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Preface:

When you look at what is reported about leadership, it seems that things
are not right; something is missing, broken or fragmented. I believe it
hasn’t broken, but it may have drifted significantly, and yes, something is
missing. 

The missing pieces are not in any way obvious, but over time, the
conditions under which leadership is practised have shifted. 

In the last decade, I noticed a steady rise in leadership pressures and,
particularly, an increase in worry and fear.
 

What was once an act of stewardship now seems to be an act of
management. What was once relational has become transactional, and
enabling has turned to proving and justifying. 

Much of this shift has been activated by the powerful but largely
unexamined force of short-termism, where the focus is on immediate gains
without consideration of longer-term impact. At its core, this is a form of
organisational desire for instant gratification.

When leaders prioritise what can be measured today over what must be
sustained for tomorrow, they reinforce a culture that values urgency over
clarity, activity over alignment, and delivery over direction.

Today’s leaders operate in an environment shaped by immediacy,
characterised by quarterly expectations, performance dashboards, policy
cycles, and reputational perceptions. Everything must be visible, and
everything must be fast, thus creating a problem that has become defining.

The priorities of leadership have been reshaped, and in many cases, its
identity has been altered. 

Over time, this has produced distortions. Short-term gain has been valued
over long-term benefits. Visibility has been mistaken for effectiveness, and
urgency has been mistaken for importance.

In this type of environment, it’s easy and even rational for leaders to focus
on what’s currently measurable over what’s ultimately meaningful. But this
invariably comes at a cost.
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Preface:

Successful project delivery that disregards the personal and managerial
cost creates a precedent that normalises unsustainable expectations. 

The result? An erosion of trust, appreciation, alignment, and engagement,
often only noticed when people start to transition. The damage is done.
And here lies the irony. 
In the pursuit of speed-to-market and accelerated transformation, the very
leaders entrusted with the vision of reshaping the organisation have
become short-term themselves. 

Tenures are shrinking. Burnout is rising. Leadership, once the anchor of
stability, is now just another moving part. Systems designed to deliver
faster are starting to shed the very people required to guide them forward.

This book is not a criticism of leaders. The intention is to make visible
what has become invisible: the disconnections between leadership intent
and organisational reality. 

We will look at leadership “enigmas”, patterns I’ve seen repeated across
industries, regions, and decades. Not as trends, but as real conditions that
manifest when performance breaks down, trust declines, and people start
to leave.

Each enigma represents a blind spot, a place where leadership assumptions
and human experience part ways. None of them exists in isolation. 
They intersect, overlap, and compound. And underneath each one is the
same question: Are we creating the conditions in which people can truly
perform, or just asking them to adapt to broken ones?

This book doesn’t offer answers. But it does offer insight. You may see
something you recognise. It invites leaders to step back from the noise and
re-examine what’s really shaping behaviour inside their organisations.

Because leadership hasn’t failed. It’s just been operating under the wrong
conditions. And it’s time to come back to the basics.
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Introduction 

Leadership in Context

The very concept of leadership is an enigma. 

Despite decades of research, theory, and frameworks, there is no single,
universally accepted definition, no formula that guarantees success. 
Leadership styles vary, contexts change, and what proves effective in one
setting may not be effective in another.

Such is the challenge of leadership.

Within the organisational setting, this enigma deepens. Leadership does
not develop in a vacuum. It emerges, adapts, or shrivels within the
conditions shaped by the organisation itself. 

Systems, hierarchies, unspoken norms, and operational constraints all play
a role in enabling or inhibiting leadership potential. A leader may possess
insight, capability, and the desire to make a difference, but without the
environment to support these attributes, their efforts can be diluted,
misread, or blocked entirely.
In many ways, the organisation is the architect of leadership behaviours,
and ironically, certain behaviours that are allowed through repetition do
not always support the organisational vision, goals and ethics. 

Leaders dictate where discretion is required, how failure is treated, and
whether initiative is welcomed or penalised. They reward certain patterns
while suppressing others, often without conscious intent. As a result,
leadership becomes not only a matter of individual capability but also of
organisational permission and collective bias.

This is why leadership development initiatives often fall short. They focus
on the person, not the system. They assume leadership is purely
behavioural when in fact it is relational, contextual, and co-created
between individuals and their organisational setting. 

To truly understand leadership and to develop it meaningfully, there is a
need to look beyond the leader. 

We must critically examine the organisational conditions that either
enable leadership to thrive or allow it to decay into mediocrity. 
   

Organisations do not intentionally hire mediocre people, but they
sometimes create them.
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Introduction

What continues to surprise me is how organisations fail to recognise the
value their workforce could unlock if  they were enabled, and not just
employed.
The potential inherent within an organisation’s workforce is immense, and
successful organisations have the wherewithal to release that force and
make full use of that potential by providing the opportunities. 
Other companies fail to realise this potential and waste an inordinate
amount of time, effort and money and wonder why. Lack of
understanding or appreciation of individual contributions within their
organisation and the conditions that constrain rather than enable lie at the
core of their frustrations. 
When collective energy is aligned, and individuals are given opportunities
to develop and utilise their particular talents and abilities, the results can
be extraordinary.
Yet within the workforce, even potential requires direction.
At the heart of directing that potential is leadership, not just as a role or a
title but as a living influence on how people experience their work, how
systems operate, and how performance takes shape.
When leadership is aligned with the realities of organisational conditions
and the needs of its people, clarity emerges. And with that clarity comes
momentum. 
Leadership Enigmas is not a critique of leadership but an invitation to see
it more clearly. 
Each chapter explores a specific paradox, a moment where what leaders
believe they are providing is not always what is being received.
These are not failures. They are conflict points. Often subtle. Often
systemic. But always impactful.
This book is for leaders who know there’s more to the story than what
performance reviews and culture surveys reveal.
It is for those willing to question the assumptions behind their influence,
not because they are wrong, but because they are ready to become more
effective.
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Introduction

What follows is not the end of the conversation but the beginning of a
sharper one. This book does not attempt to prescribe a new leadership
model. 

Its purpose is more measured. By identifying the conditions leaders
operate within, the dilemmas those conditions create, and the patterns that
follow, it offers a framework for deliberate reflection. 

The intention is not to judge but to sharpen perception so that decisions
are made with greater awareness of the forces shaping them.
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The huge potential within every workforce is rarely capitalised.
When collective energy is aligned and given room to express itself through
individual skillsets, motivation, contribution, and pure effort, the results
can be extraordinary. 

Yet, potential needs direction. That direction rests with leadership.
Leadership is more than a title. It is an active influence that shapes how
people experience their work, how systems function, and how
performance takes form. Yet many organisations unconsciously constrain
this influence, creating conditions that erode rather than enable it.
Leaders are not infallible. As Alexander Pope wrote, “To err is human...”
The workplace hosts a constant flow of information, distributed,
interpreted, and acted upon. The quality and ease of that flow directly
affect a leader’s mental state, physical well-being, and relationships. Pope
continued in his Essay on Criticism: “...to forgive is divine.” Support in
times of error is forgiveness in action.
Organisational forces shape performance, and leaders are not immune;
they also have needs, conditions that support their capacity to do their
best in their role. 

Chapter 01

The Unseen Risks of Leadership
Learning to see what others miss
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The Unseen Risks of Leadership

  

These needs are not always obvious, and few are encouraged to look for
them, let alone acknowledge them.
Middle management leadership has the added disadvantage of being the
‘meat in the sandwich’; they have pressures from senior leaders and
pressures from the workforce. 
Numerous unseen risks create unproductive environments, which in turn
influence senior management decisions. Consequently, if  the sources of the
issues are not identified, corrective action is difficult.
These are the leadership enigmas.
Enigmas are not obvious problems to be solved; they are patterns that
persistently repeat, despite training, restructuring, and good intent. 
They appear when leaders are trusted but not followed. When feedback is
given but lacks meaningfulness. felt. When people comply without
engaging. When standards exist but fail to inspire.
These are not failures of care or effort; they are failures of awareness.
Over 2 decades of working with organisations across sectors and
continents, I have heard the same or a variation of the same complaint.
“Why is it that not a lot has changed in leadership? There are still the same
problems, despite massive training investments." 
The answers often lie in the unspoken assumptions, contradictions, and
invisible dynamics that govern how people behave, decide, and respond.
This book is a mirror, not a manual. It reflects what is often hiding in plain
sight and invites leaders to think differently, not sentimentally, but
strategically, about the forces they are part of. 
Leadership is not about solving everything, but it takes courage to look at
what you may not want to see.
It’s about seeing clearly, choosing wisely, and recognising that the greatest
risks are often the ones no one talks about until it’s too late.



The Unseen Risks of Leadership

Strategic Reflection Prompts:

1. What assumptions am I making about my team, the environment, or
myself  that might not be accurate? Is there anything that needs
validating?

Personal Note: ______________________________________________

2. Which leadership behaviours or conversations have I overlooked
because they seemed 'fine on the surface'? Is there anything missing from
the table right now?

Personal Note: ______________________________________________

3. How might stress, unspoken conflict, or emotional factors, whether
mine or others’, be influencing decisions or outcomes, if  they aren’t openly
discussed?

Personal Note: ______________________________________________

Based upon these reflections, what behaviours/attitudes am I willing to
question or change in the way I lead?  

__________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________
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The Empathy - Authority Dilemma

Chapter 02

There are undercurrents of tension that exist in nearly every leadership
role; however, they rarely appear on paper. They do not show up in
strategies or KPIs. It’s not discussed in performance reviews.
This tension is real, and it is felt by the leader and by those around them.
  
It’s the tension between being emotionally available and being decisively
authoritative.
For decades, leadership development has promoted the importance of
empathy. Leaders have been told to listen more, connect personally, and
bring their full selves to work. They are expected to command respect,
provide direction, and make difficult decisions, often under immense
pressure. 
At the same time, they remain accountable for delivery, deadlines, and
outcomes. 
  

This dual expectation creates a dilemma that few leaders admit to, but
many navigate daily. In attempting to appear empathetic, some leaders
hesitate to challenge underperformance. In asserting authority, others risk
being seen as unapproachable.

Why leaders still struggle to balance being human
with being in charge
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The Empathy - Authority Dilemma

The result is not a failure of leadership but a distortion of it, where
internal doubt chips away and erodes effectiveness.

Leaders in the majority care. Most care deeply. But caring isn’t always
visible in the way the role demands. Nor is authority always received in the
spirit it is given.
   

People want to feel heard. They want understanding, fairness and
opportunity. They also want clarity and confidence from those leading
them. When a leader overcompensates in one direction, trust is strained.
Teams begin to second-guess decisions or feel emotionally unsupported,
sometimes both at once.

This perceived weakness does not necessarily occur because of flaws in
leaders themselves but mostly from systemic competing imperatives
embedded in the nature of leadership itself.

Empathy and authority are not opposites, but they do compete for space,
especially when time is short, stakes are high, or outcomes are uncertain.
Leaders often default to whichever quality is more comfortable or
culturally rewarded.
 

Some organisations value ‘firmness’ and read empathy as weakness. Others
overvalue consensus, making it difficult for authority to be exercised
without emotional cost.

The enigma is not whether empathy or authority is more important. It is
why so few leaders are supported in learning to integrate both in real time
under real conditions.

Until this tension is acknowledged, it will continue to reveal itself  in the
margins: unclear communication, avoidance of difficult conversations, or
inconsistent performance management. 

There are ways to observe how this tension plays out, but the first step is
recognition. 

To lead well is not to choose between empathy and authority. It is to
understand the price of opting for the extremes.
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The Empathy - Authority Dilemma

Strategic Reflection Prompts

1. Where has my intention to lead compassionately been misread as
passivity or indecision? How did I know if  this was the case?

Personal Note: ______________________________________________

2. How do I distinguish between being approachable and being overly
accommodating? Do I sometimes overcompensate?

Personal Note: ______________________________________________

3. What frameworks do I have in place to regularly calibrate empathy
with decisiveness? How have I managed this previously in my career?

Personal Note: ______________________________________________

Based upon these reflections, what behaviours/attitudes am I willing to
question or change in the way I lead? 

__________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________

Reflections Chapter - 02



The Feedback Mirage

Chapter 03

In most organisations, the word “feedback” is synonymous with
improvement. It’s positioned as a gateway to insight, accountability, and
stronger relationships. Leaders are encouraged to seek it, accept it, and
act on it.
But beneath this rhetoric lies a subtle truth: what leaders believe they’re
hearing is often a curated version of reality. And what they act upon may
bear little resemblance to the actual experiences of those they lead.
This is the feedback mirage, the illusion that open channels exist, that
people feel safe enough to speak truthfully, and that leadership decisions
are grounded in unfiltered insight.
In practice, feedback is shaped by hierarchy, culture, fear of reprisal, and
emotional economics. Staff quickly learn which truths are welcome and
which ones are best left unsaid. "CLMs" (career-limiting moves) are hard
to reverse.
Even when asked directly, many will soften or minimise what they say or
default to vagueness.

Why leaders often hear less than they think and act on
even less than that
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The Feedback Mirage

The unspoken reason is that they’ve learned that full honesty is rarely risk-
free.
Surveys, performance reviews, and exit interviews are tools that capture
fragments. But they rarely account for the adaptive silence that emerges in
organisational life: the kind that protects individuals, preserves
relationships, and avoids conflict, while allowing deeper issues to persist.
Leaders, understandably, rely on what they’re told or what is reported to
them. They expect their teams to be open and assume that if  something
were seriously wrong, someone would raise it. 
But the absence of visible complaint is not the presence of alignment.
Many of the deepest frustrations caused by unclear roles, unmet
expectations, and systems that obstruct rather than support go unspoken.
Not because no one notices them, but because people have stopped
expecting that anything will change.
So leaders act with the best of intentions, guided by partial truths. 
Decisions are made, strategies are established, and HR policies are rolled
out. But the real issues remain untouched, not because of denial, but
because they were never fully seen.
The cost of this mirage is not just emotional. It’s operational. Performance
slips. Engagement erodes. Trust diminishes. Eventually, without
understanding the root cause, leaders find themselves dealing with
symptoms like staff  turnover, compliance failure, missed deadlines, 
This enigma persists not because leaders lack will, but because systems
rarely offer an honest reflection. People don't withhold truth out of malice;
they do it out of necessity, and until leaders recognise this reality, they will
continue to search for answers in all the wrong places.
One approach is to bypass sentiment and focus on the practical conditions
that shape staff  experience. But the first step is recognising that feedback,
as it’s commonly understood, rarely tells the full story.
Leaders who are willing to question the comfort of what they’re told are
the ones most capable of seeing what actually needs to change



The Feedback Mirage

Strategic Reflection Prompts

1. What assumptions, if  any, am I making about the honesty or
completeness of the feedback received?  How do I know it is an
assumption?

Personal Note: ______________________________________________

2. How can I better assess the emotional risk employees feel when
speaking openly? Is the focus on what they are communicating or how
they are communicating?

Personal Note: ______________________________________________

3. What might be preventing my team from sharing the most difficult or
uncomfortable feedback with me, even if  we say we value openness and
honesty?

