external environment has one of the greatest influences on performance and 
productivity than the internal (Benson et al., 1978). Business executives and super-
visors have the option to adapt and be responsive or discretionary. Since the external 
environment can turn unstable rapidly, individuals become concerned with what 
conditions will allow organizations and executives to respond effectively to this 
pressures and crises. The unstable environments can become more complex, mak-
ing it exceedingly difficult under the “complex adaptive system” for management or 
leaders and the strategies available to operate (Benson et al., 1978). This will neces-
sitate that businesses decentralize their decision-making structure from the top- 
down approach (Mason, 2007). Decisions will be shared by perception of 
managements including the chief executive officer, directors and supervisors, infor-
mation processing system, department preference, and resources available. The 
business models matter. Other business skills which are needed include anticipat-
ing, challenging, learning, interpreting, designing, and aligning with changes occur-
ring in the environment businesses operate.
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 Case in Point

This section gives cases that explain these issues and how they impact corporations 
and leadership using two climates, the United States and China. Business operates 
in different climates with their peculiarities that are subject to change. Public trust 
has become a topic in business and leadership. China’s opening and integration into 
the World Trade Organization has been declared beneficial to the global trading 
system (Gwyther, 2015; Lardy, 2004). The opening provided markets for businesses 
from many countries. In 2013, GSK’s China crisis grabbed the headlines of national 
dailies such as The Telegraph and Chinese media. Senior executives and a fraud 
investigator of GSK’s China had been implicated in a cover-up in what has been 
tagged the biggest corruption scandal to hit a foreign firm in years. The British-
headquartered pharmaceutical company was eventually fined $490  m (297  m 
pounds). The Chinese government since joining the global trade system World 
Trade Organization 2001 has launched several offensives against corruption and 
graft particularly among the political class (Wedeman, 2005). When the Chinese 
public security cracked down on the GSK bribery and corruption case, it shows a 
trend towards scrutiny of activities of foreign corporations in China and the corpora-
tion’s lack of foresightedness about legal reforms in the country.

The second has to do with social media such as Twitter and Facebook enabled by 
technological innovation. There is increased social networking and cheap and mod-
ern advertising for small businesses. Individuals and governments however are wor-
ried about access, user protection and unregulated media, breach of privacy, and 
fraud in electoral campaigns (Cambridge Analytica and Online Manipulation, n.d.). 
There is nothing morally wrong about these tools; however, the concern is how to 
resolve issues of regulation and functionality. Zuckerberg though promised to fix 
Facebook; the organization since 2018 has been found guilty of privacy issues in 
Mexico, Germany, and Belgium law courts. In 2019, the US Federal Trade 
Commission fined a $5b penalty on Facebook which in many ways affected the 
company (FTC Imposes $5 Billion Penalty and Sweeping New Privacy Restrictions 
on Facebook, 2019).

 How to Move Towards Liberation

Letting go and moving towards liberation start with how one thinks. This was por-
trayed in James Allen’s book As a Man Thinketh (1903) and is still prevalent today 
as seen in the value-based leadership styles. When letting go, how do we do this in 
a way that is sustainable not only for ourselves but sustainability in a way that we 
can teach others and can be adjusted for future use? The areas that we will discuss 
are mindset, learning and perception, and change for improvement.
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 Mindset

When one contemplates change, one will begin to think about how to change. To 
think about change activates our mind into processing knowledge, events, and his-
tory of our actions. This process usually leads us into accepting the change and 
moving forward or not accepting the change and accepting the consequences from 
not making the change. These are the two alternatives to our decision. Looking at 
these alternatives, we can conclude that since we thought about it, we activated our 
mind, and our mindset either remained or changed (Dweck, 2006; Gupta & 
Govindarajan, 2002; Thum, 2012).

Doing a Google Scholar search on “mindset” on Tuesday July 28, 2020, yielded 
a response with 667,000 sources. From the yielded responses, there were some that 
had been cited mutliple times. however, there were a few sources that were cited or 
appeared multiple times. These included Carol Dweck, Myrko Thum, and Gupta 
and Govindarajan (2002). Looking further at each one, a definition of mindset 
becomes clearer. For a basic definition, Webster’s Dictionary defines mindset as “a 
mental attitude or inclination”(Dweck, 2006; Gupta & Govindarajan, 2002; Thum, 
2012). Webster’s Dictionary defines attitude as a settled way of thinking or feeling 
about someone or something and inclination as a person’s natural tendency or urge 
to act or feel in a particular way, a disposition. Attitude has also been defined in 
academic textbooks, as a learned tendency to consistently respond positively or 
negatively to people and event (Merriam-Webster, 2008). The second definition of 
attitudes gives us an understanding that an attitude is not only negative but a way 
that we learn and a way that we respond to people and events (Merriam-Webster, 
2008). If an attitude is something that is learned followed by an action, then we 
know that we can unlearn an attitude and reactions. Also noted is that it can be posi-
tive or negative, meaning that just because we respond to something positive may 
not make it right. Understanding attitude, which is a part of mindset, we can define 
mindset. Started earlier was three individuals Dweck, Thum, and Gupta and 
Govindarajan that was seen cited multiple times and will be used to define mindset.

Carol Dweck states that we have two types of mindset, fixed and growth (Dweck, 
2006). She furthers defines both of them as (1) individuals that have fixed mindset, 
see individuals as superior or inferior, and lack the need to change and (2) individu-
als with a growth mindset that see individuals as capable of improving along with 
self. Individuals with a growth mindset are constantly improving and letting go of 
old ideas (Dweck, 2006).

Myrko Thum defines mindset as “Your mindset is the sum of your knowledge, 
including beliefs and thoughts about the world and yourself in it. It is your filter for 
information you get in and put out. So it determines how you receive and react 
information” (Thum, 2012).

Gupta and Govindarajan, when defining mindset, concluded that (Gupta & 
Govindarajan, 2002):

 1. Our mindsets are a product of our histories.
 2. Our current mindset guides the collection and interpretation of new information.
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 3. After the collection of new information, if consistent with current mindset, then 
our mindset is reinforced.

 4. After collection of new information, if different than current mindset, then our 
mindset either remains the same or is changed. If our mindset is to change, it will 
be determined on our self-awareness of our current mindset.

When we have an enhance understanding of mindset, how it is developed, and 
how it can be change; when we are letting go to liberate we know that it is not just 
changing our mindset. It is changing our mindset as well as having a high level of 
self awareness of our mindset, the influences on our mindset, and why we have fears 
of letting go of the current and moving to the new. Looking back at the initial defini-
tion of mindset seen in Webster’s Dictionary that included attitude, and attitudes are 
either positive or negative reactions, we must look deeper into the idea of letting go 
and what we are letting go of.

 Perception and Learning

With the process of change, first, it is the mindset that starts the path of either chang-
ing or not. When we think of letting go, to be liberated, understanding the definition 
of perception and learning allos us to see how this is part of the process of letting go. 
Perception is “the process by which we receive and interpret information from our 
environment,” and learning is “an ongoing process through which individuals adjust 
their behavior based on experience” (McKee et al., 2012; Neck et al., 2018). We 
may know that we need to let go of some old ideas and ways of doing and reacting. 
Although we may know, we may not know what to let go. This may cause individu-
als to become fearful and resistant to change. Studying change process, fear is a 
reason for people to be resistant (McKee et al., 2012; Neck et al., 2018).

Looking back at the previous section, it starts with a change in mindset. After the 
change what happens? Do individuals just think, what we have been doing is not 
good now, so what do we do, stopping here. Or does the process continue, and the 
decision of how becomes part of the solution? Letting go must include ongoing 
actions.

 Change for Improvement

One central issue today is the style of leadership that would be required to deal with 
these opportunities and how to embrace them. When discussing leadership style, 
one soon learns that there are many styles. One also learns that no leader uses only 
one style. This can be seen when discussing situational leadership, meaning the situ-
ation will determine the style of leadership. With the latest pandemic and other 
social issues that have happened during the year 2020, we can see that different 
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leadership styles would be an advantage for dealing with the year 2020. As organi-
zations and leadership, looking back over the current situation of the world, how do 
organizations as well as these leaders learn to adapt to a changing environment?

First, corporations and executives need to sense changes and when there is need 
for them to change as well. Second, corporations and business executives must deter-
mine threats and seize opportunities to transform the internal culture and adapt to 
external environment where their businesses operate. When it comes to leadership, 
the authoritarian style of leadership even in the non-Western society has been argued 
to be less successful (Chiang et al., 2020). Suppression of subordinate feelings and a 
climate of emotional suppression can create emotional exhaustion and can negatively 
affect team performance and business success. Responsible leadership is inclusive-
ness and combines ingredients of transformation, servant, and authentic leadership 
and as a substitute for the superior-subordinate exchange leadership traditions. In this 
case, empowerment of workers or subordinates can help businesses create an envi-
ronment where creativity and innovation can thrive (Chiang et al., 2020).

Furthermore, talent or skill attraction, deployment, and retention are crucial. 
Businesses need to treat employees particularly subordinates as important as top 
management. Executives must thoroughly and carefully examine themselves to 
determine what is their motivation for leadership. Doing this may allow them to 
move away from a style that does not embrace their mood, emotions, and values 
(Shu, 2015). Traditionally, employee’s welfare and particularly paychecks were 
incentives for attracting the best talent and boosting organizational productivity. 
Business managers are interested in how they can use them to motivate employees 
to improve workers’ performance and profits. However, millennial employees are 
not falling for this reward strategies, but looking for a more work-life balance. This 
has not been seen much in earlier generations, where the concern was more on sta-
bility than the work-life balance (Chiang et al., 2020; Griffin & Griffin, 2019; Myers 
& Sadaghiani, 2010).

 Millennials Letting Go and Embracing Ideas of Leadership

Millennials entered the workforce and, like from the past generation, changed the 
workforce behavior. Millennials, also known as Generation Me, are individuals 
born between 1982 and 1999 and are the youngest generation in today’s business 
and workplace (Twenge et al., 2008, 2010). The growing populations are considered 
prospects for business leadership and are rising to offer solutions to today’s social 
disenchantment. The millennials view the world differently given their passion for 
technology, how workplace should be organized, and what purpose business should 
serve in both Western and Eastern societies (Griffin & Griffin, 2019). They are ste-
reotypically labelled as being self-centered, unmotivated and disloyal at work, and 
too ambitious because of their interest to change in ways things are done. These are 
evidenced in their distinctive values and behavioral tendencies on teams, their com-
munication style with supervisors, and their savvy communication technologies 
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(Myers & Sadaghiani, 2010). The fundamental questions when it comes to the mil-
lennials are their ability to have a functional relationship with older employees at 
work, the leadership style or management that best motivate them to work, and type 
of leaders they would become.

Since 2008, business professionals have become curious on how to fit the millen-
nials into the workplace. Articles become normative in nature focusing on how to 
prepare or “fix” young skills and talents entering the workforce traditional domi-
nated by Generation X and baby boomers. For example, there are studies as how 
academics provide career development opportunities for business graduates (Beard 
et  al., 2008). Universities were also curious about whether business schools are 
responsible for producing millennial narcissistic employees and how they can pro-
vide millennial students career development (Westerman et al., 2012). The mindset 
is that the millennials are not motivated at work and switch jobs easily. Business 
professionals hoped universities could do their job well by preparing the millennials 
for the corporate world which had traditionally structured as hierarchical, time 
bound, and profit-driven (Westerman et al., 2012). However, research have shown 
that the millennials do not consider job or work advancement conditions as less 
significant but seek to balance work and life meanings together or make impacts in 
their societies (Buzza, 2017). Johnson Center’s 2020 Report on Philanthropy shows 
that millennials desire more intrinsic motivation than external. These internal moti-
vations are flexibility at work, work and life balance, relationships with managers, 
and strategies that measure quality and not quantity (Johnson Center, 2020). The 
millennials not only want more for themselves but want more as leaders and from 
leadership. It has been seen that millennials prefer value-based leadership styles, 
which are styles that were mentioned before as being considered as leading from the 
inside to the outside. On leadership culture and the millennials, there’s emerging 
study on what sort of leadership millennials prefer and offer at corporate business. 
Current research shows that millennials who occupy leadership positions are utiliz-
ing distinct value-centered systems. The millennials believe in social needs, tight 
peer bonds, and stronger team orientation, and this is why they prefer an inclusive 
and value-based leadership style (Chou, 2012). They are also more likely to prefer 
a two-way communication approach in which people are at the center of the infor-
mation sharing system. Based on the characteristic traits of the millennial genera-
tion, their leadership styles of choice are the ones that emphaisis value-centered 
leadership. Value-centered leadership are ones that are more inclusive, collabora-
tive, and committed to people rather than the task based and organization mission 
leadership ofolder generation (Maier et al., 2015).

 What to Embrace

The research on leadership has given us many styles, theories and discussion of how 
to be an effective leader. Leadership has gone through many styles, and discussion 
of what is the best. As we continue to grow and understand leadership, we are 
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learning that the best style or the best way is one that encompasses a variety of lead-
ership styles. We are beginning to liberate ourselves in knowing that leadership start 
with self. We are learning that putting self into leadership shows authenticity from 
the leader, a place where the leaders’ thoughts, feelings, and beliefs are displayed 
(Gardner et al., 2011; McKee et al., 2012). We are moving away from the idea that 
leadership is a list of character traits that one need to possess or to develop and mov-
ing towards the idea of leading from the inside out, leadership being ethical and 
socially responsible (Cashman, 2008; George, 2003) What we are moving towards 
are leadership styles that are value-based such as authentic, spiritual, servant and 
ethical leadership as well as leading with emotional intelligence (Avolio & Gardner, 
2005; Fry et al., 2005; Gardner et al., 2011; George, 2003).

 Authentic Leadership

Authentic leadership and authenticity are nothing new, and a review of history will 
show that it can be traced back to Greek philosophy (“To thine own self be true”), 
Maslow’s hierarchy of needs with self-actualization, and emotional intelligence 
(Avolio & Gardner, 2005; Gardner et al., 2011; Ilies et al., 2005; Luthans & Avolio, 
2003; Walumbwa et al., 2008). Authenticity is owning one’s personal experiences 
and acting according to self-feelings and beliefs (Luthans & Avolio, 2003). Along 
with leading from knowing self and acting the same way, authentic leaders’ main 
desire is serving, empowering others, and leading with purpose, meaning, and val-
ues (George, 2003). Authentic leadership is turning leadership inside out and urging 
leaders to first know self and then act on those values and beliefs. This is going 
beyond what we have been taught and what organizations have demonstrated in the 
past where leadership was a list of traits that individuals need to possess to be deter-
mined successful or effective (George, 2003). It is calling for leaders to serve along-
side of the followers, building relationship with the followers, and being part of the 
leadership process. Authentic leaders are said to have these 5 qualities: (1) under-
standing their purpose, (2) practicing solid values, (3) leading with heart, (5) estab-
lishing connected relationship, and (6) demonstrating self-discipline (George, 2003).

 Spiritual Leadership

Spiritual leadership, a value-based leadership style, is a style that involves motivat-
ing and empowered followers (Fry & Slocum, 2008). This type of leadership style 
begins with the leader’s understanding of their own spirituality, values, and beliefs, 
also considering the wellbeing of the followers (Fry & Slocum, 2008). Like authen-
tic leadership, spiritual leadership starts from the inside where the leader is grounded 
in self-identity, self-concept, and self-awareness (Fry et  al., 2005, 2007). These 
types of leaders tend to have a high level of emotional intelligence and be able to 
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understand their own emotions, their follower’s emotions, and how each is part of 
the environment. Spiritual leadership goes beyond one religion, although some of 
the concepts can be seen in the Christian religion (Fry et al., 2005, 2007). Spiritual 
leadership as proposed by Fry et al. (2005) is said to include following 5 descriptors: 
(1) vision, (2) hope/faith, (3) altruistic love, (4) meaning/calling, and (5) member-
ship. Vision is what the leader or organization wants to achieve in the future and why 
they want to achieve these goals. Hope/faith can be viewed as the belief and thinking 
that the goal will be achieved. Altruistic love is seen as harmony, self-love, and love 
for others. Meaning or calling is the belief that all lives are meaningful and equal, 
and membership is the feeling of belonging and inclusion (Fry et al., 2005). Spiritual 
leadership is another style that is changing how the relationship between the leader 
and follower is viewed. It shows that to move towards effective leadership, leaders 
and followers must work together, motivate each other, and be concerned with each 
other’s wellbeing. This style is calling for us to let go of the ideas that leaders do not 
care for their followers; leadership is a list of traits one emulates, and self is not a 
part of leadership. Spiritual leadership is liberating us to believe that love has a place 
in leadership, that leadership comes from within, and that self is part of leadership.

 Servant Leadership

Servant and ethical leadership are both classified as value-based styles of leader-
ship. Servant leadership is a style that is not new and formulated by Robert Greenleaf 
in his work Servant Leadership: A Journey Into the Nature of Legitimate Power and 
Greatness (1977) (Farling et  al., 1999; Gregory Stone et  al., 2004; Sendjaya & 
Sarros, 2002; van Dierendonck, 2011).This style of leadership emphasizes the 
needs of the followers and changing the influence from the leader to the follower 
(van Dierendonck, 2011). Like the other value-based leadership styles, it changed 
how leadership is done; instead of the leader being the focus, the focus shifts to the 
followers. The purpose of the leadership again changes to starting from within the 
leader. The leaders display their values and beliefs in leadership.

 Emotional Intelligence

Learning about value-based leadership styles, the notice of similarities is seen. The 
focus of leadership begins to take a different perspective, becoming more of being 
aware of one’s emotions, other emotions, and the importance of relationships. This new 
perspective on leadership is embracing emotional intelligence (EI), embracing the idea 
that emotions are a part of business and leadership. EI is a construct that links emotions 
and cognition with improving relationships (Jordan & Lawrence, 2009; Mayer & 
Salovey, 1993). The four areas of EI are self-awareness, self- regulation, motivation, 
empathy, and social skills (Jordan & Lawrence, 2009; Mayer & Salovey, 1993; McKee 
et al., 2012). EI is not just the emotional intelligence of the leaders, but others as well.
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 Case in Point on Value-Based Leadership Styles

Although we are talking about value-based leadership styles, let us understand that 
these styles are nothing new. However, we are advocating that we need to embrace 
the using of these styles regularly. Some cases that have shown effective leadership 
while using value-based leadership styles have been demonstrated by Carlos 
Rodriguez, Ursula Burns, Jamie Irick, and Jordan Peterson.

Servant and Ethical Leadership. A case in point on the style of servant and ethical 
leadership is Carlos Rodriguez-Pastor. His mission for his leadership was to “to build 
a brighter future, day by day, for all Peruvian families” (Tuck-Alumni Stories, n.d.). 
He used this same idea when he decided to start a school Innova Schools. This school 
system he decided would be “affordable, high-quality K-12.” His focus was on the 
emerging of the middle class, not only helping them in business but their children as 
well. The emphasis of the school was on three mandates: affordability of middle 
class, high-quality instruction, and an effective curriculum. The model includes a 
blended style of learning, where students spend 70% in group learning and the rest 
of the time self-learning using various learning programs (Tuck-Alumni Stories, n.d.).

Authentic Leadership. A case in point on the style of authentic leadership is 
Ursula Burns. During her tenure as CEO of Xerox, she was known for using emo-
tional intelligence in her leadership. Attending engineering school, she soon learned 
that this was a male-dominated field, and she was usually the only female and 
minority in the room. Instead of using this as a crutch, she used it as a way to be her 
true self; she used this as an opportunity to distinguish herself from the crowd. 
Doing this was the reason behind her success, which included being the first Black 
woman to run a business featured in the Fortune 500.

Spiritual Leadership. An example of spiritual leadership being used in business 
is Jordan B. Peterson. Peterson a clinical psychologist and social commentator pro-
vides answers to life suffering, purpose, and dark times to young adults (Peterson, 
2018). He uses his own spiritual learning to teach his program 12 Rules for Life. He 
does not classify himself with a religion, but focuses on the interconnection of man, 
higher power, and being.

 Do Interests Merge in Crises and How Does “Letting Go” 
Enable a Better World?

The business environment particularly the external environment still has resem-
blance of order where stakeholders must determine how to negotiate what values are 
important and what responsibility in the shared world. Already discussed is what 
appears as a dividing of ideas of doing business. Edward Freeman gave credit to the 
idea or concept of “stakeholder theory” which holds that corporations including the 
leadership spectrum should take cognizance of groups that can affect them. We also 
agree on what “stakeholders” should be. Are terrorists, sometimes seen as freedom 
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fighters also stakeholders? As well as governments, shareholders, employees, com-
munity, and societies? However, one of the basic choices is to understand what 
values are important to the survival or sustainability of the society and make them 
parts of business. Economic value as profit is not sustainable in a social world where 
employees and customers who are members of societies had been driven to poverty 
because of business practices which cause environment havoc.

Furthermore, corporations are also waking up to the idea of “shared value.” The 
idea of shared values is that corproations with the help of society, and using their 
business models; can indeed solve the most important social problems and engage 
society. It all starts with purpose of our existence more than making money or prof-
its. Leading the letting go are millennials who are wanting to address social prob-
lems and using business to change the world.

 Chapter Takeaways

• Letting go does not mean what we were doing before was wrong.
• The generation millennials are on the frontlines when it comes to sustainable 

leadership change.
• Leadership is no longer emotional-less.
• Leadership is more of a relationship-building interaction.
• Societies want businesses to be accountable and responsible.

 Reflection Questions

 1. How can individuals and businesses be educated on the need for more value- 
based leadership styles?

 2. How can individuals and businesses be educated on the idea of leading from the 
inside out?

 3. How can we use authenticity to reduce or eliminate global uncertainty?
 4. What is the true reason for conducting business?
 5. With letting go of the old ways of leadership, how can this liberation be sustain-

ability for all societies?
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Chapter 13
Leading with a Moral Compass

Virtuous Leadership and Health Management in 
Turbulent Times: Meeting the Challenges of New 
Pandemics

Aikaterini Grimani and George Gotsis

Abstract Within the last two decades, there have been several large outbreaks of 
infectious diseases. However, the COVID-19 pandemic has caused huge disruption 
to the medical, social, and economic systems and highlighted the need to reinvent 
the healthcare systems to meet the new reality. Nevertheless, this is also a period of 
intense innovation, collaboration, and problem solving, in relation to search for vac-
cines, expansion of capacity to ventilate, or moving much of the routine work of 
public services online. Leadership is key to mobilizing people who are facing new 
demands and must receive motivation and direction on how to deal with adversity 
while continuing to deliver critical services. Virtues are gaining traction within lead-
ership scholarship. They reflect moral character, which is made up of numerous 
dispositions, not just compassion and fidelity versus practical wisdom but also hon-
esty, justice, steadfastness, humility, courage, integrity, etc. This chapter discusses 
the virtuous leadership and healthcare management in turbulent times while identi-
fying the challenges of new pandemics.
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 Introduction

Within the 20 years of the twenty-first century, there have been numbers of large 
outbreaks, such as SARS, Ebola, and now COVID-19. However, the COVID-19 
pandemic has challenged healthcare systems across the world and had an impact on 
service delivery and viability. This pandemic has highlighted the gaps in safety that 
still exist in hospitals, reshaping the narrative about healthcare safety and shifting 
the responsibilities of future healthcare leaders. The loss of life has been tragic, 
communication errors have increased significantly, and some of the logistical chal-
lenges relating to testing and provision of protective equipment have seemed insur-
mountable. As COVID-19 has exposed the weaknesses of the last two centuries’ 
healthcare models, it has accelerated the need for effective transforming and infor-
mation sharing. This will require a combination of short- and long-term solutions 
built on system-level resilience and leader effectiveness. Prioritizing engaged lead-
ership, and emphasizing a more team-oriented approach to care delivery and col-
laboration across institutions, will improve systems in the short term and, ultimately, 
set conditions for long-term change.

Now more than ever, in the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic, we need the vir-
tues and the insights that virtue ethics afford us. Leaders are commonly identified as 
role models, whose actions and reputations, both moral and immoral, have a pro-
found impact on the ethical climates of their organizations. The actions and behav-
iors of those in positions of power and influence inform the actions and behaviors of 
their counterparts and organizations. Virtue and discrete virtues are gaining traction 
within leadership scholarship, but there remains a lack of clarity regarding exactly 
what virtue is and precisely how virtues inform leadership (Newstead et al., 2019).

Existing leadership literature supports the notion that virtues inform the good-
ness of good leadership (Wang & Hackett, 2016). This notion is supported implic-
itly by theories of leadership that reference the importance of specific virtues. 
Implicit evidence of the centrality of virtue to good leadership is found in those 
theories of leadership that reference discrete virtues such as care, compassion, jus-
tice, and integrity as desirable leader characteristics. Furthermore, over 60 virtues 
were identified in a review of moral, ethical, spiritual, servant, charismatic, transfor-
mational, and visionary leadership theories (Hackett & Wang, 2012). In order to 
help leaders draw on their virtuous motivation, there is a need to refine their behav-
ioral practices of virtue and increase the frequency with which they are observed as 
demonstrating virtues and leading in ways that are effective and ethical. The current 
evidence has laid the foundations for further work on virtue-based leadership devel-
opment by focusing greater attention on the role of virtue in informing the emer-
gence, enactment, and attribution of good leadership and by building a clear 
conceptualization of good leadership as informed by virtue in multiple domains 
(Newstead et al., 2019).
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 Virtuous Leadership: Definition of the Construct

Virtuousness has its roots in Aristotelian ethics. Aristotle considered virtues as 
enablers of action which empower the individual who holds them to achieve happi-
ness, increase societal welfare, or stimulate human flourishing (Crossan et  al., 
2013). Virtuousness is a construct associated with a constellation of virtues in the 
aggregate. As such, virtuousness serves the moral goals of an organization and not 
simply bottom-line goals such as profit, power, and persistence. Organizational vir-
tuousness implies that intended positive human effects which transcend the instru-
mental desires of the actor are produced (Nikandrou & Tsachouridi, 2015). Virtues 
refer to situationally appropriate behaviors that are widely considered emblematic 
of good leadership. Some of these virtues are personality traits, such as conscien-
tiousness and openness which predispose individuals to behave in certain ways 
(Crossan et al., 2017). The virtue ethical framework begins with an examination of 
the intrinsic qualities that make someone admirable, excellent, or virtuous.

Overall, the practice of courage, temperance, justice, prudence, and humanity, as 
a part of a virtuous life, is anticipated to produce the greatest happiness. Specifically, 
courage is a virtue between cowardliness and recklessness. Temperance enables the 
control of desires for instant gratification even when there are no externally imposed 
restraints. Justice enables leaders to be respectful and fair in the treatment of others 
while allocating valued resources, even when conflicting interests are involved. 
Prudence enables leaders to make a right assessment and/or decision even in the 
face of the needs of a plurality of stakeholders as in complex business environments, 
so that resources are used in an efficient, effective manner. Finally, humanity is a 
virtue between the deficiency of shyness and the excess of shamelessness (Crossan 
et al., 2013; Nassif et al., 2020).

Accordingly, virtuous leadership has been defined as distinguishing right from 
wrong in one’s leadership role, taking steps to ensure justice and honesty, influenc-
ing and enabling others to pursue righteous and moral goals for themselves and their 
organizations, and helping others to connect to a higher purpose (Pearce et  al., 
2008). Accepting virtuousness as a key attribute of responsible leadership provides 
at least two functional benefits. One benefit is the role virtuousness plays in creating 
a fixed point in decision-making, while another benefit is the increases in perfor-
mance that virtuousness produces in organizations. In particular, responsible leader-
ship, as represented by virtuousness, is leadership that can effectively manage the 
turbulence and instability characterizing the current external environment 
(Cameron, 2011).
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 Antecedents and Outcomes of Virtuous Leadership

Several researchers have developed theoretical models of virtuous leadership which 
include potential antecedents and outcomes. Pearce et  al. (2008) identified two 
potential antecedents of virtuous leadership: the personal characteristic of responsi-
bility disposition and environmental cues. The leader’s responsibility disposition 
plays a key role in how virtuous one behaves as a leader. Leaders can be classified 
according to two types of need for power: socialized and personalized. The key 
distinction between these types of need for power lies in the leader’s underlying 
responsibility disposition. Socialized leaders tend to have a high responsibility dis-
position, whereas personalized leaders have a low responsibility disposition. 
Individuals with a strong sense of responsibility have beliefs and values reflecting 
high moral standards, a feeling of obligation to do the right thing, concern about 
others, and a high degree of self-judgment or critical evaluation of one’s own char-
acter. In contrast, leaders high in a need for personalized power, often described as 
narcissistic, desire positions of power for their personal benefit, rather than the ben-
efit of the larger group or organization. These types of narcissistic leaders often have 
great difficulty in building a team because of their counterproductive need for per-
sonal power over others (Pearce et al., 2008).

Environmental cues, which seem to be predictive of virtuous leadership, feature 
the concept of situational strength. Strong situations are characterized as providing 
very clear cues as to appropriate behavior, while weak situations are characterized 
as being ambiguous with regard to what constitutes appropriate behavior. 
Researchers have specifically articulated the importance of managing one’s envi-
ronment in support of effective leadership. At the organizational level, cues can take 
on many forms, from ethics codes, to leadership selection and development sys-
tems, to the manner in which rewards are distributed (Pearce et al., 2008).

Drawing on empathy literature and moral affect theory of gratitude, Li (2013) 
explored whether leaders’ moral emotions (leader empathy and leader gratitude) 
predict ethical leadership behaviors. Since moral emotions capture morality, they 
are natural moral reactions to certain situations, and they are likely to provide for a 
more ethical leader for their high relevance to leaders’ tendency to perform ethical 
leadership in the workplace. Briefly, empathy refers to a generalized tendency of 
individuals to take others’ points of view and to feel warmth, compassion, and con-
cern for others. In addition, gratitude is defined as “a generalized tendency to recog-
nize and respond with grateful emotion to the roles of other people’s benevolence in 
the positive experiences and outcomes that one obtains” (Li, 2013).

A variety of antecedents of ethical leadership have been proposed by Brown and 
Treviño (2006) such as situational influences and individual influences. They iden-
tify three situational factors that are likely to influence employees’ perceptions of a 
leader as an ethical leader: ethical role modeling (childhood role models, career 
mentors, and top managers), the organization’s ethical context, and the moral inten-
sity of the issues that the leaders face in their work. In particular, leaders who work 
in strong ethical contexts that support ethical conduct will be better prepared to 
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handle morally intense situations and demonstrate their ethical leadership. 
Childhood models were the most commonly reported type of ethical role model, 
followed by career role models and, finally, by top management models according 
to Brown and Treviño (2014).

Individual characteristics (e.g., personality characteristics (agreeableness, con-
scientiousness, and neuroticism); Machiavellianism; moral reasoning; locus of con-
trol) of leaders are also likely to be associated with ethical leadership. Agreeableness 
reflects the tendency to be trusting, altruistic, and cooperative, while highly consci-
entious individuals exercise self-control, carefully plan, and are well organized and 
reliable. On the contrary, neuroticism reflects the leader’s tendency to experience 
negative emotions such as anger, fear, and anxiety (Brown & Treviño, 2006). The 
following two traits, leader agreeableness and conscientiousness, have also been 
found to be related to follower ratings of ethical leadership (Kalshoven et al., 2011). 
Other research on antecedents by Jordan et al. (2013) found that ethical leadership 
is positively related to the leader’s cognitive moral development and is maximized 
when the leader’s cognitive moral development diverges from and is greater than the 
follower’s cognitive moral development.

In addition, Mayer et al. (2012) examined antecedents of ethical leadership by 
testing whether one source of motivation for leaders to exhibit ethical behaviors 
arises from moral identity. Moral identity is defined as a self-schema organized 
around a set of moral trait associations (e.g., honest, caring, compassionate). 
Existing research proposed that moral identity influences moral behavior by acting 
as a self-regulatory mechanism rooted in people’s internalized notions of right and 
wrong. People whose moral identity is self-important should be motivated to act in 
ways that are consistent with their understanding of what it means to be a moral 
person (e.g., demonstrating some responsiveness to the needs and interests of oth-
ers). Moral identity has two dimensions: symbolization (public aspect) and internal-
ization (private expression). Moral identity symbolization is positively related to 
ethical leadership because these leaders are more likely to demonstrate morally 
positive behaviors. Moral identity internalization represents moral traits that are 
imbedded in an individual’s self-concept. Leaders who are high in moral identity 
internalization are more likely to pay attention to correct and punish unethical 
behaviors (Mayer et al., 2012).

Mayer et al. (2012) also explore consequences of ethical leadership at the work- 
unit level. Many potential outcomes of virtuous leadership are likely. In particular, 
the authors examined unethical behavior (e.g., behavior that is morally unaccept-
able to the larger community) and relationship conflict (e.g., interpersonal strife 
associated with differences in personalities or matters unrelated to a job). Leaders 
set the ethical tone of an organization and are instrumental in encouraging ethical 
behavior and reducing interpersonal conflict from their subordinates. However, 
authors indicated that not only do leaders have to be moral individuals but also have 
to go one step further and actively model ethical behaviors and use reward and pun-
ishment systems to influence followers’ behaviors.

Based on ethical leadership literature and theories of creativity, Li (2013) exam-
ined employee creativity as an outcome of ethical leadership. Creativity refers to the 

13 Leading with a Moral Compass



206

generation of novel and useful ideas or problem solutions (Detert et  al., 2008). 
Ethical leadership, which creates high levels of psychological safety and certainty, 
was found to have a direct positive effect on employee creativity. Moreover, ethical 
leaders influence ethics-related conduct such as employee decision-making and 
prosocial and counterproductive behaviors through modeling and vicarious learning 
processes. The followers of ethical leaders are more likely to focus on the ethical 
implications of their decisions and make more ethical decisions as a result. In addi-
tion, they are more likely to perceive themselves as being in social exchange rela-
tionships with their leaders because of the fair and caring treatment they receive and 
because of the trust they feel. Given the social exchange relationship employees are 
likely to have with ethical leaders, followers should wish to reciprocate the caring 
and fair treatment they receive and the trust in the relationship, making counterpro-
ductive behavior less likely. Ethical leadership is to be related to positive follower 
attitudes, such as satisfaction, motivation, and organizational commitment, because 
of ethical leaders’ honesty, trustworthiness, care and concern for employees and 
other people, and their fair and principled decision-making (Brown & Treviño, 2006).

Pearce et al. (2008) focused on two specific outcomes: the relationship between 
virtuous vertical leadership on the development of virtuous shared leadership and 
the link between vertical and shared virtuous leadership and organizational learn-
ing. The authors indicated that virtuous vertical leadership is positively related to 
the development and display of virtuous shared leadership as well as to organiza-
tional learning. In addition, virtuous shared leadership is positively related to orga-
nizational learning. Nassif et al. (2020) investigated the association between virtuous 
leadership and the following business-related outcomes: leader effectiveness, fol-
lower in-role and extra-role performance, follower ethicality, as well as happiness 
and life satisfaction among leaders and followers. The more affective-laden out-
comes were leader happiness and follower life satisfaction. Similarly, Wang and 
Hackett (2016) found that virtuous leadership is positively predictive of a range of 
desirable leader and follower outcomes, including ethical conduct, general happi-
ness, life satisfaction, and job performance. Honesty, transcendent meaning, caring 
and giving behavior, gratitude, hope, empathy, love, and forgiveness, among other 
virtues, have been found to predict desired outcomes, such as individuals’ commit-
ment, satisfaction, motivation, positive emotions, effort, physical health, and psy-
chological health. A series of studies in which indicators of virtuousness and of 
performance outcomes were assessed in organizations across 16 industries (e.g., 
retail, automotive, consulting, healthcare, manufacturing, financial services, not- 
for- profit) (Cameron, 2011).

The Virtues Project (TVP), as a leadership development program, identified two 
key leader outcomes following the training, both of which arose from mechanisms 
enabled by leaders’ developmental readiness: the content mechanism and the pro-
cess mechanism. Leaders adopted and adapted TVP strategies that enabled them to 
engage in more positive communication strategies both in terms of sending mes-
sages and listening to others (Newstead et al., 2020). In addition, Hendriks et al. 
(2020) indicated that an immediate supervisor’s virtuous leadership as evaluated by 
the subordinate positively influences all three considered dimensions of 
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work- related well-being (job satisfaction, work-related affect, and work engage-
ment) for a wide variety of employees.

 Leading with Virtue in Healthcare Organizations

 Health Management and Leadership: A Review 
of Current Developments

Leadership can substantially influence the quality of healthcare systems in many 
significant respects (Xing et al., 2020). In view of organizations’ attempt to ade-
quately influence the health outcomes of a population, they must align with the 
wider community’s interests to shape a prosocial strategy that encompasses the psy-
chosocial and environmental factors that contribute to one’s health (Caldararo & 
Nash, 2017). These new societal commitments can be substantiated in management 
and leadership styles that would gradually diverge from competency-based models 
focused on individual training, so as to better encompass longer-term initiatives 
reflected on the primary systemic goals of accountability, innovation, and learning 
(Kwamie, 2015). Enriching traditional approaches to healthcare management con-
sists in broadening the perspective of conventional wisdom about decision-making, 
cost-effectiveness, service quality, and equity through concepts of mission and 
vision that are in a position to promote collaboration, engagement, and common 
sense (Adinolfi & Borgonovi, 2017).

