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THE MYSTERY  
OF LEADERSHIP

Leadership is a matter of how to be—not how to do it.
—Frances Hesselbein, President and CEO,  

Frances Hesselbein Leadership Institute 

BECOMING: BEYOND MYSTERY  
AND MAINTENANCE TO MASTERY 

In The Hero with a Thousand Faces, Joseph Campbell, a compar-
ative mythologist and philosopher, developed a grounded the-
ory of the hero’s journey. It became the character outline for Luke 
Skywalker in Star Wars. When the original Star Wars opens, Luke 
is a young, frustrated dreamer living with his family in a virtually 
uninhabited planet. A chance encounter with a droid leads him to 
go find a mystical warrior supposedly living nearby. Luke, sensing 
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the excitement, wants to follow the droids and the warrior on an 
adventure, if his family approves. But the situation is drastically 
altered when he returns home and finds his family murdered. It is 
obvious that he and the droids are also targets. The warrior is wise 
and promises to train young Luke in the ways of the Jedi. Along the 
way, there are missteps, princesses in distress, mistakes, awkward 
situations, failures, romance, villains, death and losses, and small 
and large successes, and through each new experience the young 
Jedi advances in wisdom, strength, courage, and even compassion. 
The test comes when he must rely on all his new instincts to face 
the enemy who could destroy his universe. Luke is not born a great 
warrior. He must be trained. As Star Wars closes, he is trained 
enough to be dangerous. He knows nothing of the Jedi, and yet he 
becomes the symbol and hope for the future.

 The story is simple enough while also complex and mystifying. 
What took a farmer all the way to symbolic warrior? He’s not any-
thing we would picture in terms of a warrior.

This is also true of the warrior who trains him. Both are slight, 
with little obvious muscle. Yet they win light saber battles with 
their hearts and their heads. This was a key idea as the writers 
worked from Joseph Campbell’s archetype to shape Luke, the 
unlikely warrior.

This journey of the hero in many ways parallels the becoming 
of a leader. We find our warrior inside us. We find our leadership 
inside us.

We make leadership public in how and where we choose to 
stand, how and what we say, what we choose to reveal or conceal, 
what we focus on and what we don’t, how we show emotion, and in 
what we physically do. As people looking at leaders, we must look 
for clues. We cannot see inside a leader’s heart or mind. We must 
deduce leadership from what we physically see. We can remove 
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some of the mystery of leadership, but there is always a piece that 
we cannot know for sure.

The mystery of leadership lies in the puzzle pieces of the goal, 
the social dynamic, the collective of leaders, and the internal jour-
neys. As individuals, we each put the puzzle pieces together in 
slightly different recipes, just as Winston Churchill put it together 
one way, Mahatma Gandhi another, Nelson Mandela yet a different 
way, and the notorious Ruth Bader Ginsburg in her way. All four 
are from roughly the same era, dealing in many ways with similar 
yet somewhat different challenging world circumstances. None of 
these individuals invites much comparison with the others, and yet 
they all symbolize leadership.

Leadership is also not necessarily for the famous.
Leadership exists in landscaping teams, quick-service restau-

rants, retail stores, elementary schools, facilities management 
crews, hospital wards and specialty units, governmental entities at 
all levels, and musical ensembles. Regardless of the type of entity, 
there are individuals out front setting a goal, engaging others to 
contribute to the goal, finding and targeting an area where one new 
thing will make the goal possible, and organizing people to bring it 
all to fruition. 

As they pursue this, they are wondering: Who am I as a leader? 
Do I have what it takes? Do I have the wisdom? The conviction? The 
resilience? Am I willing to shoulder the burden of what it is going to 
really take? Can I go from an isolated leader who feels lost trying to 
make something happen to a connected, fulfilled, open human being 
who is leading others to a satisfying goal?