Personal Note: ______________________________________________

Based upon these reflections, what behaviours/attitudes am I willing to
question or change in the way I lead? 

__________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________

Reflections Chapter - 03
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The ‘Trusted But Not Followed’ Paradox

Chapter 04

It’s not uncommon to hear that a leader is well-liked, approachable, and
widely respected. Their people speak positively of them. 
They can be seen as fair, open, and capable. 
Yet, performance is slow, motivation lags, and teams underdeliver. At the
same time, other managers question why influence doesn’t translate into
action. 
This is the paradox of, “I trust you as a person… but I won’t follow your
lead.”
On the surface, trust appears to be in place. However, trust alone does not
generate movement. 
In addition, respect for character does not automatically yield
behavioural alignment. And positive comments for a leader’s intentions
do not always lead to commitment to their direction.
This tension is often overlooked because the outward signs are reassuring
and team meetings can be cordial and constructive. 

Why being respected isn’t the same as being effective
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The ‘Trusted But Not Followed’ Paradox

Surveys may show high levels of engagement. But there’s a difference
between being liked and being truly followed, between passive agreement
and active alignment.
Leaders in this position are often the last to realise what’s missing. They
assume buy-in because resistance is subtle. “We get on well, don’t we...?”
People nod, agree, and leave the room, only to reprioritise, delay, or act in
ways that dilute the leader’s influence. 
When results fall short, the cause isn’t insubordination; it is due to
ambiguity.
Central to this paradox is a gap between relational trust and directional
clarity. The former creates safety. The latter creates traction. When the two
are not in balance, a leader may find themselves surrounded by good intent
and limited execution.
This situation is rarely addressed directly. Teams don’t typically confront a
leader to say, “We respect you, but we’re unclear about what to act on.”
Instead, and out of respect, they tolerate and fail to challenge what they
believe to be the failure. 
So gaps are often gently filled through lowered expectations.
The issue isn’t so much a lack of leadership presence. It’s a lack of
leadership-driven momentum that is costly, not in major observable
failures, but in the erosion of potential over time.
Some of the most well-meaning leaders fall into this pattern.
They are careful to avoid imposing. They seek consensus. They listen,
reflect and defer. But in doing so, they sometimes fail to assert the clarity
or conviction that others are waiting for.
This doesn’t require being more forceful. It requires becoming more
intentional. 
Leadership is not just about being trusted; it is about being clear and
compelling so that people choose to move with you.



The ‘Trusted But Not Followed’ Paradox

Strategic Reflection Prompts

1. What distinctions are there between being seen as a good person and
being seen as a clear leader?  How often do I consider the desired outcome
for the team or individual when communicating?

Personal Note: ______________________________________________

2. Have I relied too much on relational goodwill at the expense of
behavioural clarity?

Personal Note: ______________________________________________

3. What unseen signals could I be missing that erode my influence, even
when trust appears high?

Personal Note: ______________________________________________

Based upon these reflections, what behaviours/attitudes am I willing to
question or change in the way I lead?  

__________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________

Reflections Chapter - 04
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The Authenticity Trap

Chapter 05

“Be authentic.”
This has become one of the most repeated leadership mantras in recent
years. Encouraging, relatable, and human, it suggests that the best leaders
are those who lead from their true selves, unfiltered, transparent, and
emotionally honest.
But organisational life is complex, and being authentic is not always
straightforward. It is not always safe, and it’s not always effective.
The trap lies in the assumption that authenticity, in and of itself,
guarantees trust or clarity.  However, in practice, leaders who prioritise
self-expression over contextual awareness can inadvertently create
confusion, discomfort, or even dysfunction.

Authenticity fundamentally means alignment between what one feels
and how one acts. But leadership often requires navigating competing
needs, your own, your team’s, and the organisation’s. 
At times, this means moderating instinct in the service of impact. 

Why being yourself isn’t always what leadership
requires
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The Authenticity Trap

It means recognising when candour becomes a burden, when vulnerability
becomes a distraction, or when comfort in one’s own style unintentionally
inhibits others.
Leaders are not hired to be themselves. They are entrusted to create
conditions in which others can succeed. When authenticity becomes an
unexamined justification, like “It’s just how I am”, a potential becomes a
liability. 
In my personality profiling workshops, I have often discussed how an
overdone strength can become a weakness.
Some leaders confuse authenticity with informality. Others believe
transparency means sharing every doubt or frustration. However well-
intentioned, these behaviours can erode confidence, especially in moments
when stability and reassurance are needed most. 
Conversely, those who suppress their nature, whether out of fear or
political caution, risk becoming detached from their teams and their own
judgement. The challenge is not whether to be authentic but how to be
constructively authentic, to know when to lead from self  and when to
develop further.
This is not a call for performance or pretence. It is a recognition that
leadership is relational, and that what serves one context may undermine
another. 
A leader's impact is not measured solely by how true they are to
themselves, but by the effect they have on those around them. Companies
often elevate leaders for their individuality, then expect conformity to
unspoken norms. The resulting tension is rarely addressed directly. 
Leaders may either withdraw aspects of themselves to ‘fit in’ or
overcompensate and exaggerate their personality, resulting in a disconnect
from the current conditions, thereby becoming someone they are not. 
The trap is believing that authenticity removes the need for adaptation. In
truth, the most grounded leaders are those who can remain anchored in
their standards and values while adjusting their expression to meet the
moment.
Leadership is not about revealing your identity. It is a role to be inhabited
consciously, thoughtfully, and with care for its effect.
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The Authenticity Trap

Strategic Reflection Prompts

1. Where might my expressing my authenticity, however genuine, be
creating confusion for others about our direction, expectations, or
priorities?

Personal Note: ______________________________________________

2. Do I sometimes confuse comfort with honesty, or self-expression with
strategic intent?  

Personal Note: ______________________________________________

3. Where do I need to extend beyond ‘how I am’ in service of the
leadership moment?

Personal Note: ______________________________________________

Based upon these reflections, what behaviours/attitudes am I willing to
question or change in the way I lead? 

__________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________

Reflections Chapter - 05
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The Accountability Illusion

Chapter 06

Accountability is a cornerstone of organisational life. It touches every
person in the company. It appears in leadership frameworks, values
statements, performance systems, job descriptions and strategic plans.
Leaders are expected to instil it, enforce it and model it.
There is, however, a persistent illusion that accountability is something
leaders impose on others, rather than something they must hold within
themselves.
The illusion is subtle. It unfolds when performance conversations focus on
output and fail to reflect upon the conditions behind them. It appears
when underperformance is attributed to the individual rather than to role
clarity, operational inhibitors, or inconsistent leadership. 
In particular, it thrives in cultures where responsibility flows downward,
but reflection seldom moves upward.

Why holding others accountable often masks a lack of
personal-accountability in leadership
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The Accountability Illusion

Leaders often feel they are being accountable by ensuring others are. This
is a common occurrence and is often triggered by trying to make their
position easier due to immense pressures; yet accountability in leadership
is not just about setting expectations. It’s about recognising one’s influence
on outcomes, not just through action, but through structure, culture, and
behaviour.
When results fall short, finding fault with others is common. Less often do
leaders ask, “What part in this did I play?”

Was the objective clear enough?
Did the system support success?
Was the feedback timely and specific?
Did I model what I expected?

Without this self-enquiry, accountability becomes transactional: a checklist
of follow-ups and performance reviews, based upon compliance and void
of commitment. 
This illusion persists not only at the level of the individual leader but
across the leadership hierarchy.
 

When senior executives impose compressed deadlines, reduced resources,
or shifting priorities without adequate recalibration, they too shape the
outcomes, and often without sharing in the risk. 
Mid-level leaders are then expected to absorb the pressure, aware that
failing to meet expectations may carry political consequences. And so,
instead of pushing back, they pass it down.
This is not delegation. It is displacement. The development of a culture
where accountability flows and becomes a downward cascade, and where
fear, not clarity, drives decision-making. 
Leaders begin to speak in risk-managed language. Communication
narrows. Feedback stalls. People become more concerned with protecting
their position than addressing the reality of what’s possible.
Fear of being seen as obstructive can silence upward expression of truth.
This deepens leadership accountability issues because the workforce no
longer believes they can challenge what is unreasonable. 
Thus, staff  at the base of the hierarchy are held accountable to goals
shaped by decisions made far above them, without visibility or voice.
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The Accountability Illusion

This lack of visibility and psychological safety, I found rife and
transcended international boundaries.
 

The only sustainable form of accountability flows in all directions. When
senior leaders model openness and take responsibility for the conditions
they create, i.e. timelines, resources, clarity, role modelling and acceptable
behaviours, it makes it possible for others to do the same. 
It signals that accountability is not just about outcomes, but about the
environment that makes those outcomes possible.
True accountability is not an act of authority. It is an act of integrity and
being better than you were before. And without mutual accountability
across the system, even the most capable individuals will eventually be set
up to fail.



The Accountability Illusion

Strategic Reflection Prompts

1. How do I demonstrate that I am being accountable for my team and
taking ownership when required? 

Personal Note: ______________________________________________

2. Do I unintentionally shift pressure downward while preserving the
illusion of distributed accountability? 

Personal Note: ______________________________________________

3. How can I model systemic responsibility without diluting individual
performance expectations? 

Personal Note: ______________________________________________

Based upon these reflections, what behaviours/attitudes am I willing to
question or change in the way I lead? 

__________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________

Reflections Chapter - 06
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The Confidence - Clarity Gap

Chapter 07

Leadership demands confidence. Strategic direction, bold decisions, and
visible conviction are all hallmarks of effective senior leadership. 
Without confidence, organisations drift. But confidence without clarity is
not leadership either. It is basically noise, offering ambiguity cloaked in
authority.
This chapter addresses a disconnection that quickly undermines many
well-intentioned strategies: the assumption that confidence at the top
guarantees clarity below.

Senior leaders often feel certain. Decisions are made in close proximity to
information, context, and influence. They discuss direction in strategic
settings, refine ideas in trusted circles, and speak in a language not easily
understood by those outside the “inner sanctum” of decision-makers.
 

In that space, the picture is clear, and the feelings are of confidence. But
the important factor is not what leadership feels; it’s what others receive
further down the line.

Why strategic certainty at the top often becomes
ambiguity below
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The Confidence - Clarity Gap

An added complication during these strategy or decision-making sessions,
is the potential for ‘Group Think’; This can cloud the transmission of
information and data.  In the absence of clarity, people often default to
agreement, not because they’re aligned, but because disagreement feels
risky. It’s not consensus; it’s quiet, fear-based conformity, dressed up as
confidence. 
These are the human-centred elements that seep into every level of the
organisation. What is clear to some may not be that clear to others further
down the line. 
Leadership clarity is only half  the equation. How others interpret the
certainty, intentions and objectives is the other half. 
Clarity, we know, is critical; however, to prevent dilution, reshaping, or
complete misinterpretation, validation at every step is required.
The further a message travels from its source, the more prone it is to
erosion, and time is usually the enemy. Layers of translation, competing
priorities, operational conditions, and cultural filters all interfere with
meaning. 
A confident vision delivered at the top can arrive at the frontline as a
vague aspiration or a pressure point without context.
The Interpreters:

Middle managers, tasked with bridging strategy and execution, frequently
become interpreters. They try to make sense of ambiguity while
maintaining performance. Yet they are rarely given the time, support, or
latitude to align messaging fully before action is expected. 
And so, execution begins, frequently on a partial understanding. “It’ll
come clearer...” is a frequent mantra.
The results are all too familiar: energy is spent, assumptions increase,
corners are often cut, delays occur, and the inevitable question from senior
leaders, “Why isn’t this working - the strategy was sound and agreed ?” 
  

It isn’t incompetence. It’s vagueness and assumptions. And it's costly.
The clarity, confidence gap is rarely identified because senior leaders rarely
feel it. They’ve moved on. To them, the message was delivered. 
But clarity isn’t a moment in time; it’s a condition, and during change, it
requires continuous monitoring and validation.
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The Confidence - Clarity Gap

The Double-edged Sword

Confidence alone can unintentionally close the feedback loop. 
When leaders project certainty without leaving space for questions, doubt
goes underground. Often, no one says so at the appropriate time, because
uncertainty in the presence of leadership confidence can feel like
incompetence.
This is where confident leadership becomes fragile and weakens: it starts to
rely on perception, rather than verification. Leaders believe they’ve
communicated. 
Closing the clarity - confidence gap requires some humility at the top and
courage at every level. Humility to ask whether the message has been
received clearly and is understood, not just whether it was delivered. 
It also requires courage to admit when it didn’t.
In high-functioning organisations, clarity isn’t assumed. It’s confirmed. It’s
checked. And it’s welcomed as a shared responsibility, not a one-directional
act.
Leaders don’t need to lower their confidence. They need to anchor it in
clarity; the kind that is understood, aligned and actionable. 



The Confidence - Clarity Gap

Strategic Reflection Prompts

1. How do I normally ensure clarity without calling my own credibility
into question? 

Personal Note: ______________________________________________

2. Are there times when my confidence might be seen as arrogance or
intimidating and taken as clarity, even if  my message isn’t truly
understood?  Are any team members intimidated by your confidence?

Personal Note: ______________________________________________

3. Am I creating the psychological safety necessary for challenge and
clarification?

Personal Note: ______________________________________________

Based upon these reflections, what behaviours/attitudes am I willing to
question or change in the way I lead? 

__________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________

Reflections Chapter - 07
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The Invisible Systems Trap

Chapter 08

Today’s leaders are not short on data; they are short of risk data
associated with systems and departmental collaboration. 
Traditional reporting structures are good at presenting outcomes, but
poor at revealing the interconnectedness of systems and departmental
relationships that are instrumental in driving outcomes.
Most CEOs already know that problems at the surface have deeper,
systemic roots. The challenge is a lack of awareness of what they are and
why they are happening.
 

This chapter introduces a strategic approach for identifying those invisible
dynamics, not as a theory, but as an operational reality that can be seen,
named, and acted upon.
Systems thinking is a lens into the complex architecture of organisational
life, the embedded interrelationships that shape performance and
engagement, decision-making and the multiple working cultures that are
formed, long before issues appear in reports.
Effective leaders don’t just fix problems; they redesign the systems so that
fewer problems arise. 

The Systems No One Designs, But Everyone Works In

31



32

The Invisible Systems Trap

But to do that, they need a way to see how well the system is actually
functioning across fundamental business areas and how well they
collaborate, not how it’s meant to function on paper.
This lack of knowledge regarding deeper issues exists due to not having
faster, more effective ways of locating the causes. 
CEOs leading mature or complex organisations do not need reminding
that surface-level problems are rarely the real issue. The challenge is that
the architecture beneath those issues is rarely visible, let alone measurable.
Organisational complexity has overtaken clarity. Dashboards, metrics, and
reports offer snapshots, but rarely expose the critical connection failures
that occur between business areas, in the spaces between departments,
processes, and reporting lines. 
A visible consequence of this is emerging in the area of compliance.
Increasingly, CEOs are stepping down not due to a lack of strategic
capability, but from mounting concerns over their organisation’s capacity
to manage such complexity. The inability to reliably govern high-risk areas,
particularly compliance, is heightening personal exposure and contributing
to rising burnout at the executive level.
And this is amidst the challenges of high staff  turnover, disengagement,
leadership issues and unmet KPIs - issues that have been ongoing for
years. These are parts of the systems no one designed.
 