Contemporary challenges to the global health management tend to focus on 
efficiency- saving, change, and human resource management. In this new context, 
the role of health managers is constantly expanding to properly meet new emerging 
priorities. Concomitantly, ensuring contemporary health leaders have the capabili-
ties to respond to a new demanding landscape is of the utmost importance (Figueroa 
et al., 2019). In this respect, healthcare leadership has to promote a shared vision, 
develop organizational governance models that reduce barriers to coordinated 
action, and foster capabilities to address substantial organizational challenges 
(Balser & Stead, 2015). In so doing, we are in need of a potential transition from 
individually focused to collectively focused leadership that envisions public health 
as a common good in itself (Fraser et al., 2017). Kumar et al. (2015) summarize the 
leadership competencies required to attain societal goals as follows:

• External environmental skills involve new initiatives that anticipate and adapt to 
change in alignment with networking that considers societal good.

• Team and organizational skills involve shared vision through coaching, motivat-
ing others, mentoring, and empowering them.

• Self-management skills consist in integrity, self-awareness, a sense of deep com-
mitment, constant openness to new ideas and learning prospects, social and emo-
tional competencies, and achievement of work-life balance.
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A variety of leadership styles has been employed as appropriate for or akin to 
behaviors that affirm the principle of human dignity in healthcare conditions, taken 
for granted that leadership and management quality are the cornerstones in effective 
health systems (Pfeffermann, 2012). Ruth, Gaare and Alan (2008) found that prin-
cipled leadership, one that integrates ethics into managing ethical tensions and 
meeting conflicting obligations within healthcare systems, fosters a practical ethics 
approach to public health practice that focuses on shared values and vision. 
Undoubtedly, ethics is a fundamental component in healthcare organizations, and 
leaders have to encourage ethical behavior by adopting ethical leadership styles that 
can promote an organizational service climate and motivate employees accordingly 
(Zappalà & Toscano, 2020).

Low et al. (2019) advocate a relational leadership style through a team-based 
approach as more akin to HIM professionals in healthcare services. Communicative 
leadership styles could help managers to positively influence employee’s well-being 
in view of shaping a more humane working environment (Bäckström et al., 2016). 
Holder and Ramagem (2012) posit that strengthening management capacity of 
health systems through transformational leadership styles is deemed an important 
factor for achieving greater efficiency and responsiveness, ultimately improving 
health outcomes. In a similar vein of reasoning, Guerrero et  al. (2020) seek to 
advance leadership theory in the healthcare sector, highlighting the role of middle 
managers’ implementation leadership in mediating the effects of top managers’ 
transformational leadership on staff attitudes.

Wong and Walsh (2020) advocate an authentic leadership model because of the 
relevance of its basic tenets to the particularities of healthcare work environments. 
In this respect, they contend that authentic leadership offers the sound basis of lead-
ership development within healthcare organizations founded on the desire for 
authenticity and the maintenance of high ethical standards in leadership practice.

Τhe role of servant leadership has been viewed as critical to shaping a positive 
work climate that enhances eudaimonic and psychological well-being in healthcare 
organizations (der Kinderen et al., 2020). A servant leadership model for instance is 
in a position to nurture personal and professional growth, empowering healthcare 
professionals to assume a leadership role and thereby increasing collaboration, sat-
isfaction, and mutual respect within working environments (Sturm, 2009). 
Collaborative leadership practices thrive in synergistic work environments in which 
different health agents pursue an ideal conducive towards the enhancement of 
healthcare management practices and processes (VanVactor, 2012). In sum, devel-
oping synergistic relationships through collaborative leadership facilitates co- 
production of social science knowledge and its translation into practice, a fact that 
proves beneficial to better health quality (Marston et al., 2020).

Stapleton and Opipari (2020) hold the view that inspirational leadership fosters 
resilient behaviors, self-care practices, and role modeling as integral to organiza-
tional strategies that support effective and cohesive healthcare teams. Other contri-
butions center on complexity leadership, for instance, as more pertinent to the 
complex initiatives and environments that characterize the unfolding healthcare net-
works and systems (Porter-O'Grady, 2020). The adoption of distributed leadership 
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in healthcare organizations has been also supported, given its efficiency in signifi-
cantly reducing communication and knowledge barriers, as well as enhancing con-
tinuity of care in primary healthcare delivery (Okpala, 2020). The principal 
constituents of distributed leadership in this context encompass leadership coali-
tions among members of primary healthcare teams, a collective approach to deci-
sion-making processes, and shared accountability.

 The Potential of Virtuous Leadership in Informing Healthcare 
Management Policies

As demonstrated earlier, virtuous leadership is frequently founded on virtue ethics 
traditions. Meawad (2016) advances the view that the application of virtue ethics to 
healthcare ethics is particularly promising. This is contingent on the ability of virtue 
ethics to properly address systemic disadvantage that has negatively affected certain 
ethical considerations in the health sciences broadly and bioethics specifically. 
Worthy to note is the capability of virtue ethics to shape observable, pragmatic, and 
informed solutions for its adherers and a common denominator through which 
healthcare ethics could be informed by certain religious discourses on the dignity 
and the intrinsic worthiness of the human person.

Hendriks et al. (2020) showed that subordinates who perceive their supervisors 
as more virtuous trust their leaders more and, in turn, display higher work engage-
ment, job satisfaction, and work-related affect. The findings of this study suggest 
that organizations seeking to promote the psychological well-being of their employ-
ees may strongly benefit from stimulating virtuous leadership and employee percep-
tions thereof. This perspective may also apply to the respective personnel in 
healthcare organizations.

Meyer and Hühn (2020) demonstrated that neo-Aristotelian leadership and posi-
tive leadership can explain why companies who draw on value-laden language rem-
iniscent of a higher organizational purpose tend to outperform companies whose 
reports employ the conventional rhetoric of profit maximization. Neo-Aristotelian 
leadership is based on Aristotle’s virtue ethics, while positive leadership is a more 
pragmatic approach primarily based on research in the fields of positive psychology 
and positive organizational scholarship. These two approaches to leadership devel-
opment highlight the role of values as drivers of human behavior and the importance 
of leader character and ethos. Furthermore, they are based on the premise that orga-
nizations do well by doing good, because they are viewed as communities of value- 
driven individuals. In this respect, virtuous behavior is deemed an effective means 
to simultaneously do well financially and to fight the ongoing process of dehuman-
ization of the business world.

For Meyer, Sison, and Ferrero (2019: 399), the ethical qualities of a leader are 
considered a major determinant for success in positive and neo-Aristotelian leader-
ship. An organization that seeks to foster ethical behavior should primarily focus on 
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ethical human development through which employees are afforded the opportunity 
to thrive as persons in their wholeness. Within such work environments, the leader 
is perceived as a role model of ethical conduct by motivating and empowering his 
subordinates accordingly. Virtuous leadership is a strong predictor of leader happi-
ness (Nassif et al., 2020) and is invested with a potential for positive follower out-
comes, in particular life satisfaction and eudaimonic well-being.

Newstead et al. (2019) provide a robust conceptualization of the ways through 
which virtue informs good leadership practices. They thus proceed to elucidate the 
core synergistic components of virtue-based leadership development, namely, how 
a virtue approach accounts for ethical leadership effectiveness; the fact that virtue 
and leadership can be enabled through learning; the relationship between virtues, 
character, and leadership; the unity and universality of virtue; and the channels 
through which virtue bridges the gap between the individual and the common good.

The above analysis can offer permeating insights on how healthcare leadership 
could be improved through an emphasis on leader virtue and character. At the indi-
vidual micro-level, virtuous leaders can motivate and empower their subordinates, 
facilitating their personal fulfillment and personality growth, as well as by promot-
ing the psychological health and well-being of healthcare personnel. At the meso- 
organizational level, virtuous leaders are in a position to shape more humane and 
ethical work environments from which all participants, personnel staff, and patients 
can significantly benefit. Last but not least, at the macro-social level, virtuous lead-
ership is in a position to embed healthcare organizations in their societal context in 
a way that is respectful of the expectations of all stakeholders, organizations, 
patients, and local communities.

 Healthcare Management in a World of Pandemics

The unprecedented challenges brought on by the COVID-19 pandemic have inflicted 
tremendous strain on healthcare human resources, thus culminating in a series of 
ethical decision-making dilemmas to be effectively met by the respective personnel 
(Menon & Padhy, 2020). In this novel situation, the implementation of processes 
and practices to support healthcare personnel is more than necessary (Adams & 
Walls, 2020). This may even necessitate a major paradigm change in established 
views on conventional health management practices (Garraud, 2020).

In these new contexts, HRM research has to properly adapt to encompass soci-
etal expectations of multilevel actors by managing under uncertainty, facilitating 
international and even global work, and redefining organizational performance cri-
teria (Caligiuri et  al., 2020). Latest research showed that albeit the pandemic is 
negatively experienced for most career trajectories, it might under certain condi-
tions allow for more positive vocational outcomes (Akkermans et al., 2020; Cho, 
2020). At the macro-level, the pandemic necessitates an endeavor towards realiza-
tion of more equitable and sustainable societies in order to prevent a major humani-
tarian crisis (van Barneveld et al., 2020).
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In the light of the recent COVID-19 pandemic, organizations seek to navigate an 
unprecedented situation by thereby finding new solutions to challenges arising 
across many areas of their operations and in human resource management (HRM) 
in particular, through facilitating their workforce endure and adjusting to this 
entirely altered work environment (Carnevale & Hatak, 2020).

Yang and Ren (2020) showed that both moral obligation and public leadership 
were conducive to collective action for COVID-19 prevention and control insofar as 
these two critical factors could substantially strengthen each other’s positive role in 
initiatives aiming at mitigating COVID-19’s perilous consequences. Stoller (2020) 
evokes five core commitments as constituents of effective leadership in a pandemic 
crisis, namely, challenging the process, inspiring a shared vision, enabling others to 
act, modeling the way, and encouraging the heart.

More importantly, in these turbulent times, a tension between two primary 
responsibilities of healthcare participants arises: their primary responsibility to 
safeguard the health rights and interests of individual patients seems to enter into 
conflict with the responsibility to protect the public’s health rights and interests in 
public health emergencies (Zhu, 2020). Such a view of leadership comprises the 
government’s willingness to draw on expertise knowledge and ongoing effort to 
mobilize the population as well as to enable coping behaviors: these factors make 
the difference in times of pandemics insofar as they build the trust in leadership 
required by transformative, collective action (Wilson, 2020).

 Discussion

 The Political Economy of COVID-19 Pandemics

The COVID-19 crisis has severely affected the functioning of market economies in 
multiple respects. The era of new pandemics has afflicted not only entrepreneurial 
pursuits, business activities, and supply chain management (Brown & Rocha, 2020; 
Donthu & Gustafsson, 2020; Kraus et al., 2020; Pantano et al., 2020; Sharma et al., 
2020) but has also a tangible impact on organizational processes and outcomes 
(Kramer & Kramer, 2020), flexible work arrangements (Spurk & Straub, 2020), and 
consumer behaviors and attitudes (Sheth, 2020).

Liu et  al. (2020) designate the importance of resilience, strategic agility, and 
entrepreneurship in the context of the fight against COVID-19. They also underline 
the need to develop predictive models that take into consideration uncertainties and 
risk factors in the proactive dynamic planning of supply. They in turn argue in favor 
of greater collaboration between governments, industries, and societies to ensure 
minimum disruption in global supply chains and the proper functioning of markets.

He and Harris (2020) offered an outline of how the ongoing COVID-19 pan-
demic influences corporate social responsibility, consumer ethics, and marketing 
philosophy. They thus argued that the COVID-19 pandemic may offer a unique 
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opportunity for businesses to undertake a decisive shift towards more genuine and 
authentic CSR attitudes and contribute to address current social and environmental 
issues by encouraging more responsible and prosocial economic behavior. Under a 
different perspective, Crick and Crick (2020) draw on resource-based theory and on 
relational views to delineate coopetition as an effective marketing strategy during a 
pandemic. Coopetition activities comprise cooperative and competitive practices in 
which decision-makers have to properly choose which competitors they would col-
laborate with, due to potential detrimental outcomes on their performance. They 
then suggest that such a perspective incorporates a strong potential to benefit the 
firms involved in such types of partnerships. Interestingly, issues of whether these 
coopetition strategies will persist in a post-COVID-19 world still remain inconclu-
sive. Again, virtuous leadership founded on the primary virtue of wisdom may offer 
invaluable insights on how to tackle with such cases. Managerial wisdom and dis-
cretion are in a position to facilitate firms and organizations to successfully cope 
with these new challenges.

 Prospects for Health Management in a Post-COVID-19 World

Health management is subject to substantial transformation due to the experience 
accumulated gradually during this latest pandemic. We have thus far argued that 
virtuous leadership as a highly contextual approach is in a position to substantially 
benefit healthcare personnel facing a situation of extreme necessity.

Admittedly however, health management in times of pandemic may assume new, 
unprecedented dimensions. One of them involves the fact that health management 
is then elevated to crisis management that has to successfully and effectively bal-
ance conflicting societal demands and, in particular, the need for public health based 
on security premises and the respective need for individual liberties and, among 
them, economic freedom. In this case, a social utility dilemma arises: Should we 
have to protect a common good, public health, perhaps at the expense of equally 
important individual rights founded on democratic legitimacy? How can we handle 
such competing aspects of social life?

Effective paradox management presupposes the respective skills and compe-
tences required to solve such social dilemmas. Christensen and Lægreid (2020) 
outline the ways through which the Norwegian government managed to control the 
pandemic by employing suppression and control strategies based on a collaborative 
and pragmatic decision-making style, ensuring successful communication practices 
with the public, mobilizing necessary resources, and securing a high level of citizen 
trust in the government. In this view, the success of the Norwegian authorities was 
based on the relationship between displaying a high crisis management capacity and 
maintaining democratic legitimacy. To mitigate tensions between these competing 
demands, the authorities had to draw on cultural factors (bonds of trust, accumu-
lated social capital), structural factors (coordination and regulatory capacity), and 
evidence-based knowledge about the new pandemic. Huang (2020) highlights the 
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systemic variables that helped Taiwanese endeavor launch related initiatives, mobi-
lize the public, and engage private resources to implement policies enhanced by 
multiple collaborative behaviors.

In a similar vein of reasoning, Moon (2020) explores the strategies adopted by 
the South Korean government to effectively mitigate the threat posed by COVID-19. 
South Korea employed adaptive, transparent actions that precluded a harsh forced 
lockdown: this strategy was grounded on a policy of transparency in communicat-
ing risk and citizens’ voluntary cooperation with the authorities. The author sug-
gests that Western societies should strive for alternative ways of managing 
uncertainties and complexities. Evidence-based heuristics as well as strong govern-
mental and societal capacities are deemed as critical factors contributing to main-
taining a high level of quality of life in open, free, and more humane societies.

Virtuous leadership is an invaluable resource in situations of extreme necessity. 
As already implied, virtue incorporates the doctrine of the mean, the primary prin-
ciple to avoid both excess and shortage of an inner disposition. At the social level, if 
we align with the doctrine of the mean, we are in a position to effectively solve 
social dilemma situations and handle paradox management, by avoiding the two 
extremes, the two opposing poles that seem to contradict each other. Public health 
and individual liberty are two ultimate ends in themselves, in a wide spectrum of 
terminal values such as social welfare, social justice, and democratic liberty.

In our case, virtuous leadership may indicate the mechanisms through which the 
common good of public health is entirely compatible with the need for individual 
liberty in all areas of social life. Harsh measures imposed upon the society through 
public health management may yield negative long-run effects (such as citizen’s 
addiction to measures that preclude social deliberation and curtail basic liberties), 
as well as a considerable reduction of citizens’ prosperity and psychological subjec-
tive well-being. A society that focuses only on one pole of a dilemma and underes-
timates the other runs the risk of either endangering the health of its citizens or 
turning into an authoritarian regime that ultimately violates shared values and long- 
held ideals of enlightenment cultural heritage to our contemporary world.

 Practical Implications and Conclusions

Despite its ongoing significance nowadays, there still remains a relative paucity of 
research regarding the development programs designed for healthcare middle man-
agers (Whaley & Gillis, 2018). The importance of incorporating education for com-
munity and health actors into health sector leadership development programming 
has been recently recognized (Aini, 2018; Ayeleke et al., 2019; Sikipa et al., 2019), 
especially in post-COVID-19 framework of management education (Beech & 
Anseel, 2020; Budhwar & Cumming, 2020).

Furthermore, leadership has to provide new psychological services in view of 
managing the innate tensions, existential threats, and needs experienced by the 
frontline medical staff (Zaka et al., 2020). Virtuous leadership is in a position to 
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significantly mitigate these tensions and support the psychological needs of those 
engaging in healthcare services, thus reducing uncertainty and enhancing personal 
fulfillment through the pursuit of the common good.

In sum, virtuous leadership opens a new pathway to more humane healthcare 
organizations that respect the dignity of the human person and consider the needs of 
local communities through enactment of more sustainable practices. This chapter 
encourages new empirical research on virtuous leadership in healthcare organiza-
tions, especially in a post-COVID-19 world, to demonstrate the potential, promises, 
and prospects, but also the possible limitations of this relatively new approach to 
leadership development in the healthcare sector.

 Chapter Takeaways

• Many potential antecedents of virtuous leadership have been investigated, such 
as the personal characteristic of responsibility disposition and environmental 
cues; leader empathy and leader gratitude; moral identity; leader’s cognitive 
moral development; leader’s agreeableness, conscientiousness, and neuroticism; 
and situational influences and individual influences.

• Many potential outcomes of virtuous leadership are likely: employee creativity; 
satisfaction, motivation, and organizational commitment; organizational learn-
ing; leader happiness and follower life satisfaction; positive emotions, effort, 
physical health, and psychological health; and employee decision-making, pro-
social, and counterproductive behaviors.

• Virtuous leadership is in a position to substantially benefit healthcare personnel 
facing a situation of extreme necessity by reducing uncertainty and enhancing 
personal fulfillment through the pursuit of the common good.

• Virtuous leadership may indicate the mechanisms through which the common 
good of public health is entirely compatible with the need for individual liberty 
in all areas of social life.

• Virtuous leadership is in a position to significantly mitigate the tensions and sup-
port the psychological needs of those engaging in healthcare services.

 Reflection Questions

• How can we face the challenges in healthcare management in a world of 
pandemics?

• How important is moral compass for healthcare leaders?
• What are the antecedents and outcomes of virtuous leadership?
• How effective is virtuous leadership in healthcare organizations?
• How can virtuous leadership contribute to healthcare management policies?
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Chapter 14
Leadership as Merit Making: The Case 
of Myanmar and Applications for Western 
Organizations

J. Andrew Morris, Aung Chan Aye, David Lingelbach, 
and Wah Wah Than Oo

Abstract Western leadership theory has overemphasized the role of the leader. As 
a result, leaders have become overly self-focused and self-interested. In this chapter, 
we suggest that leadership grounded in Buddhist thought can help overcome these 
problems. Drawing upon our experience as educators in Myanmar (Burma), we 
build upon the Buddhist concepts of merit and merit making to present a version of 
leadership that inspires collaboration and common purpose. Centering this approach 
within the complimentary areas of evolutionary economics and evolutionary psy-
chology, we then highlight how three areas of leadership as merit making has appli-
cation in modern organizations. Lastly, we develop two exercises that we have used 
to illustrate a more others-directed leadership style.
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These are difficult times. A global pandemic, social unrest, and climate change have 
left people feeling afraid and uncertain. In times of crisis, leadership matters more 
because small errors can cause exponential consequences. Recent evidence sug-
gests that many leaders are not rising to the challenge. We suggest that part of this 
failure to lead occurs because too many leaders have forgotten who they serve and 
why they are serving. Leaders have become overly self-focused and 
self-interested.

Over the last several decades, leaders have been viewed as idols, heroes, and 
magicians, but this fascination with leaders and leadership is giving way to anger, 
frustration, and feelings of betrayal as financial scandals, rising inequality, and 
physical well-being become increasingly endangered (Walsh, 2020). The question 
becomes “How are leaders to grow to meet the increasingly difficult challenges they 
face?” Leadership is needed that governs without charismatics or heroes. The teach-
ings of the Buddha show us one possible alternative. We suggest that part of the 
answer lies with a rediscovery of the teachings of the Buddha and its focus on lead-
ership as service to others. In essence, a leadership style that is not based on per-
sonal achievement or glory but rather one that is centered  on collaboration and 
common purpose. 

Buddhist thoughts on leadership are extensive, and many scholars have written 
on this topic (Marques, 2017; Spiro, 1970; van den Berg, 2019). In this chapter, we 
will briefly explore Buddhism and Buddhist thoughts around leadership and merit 
making. We will draw upon our experiences as educators in Myanmar (previously 
known as Burma) to show how a more others-directed leadership has demonstrated 
in Myanmar. In addition, we draw upon Buddhism and the concept of merit to show 
how “leadership as merit making” might help reimagine Western concepts in the 
leadership process (a reconceptualization that is highly consistent with and influ-
enced by research findings in evolutionary economics). In addition, we introduce 
two exercises that we have used to illustrate the human capacity for merit and being 
others-directed. We close with several reflective questions around these concepts 
and exercises.

 Buddhist Leadership and Merit Making

Buddhism is one of the most time-tested philosophies available to humanity. 
Drawing upon Buddhist principles could help address many of the problems facing 
leadership in modern organizations especially the overemphasis on selfish outcomes 
and underemphasis on leadership as compassion and service to others (being others- 
directed). Buddhism is the major religion of many Southeast Asian countries, 
although the Buddha himself never considered it a religion. The Buddha believed 
his teachings to be a philosophy of self-actualization based on principles of love, 
kindness, and compassion (Nhat Hanh, 1999). Buddhism teaches that human suffer-
ing is largely the result of false belief and false perception. Practice of the noble 
eight-fold path can help overcome these delusions. Simply put, people suffer 
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because they narrow down their “selves” too much and detach this from the well- 
being of others. The teachings of the Buddha often run counter to current manage-
ment theories with their focus on strictly utilitarian principles. Buddhism emphasizes 
self-development, nonviolence, kindness, love, and compassion. It rejects the self- 
serving focus common to modern management and suggests the greatest well-being 
is obtained through compassion and service to others.

Buddhism does not reject economic progress. In fact, progress that alleviates 
suffering is greatly valued (unless it stimulates attachment and greed). However, the 
Buddha advised leaders not to live in the lap of luxury but to live a simple whole-
some life to serve people rather than pursuing idle pleasure. Further, leaders cannot 
earn the trust and respect of people if they do not set a right example. Buddha 
believed that leading by virtue differs from leading by law and order. Leading by 
virtue does not require punishment but rather mutual love, respect, and virtuousness 
(van den Berg, 2019). Leadership that focuses on virtue and respect for others is 
consistent with the modern management practices of decentralization, flat organiza-
tional structures, and democratic governing. 

Buddhist principles can contribute to the development of leaders who make a 
beneficial contribution to society. Buddhist thought helps leaders develop wisdom. 
Wisdom is gained through mindful focus on self-development and ethical conduct. 
A leader who engages with the noble eight-fold path will mindfully focus on 
decision- making that improves the quality of life of all stakeholders not just them-
selves. A key part of the mindful leadership path and its focus on respect and com-
passion is the concept of merit and merit making.

Merit and Merit Making Merit is fundamental to Buddhist ethics. A beneficial and 
protective “energy/force,” merit accumulates as the result of good (right) deeds, 
acts, or thoughts. The act of doing good deeds is merit making. Merit differs from 
karma although the two are related. At its simplest, karma arises as the consequences 
of one’s actions. Good actions and thoughts lead to good karma, while bad actions 
and thoughts lead to bad karma. It is important to understand that karma is not pun-
ishment but rather consequence, and if karma is consequence, then merit is just 
effect. In other words, whatever you do creates karma, but the merit you acquire 
from these actions is the effect of the positive causes you have made (Spiro, 1970).

Merit making is key to Buddhist practice since it determines the quality of one’s 
life and contributes to a person’s growth towards enlightenment. Indeed, Buddha 
Gotama explicitly states, “There are, O monks, three ways of making merit. What 
three? There are ways of making merit by giving, by virtue, and by the development 
of meditation.” Later sources suggested seven additional ways of making merit. 
These are polite and modest conduct; offer service to do the common good; involv-
ing others in doing good deeds; rejoicing in the good deeds of others; listening to 
the teachings of the Dharma; explaining the teachings of the Dharma; and learning 
to see things as they really are so that one attains right view.

Generosity is the most common way of making merit and is a key way to avoid 
unwholesome thoughts based on greed. Buddhism teaches that attachment to things 
is an unwholesome behavior and generates unfortunate results. In other words, 
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generosity helps reduce the emotional attachment to material things and thus 
becomes a way of reducing greed. However, there is often confusion around the 
merit making value of generosity when one’s motivations are selfish or self- 
interested. Certainly giving for the wrong reasons is possible. For example, George 
Orwell described in his book Burmese Days the manipulation of earning merits as a 
sort of compensation for one’s own wrong deeds done to others in society. Yet the 
Pali Canon is clear here. It suggests that only by performing ethical actions with a 
mind based on loving kindness can the benefits of giving generate merit (Spiro, 
1970). Interestingly, these issues connect to current discussions in Western social 
science regarding differences between altruism and hedonistic behaviors. In gen-
eral, Western social scientists do not require the intent of “loving kindness” for an 
act to be considered altruistic – only that the action have greater benefit for others 
(Ridley, 1997).

The second way that the Buddha taught merit was through virtue. According to 
the Pali Canon, virtue arises by following different percepts. Individuals follow five 
basic percepts, nuns follow eight precepts, novices follow 109 precepts, and monks 
follows 227 precepts. The five basic precepts include refraining from killing living 
beings, refraining from taking what is not given, refraining from non-celibate con-
duct, refraining from false speech, and refraining from drugs and drinks that would 
cloud one’s mind. Following these precepts is not only making merit by virtue but 
also helps avoid unwholesome actions that arise from the three defilements of greed, 
hatred, and delusion (Spiro, 1970).

The third way of making merit is through meditation or mental development. 
Buddhism identifies two kinds of meditation: tranquility or concentration and 
insight or wisdom. This type of making merit emphasizes self-consciousness and 
mindfulness. Self-consciousness and mindfulness help one gain wisdom (a better 
understanding of impermanence, non-self, and suffering). The Buddha discovered 
through self-experimentation that any attempt to freeze the world or grab on to it is 
inherently impossible. One of the aims of meditation is to see the nature of change, 
without overstating and over-conceptualizing it, but experiencing it as phenomena 
arising and passing away. From an awareness of constant change, the concept of 
non-self is found. Buddha taught that the personal self or “I” is fundamentally 
empty of an intrinsic reality of its own, but a product of the conceptualization of 
one’s mind and thus the cause of many false beliefs. Key to these false beliefs is the 
concept of suffering. Indeed suffering and the cessation of suffering is the heart of 
the Buddha’s teaching (Nhat Hanh, 1999). Buddhism does not say “life is suffer-
ing”; however, it does say “life, as we normally live it, involves suffering.” The 
realization of impermanence and non-self as gained through meditation becomes 
the foundation upon which to reduce our suffering and the suffering of others.

In summary, Buddhism is a time-tested philosophy that is based on principles of 
love and compassion for oneself and others. A key part of Buddhist ethics is merit 
and merit making – the effects of doing “good” actions. Merit making involves giv-
ing, virtue, and self-awareness. We suggest in this chapter that drawing upon the 
concept of merit making can be a way to help redirect leadership study from one of 
influence and self-interest to service and compassion. Leaders who see their roles as 
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merit making should be less likely to engage in misconduct since they are more 
aware of how their behaviors harm others. In the sections to follow, we provide both 
an example of leadership that takes merit making seriously and ways to apply a 
more others-directed merit-centered approach to leadership. Interestingly, our 
approach grounded in Buddhism finds support from recent research in evolutionary 
economics (Fehr & Gintis, 2007).

 The Case of Myanmar

Myanmar was given the prestigious title of the number one giving nation in the 
world for 4 years running (2014–2017; it dropped to number nine in 2018) by 
Charities Aid Foundation. As Dove (2017) notes, there are many reasons for this 
generosity, but the widespread practice of Theravada Buddhism (87.9% of the popu-
lation) and its focus on merit making are critical to the nation’s generosity. Indeed, 
many Buddhists in Myanmar consider themselves very fortunate to be able to prac-
tice giving in ways highlighted in the Pali Canon (Dove, 2017; Spiro, 1970). 
Myanmar’s achievement as one of the top giving countries is even more surprising 
in that Myanmar is one of Asia’s poorest countries (Thant, 2019). The fact that 
Myanmar, while ranking as one of the least developed countries in the world, can 
demonstrate such strong generosity is an economic paradox.

The daily practice of charitable deeds is a critical component of everyday life in 
Myanmar. Food, water, and flowers are offered at local monasteries and to Buddhist 
images. Depending on their means, Buddhists will also make other donations, such 
as inviting the monks to their homes and offering food, training their young sons as 
novice monks, special giving on birthdays and anniversaries to monasteries or pri-
vate interests such as children’s homes or animal shelters, and donating materials to 
the monastery. While the amounts given may be small, they still have significant 
religious meaning, and many people give daily, regardless of income. Further, by 
supporting the monasteries that provide education to children, the community mem-
bers are able to ensure the continued teachings of the Buddha, a key aspect of 
merit making.

Interestingly, the individual practice of charity in Myanmar finds expression in 
Burmese institutions and business organizations (Thant, 2019). For example, com-
panies give gifts of schoolbooks, meals to orphanages or homes for the elderly, and 
medical equipment or glasses for those who cannot afford them. As educators in 
Myanmar (two of us were Fulbright Scholars there, and two were Burmese faculty 
at Monywa University of Economics), we saw on multiple occasions our university 
(both as individual members and as a collective) engage in acts of giving. Indeed, 
one of the most important days in the life of our university was the ceremony in 
which monks from a local monastery were invited to the campus to receive offerings 
from each academic program. After the offering and comments from the Abbott, 
hundreds of students, faculty, and staff joined a loud, wildly joyful procession 
around the campus. For two of us, this was truly a unique experience. In asking 
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questions of why this process and why this importance, we were told two things: (a) 
students and faculty valued it because it reflected their individual spiritual practice, 
and (b) senior administrators believed that it reflected the larger purpose of the uni-
versity. In speaking with the rector, it was clear that he believed that the purpose of 
the university, its faculty, and ultimately the students was one of service to the larger 
community not just their own self-interests. Theirs was a mission to enhance the 
well-being of the community and the nation state. Specifically the rector writes on 
the university webpage, “Monywa University of Economics is the auspicious 
ground of producing economists who are reliable by the State… It is gladly and 
proudly seen that economists are serving the State in their positions dutifully….. I 
encourage you to be a righteous, good-spirted, well-qualified and reliable economist 
of the country by nurturing yourself.” What truly stands out here is just how explicit 
the rector is in describing a community-based purpose.

 Applications and Exercises

Our focus on merit and merit making finds support within the emerging literatures 
of both evolutionary economics and evolutionary psychology. Consistent with the 
Buddhist concept of the “middle way” and the understanding that people are neither 
good nor evil but both, these research areas indicate that human behavior is a com-
plex mix of hedonism and altruism and, under certain conditions, may exhibit a high 
propensity for others-directed behavior (Ghosal, 2005) as evidenced in Myanmar. 
In this section, we explore ways a fuller, more complete understanding of the human 
capacity for others-directed behaviors (as grounded in merit making) can affect 
leadership and organizations. Drawing from this understanding, we then introduce 
two exercises that educators can use to illustrate these points.

Motivation Buddhism and the concept of merit can be used to reevaluate and 
reconsider self-interest models of motivation. Business education presents the utili-
tarian model as the primary model for understanding work behaviors. This model 
makes several key assumptions to include individuals are rational, more is better, 
and people always seek to maximize their subjective utility function. At its core, the 
model assumes a world of very intelligent individuals, termed homo economicus, 
who behave in amazingly simple ways. Evidence, however, suggests a substantially 
different agent operating in a significantly different environment: a cognitively lim-
ited person coping with an incredibly complex world, where decision-makers must 
consider more than self-interest in order to maximize expected utility since utility is 
largely dependent upon the behaviors of others as well as their own.

Evolutionary economists are showing that economic agents will make choices 
that are not self-serving. Fehr and Gintis (2007) observed that thousands of subjects, 
from several cultures who engage in activities which result in monetary gains or 
losses, simply do not behave as traditional economic theory predicts. For example, 
the Ultimatum Game provides one of two participants (the “proposer”) with ten 

J. A. Morris et al.



225

one-dollar bills. The “proposer” is then informed that he or she must offer some 
fraction of the money to the “receiver,” whose identity may or may not be hidden 
from the proposer. The proposer may offer any amount, from nothing to the entire 
ten dollars. The receiver may then accept or reject the offer. If the offer is accepted, 
the cash is shared according to the offer made. If the receiver rejects the offer, how-
ever, no one receives any money. Assumptions of rationality and self-interest indi-
cate that the proposer should make an offer significantly less than five dollars, and 
the receiver should accept almost any offer, as something is better than nothing! The 
“rational” proposer, convinced that all human behavior is influenced by the rational 
pursuit of self-interest, would then make a relatively simple resource allocation 
decision: offer $1, as the game is played only once under “take it or leave it” condi-
tions. Results consistently demonstrate, however, that most proposers offer about 
40% of the money, either believing this is fair or worrying that a smaller offer will 
be rejected. Approximately half of all receivers reject offers at the 20% level, even 
when the stakes are financially significant. Here, Fehr and his associates argue that 
receivers reject low sums because the sums are perceived as unfair.

The central role of fairness and justice in exchange relationships suggests a 
greater need to explore the exact conditions that influence and direct judgments 
made when individuals attempt to determine if they are being treated fairly or acting 
fairly with others. Buddhism suggests and evolutionary economics research con-
firms that many individuals do not adhere to maximization perspectives. Indeed, in 
a world of nonzero sum outcomes, helping others often leads to better overall out-
comes. This is not to deny that people can be selfish; they often are, but rather we 
suggest that drawing upon the concept of merit and its demonstrations of merit 
making in Myanmar indicates that placing an exclusive emphasis on self-interest is 
detrimental to understanding and modeling leadership.

Leader Humility In contrast to the heroic or visionary style often associated with 
business leaders, humble or servant leadership is conceptualized as a natural feeling 
that one wants to serve first, rather than be a leader first (Greenleaf, 1977). Research 
on leader humility (Owens et al., 2013) provides evidence for the utility of humility 
in leadership. Leader humility influences both organizational outcomes such as 
employee retention and individual performance. Morris and his associates (Morris 
et al., 2005) defined leader humility as a two-dimensional construct involving (a) 
the ability to honestly and truthfully appraise one’s talents, strengths, and weak-
nesses and (b) an awareness of and respect for the influence of situational factors in 
determining outcomes. According to Van den Berg (2019), leader humility is a fun-
damental aspect of Buddhist practice through its contribution to the development of 
“leading with wisdom”: leadership that is others-directed, moral, authentic, and 
strategic. The possibility that humility is critical to Buddhist and effective leader-
ship offers a new lens through which to view and understand the leadership process. 
For example, research (Morris et al., 2005; Owens et al., 2013) suggests that humble 
leaders will create more fair reward systems, develop more supportive relationships 
with others, and use power in a manner that differs from that of leaders who are low 
in humility. Greater compassion and thus a focus on merit making is also likely to 
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be one consequence of leader humility since humble leaders are more likely to 
understand that much of their success is due to the contributions of others. As such, 
these leaders should be more likely to give to others since they are more likely to be 
mindful of all that has been given to them. By transcending categories such as 
“leader” and “servant,” Buddhism offers the possibility of showing how humble/
servant leadership can be implemented, particularly in entrepreneurship. In the next 
section, we focus on that topic.

Entrepreneurship Entrepreneurship is defined as the identification and develop-
ment of new opportunities (Shane, 2004). These opportunities can be discovered 
from existing problems or market gaps or created through new products, services, 
or processes that address yet unknown problems or provide new delights or satisfac-
tions. From a Buddhist point of view, the role of the entrepreneur is to achieve moral 
objectives through economic means balancing the tensions between economic, reli-
gious, and social objectives (Valliere, 2008). Within the startup community, there 
has been increasing practitioner interest in the application of Buddhist principles 
and practice to entrepreneurship (Ives, 2018). While most of that interest has cen-
tered on meditation, we argue that merit making also influences entrepreneurial 
activity.