The mystery of leadership also lies in the very concept of leader-
ship itself. What is it? Our research process took us through a great 
many different definitions and theoretical explanations. We went 
through every argument and theory that has been posited, and we 
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tried to build on the shoulders of many great researchers and writ-
ers. Simply, leadership is the social dynamic involved in realizing 
some shared goal or opportunity. It may exist in an individual, but 
it also exists among all the individuals involved in an endeavor. We 
as academics, theorists, and organizational specialists have turned 
leadership into a messy, complex, misunderstood enigma.

What Is Leadership? 

If you are feeling confused by this stretched concept of leadership, 
what it is and what it is not, you are not alone. What often makes 
this tricky is our confounding of the concept of leadership with 
management, with power roles in organizations, and with certain 
skills or traits that leaders have and don’t have. The leader used to 
be the “one in charge.” But that is too simple. 

Roughly and loosely, a leader is the one who has an organizing 
influence over a group to accomplish or achieve a specific shared 
goal, a goal that has a common good attached to it. Still, in many 
companies or organizations, this is not so simple. There are differ-
ent types of leaders and different aggregations of leaders. While our 
young Luke is a dreamy-eyed young man seeking adventure and 
romance in the world, he quickly becomes engaged in a bigger, more 
dramatic shared goal—the defeat of the Empire and the Emperor. 
The world as Luke and his friends know it is in danger, and it threat-
ens them all. Luke is now one of many leaders and sits within one of 
many different groups of leaders; he is part of leadership. 

The concept of leader and leadership is not that difficult. In 
any sport, the leader is the standard-bearer, the one out front, the 
pace-setter. Outside of sports, the leader is the goal-setter, the 
tempo-setter, the individual or individuals who are in command, 
or just the person out front and visible to the rest of the world as 
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the “one who is responsible.”  Nelson Mandela believes that some-
times leaders are out front, but mostly they are leading from the 
back, letting their talented peers be the one’s out front.  The leader 
is the individual who creates, inherits, or owns the goal to create 
a positive difference in some opportunity or situation. We tend to 
devolve leadership into a set of skills that involve people manage-
ment: influence, accountability, feedback, etc. We discount the 
higher-order skill of setting the goal and reduce leadership to a 
simple set of lower-level tasks and skills, some of which are about 
directing people to get things done.

Complex Problems

These are simplistic ways of making leadership mysterious. We 
have made leadership or its execution a mystery in several other 
ways that can really bite you if you are not careful. These are traps 
that managers fall prey to, sometimes with surprising ease.

The essence of leadership is about people. It’s about creating 
a collection of people who want to accomplish something. A very 
real trap that leaders fall into is focusing on the technical problems 
and not the people problems. We want a better machine, a bet-
ter software product, or a better process, and we put all our men-
tal energy into the design and development of that thing. But our 
job as leader is to gather, organize, energize, and inspire talented 
people to come together and solve the problem. Some leaders get 
so focused on the problem that they forget they have people work-
ing with them. Consider the thought experiment where you put 
someone into a leadership role who has no idea what the organi-
zation does. That would be disastrous, would it not? In the same 
way, think of the person who is put into a leadership role who does 
not know how an organization of people works. Did I just see your 
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head snap back? We do this all the time, don’t we? We put technical 
experts in organizational leadership roles and are surprised when 
they focus on the problem and not the people. This is a direct result 
of our failure to understand the true nature of leadership.

Leaders often succeed through luck. For example, if we estab-
lish that a certain problem or issue needs to be resolved, we put a 
leader with a team and challenge them to solve the problem. This 
group is often a cognitively diverse group of people, but one per-
ceived to be built for the specific task at hand. Each team mem-
ber holds different knowledge and has different experience. Each 
is usually incentivized to solve the issue. In many groups, there are 
interpersonal dynamics that make it hard for everyone to contrib-
ute. But when one individual—and a great majority of the time it’s 
the leader—comes up with an answer that really works, the team’s 
work is done. It may not be the best answer, or a great answer, but 
it is an answer that suffices. In other words, in most teams it is the 
work of the lone genius that creates success. No one has to work 
together. No one has to build on anyone else’s ideas. No one has 
to collaborate. In many cases, the group just has to please the boss 
with whatever answer the boss thinks is correct. 