The strategic approach begins with seeing the organisation not as a
hierarchy of functions, but as a dynamic web of interdependent systems.
It requires leaders to ask: Where are the friction points between business
areas? What patterns of breakdown recur across roles, not within them?
Where are decisions not being made or delayed, and why? 
The answers are rarely visible in standard reports, but they can be
identified with tools designed to reveal systemic signals across
departments. 
When insight is drawn from the system itself, not assumptions, leaders
regain the clarity to act with precision. 
This is not about fixing individuals. It’s about enabling information flow.



The Invisible Systems Trap

Strategic Reflection Prompts

1. What areas of our processes or collaborative efforts might I be
unintentionally neglecting or taking as a given? And how much effort am I
putting into establishing a greater understanding of how effective
operations really are?  

Personal Note: ______________________________________________

2. How can I stay aware of underlying issues in our systems that standard
reporting overlooks? How meaningful is “We have a good culture...”?

Personal Note: ______________________________________________

3. In what ways do I stay connected to team members or stakeholders who
are on the receiving end of our decisions? How effective are they?

Personal Note: ______________________________________________

Based upon these reflections, what behaviours/attitudes am I willing to
question or change in the way I lead? 

__________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________

Reflections Chapter - 08
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The Hidden Cost of Being

Chapter 09

Fixing systems is necessary, but not enough. When tasks are completed,
delayed, cancelled or even transferred to another, a person is adjusting.
Not just in what they do, but how they exist within that system. Some
systems work well, and others do not; the meaning of the outcome of these
systems is what makes the difference in the changes for any person
involved. 
This is the domain of being. And its impact matters more than most
leaders realise or have even considered.
Without getting too philosophical, there is a massive difference between
what a person is doing at work versus what they are being as they perform
their duties.
What a person is being is an experience that drives emotions and their
motivation, either towards something or away from it. 
All people who go to work do so because they want to become successful
in some way; they desire to achieve and have a purpose. 
In return, the company demands that regardless of outcomes, they
continue to do things and create deliverables that others will need. 

Why we misread behaviour and mismanage people
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The Hidden Cost of Being

However, if  any person or operational system obstructs an employee or
leader from fulfilling their responsibilities (e.g. humiliation, criticism,
psychological safety, lack of support, exclusion, inefficiency, ...), their
thinking, behaviours, and motivation will automatically adjust.
This is a natural survival mechanism response. 
Conversely, when things work well, and there is success and achievement,
the automatic changes occur enhance, strengthen and increase a person’s
perspective and motivation on what they can achieve.   
 

Any obstruction experienced is perceived as a threat, not necessarily a
threat to life, but something that is limiting or could inhibit in some way. 
This is the subtle shift from Becoming to Being. 
Becoming is a prelude to being. It is a transitional space between a shift in
external conditions that is consolidated into an internal identity,
experience, or state. This transition is critical because it is a personal
formation (it literally changes people) and is an overlooked phase in both
personal transformation and organisational change.
 

It’s the space where early warning signs live, often too subtle for current
metrics, but obvious to those who are paying attention. By the time
someone is being, the cost has already begun to compound.
This transition is rarely sudden. People don’t just become disengaged
overnight; they can become disheartened first, and if  their perspective
doesn’t change, it develops further over time, as the condition is reinforced. 
Some people react by focusing on correction, some by worrying. These
invisible but felt shifts in experience are the preludes to potential failure,
ineffectiveness,  conflict, or departure. Those who can take action are
better equipped to manage the situation or condition. 
Leaders who detect the becoming phase are those who intervene at the
point of cause, not consequence and have a significant advantage.
This is the terrain of strategic intelligence, where early intervention is so
powerful. 



The Hidden Cost of Being

Strategic Reflection Prompts

1. How do I distinguish between behavioural compliance and motivational
engagement? Do I observe the initiative, not just the output? 

Personal Note: ______________________________________________

2. What are the early indicators that a team member is shifting from
contribution to self-preservation?

Personal Note: ______________________________________________

3. How does my leadership respond to the emotional undercurrent of task
execution?

Personal Note: ______________________________________________

Based upon these reflections, what behaviours/attitudes am I willing to
question or change in the way I lead? 

__________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________

Reflections Chapter - 09
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Culture Myths

Chapter 10

Organisational culture is often framed as an aspirational asset, and there
are heavy investments in defining, measuring and promoting it. 
Culture values are presented across websites and marketing materials,
proudly proclaiming the driving essence of the company and “who we are,
or we have a culture of…”
The first cultural myth is that there is a single organisational culture.

Culture develops wherever people gather under shared conditions. If three
departments are well-led, properly resourced, and aligned, while two
others are hampered by fear, silos, and disengagement, then how would
you describe the overall culture?
This division is seldom understood, and more importantly, the reasons
why the division exists.
Leaders are taught to pursue culture as a valuable asset, but often
overlook that culture is experienced, not announced. It exists in the day-
to-day reality of how work is performed, how people are treated, and
which behaviours are reinforced or ignored, team by team, leader by
leader. 
These are the micro-cultures that make up the whole.

Culture is not created, it’s something you permit
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Culture Myths

That’s why diagnosing culture at the macro level so often fails. You have to
see its parts, and get to know how they work - or not. 
You have to break it down into observable components, understand what
shapes each, and make clear who is responsible and support them.
However, it is important to remember that responsibility is not always held
by those who are accountable. 

Also, cultures are not statements of intent. They are a by-product of
collective relational experiences, and these experiences change daily. They
are fragile moving platforms.
The second myth is that culture can be engineered from the top, that it can
be designed, launched, and controlled through vision, language, and
programming. 
While these efforts may offer clarity of aspiration, they often ignore a
deeper truth: culture is not what leaders say it is; it’s what people
experience every day.
Cultures are built not by strategic initiatives; they develop by what gets
rewarded, tolerated, or ignored. They exist in the decisions leaders make
under pressure, and in the behaviours they model when no one is watching.
Every person is accountable in their role, and rightly so. But as
Shakespeare said, “All the world’s a stage and everyone is an actor,” and
accountability without context is performative. It creates pressure without
clarity, expectation without support.
High-performing cultures are not those with the best people, but those
with the best conditions that allow people to perform.
The cultural myths also create unrealistic expectations. Leaders are told
they must “build a strong culture of…”, often without being given the tools,
time, or authority to influence the conditions that shape it.
People accept change when they benefit from it, yet the focus is often on
changing the company, forgetting that the people are the company.
Employees have their own goals and aspirations. Rarely is this considered.
Culture is often treated as a fixed condition that is to be moulded and
replicated. But that thought is unsustainable. Cultures are interrelated
outcomes constantly changing, bit by bit, area by area, as the system we
call a company evolves.
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Culture Myths

This is why senior executives often delegate culture issues, usually to HR.
You can’t pin it down to a deliverable. 

At senior levels, they need clear, tangible, actionable data without
ambiguity; cultures aren’t tangible, but their effects can be felt, even at the
board level.
To illustrate this further, organisational cultures are not unlike the
Heisenberg Uncertainty Principle in quantum mechanics. The principle
states that you cannot precisely know both the position and momentum of
a particle at the same time; the act of observing it influences its state.
This is a powerful metaphor for what happens in organisational cultures.
Cultures, like electrons, are not fixed. The moment you try to pin them
down, they shift. Just as particles exist in probability clouds, cultures exist
in fluid states of being, responsive, evolving, and shaped by conditions.
The ‘beingness’ of staff, their real experience, emotional tone, and
motivational state, cannot be encapsulated into a static snapshot. 
Beingness is continually reinventing itself  in response to the conditions
people work within and the states they embody in return.
This becomes more complex because many interdependent conditions,
such as leadership, operations, systems, communication…, all influence a
person’s emotional and motivational state. 
We are ‘humans being’, shaped by what we are within and around. Rather
than trying to define culture, we can recognise the conditions shaping it
and how these affect people’s capacity to perform, connect, and contribute.
Leadership, in this context, becomes the capacity to read and respond to
patterns, not just enforce outcomes.
This is one of the reasons there is a need to rethink the Annual Culture
Survey; invariably, it is way out of date. The horse has bolted.
What we can do, and it’s more accessible than many realise, is read the
patterns in the organisational field that shape being. 
This enables the ability to lead cultures through awareness of becoming,
not just reacting to what is.



Culture Myths

Strategic Reflection Prompts

1. Am I dictating the culture I want to see, or listening closely to the
culture that's already unfolding?

Personal Note: ______________________________________________

2. How am I proactively identifying and addressing cultural fragmentation
across teams, departments, and functions to ensure alignment with our
core values and strategic objectives?

Personal Note: ______________________________________________

3. What conditions or practices am I tolerating that inconspicuously shape
the culture, regardless of stated values?

Personal Note: ______________________________________________

Based upon these reflections, what behaviours/attitudes am I willing to
question or change in the way I lead? 

__________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________

Reflections Chapter - 10
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The Leadership-in-Name-Only Crisis

Chapter 11

Leadership roles are often awarded based on a combination of experience,
tenure, and technical expertise. The assumption is simple: those who have
demonstrated competence over time are best placed to lead others. 
But increasingly, organisations are discovering a hard truth: many in
leadership roles are not actually leading. 
They hold the title. They attend the meetings. They make decisions. But
when it comes to mobilising people, guiding culture, or creating clarity,
their influence is limited, inconsistent, or absent.
This is the leadership-in-name-only crisis. And it is more common than
most are willing to admit.
It’s not that these individuals are incapable. Many are knowledgeable,
diligent, and respected within their domain. But leadership is not about
expertise, although that can help. It is also not the same as management.
Leadership is the ability to create the conditions in which others can
effectively perform their duties and to make the decisions necessary to
sustain those conditions. 
Its primary purpose is the enablement of others.

Why title and tenure are no longer enough to lead
effectively
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The Leadership-in-Name-Only Crisis

When leadership roles are filled by individuals unprepared or unsuited for
that responsibility, the consequences are far-reaching:

Staff  disengage, unsure of direction.
Teams rely on informal networks to solve problems.
Critical issues are delayed due to avoidance or indecision.
Accountability blurs, and performance fluctuates.

Again, this crisis is rarely malicious. Most leadership-in-name-only
situations arise from structural habits of promoting based on an area of
competency, and sometimes availability, rather than relational or strategic
capability. 
The transition from “doing the work” to “leading the work” is treated as
automatic when, in fact, it is one of the most complex shifts in a
professional career, and it’s been going on for decades. Technical prowess is
often a prerequisite and cause for concern. 
In reality, technical ability in leaders can help, but there can be a tendency
f to lean towards the ‘doing’, which can make the shift to ‘enabling’ even
harder. Abilities are awaiting demonstration, so they can default to
problem-solving, instructing, or firefighting, rather than cultivating an
ecosystem.
Unseen Toll on New Leaders

When technically skilled individuals are promoted into leadership roles,
the transition is often viewed as a natural reward for competence. But
leadership is not a technical upgrade; it is an emotional and relational
shift.
The skills required to lead effectively are fundamentally different from
those used to master a task or process. What’s rarely acknowledged is the
emotional pressures and fatigue, and the volume of essential work, that the
transition imposes. 
New leaders may not doubt their intelligence, but they begin to question
their adequacy, especially when interpersonal issues arise, influence falters,
or when the team’s effort doesn’t align with their intentions. 
Although brimming with capability, it’s the time, frustration, and internal
pressure of trying to master a completely new skillset while being watched.
The thin veneer of the title “Leader” does not mean they have “made it”. 



The Leadership-in-Name-Only Crisis

It’s just the beginning of an even harder journey. 
To address the potential crisis of “we have appointed a new leader”,
organisations must stop treating leadership as a reward and start treating it
as a discipline. 
It must be earned, supported, and continually evaluated, not just assumed. 
More importantly, regardless of the level of leadership, those in leadership
roles must be willing to ask the deeper question: Am I leading, or am I
merely managing a process?
Leadership isn’t a role to occupy; it is a responsibility to fulfil.
That distinction makes all the difference.
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The Leadership-in-Name-Only Crisis

Strategic Reflection Prompts

1. Have I promoted competence at the cost of leadership readiness? What
do I believe confirms their readiness?

Personal Note: ______________________________________________

2. Have I clearly defined what leadership looks like here, and how can I
prepare emerging leaders to embody that?

Personal Note: ______________________________________________

3. What structures, training, and support have I put in place to turn
leadership titles into real, empowered leadership practice?

Personal Note: ______________________________________________

Based upon these reflections, what behaviours/attitudes am I willing to
question or change in the way I lead? 

__________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________

Reflections Chapter - 11
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Strategic Blind Spots

Chapter 12

When examining leadership failure, it is often found that they do not
begin with poor leadership or poor decisions. 
They begin with a lack of perception or understanding of the extent of
current conditions that are essential for strategic success. This is despite
having enormous amounts of data and reports available. 
Naturally, there are exceptions, yet strategic failures are frequently
embedded in the everyday, and they emerge not because leaders didn’t
care, but because they simply didn’t see it coming.
That is the essence of a strategic blind spot.
A blind spot is not the absence of information. It’s the absence of
interpretation, where data is abundant, but insight is absent. 
It is a kind of cognitive opacity that develops even in highly intelligent
environments, especially in them. In which case, pragmatism becomes
essential, as it offers a necessary grounding in environments where
pressure distorts perception.

Why leaders still miss early signs of risk, despite access
to more data than ever before
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Strategic Blind Spots

When leaders are too close to something, too busy, too familiar, or too
embedded in the system they are endeavouring to lead, the ability to see
systemically weakens. Activity substitutes for foresight (we are working on
it), reporting stands in for truth, and insight, the thing most needed, gives
way to reaction.
What makes this dangerous is that many blind spots exist in plain sight.
Forms of Strategic Blindness

Strategic blindness isn’t singular. It often emerges in two dominant forms:
The Visible Unseen

These are signals that sit in full view, discussed, reported, and even logged,
but for some reason, they are not taken seriously as strategic indicators.
The organisation discusses them, but fails to see their significance. 
These are the knowns that are not interpreted. Example: “If they left, then
obviously they were the wrong people for us”. 
The emotional attachment to short-term gains, market frustrations, and
possibly anger clouds the fact that key personnel are leaving, workloads
are increasing, there are rising fatigue levels, and increased disengagement.
The Operationally Obscured

These are dysfunctions that remain ‘hidden’, because they are buried.
Buried in process layers, departmental silos, technical jargon, compliance
overlaps, cultural avoidance, or recommended systems that have been
biased and are ineffective in some areas. 
These signals are easily lost in translation between reporting lines, resulting
in no one seeing the whole picture.
Example: Disjointed systems, political rivalry, departmental conflict,
invisible accountability gaps, duplicated effort.
This distinction is not moot; it’s a diagnostic necessity. The first form
needs reframing. The second needs revealing.
Most leadership tools focus on what’s already visible or measurable, but
they rarely help reframe it or reveal the working reality.
 