Entrepreneurship can be either an antecedent or consequence of merit. First, as 
an antecedent, entrepreneurship can lead to wealth creation that allows a startup 
founder to act charitably to a greater extent monetarily than he/she could otherwise 
do. For example, in Myanmar we can observe wealthy entrepreneurs building new 
temples as tangible evidence of their charity and therefore as an obvious means to 
generate merit. Second, entrepreneurship can lead to merit when a startup is oper-
ated consistent with Buddhist moral principles. As mentioned previously, these 
principles are abstention from killing living beings, stealing, sexual misconduct, 
lying, and intoxication. If followed strictly, these five principles would prohibit 
business activities in industries such as arms manufacturing or meat processing. 
More generally, these principles suggest virtues such as kindness, compassion, gen-
erosity, renunciation of lust and desires, contentment, honesty, dependability, mind-
fulness, and responsibility. An entrepreneur acting in accordance with these virtues 
would adopt them for him or herself, as well as for the startup that he or she owns. 
Thus, the new venture would generate merit for the founder. Third, entrepreneurship 
can generate merit through meditation. Meditation creates mindfulness, which can 
cause stress reduction in employees. Thus, founders that enable mindfulness prac-
tice among their workers can generate merit for themselves and these associates. 
Given the high stress nature of many startup environments, such practices are likely 
to be useful for both stress reduction and consequent productivity improvement.

Until recently, entrepreneurship has been a minor feature of the Myanmar econ-
omy. Many of the Myanmar entrepreneurs who have applied merit concepts in their 
startups have emphasized morality and philanthropy, although most do not explic-
itly state that they are seeking merit. Two examples illustrate these applications. Inle 
Heritage (http://inleheritage.org) is a social enterprise located on the shores of Inle 
Lake in Myanmar’s Shan State. Inle Heritage’s mission is to preserve the lake and 
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the cultures of the ethnic groups living around it (Carruthers, 2019). Its philan-
thropic activities are 100% funded by its business activities, which include accom-
modations, a restaurant, a gift shop, and cooking classes. Inle Heritage exemplifies 
the application of merit concepts in a social enterprise. A second example, Sharky’s 
restaurants https://www.sharkys.com.mm), is headquartered in Yangon, Myanmar’s 
largest city. Founded in 1996 by U Ye Htut Win (nicknamed Sharky), the business’s 
restaurants, delicatessens, and manufacturing operations produce and serve food 
that is organic, artisanal, locally sourced, and made from whole foods. These inter-
linked commitments to sustainable agriculture and healthy foods indicate a moral 
foundation, as well as a viable business model. Its morality provides an example of 
merit making.

Two Exercises The concept of merit making as described above, along with recent 
findings in evolutionary psychology and evolutionary economics, provides a new 
lens for educators to understand, model, and teach about human behavior and lead-
ership. We believe that we can offer two exercises that some readers of this chapter 
may wish to incorporate into teaching or training practices. Educators can use exer-
cises such as the Ultimatum Game and Wason Tests, which are described below, to 
great effect at both the undergraduate and graduate levels in courses such as prin-
ciples of management, organizational behavior, and leadership. These exercises 
offer a terrific way to illustrate problems with self-interest models as well as the 
possibility of others-directed behavior in organizations. It should be emphasized 
that grounding these exercises explicitly within both an evolutionary framework and 
Buddhist concepts helps students gain a better general understanding of fairness as 
well as their personal reactions to unfair allocations. In particular, the exercises help 
illustrate the automaticity of behavioral reactions to unfair behavior and the value of 
compassion.

Wason Test We have used Wason Tests in both graduate and undergraduate classes 
in organizational behavior and principles of management courses to illustrate the 
human sensitivity to cheating behaviors and concerns for justice. Instructors typi-
cally introduce the exercise during discussions of decision-making; the versions 
that are used most frequently include the following instructions:

Consider the following problem – cards with a letter on one side have a number on the 
other. A logic rule of “if D then 3” is put into place. Students are then shown the following 
cards: D F 3 7 and are asked: “At a minimum which of the cards must be turned over to 
establish the truth of the logic rule?”

D F 3 7

Most students choose either the D card or the D card and the 3 card. The correct 
answer, however, is D and 7. The problem asks nothing of F, and the 3 card is irrel-
evant since the logic rule states that D’s have 3’s, not that 3’s have D’s. The 7 card 
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is crucial, however, since if a D were displayed on the obverse side, the rule would 
be false.

If the format of the problem remains exactly the same, but the content of the 
information is altered so that the numbers and letters are replaced with real-world 
events that are both contextually relevant to participants and also framed as detect-
ing cheaters in social exchange, participants become significantly better at generat-
ing the correct answer. For example, students are instructed:

“Let’s assume the city of Los Angeles has enacted a law that states ‘If a person goes into 
Los Angeles, then that person must take public transportation.’” Students are then shown 
cards that have information about four Los Angeles residents. Each card represents one 
person. One side of the card provides a person’s destination; the other side of the card 
displays the method of transportation used to travel to that destination. Students are then 
asked to indicate only those card(s) that must be turned over to determine if any of these 
people have violated the law.

Los Angeles Malibu Bus Car

In the second version, approximately 80–85% of students correctly respond Los 
Angeles and car. The law asks nothing of Malibu, and the bus is irrelevant since the 
law states “If Los Angeles, then public transportation.” It does not state that all pub-
lic transportation must go to Los Angeles. Results consistently show that most stu-
dents struggle to solve the first abstract logic problem, but most perform exceedingly 
well when the problem is re-framed as one of fairness.

Ultimatum games have been used in a number of disciplines to demonstrate con-
cepts such as bargaining strategies and concerns for fairness. Drawing upon 
Buddhist principles and an evolutionary framework, however, helps instructors bet-
ter explain allocation decisions to students, as well as to help students understand 
their own reactions to unfair allocations. In effect, the concept of merit making 
allows educators to better explain that what appears to be an irrational choice in the 
game, an individual turning down “free” money (often with a sense of righteous 
anger), can actually be a very rational decision within the cooperation-defection 
dynamic. Instructions for one version of the Ultimatum Game which draw from the 
Fehr and Gintis (2007) research program follow:

You and your classmate have been chosen to participate in an experiment in which you 
could earn real money (games with significant stakes, 20 dollars or more, seem to work 
particularly well). In this experiment, you will be given 20 one-dollar bills, but you must 
offer some amount of that money to your classmate. If your classmate accepts your offer, the 
experiment is over. If your classmate rejects the offer, neither of you will receive any money. 
Again, if you classmate rejects your proposal, all the money is returned to me. Are the rules 
clear? OK, take a moment to think about it, and then make your offer.

Personal experiences with the game (which include a version known as the 
Dictator Game in which no offer can be rejected) indicate that no player has ever 
offered only one dollar. Typically, students offer between 30 and 40% of the avail-
able money, and no student has ever accepted less than 20%.
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 Leadership as Merit Making Lessons

The critics of selfish schools have a point, for everything becomes normative. If people are 
not rational maximizers of self-interest, then to teach them that such behavior would be 
logical is to corrupt them. (Ridley, 1997; 145)

Buddhist traditions and emerging research in evolutionary economics and 
 psychology offer business educators an alternative perspective by which to under-
stand and explain leadership within organizations. Both suggest that selfishness is 
not the human norm but rather that people have the capacity to be both caring and 
cooperative when rightfully mindful. The extent to which that capacity is utilized, 
however, is largely influenced by cultural institutions and spiritual and ethical tradi-
tions. Current business models fail to capture this more complex and robust under-
standing of human behavior, and as a result we appear to have produced far too 
many leaders who focus on their own narrow self-interest. We have argued that 
drawing upon the Buddhist principles of merit and merit making offers a way to 
overcome this failure.

We draw upon our experiences in Myanmar to illustrate examples of leadership 
that take merit seriously. Further, we highlight three different ways the concept of 
merit making might influence how we learn about or teach leadership. We con-
cluded with two very practical exercises that educators might use to demonstrate 
merit making and human concerns for fairness and compassion. We argue the exer-
cises can be used to address as well as to begin to overcome the problematic normal-
ization of self-interest and in so doing help create leaders that lead “for the good of 
many, for the happiness of many, out of compassion for the world.”

 Chapter Takeaways

• Western leadership theory overemphasizes the role of leader, and as such too 
many leaders are too self-focused.

• Buddhism offers an alternative approach to leadership.
• Leadership as merit making revises the role of leader from one of self-interest to 

one of service but service that has individual benefits.
• Myanmar offers examples of leadership grounded in merit making.
• Leadership as merit making changes how we approach and think about motiva-

tion, humility, and entrepreneurship.
• Approaching leadership as merit making is strongly consistent with research 

findings in evolutionary economics and evolutionary psychology. Both suggest 
that being others-directed can often lead to the better outcome.
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 Reflection Questions

Here are a few questions to supplement your reflection on how the Buddhist concept 
of merit making could influence leadership in Western organizations:

 1. How might confusion over Buddhism as ethical philosophy rather than religion 
impede application of Buddhist concepts such as merit and merit making?

 2. What is likely to happen to giving practices in Myanmar as its economy devel-
ops? Rising expectations of a stronger wealthier government for basic services 
may reduce giving. On the other hand, perhaps people give even more as their 
wealth and income increase. Traditional economic theory predicts one outcome. 
What does the reader believe? Why?

 3. Was the discovery that Buddhism and evolutionary economics arrive at a shared 
understanding of a human nature surprising? How might a more complex view 
of human economic behavior (one that is more focused on fairness, justice, and 
compassion) influence how leadership is taught in business programs?

 4. What does the future hold for merit making in entrepreneurship? It promises a 
kinder, gentler alternative to the toxic organizational climates in contemporary 
startups, yet it is not clear that merit making will contribute to a startup’s sustain-
able competitive advantage. How might merit making enhance competitive 
advantage?

 5. What should students learn from the Wason Test? Why was the first problem so 
much harder than the second problem? How might a focus on kindness and con-
cern for others influence one’s willingness to perceive things as fair or unfair? 
How might a focus on kindness and concerns for others influence motivation to 
address perceived unfairness?

 6. What does the Ultimatum Game teach students about human behavior? At work? 
In life? How do the outcomes shown in your version of the game agree/conflict 
with economic theory? How would previous interaction and possible future 
interaction influence resource allocation? Why do students make the offers they 
do? How would concerns with fairness and compassion influence allocation 
decisions? How might the game help students be more mindful of concerns for 
fairness and justice?
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Chapter 15
Living the Power Shift in Business 
and Beyond

Jo Aschenbrenner

Abstract The goal of this chapter is to expand awareness about the power shift 
needed in the world of work to let self-organization for-purpose flourish and ulti-
mately to safeguard mankind’s wellbeing and the sustainment of planet Earth. This 
shift requires new rules – rules in service of freedom – inside of our organizations, 
as well as intra-personally, inside the people doing the work. This chapter covers the 
new organizational form of the For-Purpose-Enterprise and discusses how individu-
als can calm down their anxious ego and grant purpose more power in business 
and in their lives.

Keywords Power · Purpose · Self-organization · Holacracy practice · Leadership 
and management hierarchy and concepts

 The World Needs a New Understanding of Power

To safeguard mankind’s wellbeing and the sustainment of our planet Earth, the 
world needs a new way of doing business. Truly pursuing company purpose in a 
self-organized manner puts an end to maximizing profits, to overusing natural 
resources, and to the supremacy of our selfish, anxious egos in business. To succeed 
in self-organizing the company for purpose, the company and its members need a 
new understanding of power. This power shift is the prerequisite for truly changing 
the way business is done and for reaching a new level of consciousness.

Living the power shift also is a key condition for an evolutionary society. When 
humanity learns to calm down the personal need for control, for external recogni-
tion, and for conventional forms of success it paves the way for true purpose and for 
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“re-enchanting the materialistic world view of modernity through non-religious 
spirituality” (Laloux, 2014).

This chapter illustrates what the power shift means in the context of business 
entities and how it can be pursued. The practice examples of Hypoport Group and 
NRG Circles used in this chapter are meant to illustrate both the organizational and 
the personal journey of developing into the power shift.

 Job Opening

If living the power shift issued a job advertisement and invited people around the 
world to join the movement, it would have only very few lines (Fig. 15.1):

Job Opening
Posting Title: DISTRIBUTED POWER AND PERSONAL POWER

Job Code Title: Pitch for roles to pursue company purpose

Department/Office: Look for open positions among the companies

of the PowerShift Economy

Duty Station: VIRTUAL / LOCAL TBD

Posting Period: 2021 - forever

Job Opening Number: 21-power shift-PURPOSE-forever

Living the Power Shift Core Values: Purpose, Power, Autonomy, Transparency.

Responsibilities: 
Pursue company purpose in alignment with individual purpose.

Competencies: 
Step into your own power: integrate your shadows and wounds. Move from fear to love. 

Know your purpose. Act from within. 

Exert systemic power: transfer your personal power over others and your personal decision-

making authority to the power of a system, the decentralized, purpose-driven self-

organizing system of the company. 

Leadership: lead yourself and your work. Stop leading others, the rules take care of that.

Education: 
Self-awareness, mindfulness, courage. 

Any educational background, autodidact.

Work Experience: 
Experience working in a powershifted self-organized company is highly desirable. 

Experience in differentiating and integrating role and person is a distinct advantage. 

Fig. 15.1 Job opening
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 The Conventional Understanding of Power

Max Weber, a German sociologist, defines power as “every chance to assert one’s 
own will within a social relationship, even against reluctance, no matter what this 
chance is based upon” (Herb, 2008). Every human being is out to dominate others 
in order not to be dominated himself (Macchiavelli, 2009). To prevent being domi-
nated, he or she is prepared to enforce any means, even illegal ones, is what 
Macchiavelli postulates.

According to Crozier and Friedberg’s organization theory, power develops in 
the relationship between actors in a specific situation, and therefore power varies 
from person to person and from situation to situation. Power is always reciprocal, 
because every single person only has as much power as the other person grants 
them in a certain situation. Often, but not always, the possibilities of influencing 
others in a relationship are asymmetrical. As such, power is both relational and 
situational.

 Power in the Conventional Sense Is Influence Over Others

A lot has been written about how to acquire conventional power in organizations 
and the corresponding social relationships (c.f. Pfeffer, 2010). Crozier and Friedberg 
find the source of power in the ability to control what they call “zones of uncer-
tainty.” These include the availability of information, access to financial or other 
resources, as well as formal conditions such as hierarchy or stable relations with the 
industry, the clients, and the whole environment of the company (Crozier & 
Friedberg, 1980). According to Pfeffer, there are distinct approaches to become 
powerful. This includes, for example, the development of specific personal qualities 
such as ambition, energy, and focus. But it also includes finding access to resources 
(as is also described in the “zones of uncertainty” presented by Crozier and 
Friedberg), and becoming a good networker is key in your personal power game.

Fighting for influence, power games, and micro-politics are “business as usual” 
in most companies. If you want to reach the top in organizations, you have to master 
the rules of power (Pfeffer, 2010; Pfeffer, 2015; Neuberger, 2003). “Welcome to the 
real world,” is what Jeffrey Pfeffer states in his book Power: Why Some People Have 
It – and Others Don’t. If you oppose power plays, this will be your largest obstacle 
to obtain powerful positions. However, when power is your motive, you not only get 
to the top, you even receive better performance ratings (regardless of your actual 
performance) and are presumed to be an effective leader. Studies repeatedly demon-
strate that female stereotypes are less favorable than male stereotypes on the way to 
conventional power. Other studies suggest that there is a higher number of socio-
paths and narcissists in top positions. They are simply well-equipped for the power 
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games and have an advantage as they do not shy away from using dirty tricks to get 
ahead (see the research of Robert D. Hare).

On your way to the top, you should act in a strategic manner and be able to 
endure defeats. The price is high, but it is worth it, says Pfeffer (2010). Do not ques-
tion whether your power-oriented behavior is detrimental to the company, Pfeffer 
recommends, since “the company doesn’t care about people either” (Pfeffer, 2010).

 Power Relations Are Reflected in the Management Hierarchy, 
Social Interactions, and the Legal Foundations 
of the Company

In conventionally run companies, these above described power relations are reflected 
in a company’s organization chart. At the very top, you find the owners and inves-
tors, having both formal and informal power over the organization and its people. 
They are followed by the top and middle management, and at the bottom, we find 
the employees who have little to no power. The organizational pyramid structure 
delegates decision-making authority from top to bottom.

Even if the involved managers truly want to empower their subordinates, the 
formal pyramid structure is much more powerful. It hinders true self-efficacy and 
often shuts down intrinsic motivation. Moreover, the employees look up to the CEO 
when it comes to decision-making and no longer feel responsible or accountable 
themselves. In addition, the formal internal structure (the pyramid or the organiza-
tional chart) seldom depicts the real structure, because all companies have an infor-
mal power structure that is formed by “personal relationships and political moves” 
(Robertson, 2015). Sometimes, the informal power structure can be even more 
influential than the formal structure.

A company’s legal foundations (such as the Operating Agreement or by laws) 
also reflect this old power structure. Shareholders make the relevant decisions, the 
management is the trustee of the shareholders and maximizes the profits for the 
owners, while the employees have little say. For them it can be psychologically 
unsafe to address their problems in such a structure, be they work-related or per-
sonal in nature, as they may be reprimanded for speaking up. The shareholders and 
CEOs have much power and information; others have to request involvement.

Like it or not: this is what power looks like in many conventional organizations.

 Management and Leadership in the Old Economy

This understanding of power results in a distinct understanding of leadership and 
management. A leader or a manager has more power than the regular employee and 
has power over others. Leaders and managers can make important decisions, define 
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the strategy and business model, transform the internal structure, change the course 
of action, and decide whether to invest money. They lead, motivate, and inspire oth-
ers and provide direction for the “non-leaders.” But they also have the power to 
dismiss people.

Furthermore, the legal owners of the company decide upon the so-called core 
transactions of the company in the members’ meeting (the legal governing body). 
This power of the owners is grounded in the number of shares, as they are the 
power base.

In sum, in the conventional understanding, power over others is attributed to 
people high up in the management hierarchy (managers and leaders) and to those 
who own the company (namely, the shareholders). This power hierarchy and its 
reflection in leadership and management has proven to be too slow in reacting to 
(disruptive) change and too demotivating and disempowering for the people ener-
gizing the work of the company. It hinders the self-organization of work and the 
unfolding of company and individual purpose (cf. Petriglieri, 2020).

 The Journey of Self-Organization

The global emergence of new forms of organizing and running a business has been 
on the agenda for decades. The early pioneering companies such as Gore (1957) and 
Morningstar (1970) demonstrated that it was possible to structure work in radically 
new ways with new rules and new underlying assumptions decades ago. Frederic 
Laloux’s seminal study about the patterns of how organizational systems evolve 
over time and the breakthroughs and shadows they brought to humanity provided 
momentum to the movement of self-organized, purpose-driven, and holistic busi-
nesses. In addition, the agile movement that started in software and small service 
companies has now reached the corporations of this world.

We currently experience a growing number of managers, leaders, and organiza-
tions experimenting with new forms of organizing and running a business. 
Sociocracy, Holacracy practice, self-organization, Teal, Scrum, Lean, Responsive 
Org, Conscious Capitalism, and Agile are all examples of solutions and movements 
that present alternatives to the conventional management approach of maximizing 
shareholders profits, aiming for unlimited growth, and following the commands of 
our selfish, anxious egos. What “can unfold when we embrace this journey is beauti-
ful to behold” (Seuhs-Schoeller, 2020).

Success or failure of self-organization in pursuit of purpose depends on making 
the shift from conventional power to a new understanding of power as reflected in 
the company’s work hierarchy, the legal rules, and the social interactions, as well as 
intra-personally – inside the individuals doing the work.
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 Shifting Power

The premise of this chapter is the shared willingness to safeguard our wellbeing and 
the sustainment of planet Earth by using new forms of organizing and running a 
business. Companies of all industries, size, and offerings are regarded as the change- 
and peace-makers and will, step-by-step, change our world “for purpose.” Whatever 
approach, system, or methodology is chosen, there will be no success without truly 
shifting power(Fig. 15.2).

 The Dimensions of Shifting Power

The power shift leading to successful self-organization in pursuit of company pur-
pose occurs in two main dimensions:

 1. The organization: Every member of the organization exerts systemic power 
instead of power over others to fulfill the tasks of the organization in pursuit of 
purpose.

 (a) Work context: Introduction of new work hierarchies, use of decentralized 
decision-making authority, and introduction of decentralized (sys-
temic) power.

 (b) Legal context: Changing the ownership structure to reflect decentralized 
power instead of owners outside of the organization determining the course 
of the company to reflect their own needs.

 (c) People context: Going beyond an unhealthy parent-child dynamic present in 
many leadership constellations and moving towards healthy relationships.

 2. The individual: Stepping into your own personal power instead of shying away 
from your responsibilities, strength and personal power (Fig. 15.3).

 Shifting Power in Organizations

Starting and running a business requires three things: capital, work to be done, and 
people. These three areas are governed by specific rulesets:

 1. The Operating Agreement or bylaws of the enterprise define the financial rules 
and ownership rights.

 2. The rules for the organization and execution of work determine work gover-
nance, decision-making authority, decision-making procedures, and internal 
coordination.

 3. The social rules and norms when interacting inside the company concern, for 
example, feedback, conflict resolution, and personal growth.
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Two Current Examples of Self-Organizing Companies

Hypoport Group (www.hypoport.com) is a network of technology companies for the 

credit, real estate, and insurance industries with a workforce of approx. 2,000 employees 

based in Germany. It is grouped into four segments: Credit Platform, Private Clients, Real 

Estate Platform, and Insurance Platform. Within the Hypoport Group, Hypoport SE 

performs the role of a strategic and management holding company with corresponding 

central functions. Hypoport SE’s objectives are the advancement and expansion of its 

family of subsidiaries. The shares of Hypoport SE are listed in the Prime Standard segment 

of the Frankfurt Stock Exchange (Deutsche Börse) and have been included in the SDAX 

since 2015.

NRG Circles is a self-managed and purpose-driven organization in the Oil & Gas Industry, 

based in the South of the Netherlands with a workforce of 18 people. Its current purpose is: 

“transforming the oil and gas industry in inspiring to liberate potential to create and 

transform”. NRG Circles started out with a more internal purpose that focused on the 

individual and this has evolved into a purpose that serves an entire industry and with that, 

has a global scale.

Fig. 15.2 Two current examples of self-organizing companies (I)

In a conventional enterprise, these three rulesets establish conventional power – 
namely, power over others. Owners have power over managers and over employees 
as defined in the legal charter, and managers have power over their subordinates. 
They define the vision, mission, strategy, and company goals and set up the business 
plan and the corporate incentive systems; they determine the internal structure of 
the company. As leaders, they motivate and lead others, they dismiss some and pro-
mote others. Powerful people influence less powerful people to assert their own 
will. Certainly, this is often done with the best intentions, and many leaders state 
that they wish to empower others (known as the “servant leadership”). In sum, 
though, empowering others is also a form of power over (see Robertson, 2013.)

In a powershifted enterprise, the abovementioned three sets of rules anchor the 
power shift and establish systemic power. They invite individuals to embark on this 
personal journey of trusting the system of self-organization as the source of sys-
temic power and realizing their own personal power.
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Work
context

People
context

Legal
context

The Power Shift: Within Individuals and Within Organizations

Purpose Agent

Organization

Fig. 15.3 The two dimensions of shifting power. (© Lori Rock, Jo Aschenbrenner)

The company encode.org defined the criteria of the systematic power shift in 
organizations – known as the PowerShift© – as follows:

 1. Clearly written rules.
 2. The rules bind everyone in the company in the same way. There are no privileged 

classes, no one is outside the rules, and nobody is above the law.
 3. The rules construct power systemically, instead of assigning power to individu-

als or positions (like the leader, the head of, the COO, or the founder). The com-
pany has therefore completely detached itself from a linear leadership model of 
power over any other person or over the rules themselves.

The For-Purpose-Enterprise (FPE) as developed and tested by the company 
encode.org is a powershifted solution to self-organize work in pursuit of company 
purpose. It is “a compound structure with new rules for legal, liability, and capital 
matters; linked to an organizational operating system to express the work itself; and 
at long last, a clear set of agreements for the people doing that work” 
(Aschenbrenner, 2019).

The powershifted operating system of the For-Purpose-Enterprise incorporates 
the powershifted rules in all three contexts (work, people, and legal) of the company.

 Work Context

Self-organization distributes authority in the company systemically across all shoul-
ders, despite roles. In a For-Purpose-Enterprise, you apply the Holacracy practice to 
execute work in pursuit of company purpose. The conventional management hierar-
chy is left behind and work is managed, not people. The system itself therefore 
becomes the ultimate source of power. It is very important to understand that this 
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step does not mean that an organization is without management or without leader-
ship. Instead, the system of self-organization manages and leads the work in pursuit 
of purpose, and people lead themselves and their work. There is no more personal 
power over others present. These new definitions of power and leadership pave the 
way for the new way of organizing (cf. Seuhs-Schoeller, 2020).

Those who have been in powerful positions in a conventional organization need 
to learn to trust the system of self-organization to take over “control” or “power” 
from them. They need to adapt to their new role as one powerful individual among 
other powerful individuals in steering the company towards company purpose rely-
ing on the chosen system of self-organization. With this transfer of power inside the 
organization, there are no longer positions such as CEO, COO, or Director available 
which confer and attribute power personally to an individual (and not onto others). 
Neither are there informal positions of power (“oh, there comes the founder, stop 
criticizing”). It is a huge transformative personal step to let go of conventional 
power as it is so closely tied to our self-esteem and self-worth.

Those who have been at the bottom of the hierarchical management pyramid also 
need to learn to trust the system of self-organization. They need to experience that 
the system protects their systemic and personal power, authority, and autonomy and 
that the decisions they make based on their authority conferred by the new rules of 
self-organization are respected by their previous bosses.

 People Context

Within the For-Purpose-Enterprise, members sign an Agreement of Association, 
which provides specific social norms for the interactions between the people doing 
the work in a powershifted system. These social norms of a For-Purpose-Enterprise 
create a safe place for all its members to grow into exerting systemic and personal 
power (you can see an example of both of the required competencies in the job 
opening above). Both dimensions are interrelated and positively influence each other.

 Legal Context

The Operating Agreement of a For-Purpose-Enterprise sets up new legal rules for 
ownership, investment, and legal competencies. Currently, no legal form in the 
world (as far as I know) satisfies the three criteria of the PowerShift completely. 
Encode.org embarked on the journey to redesign existing legal forms in such a way 
that they encode the systemic PowerShift into the legal foundations of the company 
(Fig. 15.4).
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Fig. 15.4 Two current examples of self-organizing companies (II)

Hypoport:

In 2016, the Hypoport leadership team realized that self-management and 

decentralization would be key strategies for its continual growth in the future. In search of a 

framework that would be robust and scalable enough to serve its needs, the Holacracy 

practice was identified as the main candidate to try. Within the Hypoport Group Dr. Klein 

Privatkunden was among the first to implement the Holacracy practice starting in 2017, 

others followed soon thereafter, with the remainder picking up the practice two years later.

Currently, seven of the fifteen subsidiaries are practicing Holacracy: Dr. Klein 

Privatkunden, Europace, Qualitypool, Smart InsurTech, Vergleich.de, Dr. Klein 

Ratenkredit, and the holding company Hypoport SE itself. Roughly 1.000 people within the 

Hypoport Group practice Holacracy (as of June 2020). Since the subsidiary companies are 

relatively autonomous in their business decisions, the decision for or against the Holacracy 

practice as an operating system is not mandated from the holding but remains in the hands 

of each individual CEO.

Once a company decides to take the leap, they receive support from the “hola::be” 

circle which is embedded in the central services unit of the holding. People get onboarded 

with Holacracy “taster” workshops and are thoroughly trained in internal practitioner 

trainings to build the skills necessary to facilitate the meeting processes that the Holacracy 

constitution requires. A team of hola::be coaches supports the adoption and answers any 

questions.

Three years into the journey, the Holacracy practice is gaining traction within the 

company network with more and more companies expressing interest in adopting and 

shifting the power relations among colleagues and at work. Although at Hypoport the 

powershift has not transformed the layer of legal agreements (yet), it is an encouraging 

example that demonstrates that self-management is scalable. And while there is no definite 

proof that Holacracy is at the root of the company’s stellar success (stunning growth rates 

and awards as a top employer in Germany) one can at least conclude that it did not cause 

harm or slow down innovation - quite the contrary.

J. Aschenbrenner



243

NRG Circles:

In 2016, with the purpose of bringing wholeness into the organization and to 

embrace the individual as a whole, the Holacracy practice was implemented within NRG 

Circles as a self-management tool. This created the first systematic powershift.

Because the Holacracy practice organizes around work and not around people, there 

is by design no space for interpersonal or personal tensions. In order to create a safe space 

and common ground for people to come together, initial steps were taken in defining and 

implementing the organization’s core values. During this period, which lasted nine months 

after the implementation of Holacracy, 30% of organization’s work force left due to non-

alignment with the system and the new culture.

In a workshop in March 2018 the company members realized the urge to create a 

people context - a safe space - that embraces the individuals in all their complexity. 

Individual coaching and feedback processes were established and a focus on personal 

development was implemented. This supported NRG Circles in creating that desired safe 

space around people, helping them process personal and interpersonal tensions. This 

approach ran separately and yet interdependently from the enterprises’ context, where the 

work lived and created the second systematic powershift.

To anchor the power shift into a legal structure, NRG Circles has implemented the 

For-Purpose Enterprise structure. This makes purpose the only boss in the organization, by 

introducing a new decentralized model of ownership and financial rules. The For-Purpose-

Enterprise structure makes the interdependence of the three contexts of work, people, and 

legal explicit, and creates with that the third systematic powershift by including all 

necessary levels to make NRG Circles a solely purpose-driven enterprise.

Fig. 15.4 (continued)
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 Shifting Power Within Individuals

There are a number of rules designed to shift power within organizations. The 
Holacracy practice as developed by Brian Robertson and Thomas Thomison has 
been applied in organizations for more than 10 years. The For-Purpose-Enterprise 
and its two additional rulesets (legal/financial and social norms) are in business 
since 2015. As a living laboratory, encode.org tested and implemented the rules 
from a minimum viable product to a ripe version that is safe to try. The powershift 
ecosystem is constantly growing. The powershifted operating system is applied (in 
various degrees) by NRG Circles (Netherlands); the Hypoport Group (Germany); 
PowerShift Capital, LLC (USA); PowerShift People, LLC (USA); Energized.org 
(Netherlands); Xpreneurs (Switzerland); and dwarfs and Giants (Austria).

What is holding people back from applying these rulesets at a larger scale? My 
hypothesis is the complexity of the power shift inside the individual. In a power-
shifted, purposeful company, everyone is invited to step into their own personal 
power. Personal power to me means being yourself, acting from within, expressing 
your true self, and being aware of the interconnectedness of everything. Christiane 
Seuhs-Schoeller (2020) writes that it is ultimately about “accepting our new reality: 
we represent the power that is, inside us and around us  – interconnected and 
interdependent.”

To step into your own personal power and to discover who you truly are is a 
lifelong journey. This journey crosses the borders of many “countries”: your con-
scious self and your sub- and unconscious self (cf. Kelley, 2009); your core self, 
your developed self, and your contextual self (Berens, 2010); the biologically and 
socially acquired parts of your personality (cf. Roth & Ryba, 2016); and your ego 
and your higher wisdom or soul knowing your personal purpose. It involves self- 
awareness (cf. Holmes & Holmes, 2013), the willingness to face our shadows, and 
understanding our ego blocks, as well as connecting with our inner wisdom or soul 
to unleash the power of our personal purpose. Exploring the facets of your personal-
ity and discovering your purpose is needed to step into your own personal power 
and to act from within.

Tim Kelley, founder of the True Purpose Institute, has developed an approach for 
how to find the purpose that is unique to you. He also says that some part of you 
already knows what it is (Kelley, 2009). He calls this part “inner wisdom”, “trusted 
source” or “soul” without applying any religious borrowings. If you succeed in 
making contact with this very personal part of yourself, you will discover what your 
purpose is. The Austrian psychiatrist Viktor Frankl regards man as a being in search 
of meaning. Man wants to know what he is in the world for. This distinguishes him 
from the animal. This understanding of purpose goes beyond who we are as a per-
son. The American author Daniel Pink (author of the book Drive, 2009) says that 
deeply motivated people combine the fulfillment of their own needs with motives 
that go beyond themselves (Pink, 2011) (Fig. 15.5).

Tim Kelley differentiates between four aspects of your higher purpose:
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NRG Circles:

After establishing the focus on personal development and a safe space for the people 

of the organization (see above), the emotional maturity level of the NRG Circles tribe 

increased. This made a rational decision in favor of a personal higher purpose easier. 

NRG Circles went on through a purpose discovery process with the True Purpose 

Institute, based in California, USA. In this process, the organization’s members discovered 

their own individual purposes. This raised the question as to whether the purpose the NRG 

Circles had was still up to date. In fact, what had happened during the individual 

development and evolvement, the organization’s purpose evolved as well.

With the rise of self-awareness, self-love and consciousness levels, a mind-set shift 

occurred, which is considered the individual powershift. The increased levels of 

consciousness allowed for the question of personal purpose to arise, and with that the 

question of the alignment to organizational purpose.

Fig. 15.5 NRG Circles and the individual powershift

• Essence: The first aspect is the pure dimension of being. What purpose do you 
radiate by simply being? Kelley calls this “essence.” For example, a coach might 
recognize: “I am the impulse for change.”

• Blessing: Secondly, living your purpose has a transforming effect on others – 
whether you are aware of it or not. Kelley calls this “blessing.” The coach could 
say: “Where there is uncertainty, I bring clarity about the next step.”

• Mission: Thirdly, what is your task in life? What should you do, even if it is not 
easy? Kelley calls it “mission.” Perhaps the coach will answer: “I am there for 
people who are on the margins of society and offer them perspectives for a self- 
determined life.”

• Message: Finally, you can understand your purpose as a message to the world. 
The message includes the knowledge that you have been given by life and that 
you share with others (Kelley calls this “message”). It can rarely be put into one 
sentence and, according to Kelley, is often the last aspect of purpose that people 
find out for themselves (Kelley, n.d.).

So far so good. But it is not that simple, because some other parts of our person-
ality are not so open to these questions of calling. It is not unusual for our ego to 
object to our desire to explore and pursue our purpose. Frederic Laloux writes in 
Reinventing Organizations that when we overcome the fears of our ego, we are free 
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Every cell in the body, when functioning properly, collaborates with other cells in serving a 

purpose that is greater than both: namely, the healthy functioning of the organ of which 

they are part. 

When a cell forgets that -- when it loses connection to its natural intelligence and instead of 

collaborating with other cells goes off to pursue its own thing without regard to the higher 

good of the larger organ – then it is malignant. 

And that’s what has happened to the human race: modern consciousness rests on the false 

belief that we’re here alone, to do our own thing regardless of how it fits into the larger 

intelligence of unfolding life. Thus, modern consciousness is malignant, and can only be 

healed by the realization that we are here together to collaborate together to serve 

together. This idea is treacherous to the ego, which IS the false belief in separation. But of 

course the ego defends against such realization, because within it lies the death of the ego. 

The truth is facing us now as never before: the selfish ego will die, or we will.

Outtake from Oprah’s SuperSoul Conversations: The Spiritual Purpose 

of Relationships on 13.07.2019 with Marianne Williamson

Fig. 15.6 Marianne Williamson at Oprah’s SuperSoul Conversations in 2019

inside to ask questions about our vocation and to experience what is really impor-
tant to us (Fig. 15.6).

Overcoming the fears of our ego is an interesting journey of self-discovery that 
is rewarding and refreshing. Tim Kelley suggests to regard our ego as a friend and 
to negotiate with it to set up conditions under which it agrees to pursuing our pur-
pose. While this may sound strange, I can tell you from my own experience it 
works – even for me as a rational, technical business lawyer!

 Conclusion

As you have now learned, living the power shift needs new rules to exert systemic 
power within an organization and requires individuals who are prepared to listen to 
their calling and their souls. The rules inside the organization have to satisfy the 
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three criteria of the PowerShift(C) in order to be effective game-changers. Embarking 
on this journey of individual powershift promises an intense experience of self-
development, a sense of freedom, and an experience of great self-efficacy. As 
Christiane Seuhs-Schoeller (2020) said: what “can unfold when we embrace this 
journey is beautiful to behold.”

All over the world, we can see a pattern of how organizational systems evolve 
with time – a developmental trajectory of hope, if you will. I take comfort knowing 
there is an inevitable evolutionary march towards a bigger embrace of purpose, self- 
organization, and human wholeness. The organizational model of the For-Purpose- 
Enterprise is one visionary example of how this way of doing business can thrive in 
our world.

 Chapter Takeaways

• The rules change the functioning of our companies to truly pursue purpose and 
to live the power shift.

• Such companies can change the world to the better.
• They need individuals ready to assume their personal power, to follow their pur-

pose, and to exert systemic power.