Since this can work a vast majority of the time, it becomes 
our schema, our mental model of leadership. Unfortunately, this 
only works until the challenge becomes too great, and the leader 
doesn’t have a different understanding of how to lead a group pur-
posefully. The enterprise starts to unravel. Leadership that under-
stands every problem as a simple problem is not prepared to deal 
with the messy, complex problems that really determine the future 
of an organization.  

Purposeful leadership is the capability to formulate a goal or a 
vision that is inspiring to many people. It is then collecting together 
the talent and skill that will meaningfully contribute to that goal. 
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But this group, the group working with the purposeful leader, 
doesn’t depend on the lone genius to find an answer. Instead, it is 
organized and structured to think together, ideate together, inno-
vate together, and build wisdom together to create an answer that 
one lone genius could never think of alone. The collective ability of 
the team outperforms the ability of any one person. All the team 
members are inspired by the goal, engaged with each other and 
the goal, and innovate to achieve the goal through the organization 
and structure provided by their leadership. This is why leadership is 
so mysterious: By not truly understanding the generative nature of 
leadership, we create all sorts of issues and traps for ourselves, for 
our leaders, and for our organizations. 

In addition, what we really don’t understand fully, what is mys-
terious to us, is the very nature of leadership problems. Leadership 
problems are not linear, simple problems. They are messy, complex, 
sticky problems with both seen and unseen variables. Linear prob-
lems are easy to solve. Messy, complex, sticky problems keep us 
actively engaged in either finding easy solutions that eventually will 
be shown not to work or reducing the messiness and complexity 
of the problem to a simple story that has an easy answer and long-
term negative impacts. Unfortunately, over time both alternatives 
will lead to an even stickier, messier, and more complex problem. 

Leaders Resolve Dilemmas 

Leaders don’t have problems to solve; they live in the land of dilem-
mas. It is this distinction between a dilemma and a problem that 
creates the mystery at the heart of leadership. Leadership is mak-
ing choices between two or more, sometimes positive, alterna-
tives where there is no simple answer. Simply put, does a leader 
with growing pains and cash that needs to be invested spend that 
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cash on a marketing campaign, an upgrade to an enterprise soft-
ware system, a new generation of talent that needs to be hired, or 
maybe a little in all three. Leaders deal with all sorts of dilemmas 
every day. 

The Short Term Versus the Long Term
The first dilemma or trap that many leaders fall prey to is the short-
term versus long-term strategy. For example, as a leader I have as 
a responsibility the care and maintenance of a facility. Buildings 
require lots of upkeep and maintenance. Well, I can do the main-
tenance, and I can put aside funds for future maintenance needs, 
but that eats into my short-term need to be profitable quarterly 
and annually. By deferring the maintenance, I can improve my bot-
tom line, and my successor can deal with maintenance issues if they 
become problematic. I can also delay training classes or eliminate 
leadership development. I can undercapitalize the business as a 
whole and reap the benefits today.

As a leader I can take shortcuts as a means of boosting my prof-
itability. I can ignore the signs of change in my markets and just 
ride it out with my current products and services. Or I can choose 
to make all my employees exempt, as opposed to nonexempt, and 
avoid paying and managing overtime. I can expect my leaders to 
lead, to manage, and to carry a full-time individual contributor 
role. I can reduce some difficult and demanding choices to simple 
answers that provide immediate benefit. 

Leadership Is Ethics 
A leader faces a second dilemma when choosing to take the easy 
road ethically. Here are just a few instances where ethical lapses are 
all too easy:
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• Turning down a warranty claim because it was filed one day 
after the warranty expired.

• Refusing to repair a badly installed window that is leaking 
in the house that your company built and sold.

• Going back on a promise you made to a high-performing 
employee by not paying his bonus because it will hurt the 
bottom line.