In that sense, they do neither. 



Strategic Blindspots

Strategic Reflection Prompts

1. Am I developing the capacity to see how the organisation works as a
system, or am I simply becoming more comfortable managing the parts I
already understand?

Personal Note: ______________________________________________

2. How am I cultivating systemic insight, rather than just operational
familiarity? Am I developing the capacity to perceive and influence the
conditions shaping my areas of responsibility, and by extension, the
organisation?

Personal Note: ______________________________________________

3. Do I challenge my own interpretations as regularly as I challenge the
data?

Personal Note: ______________________________________________

Based upon these reflections, what behaviours/attitudes am I willing to
question or change in the way I lead? 

__________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________

Reflections Chapter - 12
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Values &
Standards 

Performance

On paper, performance seems straightforward. The company defines the
outcome, supplies the tools, assigns the work, and gives the timeframe. The
work gets done, or it should get done.
But this is where the shoulds end.
People think and reflect. They are not robots.  There are powerful forces
that influence thinking and behaviours every minute of the waking day;
and this motivational powerhouse is encapsulated within our personal
standards and values.
  

These are the non-negotiables.  And in many cases, their impact is more
visible at work, where we have less control, more rules, and must navigate
values that aren’t our own, and consequently, not everyone agrees.
This power drives organisational success and is embedded within every
single person in the company.  They are not tangible things or
performance metrics.  They don’t appear in quarterly reviews. But they
drive every human interaction.

People bring their values with them to work. These personal values,
fairness, purpose, respect, pride, trust and a raft of others, govern what
people give in terms of time, effort and energy, and expect to receive. 

The Values - Performance Enigma

Chapter 13

How misaligned values erode what leaders require most

48



49

The Values - Performance Enigma

Unfortunately, in most leadership conversations, decisions, and even
performance reviews, these values are either assumed, dismissed, or not
even considered.
The mindset tends to be towards, “We have defined our objectives, the
standards have been set. Now people just need to get on and do their job.”
Unfortunately, this is where there is a potential for internal conflict.
Performance is filtered through what matters to the individual. If the goals
and outcomes or tasks feel aligned with their internal ‘compass’, they
move into that. 
If it feels imposed, irrelevant, or contradictory, they pull back, sometimes
unnoticed, through false agreement. This is not rebellion. It’s self-
preservation, and individual contributions to the company start to be
undermined. 
Leaders and managers who are under pressure to deliver rarely have the
bandwidth to pause and explore this dynamic, primarily because of the
pace and structure of leadership itself.
When under time constraints, it’s far easier to focus on what’s visible:
delays, lack of urgency, rework, process gaps. The deeper reality that
employees may be acting from a place of misalignment or values
dissonance is rarely considered.
As a result, efforts to improve performance often backfire. Incentives are
short-lived, and training is ineffective and often wasted. Disengagement
and other costs ensue. 
Multiply this by the percentage of staff  disengaged, and the losses mount.
I may add that they are often unwarranted losses.
Any assumption that employees are simply underperforming is a misread,
because the focus is on performance and not the reasons why. 
The why is hard to see because it is often suppressed and hidden by silence
and survival-based responses. 
In most cases, there is some incongruent condition with what employees
value. They, therefore, conflict with themselves and any direction they need
to take. This creates uncertainty, self-doubt and a loss of purpose. 
Such is the power behind values dissonance. 
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The Values - Performance Enigma

Over time, if  not addressed, the gap between organisational values and
personal values widens, leaving those values increasingly disconnected
from the human drivers that once gave them meaning. Employees’ values
are rarely considered. “Just do your job...” becomes the war cry in times of
pressure.
It’s a leadership enigma precisely because it’s hard to see. Managers and
leaders, for the most part, only have behaviours and results to go by. This
becomes even more complex with large parts of the workforce now
working remotely. 
Knowing what truly motivates staff  and management is now essential.
Most leaders aren’t fully aware of what’s happening, and if  they are, they
don’t know why or where to begin. This aspect is rarely reported on.
Yet the behavioural signs are there: delays, rework, disengagement,
absenteeism, compliance without commitment, complacency... These
behaviours are often misinterpreted, rather than recognised as symptoms
of systemic value dissonance. 
There’s no simple feedback loop for trust erosion.
The answer isn’t to add “values alignment” to a checklist. The key is in
understanding that performance, at its core, is a relationship between
people and the motivational drivers that matter to them.
To lead well in this context means recognising when performance issues are
actually value conflicts in disguise. 
It means ensuring that standards aren’t just vocalised, but believed in,
shared, and owned by both leader and employee.
This is the values–performance enigma. Not because it’s too complex to
solve, but because we’ve not looked closely enough to see that it’s there.
As a leader, think back over your career. Why did you leave a role when it
wasn’t working out? Dig a little deeper, and you’ll most likely see the
organisation was offering something that conflicted with you. It no longer
served your purpose. It continued until you had had enough.
The real reason is often buried beneath statements like: “I didn’t like my
manager”,  “They didn’t care about their staff,” or “I wasn’t growing.”
The things held dear were no longer being met, so you took action.
So will your staff.



The Values – Performance Enigma

Strategic Reflection Prompts

1. How do I determine whether performance issues stem from misaligned
values rather than skill deficits?

Personal Note: ______________________________________________

2. Am I aware of any values dissonance in my team’s language, behaviours
or decision-making, and what does that suggest about the conditions that
exist?

Personal Note: ______________________________________________

3. How do we ensure our organisational values are reflected in our
decisions, behaviours, and priorities, not just in our promotional
statements?”

Personal Note: ______________________________________________

Based upon these reflections, what behaviours/attitudes am I willing to
question or change in the way I lead? 

__________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________

Reflections Chapter - 13
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From Enigma to Action

Chapter 14

Each enigma explored in this book reflects the links between people and
systems, between intent and impact, between what leaders hope is true and
what unfolds unseen across the organisation. 
Someone is required to have a good, hard look at the organisation and its
functioning and obtain a solid understanding of what works, what doesn’t
and why. This means acknowledging, not avoiding, things that are not
wished to be seen or heard. Sometimes the truth hurts.
These conditions are not resolved through avoidance, charisma, new
frameworks, or motivational programs. They require courage, awareness,
alignment, and the ability to act systemically, not reactively.
Enigmas persist when leaders rely on perception over pattern; when
strategic decisions are made in isolation from operational truth; and when
culture is assumed and not examined or tested.
To stabilise the dynamics, organisations need more than leadership
development. They need company-wide visibility across roles,
departments, execution capacity, and emotional undercurrents, especially
as GRC penalties for non-compliance and misconduct are now
substantial.

What organisations can do to reduce the cost of what
leadership doesn’t always see
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From Enigma to Action

This doesn’t mean knowing everything. It means knowing enough to
intervene early, before complexity sets in and costs rise. 
The real shift happens when the organisation stops asking, “Are our
leaders effective?” and starts asking, “What is influencing their
effectiveness, and how do we know?”
This means elevating questions like: 

 

For over 20 years, I’ve asked these and similar questions inside medium to
large organisations. And time after time, the same thing became clear:
many leaders still don’t fully understand what really motivates their people,
or why the same performance issues keep showing up, no matter how
many changes are made. This is still a major ongoing problem. 
The focus seems to realign back to workforce performance and excludes
the operational systems and the interrelationships that govern the
performance of the company. 

These are also the reasons why I spent the time to develop a system that
could answer these questions for organisations. 
That platform is XYINSTRA (xyinstra.com) and is designed not to
critique, but to help organisations transition into the future. 
It is a strategic intelligence platform, meaning it provides insight gained
from multiple sources (business areas) within the organisation that
augment strategies, policies and plans.
 

It is a ‘mirror’, offering a chance to see things as they are, not what is
thought. As mentioned previously, this takes courage. You may not like
what you see.
It also reveals how the organisation’s system itself  is affecting performance.
By showing patterns across defined business areas, XYINSTRA enables
organisations to reduce uncertainty, target strategic risk, and prevent silent
disengagement. It does not seek opinions; it tracks conditions. 
Furthermore, it translates complexity into clarity, not by simplifying it but
by making it usable. 53

What conditions are shaping behaviour, not just what behaviour
is being seen?
Where are systems drifting from the values we claim to uphold?”
Where is trust assumed, but not experienced?”



From Enigma to Action

Strategic Reflection Prompts

1. Do I have an estimate of the cost of unresolved leadership enigmas in
the organisation? Do I know how to get it?

Personal Note: ______________________________________________

2. How can I make reflection and insight part of my operational rhythm
and not a retrospective exercise?

Personal Note: ______________________________________________

3. What structural change or insight can I act on now to reduce systemic
drift?

Personal Note: ______________________________________________

Based upon these reflections, what behaviours/attitudes am I willing to
question or change in the way I lead? 

__________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________

Reflections Chapter - 14
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Chapter 15 

GRC and the Accountability Shift
When accountability was imposed, before visibility was
secured

For a long time, governance was built on the belief  that strong controls
would naturally produce responsible outcomes. If  the right policies existed,
if  reporting was accurate, and if  processes were followed, accountability
was assumed to be embedded in the system.
 

That belief  proved to be faulty. The corporate failures of ENRON, Arthur
Andersen and WorldCom in 2001 and 2002 exposed a critical flaw in this
thinking, leading to the Sarbanes-Oxley Act in 2002. 
This triggered the integration of Governance, Risk, and Compliance
(GRC) into organisations as a combined management concept. However,
for many years, organisations could still demonstrate compliance while
failing profoundly in practice.
 

Controls and reports were introduced, and oversight appeared intact, yet
decisions continued to be made without a genuine understanding of what
conditions existed in reality and were unfolding within the organisation. 
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GRC and the Accountability Shift

It took until 2023 - 2024, when significant penalties increased substantially
and demonstrated what had long been missing: ownership of consequence.
This marked the beginning of the “accountability shift” that moved 
towards a personal obligation for leadership; leaders were named and were
no longer protected by the complexity of the organisation. 
This shift is not reversible.
Executives and Boards must now take demonstrable and verifiable steps to
know what is occurring within their areas of responsibility.
Accountability has arrived.
However, the question that remains, and now sits at the centre of
leadership, governance, and risk, is whether organisations are prepared to
build the visibility required to make accountability workable, fair, and
timely.
This is the new challenge of modern business, where truth matters. 
It must be remembered that it can only exist in full force where evidence
and visibility can be demonstrated. 
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GRC and the Accountability Shift

Strategic Reflection Prompts

1. What assumptions about performance or resilience might I need to
reconsider?

Personal Note: ______________________________________________

2. Where might success be masking structural excessive demands?

Personal Note: ______________________________________________

3. What expectation, tolerance, or habit in my leadership requires review?

Personal Note: ______________________________________________

What commitment am I prepared to make:

__________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________

Reflections Chapter - 15
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Chapter 16 

The Data - Decision Gap
Why more data doesn’t equal better decisions.

Organisations are rich in data. Surveys, dashboards, and operational
metrics all generate large volumes of information, yet how much of this
data enables strategic decision-making? How much of this actually helps
the individual employee improve their performance?
Being "surveyed out” is a common complaint, to the point where some
disengage entirely from the process, thereby missing the point: analysis
exists to improve conditions for all parties, not to be a burden. So why
such resistance?
 

Often, their experience tells them that surveys and analysis rarely lead to
meaningful change that personally improves their working experience. In
many other cases, feedback is non-existent, so what’s the point?
This is the 'gap' that separates commitment from performance. Ironically,
bridging this gap exists in the quality of the data accumulated.
 

That data must be shared and have real strategic meaning; otherwise,
organisations struggle to convert information into confident decisions.
When the conditions for decision-grade insight are in place, the value of
data changes depending on where responsibility sits.
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The Data - Decision Gap

At the board level, insight provides visibility into operational and
behavioural conditions that materially affect governance and risk exposure.
Rather than relying on assurance statements or lagging indicators,
directors can see where core requirements are being met, where constraints
are emerging, and whether management action is reducing exposure.
For the executive team, the same insight creates a firm grasp of conditions.
It connects strategy to execution by showing how leadership behaviours,
operational design, and system constraints are shaping outcomes across
the organisation.
Decisions are no longer made in isolation from the conditions they must
operate within.
For senior and middle management, clarity replaces inference. Managers
can see precisely what is limiting performance within their area of
responsibility, whether those limits sit in leadership practice, role design,
systems, or cross-functional dependency. Action becomes targeted rather
than reactive.
For employees, improvement becomes tangible when effort is visible. When
constraints are openly acknowledged and addressed, individual effort
aligns more closely with collaboration and shared goals. 
This is all well and good, but what are the conditions required for data to
be meaningful and support strategic decision-making?
This brings us back to the “GRC and Accountability Shift”, making
conditions visible through structured acknowledgement and informed
oversight rather than blame or retribution.
Visibility strengthens governance by clarifying where capability is
constrained and where conduct requires intervention.
For data to meaningfully support decision-making, certain conditions
must be met. 
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The Data - Decision Gap

This is where visibility and transparency become strengths rather than by-
products.  

It requires a clear understanding of what existing reporting content
and structures do not provide.
Data must be attributable, not simply aggregated. Leaders need to
understand where an issue sits in operations, whose area it affects, and
how it connects to day-to-day work.
Insight must translate into consequence. When information cannot be
expressed in terms of impact, exposure, or priority, it remains
informative but not actionable.
Reporting must align with accountability, not organisational charts.
Decisions are made where responsibility and influence intersect, not
where reporting lines are drawn.
Signals must arrive early enough to influence outcomes, rather than
simply explain them after the fact.

Bridging the gap between data and decision-making, therefore, requires
more than better reports or additional analysis.
 

It requires a different relationship with organisational truth, one that
identifies constraints early, connects insight to responsibility, and allows
action before impact becomes inevitable.
Until those conditions are met, the question is not whether organisations
have enough data, but whether they are equipped to act on what they
already know.
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The Data - Decision Gap

Strategic Reflection Prompts

1. Does the data I receive clarify causes and constraints, or does it simply
describe outcomes?

Personal Note: ______________________________________________

2. Where does the volume of reporting create comfort without increasing
decision accuracy or speed?

Personal Note: ______________________________________________

3. What critical decision in the next quarter would benefit from deeper
structural insight rather than additional summary metrics?

Personal Note: ______________________________________________

Accountability Consideration:

Where does our reporting support immediate execution, and where does it
genuinely strengthen governance-level decision capability?

__________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________

Reflections Chapter - 16
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Chapter 17

Response to a Recognised Reality

The question that follows is not whether the gap between data and
decision-making can be closed, but how it can be closed without adding
complexity, interpretation, or delay.
Responding to a recognised reality requires more than intent. It requires
design. The XYINSTRA platform was developed to address a persistent
gap between the information organisations generate, and the decisions
leaders are accountable for.
 

Its purpose is not to increase reporting but to align visibility with
responsibility by revealing operational conditions as they are experienced
across the organisation. By focusing on decision-grade insight rather than
narrative interpretation, it provides a structured response to the challenges
outlined in the previous chapter. 
The objective was to see more clearly the constraints and limitations
shaping performance.