 Reflective Questions

 1. What are your beliefs about leadership and which beliefs do you have 
about power?

 2. Do you reflect upon an inner life of people and yourself?
 3. Can you confront uncomfortable truths about yourself?
 4. Do you feel a pull or a push to find your deeper meaning and purpose?
 5. What does the organization of your dreams look like, and what does the world of 

your dreams look like?
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Chapter 16
Crisis Preparedness as a Sustainability 
Strategy

Robert S. Fleming

Abstract This chapter considers how organizational crisis preparedness strategies 
developed and implemented in the interest of ensuring organizational resilience in 
times of crisis can also contribute to achieving an organization’s commitment to 
sustainability. While the importance of crisis preparation and organizational resil-
ience has been clearly and convincingly demonstrated as individuals, organizations, 
and nations around the world have conscientiously sought to navigate the uncharted 
waters of the COVID-19 pandemic, it is important to recognize the more frequent, 
but less severe and consequential, future crisis situations and events that organiza-
tions should anticipate and prepare for in their strategic planning activities. This 
chapter discusses the role of crisis preparedness within the overall crisis manage-
ment process and how organizations can prepare to “weather the storm” of future 
crisis situations and events through informed decision-making and planning. A stra-
tegic approach to developing and implementing crisis preparedness strategies in 
support of an organization’s mission, including its commitment to sustainability, is 
advocated. Responsible leadership that is both innovative and inclusive is discussed 
as an essential enabling factor in achieving organizational resilience and sustain-
ability in times of crisis.

Keywords Crisis preparedness · Inclusive leadership · Organizational resilience · 
Responsible leadership · Sustainability

 Introduction

This chapter was written during the unprecedented COVID-19 pandemic that 
occurred in early 2020 and quickly spread to nations around the globe. The realities 
of this devastating health crisis in terms of its severity and spread require little 
explanation, nor does the fact that as of this date the world’s medical community 
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and pharmaceutical companies are aggressively striving to discover the essential 
vaccines to prevent individuals from contracting the virus, as well as viable treat-
ments for those individuals who unfortunately do.

The current pandemic has significantly changed our lives, work, and travel. It has 
likewise expanded our vocabularies as we receive updated information about the 
pandemic and discuss it with others. While many would have already been familiar 
with terms such as asymptomatic and vaccine, most of us have expanded our 
Coronavirus lexicon to include community spread, confirmed positive case, contact 
tracing, personal protective equipment (PPE), presumptive positive case, screening, 
self-quarantine, social distancing, and, lest we forget, the overall challenge that we 
all face of “flattening the curve.”

While we all hope and pray that through miraculous medical and pharmaceutical 
discoveries, we will soon be able as a nation and world not only to flatten the curve 
but also eradicate the virus and end this horrific worldwide health crisis that has 
resulted in an astronomical number of positive cases and deaths around the world, 
we fully recognize the importance of being prepared for both the anticipated and 
unexpected crisis situations and events that are likely to occur in the future. While 
most of these future challenges will likely be more localized, less severe, and of 
shorter and more predictable duration than the current pandemic, we all now recog-
nize the critical importance of crisis preparation as individuals, organizations, 
nations, and the world. The COVID-19 pandemic, unlike many past crisis situations 
that tend to fall off our radar fairly quickly after their conclusion, will be indelibly 
embedded in our minds and very beings for the foreseeable future.

The current pandemic has obviously resulted in unprecedented public recogni-
tion of the importance of crisis preparedness and interest in the specific measures 
that various organizations, including businesses and governmental entities, are tak-
ing to address the current crisis that we are experiencing as well as to prepare for 
and ideally prevent or minimize the impact of future crisis events. This chapter 
focuses on crisis preparedness as an integral and essential component of an organi-
zation’s strategic planning activities. After considering the nature and reality of cri-
ses in the contemporary world in which we live, work, and travel, the topics of 
organizational vulnerability and resilience will be discussed.

A crisis management process will be introduced, as will the importance of con-
sidering potential crisis situations and incorporating necessary crisis preparedness 
strategies in the development and implementation of an organization’s strategic 
plans. While this chapter includes examples of crisis situations within the business 
world, it is important to realize that crisis preparedness strategies can and should be 
incorporated into the planning initiatives of any organization, including governmen-
tal agencies or entities.

This chapter discusses the importance of sustainability in our contemporary 
world. In addition to considering the traditional “pillars” of sustainability, we will 
make the point that the actions that an organization takes to survive during crisis 
events within an organization or its external environment likewise should be consid-
ered an important “sustainability” responsibility that organizational leaders have to 
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the various stakeholders of an organization, including its customers, employees, 
and owners.

This chapter concludes with several sections that tie together the concepts of 
crisis preparedness, organizational resilience, and sustainability. The importance of 
organizational leaders, particularly those in senior management positions, engaging 
in responsible leadership where they both “talk the talk” and “walk the walk” will 
be discussed, as will the value of understanding stakeholder expectations and 
involving stakeholders in an organization’s planning processes in advance of crisis 
situations and its information dissemination activities during a crisis.

While this is just one chapter in this collected work, we trust that you will recog-
nize that what you will learn in this chapter along with the others that accompany it 
will provide you with strategies and tools that will prove useful as an organizational 
leader or someone preparing to assume a leadership role in the future. You will also 
learn that ensuring crisis preparedness requires an “all hands” approach, wherein 
through responsible and inclusive leadership, all of an organization’s stakeholders 
are afforded the opportunity to contribute to its crisis preparedness strategies and 
plans and to understand how such initiatives afford a “mission-driven” organization 
the ability to continue its pilgrimage towards realizing its mission, goals, and sus-
tainability commitment. Successfully navigating any crisis situation requires the 
dedication, commitment, and innovation of both organizational members and lead-
ers. It requires “innovative leadership” as suggested in our book’s title.

 Crisis Events in the Contemporary World

Crisis events or situations are obviously not new in the twenty-first century. Among 
the many historical crisis events have been a number of major conflicts, some of 
which have escalated to wars, as well as a series of epidemics and pandemics which 
many of us are for the first time hearing about in the extensive media coverage of the 
current pandemic. It is important to understand the difference between these two 
types of health crises. The Merriam-Webster Dictionary defines an epidemic as “an 
outbreak of disease that spreads quickly and affects many individuals at the same 
time,” such as a seasonal influenza outbreak, and a pandemic as “a type of epidemic 
(one with greater range and coverage), an outbreak of a disease that occurs over a 
wide geographic area and affects an exceptionally high proportion of the popula-
tion.” The COVID-19 health crisis is therefore properly categorized as a “pandemic.”

As we move forward in our consideration of crisis preparedness, it is important 
to have a working definition as context for the discussions that will follow. We will 
use the definition provided in the Oxford Advanced American Dictionary which 
defines a crisis as “a time of great danger, difficulty, or confusion when problems 
must be solved or important decisions must be made.” (Hornsby, 2010). Once again, 
there is likely no argument that the current pandemic should be considered a crisis.

Crisis situations can be categorized by type and include health crises, natural 
disasters, weather-related events, emergency incidents, terrorist attacks, economic 
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and financial crises, technological crises, and organizational crises. Crisis situations 
and events can be further categorized based on their frequency, severity, scope, 
duration, and impact or consequences. More will be said about this later in this 
chapter. Crisis situations can begin as one type of crisis but go on to cause multiple 
types. There is much that can be learned from studying past crisis situations, and 
becoming a student of crisis management will greatly enhance an organizational 
leader’s knowledge, skills, and confidence to enact their responsibilities in each of 
the steps in the crisis management process, as well as in each of the phases of crisis 
management.

Three major crisis situations serve to illustrate the lessons that can be learned 
through review and analysis of past crisis situations. The attacks that took place on 
September 11, 2001, illustrate the major impact that crisis events can have. Prior to 
that day, the conventional wisdom in crisis preparation was to prepare for the worst, 
recognizing that it was unlikely that the worst would ever occur. That tragic day 
changed the world in which we live, work, and travel when the worst did occur in 
New  York City, Arlington (VA), and Western Pennsylvania. The many lessons 
learned from the September 11 attacks include the fact that the first 30 minutes in 
managing a major incident is crucial; that roles and responsibilities must be defined 
in advance; that a common incident management system was needed; that integra-
tion and coordination of local, state, and federal resources can prove challenging; 
and that effective information dissemination was essential. Governmental and pub-
lic safety officials have proactively and successfully addressed these and numerous 
other issues.

The lessons of Hurricane Sandy (2012) included that a major weather event can 
have an extensive impact in a multistate area as a result of damaged and otherwise 
compromised critical infrastructure systems and facilities. The impacted region, 
including New Jersey and New York City, faced many challenges related to flood-
ing, utility outages, and transportation issues. The business impact of this major 
storm included the loss of customers and contracts, reduced sales and revenues, 
reduced market share, reduced profits, and in some cases business failures. The abil-
ity of businesses to continue to operate as well as survive was in many cases deter-
mined by the extent and length of their business interruption. Perhaps one of the 
most important lessons learned from Hurricane Sandy was that teleworking, as well 
as benefiting employees as traditionally thought, could also allow many businesses 
to get back in business by having their employees work from remote locations. This 
understanding was important as during the pandemic 8 years later employers uti-
lized remote working to get the trains running again in many businesses where a 
physical presence was not necessary.

The COVID-19 pandemic clearly has changed the world in which we live, work, 
and travel. It has presented a multitude of challenges including its worldwide 
impact, rapid spread, highly contagious nature, ability to impact vulnerable popula-
tions, and severity. The most daunting unknown of this catastrophic health crisis is 
the uncertainty of when it will end, its challenges for our healthcare system and 
medical professionals, and when mission-critical vaccines and treatments will be 
available. The lessons learned so far from the current pandemic include that it is a 
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worldwide health crisis requiring worldwide cooperation, that we are all in this 
together and must work together to reduce the spread of the virus and flatten the 
curve, that our healthcare systems can become overwhelmed, and that new treat-
ments and vaccines will be instrumental in containing, minimizing, and eradicating 
the pandemic.

 Organizational Vulnerability and Resilience

Successful crisis preparedness strategies, while intended to reduce organizational 
vulnerability to crisis situations and events, must be developed and implemented 
based on a comprehensive understanding of the potential crises that could confront 
the organization. This analysis must include consideration of crisis situations ema-
nating from within the organization, such as a major recall of a defective product or 
discovered improprieties in businesses practices, financial dealings, and/or report-
ing, as well as those originating in the external environment in which the organiza-
tion conducts business, such as an economic downturn or financial crisis, natural 
disaster, or health crisis.

Developing a full understanding of potential crisis situations or events is an 
essential starting point in the development of an appropriate crisis preparedness 
strategy and plan. The potential frequency, severity, scope, duration, and impact of 
each potential crisis should be thoroughly understood and should serve as a basis for 
formulating appropriate strategies for crisis preparedness and the related crisis man-
agement activities that will be discussed shortly. Environmental scanning should be 
used to identify both organizational strengths and weaknesses with respect to vari-
ous crisis situations, as well as the degree and impact of each crisis situation on the 
survival and continued success of the organization. Organizational strengths would 
include the existence of decentralized operations, effective controls, risk manage-
ment, and contingency planning, whereas the absence of any of these would be 
considered a weakness of an organization in terms of its preparedness to endure 
crisis situations and events. The degree of exposure presented by various potential 
crisis situations or events would be determined by how centralized or decentralized 
an organization’s operations are, where mission-critical activities are performed 
within the organization, and the task interdependencies that exist within the organi-
zation. The impact of exposure to a crisis situation will relate to its ability to operate 
and possibly survive. The extent and length of a business interruption, along with 
operating costs during a crisis, are important factors to consider.

“Organizational resilience,” a relatively new term in business parlance, captures 
the intent of crisis preparedness. Organizational leaders have a responsibility to 
various stakeholder groups to ensure the continued success and survival of an orga-
nization. While the primary stakeholder groups that have related expectations for 
these managers who have been entrusted with the present and future wellbeing of an 
organization will include customers, employees, and owners, the stakeholders of 
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crisis management strategies that contribute to organizational resilience, survival, 
and continued success also include suppliers, creditors, and communities.

 Crisis Management

Crisis management is defined in the Oxford Advanced Dictionary as “the process by 
which a business or other organization deals with a sudden emergency situa-
tion.” (Stevenson, 2010). An understanding of crisis management will enable you to 
enact your organizational leadership roles and responsibilities successfully before, 
during, and after a crisis, regardless of your management level.

Successful crisis management involves anticipating and preparing for potential 
crisis situations, preventing crisis situations or minimizing the impact of a crisis, 
leading decisively through a crisis, and recovering successfully from a crisis. As 
with any successful management initiative, the goal is to resolve the situation effec-
tively, efficiently, and safely.

While the chapter title refers to crisis preparedness, crisis preparation, while an 
absolutely critical step in the crisis management process, is only one of five steps. 
These sequential steps include (1) crisis prevention, (2) crisis preparation, (3) crisis 
recognition, (4) crisis resolution, and (5) crisis recovery.

The first step in the crisis management process is crisis prevention. During this 
step potential crisis situations are identified in the interest of gaining the necessary 
understanding to develop crisis preparedness strategies and plans later in the crisis 
management process. Once identified, each potential crisis situation is evaluated 
and prioritized based on likely frequency and severity. The potential impact and 
consequences of each crisis situation are contemplated, including its potential 
impact on the normal business activities of the organization, its continued ability to 
operate, and associated business costs and related issues. The comprehensive under-
standing developed in this critical first step in the crisis management process will 
determine the success of an organization’s crisis preparedness strategies and plan. 
Skills in information management, decision-making, problem-solving, and plan-
ning are of crucial importance in enacting crisis prevention activities.

The second step in the crisis management process is crisis preparation. It builds 
on and utilizes the information gathered and analyzed in the prior step and involves 
developing a viable plan for dealing with any crisis situations or events that an orga-
nization is not able to prevent or avoid. A crisis management plan is developed dur-
ing this step in the crisis management process. This plan defines the roles and 
responsibilities that will need to be enacted during a crisis and assigns those roles 
and responsibilities to respective individuals within the organization. Those who 
will be expected to perform roles and responsibilities identified in the plan are pro-
vided the necessary training to prepare them to enact those roles and responsibilities 
successfully. Those with associated responsibilities are also prepared to engage in 
effective and efficient decision-making and problem-solving during a crisis event 
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and to make necessary adjustments in planned tasks should changing developments, 
circumstances, or outcomes dictate the need to do so.

The third step in the crisis management process is easy to overlook, but of utmost 
significance. It involves crisis recognition. While an organization may have been 
successful in identifying and evaluating potential crisis situations, along with appro-
priate strategies to address them should they occur, unless an organization’s leaders 
recognize, acknowledge, and “own” a crisis situation, nothing will be done to 
embrace and address that crisis. This requires that an organization ensure that moni-
toring potential crisis situations identified in its crisis management plan is an ongo-
ing priority of all with associated roles and responsibilities in an organization. In 
reality, while senior managers often should and will be the first to learn about the 
occurrence of a crisis situation, there will also be times that those in other manage-
ment levels will be in a position to detect an existing or impending crisis situation 
first. The importance of timely identification and tracking of crisis situations cannot 
be overstated. This also means that, regardless of one’s management level in an 
organization, all employees should operate within an organizational culture wherein 
they are expected to bring any signs of an impending crisis to the attention of appro-
priate organizational leaders.

The fourth step in the crisis management process is what some might think would 
be the only step. This is the point in the sequential process where the organization 
engages the crisis in the interest of resolving it. Failure to recognize the importance 
of the previous three steps will most certainly compromise an organization’s ability 
to prevent many crisis situations and to prepare properly to address those that do 
present themselves. During this step the individuals who have been previously 
assigned roles and responsibilities delineated in the organization’s crisis manage-
ment plan will be expected to enact those roles utilizing the training and resources 
that the organization has provided. An essential activity during crisis resolution is to 
ensure that stakeholders are kept properly informed. While ideally the strategies 
mapped out in the crisis management plan will prove successful in resolving the 
crisis situation, this will not always be the case, particularly when a crisis situation 
is rapidly developing as in the case of the current pandemic. Monitoring the situa-
tion closely and discerning and implementing any necessary adjustments in planned 
strategies is essential throughout any crisis.

The final stage in the five-step crisis management process is referred to as crisis 
recovery. During this step a variety of actions will be taken to return things to their 
pre-crisis state. There will obviously be crisis situations in which that will be pos-
sible and fairly easy to accomplish, as in the case of a retailer reopening after a 
major snowstorm that caused the location to close down for several days. The chal-
lenges of reopening certain businesses after certain crisis situations such as the cur-
rent pandemic will often prove both challenging and at times problematic. The 
challenges of reopening a business where all business activities are conducted 
remotely or online are obviously very different than those of reopening a retail store 
or restaurant where an in-person presence is necessary. Similar to resuming activi-
ties after the September 11 attacks, businesses and other organizations around the 
world will likely be returning to a “new normal.”

16 Crisis Preparedness as a Sustainability Strategy



258

In addition to understanding the various steps in the crisis management process, 
it is also important to recognize that there are three phases during which crisis man-
agement activities are performed. These phases are time-specific and related to 
activities before, during, and after the occurrence of a crisis. The crisis prevention 
and crisis preparation activities that comprise the first two steps in the crisis man-
agement process should take place before a crisis. Failure to recognize the impor-
tance of dedicating the time and resources to do so will undermine an organization’s 
ability to address a crisis situation successfully.

Likewise, the crisis recognition and crisis resolution activities that comprise the 
next two steps in the crisis management process enable an organization to proac-
tively and aggressively recognize, confront, and resolve a crisis situation on behalf 
of the various organizational stakeholders that are counting on organizational lead-
ers to do so effectively and efficiently. These steps obviously commence once a 
crisis has been detected. Crisis recovery, the final step in the crisis management 
process, takes place after the crisis situation has been resolved. This is an important 
juncture at which to review and evaluate how the organization faced the crisis and 
to discern lessons that will enhance the ability of the organization and its leaders to 
better prevent, minimize, and address future crises.

 Sustainability in Times of Crisis

Societal interest in sustainability has grown in recent years as has that of individuals 
who choose to support organizations committed to sustainability through either 
investing in them as an owner, working for them as an employee, or patronizing 
them as a customer. Sustainability involves ensuring that the present decisions that 
an organization’s leaders make in the interest of such traditional business goals as 
short-term financial performance are not compromising the ability to meet the needs 
of future generations. Although this ideal is not popular with some investors who 
expect organizations in which they invest to put their interests first in terms of pro-
ducing a desired return on their investment, a growing number of enlightened inves-
tors have recognized the responsibilities that successful businesses should have with 
respect to future generations.

In operationalizing the concept of sustainability, preserving resources in a num-
ber of areas serves as a focus and metrics for an organization’s commitment to set-
ting and achieving sustainability goals. The concept of sustainability was initially 
framed to consist of three components or pillars identified as economic, environ-
mental, and social. With time the pillars became referred to as profits, planet, and 
people. This led to the concept of the “triple bottom line,” which advocated that 
organizations should devote as much attention to environmental and social issues as 
they do to profit. Some have suggested that there are actually four pillars of sustain-
ability rather than three. The four pillars include economic sustainability, environ-
mental sustainability, human sustainability, and social sustainability.
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The commitment to sustainability of many contemporary organizations is now 
demonstrated through inclusion in organizational mission statements that articulate 
the value they attached to corporate social responsibility and sustainability. Their 
commitment to sustainability is further illustrated in their corporate goals. But the 
business practices they engage in accompanied by the decisions that their leaders 
make are the true demonstration of their commitment to sustainability as the right 
thing for successful businesses to do.

As with most things, it is often easy to do the right things when times are good. 
Even the most committed organizations will at time face challenges, such as those 
imposed by the current pandemic that may require that they take a momentary pause 
in many things that they desire to do as they struggle with the inherent challenges of 
a crisis. The important thing is that, while an organization might have to take its foot 
off the gas temporarily, the truly committed and engaged organization will never hit 
the brake or fail to return to forward motion as soon as possible and practical. While 
one could argue that organizational stakeholders will not continue to support sus-
tainability initiatives in times of crisis, that would not seem to be true in the case 
where individuals have been drawn to and have supported organizations in large 
part because of their known commitment to sustainability.

 Crisis Preparedness as a Sustainability Strategy

Successful contemporary organizations recognize the role that strategic planning 
plays in enabling them to gain and sustain a competitive advantage. They chart an 
appropriate strategic direction through delineating a mission statement and support-
ing goals. Both the mission statement and corresponding goals are developed in 
light of the understanding of the strengths and weaknesses of their organization in 
light of the environmental opportunities and threats that it faces, revealed through 
comprehensive environmental scanning activities. In formulating strategies most 
organizations seek to build on their strengths and address their weaknesses while 
taking advantage of opportunities and avoiding threats.

Increasingly, the goals of a growing number of organizations include goals 
related to more than one of the pillars of sustainability. In addition to environmental 
scanning and strategy formulation, involving the drafting of a mission statement and 
goals and strategies that support it, organizations must successfully implement strat-
egies and through strategic control metrics and measures ensure that strategies are 
being implemented as planned and progress is being made towards accomplishing 
the stated goals.

Potential crisis situations or events represent threats that astute organizational 
planners must take into account in their strategy formulation. Once potential crises 
have been identified and evaluated, appropriate crisis preparedness strategies should 
be developed and implemented as part of the organization’s crisis management plan. 
The potential that crises have to challenge and compromise an organization’s suc-
cess and at times its survival attests to the importance of crisis management 
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activities. While the importance of crisis preparedness is obvious in terms of achiev-
ing many of the financial or economic goals of an organization, these same pre-
paredness strategies can also contribute to the continued accomplishment of 
sustainability goals that correspond with the other recognized pillars.

Crisis preparedness is thus a must for contemporary organizations. Properly 
crafted and executed, these strategies are capable of addressing many of the busi-
ness challenges and consequences of crisis situations and events discussed earlier. 
By their very nature, crisis preparedness strategies contribute to the continued well-
being of an organization as well as that of its three primary stakeholder groups: 
customers, employees, and owners. Interestingly, all three groups have a common 
interest in seeing an organization get “back in business” following the business 
interruption that often results from a crisis. Customers are obviously interested in 
the restoration of a business’s ability to provide the products and/or services that 
they desire. Employees are interested in returning to work for various reasons, 
including maintaining their income stream. Owners likewise want to see things up 
and running to enable the organization to once again fulfill their expectations with 
respect to the investment that they have made in the business.

By resuming its operations, an organization can once again work towards achiev-
ing its goals, including those that relate to the sustainability pillars. Crisis prepared-
ness is therefore an essential competency of any contemporary business that desires 
to weather the storms of potential crises. All stakeholders of the contemporary orga-
nization have an interest in the responsible actions that the organization takes to 
fulfill its intended purpose of today while recognizing its responsibility to future 
generations. Crisis preparedness strategies in many ways also serve as sustainability 
strategies in that both contribute to achieving the overall goals of an organization, 
including those that address each of the pillars of sustainability.

 Responsible and Inclusive Leadership

Successful organizational leadership in the challenging world of contemporary 
business demands that organizational leaders be prepared to engage in the respon-
sible leadership necessary to position their organizations with a sustainable com-
petitive advantage and to prepare for and address the many crises and other 
environmental threats inherent in a dynamic environment. These leaders fully rec-
ognize, embrace, and enact their roles and responsibilities with respect to ensuring 
that their organizations are prepared to engage in the comprehensive set of crisis 
management activities necessary to ensure continued organizational success and 
survival. They are committed to doing everything within their power to ensure that 
their organization does not create or contribute to crisis situations in the present or 
the future and are thus committed to instill in all organizational members the impor-
tance of their organization’s commitment to the various pillars of sustainability and 
passing on to future generations the fruits of their sustainability labors.
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These leaders are passionate about their organizations and ensure that they steer 
their organizational ships in a proper direction. They recognize the importance of 
inclusive leadership and ensure that there is always opportunity for the various 
stakeholder groups to understand what the organization is doing and to provide their 
input to organizational leaders. They discover that stakeholder engagement can rep-
resent both a strategy designed to contribute to goal and mission attainment and a 
goal in itself that corresponds in a sense with the sustainability pillars.

While recognizing the ongoing importance of communicating with relevant 
stakeholders, they particularly acknowledge the importance of ensuring that stake-
holders, including employees, customers, owners, and suppliers, are kept in the loop 
during crises. These enlightened leaders recognize that stakeholders expect trans-
parency and greatly prefer to receive official information from an organization that 
is accurate, complete, credible, professional, and timely. Otherwise they are forced 
to rely on other sources that may disseminate inaccurate, confusing, or misleading 
information. In summary, successful organizational leaders in times of crisis, and 
for that matter at other times as well, recognize the need to be innovative, inclusive, 
and responsible. They are the key to their organizations realizing success in all of 
the areas of sustainability.

 Case in Point

 A Commitment to Sustainability

Sharon, the president of a Midwest family-owned business with 36 retail locations, 
has for many years described herself as “a lifelong student of business.” While she 
credits what she learned in college as contributing to her professional success as 
well as the impressive growth of her company which had only 20 retail outlets when 
she took over the reins when her father retired 5 years ago, she also recognizes and 
credits the valuable real-world business lessons that she continues to learn each and 
every day.

She has leveraged her preparation in marketing to ascertain continually through 
formal and informal means the expectations of her customers and whether her orga-
nization is meeting those expectations. She is joined by management and employee 
teams that share her commitment to fully meeting and ideally exceeding all reason-
able customer expectations. She likewise periodically assesses through employee 
surveys, focus groups, and informal conversations whether her company is likewise 
succeeding in fully meeting and ideally exceeding the expectations of its employ-
ees. She considers her team to be the company’s most important resource, and the 
instrumental role that they continually play is evidenced in the company’s ongoing 
customer satisfaction surveys and periodic focus groups. Sharon is a “hands-on” 
leader and can frequently be found interacting with employees and customers in the 
various store locations.
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About 10 years ago, with the encouragement of her father, Sharon facilitated the 
company’s first strategic planning retreat and developed their first strategic plan. A 
mission statement, goals for a 5-year planning period, and the necessary strategies 
to achieve each goal were agreed upon and documented in this written plan. Both 
Sharon and her father recognized the limited value this work and resulting plan 
would have if it was not shared with the organization’s team and utilized as a road-
map that mapped out the necessary route of travel to achieving the organization’s 
mission. Highlights of the company’s strategic planning process and current plan 
are likewise available for interested stakeholders, including current and potential 
customers and suppliers to review.

Since the initial strategic planning retreat, the plan has been reviewed and 
updated, as necessary, at the end of each year. The company sponsors a holiday 
party each year during which Sharon briefly recaps the business year, always thank-
ing her team for all they do to make the company a success. This event is well 
attended, and all of the store locations are only open in the morning that day to allow 
employees to attend the afternoon party during which they collectively celebrate 
another successful year.

While over the years the organization’s goals have changed, the company has 
remained steadfast to its mission which clearly articulates its commitment to the 
communities served by its growing chain of retail stores. Several years ago, Sharon 
introduced the concept of sustainability to the organization’s management team 
after attending a related seminar. Before doing so, she had shared the idea with her 
father who indicated that he thought that their customers and employees would 
expect the company to be socially responsible in this regard. As she anticipated, the 
management team enthusiastically embraced the concept and suggested that it 
would make sense to afford their employees, and later their customers, the opportu-
nity to weigh in on whether or not the company should revise its mission statement 
and goals to reflect a genuine commitment to the pillars of sustainability that she 
had initially learned about in the seminar and further researched before sharing the 
idea with her father and bringing it to her team.

It came as no surprise when both the employees and customers overwhelmingly 
endorsed the idea. This led to the company having an off-cycle strategic planning 
retreat during which a minor revision was made to their mission statement to articu-
late clearly the company’s commitment to sustainability. The goals that were then 
developed in support of the revised mission statement included goals related to sus-
tainability as well as crisis preparedness. The development of a much needed crisis 
management plan, while a goal in and of itself, also served as a strategy in support 
of the company’s two sustainability goals.

To make a long story short, the company committed to these goals in support of 
their newly revised mission statement 3 years ago, and any concern about the busi-
ness impact of their actions has vanished in light of the phenomenal growth and 
business success that the company has experienced since then. The fact that a com-
mitment to sustainability was not only the right but also prudent, business decision 
has been clearly and convincingly demonstrated, as has the value of having a crisis 
preparedness plan. While challenging winters are nothing unusual in the Midwest, 
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a major storm that challenged regional businesses for more than a week proved the 
value of having a comprehensive crisis preparedness plan to guide both managers 
and their employees during that particular crisis.

As well as becoming a believer in the role that sustainability should play in run-
ning a successful business, Sharon has assisted other regional business leaders as 
they too have taken a leap of faith and revised their mission statements to make 
sustainability a major role of their organizations and as they operationalized this 
commitment by developing and implementing related goals in crisis preparedness 
and sustainability. She has likewise been invited to speak at business association 
luncheons and deliver guest lectures at the college that played an important role in 
her preparation to lead this growing business enterprise. Several of her presentations 
have been titled, “Crisis Preparation as a Sustainability Strategy.”

 Chapter Takeaways

• Contemporary organizations exist in a dynamic, ever-changing environment that, 
while offering many opportunities for organizations to succeed, can similarly 
present challenges that can compromise an organization’s success and, at times, 
its survival.

• The leaders of successful organizations recognize the critical importance of 
understanding their organization’s strengths and weaknesses in light of the envi-
ronmental opportunities and threats that it faces, as they formulate goals and 
strategies designed to achieve the mission of their organization.

• It is essential that organizational leaders recognize the potential crisis situations 
and events that may impact their organization in both the present and future and 
develop and implement crisis preparedness strategies to address these potential 
threats to organizational success and survival.

• It is important to understand and fully utilize the crisis management process and 
take the time to properly enact each step in that process.

• Proactive planning is a must in successful crisis management.
• Successful organizations recognize that they have a responsibility to future gen-

erations that can only be fulfilled through embracing and committing to achieve 
all of the pillars of sustainability.

• Stakeholders are increasingly interested in patronizing, working for, and invest-
ing in socially responsible organizations that espouse and deliver on their com-
mitment to sustainability.

• Crisis preparedness strategies contribute to both a sustainable competitive advan-
tage and to achieving an organization’s mission and goals, including its commit-
ment to sustainability.

• Successful crisis preparedness and sustainability strategies can only be fully 
realized through the commitment and efforts of engaged stakeholders empow-
ered by organizational leaders who “walk the walk” as innovative, inclusive, and 
responsible leaders.
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 Reflection Questions

 1. Discuss the role that crisis preparedness plays in organizational success and 
survival.

 2. Discuss the role that crisis preparedness plays as a sustainability strategy.
 3. Discuss how crisis preparedness contributes to organizational resilience.
 4. Discuss the role that responsible and inclusive leadership play in developing and 

achieving an organization’s sustainability goals.
 5. Discuss how an organization’s crisis preparedness strategies can position it for 

present and future success while achieving its sustainability goals.
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Chapter 17
Imagination and Communication Toward 
Future Realization

Manuel Y. Fernandez and Vram Ismailyan

Abstract This chapter focuses on how imagination can lead to great innovation, if 
leaders demonstrate this trait themselves or help foster an environment that will 
unearth the inner creativity that lives inside everyone. The authors focus on and 
highlight a few methods that allow people to demonstrate their inner creativity 
through empathy, design thinking, and diversity. This chapter is enriched with per-
sonal stories from the authors that underscore how these creativity evoking methods 
can be used in practice and the learnings that can result from them. A dissection of 
speeches or talks given by influential leaders is also discussed in this chapter as a 
means to demonstrate how the use of subtle language can actually take an audience 
on an imaginative journey. Overall, the need for leaders to be imaginative when it 
comes to future trends, to keep themselves informed, and to communicate, not only 
toward learning and understanding facts and trends but also in making ideas under-
standable to team members, is the critical message in this chapter.

Keywords Innovation · Imagination · Communication · Empathy · Diversity

 Introduction

How can leaders unearth creativity from deep within their psyche to help validate 
data and effectively communicate? Is asking the right questions more important 
than having the right answers? Paradigmatic eclecticism empowers leaders to lever-
age empathy and imagination in making ideas, both current and future, understand-
able to its stakeholders.
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This chapter focuses on the integration of empathy and diversity as critical ele-
ments that are catalysts for leaders to be radically imaginative and drive innovation 
with a shared vision. The backdrop on the importance of imagination that everyone 
has at some point in their lives will be examined. This chapter challenges common 
approaches to how some leaders have directed or continue to direct a vision for a 
program, product, or even organizational structure that, at times, may result in solv-
ing the wrong problem, thus resulting in increased costs and unsatisfied stakehold-
ers. This chapter borrows and expands on elements of design thinking and discusses 
how elements of the design thinking process, coupled with tools from business 
analysis, equip any leader to dig into their own imaginative innovation or, better yet, 
help unlock radical innovation from any team member they are collaborating with. 
The first section will discuss how and why empathy is such a crucial element before 
anyone can even start to promote ideas, yet alone stand up an effort and implement. 
The second section will dive deeper into the power of imagination, which unlocks 
an endless possibility of ideas that can inform and align leadership and any team 
member toward a shared purpose and goal. The final section will weave in the ele-
ment of diversity that extends beyond race or sex to compliment the level of empa-
thy and ideation where true imagination can be unlocked.

 Shifting the Paradigm and Setting the Tone

Imagine bright green mountains against a riveting sunrise as the rays of the sun 
glisten on the lake. Imagine sitting on a porch savoring the perfect cup of coffee as 
you absorb the aroma of those Arabica beans while taking in the majestic beauty 
around you. Often, it is so easy to describe a perfect getaway, vacation, or medita-
tion spot, and yet people, including leaders at any level, neglect to imagine and 
communicate what their product, team, or organization should be. They lack the 
opportunity in describing every facet, such as what the product or culture should 
look like, feel like, or even taste like. How should the product, team, or culture make 
you feel? What are the top descriptors? Instead, there is a sense of command that is 
handed down the hierarchy where the assignee or team just takes the task at hand, 
project, or problem statement that is given at face value without bothering to ques-
tion it and dig deeper to ensure they are solving for the right problem or achieving 
the right outcome. Many take the objective, given that is handed from up high, 
develop a list of milestones, confirm it with the governing bodies, develop timelines, 
execute, confirm the milestones were achieved, close out the effort, and call it a suc-
cess. This might sound all too familiar and, in some cases and industries, works 
quite well. However, when trying to solve for complex problems or achieve a new 
level of innovation, leaders must give up the urge to command the outcome, some-
times based on limited or insufficient knowledge of the root cause, target market, 
segment, or persona.

What if leaders communicated a hypotheses of the problem statement, collabo-
rated with teams to dissect the problem statement, and checked in with users of the 
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actual product or service or team members of the organization to validate whether 
we are trying to solve for the right problem? What if we questioned the hypothe-
sized problem statement and walked a mile in the shoes of the actual users or team 
members in order to confirm and maybe adjust? Research needs to go beyond sales 
figures and surveys. Research needs to include a deep level of empathy, followed by 
a shared vision, so that we provide products, services, or cultures that people love.

 Toward a Deeper Level with Empathy

 Empathy

Meriam-Webster defines empathy as the action of understanding, being aware of, 
being sensitive to, and vicariously experiencing the feelings, thoughts, and experi-
ence of another of either the past or present without having the feelings, thoughts, 
and experience fully communicated in an objectively explicit manner. Simply it is 
putting oneself in another person’s shoes.

Building a deeper level of empathy can be more difficult than one would think, 
at least for many. As the authors, Doorley, S., Holcomb, S., Klebahn, P., Segovia, 
K., & Utley, J. from the Hasso Plattner School of Design points out in their design 
thinking bootleg, “your viewpoint carries assumptions and personal beliefs”; there-
fore, it is critical to remove these personal beliefs and biases and pretend that you 
do not know anything, thus starting from the beginning (2018).

This is a crucial part of any process where leaders and team members are trying 
to solve for a problem by coming up with new processes, policies, or products. It is 
important to acknowledge that developing this sense of empathy does in fact take 
time and may in fact be one area where we must spend the most time. If one were to 
compare this to traditional project management, this would be similar to the plan-
ning phase, which should always take the most time before launching into an effort. 
As the Project Management Institute and Harvard Business Review Staff point out, 
the planning phase of a project should involve the need to “Determine the right 
problem,” which again, if done with care and an open mind, empathy will lead to a 
better problem definition and better results (2016).