• Ignoring the toxic leader working for you because she is 
delivering the highest amount of profit in the business.

• Treating a direct report of yours differently because that 
report is your superior’s favorite. Does he get preferential 
treatment? Do his lapses get dealt with equitably compared 
with how other employees are treated?

• Holding your favorite employee to a lesser standard of 
office hygiene than everyone else. 

• Listening to one group of people more than others. 
Heeding one group over another.

• Being hypervigilant in paying attention to shareholders 
compared with customers or employees.

• Not having the confidence, the belief in yourself, that you 
are pursuing the right path.

• Being highly critical of a vendor’s performance simply to 
find a way to lower the vendor’s invoice.

• Being deliberately vague and ambiguous with an employee 
to guarantee that she won’t be successful.
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A leader’s ethics and character are highly visible to those 
around them. The choices that a leader makes create the culture of 
the organization and will determine the respect that leader garners. 
There is real mystery here. Even though it’s absolutely clear that 
leaders should demonstrate professional, ethical behavior around 
their distinct set of responsibilities, it’s not always clear how lead-
ers should go about resolving these dilemmas given the pressures 
of profit-and-loss statements and quarterly earnings reports. 

No one really prepares us for the maturity, wisdom, and cour-
age sometimes required of us.

No one really thinks that immediately repairing a hole in the 
parking lot should take courage or wisdom. Putting it off can save 
$1,000. Putting off many of these decisions to take action can save 
potentially a hundred thousand dollars for an organization. That’s 
budget magic—just defer some decisions. What takes wisdom, 
maturity, and courage is not deferring these types of decisions, 
whether it’s fixing a pothole or finding ways to rethink and rebal-
ance the organization’s pricing models, expenses, and competitive 
intelligence. Healthy, viable business decisions manage dilemmas 
successfully. No one will see a leader as wise, mature, and coura-
geous when a pedestrian breaks an ankle after stepping into the 
hole in the parking lot (just ask an old insurance underwriter like 
me). And no one will continue to fully trust that leader either. When 
we resolve the dilemma in favor of one overwhelming and unbal-
anced consideration and negative consequences arise from it, the 
aroma around our leadership brand begins to stink . . . then reek. 

The Pressure for Approval 
A third dilemma arises when we ponder the dramatic rise in 
the importance of the shareholder’s voice in our organizations. 
Shareholders buy into our organizations in different ways, but 
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largely it is to see the value of their investment grow over time with 
the rise of the stock price. Even in not-for-profit organizations, 
investors or contributors invest to see an accelerated change in 
some issue or concern through the organization’s contribution to 
the issue. With increased investment on their part, these various 
shareholders often have a greater voice in the organization’s major 
decisions, either in who gets elected to the board of directors or by 
becoming a member of the board themselves. Essentially, share-
holders are only concerned with the profitability or the outcomes 
of their investment.

Shareholders want the most return for the least amount of 
input. They want the value of the company to increase as much 
as possible for their investment. When that does not happen, they 
often sell their shares and invest elsewhere. Leaders of the organi-
zation constantly feel the pressure to increase the company’s per-
formance as quickly as possible to maintain the investments.

Uncertainty and volatility create even bigger problems for lead-
ers making big, strategic decisions. Paying for something today that 
may not have an effective return for a long time, maybe decades or 
perhaps not at all, increases shareholder concerns. The shareholder 
is interested in this quarter and this year, while the leader should 
be interested in both this quarter and the future. Succumbing to 
one priority over another may hurt the leader’s trustworthiness and 
value. Adding to the pressure, boards and shareholders sometimes 
create compensation packages and golden parachutes that align the 
leader’s self-interest with the self-interest of the board and share-
holders to maximize the value of their investment in the shortest 
time possible. When this happens, the leader’s choices fail to live 
up to his or her other long-term duties and responsibilities. When 
we make leaders completely accountable to the present, we endan-
ger the future to which they have significant obligations. This can 
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be a serious trap for leaders. Ultimately, when leaders succumb to 
these types of pressures and get into other issues that are a direct 
result of ignoring the future, we often talk of the leaders’ lack of 
skills or the decline of their character.