Recognising the gap is one thing. Responding to it is
another.
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Response to a Recognised Reality

Adding to that volume rarely improves decision quality. In many cases, it
obscures it. The question was therefore not how to measure more, but how
to see more clearly the challenges people experienced.
This required a deliberate move away from opinion and interpretation.
Where information depends on explanation, it can be negotiated. Where it
depends on narrative, it invites debate. Clarity reduces both.
The cloud-based system was therefore designed to reveal operational
conditions in a way that strengthens line of sight, enabling leaders to
engage with what is present rather than what is argued.
Another design principle reflected how accountability functions in
practice. Good decisions are not made because of static hierarchies. They
are made when responsibility, influence, and consequence converge. Any
system intended to support decision-making must reflect that reality,
rather than reinforce reporting lines that lag behind operational truth.
The value of insight is shaped by timing. When delivered after outcomes
have formed, it explains rather than informs.
Insight delivered earlier supports prevention. XYINSTRA was conceived
to bring forward signals of constraint while there is still time to respond.
This does not remove uncertainty. It reduces avoidable surprise.  
Importantly, the system does not prescribe action. Action remains the
responsibility of leadership. The intent is to establish a clearer connection
between condition and consequence, so that judgement is grounded in
evidence and accountability is informed rather than assumed.
It is not positioned as a replacement for existing systems. It is designed to
complement established reporting by providing a perspective that connects
operational experience to strategic accountability without translation.
What emerges from this approach is not greater certainty, but confidence. 
Confidence that decisions are made with visibility into the conditions
shaping outcomes. Confidence that accountability is supported by insight
rather than weakened by fragmentation or delay.
This chapter does not claim that such an approach is the only response to
the data–decision gap. It does suggest that without deliberate design
choices of this nature, the gap is likely to persist, regardless of effort or
investment. 63



Closure

In closing, the next era of leadership will be shaped by visibility, resolve,
and a deliberate commitment to enabling others to perform their duties
and grow in capability. Leadership is not achieved in isolation. It is realised
through the contribution and strength of others.
For leadership, one of the greatest risks lies in assuming systems are
working without current validation.
Sustainable growth doesn’t come from pressure. It comes from effective
collaboration and shared purpose, the essentials that work alongside
strategy and drive leaders to build something meaningful.
When leaders operate from that conviction, they’re not simply pursuing
targets.
They’re shaping conditions that allow their people (workforce) to build the
company and grow together. After all, they are the ones that make or
break a company. 
When individuals are given the space to contribute without unnecessary or
unwarranted constraint, when their efforts aren’t tangled in confusion or
interference, the difference is profound. Productivity rises, and frustrations
fall. What emerges is not just performance, but pride. 
And when that happens, everyone wins.
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Leaders have the capacity to create the conditions
for people, teams, and organisations to perform at
their best.

When visibility is clear, accountability is understood,
and trust is grounded in evidence rather than
assumption, organisations become more resilient,
more adaptive, and more capable of sustained
growth.

The Leadership Enigmas explores the often-
unspoken dynamics that lie beneath modern
leadership and governance, where good intent
meets complex systems and where outcomes
depend less on rhetoric and more on what leaders
are able to see, validate, and act upon.

Written for Boards, executives, and senior leaders,
this book offers a grounded perspective on how
leadership, oversight, and organisational conditions
truly interact.

Des Allen
Des Allen is the founder of XYINSTRA, a structured
visibility platform designed to examine organisational
conditions, governance alignment, and leadership
impact. 
His work focuses on strengthening line-of-sight between
leadership behaviour, operational capability, and
enterprise accountability.

An uncommon examination of the dilemmas
shaping executive leadership
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	Preface:
	Introduction

	Leadership in Context
	The very concept of leadership is an enigma.
	Despite decades of research, theory, and frameworks, there is no single, universally accepted definition, no formula that guarantees success.  Leadership styles vary, contexts change, and what proves effective in one setting may not be effective in another.
	Such is the challenge of leadership.
	Within the organisational setting, this enigma deepens. Leadership does not develop in a vacuum. It emerges, adapts, or shrivels within the conditions shaped by the organisation itself.
	Systems, hierarchies, unspoken norms, and operational constraints all play a role in enabling or inhibiting leadership potential. A leader may possess insight, capability, and the desire to make a difference, but without the environment to support these attributes, their efforts can be diluted, misread, or blocked entirely. In many ways, the organisation is the architect of leadership behaviours, and ironically, certain behaviours that are allowed through repetition do not always support the organisational vision, goals and ethics.
	Leaders dictate where discretion is required, how failure is treated, and whether initiative is welcomed or penalised. They reward certain patterns while suppressing others, often without conscious intent. As a result, leadership becomes not only a matter of individual capability but also of organisational permission and collective bias.
	This is why leadership development initiatives often fall short. They focus on the person, not the system. They assume leadership is purely behavioural when in fact it is relational, contextual, and co-created between individuals and their organisational setting.
	To truly understand leadership and to develop it meaningfully, there is a need to look beyond the leader.
	We must critically examine the organisational conditions that either enable leadership to thrive or allow it to decay into mediocrity.
	Organisations do not intentionally hire mediocre people, but they sometimes create them.

	Introduction
	What continues to surprise me is how organisations fail to recognise the value their workforce could unlock if they were enabled, and not just employed. The potential inherent within an organisation’s workforce is immense, and successful organisations have the wherewithal to release that force and make full use of that potential by providing the opportunities.
	Other companies fail to realise this potential and waste an inordinate amount of time, effort and money and wonder why. Lack of understanding or appreciation of individual contributions within their organisation and the conditions that constrain rather than enable lie at the core of their frustrations.
	When collective energy is aligned, and individuals are given opportunities to develop and utilise their particular talents and abilities, the results can be extraordinary.
	Yet within the workforce, even potential requires direction.
	At the heart of directing that potential is leadership, not just as a role or a title but as a living influence on how people experience their work, how systems operate, and how performance takes shape.
	When leadership is aligned with the realities of organisational conditions and the needs of its people, clarity emerges. And with that clarity comes momentum.
	Leadership Enigmas is not a critique of leadership but an invitation to see it more clearly.  Each chapter explores a specific paradox, a moment where what leaders believe they are providing is not always what is being received.
	These are not failures. They are conflict points. Often subtle. Often systemic. But always impactful.
	This book is for leaders who know there’s more to the story than what performance reviews and culture surveys reveal.
	It is for those willing to question the assumptions behind their influence, not because they are wrong, but because they are ready to become more effective.

	Introduction
	What follows is not the end of the conversation but the beginning of a sharper one. This book does not attempt to prescribe a new leadership model.
	Its purpose is more measured. By identifying the conditions leaders operate within, the dilemmas those conditions create, and the patterns that follow, it offers a framework for deliberate reflection.
	The intention is not to judge but to sharpen perception so that decisions are made with greater awareness of the forces shaping them.
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	Chapter 01

	The Unseen Risks of Leadership
	Learning to see what others miss
	The huge potential within every workforce is rarely capitalised.
	When collective energy is aligned and given room to express itself through individual skillsets, motivation, contribution, and pure effort, the results can be extraordinary.
	Yet, potential needs direction. That direction rests with leadership.
	Leadership is more than a title. It is an active influence that shapes how people experience their work, how systems function, and how performance takes form. Yet many organisations unconsciously constrain this influence, creating conditions that erode rather than enable it.
	Leaders are not infallible. As Alexander Pope wrote, “To err is human...”
	The workplace hosts a constant flow of information, distributed, interpreted, and acted upon. The quality and ease of that flow directly affect a leader’s mental state, physical well-being, and relationships. Pope continued in his Essay on Criticism: “...to forgive is divine.” Support in times of error is forgiveness in action.
	Organisational forces shape performance, and leaders are not immune; they also have needs, conditions that support their capacity to do their best in their role.


	The Unseen Risks of Leadership
	These needs are not always obvious, and few are encouraged to look for them, let alone acknowledge them.
	Middle management leadership has the added disadvantage of being the ‘meat in the sandwich’; they have pressures from senior leaders and pressures from the workforce.  Numerous unseen risks create unproductive environments, which in turn influence senior management decisions. Consequently, if the sources of the issues are not identified, corrective action is difficult.
	These are the leadership enigmas.
	Enigmas are not obvious problems to be solved; they are patterns that persistently repeat, despite training, restructuring, and good intent.
	They appear when leaders are trusted but not followed. When feedback is given but lacks meaningfulness. felt. When people comply without engaging. When standards exist but fail to inspire.
	These are not failures of care or effort; they are failures of awareness.
	Over 2 decades of working with organisations across sectors and continents, I have heard the same or a variation of the same complaint. “Why is it that not a lot has changed in leadership? There are still the same problems, despite massive training investments."
	The answers often lie in the unspoken assumptions, contradictions, and invisible dynamics that govern how people behave, decide, and respond.
	This book is a mirror, not a manual. It reflects what is often hiding in plain sight and invites leaders to think differently, not sentimentally, but strategically, about the forces they are part of.
	Leadership is not about solving everything, but it takes courage to look at what you may not want to see.
	It’s about seeing clearly, choosing wisely, and recognising that the greatest risks are often the ones no one talks about until it’s too late.
	Reflections Chapter - 01
	The Unseen Risks of Leadership
	Strategic Reflection Prompts:
	1. What assumptions am I making about my team, the environment, or myself that might not be accurate? Is there anything that needs validating?
	2. Which leadership behaviours or conversations have I overlooked because they seemed 'fine on the surface'? Is there anything missing from the table right now?
	3. How might stress, unspoken conflict, or emotional factors, whether mine or others’, be influencing decisions or outcomes, if they aren’t openly discussed?
	Based upon these reflections, what behaviours/attitudes am I willing to question or change in the way I lead?
	__________________________________________________________ __________________________________________________________ __________________________________________________________
	Chapter 02


	The Empathy - Authority Dilemma
	Why leaders still struggle to balance being human with being in charge
	There are undercurrents of tension that exist in nearly every leadership role; however, they rarely appear on paper. They do not show up in strategies or KPIs. It’s not discussed in performance reviews.
	This tension is real, and it is felt by the leader and by those around them.
	It’s the tension between being emotionally available and being decisively authoritative.
	For decades, leadership development has promoted the importance of empathy. Leaders have been told to listen more, connect personally, and bring their full selves to work. They are expected to command respect, provide direction, and make difficult decisions, often under immense pressure.  At the same time, they remain accountable for delivery, deadlines, and outcomes.
	This dual expectation creates a dilemma that few leaders admit to, but many navigate daily. In attempting to appear empathetic, some leaders hesitate to challenge underperformance. In asserting authority, others risk being seen as unapproachable.


	The Empathy - Authority Dilemma
	The result is not a failure of leadership but a distortion of it, where internal doubt chips away and erodes effectiveness.
	Leaders in the majority care. Most care deeply. But caring isn’t always visible in the way the role demands. Nor is authority always received in the spirit it is given.
	People want to feel heard. They want understanding, fairness and opportunity. They also want clarity and confidence from those leading them. When a leader overcompensates in one direction, trust is strained. Teams begin to second-guess decisions or feel emotionally unsupported, sometimes both at once.
	This perceived weakness does not necessarily occur because of flaws in leaders themselves but mostly from systemic competing imperatives embedded in the nature of leadership itself.
	Empathy and authority are not opposites, but they do compete for space, especially when time is short, stakes are high, or outcomes are uncertain. Leaders often default to whichever quality is more comfortable or culturally rewarded.
	Some organisations value ‘firmness’ and read empathy as weakness. Others overvalue consensus, making it difficult for authority to be exercised without emotional cost.
	The enigma is not whether empathy or authority is more important. It is why so few leaders are supported in learning to integrate both in real time under real conditions.
	Until this tension is acknowledged, it will continue to reveal itself in the margins: unclear communication, avoidance of difficult conversations, or inconsistent performance management.
	There are ways to observe how this tension plays out, but the first step is recognition.
	To lead well is not to choose between empathy and authority. It is to understand the price of opting for the extremes.
	Reflections Chapter - 02
	The Empathy - Authority Dilemma
	Strategic Reflection Prompts
	1. Where has my intention to lead compassionately been misread as passivity or indecision? How did I know if this was the case?
	2. How do I distinguish between being approachable and being overly accommodating? Do I sometimes overcompensate?
	3. What frameworks do I have in place to regularly calibrate empathy with decisiveness? How have I managed this previously in my career?
	Based upon these reflections, what behaviours/attitudes am I willing to question or change in the way I lead?
	__________________________________________________________ __________________________________________________________ __________________________________________________________
	Chapter 03


	The Feedback Mirage
	Why leaders often hear less than they think and act on even less than that
	In most organisations, the word “feedback” is synonymous with improvement. It’s positioned as a gateway to insight, accountability, and stronger relationships. Leaders are encouraged to seek it, accept it, and act on it.
	But beneath this rhetoric lies a subtle truth: what leaders believe they’re hearing is often a curated version of reality. And what they act upon may bear little resemblance to the actual experiences of those they lead.
	This is the feedback mirage, the illusion that open channels exist, that people feel safe enough to speak truthfully, and that leadership decisions are grounded in unfiltered insight.
	In practice, feedback is shaped by hierarchy, culture, fear of reprisal, and emotional economics. Staff quickly learn which truths are welcome and which ones are best left unsaid. "CLMs" (career-limiting moves) are hard to reverse.
	Even when asked directly, many will soften or minimise what they say or default to vagueness.


	The Feedback Mirage
	The unspoken reason is that they’ve learned that full honesty is rarely risk-free.
	Surveys, performance reviews, and exit interviews are tools that capture fragments. But they rarely account for the adaptive silence that emerges in organisational life: the kind that protects individuals, preserves relationships, and avoids conflict, while allowing deeper issues to persist.
	Leaders, understandably, rely on what they’re told or what is reported to them. They expect their teams to be open and assume that if something were seriously wrong, someone would raise it.
	But the absence of visible complaint is not the presence of alignment.
	Many of the deepest frustrations caused by unclear roles, unmet expectations, and systems that obstruct rather than support go unspoken. Not because no one notices them, but because people have stopped expecting that anything will change.
	So leaders act with the best of intentions, guided by partial truths.
	Decisions are made, strategies are established, and HR policies are rolled out. But the real issues remain untouched, not because of denial, but because they were never fully seen.
	The cost of this mirage is not just emotional. It’s operational. Performance slips. Engagement erodes. Trust diminishes. Eventually, without understanding the root cause, leaders find themselves dealing with symptoms like staff turnover, compliance failure, missed deadlines,
	This enigma persists not because leaders lack will, but because systems rarely offer an honest reflection. People don't withhold truth out of malice; they do it out of necessity, and until leaders recognise this reality, they will continue to search for answers in all the wrong places.
	One approach is to bypass sentiment and focus on the practical conditions that shape staff experience. But the first step is recognising that feedback, as it’s commonly understood, rarely tells the full story.
	Leaders who are willing to question the comfort of what they’re told are the ones most capable of seeing what actually needs to change
	Reflections Chapter - 03
	The Feedback Mirage
	Strategic Reflection Prompts
	1. What assumptions, if any, am I making about the honesty or completeness of the feedback received?  How do I know it is an assumption?
	Personal Note: ______________________________________________

	2. How can I better assess the emotional risk employees feel when speaking openly? Is the focus on what they are communicating or how they are communicating?
	Personal Note: ______________________________________________

	3. What might be preventing my team from sharing the most difficult or uncomfortable feedback with me, even if we say we value openness and honesty?
	Personal Note: ______________________________________________

	Based upon these reflections, what behaviours/attitudes am I willing to question or change in the way I lead?
	__________________________________________________________ __________________________________________________________ __________________________________________________________
	Chapter 04


	The ‘Trusted But Not Followed’ Paradox
	Why being respected isn’t the same as being effective
	It’s not uncommon to hear that a leader is well-liked, approachable, and widely respected. Their people speak positively of them.
	They can be seen as fair, open, and capable.
	Yet, performance is slow, motivation lags, and teams underdeliver. At the same time, other managers question why influence doesn’t translate into action.
	This is the paradox of, “I trust you as a person… but I won’t follow your lead.”
	On the surface, trust appears to be in place. However, trust alone does not generate movement.
	In addition, respect for character does not automatically yield behavioural alignment. And positive comments for a leader’s intentions do not always lead to commitment to their direction.
	This tension is often overlooked because the outward signs are reassuring and team meetings can be cordial and constructive.