From personal experience, one of the authors shares an instance of a project he 
was involved with where the project was already kicked off, and it was his job to 
gather requirements so that organization could configure an off-the-shelf product to 
be used by an operations team for crucial workflows where billions of dollars were 
involved in the day-to-day work. The author started as with any project, by talking 
with key users, gathering requirements, and then working with the vendor to see 
how the solution could be configured to meet the needs of the users. As the team 
started to configure and show the users initial configurations, the author could see 
the look of fear and disappointment in their faces around the room. Being that our 
culture is quite polite, the users expressed concerns, but he could tell that they were 
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holding back. The author shared these concerns with his manager and asked if he 
could observe and shadow the users for a few weeks. He received much needed sup-
port from the manager and other leaders albeit there was risk to a timeline. During 
those weeks, the author recalls sitting with users and started off by just watching 
what they were doing and observing body language, facial expressions, sighs, deep 
breaths, and even moments of smiling and laughing. As the days of the weeks con-
tinued, as with any effort, he mapped processes and asked for more specifics to fill 
in some notes so that he could understand how they were using systems, what made 
them frustrated when he observed certain bodily reactions, and what made them 
happy when he saw smiles and laughter. To take it a bit further, he asked the IT 
department for special access to a sandbox environment that imitates the current 
system, but in a non-production way. This allowed him to witness and feel how the 
current system works and how it accounts for existing workflows and try to resem-
ble what the users currently go through when experiencing the highs, lows, excite-
ment, and stress. This literally helped the team to walk in their shoes and deeply 
understand their needs before implementing a new off-the-shelf solution.

Our project, or product team as it eventually became, borrowed from the design 
thinking approach to map out user journeys and created personas where they could 
summarize different types of users that would be interacting with this new off-the- 
shelf system and new processes. At the end of this internal anthropologic journey, 
the results and recommendations sent the program leadership into a bit of shock 
when they were informed that the off-the-shelf solution could not accomplish every-
thing that this team performs for the firm. The recommendation was to augment the 
system with a custom in-house digital product to make up for some of the gaps. This 
was not an easy sell, but the research that was performed by building a deep sense 
of empathy with the users allowed the team to paint a current state picture that was 
so vivid that any audience members could feel the stress, adrenaline, and excitement 
that the team feels during various parts of a process. Once the story was painted, the 
project team demonstrated how the vendor solution would need to be used and 
where the gaps were and then showed a paper prototype of how the proposed cus-
tom product would improve and fill in the gaps, resulting in a process that not only 
maintains internal teams happy but positions the firm for more scalability because 
of how data could be structured more efficiently.

The takeaway from this sharing is that if it were not for that deep sense of empa-
thy, the firm could have implemented a solution that met requirements on paper, 
basically the what that the team needed, but the how, for using the system would 
have slowed people down, caused undue stress and potentially led to miscommuni-
cation of data costing the firm opportunities in the market. The how gets to a deeper 
sense of what makes people happy, stressed, etc. and where user experience becomes 
critical.

When observing or building empathy, it is crucial to consider diversity of the 
sample. Diversity can include race, ethnicity, gender, direct users, and indirect users. 
Diversity of input allows leaders to truly build empathy and again reduces precon-
ceived notions and biases. Failing to take time to observe, listen, and even do the 
work for which you are trying to solve a problem can lead to higher costs, user or 
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employee dissatisfaction, and more work. However, doing the deeper research of 
empathy allows leaders to better understand the problem and then engage with users 
to be imaginative on how to fix the problems and unlock creative power to ideate.

 Leveraging Empathy and Charisma

Is empathy a core component of leadership? How can leaders use empathy to influ-
ence their stakeholders’ need for achievement? Choi (2006) states that there are 
three key elements to charismatic leadership: envisioning, empathy, and 
empowerment.

The term ‘charisma,’ whose initial meaning is ‘a gift’ in Greek, has been frequently used in 
politics and religion to adduce legitimacy to power. Weber (1968) defined it as an individu-
al’s personality quality (or at least, specifically exceptional powers or qualities) by virtue of 
which he/she is set apart from ordinary people and which thus legitimizes his/her exercise 
of influence. House (1977) developed a theory of charismatic leadership which is among 
the first attempts to build a comprehensive theoretical basis for studying the topic.

A charismatic leader who is empathetic invokes trust and creates an emotional 
bond with stakeholders. This type of leadership comes in many forms dictated by 
contextual factors such as organizational factors, task factors, and stakeholder fac-
tors. Think about the last time you were with your family or friends and someone 
stepped into a leadership role to drive results. Think about the last time you watched 
a competitive team sporting event who emerged as a leader. These are two entirely 
contrasting settings that require different approaches. In the family setting, the 
leader who emerge demonstrates more empathy toward their family and friends 
which stimulates affiliation. In a competitive team sporting event, the leader who 
emerges will demonstrate envisioning behavior to influence the team’s needs for 
achievement. This can be as simple as the player embodying what he/she is asking 
of his/her teammates such as working harder on the defensive end of a basketball 
game. In both situations, the leader who emerges must empower stakeholders with 
his/her own empowerment practices. By empowering stakeholders, they have a 
clearer understanding of their role, improved effort, increased satisfaction, and 
increased self-leadership within the organization.

Can leaders use specific words to build a deep sense of empathy? Yuan et al. 
(2000) examined the relationship between positive and negative words and leader-
ship talent, using a formal interview. A sample of 804 high-level executives from a 
variety of public and private organizations were part of the study. Leaders used 6 
positive words for every 100 words spoken during the interview while using only 
1.5 negative words for every 100 spoken words. More important than the number of 
positive and negative words used is a positive mental mindset. The study found that 
a positive mental mindset has a big impact of how effective a leader is in building a 
deeper sense of empathy with their stakeholders. Think about the last time you were 
in a situation, whether personal or professional, whether negative or neutral. When 
you had conversations with specific individuals, did you feel a deeper sense of 
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alliance with the person who was deeply empathetic toward you and used a positive 
approach or with the person who piled on the negativity surrounding your circum-
stances? One of the authors of this chapter recalls his childhood who, as a kid, loved 
to play and coach basketball. He learned firsthand that it usually wasn’t the work 
ethic or desire to win that his players lacked, it was more about a mental block that 
prevented them from achieving confidence in their abilities, which ultimately 
resulted in limiting their basketball playing abilities. He took the approach of focus-
ing on what each player did extremely well. He would keep a note card with each 
player’s name and a scorecard (1 to 5, low to high) of key elements required to 
assemble a winning team; these included shooting, passing, defense, rebounding, 
leadership, hustle, speed, size, and other intangible qualities. Once he had enough 
time to evaluate each player’s strengths and weaknesses through practices and 
games, he began to have one-on-one conversations with each person. The ensuing 
conversations were not about basketball. Instead, he spent time to get to know the 
individual from where they grew up, major milestones in life, things they enjoyed 
doing, family, friends, and everything that made them the individual they were; he 
already knows them as a basketball player. The goal in having those one-on-one 
conversations was to show his players a deep sense of empathy toward their per-
sonal stories outside of basketball. The author’s foundation as a friend and coach 
with each player was based on trust. By using a positive mindset and building alli-
ances, he was able to not only put his players in positions to succeed on the court, 
but they had the trust in him as a coach, and the confidence in themselves, to do 
what they were already good at. That simple approach was contagious as players 
began to spend time together off the court and formed bonds beyond basketball.

During his tenure as head coach, there were instances where he needed to listen 
to the players and pivot from one strategy to another in order to increase their 
chances of winning each game. This posed a small challenge as he had envisioned 
a specific path for success but had to let go of the preconceived vision in efforts to 
be successful; this was not easy. Was it personal fear of failing as a coach? Was it a 
fear of losing the game? Was it a fear of losing respect among the players? Webb 
and Mann (2018) discusses the personal rise and fall of Brandon Webb, a former 
Navy Seal. He experienced rock bottoms when he lost his business and filed bank-
ruptcy, and ultimately, his wife filed for divorce. While he managed to pull himself 
up and out of rock bottom, just a few months after landing a six-figure salary job, 
Brandon was itching to start another business. His friends told him that he had a 
stable job earning nearly two hundred thousand dollars with benefits and can pro-
vide for his kids. They told him not to do it again, but Brandon felt like his job was 
his coconut. Brandon’s friend from the Philippines shared a story with him about 
how they trap monkeys in his country. They dig a hole and place a coconut in it; the 
monkey reaches in and grabs the coconut, and his fist is now too big to pull back out. 
He iss trapped. All he has to do is let go of the coconut. But he won’t do it. Why not? 
What keeps that monkey’s fist clenched? Fear. He is afraid of losing what he has. So 
he keeps the coconut and loses his freedom. Brandon did not want to keep the coco-
nut and lose his freedom. What prevents people from taking the risks they need to 
take in order to achieve the things they dream of achieving or, in the author’s case, 
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giving up control to his players in critical situations so they could win? The author 
could not let go of the coconut. They could have more success as a team if the author 
reciprocated the trust his players showed in him by empowering them to make the 
right decision in specific game-winning situations. Brandon writes that “mastering 
fear starts with a decision, then proceeds through rehearsal, so that you’ll be as pre-
pared as possible to make that jump into the unknown and take action in the face of 
your fear. But nine times out of ten, when the time comes to make the jump, some-
thing keeps people from actually doing it. Something they’re holding on to.” The 
author decided to let go of the coconut and empower his players resulting in more 
games won.

 Diversity as a Galvanizing Force

Empathy is a catalyst for leaders to drive innovation toward a shared vision within 
an organization. There are circumstances that will impact how effective a leader’s 
empathy is with each stakeholder. The foundation for effective leadership to drive 
an imaginative and innovative shared vision is understanding diversity. While some 
aspects of diversity is visible to the naked eye, other much more important forms of 
diversity that impact the daily lives of our stakeholders are not. As one of the authors 
who has held various roles in a large organization ranging from an individual con-
tributor, to a mentor, and a leader, nothing has been more critical to their success 
than recognizing diversity among the people they work with. One of the simple 
things the author shares in doing from the beginning was get to know each person 
they interacted with on a personal level; this was important because he wanted to 
understand what they were getting out of bed for each morning and what made them 
want to perform at their highest level. Some individuals were driven by competition, 
others by money or recognition, some just to provide for their family, and others by 
a corporate career path to the top. Whatever the driving force was behind the why, it 
helped the author to understand the approach he needed to take with each individual 
in every single interaction. Whether it was a professional interaction or personal, 
empathy allowed the author to interact dynamically to ensure he had a genuine 
interaction with each other and walk away feeling positive. In his role as the Head 
of Product and Strategy at Identifee, the author spent time to master his art of com-
munication with two key executives, the Founder and CEO, Vigen Ismailyan, and 
Head of Client Success, Kevin Miyamoto. While the communication style needed to 
be different with his two colleagues due to their differing roles, there was similarity 
in that both are fathers who love to spend time with their families. In his TED Talks, 
Ricardo Semler, a successful Brazilian businessman, talks about asking “why” three 
times so you can get to the real reason about why you are doing something. He notes 
that usually when you ask why once, it is easy to come up with an answer; the sec-
ond time, it gets harder; and usually, by the third time, if you can answer the ques-
tion, then you can move on to the more important question, which is “what for?” Mr. 
Semler is known for his radical management style of allowing people to work from 
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home when it was not commonplace back in the 1990s. He also gave employees 
complete access to know what everyone in the company earned along with compar-
ing what the market salary value is for the same position; he believed in transpar-
ency and giving up control. Furthermore, Mr. Semler asked his employees to vote 
on their manager every 6 months, and if the manager did not have effective leader-
ship or 70%+ approval, they would demote the individual and place the person the 
group wanted. Mr. Semler goes on to talk about how children and adults learn dif-
ferently, and we cannot place them in our preferred method of teaching. He founded 
Lumiar School as a result of his beliefs for kids ages 0 to 14. Li (2013) highlights 
the attributes of Lumiar School; this unique way of offering the school experience 
is organized in six pillars: mosaic curriculum, multi-age groups, active learning, 
tutors and masters, participatory management, and integrated assessment. The 
school offers no core curriculum but a mosaic curriculum, no classrooms but learn-
ing spaces, and meetings are not run by only faculty members but with students. 
There are two types of educators – tutors and masters. The tutor works with the kids 
in their learning skills and their discovery. Then masters are brought in, once the 
students express interest in a topic and need an expert in that field. Mr. Semler’s 
approach to education is the definition of how understanding diversity can have a 
large impact to effectively teaching children from an early age. Rather than a one-
size-fits-all model, Lumiar embraces diversity as a galvanizing force for educating 
children from a young age. In business, a simple understanding of one’s culture, 
hobbies, or favorite foods can often be the fine line between effective and ineffective 
leadership. Mr. Semler’s unconventional management style and education approach 
are foundations for unlocking and fostering innovation.

 Imagination as a Crucial Building Block for Ideation

The ability to problem-solve goes beyond theory, mathematical equations, or les-
sons in history. Critical thinking and imagination play a major role for trying to 
solve problems rooted within human psyche. In business, many times we are trying 
to solve or fix problems related to processes or procedures, which were originally 
developed by humans. This is usually accomplished by studying how we work and 
documenting the steps and process. The creativity and imagination surface when 
trying to iterate through the processes and reimagine how we can make them better 
and more efficient. One could argue that tools like lean six sigma can help improve 
processes, which it can. However, when tools like this are coupled with imagination 
and creativity, it results in bigger innovation because when we combine the research 
that we gained with building deep empathy for the people for who we are trying to 
help or improve their lives for, we get to real problem statements and dream up big-
ger and grander ideas.

Imagination is defined by Merriam-Webster as the act or power of forming a 
mental image of something not present to the senses or never before wholly per-
ceived in reality (2020). However, if you keep reading through other definitions 
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from Merriam-Webster, it mentions that imagination is the ability to confront and 
deal with a problem; yet many people shy away from using the word imagination 
when in a meeting. An article in The Telegraph discusses the importance of imagi-
nation for children and their development. The Telegraph explains that “when chil-
dren use their imagination in play they are developing crucial psychological and 
emotional capacities that help them understand the world in which they live and 
their relation to it; they are learning to solve problems, create new possibilities, even 
change the world,” which should extend far beyond child play (2018).

It seems that as time passes and children grow to teenagers and adults, the art and 
importance of imagination erodes as humans take on critical classes where the 
emphasis is on theory, equations, and science. Imagination still exists inside of us, 
but we must relearn how to unlock it so that it does not remain suppressed. Borrowing 
again from the playbook and philosophy of design thinking, there are different 
activities that any leader or workshop or sprint facilitator can use to unlock the sup-
pressed ability to imagine and ideate for the benefits of solving the right problem.

As defined or explained by Hasso Plattner School of Design in their design 
thinking bootleg, ideation is the mode in which you generate radical design alterna-
tives. Ideation “is a process of ‘going wide’ in terms of concepts and outcomes—a 
mode of ‘flaring’ instead of ‘focus’” (2018). This ability to go wide or “flare” 
requires creativity and, most importantly, imagination. This is an amazing opportu-
nity where leaders or associates of an organization, product team, or program can 
pretend to be 5 years old again and harness the imagination and creativity from that 
time period and go big. The team can always constrain things later, but being com-
pletely imaginative in the beginning helps us imagine true possibilities and begins 
to unlock innovation.

This is not necessarily a new concept but perhaps something that gets overlooked 
because great leaders often share their grand ideas and visions that they imagine, 
just not necessarily use that term. Great leaders that come to mind are ones like 
Steve Jobs and Martin Luther King Jr.

When Steve Jobs first unveiled the iPhone in 2007, his choice of language is 
quite interesting because it plays on the sense of empathy and human psyche, and 
he tries to invoke deep feelings. When describing how a user or customer would use 
the iPhone, he stated “We’re gonna touch this with our fingers. And we have invented 
a new technology called multi-touch, which is phenomenal. It works like magic” 
(Jobs, S. 2007; Wright, M. 2015). His language inherently requires us to imagine 
using our fingers and believing it is magic. One could argue that this clever tech-
nique had many people imagining the same thing all at once, resulting in the pleth-
ora of apps and allowing innovation to flourish in the field of technology.

If we pivot and think back to the famous speech by Martin Luther King Jr., there 
comes a moment where he vividly says “I still have a dream. It is a dream deeply 
rooted in the American dream. I have a dream that one day this nation will rise up 
and live out the true meaning of its creed:…” The speech captivates the audience or 
reader, and Dr. King did a remarkable job of delivering with such passion that it is 
truly inspiring to this day.
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It takes time and practice to deliver a speech or address like Steve Jobs or Martin 
Luther King Jr., but being able to clearly and vividly share imagination and dreams 
about a project, product, or cause is crucial to inspire innovation and creativity. In 
efforts to truly unleash creativity and innovation from people, it is important for 
them to be heard. This is not always easy in a large setting, especially if someone is 
on the quitter side. There are methods to avoid one person from taking control of a 
brainstorm or ideation session. One of the authors shares learnings from Sprintwell, 
a company that focuses on design thinking and design sprints. He learned about the 
power of “working alone together” in these settings. The idea and concept as with 
any design thinking playbook is that you don’t shout out ideas during these types of 
ideation sessions. Instead, we work together, silently, and we draw our ideas. It 
doesn’t matter if they are stick figures or works of art. By drawing out your ideas, it 
unleashes a larger sense of creativity and imagination that lets others actually “see” 
what you mean. So often, we communicate ideas, and the vision that is in our minds 
may not be the narrative or scene that others are picturing, but by drawing your 
ideas, it helps put everyone on the same page. Most importantly here, we draw 
silently so that there isn’t an alpha or dominant person in the room taking over the 
conversation. People are not just agreeing with the person speaking the most; people 
are aligning and agreeing to ideas, instead. Some ground rules here are ones that we 
can borrow from improv. The power of “yes and.” As others start sharing the ideas 
they have drawn, think of how to improve upon the idea by saying “yes and.” Many 
times we are quick to say, “yes but” or “no but,” which immediately diminishes or 
minimizes another person’s idea and could limit innovation.

 Chapter Takeaways

• The integration of empathy and diversity can be a catalyst for leaders to be radi-
cally imaginative and drive innovation with a shared vision.

• Leaders should consider communicating a hypotheses of a problem statement, 
collaborate with their teams to dissect the problem statement, and check in with 
users of the actual product or service or team members of the organization to 
validate whether we are trying to solve for the right problem.

• Building a deep level of empathy is important but can be more difficult than one 
would think. This is due to the fact that our viewpoints carry assumptions and 
personal beliefs.

• A deep sense of empathy can propel a firm from implementing a solution that 
meets requirements on paper to accomplishing goals while keeping people happy 
and less stressed.

• A charismatic leader who is empathetic invokes trust and creates an emotional 
bond with stakeholders. This type of leadership comes in many forms dictated by 
contextual factors such as organizational factors, task factors, and stakeholder 
factors.
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• Empathy is a catalyst for leaders to drive innovation toward a shared vision 
within an organization.

• The foundation for effective leadership to drive an imaginative and innovative 
shared vision is understanding diversity.

• Critical thinking and imagination play a major role for trying to solve problems 
rooted within human psyche. Imagination comprises the ability to confront and 
deal with a problem.

 Reflection Questions

 1. What are some ways in which you try to draw out your creativity?
 2. The chapter emphasizes the importance of empathy. Consider this phenomenon: 

what, in your opinion, are three major advantages and three major concerns of 
applying empathy in workplaces?

 3. Do you consider empathy and charisma each other’s supplements or opposites? 
Please explain your stance.

 4. This chapter explains that Ricardo Semler suggests asking “why” three times to 
get to the real reason for doing anything. Consider a problem or decision you are 
currently facing, and implement this practice. Share your findings below.

 5. Do you consider a diverse workforce an advantage or a disadvantage to creative 
problem-solving? Please explain your rationale in detail.
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Chapter 18
Heading for the Future with the Proper 
Mindset

Victor Senaji Anyanje and Thomas Anyanje Senaji

Abstract The need for leaders to be imaginative when it comes to future trends, to 
keep themselves informed, and to communicate, not only toward learning and 
understanding facts and trends but also in making ideas understandable to team 
members, continues to increasingly elude society. Leaders have imperiled both 
themselves, their followers, and the society through failure to positively imagine, 
communicate, and clarify the path to the desired future state or the organizations 
they lead. In this chapter, we explore imagination, communication, and future real-
ization. The guiding questions are as follows: Why is imagination important? How 
can communication be improved? How can the execution be unlocked to realize the 
future? In the process, we discern gaps and suggest improvements.

Keywords Imagination · Communication · Envisioning · Leadership · Future 
realization

 Introduction

The role of a leader is to envision the future, inspire, and motivate followers to pur-
sue and achieve both individual and shared goals. This is important because organi-
zations of all types are formed for particular purposes and are guided by goals. In 
order to effectively deliver on their mandate, leaders need to communicate and 
remove barriers in the way of the followers. These barriers can be physical, social, 
and even psychological. The leaders should communicate authentically and be per-
ceived and seen to lead by example. They need to anticipate future trends and share 
their insights with followers. They also need to appreciate that there always will be 
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tension between the vision that they may be passionate about but which may be 
unclear to the followers. In this regard, frustration may set in both on the side of the 
leader to whom the vision is clear and the followers who may be wondering what 
the vision is all about. This is where communication comes in: the need for com-
municating the vision about the future with clarity and how that future will be real-
ized becomes crucial. Alongside the vision and the path to the desired future is the 
need to empower the followers and those who will be affected by the vision that is 
being pursued. We contend that the future is the unseen that continues to shape our 
decisions today, and that imagining is the process of conceiving a progressive future 
for the society. This conception of the future is vision. Further, future realization is 
how the imagined ideal future is actualized. We next discuss imagining, communi-
cation, and future orientation and conclude with some suggestions for improvement.

 Imagining

Arguably, every human being has aspirations for a better future, if not, just a future. 
They therefore engage their minds to envision this future. They imagine a future 
desirable state and would like to see and live that future. If we suppose that the 
aspirations are for a just and peaceful society with opportunity for everybody, then 
this is a positive aspiration. The vast majority of people have this aspiration for the 
future. Imagination is the faculty or action of forming new ideas or images or con-
cepts of external objects not present to the senses or drawing from the senses to 
create new ideas, images, or concepts distinct from those available including through 
reference to past experience. It is the ability of the mind to be creative or resourceful.

To be creative is to come up with new ideas which then act as a resource to shape 
the future state of things or events. Creativity could also take the form of modifying 
existing ideas into an amalgam consisting existing and envisioned input. In this 
context, creativity becomes a resource which should be harnessed to propel and 
launch society into realms of prosperity such high social, economic, and political 
development. It means that human beings should apply their creative minds that is 
“imagine” the desired future together with what it would take to realize that future. 
It may be argued that the highest level of imagination is that which leads to the 
realization of a better society at peace with itself despite the diversity that exists or 
may exist as society evolves. This said, a question that begs answers is whether 
society is increasingly becoming at peace with itself or descending into conflict and 
what the role of imagination is or should be.

It is also possible that within the society, there may be those that can be described 
as self-centered and whose future outlook is that of depriving and excluding others 
in as much as they can. This situation can be seen as debauch imagining of the 
future. Given these two almost polar opposites, “positive or negative” imagination, 
there may be those that are in between along this continuum. This notwithstanding, 
it can be said that majority of society is perpetually yearning for a “good future” and 
any individual, in their small way, is continually (consciously or otherwise) 
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progressing toward a future – a future that needs to be shaped through appropriate 
imagination. However, the question remains to be what it is it that people are imag-
ining and how it can be realized.

To put the notion of imagination and realization into perspective, it is plausible 
to situate them in the context of leadership and followership in society. Specifically, 
the following questions are pertinent:

• How can people imagine positively?
• How are leaders aiding followers in imagining constructively?
• How can the imagination be realized?
• Suppose the imagination is pervert, should it be realized?

From a theoretical and practical perspective, leadership is conceived of in the 
context of the leader, the follower, and the context in which it is practiced. This 
implies that while the primary role of the leader is to inspire and motivate, that of 
the followers is predominantly to support the leader by being effective followers.

To be an effective follower is to actually participate in the leadership ecosystem 
by executing the leaders’ legitimate vision and providing constructive feedback to 
the leader in the prevailing context which can take various forms. It may be an orga-
nization of any type such as a local community, state government, regional com-
munity, civil society, and learning Institutions, among others. Conversely, an 
example of an ineffective follower is a passive follower who may neither question 
the leader’s actions respectfully nor provide any constructive feedback including 
genuine criticism.

As seen earlier, to aspire to lead implies willingness to constructively imagine 
(envision) and effectively communicate the vision of the desired future to the fol-
lowers. It is the charting of a path or roadmap to the realization of the desired future. 
It also implies the willingness to empower others by sharing the power the leader 
has with the followers. It involves creating other leaders. It demands generosity and 
more often than not magnanimity in dealing with followers, peers, and superiors. In 
other words, it calls for magnanimous (selfless) imagination of the future and the 
ability to communicate and “sell” this imagination with other people around them. 
It also implies the willingness to bear and accept failure when and if it occurs as a 
learning opportunity.

 Communication

Communication is the act of conveying meanings from one entity or group to 
another through the use of mutually understood signs, symbols, and semiotic rules. 
The main steps inherent to all communication are the formation of communicative 
motivation or reason, message composition, message encoding, message transmis-
sion, and finally, decoding of message at the receiver end. It is emphasized that 
communication is not complete until there is feedback. In the present case, we 
would be dealing with the formation of a vison for the future by constructively 
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imagining it, articulating the vision in written form, converting it into clearly under-
standable form, choosing the best medium to convey the message, and finally con-
veying it to the target audience. The audience may be the people that are expected 
to act on the message by ways of taking various actions that are implied in the mes-
sage in order to realize the desired future that is inherent in the vision being 
communicated.

It may be argued that beside appropriate imagination, the greatest task of leader 
is communication. Without effective communication even a leader’s noble vision 
will fall flat! So, how should a leader communicate in order to have their vision 
effectively shared, embraced, and enacted by the followers to realize the desired 
“imagined” future?

This question appears to be as old of the cradle of mankind and continues to beg 
answers even as the environment changes: the basic issues around leading with 
vision remains perpetual. A related question is how positive imagination or envi-
sioning can be nurtured in societies particularly among the leaders.

This notwithstanding, imagination is just one side of the coin: communicating 
with authenticity and enacting this vision in pursuit of realization of a desired future 
is even a more daunting task. In essence, since communication defines the success 
or failure of any noble idea as can be with a leader’s or collective imagining of the 
future, the notion of mindful communication appears to be a rich area of interest to 
aid in understanding why and how imagination can lead to future realization. 
Similarly, it may be plausible to suggest that communicating should form that 
greater part of the preoccupation of not only leaders but also followers.

 Mindful Communication

Mindful communication can be said to be sensitive and empathetic at the very least. 
By sensitivity, we mean one that respects diversities of people across gender, race, 
religion, age, ability, and aspirations of the target of the communication, among 
other attributes of the target. It also involves the framing and conveyance of the mes-
sage. At this point it is important to observe that politicians have mastered the art of 
framing which they exploit to their advantage but to the detriment of the society 
they purport to be representing. An example is that of marinating chronic corruption 
in some parts of the world, where upon being pursued for accountability, the 
“leader” suspects often retreat to their communities “crying more than the bereaved” 
that their communities are being targeted.

Far from this example, it is important to observe that a very noble vision of the 
future that is not mindfully communicated may fail at the implementation stage. 
This being the case, it is desirable to interrogate some of the barriers to mindful 
communication. Such barriers include stereotypes, individual biases, and other cog-
nitive dispositions that are not amenable to effective communication of a noble 
imagination. We can observe here that the conquest of self is one of the greatest of 
all conquests: a situation where we identify our limitations including cognitive 
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ones, confront them, and effectively deal with them in a manner that avoids the blur-
ring our vision of a desired future. When we do this, we are able to seek necessary 
help to overcome them – after all, no one lacks “skeletons in their closets.”

 Future Realization

Future is an expectation of advancement or progressive development (Meriam- 
Webster Dictionary, nd). From an organization perspective, we encounter a vision, 
mission, core values, and objectives that guide operations. To back up these state-
ments of direction and purpose, structures are created, responsibilities described, 
and suitable people assigned to carry out certain functions to realize the vision. 
Some quotes on the “future” are as follows:

Quotes

The future is always unknowable. The future is never realized because change, paradoxi-
cally, is constant. The future is happening now. It's contingent on the past and, just like 
history, it never ends. It's too busy beginning.1 (Sir Bob Geldof, 2018) (EY New Zealand, nd.)

The future belongs to those who prepare for it today. (Malcolm X, influential African 
American human rights activist (1925-1965))2

The vision is usually stated in very lofty and ethereal terms and is usually an 
ideal to be realized. The resounding words of Africa’s celebrated son and icon 
President Nelson Mandela’s 3-hour speech “I Am Prepared to Die” during his trial 
alludes to what conviction to ideals is:

I have cherished the ideal of democratic and free society in which all persons live together 
in harmony and with equal opportunities. It is an ideal which I hope to live for and adhere. 
But if need be, it is an ideal for which I am prepared to die. (Nelson Mandela, President of 
the Republic of South Africa)

This speech “I Am Prepared to Die” suggests two themes “democracy and free-
dom,” where democracy underpins choice and freedom implies absence of domina-
tion of any kind – political, economic, social, cultural, religious, ideological, etc. 
Democracy is essential for effective imagination, and “free society” is the bedrock 
of innovation and enterprise. It is a prerequisite for self-determination. Though one 
question to ask is how many are virtuous, another lingering question remains 
whether we have men and women of sufficient conviction and virtue or how we can 
increase the reservoir of effective leaders to guide society for future realization.

Besides all the advantages of democracy and free society disposition, lip service 
to these ideals is everywhere abound. For example, it is not lost to an average 
observer what is happening in the USA with regard to what appears to be racial 

1 https://www.ey.com/en_au/future-realised
2 https://ec.europa.eu/education/knowledge-centre-interpretation/sites/kci/files/communities/yia_
speech.pdf

18 Heading for the Future with the Proper Mindset

https://www.ey.com/en_au/future-realised
https://ec.europa.eu/education/knowledge-centre-interpretation/sites/kci/files/communities/yia_speech.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/education/knowledge-centre-interpretation/sites/kci/files/communities/yia_speech.pdf


282

undertones regarding the dispensation of justice in relation to people of color. There 
are several incidences manifesting the extent of active service to these ideals includ-
ing the whacking of George Floyd on May 25, 2020, in Minneapolis, Minnesota, 
and the suggestion that looting should beget shooting which did not help matters 
given the fact Breonna Taylor a black woman and aspiring nurse was whacked by 
police in Louisville, Florida, in March 2020 (Washington Post, May 24 2020).

These disturbing examples suggest that the realization of a free society still 
remains a mirage in the world. In China for example, black people were persecuted 
in the wake of the novel coronavirus disease (COVID-19) outbreak and pandemic. 
African people were forced by the Chinese to sleep in the streets after eviction from 
their dwellings and prevented from accessing shops and restaurants (The Guardian, 
April 27 2020). But more disturbing was the lackluster response by the African 
Union to such discriminatory and racially motivated subversion of basic freedoms 
of the Africans. There are also persecutions on the basis of religion where freedom 
of worship is not guaranteed such as is the case in Egypt, Russia, India, Indonesia, 
and Turkey where restrictions on religion has heightened.

Religious violence is undergoing revival ranging from “Islamic extremists waging global 
Jihad and power struggle, between Sunni and Shia Muslims in the Middle East to persecu-
tion of Rohingya in Myanmar and outbreaks of violence between Christians and Muslims 
across Africa.” (Muggah & Velshi, 2019 Feb 25)

It is noted that “religious” violence is not religious at all but rather perversion of 
the teachings (Cavanaugh, 2009). Given these events which impact society’s free-
dom, it is not clear where humanity can find sanctuary to fully realize the desired 
future potential and all dimensions of well-being; after all the essence of life on 
earth is to live happily and exit without suffering. However, this is not always the 
case due to strife, conflict, oppression, violence, environmental degradation, dis-
ease, and hunger among other life vagaries which can be significantly mitigated or 
avoided through appropriate imagination, communication, and directed action 
toward the desired common future.

Conflict, violence, and even strife can result from poor communication. For 
example, once issues are not accurately framed and communicated with clarity, the 
intended effect is lost, and the opposite may likely be the outcome. In turn, this 
curtails the possibility of realizing future aspirations. Further, if the desired future is 
not comprehensively and accurately “imagined” or envisioned, the result is a 
“blurred vision” which becomes difficult to articulate let alone to communicate. The 
result of this is certain: nothing clear to aim at and no future realization.

 Leadership and Future Orientation

Leadership can be described as an enduring conviction and commitment by an indi-
vidual or a group of people to the realization of a better society. It implies a clear 
focus by a leader or leaders on a future desired state. In this regard, a high premium 
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is placed on the ability of leaders to plan for the future and execute the plan in a bid 
to move from the current situation to the next in an organizational context. Leaders 
are thus said to be effective if they can achieve this feat despite the obstacles that 
they may encounter. Consequently, leadership effectiveness continues to preoccupy 
researchers, practitioners, and scholars. The popular press and academia constantly 
lament the absence of effective leaders, which is particularly reflected in the mis-
trust of those in positions of authority (Senaji et al., in press). The essence of leader-
ship is to guide organizations of all types to achieve the goal for which they are 
established. When effective, leadership offers the opportunity to bend personal 
motivations, group norms, and environmental opportunities toward organizational 
objectives (Senaji et  al., 2016). Such leadership can facilitate implementation of 
plans aimed at realizing desired future for both organizations and individuals in 
these organizations. Meanwhile, though the search for effective leadership remains 
elusive, it may also find respite in the spiritual realm. This fact is articulated by 
Cardinal Vincent Nichols in Hollensbe et al. (2014) that:

The deepest resources for the transformation of business, as for society as a whole, lie 
within the human heart. It is there we have to seek what it is we truly value and yearn for, 
and where we can harness the strongest motivation to change— ourselves, our organiza-
tions, and our world—for the better. (p. 1227)

Spirituality is a broad concept with room for many perspectives. In general, it 
includes a sense of connection to something bigger than ourselves, and it typically 
involves a search for meaning in life. As such, it is a universal human experience – 
something that touches us all. Spirituality is the state of having a connection to God 
or the spirit world; an example of spirituality is praying every day (http://www.
yourdictionary.com/spirituality). It also has different definitions; one of these is “a 
quality that goes beyond religious affiliation that strives for inspirations, reverence, 
awe, meaning and purpose, even in those who do not believe in any God” (Murray 
& Zenter, 1989, p. 259). While some people find it in monotheistic religion as is the 
case with most religious traditions such as Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, others 
find it in meditation as is the case with most oriental cultures.

The importance of spirituality in leadership is aptly asserted by Fry (2003, 
p. 693) that “The purpose of spiritual leadership is to create vision and value con-
gruence across the strategic, empowered team, and individual levels and, ultimately, 
to foster higher levels of organizational commitment and productivity.” Further, 
leadership effectiveness is considered to be what followers ascribe to their leaders 
based on whether these leaders exhibit the qualities that the followers perceive to be 
attributes of effective leadership. Some of these leader dispositions may be in the 
realm of spirituality and may include having a vision, being compassionate, and 
enduring in the face of adversity or difficulty (e.g., Fry, 2003; Lituchy et al., 2013). 
Further, “spiritual leadership theory is inclusive of the religious- and ethics and 
values-based approaches to leadership” (Fry, 2003, p.693). In a study on leadership 
in Africa and in the African diaspora, Lituchy et al. (2013) found that Ugandans 
suggested that a good leader was “honest and trustworthy”; while Canadians and 
respondents from the USA said “being inspirational/charismatic,” and Barbadians 
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cited “being a visionary” (p. 201). From extant literature it is apparent that inspira-
tion, honesty, trustworthiness, and vision underpin leadership effectiveness and that 
vison, which is a mental image of the desired future, has important implications for 
spirituality. “The four r spirituality dimensions that largely capture spiritual disposi-
tions that an individual may have are belief in God, search for meaning, mindful-
ness, and feeling of security” (Hardt et al., 2012 cited in Senaji & Anyanje, 2021, 
p.196). It is suggested that this disposition may be instrumental in leadership effec-
tiveness toward future realization. It is also recognized that the polar opposite of 
effective leadership is toxic leadership (Lipman-Blumen, 2005, p.1) which is “a 
process in which leaders, by dint of their destructive behavior and/or dysfunctional 
personal characteristics inflict serious and enduring harm on their followers, their 
organizations, and non-followers, alike.” “Toxic” leaders engage in one or more of 
the following behaviors and in similar others:

Leaving their followers (and sometimes non-followers) worse off than they found them by 
deliberately undermining, demeaning, seducing, marginalizing, intimidating, demoralizing, 
disenfranchising, incapacitating, imprisoning, torturing, terrorizing, or killing them; violat-
ing the basic human rights of their own supporters and others; and engaging in corrupt, 
criminal, and/or other unethical activities (Lipman-Blumen, 2005, p. 2)

 Perils of Nations

That nations have been imperiled required no elaboration. This is evident in levels 
of poverty, political upheavals, civil strife, and degradation of the planet that abound 
globally. One may be forgiven for suggesting that life has become a “treacherous 
travail through hell.” The fact that leadership can address these challenges leads to 
a question to which there appears to be no ready answers: how many people are 
adequately self-aware as to richly or appropriately imagine the future for self and 
for the greater good of society? Why, for instance, have some countries still 
remained worse off than they were before attaining political autonomy? Is it that 
some societies long lost the ability to discern who an effective leader should be?