Leaders need to think about these dilemmas as tensions. 
Instead of treating them as problems on a never-ending to-do list, 
they need to understand and manage dilemmas as things that will 
never go away; the dilemmas may disappear or hide from view, 
but that is part of the deceptiveness of dilemmas. Every business 
has a dozen or so dilemmas that come and go over time, some-
times resolving themselves successfully with no action on the part 
of leaders or leadership. But each of those dilemmas is still there 
and still operating, and when it suddenly reemerges and reveals its 
uglier side, we are perplexed.

THE PERSONAL BACKLASH:  
CAN WE TRUST OUR LEADERS?

The many traps that can ensnare leaders also cause a more insid-
ious problem: They can destroy trust. According to global PR 
giant Edelman in its annual Trust Barometer (ref.)—an exhaus-
tive research study that has been conducted for the past 18 years—
trust in the institution of leadership is at an all-time low. The 2018 
survey results show an unchanged distrust in institutions, busi-
nesses, and governments. The data suggests that we perceive lead-
ers as self-interested and greedy with low ethical standards. In 
other words, leaders are resolving the dilemmas in a one-sided and 
unbalanced way.

By not balancing the dilemma, we leaders eventually are seen 
as untrustworthy. When people believe their leaders are untrust-
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worthy, they retire, leave, or hide in their cubes. They disengage. 
And disengaged people are not innovative or creative. They hunker 
down and make friends with the status quo. The neuroscience of 
disengagement is rock solid: People stop performing at all but the 
most basic survival level. As of 2018, Gallup reports that only 18 
percent of the global workforce is actively engaged. This is a serious 
indictment of leadership effectiveness. 

As Frances Hesselbein, quoted at the start of the chapter, said, 
“Dispirited, unmotivated, unappreciated workers cannot compete 
in a highly competitive world.” In the very act of leaders advancing 
their own interests or single-mindedly advancing only the share-
holders’ interests (of which theirs are aligned), the leaders create 
cynicism. Further, by leaving in place leaders who struggle with 
wisdom, conviction, purpose, courage, and character, boards and 
executives confuse all stakeholders about what leadership really is. 
In our minds, it reduces the standard of leadership. It destroys or 
confuses our mental models of leadership. We come to believe that 
leadership is something other than what we know in our hearts it 
is. Then, when someone rises above the fray and truly leads, we 
may not attribute what they do to leadership itself.

FINDING THE WHY:  
SWEET SYMPHONY

Standing at the front of a group of people is symbolic of the impact 
that we, as leaders, have on others. It is also symbolic of how effec-
tive leadership can help create a collective effort where everyone 
is aligned, engaged, and moving forward in the same direction. 
Standing at the podium in front of an orchestra is also symbolic of 
leadership. A conductor leading a finely tuned orchestra playing 
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in perfect unison is a symbol that many researchers have used to 
describe leadership.

At Linkage’s annual Global Institute of Leadership 
Development, which draws close to 1,000 leaders annually, one of 
our faculty members is a conductor who uses his skills to describe 
the systemic issues of leading a large organization. He always con-
cludes by explaining that leading an orchestra is a metaphor for 
the meaning of leadership. At the same time he brings the mes-
sage of classical music to the masses. By sharing his podium expe-
rience with corporate types who crave insights about leadership, 
he broadens their understanding and appreciation of his first love, 
music. He shares his baton. He shares his passion.

This metaphor provides a shared insight and experience of 
leadership to a group of people. This is the essence of purposeful 
leadership. The purposeful leader embodies wisdom, conviction, 
responsibility, commitment, openness, and belief in others and 
their capabilities.

The essence of purposeful leadership is finding the “why” 
within yourself and then enlarging your podium to include other 
leaders who have similar whys or who are inspired enough to adapt 
your why. The purposeful leader uses this collective energy to orga-
nize and stimulate efforts to achieve the why. But leadership starts 
with self-understanding, with understanding our purpose, our 
gifts, our own knowledge, and our experience base. It starts with 
an inner journey.