	The ‘Trusted But Not Followed’ Paradox
	Surveys may show high levels of engagement. But there’s a difference between being liked and being truly followed, between passive agreement and active alignment.
	Leaders in this position are often the last to realise what’s missing. They assume buy-in because resistance is subtle. “We get on well, don’t we...?”
	People nod, agree, and leave the room, only to reprioritise, delay, or act in ways that dilute the leader’s influence.
	When results fall short, the cause isn’t insubordination; it is due to ambiguity.
	Central to this paradox is a gap between relational trust and directional clarity. The former creates safety. The latter creates traction. When the two are not in balance, a leader may find themselves surrounded by good intent and limited execution.
	This situation is rarely addressed directly. Teams don’t typically confront a leader to say, “We respect you, but we’re unclear about what to act on.” Instead, and out of respect, they tolerate and fail to challenge what they believe to be the failure.
	So gaps are often gently filled through lowered expectations.
	The issue isn’t so much a lack of leadership presence. It’s a lack of leadership-driven momentum that is costly, not in major observable failures, but in the erosion of potential over time.
	Some of the most well-meaning leaders fall into this pattern.
	They are careful to avoid imposing. They seek consensus. They listen, reflect and defer. But in doing so, they sometimes fail to assert the clarity or conviction that others are waiting for.
	This doesn’t require being more forceful. It requires becoming more intentional.
	Leadership is not just about being trusted; it is about being clear and compelling so that people choose to move with you.
	Reflections Chapter - 04
	The ‘Trusted But Not Followed’ Paradox
	Strategic Reflection Prompts
	1. What distinctions are there between being seen as a good person and being seen as a clear leader?  How often do I consider the desired outcome for the team or individual when communicating?
	Personal Note: ______________________________________________

	2. Have I relied too much on relational goodwill at the expense of behavioural clarity?
	Personal Note: ______________________________________________

	3. What unseen signals could I be missing that erode my influence, even when trust appears high?
	Personal Note: ______________________________________________

	Based upon these reflections, what behaviours/attitudes am I willing to question or change in the way I lead?
	__________________________________________________________ __________________________________________________________ __________________________________________________________
	Chapter 05


	The Authenticity Trap
	Why being yourself isn’t always what leadership requires
	“Be authentic.”
	This has become one of the most repeated leadership mantras in recent years. Encouraging, relatable, and human, it suggests that the best leaders are those who lead from their true selves, unfiltered, transparent, and emotionally honest.
	But organisational life is complex, and being authentic is not always straightforward. It is not always safe, and it’s not always effective.
	The trap lies in the assumption that authenticity, in and of itself, guarantees trust or clarity.  However, in practice, leaders who prioritise self-expression over contextual awareness can inadvertently create confusion, discomfort, or even dysfunction.
	Authenticity fundamentally means alignment between what one feels and how one acts. But leadership often requires navigating competing needs, your own, your team’s, and the organisation’s.
	At times, this means moderating instinct in the service of impact.


	The Authenticity Trap
	It means recognising when candour becomes a burden, when vulnerability becomes a distraction, or when comfort in one’s own style unintentionally inhibits others.
	Leaders are not hired to be themselves. They are entrusted to create conditions in which others can succeed. When authenticity becomes an unexamined justification, like “It’s just how I am”, a potential becomes a liability.  In my personality profiling workshops, I have often discussed how an overdone strength can become a weakness.
	Some leaders confuse authenticity with informality. Others believe transparency means sharing every doubt or frustration. However well-intentioned, these behaviours can erode confidence, especially in moments when stability and reassurance are needed most.
	Conversely, those who suppress their nature, whether out of fear or political caution, risk becoming detached from their teams and their own judgement. The challenge is not whether to be authentic but how to be constructively authentic, to know when to lead from self and when to develop further.
	This is not a call for performance or pretence. It is a recognition that leadership is relational, and that what serves one context may undermine another.
	A leader's impact is not measured solely by how true they are to themselves, but by the effect they have on those around them. Companies often elevate leaders for their individuality, then expect conformity to unspoken norms. The resulting tension is rarely addressed directly.
	Leaders may either withdraw aspects of themselves to ‘fit in’ or overcompensate and exaggerate their personality, resulting in a disconnect from the current conditions, thereby becoming someone they are not.
	The trap is believing that authenticity removes the need for adaptation. In truth, the most grounded leaders are those who can remain anchored in their standards and values while adjusting their expression to meet the moment. Leadership is not about revealing your identity. It is a role to be inhabited consciously, thoughtfully, and with care for its effect.
	Reflections Chapter - 05
	The Authenticity Trap
	Strategic Reflection Prompts
	1. Where might my expressing my authenticity, however genuine, be creating confusion for others about our direction, expectations, or priorities?
	Personal Note: ______________________________________________

	2. Do I sometimes confuse comfort with honesty, or self-expression with strategic intent?
	Personal Note: ______________________________________________

	3. Where do I need to extend beyond ‘how I am’ in service of the leadership moment?
	Personal Note: ______________________________________________

	Based upon these reflections, what behaviours/attitudes am I willing to question or change in the way I lead?
	__________________________________________________________ __________________________________________________________ __________________________________________________________
	Chapter 06


	The Accountability Illusion
	Why holding others accountable often masks a lack of personal-accountability in leadership
	Accountability is a cornerstone of organisational life. It touches every person in the company. It appears in leadership frameworks, values statements, performance systems, job descriptions and strategic plans. Leaders are expected to instil it, enforce it and model it.
	There is, however, a persistent illusion that accountability is something leaders impose on others, rather than something they must hold within themselves.
	The illusion is subtle. It unfolds when performance conversations focus on output and fail to reflect upon the conditions behind them. It appears when underperformance is attributed to the individual rather than to role clarity, operational inhibitors, or inconsistent leadership.
	In particular, it thrives in cultures where responsibility flows downward, but reflection seldom moves upward.


	The Accountability Illusion
	Leaders often feel they are being accountable by ensuring others are. This is a common occurrence and is often triggered by trying to make their position easier due to immense pressures; yet accountability in leadership is not just about setting expectations. It’s about recognising one’s influence on outcomes, not just through action, but through structure, culture, and behaviour.
	When results fall short, finding fault with others is common. Less often do leaders ask, “What part in this did I play?”
	Was the objective clear enough?
	Did the system support success?
	Was the feedback timely and specific?
	Did I model what I expected?
	Without this self-enquiry, accountability becomes transactional: a checklist of follow-ups and performance reviews, based upon compliance and void of commitment.
	This illusion persists not only at the level of the individual leader but across the leadership hierarchy.
	When senior executives impose compressed deadlines, reduced resources, or shifting priorities without adequate recalibration, they too shape the outcomes, and often without sharing in the risk.  Mid-level leaders are then expected to absorb the pressure, aware that failing to meet expectations may carry political consequences. And so, instead of pushing back, they pass it down.
	This is not delegation. It is displacement. The development of a culture where accountability flows and becomes a downward cascade, and where fear, not clarity, drives decision-making.
	Leaders begin to speak in risk-managed language. Communication narrows. Feedback stalls. People become more concerned with protecting their position than addressing the reality of what’s possible.
	Fear of being seen as obstructive can silence upward expression of truth. This deepens leadership accountability issues because the workforce no longer believes they can challenge what is unreasonable.
	Thus, staff at the base of the hierarchy are held accountable to goals shaped by decisions made far above them, without visibility or voice.
	The Accountability Illusion
	This lack of visibility and psychological safety, I found rife and transcended international boundaries.
	The only sustainable form of accountability flows in all directions. When senior leaders model openness and take responsibility for the conditions they create, i.e. timelines, resources, clarity, role modelling and acceptable behaviours, it makes it possible for others to do the same.
	It signals that accountability is not just about outcomes, but about the environment that makes those outcomes possible.
	True accountability is not an act of authority. It is an act of integrity and being better than you were before. And without mutual accountability across the system, even the most capable individuals will eventually be set up to fail.
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	The Accountability Illusion
	Strategic Reflection Prompts
	1. How do I demonstrate that I am being accountable for my team and taking ownership when required?
	Personal Note: ______________________________________________

	2. Do I unintentionally shift pressure downward while preserving the illusion of distributed accountability?
	Personal Note: ______________________________________________

	3. How can I model systemic responsibility without diluting individual performance expectations?
	Personal Note: ______________________________________________

	Based upon these reflections, what behaviours/attitudes am I willing to question or change in the way I lead?
	__________________________________________________________ __________________________________________________________ __________________________________________________________
	Chapter 07


	The Confidence - Clarity Gap
	Why strategic certainty at the top often becomes ambiguity below
	Leadership demands confidence. Strategic direction, bold decisions, and visible conviction are all hallmarks of effective senior leadership.
	Without confidence, organisations drift. But confidence without clarity is not leadership either. It is basically noise, offering ambiguity cloaked in authority.
	This chapter addresses a disconnection that quickly undermines many well-intentioned strategies: the assumption that confidence at the top guarantees clarity below.
	Senior leaders often feel certain. Decisions are made in close proximity to information, context, and influence. They discuss direction in strategic settings, refine ideas in trusted circles, and speak in a language not easily understood by those outside the “inner sanctum” of decision-makers.
	In that space, the picture is clear, and the feelings are of confidence. But the important factor is not what leadership feels; it’s what others receive further down the line.

	The Confidence - Clarity Gap
	An added complication during these strategy or decision-making sessions, is the potential for ‘Group Think’; This can cloud the transmission of information and data.  In the absence of clarity, people often default to agreement, not because they’re aligned, but because disagreement feels risky. It’s not consensus; it’s quiet, fear-based conformity, dressed up as confidence.  These are the human-centred elements that seep into every level of the organisation. What is clear to some may not be that clear to others further down the line.  Leadership clarity is only half the equation. How others interpret the certainty, intentions and objectives is the other half.
	Clarity, we know, is critical; however, to prevent dilution, reshaping, or complete misinterpretation, validation at every step is required.
	The further a message travels from its source, the more prone it is to erosion, and time is usually the enemy. Layers of translation, competing priorities, operational conditions, and cultural filters all interfere with meaning.  A confident vision delivered at the top can arrive at the frontline as a vague aspiration or a pressure point without context.

	The Interpreters:
	Middle managers, tasked with bridging strategy and execution, frequently become interpreters. They try to make sense of ambiguity while maintaining performance. Yet they are rarely given the time, support, or latitude to align messaging fully before action is expected.
	And so, execution begins, frequently on a partial understanding. “It’ll come clearer...” is a frequent mantra.
	The results are all too familiar: energy is spent, assumptions increase, corners are often cut, delays occur, and the inevitable question from senior leaders, “Why isn’t this working - the strategy was sound and agreed ?”
	It isn’t incompetence. It’s vagueness and assumptions. And it's costly.
	The clarity, confidence gap is rarely identified because senior leaders rarely feel it. They’ve moved on. To them, the message was delivered.
	But clarity isn’t a moment in time; it’s a condition, and during change, it requires continuous monitoring and validation.
	The Confidence - Clarity Gap

	The Double-edged Sword
	Confidence alone can unintentionally close the feedback loop.
	When leaders project certainty without leaving space for questions, doubt goes underground. Often, no one says so at the appropriate time, because uncertainty in the presence of leadership confidence can feel like incompetence.
	This is where confident leadership becomes fragile and weakens: it starts to rely on perception, rather than verification. Leaders believe they’ve communicated.
	Closing the clarity - confidence gap requires some humility at the top and courage at every level. Humility to ask whether the message has been received clearly and is understood, not just whether it was delivered.
	It also requires courage to admit when it didn’t.
	In high-functioning organisations, clarity isn’t assumed. It’s confirmed. It’s checked. And it’s welcomed as a shared responsibility, not a one-directional act.
	Leaders don’t need to lower their confidence. They need to anchor it in clarity; the kind that is understood, aligned and actionable.
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	The Confidence - Clarity Gap
	Strategic Reflection Prompts
	1. How do I normally ensure clarity without calling my own credibility into question?
	Personal Note: ______________________________________________

	2. Are there times when my confidence might be seen as arrogance or intimidating and taken as clarity, even if my message isn’t truly understood?  Are any team members intimidated by your confidence?
	Personal Note: ______________________________________________

	3. Am I creating the psychological safety necessary for challenge and clarification?
	Personal Note: ______________________________________________

	Based upon these reflections, what behaviours/attitudes am I willing to question or change in the way I lead?
	__________________________________________________________ __________________________________________________________ __________________________________________________________
	Chapter 08


	The Invisible Systems Trap
	The Systems No One Designs, But Everyone Works In
	Today’s leaders are not short on data; they are short of risk data associated with systems and departmental collaboration.
	Traditional reporting structures are good at presenting outcomes, but poor at revealing the interconnectedness of systems and departmental relationships that are instrumental in driving outcomes.
	Most CEOs already know that problems at the surface have deeper, systemic roots. The challenge is a lack of awareness of what they are and why they are happening.
	This chapter introduces a strategic approach for identifying those invisible dynamics, not as a theory, but as an operational reality that can be seen, named, and acted upon.
	Systems thinking is a lens into the complex architecture of organisational life, the embedded interrelationships that shape performance and engagement, decision-making and the multiple working cultures that are formed, long before issues appear in reports.
	Effective leaders don’t just fix problems; they redesign the systems so that fewer problems arise.