For such countries, and they are many, does the concept of “leader” apply to the 
people at the helm? Or should it be replaced by more suitable concepts that are 
descriptive of how they imperil their society with their exploitative or limited imagi-
nation? One would be excused to make these observations because of lack of evi-
dence of a visionary person who ever treaded such parts of the world. Another 
disturbing question: whence cometh the salvation of these countries?

From the forgoing, it may be appropriate to suggest that since imagination is 
either pervert/exploitative (such as amassing wealth and impoverishing others) or 
even totally absent, there is nothing to communicate. Consequently, the erroneously 
referred to as “leaders” become discreet and at the very least mysterious – some 
playing alpha and omega – or even “God’s gift to Mankind” as they scheme “immor-
tality” by “dying on the throne.” In such situations, there is neither rich imagination 
nor communication of vision and hence no future to be realized for society except 
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the “future in the mind of a despot” masquerading as a leader. This is a tragedy. As 
if the words of President John F. Kennedy were prophetic: “those who make peace-
ful revolution impossible will make violent revolution inevitable.” The Arab spring 
which swept Tunisia and even Egypt expectedly falls on deaf ears as despots and 
dictators enjoy field days in many parts and places of the world. But this has a flip-
side: is it a follower problem – where society allows its future to be squandered by 
miscreants – people without vision masquerading as leaders. This brings to the fore 
the role of society in imagining its future, communicating it through effective activ-
ism (leadership), and enacting the imagination in pursuit of a desired future.

It remains an open question how society can be empowered to shape their desired 
destiny. This calls for the ability of society to discern virtuous men and women, 
entrust them with leadership roles, imagine together for shared future – destiny, and 
work together to attain it in the framework of a holistic human well-being from 
economic, social, political, and spiritual perspectives.

 Imagination, Communication, and Future Realization: 
Business Perspective

The unseen continues to shape our decisions today. That hope or belief that a tomor-
row is imminent and that many other tomorrows within the term of one’s life will 
come to pass or will come by encapsulate future. The future consists of that yet to 
come in time. In religion, it comprises the faith that beside the present, there is a 
new opportunity to experience immortal existence in a time to come other than the 
current. Businesswise, it is projected in terms of aspirations usually encompassed in 
an organization’s vision. Both are characterized by an anticipation of more time in 
time other than the current. Based on different persuasions, the future may be inter-
minable. Thus, what happens is that once a person (living or corporate) exhausts 
their life term, for example, through death or dissolution, it is their mortal existence 
(in the case of natural persons) that ceases or their business aspirations (in the case 
of corporates) that are extinguished. Their legacy or objectives may then be pursued 
by those surviving them or be abandoned altogether. Because life after death is a 
phenomena unexperienced, this chapter limit its discussion of the future to the mor-
tal existence henceforward.

A vision undisclosed is no good than a personal secret, one that would disappear 
with the possessor. It is wiser to share such vision if continuity or realization is to be 
achieved. To live in the moment may be fashionable, but to plan for the unseen is 
wise. A leader ought to be forward-looking and, whenever possible, recounting the 
past in order to garner holistic insight toward the future: for only then can one be 
prepared for the unforeseen or the unseen even where no contingency is initially 
visualized. This highlights the notion of preparation, positioning the mind for the 
unexpected such as to somewhat mitigate or lessen the effect of adversity if they 
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occur, even though this may not always be possible as in the case of pandemics such 
as COVID-19 that caught most a populace off guard.

Imagination appeals to intrinsic perceptions of the leader or a person and espe-
cially their ability to conceive, perceive, envision, or implement courses of action or 
strategies that would contribute to the attainment of their overall vision. If it were a 
journey, for example, at the very basic, such person or leader would want to at least 
bear or have a mental conception including the destination, duration of stay, activi-
ties to partake, resources required, and contingencies required to make the trip 
achievable. The contingency will likely cushion from the unforeseen should they 
occasion. In the business realm, an analysis of the pros and cons attaching to a 
desired objective is usually conducted in the formulation of strategy where potential 
threats are mapped and mitigation measures proposed, the strengths, weaknesses, 
opportunities, and threats (SWOT) analysis constituting one such model of 
evaluation.

During the imagination process, both hindsight and foresight must be evoked. 
The former will recount the missteps and progress resultant of prior conduct and 
decisions, while the latter will be mirrored and reflected in part through the lessons 
of the past. Hence, to envision tomorrow is our pension scheme bequeathed to pos-
terity as what we perceive today for tomorrow may well constitute our contribution 
to history when tomorrow will be the mandate of others; and the lessons they draw 
therefrom may well shape the future of the descendants to come.

 Unlocking/Decoding the Execution

But imagination alone cannot complete the cycle, for whatever is envisioned must 
be unleashed to certain quarters for it to be pursued toward realization; the key, 
communication. Communication is notoriously critical for the successful execution 
of a vision or strategy. It is the linchpin that glues the present to the future, and how 
well the vision is communicated will somewhat determine the extent to which it is 
ultimately realized; the measure of success (or realization) then taking the form of 
the vision (at the initialization stage, being after communication) vis-à-vis (as com-
pared to) the level of achievement (based on indicators initially envisioned by the 
originators such as revenue earned) and the degree to which the vision or strategy 
has been implemented (to the letter or otherwise) with variations thereof considered 
as adjustments necessary or amendments to the initial vision or strategy (as the case 
may be) that address the shortfalls or omissions in the initial vision or strategy or 
account for dynamism such as technological changes that are exponential.

Thus, communication plays the significant role of promissory continuity, since 
circumstances may require ringing the changes on the initial vision or execution 
strategy and those entrusted with execution may also opt out over time, but a well- 
crafted and communicated vision should survive such alterations and should be 
considered as good if the deviations account for no more than a third of the initial 
vision (with likely measures including extension of time, increase in number of 
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personnel required for execution, cost overruns). On opting out, continuity of the 
vision may depend on the commitment of those entrusted and mandated to steer 
execution; thus, their role in the realization of the vison is prominent requiring 
equally elaborate safeguards such as nondisclosure agreements and non- competition 
clauses upon exit among others. Conversely, where the vision is embraced, a sub-
scriber to the vision can dedicate tremendous effort toward realization of the vision 
in a journey that may ultimately yield business success usually acknowledged by 
employers through rewards.

Today, servant leadership has had the tendency of enthusing team members espe-
cially where supervisors embrace acts of selflessness, sacrifice, or at the extreme 
resort to public relations in the quest for coalescing working teams (those capable 
of executing a vision to realization). The latter approach may however be short-lived 
as relapses to the natural self may be seamless, and this could impact teams nega-
tively. In the modern workplace therefore, team members should be sufficiently 
empowered and entrusted to execute tasks, and self-supervision techniques, for 
example, through goal-setting with minimum superior interruptions should be 
encouraged. Businesses aspiring to realize their goals should thus leverage on 
human emotionalism (but not exploit) either through natural conduct or tactful 
improvisation that enthuse the workforce especially in the form of call to action.

The current trend within the workforce is that the team has augmented a stronger 
sense of inclusivity compared to the leader. The leader’s primary role therefore is to 
pursue an assemblage of people who are diverse including in opinion, skill, tact, 
experience, and character to steer a common agenda, one that will, to varying 
degrees, contribute toward realization of the overall vision. Within and through such 
teams, a vision can also be borne, owned, and implemented such that in fullness of 
time it is realized.

Yet still, there are times when a totalitarian or despotic approach saves the day. 
This has, in political literature and history, manifested in various political eras that 
may well not be palatable to recount especially in the wake and prominence of an 
increasingly human rights-based society that, among others, protect the victims of 
such political occurrences. In times of calamity as has been the case presented by 
COVID-19, it may well be prudent to impose measures strict enough to uphold the 
greatest public good.

Jeremy Bentham described utility as “that property in any object” which “tends 
to produce benefit, advantage, good or happiness” and the utility principle as “that 
principle which approves or disapproves of every action whatsoever, according to 
the tendency which it appears to have to augment or diminish the happiness of the 
party whose interest is in question.”3

Thus, a leader can be defined or described by how well their vision outlives them. 
The combination of their imagination (vision), the communication (continuum), 
and how this is achieved (strategy) ultimately delineates the prowess of a leader in 

3 https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/bentham/
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terms of visionary status. The length of time taken to achieve the vision may also 
depict how effective the communication was if all factors are held constant.

Future realization will thus be significantly dependent on how the initial idea is 
embraced by those expected to execute the vision. An employee who feels included 
within the workplace is motivated and committed to the overall business goals of the 
organization and is likely to expend commensurate energy toward the realization of 
the business objectives of the organization. The opposite holds for an employee rav-
aged by consistent bureaucratic or rigidly hierarchical working conditions that stifle 
their involvement in decision-making and progressive independent thinking who 
would not be as enthused to contribute to the business objectives intended. The 
neutrals could swing either side or remain the balance. It is therefore crucial for a 
vision to be sufficiently cascaded to all levels of influence and execution as would 
be necessary to invoke significant realization of the vision.

We also posit that communication must be sufficiently linked to include some 
sense of ownership in the vision which albeit not actual strictu sensu amply invokes 
positive energy toward action or conduct that would lead to the realization of 
the vision.

Even though realization may not be constant or universal, the roles of imagina-
tion and communication in the realization of vision are to make one think ahead of 
time and to invoke our unique faculties of intellect, perception, and knowledge so as 
to illuminate what the future may likely demand and how best we can adapt to 
ensure survival or significance. As nature abhors the rigid, continuous effort toward 
preparedness for the unknown is necessary. It is through such that business parlance 
would attribute tenets of competitive advantage.

But imagination is not free. It comes at a cost of significant intellectual, percep-
tual, and conceptual value, for if it were served on a silver platter, then it would not 
demand so much investment as quiet time, sifting through knowledge, analyzing 
previous experience, and attempting to live tomorrow today while still having to live 
today. In the history of man, the most laborious of tasks may arguably be tackling 
the unknown, and it is little wonder that our source of being is a mystery still domi-
nating religious and nonreligious discussion. Hence, within the process of demysti-
fying the unknown, a body of new knowledge almost certainly emerges, and this 
should always be preserved. The effort that feeds into new discovery is what is 
sometimes protected under the law of intellectual property, primarily to spur further 
innovation that would offer solutions to life challenges or at least ease burden, ele-
vating the status of technology in the imagination process for future realization.

Of what good then is the mind? If not utilized to better the world and societies? 
When primarily, human existence is extensively underpinned by satisfaction? 
Should the comfort of the existing be so prevalent as to encumber us from pursuing 
that beyond the currently available? We think not. For surely, there can be few deci-
sions lower in rank than that of voluntary retirement of the mind.
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 Discussion

There appears to be a deep desire to get out of the morass that continues to curtail 
future realization. Consequently, the importance to avert the tragic exposure of soci-
ety to the poignancy of toxic leadership cannot be belabored. Society continues to 
poignantly traverse hell on earth under the weight of such “leaders.” In pursuit of an 
opportunity to lead, these individuals first purport to have the interests of followers 
and even those of non-followers at heart but turn out to be the proverbial “wolves in 
sheep’s skin.”

At national government levels, examples of leadership failure abound with its 
negative impact on society across the world where dictators have had a field day 
leaving society in ruins in their wake. Further, at organizational level, such as in 
business, reports are replete with corporate scandals and their devastating effect on 
employees and society at large. Instances of pollution of rivers and other water 
sources, corruption, financial impropriety, and trading in counterfeit products are 
just a few examples of perverse imagination and stewardship on the part of people 
at the helm of the affected organizations.

The belief in life after the present and in the possibility of punishment for wrong 
doing (sin) while here and the prospect of reincarnation as a creature on the receiv-
ing end depending on how one lives in the present and treats others in the present 
life may be a motivation for leaders to do good in order to guarantee a “blissful” 
future abode. This notwithstanding there is a dearth of evidence on the relationship 
between spirituality and effective leadership that is instrumental to desired societal 
change which ushers society into the desired shared future that provides opportunity 
for all and sundry.

In most of African cultures, such as among the people of western Kenya, meta-
phors are used to explain most social phenomena, and leadership has never been an 
exception. Among vadiriji (the Tiriki in English), a Luhya sub-tribe of Bantu group-
ing from Western Kenya such as those from Ijemaga and Ishigomoli villages in 
Gisambai location, Hamisi division, Vihiga County, “ingoi ivoona malakha” which 
literally translated as “a leopard inherits its parents’ spots” or “a leopard begets a 
leopard.” This is instructive in the sense that the well-being or otherwise of a com-
munity or society is a reflection of the leadership that it has. Similarly, according to 
the Luo, a lake Nilotic community of Western Kenya, “Fish rots from the head”; this 
metaphor suggests that if leadership is not right, everything else crumbles under the 
weight of bad leaders.

It should therefore not be lost that African countries were at the same level of 
development in the 1960s and 1970s as the present-day “Asian tigers” which include 
Singapore and South Korea. However, an examination of the current difference in 
socioeconomic development is akin to comparing death and sleep! This monumen-
tal difference can be attributed to leadership failure. This being the case one of the 
questions to be addressed appears to be how to detect and stop toxic individuals in 
their tracks before they rise to any leadership position in organizations of all types: 
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government, business, community-based organizations, and nongovernmental orga-
nizations, among others.

Though the situation both at country and organizational levels may be grim as to 
suggest complete preclusion of any possibility of realizing aspirations for a better 
tomorrow, there is a glimmer of hope. In particular, there are several rays of hope as 
evidenced by successfully led organizations such as the mobile service providers in 
Africa including Safaricom, under the leadership of Michael Joseph and Bob 
Collymore in Kenya that continue to bring about positive social innovations. Further, 
Aliko Dangote, Nigerian businessman who is worth USD 8.3 billion, founded 
Dangote Group which is positively empowering society in Africa and far afield 
across the world.

In addition, mainstream religious organizations and philanthropists also continue 
to positively impact society, and there appears to be a thread that binds them – spiri-
tuality. This realization continues to beg the question: Is spirituality an antidote for 
future realization? If so, how and why? Stated differently, does the solution lie in the 
soul? (e.g., Hollensbe, et al. 2014, p. 1227).

 Suggestion for Imagination and Communication 
for the Future

It is suggested that leaders draw from their spiritual reservoirs for positive imagina-
tion and from their empathetic realms for communication. They then need to draw 
from their imaginative and artistic abilities to rally the creative efforts of society and 
orchestrate them in consonance with societal good in order to realize a shared bright 
future for the present and future generations. Further, since leadership is conceived 
in the context of the leaders, the follower, and the context, it is suggested that effec-
tive followership is crucial to the realization of a desired future since such follower-
ship checks excesses of the would-be “toxic” leaders.

 Chapter Takeaways

• Realization of the best interest of society depends on collective positive 
imagination.

• Realization of a noble vision for the future is curtailed by poor leadership and 
ineffective communication.

• Human beings experience difficulties, while navigating through change and 
mindful communication of desired changes is imperative for this process to 
succeed.
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• Future realization depends on effective implementation of required actions along 
the way; it requires both effective followership and leadership.

• A sustained search for solutions and mechanisms is needed to deter toxic leaders 
from imperiling society.

 Reflective Questions

 1. What is it that impairs positive imagination among leaders and followers?
 2. Why do “toxic” leaders perpetuate themselves with abandon, yet they conspicu-

ously imperil society at all levels: corporations, countries, etc.?
 3. What makes followers helpless in the face of ineffective leaders?
 4. How can effective followership be nurtured so as to influence the collective real-

ization of a desired future?
 5. What is the role of spirituality in future realization?
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Chapter 19
Nurturing Creativity in a Culture of Care

Ginger Grant

Abstract We are in the throes of finding our “new normal.” Organizations depend 
upon capable leadership, to a noticeably increasing extent, to guide them through 
these unprecedented changes, especially in these times of economic turmoil. And 
yet, even some of the best companies are failing to adapt to change and implement 
their strategic plans successfully, especially in these times of economic turmoil. 
Current research indicates that most senior leaders believed that the next generation 
of managers is not ready to take over as leaders. Several studies highlight the gap in 
leadership capabilities among frontline managers and emerging leaders and in par-
ticular attribute this gap to lack of training programs or programs of poor quality. 
These statistics have significant implications for leadership develop programs. 
Certainly, responding to the complexity and inclusive diversity of the new knowl-
edge paradigm of the twenty-first century is imperative to the sustainable economic 
viability in any country.

Keywords Meaning · Creativity · Collaboration · Culture of care · Leadership

 Introduction

Organizations depend upon capable leadership, to a noticeably increasing extent, to 
guide them through unprecedented changes, especially in times of economic tur-
moil. And yet, even some of the best companies are failing to adapt to change and 
implement their strategic plans successfully, especially in times of economic tur-
moil. Current research indicates that most senior leaders believed that the next gen-
eration of managers is not ready to take over as leaders. Several studies highlight the 
gap in leadership capabilities among frontline managers and emerging leaders and 
in particular attribute this gap to lack of training programs or programs of poor qual-
ity. These statistics have significant implications for leadership develop programs. 
Certainly, responding to the complexity and inclusive diversity of the new 
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knowledge paradigm of the twenty-first century is imperative to the sustainable eco-
nomic viability in any country. There has been a great deal of research about what 
skills will be needed (Alterio & McDrury, 2004; Ayas & Zeniuk, 2001; Barell, 
2010; Beaumont & Frank, 2003; Brockbank & McGill, 2012; Dweck, 2006; Grant, 
2017; Hyatt & De Ciantis, 2015; Kay, 2010; Mishra & Mehta, 2017; Neuberger-
Fernandez & Barton, 2017; Robinson, 2015; Rotherham & Willingham, 2010; 
Wagner, 2010, 2012). Essential themes that arise from all of this research shows that 
employees will need to demonstrate mastery of a variety of twenty-first century 
skills including creative thinking and problem-solving, collaboration and team-
work, agility and adaptability, curiosity and imagination, the ability to take the ini-
tiative, effective communication, and digital and data management (diagrammed 
below). I would add another: a passion for lifelong learning which Carol Dweck 
calls a “growth mindset” (2006) (Fig. 19.1).

With the advent of a global digital economy that is characterized by a rapid pace 
and scale of change, the accompanying uncertainty and ambiguity that this has and 
will create is changing the skills needed to thrive. To meet and supersede the 
demands of the changing paradigm, a number of beliefs will need to underpin the 
development of this mindset (adapted from Grant, 2017):

 1. In our current context of this global pandemic (2020), as twenty-first century 
learner/leaders, we need to inspire as opposed to motivate. This ability to inspire 
is determined by our integrity of character (who we are, what we stand for, and 
how we act), our alignment of purpose, and our ability to create the presence 
of trust.

 2. Authenticity and integrity occur when we develop self-awareness through ongo-
ing self-reflection together with an ability to pay attention to others (empathy) 
and the current context in which we find ourselves. This attentiveness enables us 

Fig. 19.1 Action tools
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to examine a situation from all angles and communicate a clear vision of what 
needs to be done. We “walk our talk.”

 3. As twenty-first century learner/leaders, we need tools to help us become more 
reflective and attentive. We need to journey into our own hearts, minds, and 
psyches to discover our core beliefs and perceptual filters to better understand 
and use the shared myths and stories that align and inspire an organization to 
perform beyond the norm.

 4. Organizational transformation is achieved one person at a time. We as leaders 
and our organizations must focus on nourishing our human assets as human 
beings or, better still, as human becomings. Ever evolving. Ever adapting. We 
need to develop our people’s inner capacity for self-awareness and conscious 
choice making, otherwise old behavioral patterns, which cause resistance to 
change, will persist. Never forget – your assets now have feet.

 5. Our organizations will not achieve the results we desire unless our practices, 
policies, and procedures reflect our espoused values and purpose. Those values 
need to be aligned with our employees and other key stakeholders. We need a 
growth mindset of both/and – not either/or.

Asking leaders to walk their talk is a tough sell. It is a hard path for anyone – 
even for those who are completely committed. Many organizations claim innova-
tion as one of their key drivers, and yet, when challenged or viewed closely, only 
superficial lip service is the result, despite the best intentions. Mere words are easy. 
Action is much harder. What is needed is courage - courage to make the move from 
strategy to action – the courage to change – and humans do not like to change! Once 
a claim for a change is made, it seems as though the universe steps in and tests our 
resolve. Perhaps that is how we ended up facing a pandemic.

With an emphasis on providing clarity around what is innovation in our current 
context and its practical application, perhaps a shift in culture would assist us and 
our people in increasing understanding and capacity for reflexivity and creativity 
and also provide cultural insight into how best to focus leadership development 
initiatives to drive and foster social innovation in tough economic times (Robinson 
& Stern, 1998). So, let us establish some ground rules by which to operate.

 We Are All Adults

The good news is that we are all adults and have the capacity to choose to be caring 
experts and activists for social change, especially in the face of a pandemic. Let us 
make the assumption that each person approaches his or her work with the desire to 
do a good job, to make a lasting contribution to the strategic intent of the organiza-
tion. The challenge will be in the rapid development of skills needed to adapt to this 
new normal. With the advent of a global economy that is characterized by a rapid 
pace and scale of change, the accompanying uncertainty and ambiguity that this has 
and will create is changing the skills needed to thrive. If you are one of lucky few 
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Fig. 19.2 Learning path. (Source: Accenture.com/New Skills Now (2016))

who are able to work from home, then care must be taken to ensure that each person 
has what they need in order to succeed. A different learning path is needed – one 
which allows each individual to explore and build strengths and will approxi-
mately follow the learning path outlined below and adapted from Accenture.com/
New Skills Now (2016) (Fig. 19.2).

Upon a review of the diagram, you may notice that there is great emphasis on 
what traditionally have been called “soft skills” that are now termed twenty-first 
century skills (Wagner, 2010, 2012). When the way forward is unclear, these are the 
most important skills that we need to develop, nurture and maintain. We will be able 
to move past this current pandemic. But the lessons we learn during this timeframe, 
we may retain and adopt as core skills as we move forward.

 We Need Meaning

Human beings need meaning, especially when facing an uncertain future. This is 
not the time for micromanagement. It has been my experience that if I trust people 
to act as adults and choose to believe that they come to work every day with the 
intent to do a great job, then that is what I will be given. My work has led me to 
believe that each one of us needs three basic needs to make life worth living. These 
three needs can also lead to untapped human potential. I need recognition from oth-
ers for my efforts and of what I bring to the challenges presented to me. I need 
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Fig. 19.3 Three basic 
needs (Grant, 2005)

relationship with others to make my personal journey more interesting. And finally, 
I need my work and my life to have meaning (Fig. 19.3).

I have heard this over and over again from my colleagues, my friends, and my 
clients. It resonates with me on a personal level. I believe that this is the secret sauce 
available to every one of us who works in or with organizations. It is the key to find-
ing and then unlocking hidden potential both in ourselves and in each other. And we 
need that potential now more than ever.

I think a gift given by this pandemic has forced all of us to slow down and con-
template what really matters. So, perhaps ask yourself these questions (Table 19.1):

 Collaboration Is Key

There is a crucial link between employee commitment and emotional engagement 
and successful implementation of corporate strategy. When you think of it, it makes 
perfect sense. Every employee, once hired, is 100% committed if not more. So, 
what happens to them? To honor that foundational link in an organizational setting 
leads to an alignment of strategic intent, full engagement of the workforce, and 
integration of the brand, internally and externally (Fig. 19.4).

Again, slow down and contemplate these questions with your team. Are there 
any surprises in the discussion? If so, where are the gaps between belief and behav-
iors? (Table 19.2).

 Create a Culture of Care

Each member of a team or community has unique and personal knowledge that they 
contribute to the group. After all, is that not why you hired them? But, how is this 
knowledge communicated, offered and shared in the group?  It is easy to offer 
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Table 19.1 Reflective questions to self

Theme Your creative core

Identity Who am I?
Personality What kind of person am I?

What have I noticed in my behavior because of the pandemic?
How do I perceive, learn, and communicate?
How do I communicate with others who are different from me?

Strengths and skills What are my talents and passions?
What is my unique contribution?

Purpose and 
meaning

Why am I here?
What is my legacy to my family and/or friends?
How do I perceive the world and my role in it?
What is my personal sense of purpose?

Values What is important to me?
What worldview governs my priorities?What core values guide my actions 
in this time of crisis?

Principles and 
practice

Do I behave in accordance with my values, purpose, and sense of 
meaning?
Do I allocate my resources of time and energy in accordance with my 
values?

Experience What stories do I tell about myself and my experience?
What values can be derived by others from these stories?

Reputation How do I project myself to others?
How do I think I am perceived?
Is my self-image and my public image aligned?

Adapted from Grant (2017)

Fig. 19.4 Interrelated 
performance link (Grant, 
2005).

explicit knowledge – processes, procedures, and tools; all of which can be explained. 
Tacit knowledge is different; it can be much harder to explain and, in some cases, 
might not be easily translated into words. In order for tacit personal knowledge to 
be shared, mutual trust is necessary. Let me give you an example so you can see 
what I mean. In your workplace (current or past), I am sure you would have seen a 
policy and procedure manual that outlines exactly how you should go about doing 
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Table 19.2 Gaps between belief and behaviors

Theme Your creative team

Identity Who are we?
Personality What kind of team or group is this?

What kind of team do I lead?
Is my team diverse in age, gender, and ethnicity?
How do we integrate diversity?
How do we handle team conflict?

Strengths and 
skills

What are our core competencies?
What is our unique contribution?
How will we stand out in this time of crisis?

Purpose and 
meaning

Why have we come together?
Where do we fit?
What is our shared worldview?
What is our legacy as leaders?
What enriches and enlivens us?

Values How do our personal values align with organizational values?
What do we value most as a team? Do these values serve our purpose?

Principles and 
practice

How do the policies, practices, and performance of our organization reflect 
our purpose, our values, and our desire for meaning?
Do we allocate our resources of time and energy in accordance with our 
purpose and our values?

Experience What stories do we tell about our organization?
Why are they considered worthy of the tell? What reaction do they elicit?
What values can be derived from these stories?

Reputation and 
brand

What is our brand?
Do we “walk our talk”?
Do we brand from the inside out?

Adapted from Grant (2017)

the work required. Perhaps when you first started that new job, you might have read 
the manual. Human Resources usually will provide such documentation. Did you 
read it? Or did you ask someone in your group questions about the “way things are 
done around here”? Get the difference? One is a formal structure that may or may 
not work. That is the explicit version. The tacit version is the one that gives you 
insider knowledge, who to go to in order to get things done. For you to obtain this 
insider knowledge, mutual trust is necessary and will need to be maintained if that 
knowledge transfer is to continue.

I have been thinking about this conundrum for a couple of years now. I follow a 
brilliant practitioner, Ikujiro Nonaka. He is a master collaborator and strategist, and 
the reference list at the end of this chapter will give you much of his lifework along 
with many of his colleagues. I have been fascinated by their collaborations for some 
time but, for the life of me, could not see how it could be adopted in the cutthroat 
North American business culture. I did not want to repeat the disaster of the quality 
circle movement. The Japanese model was copied and inserted into the American 
car companies with disastrous results. No one thought to account for the cultural 
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Table 19.3 The context of care

Cultural 
context Individual knowledge Social knowledge

Low care Seizing
Everyone is out for themselves

Transacting
Swapping documents or other forms of explicit 
knowledge

High care Bestowing
Helping each other by sharing 
insights

Indwelling
Living with the concept together

Adapted from Von Groh, Ichijo and Nonaka, pg. 55

context of care in the adaptation. And I believe that this context of care is the foun-
dation on which knowledge is built (Table 19.3).

The differences between a low-care culture and a high-care culture are self- 
evident, and the results in the bottom line of the Japanese companies that adopt 
these practices speak more loudly than words. So can this unsettling pandemic pro-
vide enough disruption that we are willing to try a different focus and make the 
move to high care? We are living that ancient curse “May you live in interesting 
times.” COVID-19 has disrupted the entire planet – every country has been affected 
by this virus, and at this point in time, no relief is in sight. So, when we do not know 
what to do, why repeat what we have done before? The definition of insanity is 
doing the same thing over and over and expecting a different result. The way we 
have managed people in the past cannot be the way we manage people in the future. 
The Corona  virus has taught us that much. Consequently,  if we adopt a growth 
mindset, perhaps the time is now right to bring in a value-based approach that puts 
people before profit.

We need to translate knowledge from our current experience and then transfer 
that knowledge to our five generations in the workforce. We need not one approach 
but multiple approaches – a both/and way of adaptive thinking that allows us to use 
and value both our subjective intuition and our objective knowledge at the same 
time. We need to adapt and quickly. We need to get the job done – not engage in 
what Bruch and Ghoshal termed 'busy going nowhere' (2004). I believe we must 
make the move away from predatory practices to a cultural context of high care. 
And there is a path that we can choose to make this move a reality. It starts with two 
people – one learning from the other. Tacit knowledge is shared, and in that sharing, 
hopefully, a bond of trust will be built. Nonaka et al. termed it SECI (socialization, 
externalization, combination, and lastly, internalization). The descriptions are 
adapted from Nonaka et al. (1995, 1998, 2001, 2012, 2019) as follows:

Socialization – one to one Here we see the initial interaction between person to 
person, whether teacher and student, expert and beginner, or colleague to colleague. 
For example: take a task or tool to be learned. The expert shows the novice how to 
do the particular task and sometimes, more importantly, tells stories of how he or 
she learned the task (and all the mistakes they first made). The beginner can mimic 
the expert, imitating the aspects of the task at hand (the explicit knowledge). The 
finer details, those small but oh so important details that are shared in the stories 
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Fig. 19.5 Explicit knowledge (Adapted from Nonaka (2019)

told, are based in years of experience and trial and error (the tacit knowledge). 
Mistakes are made and corrected. The novice can ask questions and an ongoing 
discussion can ensue. A bond of trust begins to develop based upon the vulnerability 
of the teacher (the mistakes made) which permits a level of comfort in the beginner 
in the realization that we all start as a beginner, not knowing what to do. This initial 
knowledge is shared through the common experience, joint activities, and being in 
the same environment as opposed to memorization from a textbook or manual. 
Socialization in this sense involves the sharing of both the explicit and this tacit 
knowledge between individuals. The tacit knowledge is the secret sauce that is only 
given when mutual respect is present. I was taught this way. And it is a teaching I 
will never forget (Fig. 19.5).

An environment for this transfer is created, one of safety where trust can be built 
and enhanced. Nonaka called this environment a “Ba” – meaning place. I view this 
space as a temenos or sacred container where learning takes place experientially and 
naturally. There are no “lectures” – just caring conversations. It is an active learning 
space that emphasizes the importance of group exploration, collaborative problem- 
solving, as well as personal exploration and personal reflection. The leader/learner 
is focused on creation and development of the learner/leader’s experience, provid-
ing a framework around which both can explore, discover, and fail or succeed in that 
process. Underlying this caring approach is the idea of improving each learner’s 
understanding of self and how, by developing a deeper understanding of self, they 
can improve on the way in which they lead, learn, and interact with others. Essential 
to this learning process is the importance of experiencing discomfort and uncer-
tainty as a mechanism to provoke that deeper thinking and gain greater insight. The 
model also challenges us to develop skills in questioning the norm, such that we 
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question routine patterns of personal, family, team, and organizational behavior and 
open all of our thinking processes to gain greater insight as creative thinkers, 
problem- solvers, and innovators.

Externalization – shared with a group or team The translation of the tacit knowl-
edge into a form that can be shared with others is the next step. Stories may be told, 
models or maps made, manuals created, and processes developed. Shared conversa-
tions continue in support of the new way of doing things. What was before tacit 
knowledge is now made explicit.

Combination – shared with an organization Here this new knowledge can be pre-
sented or shared within a more formal setting, meetings or presentations or in our 
current context Teams or Zoom meetings. One benefit of working in a virtual envi-
ronment is that now this new knowledge can be shared across a much wider audi-
ence, not just city to city but even country to country. Perhaps these presentations 
are recorded so that they can be viewed again and again. The dialogue continues, 
and the explicit knowledge is refined, adapted, enhanced, and re-presented in new 
forms or in storytelling. This is explicit to explicit knowledge creation.

Internalization – becomes praxis The last stage is the conversion of this processed 
explicit knowledge back into tacit knowledge. This internalization relies on two 
dimensions. First, the explicit has to be embodied into concrete action, such as 
through group collaborations or training programs. Second, the explicit knowledge 
is embodied through the doing – experiential learning is key. Think of when you 
first learned to drive or to play a particular sport. Initially the rules and procedures 
seem overwhelming. How will you ever remember all the steps necessary? And then 
such practice becomes your praxis. That knowledge is internalized and no longer is 
consciously undertaken but unconsciously adopted  – the “ways things are done 
around here.” The student now becomes the master, and the cycle continues as that 
process of knowledge transfer continues (Fig. 19.6).

So, where do we go from here? What we now need is what I will call, 
Heroes@Work.

 1. All Bets Are Off: We Are the Case Study

Heroes@Work do not use the old approach that involves traditional “spray and 
pray” approaches that see a professor or leader as the active donor of knowledge and 
the student or employee as a passive recipient. If handled well, this SECI process is 
a highly experiential and practical process of development that uses personal story-
telling and visual imagery that translates into an emotional and shared experience 
that conveys and assimilates fresh concepts and pragmatic practices.

This approach is based on several core beliefs: (1) that existing problems cannot 
be solved with the same mindset that created them; (2) that within any work group, 
most of the solutions lie dormant waiting to be discovered; and that (3) both subjec-
tive intuition and objective knowledge need to be combined into a both/and approach 
to problem-solving. Thus, the task of today’s leaders is to create the conditions and 
the environment whereby creativity can emerge and flourish. We need to build our 
own “Ba.”
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Fig. 19.6 Internalizing knowledge. (Adapted from Nonaka et al (2019))

 Why?

Heroes@Work is designed to fill a serious gap uncovered by the pandemic by focus-
ing on the development of capacity rather than the communication of method and 
the provision of “how to” steps based on a new and often singular theory regarding 
behavior. The latter suggest that there are quick fixes and best practices that, if fol-
lowed, will generate success. They encourage a limiting dependency on external 
cues and ignore the problem-solving capacity within each individual. While I stand 
by the academic rigor necessary to access and develop these philosophies, my focus 
instead is on the communication and sharing of insights gained from such a rich 
palette in colors and shapes that are accessible to those with a limited academic 
background. Emphasis is placed on developing insights to convert into action (Von 
Krogh et al, 2000).

The pace, complexity, and depth of change occurring in every facet of human 
existence requires novel and fresh responses that are inhibited by a focus on doing 
as opposed to being. Nothing less than a fundamental transformation in the way 
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humans see their role in the world and their ability to co-exist on our fragile, limited 
resource is required. If our organizations are to thrive, they must be able to attract, 
retain, nourish, and inspire their most important and now mobile assets – the people 
who work in and for them. New styles of leadership are required now along with 
innovative business models, organizational structures, and work processes. It is not 
sufficient for leaders to simply act differently – they must think, see, and become 
different from the inside out and have an infinitely higher tolerance for uncertainty, 
ambiguity, complexity, and paradox.

Thus, the emphasis on capacity. As Gandhi both taught and modeled, today’s 
leaders must “be the change they wish to see” in the world. The time for talk is over. 
Now is the time to be and behave differently. Our Heroes@Work are true lifelong 
learners. This is not a “quick fix”; shifting mindsets requires care and time in the 
process. I see the following benefits:

 1. An accurate and ongoing sense of purpose, source of passion, and personal 
strength.

 2. Awareness of the hidden, tacit perceptual filters that limit the ability to approach 
problems with fresh eyes and to communicate with peers.

 3. The capacity to examine an issue from multiple perspectives and communicate 
complex topics in a language that empowers and inspires purposeful action 
by others.

 4. The ability to create a working environment that fosters innovation and creativity 
and thereby increases both productivity gains and employee engagement.

 Chapter Takeaways

What do we do when we run out of words to describe the invisible culture and forces 
that shape an organization and determine its effectiveness? We resort to images, 
stories, and myths that can convey essence and meaning in general terms and that 
can enable the participant and the observer to apply them to their own specific situ-
ation and condition. And why? Because stories can convey so much more informa-
tion at more levels than intellectual analysis and factual reporting. Mythic stories 
dig deep into silent, invisible, sometimes forgotten longings and yearnings that 
demand to be aired. They enable problems to be perceived without attachment to 
specific events or people and create an imaginary space whereby fresh insights 
might emerge. They can make complex subject matter accessible and enjoyable to 
assimilate and stimulate our own inner ability to tell our stories.