As leaders, we move around to different teams, functions, divi-
sions, and businesses, each of which has different scale, scope, 
value contribution, and expertise. When we accept leadership of 
these different groups, the members of the groups instantly form 
expectations of us as their leader. (Caution: They don’t instantly 
accept us as their leader.)
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From there, our actions as the leader create a social dynamic 
that accelerates and augments the performance and behavior of 
that group. We walk around, assess, investigate, question, chal-
lenge, and get clear about what is and what could be. As leaders, 
we aren’t outside the process, observing from a distance or receiv-
ing secondhand reports; we are acting out the process. It is both 
subjective and objective. We bring who we are, what we’ve experi-
enced, and what we have learned, know, and believe to this process. 
We also bring our emotions, our ambitions, and our conviction 
that we are the right one to lead. Finally, we bring our sense of what 
we want to happen: our “why” we want to lead. We believe in what 
we are doing, following our instincts and experience, being authen-
tic to who we are and open to the outcomes.

Leadership doesn’t start with a need to be in a certain role or 
have a certain title. It starts with bringing our full self to an oppor-
tunity or a problem. It continues with our capability to articulate 
that opportunity or problem in a way that inspires and engages 
others (and enlarges the podium). It is accelerated by our ability 
to think through and target the right innovations that move an 
opportunity or problem to a different level. It is focused by our 
skills in organizing people to achieve that opportunity or prob-
lem. It is then enhanced and accelerated by our sense of self: our 
character and presence, our wisdom and courage, our commit-
ment and focus.

BECOMING A LEADER

Every tradition has its mythology, its legend, its narrative about the 
inner journey. That journey carries the challenge, the excitement, 
the fear of the unknown, the sheer terror of failing, the uncertainty 
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of the reward, the loneliness, the companionship, the outer strug-
gle, and the inner belief in oneself. All of this is becoming. 

For a leader, the becoming is usually a path that involves hir-
ing and firing people, evaluating subordinates, having difficult 
conversations, leading teams, leading projects, turning a business 
around, starting up a new function or business, working with a spe-
cial group of peers on some initiative, dealing with challenging eco-
nomics or customers, delivering bad news or receiving bad news, 
leading people around celebrations or traditions, and watching 
peers come and go as they retire or move on.

How we show up as we move through all these events builds 
our identity and reputation as a leader. We move through these 
events, we find or receive feedback, we increase our self-awareness, 
our conviction to do better increases, and we grow with each chal-
lenge. We also grow in self-efficacy that we are on the right inner 
path to being a leader. Each day we grow more certain of why we 
choose to be a leader.

Each day, we can demonstrate this to others a little better. 
Leadership is not a collection of competencies and skills. It is a set 
of commitments we make to ourselves and others to become the 
best leader we can be. In the next few chapters we will explore these 
commitments and show you how they will make you a better leader.

C O N T E X T  A N D  
C H A L L E N G E S  P R O B E

• As you look back on the leaders you have trusted and 
respected the most and the least, what are some lessons you 
learned watching them navigate various dilemmas?
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• Make a list of the items, variables, or things that make a leader.

• As you look at various leaders in your present, what makes 
them leaders to your way of thinking? What boxes do they tick 
off on your list?

• Make a list of dilemmas confronting you as a leader.

• For each dilemma, what are the consequences of resolving 
the dilemma one way or the other?

• How would a wise, mature, courageous leader manage each 
of these dilemmas? What pressures and demands would you 
face that could unravel that leadership path? How do you 
know that you might be succumbing to the pressures?

• As you look at other leaders in your organization, do you see 
them differently given these insights?

• Are you susceptible to reducing messy stories to simple 
problems and simple solutions?

• Do you want to belong more than you want to do the right 
thing? 

• Do you study the ethics of leadership? 