	The Invisible Systems Trap
	But to do that, they need a way to see how well the system is actually functioning across fundamental business areas and how well they collaborate, not how it’s meant to function on paper.
	This lack of knowledge regarding deeper issues exists due to not having faster, more effective ways of locating the causes.
	CEOs leading mature or complex organisations do not need reminding that surface-level problems are rarely the real issue. The challenge is that the architecture beneath those issues is rarely visible, let alone measurable.
	Organisational complexity has overtaken clarity. Dashboards, metrics, and reports offer snapshots, but rarely expose the critical connection failures that occur between business areas, in the spaces between departments, processes, and reporting lines.  A visible consequence of this is emerging in the area of compliance.
	Increasingly, CEOs are stepping down not due to a lack of strategic capability, but from mounting concerns over their organisation’s capacity to manage such complexity. The inability to reliably govern high-risk areas,  particularly compliance, is heightening personal exposure and contributing to rising burnout at the executive level.
	And this is amidst the challenges of high staff turnover, disengagement, leadership issues and unmet KPIs - issues that have been ongoing for years. These are parts of the systems no one designed.
	The strategic approach begins with seeing the organisation not as a hierarchy of functions, but as a dynamic web of interdependent systems.
	It requires leaders to ask: Where are the friction points between business areas? What patterns of breakdown recur across roles, not within them? Where are decisions not being made or delayed, and why?
	The answers are rarely visible in standard reports, but they can be identified with tools designed to reveal systemic signals across departments.
	When insight is drawn from the system itself, not assumptions, leaders regain the clarity to act with precision.
	This is not about fixing individuals. It’s about enabling information flow.
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	The Invisible Systems Trap
	Strategic Reflection Prompts
	1. What areas of our processes or collaborative efforts might I be unintentionally neglecting or taking as a given? And how much effort am I putting into establishing a greater understanding of how effective operations really are?
	Personal Note: ______________________________________________

	2. How can I stay aware of underlying issues in our systems that standard reporting overlooks? How meaningful is “We have a good culture...”?
	Personal Note: ______________________________________________

	3. In what ways do I stay connected to team members or stakeholders who are on the receiving end of our decisions? How effective are they?
	Personal Note: ______________________________________________

	Based upon these reflections, what behaviours/attitudes am I willing to question or change in the way I lead?
	__________________________________________________________ __________________________________________________________ __________________________________________________________
	Chapter 09


	The Hidden Cost of Being
	Why we misread behaviour and mismanage people
	Fixing systems is necessary, but not enough. When tasks are completed, delayed, cancelled or even transferred to another, a person is adjusting.
	Not just in what they do, but how they exist within that system. Some systems work well, and others do not; the meaning of the outcome of these systems is what makes the difference in the changes for any person involved.
	This is the domain of being. And its impact matters more than most leaders realise or have even considered.
	Without getting too philosophical, there is a massive difference between what a person is doing at work versus what they are being as they perform their duties.
	What a person is being is an experience that drives emotions and their motivation, either towards something or away from it.
	All people who go to work do so because they want to become successful in some way; they desire to achieve and have a purpose.
	In return, the company demands that regardless of outcomes, they continue to do things and create deliverables that others will need.


	The Hidden Cost of Being
	However, if any person or operational system obstructs an employee or leader from fulfilling their responsibilities (e.g. humiliation, criticism,  psychological safety, lack of support, exclusion, inefficiency, ...), their thinking, behaviours, and motivation will automatically adjust.
	This is a natural survival mechanism response.
	Conversely, when things work well, and there is success and achievement, the automatic changes occur enhance, strengthen and increase a person’s perspective and motivation on what they can achieve.
	Any obstruction experienced is perceived as a threat, not necessarily a threat to life, but something that is limiting or could inhibit in some way.
	This is the subtle shift from Becoming to Being.
	Becoming is a prelude to being. It is a transitional space between a shift in external conditions that is consolidated into an internal identity, experience, or state. This transition is critical because it is a personal formation (it literally changes people) and is an overlooked phase in both personal transformation and organisational change.
	It’s the space where early warning signs live, often too subtle for current metrics, but obvious to those who are paying attention. By the time someone is being, the cost has already begun to compound.
	This transition is rarely sudden. People don’t just become disengaged overnight; they can become disheartened first, and if their perspective doesn’t change, it develops further over time, as the condition is reinforced.
	Some people react by focusing on correction, some by worrying. These invisible but felt shifts in experience are the preludes to potential failure, ineffectiveness,  conflict, or departure. Those who can take action are better equipped to manage the situation or condition.
	Leaders who detect the becoming phase are those who intervene at the point of cause, not consequence and have a significant advantage.
	This is the terrain of strategic intelligence, where early intervention is so powerful.
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	The Hidden Cost of Being
	Strategic Reflection Prompts
	1. How do I distinguish between behavioural compliance and motivational engagement? Do I observe the initiative, not just the output?
	Personal Note: ______________________________________________

	2. What are the early indicators that a team member is shifting from contribution to self-preservation?
	Personal Note: ______________________________________________

	3. How does my leadership respond to the emotional undercurrent of task execution?
	Personal Note: ______________________________________________

	Based upon these reflections, what behaviours/attitudes am I willing to question or change in the way I lead?
	__________________________________________________________ __________________________________________________________ __________________________________________________________
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	Culture Myths
	Culture is not created, it’s something you permit
	Organisational culture is often framed as an aspirational asset, and there are heavy investments in defining, measuring and promoting it.
	Culture values are presented across websites and marketing materials, proudly proclaiming the driving essence of the company and “who we are, or we have a culture of…”
	The first cultural myth is that there is a single organisational culture.
	Culture develops wherever people gather under shared conditions. If three departments are well-led, properly resourced, and aligned, while two others are hampered by fear, silos, and disengagement, then how would you describe the overall culture?
	This division is seldom understood, and more importantly, the reasons why the division exists.
	Leaders are taught to pursue culture as a valuable asset, but often overlook that culture is experienced, not announced. It exists in the day-to-day reality of how work is performed, how people are treated, and which behaviours are reinforced or ignored, team by team, leader by leader.  These are the micro-cultures that make up the whole.


	Culture Myths
	That’s why diagnosing culture at the macro level so often fails. You have to see its parts, and get to know how they work - or not.
	You have to break it down into observable components, understand what shapes each, and make clear who is responsible and support them.
	However, it is important to remember that responsibility is not always held by those who are accountable.
	Also, cultures are not statements of intent. They are a by-product of collective relational experiences, and these experiences change daily. They are fragile moving platforms.
	The second myth is that culture can be engineered from the top, that it can be designed, launched, and controlled through vision, language, and programming.  While these efforts may offer clarity of aspiration, they often ignore a deeper truth: culture is not what leaders say it is; it’s what people experience every day.
	Cultures are built not by strategic initiatives; they develop by what gets rewarded, tolerated, or ignored. They exist in the decisions leaders make under pressure, and in the behaviours they model when no one is watching.
	Every person is accountable in their role, and rightly so. But as Shakespeare said, “All the world’s a stage and everyone is an actor,” and accountability without context is performative. It creates pressure without clarity, expectation without support.
	High-performing cultures are not those with the best people, but those with the best conditions that allow people to perform.
	The cultural myths also create unrealistic expectations. Leaders are told they must “build a strong culture of…”, often without being given the tools, time, or authority to influence the conditions that shape it.
	People accept change when they benefit from it, yet the focus is often on changing the company, forgetting that the people are the company. Employees have their own goals and aspirations. Rarely is this considered.
	Culture is often treated as a fixed condition that is to be moulded and replicated. But that thought is unsustainable. Cultures are interrelated outcomes constantly changing, bit by bit, area by area, as the system we call a company evolves.
	Culture Myths
	This is why senior executives often delegate culture issues, usually to HR. You can’t pin it down to a deliverable.
	At senior levels, they need clear, tangible, actionable data without ambiguity; cultures aren’t tangible, but their effects can be felt, even at the board level.
	To illustrate this further, organisational cultures are not unlike the Heisenberg Uncertainty Principle in quantum mechanics. The principle states that you cannot precisely know both the position and momentum of a particle at the same time; the act of observing it influences its state.
	This is a powerful metaphor for what happens in organisational cultures.
	Cultures, like electrons, are not fixed. The moment you try to pin them down, they shift. Just as particles exist in probability clouds, cultures exist in fluid states of being, responsive, evolving, and shaped by conditions.
	The ‘beingness’ of staff, their real experience, emotional tone, and motivational state, cannot be encapsulated into a static snapshot.  Beingness is continually reinventing itself in response to the conditions people work within and the states they embody in return.
	This becomes more complex because many interdependent conditions, such as leadership, operations, systems, communication…, all influence a person’s emotional and motivational state.
	We are ‘humans being’, shaped by what we are within and around. Rather than trying to define culture, we can recognise the conditions shaping it and how these affect people’s capacity to perform, connect, and contribute.
	Leadership, in this context, becomes the capacity to read and respond to patterns, not just enforce outcomes. This is one of the reasons there is a need to rethink the Annual Culture Survey; invariably, it is way out of date. The horse has bolted.
	What we can do, and it’s more accessible than many realise, is read the patterns in the organisational field that shape being.
	This enables the ability to lead cultures through awareness of becoming, not just reacting to what is.
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	Culture Myths
	Strategic Reflection Prompts
	1. Am I dictating the culture I want to see, or listening closely to the culture that's already unfolding?
	Personal Note: ______________________________________________

	2. How am I proactively identifying and addressing cultural fragmentation across teams, departments, and functions to ensure alignment with our core values and strategic objectives?
	Personal Note: ______________________________________________

	3. What conditions or practices am I tolerating that inconspicuously shape the culture, regardless of stated values?
	Personal Note: ______________________________________________

	Based upon these reflections, what behaviours/attitudes am I willing to question or change in the way I lead?
	__________________________________________________________ __________________________________________________________ __________________________________________________________
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	The Leadership-in-Name-Only Crisis
	Why title and tenure are no longer enough to lead effectively
	Leadership roles are often awarded based on a combination of experience, tenure, and technical expertise. The assumption is simple: those who have demonstrated competence over time are best placed to lead others.
	But increasingly, organisations are discovering a hard truth: many in leadership roles are not actually leading.  They hold the title. They attend the meetings. They make decisions. But when it comes to mobilising people, guiding culture, or creating clarity, their influence is limited, inconsistent, or absent.
	This is the leadership-in-name-only crisis. And it is more common than most are willing to admit.
	It’s not that these individuals are incapable. Many are knowledgeable, diligent, and respected within their domain. But leadership is not about expertise, although that can help. It is also not the same as management.
	Leadership is the ability to create the conditions in which others can effectively perform their duties and to make the decisions necessary to sustain those conditions.
	Its primary purpose is the enablement of others.

	The Leadership-in-Name-Only Crisis
	When leadership roles are filled by individuals unprepared or unsuited for that responsibility, the consequences are far-reaching:
	Staff disengage, unsure of direction.
	Teams rely on informal networks to solve problems.
	Critical issues are delayed due to avoidance or indecision.
	Accountability blurs, and performance fluctuates.
	Again, this crisis is rarely malicious. Most leadership-in-name-only situations arise from structural habits of promoting based on an area of competency, and sometimes availability, rather than relational or strategic capability.
	The transition from “doing the work” to “leading the work” is treated as automatic when, in fact, it is one of the most complex shifts in a professional career, and it’s been going on for decades. Technical prowess is often a prerequisite and cause for concern.
	In reality, technical ability in leaders can help, but there can be a tendency f to lean towards the ‘doing’, which can make the shift to ‘enabling’ even harder. Abilities are awaiting demonstration, so they can default to problem-solving, instructing, or firefighting, rather than cultivating an ecosystem.

	Unseen Toll on New Leaders
	When technically skilled individuals are promoted into leadership roles, the transition is often viewed as a natural reward for competence. But leadership is not a technical upgrade; it is an emotional and relational shift. The skills required to lead effectively are fundamentally different from those used to master a task or process. What’s rarely acknowledged is the emotional pressures and fatigue, and the volume of essential work, that the transition imposes.
	New leaders may not doubt their intelligence, but they begin to question their adequacy, especially when interpersonal issues arise, influence falters, or when the team’s effort doesn’t align with their intentions.
	Although brimming with capability, it’s the time, frustration, and internal pressure of trying to master a completely new skillset while being watched.
	The thin veneer of the title “Leader” does not mean they have “made it”.

	The Leadership-in-Name-Only Crisis
	It’s just the beginning of an even harder journey.
	To address the potential crisis of “we have appointed a new leader”, organisations must stop treating leadership as a reward and start treating it as a discipline.
	It must be earned, supported, and continually evaluated, not just assumed.
	More importantly, regardless of the level of leadership, those in leadership roles must be willing to ask the deeper question: Am I leading, or am I merely managing a process?
	Leadership isn’t a role to occupy; it is a responsibility to fulfil.
	That distinction makes all the difference.
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	The Leadership-in-Name-Only Crisis
	Strategic Reflection Prompts
	1. Have I promoted competence at the cost of leadership readiness? What do I believe confirms their readiness?
	Personal Note: ______________________________________________

	2. Have I clearly defined what leadership looks like here, and how can I prepare emerging leaders to embody that?
	Personal Note: ______________________________________________

	3. What structures, training, and support have I put in place to turn leadership titles into real, empowered leadership practice?
	Personal Note: ______________________________________________

	Based upon these reflections, what behaviours/attitudes am I willing to question or change in the way I lead?
	__________________________________________________________ __________________________________________________________ __________________________________________________________
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	Strategic Blind Spots
	Why leaders still miss early signs of risk, despite access to more data than ever before
	When examining leadership failure, it is often found that they do not begin with poor leadership or poor decisions.
	They begin with a lack of perception or understanding of the extent of current conditions that are essential for strategic success. This is despite having enormous amounts of data and reports available.
	Naturally, there are exceptions, yet strategic failures are frequently embedded in the everyday, and they emerge not because leaders didn’t care, but because they simply didn’t see it coming.
	That is the essence of a strategic blind spot.
	A blind spot is not the absence of information. It’s the absence of interpretation, where data is abundant, but insight is absent.
	It is a kind of cognitive opacity that develops even in highly intelligent environments, especially in them. In which case, pragmatism becomes essential, as it offers a necessary grounding in environments where pressure distorts perception.

	Strategic Blind Spots
	When leaders are too close to something, too busy, too familiar, or too embedded in the system they are endeavouring to lead, the ability to see systemically weakens. Activity substitutes for foresight (we are working on it), reporting stands in for truth, and insight, the thing most needed, gives way to reaction.
	What makes this dangerous is that many blind spots exist in plain sight.

	Forms of Strategic Blindness
	Strategic blindness isn’t singular. It often emerges in two dominant forms:

	The Visible Unseen
	These are signals that sit in full view, discussed, reported, and even logged, but for some reason, they are not taken seriously as strategic indicators. The organisation discusses them, but fails to see their significance.
	These are the knowns that are not interpreted. Example: “If they left, then obviously they were the wrong people for us”.
	The emotional attachment to short-term gains, market frustrations, and possibly anger clouds the fact that key personnel are leaving, workloads are increasing, there are rising fatigue levels, and increased disengagement.