The most compelling stories are myths that may be defined as “stories that tran-
scend the limitations of time and space to convey the human condition.” While this 
dry definition may function, it does not match that given by a real, kindergarten 
budding genius who, when asked to describe a myth, pondered a minute before 
confidently explaining “a myth is a story that is true on the inside but not on the 
outside.” Out of the mouths of babes.
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Myths live in our imagination, can be shared through the collective unconscious, 
and help us navigate more effectively in and through the real world. They provide a 
rich palette of color, imagery, and meaning that can be used to better understand an 
event, a personality, a culture, a set of shared beliefs, and assumptions about how 
this world works. In this context, the distinction between myths and marketing is 
less important to us, because the caring capacities of understanding, interpretation, 
and communication are essentially the story. Myths are particularly helpful com-
municators of complex, intangible, tacit concepts, and meaning which can be com-
prehended intuitively but which are difficult to explain in words. They are powerful 
because they resonate with all four aspects of our being (our physical, mental, emo-
tional, and spiritual selves). Myths are not just told; they are felt. When our souls are 
starving for meaning, they feed us and have the capacity to inspire. And we need 
that inspiration now.

Perhaps it took a pandemic for us to recognize that we are all together in our 
determination to conquer this virus for we are all in relationship with this planet. 
From what wisdom will we make new meaning? That answer lies in front of us and 
is a story yet to be told.

 Reflection Questions

 1. How does politics play out for you at work? Can you put aside personal agendas 
in service to a common goal? Why or, perhaps more importantly if true, why not?

 2. Where do you find meaning? Work? Home? Church? Organization? Charity? 
Can you integrate them so that they all feed your soul?

 3. Can you collaborate in order to compete? How will you ensure that your “Ba” 
space stays safe throughout the process?

 4. The true test of authenticity! Can you have tough conversations and yet ensure 
that all save face?

 5. How willing are you to step into the unknown and find your footing? We need 
new rules for the world yet to come. How will you build the path even as you and 
yours are walking on it?
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Chapter 20
Community-Based Responsible Leadership 
and Social Value Creation in Social 
Enterprise Context

Susanna L. M. Chui and Nazha Gali

Abstract This chapter proposes a model of community-based responsible leader-
ship which focuses on moral identification at individual and team levels within the 
context of social entrepreneurship. In this proposal, we first discuss the organizing 
principles of a community and the relevance of studying responsible leadership 
within the context of social entrepreneurship. Then the contributions of this chapter 
are outlined. Integrating theories of social identity model of leadership, collective 
action, and moral identity, a multi-level model of collective responsible leadership 
that results in social value creation is conceptualized.

Keywords Responsible leadership · Moral identity · Team leadership 
identification · Team entrepreneurial orientation · Social value creation

 Introduction

This chapter conceptualizes the attribution of social value creation to community- 
based responsible leadership. Collective moral and leadership identities of commu-
nities within social enterprise practices very often are the crucial drivers of social 
goal accomplishment. Responsible leadership, which is a “socio-relational con-
struct,” is set within stakeholder theory due to its ethical focus. It stems from social 
interactions among networks of stakeholders encompassing multiple markets and 
cultures (Maak & Pless, 2006). As such, responsible leadership undertakes a 
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stakeholder perspective of leadership (Waldman & Galvin, 2008) and centers lead-
ership around ethical principles that drive the relationships between leaders and the 
stakeholders (Bull & Ridley-Duff, 2019; Pless, 2007). Adopting the principle of 
organizing of a community, according to Adler and Heckscher (2006), the authors 
propose that the meaning of community in the social enterprise sector is interpreted 
as a collaborative community with the merging of professional and local commu-
nity actors working together to tackle social issues. This form of community-based 
responsible leadership that exists within the realm of social enterprises very often 
involves the pursuit of social or environmental goals, for social good and sustain-
able value creation (Miska & Mendenhall, 2018).

Social entrepreneurship has increasingly gained scholarly attention. Social enter-
prises or social ventures (Doherty et  al., 2014) are commonly considered to be 
hybrid organizations which explicitly focus on achieving their social mission and 
striving to create social value while seeking to maintain their viability through profit 
generation using an entrepreneurial and innovative way (Certo & Miller, 2008). 
These hybrid organizations are emerging due to governmental voids/failure or the 
unwillingness of the private sector to address the unmet social challenges (Teasdale, 
2011). Hence, they are considered as change agents which use a business logic in an 
entrepreneurial manner to improve the situation of marginalized or excluded seg-
ments of populations (Peredo & McLean, 2006). Social entrepreneurship (SE) has 
been shown to be a powerful tool to eliminate poverty, empower women, result in 
institutional change, and catalyze social transformation (Saebi et  al., 2019). SE 
involves “the innovative use of resource combinations to pursue opportunities aim-
ing at the creation of organizations and or practices that yield and sustain social 
benefits” (Mair & Noboa, 2006, p.122). Most of the definitions of SE refer to the 
behavioral characteristics of entrepreneurs, dual mission of social enterprises (social 
purpose attainment and financial viability/sustainability), and the entrepreneurial 
behaviors or activities that lead to social value creation (i.e., social entrepreneurial 
orientation). SE challenges the notion of conventional entrepreneurship (purely 
profit oriented) and aims to address social problems by providing innovative solu-
tions. As such, SE can be considered as an ethical form of entrepreneurial activity 
pursued by value-based organizations, which focuses on attaining its social agenda 
(Branzei, 2012).

The social value proposition of SE refers to the ability of SE to “create social 
value by stimulating social change or meeting a social need” (Mair & Marti, 2006, 
p.37). Thus, the social value proposition of SE, the “steering axle of SE,” represents 
the intended promise of a venture in providing value for its beneficiaries (Covin 
et al., 2015). At its essence, it refers to the value that social entrepreneurs aim to 
provide for a target market (Kraus et al., 2014). The social impact of a social venture 
relies upon the ability of the venture to provide benefits to its various societal ben-
eficiaries and to adjust its social value proposition to maximize value for its intended 
targets and the ecosystem. The social aspect within social entrepreneurship refers to 
benefits that are societal in nature and that transcend the boundaries of the organiza-
tion itself. The process of social value creation is a complex multi-level and multi- 
process that involves the interplay of individualistic institutional change agents, 
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meso-level teams, and organizational-level infrastructure, values, and artifacts 
whose outcomes extend to the global community level (Lepak et al., 2007; Lumpkin 
et al., 2018). As the proposed paper aims to examine the multi-level leadership pro-
cess in social entrepreneurship, the contribution presented in this chapter is twofold.

First, we conceptualize a multi-level framework through which responsible lead-
ership with an integrated community and stakeholder perspective can achieve out-
comes at the meso and macro levels. We propose how community-based responsible 
leadership can lead to social value creation specific to the context of social enter-
prises. Most management phenomena are multi-level (Klein & Kozlowski, 2000), 
and successful theorizing necessitates the examination of casual mechanisms within 
and across different analytical levels; a multi-level framework can facilitate such an 
integration (Saebi et al., 2019). Second, we extend previous moral identity research, 
mostly discussed at the individual level, by conceptualizing how moral identifica-
tion at both the individual and team levels can lead to team leadership identity and 
team entrepreneurial orientation. The team phenomena aggregate to the 
organizational- level entrepreneurial orientation and attribute to social value cre-
ation. This collective moral and leadership identification of multiple stakeholders is 
underpinned by an unified perspective of prior literature drawn from social psychol-
ogy, leadership, and entrepreneurship. Therefore, this paper conceptualizes a multi- 
level view of community-based responsible leadership that involves moral and 
leadership identifications and entrepreneurial orientation of teams that attribute to 
the organizational-/community-level entrepreneurial orientation, in which social 
value creation is resulted.

 Theoretical Development

 Community-Based Organizing and the Social Enterprise Sector

Collectives very often exemplify different principles of organizing depending on the 
forms of community. There are three typical forms of community which include 
community, market, and hierarchy. (Adler & Heckscher, 2006). Community as col-
lectives involves interdependent actors who develop strong trust as the core coordi-
nating mechanism. The coordinating mechanism of a market is price, while that in 
a hierarchy is authority. Compared to the market, which has an independent rela-
tional orientation, and hierarchy, which has a dependent relational orientation, the 
community’s interdependence among its actors offers more potential for collabora-
tive, innovative, and entrepreneurial activities to occur, particularly within a social 
enterprise context. This is because the purpose-driven context of social enterprises 
facilitates social interaction for solution seeking that can put right social issues. This 
sense of common mission produces the drive to create social good. Moreover, Adler 
and Heckscher (2006) identified the three key features of a community which is 
distinctive from a market and a hierarchy. Community symbolizes a set of shared 
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values. Community is also a social structure characterized by interdependent pro-
cesses and a collaborative orientation. Community reconciles the multiple and con-
flicting identities of its social actors and can build a sense of wholeness and 
attachment despite human differences in terms of ethnic, social status, and exper-
tise. The potency of a collaborative community allowed social actors to pour in 
energy beyond individual interests and beyond the rationality of obtaining individ-
ual benefits. Hence this kind of community logic is most favorable for social inter-
action and rapid synergy to work towards innovative solution ideas. It is also this 
kind of community logic that emerges within the social enterprise sector.

Within the rapidly developing social enterprise sector, there is a gradual growth 
of its complexity because different groups of communities are at play in the sector. 
These include local minority or disadvantaged groups who very often serve as the 
social clients or beneficiaries, the social organizational actors, and the knowledge- 
based and solution-oriented communities in different professions, including the 
legal, medical health, business and financial advisory, engineering, or marketing 
and communication sectors (Bridgstock et al., 2010). The presence of heterogeneity 
of different players with different backgrounds, roles, and expertise operating for a 
social mission can help organizational innovation because of diversity management 
(Bridgstock et al., 2010). These players, who are internal and external actors, can 
form collectives of a social enterprise, creating a collaborative community of stake-
holders who pursue the same social goal for addressing a social issue. This kind of 
collaborative community involving different groups of stakeholders who contribute 
to social entrepreneuring and innovation want to create shared value and for a com-
mon purpose (Adler & Heckscher, 2006).

The social glue of a collaborative community is different from that of a hierarchi-
cal community. In a hierarchy, the loyalty ethic permeates its organization to secure 
commitment. However, the ethic in a collaborative community is based on two ele-
ments (Adler & Heckscher, 2006). First, it is the contribution of the social actors 
towards the group’s purpose. That means the problem-solving motivation is based 
on a sense of purpose rather than a sense of fulfilling the necessary job duties. This 
sense of voluntary responsibility within individuals legitimizes the taking of risks 
and the motivation to lead of collectives. Second, it is the contribution to the impact 
that benefits others. This kind of moral legitimacy commands by social enterprises 
is not present in either a market or a hierarchy. Inspired by the community-based 
organizing logic suggested by Adler and Heckscher (2006), this chapter conceptual-
izes a multi-level model of social value creation. The three dimensions of a com-
munity’s organizing principle, (i) value rationality, the (ii) interdependent processes 
of individual players, and (iii) the interdependent self-construals, provide the 
insights for the model theorization of this chapter. The team-level collective moral 
and leadership identifications and the entrepreneurial orientation, which are nested 
within the individual level, will lead to the organizational level of entrepreneurial 
orientation that eventually drives social value creation.
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 Moral Identity: A Collective Moral Prototype

Moral identity formation involves a social-cognitive process steered by an individ-
ual’s cognitive alignment with moral values, goals, traits, and action-related scripts 
(Aquino et al., 2009). That means when one’s moral identity is activated, the more 
likely would this person commit to perform moral actions because the moral func-
tioning intensifies the defining of one’s self as part of the autobiographical memory 
processing (Hardy & Carlo, 2005). Hence, this can satisfy the self-consistency need 
and can lead to moral development. Very often, this kind of moral selfhood at the 
individual level will continue to satisfy the self-consistency need in work or volun-
tary roles with a larger collective as a kind of moral agency. Life experiences, such 
as the involvement in volunteering, social campaign, or advocacy, can develop 
moral knowledge which, over time, shapes one’s identity, motivation, and even 
actions (Aquino et al., 2011). Initial experimental evidence has shown that exem-
plary moral leaders, through the way they treat, trust, inspire, and interact with oth-
ers with uncommon goodness, can influence others in driving moral elevation 
(Aquino et al., 2011). Such prototypical leaders can create a kind of social conta-
gion that leads to prosocial motivation and behavior. Within the social enterprise 
sector, it is proposed that the moral identity of individuals, though having different 
background and expertise, can be activated when engaged at the problem-solving 
processes at social enterprise. Thus the individual-level moral identity can aggre-
gate to the team-level identification making team moral identity salient.

Proposition 1 Moral identity at the individual level can influence the team moral 
identity within a social enterprise.

 Responsible Leadership, Group Influence, and Social 
Identity Theories

Within social enterprises there is an emphasis on the social relationships and the 
goodwill inherent within social exchange processes, which aim to foster collective 
action (Adler & Kwon, 2002). Maak and Pless (2006) have emphasized the impor-
tance of such social exchanges within their responsible leadership model, since 
responsible leadership focuses on stakeholder relationships and building a formal 
stakeholder network. The goodwill inherent within such stakeholder interactions 
could then be mobilized to create social entrepreneurship (Chung & Gibbons, 
1997). Responsible leadership expands the knowledge base within social enter-
prises by promoting an active stakeholder dialogue, in which different participants 
engage and contribute their knowledge to solve social problems. Responsible lead-
ership does not only aim at fostering stakeholder dialogue within the organizational 
boundaries but also extends to external stakeholders, which promotes exchange of 
information and the birth of innovative ideas (Voegtlin et  al., 2012). Thus, 
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responsible leadership within social enterprises facilitates the engagement of the 
beneficiaries, and they become part of the value creating process (Saebi et al., 2019). 
The social mission of SE is a key driver for motivating entrepreneurial and prosocial 
actions, and thus entrepreneurial action would not occur without moral incentives 
(McMullen, 2011). This kind of motivation at the individual level is proposed to be 
a fundamental drive which when aggregated as group-level actions can evolve to 
become strong moral convictions and entrepreneurial momentum that steer the col-
lective action of social value creation.

We propose that responsible leadership is typically formed by collaborative 
efforts of multiple actors within a social enterprise. Pearce et al. (2014) discussed 
the interactive and shared influence of actors in exercising leadership in a respon-
sible way as shared leadership. However, their discussion of shared responsible 
leadership is confined to members of the same organization. Limited literature has 
covered the underpinning identity dynamics that contribute to the social entrepre-
neurship of how multiple stakeholders act as a united front for a common goal 
pursuit.

Proposition 2 Responsible leadership at the organizational level can influence 
team moral identity development within a social enterprise context.

The social identity approach provides a framework that integrates diverse theo-
ries in explaining shared leadership. Social-cognitive, motivational, social- 
interactive, and societal level theories work in conjunction to elucidate the 
relationships between individual and group phenomena (Abrams & Hogg, 2001). 
The linkage of individual identity to collective identity and motivation involves 
three aspects: group influence, social identity salience, and group-oriented 
motivation.

Group Influence Each actor within a group or community membership can create 
social influence for others. Some of these actors can be internal members of a social 
enterprise, while some can be external actors who might offer their pro-bono profes-
sional expertise, such as legal or health care advisory. People who are most proto-
typical that can define the group characteristics become the source of information in 
influencing or profiling group prototypes and setting group norms. Organizational 
membership is a typical social schema category that in-group members identify 
with. Categories are prototypical characteristics in-group members choose to define 
who they are (Turner, Hogg, Oakes, Reicher, & Wetherell, 1987).

Social Identity Salience “Identity salience is defined as the probability that one 
will invoke a specific identity across situations” (Stets & Serpe, 2013, p. 36). Salient 
identities are considered by the self as central social representations. Intergroup 
relations are a dominant aspect in forming social identity salience (Tajfel & Turner, 
1986). Social attraction and relational dynamics work alongside with attribution and 
information processing to shape group prototypicality into group behaviors and 
actions, such as team leadership.

Social identification and work motivation are closely related as group members 
who see themselves as one collective are energized by shared experiences in shared 
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events (Ellemers et al., 2004). Moreover, in-group members are situationally moti-
vated as they are challenged by task goals or a shared purpose. In understanding 
how group dynamics and social identification can be attributed by the power of 
group identification in mobilizing individual energy in pursuit of shared purposes, 
an integrated Social Identity Model of Collective Action (SIMCA) and Social 
Identity Model of Leadership (SIMOL) perspective is adopted. SIMCA conceptual-
izes the psychological basis that arrives at the identification of a relevant group 
rooted “in the experience of group-based anger and group efficacy beliefs that moti-
vate collective action” (Van Zomeren et al., 2011, p. 736). The model was originally 
conceptualized to characterize the collective action among the disadvantaged (Van 
Zomeren et al., 2008). The fundamental interests of the disadvantaged were to chal-
lenge social inequality. Related studies supported that moral conviction predicted 
collective action tendencies as SIMCA was examined (Van Zomeren et al., 2010). 
Moral convictions as a construct fill the missing link in explaining why social actors 
participate in collective action in a social movement.

Based on the social identity analyses of leadership (van Knippenberg & Hogg, 
2003), SIMOL proposes that as group members identify more strongly with their 
group and group identification is salient, leadership perceptions, evaluations, and 
effectiveness are increased in strength. The core characteristic of SIMOL lies in fol-
lowers’ identification with the leader who is perceived as a prototypical leader. 
Cohesion within a group hinges on leadership endorsement based on group proto-
typicality (Hogg et al., 1998). Social identity studies showed that the more group 
members identify more with the group’s prototype, the more this prototype becomes 
the determinant of perceived leadership effectiveness (Lord et al., 1984). Using the 
SIMOL lens, it can explain why collective action is turned into dynamic and proac-
tive leadership processes which yield results and meet superordinate goals.

Therefore, the integrated theorization of social identity theory of leadership and 
the social contagion of moral identification is considered crucial for understanding 
responsible leadership. It is because SIMOL suggested that salient group membership 
creates a self-categorization effect in which individuals conceive themselves in terms 
of their membership in the group. Therefore, moral identification, when attained by 
actors who pursue a common goal, can drive shared responsible leadership in goal 
pursuit. These moral practices in social enterprises connect individual, team, and col-
lective levels of prosocial motivation and actions to achieve social value creation.

Proposition 3 Moral identity at the team level can lead to team leadership identifi-
cation within a social enterprise.

 Team Leadership and Entrepreneurial Orientation at Team 
and Organizational Levels

Teams’ attribution to organizational performance has been recognized in corporate 
entrepreneurship literature. Yet research that targets team-level entrepreneurial 
actions has been underexamined (e.g., Cardon et  al., 2017; Forbes et  al., 2006; 
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Harper, 2008; Santos & Cardon, 2019). The social construction of opportunity as 
entrepreneurial processes has been discussed (Fletcher, 2006). The joint reasoning 
and joint action in entrepreneuring very often rely on relational processes in the 
discovery of solutions and its implementation. Furthermore, a majority of “entre-
preneurial firms are founded by teams” (Klotz et al., 2014) and “teams are at the 
heart of any new venture” (Cooper & Daily, 1997, p. 144). The act of entrepreneur-
ship involves team processes of collectives (Shepherd & Kreuger, 2002).

Team processes become of a higher quality when team members work together, 
engage in collaborative mutual interactions, and experience good relationships with 
members of the team (Farmer et  al., 2015). Because of the team leader identity, 
group members become concerned on the welfare of the group rather than pursuing 
their self-interests and are more loyal and trusting of one another (Earley & 
Mosakowski, 2000). The group leader identity allows team members to learn from 
one another and share knowledge structures, which lead to greater team integration 
and cohesion (Klimoski & Mohammed, 1994). Such intense collaboration and the 
emphasis on a group culture that is characterized by a focus on close interpersonal 
relationships elevate the confidence of the organizational members in their organi-
zation and increases their risk-taking and fosters their entrepreneurial orientation  
(EO) (Brettel et al., 2015). Team EO within a SEV refers to the team’s propensity to 
engage in entrepreneurial behaviors (proactiveness, innovativeness, risk-taking) to 
ultimately support the organization in addressing its mission (Guo & Bielefeld, 2014).

The team leader identity drives commitment to group goals rather than the goals 
of the individual team members (Earley & Mosakowski, 2000) and results in better 
team interactions, driving the enterprising members to work together effectively 
(Van Der Vegt & Bunderson, 2005). The team leader identity prompts the team 
members to work together more effectively to achieve the collective goals of social 
enterprises (Powell & Baker, 2017). With team leader identity, the key question 
becomes “who they are as a team” (Brewer & Gardner, 1996) as members come 
together aspiring to help the community. Bacharach’s (2006) interdependence 
hypothesis states that if entrepreneurs perceive a strong interdependence and a com-
mon interest, they will be primed to identify themselves as a team and frame them-
selves as “we” when engaging in entrepreneurial discovery and problem-solving.

Proposition 4 Team leadership identification can lead to team entrepreneurial ori-
entation within a social enterprise.

EO is the entrepreneurial team style that captures the team’s goals, beliefs, logic, 
and communications revealing the commitment to EO (Wales et  al., 2020). 
Entrepreneurial orientation of the firm arises from the entrepreneurial actions of the 
members of collectives who seek to identify new opportunities and capitalize on 
their existing competencies and are highly motivated to pitch in their ideas and to 
get the work done as they perceive it as “our” work (Fiske & Taylor, 1991). This 
entails that team entrepreneurial orientation is neither explicitly enforced nor 
required by the formal job requirements in a SEV (Hui et al., 1999) and aggregates 
to manifest as entrepreneurial orientation at the organizational level.
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There is strong evidence that constructs at the group level of analysis are theo-
retically distinct from the same constructs at the organizational level (Wallace et al., 
2016), and thereby the organizational-level entrepreneurial orientation construct 
requires consideration.

Essentially EO has emerged from the concept that organizations can be con-
ceived as entrepreneurial actors (Covin & Slevin, 1989; Miller, 1983). The venture 
team is integral for the attainment of EO in which the conscious influence of the 
entrepreneurial team on the venture’s direction determines the manifestation of 
organizational entrepreneurial orientation. Without the embrace of the team within 
the venture on entrepreneurial action, little does EO emerge as an organizational 
phenomenon.

Proposition 5 Team entrepreneurial orientation aggregates to organizational 
entrepreneurial orientation within a social enterprise.

 Social Value Creation at the Organizational/Community Level

Corporate entrepreneurship research has moved beyond the earlier theoretical pre-
sumptions that entrepreneurial action is driven primarily by economic goals (Baker 
& Pollock, 2007). Researchers have acknowledged that there is a wide range of 
aspiration and motivations for entrepreneurial action (Hmieleski & Baron, 2009; 
Sapienza et al., 2003). Furthermore, even though a recent review revealed that the 
dominant dependent variable in corporate entrepreneurship research is financial 
firm performance (Shepherd et al., 2019), the relative share of research examining 
the effect of corporate entrepreneurship on economic outcomes is decreasing, and 
other dependent variables are receiving increased attention such as well-being 
(Wiklund et al., 2019). Hence, with the double bottom line being pursued by hybrid 
organizations, social and financial value creation is the dual outcomes born from 
entrepreneurial pursuit.

The purpose of social enterprises in enhancing social welfare becomes contin-
gent upon the entrepreneurial orientation of the firm, which arises from the entre-
preneurial actions of multiple social entrepreneurial actors who engage in knowledge 
transfer and in which social entrepreneurial actors’ tasks and outcomes are highly 
interdependent (Bridoux et al., 2016), as they leverage and exploit their resources. 
Social value creation is the result of the decision-making activities and practices of 
the firm to explore new avenues and to be more innovative and to take risks. We 
define social value creation as the purpose of social enterprises to “create social 
value by stimulating social change or meeting a social need” (Mair & Marti, 2006, 
p. 37). Thus, social value creation entails the explicit creation of benefits beyond 
those captured by the venture’s founder or leadership (Miller et al., 2012; Santos, 
2012). Yet, the propensity of the firm to successfully enact innovative solutions to 
social problems depends upon the social entrepreneurial team members’ interac-
tions in innovation and knowledge exchange processes and who frame their 
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relationships as “communal sharing” (a relationship characterized by a collective 
team leader identity and unity according to relational model theory) (Fiske & Taylor, 
1991; Fiske, 2004).

Proposition 6 Organizational entrepreneurial orientation leads to social value 
creation at the organizational level within a social enterprise (Fig. 20.1).

 Conclusion

This chapter has advanced a model of community-based responsible leadership that 
reveals how moral identity across individual and team levels can transcend to the 
organizational level and lead to social value creation within social enterprises. To 
help address the gaps in the responsible leadership and SE literature, we have devel-
oped a multi-level framework. Yet, this framework also goes a long way to identify-
ing many of the cross-level linkages or temporal effects and contingencies that 
influence the responsible leadership and SE processes.

 Chapter Takeaways

• Moral identity at the individual level can influence the team moral identity within 
a social enterprise.

• Responsible leadership at the organizational level can influence team moral iden-
tity development within a social enterprise context.

• Team leadership identification mediates the relationship between team moral 
identification and team entrepreneurial orientation within a social enterprise.

• Team entrepreneurial orientation aggregates to organizational entrepreneurial 
orientation which leads to social value creation within a social enterprise.
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 Reflective Questions

 1. Can social entrepreneurs act as a solo entrepreneur in the process of social value 
creation?

 2. What are the advantages for social enterprises which are driven by community- 
based leadership?

 3. How can community-based social enterprises ensure that their social mission can 
be attained?

 4. How to promote collective moral and leadership identifications in social 
enterprises?

 5. What is the connection of collective (moral and leadership) identities, entrepre-
neurial orientation, and social value creation?
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Chapter 21
Design Thinking in Contemporary Political 
Leadership: Lessons Learned from Angela 
Merkel

Claude Helene Mayer and James L. Kelley

Abstract Design leadership, a conceptual component in design theory, provides a 
useful template for leaders in an ever-changing world. Design leadership has gained 
importance in global leadership and decision-making processes in contemporary 
politics.

This chapter focuses on the life and work of the famous German political leader, 
Angela Merkel, who has become one of the most influential, global, woman leaders 
in world history. A psychobiographical approach to Merkel’s life and leadership is 
taken to explore design leadership. The findings will provide insight into successful 
global governance in terms of design leadership. This chapter provides an example 
of future-oriented design leadership by using a single case study approach with a 
purposeful sampling process within a qualitative hermeneutical and interpretative 
research paradigm. Findings will provide applied insights into design leadership; 
recommendations will include guidelines for future research and the presentation of 
best practices.

Keywords Design thinking · Design leadership · Psychobiography · Woman 
leaders · Innovation
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 Introduction

Design thinking has gained in popularity during the past two decades (Friedman, 
2003; Dunne & Martin, 2006). Not only has it been described as one of the surest 
routes to creativity and innovation (Johansson-Sköldberg et al., 2013), design think-
ing has also been identified as a new transdisciplinary paradigm for finding solu-
tions in various professions (e.g., Martin, 2009). This is particularly the case today, 
where an ever-changing sociopolitical climate calls for solutions based upon a broad 
repertoire of design practices (Lawson & Dorst, 2009). Design leadership elevates 
design thinking to a strategic level and is “related to the vision for how design could 
be used within an organization to achieve corporate goals” (Gloppen, 2009, p. 35). 
Further, this new type of leader links innovation, creativity, and strategy through an 
overarching set of design motifs. Thus, the success of design thinking underscores 
the importance of both creativity (Gloppen, 2009) and imagination (Manu, 2007) to 
any contemporary problem-solving strategy.

This chapter follows the assumption of Meinel and Leifer (2011) that “great 
innovators and leaders need to be great design thinkers.” Such a design-guided per-
spective is “social in nature”; it “preserv[es] ambiguity,” it “re-design[s]” or adapts 
previous solutions to novel situations, and it “mak[es] ideas tangible” while facili-
tating communication (Meinel & Leifer, 2011). However, design leadership still 
remains little known, and thus there is a void in research which needs to be addressed 
(Jozaisse, 2011). Accordingly, the present chapter addresses design leadership from 
a psychobiographical perspective, taking Angela Merkel as a sample.

Psychobiography uses psychological theories to analyze the lives of extraordi-
nary individuals (Schultz, 2005). This chapter is a psychobiography of one of 
today’s most prominent political leaders, German chancellor Angela Merkel 
(Koelbl, 1998). It builds on a previous psychobiographical analysis of Merkel’s 
creativity (Mayer & van Niekerk, 2020), her wellness (Mayer et al., 2020), and her 
faith (Mayer, 2021), with a view to providing insights into possible resonances with 
design thinking.

Methodologically, Merkel was chosen based on a purposeful sampling process, 
the selection criteria being her unique position as a global leader who is also a 
woman, as well as her unheralded political longevity, as evinced in her having been 
elected German chancellor four times in a row.

This chapter’s first aim is to explore the life of Angela Merkel by using selected 
aspects of design leadership models to analyze specific life events across her life 
and career span. The authors’ application of design thinking to Angela Merkel’s life 
provides indicators for fostering creativity and innovation that could contribute to 
political progress and world betterment. The second aim of this chapter is to present 
Angela Merkel’s life story as a lens through which to explore design leadership as 
exercised in the global political arena.
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 Design Thinking and Design Leadership

According to Forbes, “Design thinking should serve as a leadership philosophy” 
(Himsworth, 2018). Thus, leadership skills such as critical thinking and problem- 
solving are numbered among design thinking’s core values (Himsworth, 2018). For 
Meinel and Leifer (2011), design thinking is a user-focused approach which, 
through multidisciplinary collaboration and iterative improvements, produces inno-
vative products, organizations, and services. An array of approaches to design think-
ing has been developed in design schools (Stanford University, 2016; Singapore 
Polytechnic, 2016) but also in unaffiliated enterprises and organizations (Design 
Council, 2021).

All versions of design theory, despite their many differences, emphasize (1) the 
power of the collective brain and (2) human-centeredness. That is, (1) leadership, 
according to design theory, can only be effective when it forges links with the col-
lective experiences, attitudes, and worldviews of the group of belonging, and also, 
(2) design thinking integrates humanness with technology while striving for innova-
tion and creativity (Himsworth, 2018). The approach in design thinking and design 
leadership is systemic, in that it commences from the philosophical bases of expan-
sion and indeterminism (Pourdehnad et al., 2011) in an attempt to address complex 
problems in the context of meso- and macro-level strategic, economic, social, envi-
ronmental, and political projects and questions (Irbite & Strode, 2016). According 
to Brown (2016), design leadership should address complex global problems, such 
as the need for new health concepts, healthy food systems, technological opportuni-
ties and challenges, future-oriented work designs and cooperation, as well as gov-
ernment services which are citizen-oriented and decisions which serve the global 
poor. Thereby, sociocultural, conceptual, political, and governmental boundaries 
can be overcome (Friedman, 2011) in the service of higher goals of complex 
decision- making processes which take effective ways of changing mindsets, global 
focus, personal development, and improved business and leadership skills into 
account (Cacioppe, 1998).

According to one writer, design leadership has five aspects: (1) problem-solving, 
(2) creativity, (3) systemic thinking, (4) coordination, and (5) cultural and artistic 
activity (Borja de Mozota, 2003). The aesthetic and collaborative emphases in this 
list imply that design leadership is, above all, an integration of “design processes” 
(Hargadon, 2005) and “design attitude[s]” (Boland & Collopy, 2004), the whole 
approach being geared more to an open-ended exploration than to a preordained 
goal (Lawson, 2006). Some leadership skills particularly relevant to design thought 
include knowledge about how to (1) discover and learn and foster insight in others, 
(2) identify and validate ideas and transform them into growth, and (3) nourish and 
trigger the imaginations of individuals and groups (Gloppen, 2009).

The d.school (Hasso-Plattner Institute of Design at Stanford) has developed a 
five-part executive model of a design thinking process which can be applied in 
design leadership (Balcaitis, 2019):
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 1. Empathize: Understand people within the context of the design challenge by 
viewing their behavior, understanding their actions, asking questions about why 
they behave as they do, and using the environment to ask deeper questions.

 2. Define: Craft a meaningful and actionable problem statement, synthesize find-
ings into insights, and create a point of view.

 3. Ideate: Transition from problems to solutions, creating unconventional, unfil-
tered ideas. Forward the best ideas into prototyping.

 4. Prototype: A series of artifacts are produced which get you progressively closer 
to your final solution. A prototype can be anything that facilitates individuals to 
conceptualize and reflect on their ideas. To be workable, a prototype must be 
created with the user in mind.

 5. Test: Solicit feedback about the prototype from its users in a manner that 
bespeaks empathy for the intended users of the product, policy, or idea. Create a 
test in a real-world context and note user feedback.

These stages are not intended to be a fixed sequence; rather, pivoting and other-
wise zig-zagging between stages often is necessary in creating solutions using the 
d.school model.

Section “Findings and Discussion: A Case Illustration of Innovative Political 
Leadership” of this chapter contends that Angela Merkel uses some of the design 
leadership and design thinking processes discussed in this section in her politics.

 Psychobiography

Psychobiography, which focuses on specific events across the life span of extraordi-
nary individuals and explores and interprets these events based on psychological 
theory (Fouché & Van Niekerk, 2010), has gained currency in recent psychological 
research (Schultz, 2005; Ponterotto, 2014; Mayer & Kovary, 2019). It has been 
argued recently, along psychobiographical lines, that the analysis of the lives of 
notable people can provide indicators that assist individuals, groups, and societies 
across cultural divides in coping with contemporary challenges (Kelley, 2021; 
Mayer & Fouché, 2021). In short, psychobiographies shed new light onto unex-
plored aspects of extraordinary peoples’ lives and might thereby also contribute to 
further articulations of developmental, meaning-in-life theory (Kelley, 2019, 
pp. 367–368; Mayer, 2017).

 Research Methodology

This chapter uses a single case study design to explore the life and political leader-
ship of Angela Merkel. The research paradigm is qualitative in nature and uses a 
hermeneutical-interpretative research approach (Creswell & Piano Clark 2011; 
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Hassan & Ghauri, 2014). The sample has been purposefully selected (Shaheen & 
Pradhan, 2019). Primary and secondary data were collected, and all were analyzed 
through the five- step process of content analysis referred to by Terre Blanche et al. 
(2006), according to which the information was examined through familiarization 
and immersion, inducing themes, coding, elaboration, interpretation, and checking. 
In the following sections, the authors will present three selected and extraordinary 
aspects and political events, namely: “becoming a chancellor of all Germans,” 
“transforming the refugee crisis,” and Merkel’s approach regarding “surviving 
COVID-19.”

The ethical considerations for psychobiographical research recommended by 
Ponterotto et al. (2017) were followed: data were accessed from the public domain 
(journals, newspapers, video clips, etc.), and rigor was applied throughout the 
research process. Data were chosen and interpreted in a respectful way. It needs to 
be pointed out that the study comes with limitations since it is strongly qualitative 
in nature and focuses on one single, elite, extraordinary individual. Generations 
cannot be drawn from this data set.

Germany has become a country that many people abroad associate with hope. —
Angela Merkel

 Findings and Discussion: A Case Illustration of Innovative 
Political Leadership

In the following, Angela Merkel will be introduced with regard to her life and politi-
cal career. Three selected events in her life will be presented and analyzed with 
regard to her design leadership approach.

Angela Merkel, born Kastner, has risen to become one of the most influential 
female global leaders in the world (Moore, 2017). Born in Hamburg, West Germany, 
in 1954, Merkel’s childhood was marked by her family crossing the Berlin Wall to 
live in a small East German town. An exemplary student with strong intellectual 
abilities, Angela adapted to new situations easily. She became proficient in Russian 
and excelled in the natural sciences, eventually earning a doctorate in quantum 
chemistry (Kottasová, 2020). In 1989, at age 35, she joined the party Demokratischer 
Aufbruch (DA) (Klormann & Udelhoven, 2008). After the fall of the Berlin Wall in 
1989, Merkel’s political career gained steam: she occupied several posts in the 
regional centers of the CDU (Christian Democratic Union), moved into positions on 
the national level as Minister of Women and Youth (Schley, 2005), Minister of 
Protection of Nature and Reactor Security (Klormann & Udelhoven, 2008), General 
Secretary of the CDU in 1998, the leader of the CDU in 2000, and chancellor in 
2005. She stepped down as head of the CDU in 2018 and has been German chancel-
lor since 2005.

In the following, three outstanding political events in Merkel’s career will be 
analyzed with regard to design leadership.
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 Being the “Chancellor of All Germans” Through 
Design Leadership

One of the challenges in Merkel’s early career was to overcome the political, cul-
tural, social, and economic split of the two parts of Germany and support the reuni-
fication process which was implemented by her mentor and previous chancellor, 
Helmut Kohl.

 Empathize

Merkel’s rise to the chancellorship began in 2000, when she wrote an open letter to 
her party denouncing party leader Helmut Kohl’s part in a recently revealed finan-
cial scandal. She thereby established her image as an honest leader and empathized 
with the German people who felt betrayed by Kohl. Her election as chancellor 
5 years later fulfilled every German citizen’s wish to “feel reunited and complete” 
as a German nation. Indeed, Merkel managed to establish herself as an honest and 
trustworthy “chancellor for all Germans” (Spiegel, 2005). Merkel’s actions exhib-
ited her ability to respond to the German people’s dual desire for an end to govern-
ment corruption and an initiation of a feeling of national unity after the divisions of 
the post WWII era. Her ability to bridge chasms did not end here: Merkel also 
overcame gender divisions by becoming the first woman to ever be elected German 
chancellor (Langguth, 2005).

 Define

Merkel broke with traditional gender stereotypes, defined Germany as a pillar in the 
fight for a strong EU, worked herself through the different viewpoints of leaders 
within the EU, synthesized her findings and observations, and created new view-
points throughout her early years in politics. She impressed many as an unassuming 
woman who rose to the occasion only when necessary, as when she exposed the 
weaknesses and dishonesty Helmut Kohl and other prominent men.

 Ideate

Merkel managed the phase of ideation very well and established herself thereby as 
an honest female leader who had always been viewed as an outsider (the daughter 
of a West German pastor in East Germany, a protestant in a catholic party, a woman 
in physical chemistry, a woman leader in a male-dominated world of German 
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politics) (Stock, 2000; Klormann & Udelhoven, 2008; Mayer, 2021). Thus, she cre-
atively synthesized sociopolitical disparities along her journey to become “chancel-
lor for all Germans” (Spiegel, 2005), all the while stressing her inclusive, 
“all-German” identity (Stock, 2000; Mayer & van Niekerk, 2020).

 Prototype

Merkel managed to become a German for all Germans, not only by integrating dif-
ferent aspects of ingroup and outgroup members of subgroups within the German 
society but also by representing important values, such as being level-headed, 
business- like, realistic, economical, and reserved (Bollmann, 2013). Bollmann 
(2013) points out that Merkel is rare in her ability to internalize so completely the 
standpoints and emotions of the average German and to create legislation that 
speaks thereto.

 Test

Merkel’s ability to be a German for all Germans was primarily tested by time and 
by her four re-elections. It was also reflected in her wise decision to step down as a 
party leader in 2018, a move that was expected from her but at the same time digni-
fied her in the eyes of the citizens (Goldhammer, 2018).

 Transforming the Refugee Crisis in Europe Through 
Design Leadership

In 2015, Merkel’s response to the European refugee crisis was supported by German 
elites, though her policy in this area was severely criticized within the European 
Union (Karnitschnig, 2018).

 Empathize

When Merkel opened Germany in 2015 to refugees coming into Europe, she justi-
fied her policy by highlighting the “welcoming culture” of Germany and focusing 
on the need to undo Germany’s history of separation and discrimination (Mushaben, 
2017). By framing the issue in terms of Germany as a whole, Merkel managed to 
empathize both with German elites and with the average German. During this crisis, 
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Merkel always highlighted tolerance and freedom (Clemens, 2006), as well as reli-
gious values of self-sacrifice and communal responsibility (Carrel, 2017) that are 
deeply embedded in her personally. Thus, her decisions during this crisis were 
highly influenced by her Christian worldview of compassionate love (Mayer 
et al., 2020).

 Define

For Merkel, the issues of human rights and human dignity can never be compro-
mised and thus must be dealt with effectively (Dempsey, 2011). Accordingly, the 
refugee issue was tackled by considering various points of view and creating a syn-
thesis translatable into immediate and clear government action (Macias, 2017). 
Most surprising of all, the language Merkel used in the public addresses she gave 
during the refugee crisis found her uncharacteristically emotional (Mück, 2017), a 
tendency encapsulated by her catchphrase: “Wir schaffen das!” (“We can make it!”) 
(Mück, 2017; Mushaben, 2017).

 Ideate

Though Merkel is often perceived to be irresolute, she has always insisted that she 
needs to take ample time to arrive at creative solutions (Mayer et al., 2020). Most 
important for her is that her policies are both actionable and grounded in humanitar-
ian values, ethical commitment, and passionate emotions (Helms et  al., 2018). 
Merkel exhibits her problem-solving skills through her agile diplomacy (Armitstead 
& Govan, 2012; Klormann & Udelhoven, 2008), which strikes a balance between 
upholding the interests of her constituency and insisting on human dignity, human 
rights, and equality for all people (Muller, 2017).

 Prototype

Merkel’s catchphrase “Wir schaffen das!” (Mück, 2017; Mushaben, 2017), uttered 
on 31 August, 2015, was her clarion call for national and international cooperation 
based upon each person’s unique abilities. Admittedly, her presentation on that day 
did not include a full-fledged strategy of sociopolitical integration of refugees into 
society; nevertheless, her lapidary slogan encapsulates her aim to create a German 
“Willkommenskultur” (“a welcoming culture”) (Hildebrandt & Ulrich, 2015). And, 
undoubtedly, her words had a positive effect on the influx of 400,000 or more refu-
gees, many of whom were integrated into German society through training, 
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vocational programs, and language courses within a year of their arrival (Spiegel, 
2018). It can be assumed that Merkel’s “We can make it!” was formulated with 
German society in mind, anticipating the need for self-direction and self-determina-
tion within a given scenario. Her rhetorical style also displayed her intuition that 
constituents have a capacity and a desire to regulate their own lives and that this 
self- organizing ability can be co-opted by government representatives, the resultant 
synergy being the representational force that integrates a people into a state.

 Test

Merkel’s approach was empathetic in that she understood her hearers’ need for a 
positive and affirmative message. Nonetheless, she was strongly criticized by many 
politicians who felt that “We can make it!” did nothing to answer how we can make 
it or who can make it (Osnabrücker Zeitung, 2016). To judge by surveys from 2017 
and 2018 (e.g., Die Welt, 2017; Süddeutsche Zeitung, 2018), Merkel’s statement 
was mainly supported by her own party, while members of all the other parties felt 
that her “We can make it!” refugee policy was ineffectual (Die Welt, 2017). Merkel, 
far from appearing defensive, rather listened and acknowledged her critics and thus 
presented herself as forbearing and self-reflective in the post-2015 years in terms of 
her famous catchphrase and the refugee policy that accompanied it (Vorreiter, 2018).

 Surviving COVID-19 Through Design Leadership

The COVID-19 crisis has evoked various responses in international leaders. 
According to Friedman (2020), Merkel’s strategy is in the main scientific, while 
New Zealand’s Prime Minister’s approach, which is influenced by design leader-
ship, is more empathetic. Merkel has been criticized continuously for not having a 
compassionate approach in communicating with the public about the COVID-19 
restrictions (Oltermann, 2020). In terms of the d.school design thinking model, 
Merkel’s scientific plan of action lacks the very first step, according to which it is 
necessary to empathize with the persons who will use or be otherwise effected by 
the proposed policy or action.

In March 2020, Merkel and the German health minister Spahn designed what 
they hoped was the best possible strategy for answering the pandemic. They sought 
to strike a balance between three related goals: (1) eliminating the COVID-19 virus, 
(2) caring for the health of each and every German, and (3) preventing German 
hospitals from becoming overburdened. She was criticized strongly for her pessi-
mistic prediction that 70% of Germans would become infected by the virus. Thus, 
her formulation of the problem and its possible solution was couched in abstract, 
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scientific terms (Martin, 2020). Her critics, consequently, might object that Merkel 
failed to synthesize findings into insights accessible to the average citizen, but rather 
catered more to the intelligentsia, a group to which Merkel herself belongs.

However, her televised speech to the German people on March 18 is evidence 
that Merkel has been effective in her response to the COVID-19 scare (“Germany 
excels,” 2020; Miller, 2020; Thurau, 2020) and thus can stand as a counterweight to 
the naysaying she has endured. The remainder of this section will analyze this 
speech as a discourse specimen that fits well with the d.school model of design 
thinking’s five stages:

 Empathize

As we have said, the “empathize” aspect of d.school design theory has to do with 
open-ended dialogue that “can surprise both the designer and the subject by the 
unanticipated insights that are revealed” (Balcaitis, 2019). While Angela Merkel’s 
televised COVID-19 speech was not interactive or dialogic in any obvious sense, 
her words did convey a strong sense that she had already conferred not only with 
scientific experts such as the RKI researchers but also with a number of ordinary 
citizens, as when she stated that the COVID-19 death toll and related statistics “are 
not just abstract numbers…but a father or grandfather, a mother or grandmother, a 
partner…” (Merkel, 2020).

 Define

The “define” aspect of d.school design theory overlaps with the concept, common 
to many branches of the social sciences, of framing (Goffman, 1974; Weaver, 2007). 
Specifically, Merkel’s televised speech places the COVID-19 crisis in the larger 
context of the global challenges Germany had faced during and after World War 
II. Besides her controversial reference to the Nazi era’s historic challenges (Miller, 
2020), Merkel also alludes to her experience as a young girl in East Germany ruled 
by the Stasi: “Let me assure you: For someone like me, for whom freedom of travel 
and movement was a hard-won right, such restrictions can only be justified as an 
absolute necessity” (Merkel, 2020). By casting a backward glance at the postwar 
era, Merkel makes a successful linkage between the fall of the Berlin Wall, which 
many have perceived to be more of an accomplishment of the German people than 
of government actors (Mills, 2008, p. 17), and the present viral foe, victory against 
which Merkel knows “takes all our efforts” (Merkel, 2020).
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 Ideate

The “ideate” piece of d.school design thought is reflected in Merkel’s use of the 
theme of “democracy” in her COVID-19 speech. In the d.school model, to ideate is 
to make to leap from “identifying problems to creating solutions” (Balcaitis, 2019) 
by casting a wide net and calling for a wide participation in the solution-generating 
process. In Merkel’s speech, she makes the lapidary statement: “We are a democ-
racy” (Merkel, 2020), after which she stresses that individual German citizens will 
need to apply governmental recommendations about COVID-19 to their particular 
situation, thus bridging the gap between generalized directives and specific applica-
tions. In other words, Merkel’s use of language makes tangible the need for collabo-
ration and “filling in the blanks” in response to the virus specifically while also 
implying that this interactive style of problem-solving is the heart and soul of 
democracy in general.

 Prototype

Design thinking theorists aver that trial-and-error efforts are often needed to reach a 
viable solution to any complex problem (Pressman, 2019, p.  33). Merkel’s 
COVID-19 speech makes mention of “many creative forms” of safe interaction that 
the German people have developed more or less spontaneously, such as “grandchil-
dren who are recording a podcast for their grandparents so they won’t be lonely” or 
assistance “for the elderly who cannot go shopping for themselves” (Merkel, 2020). 
Here the German chancellor both acknowledges the self-generated, improvisational 
strategizing of her citizens and encourages more of the same going forward.

 Test

Merkel ends her groundbreaking speech by framing the present moment in German 
history as a test case that depends upon each person’s effort: “…[I]t will all 
depend…on how disciplined everyone [is]” (Merkel, 2020). Here Merkel ties 
together the disparate thematic strands of her discourse – dependence upon reason- 
driven experimentation, reliance on the historic strengths of the German people, and 
emphasis on the need for individual application of policies – in a manner that can be 
seen to reflect design thinking, since she follows the design thought plot in attempt-
ing to achieve a desired transformation by integrating interests in a transparent, 
collaborative process (Borja de Mozota, 2002, 2003).
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 Conclusion

This chapter interlinked design leadership and psychobiographical perspectives 
while expanding on previous research in both areas. It demonstrated how design 
leadership can contribute to political success through the power of the collective 
brain and human-centeredness.

The authors aimed at exploring Angela Merkel’s life with regard to three selected 
events which were markers of her leadership decisions during her political career. 
These three markers provide insight into Merkel’s design leadership approaches and 
show that Merkel follows a process of design leadership that generates innovation, 
creativity, and strategy while being social and solution focused. It provides evidence 
that Merkel’s strength lies in following the processes of design thinking and applied 
design leadership particularly with regard to defining, analyzing, and ideating.

Future research should further explore design thinking and design leadership 
models in the context of the lives and careers of extraordinary individuals to sub-
stantiate the success of applying the processes in political contexts but also in other 
careers, such as business and entertainment.

Psychobiographical research should also open up towards theories in other fields 
than psychology and explore design and/or leadership theories to contribute also to 
disciplines other than psychology.

On a practical note, design thinking and leadership courses, consultants, trainers, 
and even organizations could use psychobiographical accounts of extraordinary 
leaders in their fields to present well-researched examples of how design leadership 
is being applied successfully on individual, organizational, and even global levels of 
problem-solving.

Finally, future research and practice also needs to explore the limitations of 
design thinking and leadership processes further to develop the theory, deepen its 
theoretical roots, and present refined and contextualized applied approaches.

 Chapter Takeaways

• Design leadership is a strategic approach which supports solution-finding 
through a combined effort of creativity, innovation, and systemic thinking.

• An in-depth view into an extraordinary person’s life can provide in-depth and 
detailed information on how to address complex challenges.

• The complex approaches of design thinking and design leadership can lead to 
complex solution-finding, tackling challenges across disciplines, cultures, and 
levels of society.
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 Reflection Questions

 1. What are the underlying principles and values in design thinking and design 
leadership approaches?

 2. How does the design leadership process through design thinking work? Explain 
the steps.

 3. What is psychobiography, and how does it contribute to design thinking and 
design leadership research and practice?

 4. How did design thinking and design leadership inform Merkel’s bid to “become 
a chancellor of all Germans,” to tackle the European refugee crisis, and to address 
the COVID-19 pandemic?

 5. What are the best practices and lessons learned from this chapter?
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Chapter 22
The FuturePerfect Organization: Driven 
by Quantum-Thinking

William Guillory

Abstract A FuturePerfect organization is comprised of leadership that anticipates 
to future business paradigms with a high degree of accuracy. The ability to accu-
rately anticipate future business paradigms is called quantum-thinking. We are in 
initial stage of transitioning from the paradigm of human potential to technology 
integration. This ability applies equally to predicting future shifts in cultural and 
societal paradigms. At present, the possibility is a societal/global transformation 
from a survival-driven consciousness to compatibility. In this chapter, we discuss 
the model of a FuturePerfect organization for the twenty-first century, including the 
steps required to successfully implement this transition.

Keywords A FuturePerfect organization · Quantum-thinking · Technology 
integration · Cultural compatibility · Sleep-state consciousness exploration

 Introduction

A FuturePerfect Organization is comprised of leadership that anticipates future 
business paradigms with a high degree of accuracy. The ability to accurately antici-
pate future business paradigms is called quantum-thinking. For example, it is clear 
to everyone, at this point, that we are in the stage of transitioning from the paradigm 
of human potential to technology integration. This ability applies equally to predict-
ing future shifts in cultural and societal paradigms. At present, the possibility is a 
societal/global transformation from a survival-driven consciousness to compatibil-
ity. As a species, we have not yet decided to proactively engage such a transforma-
tion, although it is the natural evolution of a human species corresponding to a 
FuturePerfect global society. The model which illustrates these futuristic transi-
tions, in practice, is shown by Fig. 22.1.
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Fig. 22.1 Model of a FuturePerfect organization for the twenty-first century

This model has three steps in terms of implementation:

Step 1 The first step involves personal transformation from a linear-adaptive to a 
creative-adaptive mindset (or way of thinking). Creative adaptation is the ability to 
proactively embrace an expansion in consciousness in anticipation of change, irre-
spective of rate, dimension, or form. It is a response that molds change, rather than 
react to it.

Step 2 The second step is creating the FuturePerfect way of operating: principles, 
practices, and behaviors corresponding to the next high-performance organization 
of the early twenty-first century. High performance is used in a generic sense and 
“organically” changes with continuous technology integration and enhancement of 
human potential – both naturally and artificially. This step defines the future mode 
of operation – both human and machine. In essence, it is inclusive of the contribu-
tion of human cyborgs, through artificial enhancement and androids, through artifi-
cial intelligence (AI).
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Step 3 The third step is returning to the present and mentally projecting one’s self 
into that future way of functioning as though the future existed today. This step is 
represented by the dotted line from the present creative adaptative state to the 
 futuristic high-performance state. In essence, FuturePerfect leaders literally “pull” 
their workforce into the future, rather than sequentially “pushing” them forward in 
a stepwise fashion. The essence of such leadership is leading by example and inspir-
ing others to follow.

Let us begin our journey by an in-depth understanding of each of these steps and 
explore the role of quantum-thinking as a driving force.

 Step One: Transformation in Mindset

Know thyself. – Temple of Apollo at Delphi

As stated above, transitioning from a linear-adaptative to a creative-adaptative 
mindset provides a greater potential of achieving quantum-thinking or paradigm 
creation. In essence it creates a “more flexible platform” in consciousness to explore 
one’s expanded creative consciousness. A metaphoric example would be using the 
moon as a launching platform for interstellar exploration instead of planet Earth, 
since Earth is six times greater in gravitational attraction and therefore more 
“restraining” in terms of escape for exploration. This factor is indicative of how 
much easier it is to launch larger payloads from the moon and, by comparison, 
human exploration of expanded states of consciousness.

In a similar manner, the process of acquiring the five cognitive skills listed below 
dramatically increases the potential of an individual to explore and perform at an 
extraordinary level of creativity, innovation, and imagination. The process is the 
essence of transformation from a linear-adaptative mindset to creative-adaptative, 
resulting in an expanded consciousness of potential.

The question which naturally follows is, “what are the five skills necessary for 
being creative-adaptive?”

 Individual/Team Exercise

Let us take a moment to determine how creative-adaptive you are using the self- 
evaluation shown below. Select and enter your score on a scale of 0–10 for each 
statement. (Please select only even numbers in your self-evaluation.)
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 Creative Adaptation: A Self Evaluation

 1. Visionary/insightful – the ability to envision futuristic ways of thinking, orga-
nizing, and operating. Least (0) 2 4 6 8 Highly (10) Score______.

 2. Risk-taking – the ability to take measured and challenging “risks” where there is 
a significant degree of uncertainty of success. Least (0) 2 4 6 8 Highly 
(10) Score______.

 3. Open-mindedness – the ability to be open and receptive to “divergently differ-
ent” ideas, opinions, and radically different ways of operating that challenge 
one’s way of thinking. Least (0) 2 4 6 8 Highly (10) Score_______.

 4. Creative – the ability to explore possibilities beyond one’s present reality. Least 
(0) 2 4 6 8 Highly (10) Score______.

 5. Wisdom – a state of being highly receptive to insights through personal transfor-
mation and consciousness exploration. Least (0) 2 4 6 8 Highly 
(10) Score______.

Total score (X 2) ________.

Sum your scores and multiply by two to convert to a 100% scale.
Evaluate yourself as follows:

Excellent (A role model for creative adaptation)

Average (Open to master the skills of creative adaptation)

Fair (Reluctant to change your way of thinking, particularly, if the present works)

Quick Debrief: Reflect on the three questions below, and revisit this self- evaluation 
when you complete the reading of this publication and others, similar in content.

 1. How would you evaluate yourself according the descriptions of creative adapta-
tion above? Why?

 2. What skill challenged you most in terms of your self-evaluation? Why?
 3. What skill do you find most personally necessary for adapting to the future? Why?

 State of Mind of a Creative-Adaptive

Given the characteristics proposed above for a creative-adaptive individual, let us 
explore their way of thinking as applied to working situations. The natural assump-
tion is that one’s programmed way of thinking – both conscious and unconscious – 
is the direct determinant of one’s behavior. However, it is, more importantly, the 
determinant of the results produced, as a pattern, in one’s life. These statements are 
captured by the Innovations’ state of mind diagram shown as Fig. 22.2.
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State of Mind Diagram

First-Order Change

(Behavioral Modification)

Second-Order Change

(Personal Transformation)

PerformanceFunctional SkillsCognitive Skills

Mind-Set
Attitude
Beliefs

Behaviors
Processes 

Procedures

Results

Fig. 22.2 The sequential process and skills of the state of mind diagram

 State of Mind Diagram

Collectively, they reflect the practiced behaviors and results of an organization’s 
internal operations. They are the culture, in practice. Let us take a look at a few 
examples and notice whether we experience them as realistic, effective, and/or 
“capable of serving as our launching pad from the moon.”

 1. “Pursuit of perfection”; “zero-defect thinking.” Therefore, our products and ser-
vices are synonymous with this mindset of quality. “We rarely make mistakes; 
and correct them ourselves.”

 2. How we function internally is a direct measure (reflection) of how we interact 
externally with customers, clients, and those we serve. “Honesty, openness, and 
authenticity prevail in our working relationships.”

 3. We have an expectation of self-motivated, continuous learning which creates an 
employee-engaged culture that, in turn, creates customer engagement. Therefore, 
our customers become an extension of our sales force (through word of mouth 
and referrals)!

 4. Every customer we serve is a “moment of truth,” those moments in disguise that 
provide the opportunity to exceed a customer’s expectation (Jan Carlzon, former 
CEO of SAS). Every employee touches the customer and/or our product/service 
in some way and is therefore a member of our sales and marketing team.

 5. Branding is based upon living true to practicing what we preach, in terms of our 
core values: the quality of our products and services and delivery modes. 
Confirmed by new and return customers.

The interpersonal glue which holds these principles together to create the reality 
of the branding advertised is 100% personal responsibility and accountability, con-
tinuously improved open and honest relationship and communication, and creative 
exploration of new products and services and delivery systems.
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 Step Two: Creating the FuturePerfect Organization

 Technology Integration

We are about to launch from the moon into interstellar space – from the creative- 
adaptive platform into the “Blue Nowhere” (Jeffrey Deaver’s concept of the infinite, 
unexplored dark web). However, we do have, as objectives, two destinations in 
mind. One is to gain insight into the next business paradigm in the early 2020s and 
possibly beyond. Two is insight into the corresponding principles, practices, and 
culture of high performance corresponding to that paradigm.

At Innovations, we began this voyage several years ago. In step one, personal 
transformation was required to become creative-adaptive. In this stage of the voyage 
into one’s creative consciousness, we require preparation in terms of quantum- 
thinking. In the most general sense, quantum-thinking is simply the ability to explore 
consciousness. Consciousness is the potential for discovery and expression  – as 
defined by the explorer. For our present exploration, we define quantum-thinking as 
the ability to envision future business paradigms1 and their corresponding business 
form of operation. As a result of our exploration, we, among others, defined the next 
business paradigm as technology integration – which began on the leading tail dur-
ing 2019, as shown in Fig. 22.3.

Technology integration is the comprehensive application of information technol-
ogy to enhance the acquisition of learning in terms of:

• Knowledge (the experiential synthesis of information)
• Wisdom (an expanded way of being and including)
• Performance as creating futuristic vistas between man and machine

1 A paradigm is a system of principles (mostly unspoken and unwritten) which govern the thinking, 
practices, and behaviors of a group or society.

Fig. 22.3 The succession of societal and business paradigms
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as well as the simultaneous creation of new products and services which measurably 
improve efficiency of operations and quality of life. The succession of business 
paradigms subsequent to hunting and foraging is shown as Fig. 22.3.

 Global Societal and Business Paradigms

 The Requirements for Quantum-Thinking

The six competencies that must be learned in order to fully practice quantum- 
thinking are the following:

 1. Personal mastery – the ability to freely explore higher-order (expanded) possi-
bilities (futuristic concepts) beyond one’s present reality

 2. Mastery of context – the ability to envision a future context from the least amount 
of data and information (fragment parts)

 3. Context integration – the ability to integrate information (content) of different 
contexts into one higher-order (expanded) context

 4. Creative synthesis – the ability to transform information (fragments parts) into 
new knowledge

 5. Intuition  – the ability to receive “out-of-context” insights without rational 
thinking

 6. Hyper-accelerated information processing – the ability of the mind to acquire, 
process, and integrate information at hyper-accelerated speeds

In general, it is unusual for a single individual to have mastery of all six skills. 
Therefore, future-paradigm exploration is most commonly implemented as a team 
exercise, with each member having mastery of one or more of the above 
competencies.

For example, if an individual has acquired personal mastery, mastery of context, 
and creative synthesis, she, he, or they is a valued member of such a team and is 
probably a polymath, a multitalented individual who is highly skilled in several 
disciplines – for example, art, science, and music. This is the process employed by 
the Innovations Exploratory Team in defining the principles, competencies, and cor-
responding behaviors for the engagement initiative – as described below.

 Sleep-State Programming and Consciousness Exploration

One of the most effective means of exploring future-state paradigms is sleep-state 
programming. An individual who is adept at lucid dreaming and sleep-state explora-
tion can also program the direction such an exploration might take, simply by 
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requesting an objective or a goal of the exploration. The request may require several 
sleep-state attempts before a connection is made and a transmission is received. 
Since such transmissions are not communicated in words or language, a response is 
commonly symbolic, like a dream. The symbology must be translated into a mean-
ingful response by the individual making the sleep-state request.

This was the process our team at Innovations used in suggesting the last and 
presently emerging paradigms as shown in Fig. 22.3: the age of human potential, 
driven by human capital and the age of technology integration, driven by perfor-
mance, in accordance with the predictions of others. For example, when a previ-
ous sleep-state request for the “next-generation exceptional performance system” 
was made prior to 2017, the sleep-state response was a series of dreams of holo-
grams with elementary symbology attached. The translated messages were as 
follows:

• Provide greater freedom.
• Enhanced performance.
• Transformation in thinking.
• Assistance from technology and learning.
• Open system of relationships and communication.
• Become an astronaut of inner space.
• Create your reality. Create your reality. Create.

Using these phrases as guidelines along with a series of intense brainstorming 
sessions involving millennial feedback data from Innovations surveys, we eventu-
ally created our high-performance program with the following engagement 
principles.

 1. Empowerment – the capacity to perform, inclusive of one’s present and potential 
capability

 2. Democracy  – the proactive involvement of employees in the organization’s 
operation

 3. Transparency – an open, honest, and shared system of communication
 4. Innovation – the creation of cutting-edge processes, products, and services that 

anticipate the expectations of customers
 5. Inclusion  – an employee-supportive workplace environment where equitable 

opportunity exists for everyone’s success

W. Guillory



345

 

 The Emerging High-Performance Paradigm: Engagement 
in a Virtual World

Using the engagement principles and a series of sleep-state transmissions as a base 
for projection, we recently repeated the process for the emerging age of technology 
integration – aided by the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic. The descriptions we 
derived are the following, corresponding to engagement in a virtual world:

 1. Polymath – Multiskilled and talented, high-performing individual
 2. IT proficient – Technology integration, as a natural way of life
 3. Self-management – Self-directed learning, growing, and organizing
 4. Mastery of cognitive and functional skills – Relate and communicate with sensi-

tivity, understanding, and respect
 5. Creativity, innovation, and exploration – The courage to live on the edge of your 

full potential.
 6. Compatibility – To live in harmony and respect with other human beings, ani-

mals and plants, and the environment which supports our existence.

These competencies of the emerging engagement in a virtual world performance 
paradigm will be discussed below.
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 Polymath

The technical definition of a polymath is a person of wide-ranging knowledge or 
learning, an individual who has great depth of knowledge in one or more areas and 
a broad range of expertise in other disciplines that can be used in making enlight-
ened decisions – similar to our quantum-thinkers. The most critical characteristic is 
an individual who strives to acquire greater knowledge and wisdom. A key function 
is critical thinking which draws upon a variety of information and knowledge to 
think holistically.

 IT Proficient

This description is fairly obvious. But again, the objective here is to view their tal-
ents holistically, particularly where applications are concerned, rather than mechan-
ically. Associated with this proficiency, there are competencies that are absolute 
necessities. However, more often than not, a project may involve a variety of IT 
steps, some of which we are proficient and some we are not, but the basic IT skills 
are always second nature.

 Self-Management

A decided shift has already begun in terms of the role of an employee (or individual) 
in acquiring self-management skills. These skills are comprised of both personal 
and professional necessities for successfully operating independently. Regardless of 
what the future holds in terms of populous and independent workspaces, there is an 
increasing necessity for greater personal responsibility and accountability. These 
self-management skills begin with self-reliance in terms of resiliency, self- discipline, 
and self-directed organization, growth, and planning.

 Mastery of Cognitive and Functional Skills

Although we are never formally taught these skills as a requirement in our educa-
tional systems, how to compatibility get along with others will also be a require-
ment – without the ready assistance of a manager. Cognitive skills are the mindset 
we consciously and unconsciously bring to every interpersonal transaction we 
have – as a predisposition – whether the transaction is personal or digital. Cognitive 
skills include awareness, sensitivity, understanding, respect, dedication, commit-
ment, and responsibility and accountability. These predispositions are 
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communicated to others, no matter the form of a transaction. They also include the 
full range of prejudices, biases, and ethnocentric attitudes we possess.

Functional skills include a full range of behaviors, processes, procedures, and 
practices consistent with our cognitive mindset. These include skills related to 
diversity, inclusion, teaming, coaching and mentoring, and managing. I describe 
them as functional because they go beyond behaviors and involve the ways we 
uniquely organize, plan, design, coach, and manage others.

 Creativity, Innovation, and Exploration

Creativity and innovation refer to the creativity and innovation processes we use on 
a daily basis. They also extend to extraordinary problem-solving on an occasional 
basis such as the invention of the transistor. Even more occasional is the expansion 
to include vision and imagination. At this point, a decided shift occurs in expanded 
exploration to quantum-thinking and paradigm exploration. The extent to which 
these skills are used is a function of one’s job responsibilities. They also involve 
Pablo Picasso’s famous quote in terms of the consequences of unlimited exploration:

The act of creation is simultaneously the act of destruction.

I interpret this quote to mean, as we explore, fearlessly, beyond our present real-
ity, we naturally encounter a self-imposed limitation based upon a self-limiting 
belief about ourselves. The willingness to persevere beyond this limitation results in 
a significantly expanded sphere of consciousness. The individual who achieves this 
“rite of passage” is now free to explore his, her, or their creative-consciousness, 
limited only by exploration beyond that achieved!

 Compatibility: The Next Cultural Paradigm

Compatibility is a workplace environment where:

• Differences in ideas are viewed as the creative tension necessary to achieve 
exceptional performance

• Employees experience a culture of human equality
• The focus is on customer success and exceptional performance
• The culture is organically flexible to integrate both rapidly evolving technology 

and the values of younger generations.

Creative tension is defined as situations where differences in ideas are viewed as 
opportunities for new, breakthrough possibilities in synergism, synchronicity, and 
quantum-thinking. It is most important to emphasize that compatibility evolves 
from and builds upon inclusion. Therefore, it must be comprehensively embedded 
into every aspect of organizational functioning: such as recruitment, development, 
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succession planning, visible opportunities, leadership, mission, vision, and the well- 
being and success of all employees.

In order to maximize performance, it is necessary to ensure a culture of equality 
by comprehensive measurements of numerical placements and a serious cultural 
survey. Human equality (mindset) is very different from equitable opportunity or 
equity (procedure), as shown in the state of mind diagram on page 4. The former is 
a way of being and the latter is a way of doing. Therefore, simply changing policy 
and procedure will not necessarily “transform a culture” at any credible rate, except 
possibly in an inevitable evolutionary way, over time.

Human equality is a state of being equal in terms of one’s personhood. It begins 
with a personal realization, by an individual, that equality cannot be:

• Realized through a written document
• Made reality through the acknowledgement of others
• Earned through opportunity, accomplishments, awards, etc.

That human equality is a birthright.
The realization of one’s equality, from within, is made a functional reality 

through a “rite of passage,” from a state of believing to a state of being. This rite of 
passage involves a non-victimized state of mind and corresponding behaviors which 
are constructive and empowering in one’s behalf.

The other two factors, discussed above, critical to exceptional performance, are 
synergism and synchronicity. Synergism is the interaction among two or more indi-
viduals or situations which produces a combined effect greater than the sum of their 
individual contributions. Examples include the influence a charismatic leader and 
leadership team can have on an organization’s performance and how the resolution 
of racial inequality can positively influence the elimination of other forms in 
inequality, such as sexism and ethnocentrism. In essence, the result of creative ten-
sion situation is an example of 1 + 1 = 3 or more.

Synchronicity is the simultaneous occurrence of events which appear to be sig-
nificantly related, often after the fact, but have no discernable causal relationship. 
Carl Jung coined this concept and stated, “Everything that irritates and excites us 
about someone else reveals a greater understanding about ourselves.” Additional 
examples include meeting someone for the first time, having a conversation, expe-
riencing a spiritual connection, and concluding the meeting was not an accident. A 
final example is the fact that the theory of evolution was simultaneously and sepa-
rately published by Charles Darwin and Alfred Russel Wallace.

These phenomena as well as higher-order thinking become commonplace when 
compatibility is embedded into an organization’s culture.

The transformation from inclusion to compatibility involves the integration of 
the following principles of operation into the organizational culture: collaboration, 
reconciliation, receptiveness, resilience, and cohesiveness. As outlined above, it is 
based upon the three-step process for achieving compatibility: education and train-
ing, measurement and planning, and implementation and cultural transformation.

A culture of compatibility is characterized by the following principles:
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 1. Collaboration – working with others in a mutually respectful, trusting, open, and 
supportive way

 2. Reconciliation  – working with others to amicably resolve and synergize 
differences

 3. Receptiveness – working with others with openness, transparency, and the cre-
ative exchange of ideas.

 4. Resilience – working with others to proactively respond to conflict, adversity, 
and change as learning experiences

 5. Cohesiveness – working with others as a connected, united, whole of one.

The overall intention of this initiative is to create an interactive employee col-
laborative learning environment designed to improve morale, learning, customer 
service, and organizational success.

 Step Three: Leading from the Future

 

Let us refine our focus even further, by exploring, in practice, what is meant by 
leading from the future. This step is straightforward, yet initially most challenging – 
returning to the present and “skillfully” organizing, managing, and behaving as 
though the future state exists in the present. Specifically, projecting our mindset into 
the future state according the dotted trajectory from the creative-adaptive to the 
twenty-first century high performance, FuturePerfect state – engagement in a vir-
tual world (Fig. 22.1).

The principles and skills of leadership corresponding to the FuturePerfect state 
have been summarized in the previous section (pages 8 through 12). Challenges 
which may be encountered when “leading from the future” are summarized below.
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 Polymath

Challenged by operating at the edge of one’s capability requires invalidating long- 
standing, self-imposed limitations – reasons, excuses, and a lack of responsibility – 
through personal transformation.

 IT Proficient

Challenged by discomfort with new technology and software advances accelerating 
and becoming more complex leads to increased anxiety, stress, and loss of produc-
tivity, if not confronted and resolved.

 Self-Management

Challenged by the necessity of mastering self-directed organizational skills previ-
ously overseen and coached by an in-house manager. Critical skills include resil-
iency, self-discipline, and self-motivated learning.

 Mastery of Cognitive and Functional Skills

Challenged by the continuous personal growth necessary to master those skills 
which are critical to amicably working with others – whether in person or digitally. 
No choice!

 Creativity, Innovation, and Exploration

Challenged by how an individual’s reality will be changed, transformed, and more 
inclusive as a result of in-depth personal exploration.

 Compatibility

Challenged by the necessity to disengage the superior/inferior dyad illusion and 
transform to a consciousness (mindset) of human equality – for both individuals.
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Quick Exercise: Take a moment to consider which of these six principles and 
skills you would have the greatest difficulty adopting, mastering, and managing in 
yourself and others. Why?

The final piece of the puzzle is the leadership context I propose which encom-
passes the principles and corresponding skills for engagement in a virtual world.

 The FuturePerfect Leadership Paradigm of the 2020s

 1. Leadership is the earned privilege of executing the guidelines for the achieve-
ment of a challenging mission, vision, or goal.

 2. Leadership is the willingness to establish a bond of respect and trust with those 
who have granted permission to be led.

 3. Leadership is ensuring that your goal or objective is compelling, challenging, 
and capable of overcoming any inevitable crisis of greatest difficulty.

 4. Leadership is establishing and ensuring the practice of a code of ethics and con-
duct based upon human dignity, respect, and equality.

 5. Leadership is establishing “holistic learning and development of people and per-
formance” – within the infrastructure of the organization.

 6. Leadership is establishing and ensuring a culture of exceptional performance 
based upon 100% responsibility and 100% accountability, by example.

 7. Leadership is feeding your troops first and then eating what is left.

 Chapter Takeaways

Step one is really a “rite of passage.” It is initiated by the question:

With respect to change, what unique barrier would I have to personally master to become 
(exceptionally) creative-adaptive?

Step two calls upon our creative and intuitive abilities of quantum and insight 
thinking. It raises the .question:

What are the major elements of the future business system corresponding to high- 
performance in the 2020s?

Step three challenges our courage to “boldly go into that future state in the 
present.”

Mentally and behaviorally, project ourselves into the future designed by step two and lead 
as though the future existed today.

These three steps provide a powerful prescription for “effectively implementing” 
a FuturePerfect organization and society.
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 Reflection Questions

 1. Do you feel our present system of democracy, driven by capitalism, in practice, 
serves the best interest of all Americans? Think of yourself and others.

 2. Do you feel that everyone deserves food, shelter, and clothing by virtue of being 
human? Think of your personal and religious morals.

 3. Do you believe that a continued focus technology development will solve most, 
if not all, of our major problems? Consider whether humans are expendable.

 4. Do you believe that we should rethink how we presently function? If so, what is 
the major condition you feel needs to be addressed? Beyond your personal 
interests.

 5. Do you feel we need a global crisis (exceeding COVID-19), as humans, to seri-
ously alter our course? What is the one condition that would make us pay atten-
tion during a global crisis?
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