	The Operationally Obscured
	These are dysfunctions that remain ‘hidden’, because they are buried. Buried in process layers, departmental silos, technical jargon, compliance overlaps, cultural avoidance, or recommended systems that have been biased and are ineffective in some areas.
	These signals are easily lost in translation between reporting lines, resulting in no one seeing the whole picture.
	Example: Disjointed systems, political rivalry, departmental conflict, invisible accountability gaps, duplicated effort.
	This distinction is not moot; it’s a diagnostic necessity. The first form needs reframing. The second needs revealing.
	Most leadership tools focus on what’s already visible or measurable, but they rarely help reframe it or reveal the working reality.
	In that sense, they do neither.
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	Strategic Blindspots
	Strategic Reflection Prompts
	1. Am I developing the capacity to see how the organisation works as a system, or am I simply becoming more comfortable managing the parts I already understand?
	Personal Note: ______________________________________________

	2. How am I cultivating systemic insight, rather than just operational familiarity? Am I developing the capacity to perceive and influence the conditions shaping my areas of responsibility, and by extension, the organisation?
	Personal Note: ______________________________________________

	3. Do I challenge my own interpretations as regularly as I challenge the data?
	Personal Note: ______________________________________________

	Based upon these reflections, what behaviours/attitudes am I willing to question or change in the way I lead?
	__________________________________________________________ __________________________________________________________ __________________________________________________________

	Values & Standards
	Performance
	Chapter 13
	The Values - Performance Enigma
	How misaligned values erode what leaders require most
	On paper, performance seems straightforward. The company defines the outcome, supplies the tools, assigns the work, and gives the timeframe. The work gets done, or it should get done.
	But this is where the shoulds end.
	People think and reflect. They are not robots.  There are powerful forces that influence thinking and behaviours every minute of the waking day; and this motivational powerhouse is encapsulated within our personal standards and values.
	These are the non-negotiables.  And in many cases, their impact is more visible at work, where we have less control, more rules, and must navigate values that aren’t our own, and consequently, not everyone agrees.
	This power drives organisational success and is embedded within every single person in the company.  They are not tangible things or performance metrics.  They don’t appear in quarterly reviews. But they drive every human interaction.
	People bring their values with them to work. These personal values, fairness, purpose, respect, pride, trust and a raft of others, govern what people give in terms of time, effort and energy, and expect to receive.



	The Values - Performance Enigma
	Unfortunately, in most leadership conversations, decisions, and even performance reviews, these values are either assumed, dismissed, or not even considered.
	The mindset tends to be towards, “We have defined our objectives, the standards have been set. Now people just need to get on and do their job.”  Unfortunately, this is where there is a potential for internal conflict.
	Performance is filtered through what matters to the individual. If the goals and outcomes or tasks feel aligned with their internal ‘compass’, they move into that.  If it feels imposed, irrelevant, or contradictory, they pull back, sometimes unnoticed, through false agreement. This is not rebellion. It’s self-preservation, and individual contributions to the company start to be undermined.
	Leaders and managers who are under pressure to deliver rarely have the bandwidth to pause and explore this dynamic, primarily because of the pace and structure of leadership itself.
	When under time constraints, it’s far easier to focus on what’s visible: delays, lack of urgency, rework, process gaps. The deeper reality that employees may be acting from a place of misalignment or values dissonance is rarely considered.
	As a result, efforts to improve performance often backfire. Incentives are short-lived, and training is ineffective and often wasted. Disengagement and other costs ensue.  Multiply this by the percentage of staff disengaged, and the losses mount. I may add that they are often unwarranted losses.
	Any assumption that employees are simply underperforming is a misread, because the focus is on performance and not the reasons why.
	The why is hard to see because it is often suppressed and hidden by silence and survival-based responses.
	In most cases, there is some incongruent condition with what employees value. They, therefore, conflict with themselves and any direction they need to take. This creates uncertainty, self-doubt and a loss of purpose.
	Such is the power behind values dissonance.
	The Values - Performance Enigma
	Over time, if not addressed, the gap between organisational values and personal values widens, leaving those values increasingly disconnected from the human drivers that once gave them meaning. Employees’ values are rarely considered. “Just do your job...” becomes the war cry in times of pressure.
	It’s a leadership enigma precisely because it’s hard to see. Managers and leaders, for the most part, only have behaviours and results to go by. This becomes even more complex with large parts of the workforce now working remotely.  Knowing what truly motivates staff and management is now essential.
	Most leaders aren’t fully aware of what’s happening, and if they are, they don’t know why or where to begin. This aspect is rarely reported on.
	Yet the behavioural signs are there: delays, rework, disengagement, absenteeism, compliance without commitment, complacency... These behaviours are often misinterpreted, rather than recognised as symptoms of systemic value dissonance.  There’s no simple feedback loop for trust erosion.
	The answer isn’t to add “values alignment” to a checklist. The key is in understanding that performance, at its core, is a relationship between people and the motivational drivers that matter to them.
	To lead well in this context means recognising when performance issues are actually value conflicts in disguise.  It means ensuring that standards aren’t just vocalised, but believed in, shared, and owned by both leader and employee.
	This is the values–performance enigma. Not because it’s too complex to solve, but because we’ve not looked closely enough to see that it’s there.
	As a leader, think back over your career. Why did you leave a role when it wasn’t working out? Dig a little deeper, and you’ll most likely see the organisation was offering something that conflicted with you. It no longer served your purpose. It continued until you had had enough.
	The real reason is often buried beneath statements like: “I didn’t like my manager”,  “They didn’t care about their staff,” or “I wasn’t growing.”
	The things held dear were no longer being met, so you took action.
	So will your staff.
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	The Values – Performance Enigma
	Strategic Reflection Prompts
	1. How do I determine whether performance issues stem from misaligned values rather than skill deficits?
	Personal Note: ______________________________________________

	2. Am I aware of any values dissonance in my team’s language, behaviours or decision-making, and what does that suggest about the conditions that exist?
	Personal Note: ______________________________________________

	3. How do we ensure our organisational values are reflected in our decisions, behaviours, and priorities, not just in our promotional statements?”
	Personal Note: ______________________________________________

	Based upon these reflections, what behaviours/attitudes am I willing to question or change in the way I lead?
	__________________________________________________________ __________________________________________________________ __________________________________________________________
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	From Enigma to Action
	What organisations can do to reduce the cost of what leadership doesn’t always see
	Each enigma explored in this book reflects the links between people and systems, between intent and impact, between what leaders hope is true and what unfolds unseen across the organisation.
	Someone is required to have a good, hard look at the organisation and its functioning and obtain a solid understanding of what works, what doesn’t and why. This means acknowledging, not avoiding, things that are not wished to be seen or heard. Sometimes the truth hurts.
	These conditions are not resolved through avoidance, charisma, new frameworks, or motivational programs. They require courage, awareness, alignment, and the ability to act systemically, not reactively.
	Enigmas persist when leaders rely on perception over pattern; when strategic decisions are made in isolation from operational truth; and when culture is assumed and not examined or tested.
	To stabilise the dynamics, organisations need more than leadership development. They need company-wide visibility across roles, departments, execution capacity, and emotional undercurrents, especially as GRC penalties for non-compliance and misconduct are now substantial.


	From Enigma to Action
	This doesn’t mean knowing everything. It means knowing enough to intervene early, before complexity sets in and costs rise.
	The real shift happens when the organisation stops asking, “Are our leaders effective?” and starts asking, “What is influencing their effectiveness, and how do we know?”
	This means elevating questions like:
	For over 20 years, I’ve asked these and similar questions inside medium to large organisations. And time after time, the same thing became clear: many leaders still don’t fully understand what really motivates their people, or why the same performance issues keep showing up, no matter how many changes are made. This is still a major ongoing problem.
	The focus seems to realign back to workforce performance and excludes the operational systems and the interrelationships that govern the performance of the company.
	These are also the reasons why I spent the time to develop a system that could answer these questions for organisations.
	That platform is XYINSTRA (xyinstra.com) and is designed not to critique, but to help organisations transition into the future.
	It is a strategic intelligence platform, meaning it provides insight gained from multiple sources (business areas) within the organisation that augment strategies, policies and plans.
	It is a ‘mirror’, offering a chance to see things as they are, not what is thought. As mentioned previously, this takes courage. You may not like what you see.
	It also reveals how the organisation’s system itself is affecting performance.
	By showing patterns across defined business areas, XYINSTRA enables organisations to reduce uncertainty, target strategic risk, and prevent silent disengagement. It does not seek opinions; it tracks conditions.
	Furthermore, it translates complexity into clarity, not by simplifying it but by making it usable.
	What conditions are shaping behaviour, not just what behaviour is being seen?
	Where are systems drifting from the values we claim to uphold?”
	Where is trust assumed, but not experienced?”
	Reflections Chapter - 14
	From Enigma to Action
	Strategic Reflection Prompts
	1. Do I have an estimate of the cost of unresolved leadership enigmas in the organisation? Do I know how to get it?
	Personal Note: ______________________________________________

	2. How can I make reflection and insight part of my operational rhythm and not a retrospective exercise?
	Personal Note: ______________________________________________

	3. What structural change or insight can I act on now to reduce systemic drift?
	Personal Note: ______________________________________________

	Based upon these reflections, what behaviours/attitudes am I willing to question or change in the way I lead?
	__________________________________________________________ __________________________________________________________ __________________________________________________________
	Chapter 15


	GRC and the Accountability Shift
	When accountability was imposed, before visibility was secured
	For a long time, governance was built on the belief that strong controls would naturally produce responsible outcomes. If the right policies existed, if reporting was accurate, and if processes were followed, accountability was assumed to be embedded in the system.
	That belief proved to be faulty. The corporate failures of ENRON, Arthur Andersen and WorldCom in 2001 and 2002 exposed a critical flaw in this thinking, leading to the Sarbanes-Oxley Act in 2002.
	This triggered the integration of Governance, Risk, and Compliance (GRC) into organisations as a combined management concept. However, for many years, organisations could still demonstrate compliance while failing profoundly in practice.
	Controls and reports were introduced, and oversight appeared intact, yet decisions continued to be made without a genuine understanding of what conditions existed in reality and were unfolding within the organisation.


	GRC and the Accountability Shift
	It took until 2023 - 2024, when significant penalties increased substantially and demonstrated what had long been missing: ownership of consequence.
	This marked the beginning of the “accountability shift” that moved  towards a personal obligation for leadership; leaders were named and were no longer protected by the complexity of the organisation.
	This shift is not reversible.
	Executives and Boards must now take demonstrable and verifiable steps to know what is occurring within their areas of responsibility.
	Accountability has arrived.
	However, the question that remains, and now sits at the centre of leadership, governance, and risk, is whether organisations are prepared to build the visibility required to make accountability workable, fair, and timely.
	This is the new challenge of modern business, where truth matters.
	It must be remembered that it can only exist in full force where evidence and visibility can be demonstrated.
	Reflections Chapter - 15
	GRC and the Accountability Shift
	Strategic Reflection Prompts
	1. What assumptions about performance or resilience might I need to reconsider?
	Personal Note: ______________________________________________

	2. Where might success be masking structural excessive demands?
	Personal Note: ______________________________________________

	3. What expectation, tolerance, or habit in my leadership requires review?
	Personal Note: ______________________________________________

	What commitment am I prepared to make:
	__________________________________________________________ __________________________________________________________ __________________________________________________________
	Chapter 16


	The Data - Decision Gap
	Why more data doesn’t equal better decisions.
	Organisations are rich in data. Surveys, dashboards, and operational metrics all generate large volumes of information, yet how much of this data enables strategic decision-making? How much of this actually helps the individual employee improve their performance?
	Being "surveyed out” is a common complaint, to the point where some disengage entirely from the process, thereby missing the point: analysis exists to improve conditions for all parties, not to be a burden. So why such resistance?
	Often, their experience tells them that surveys and analysis rarely lead to meaningful change that personally improves their working experience. In many other cases, feedback is non-existent, so what’s the point?
	This is the 'gap' that separates commitment from performance. Ironically, bridging this gap exists in the quality of the data accumulated.
	That data must be shared and have real strategic meaning; otherwise, organisations struggle to convert information into confident decisions.
	When the conditions for decision-grade insight are in place, the value of data changes depending on where responsibility sits.


	The Data - Decision Gap
	At the board level, insight provides visibility into operational and behavioural conditions that materially affect governance and risk exposure. Rather than relying on assurance statements or lagging indicators, directors can see where core requirements are being met, where constraints are emerging, and whether management action is reducing exposure.
	For the executive team, the same insight creates a firm grasp of conditions.  It connects strategy to execution by showing how leadership behaviours, operational design, and system constraints are shaping outcomes across the organisation. Decisions are no longer made in isolation from the conditions they must operate within.
	For senior and middle management, clarity replaces inference. Managers can see precisely what is limiting performance within their area of responsibility, whether those limits sit in leadership practice, role design, systems, or cross-functional dependency. Action becomes targeted rather than reactive.
	For employees, improvement becomes tangible when effort is visible. When constraints are openly acknowledged and addressed, individual effort aligns more closely with collaboration and shared goals.
	This is all well and good, but what are the conditions required for data to be meaningful and support strategic decision-making?
	This brings us back to the “GRC and Accountability Shift”, making conditions visible through structured acknowledgement and informed oversight rather than blame or retribution.
	Visibility strengthens governance by clarifying where capability is constrained and where conduct requires intervention.
	For data to meaningfully support decision-making, certain conditions must be met.
	The Data - Decision Gap
	This is where visibility and transparency become strengths rather than by-products.
	It requires a clear understanding of what existing reporting content and structures do not provide.
	Data must be attributable, not simply aggregated. Leaders need to understand where an issue sits in operations, whose area it affects, and how it connects to day-to-day work.
	Insight must translate into consequence. When information cannot be expressed in terms of impact, exposure, or priority, it remains informative but not actionable.
	Reporting must align with accountability, not organisational charts. Decisions are made where responsibility and influence intersect, not where reporting lines are drawn.
	Signals must arrive early enough to influence outcomes, rather than simply explain them after the fact.
	Bridging the gap between data and decision-making, therefore, requires more than better reports or additional analysis.
	It requires a different relationship with organisational truth, one that identifies constraints early, connects insight to responsibility, and allows action before impact becomes inevitable.
	Until those conditions are met, the question is not whether organisations have enough data, but whether they are equipped to act on what they already know.
	Reflections Chapter - 16
	The Data - Decision Gap
	Strategic Reflection Prompts
	1. Does the data I receive clarify causes and constraints, or does it simply describe outcomes?
	Personal Note: ______________________________________________

	2. Where does the volume of reporting create comfort without increasing decision accuracy or speed?
	Personal Note: ______________________________________________

	3. What critical decision in the next quarter would benefit from deeper structural insight rather than additional summary metrics?
	Personal Note: ______________________________________________

	Accountability Consideration:
	Where does our reporting support immediate execution, and where does it genuinely strengthen governance-level decision capability?
	__________________________________________________________ __________________________________________________________ __________________________________________________________
	Chapter 17


	Response to a Recognised Reality
	Recognising the gap is one thing. Responding to it is another.
	The question that follows is not whether the gap between data and decision-making can be closed, but how it can be closed without adding complexity, interpretation, or delay.
	Responding to a recognised reality requires more than intent. It requires design. The XYINSTRA platform was developed to address a persistent gap between the information organisations generate, and the decisions leaders are accountable for.
	Its purpose is not to increase reporting but to align visibility with responsibility by revealing operational conditions as they are experienced across the organisation. By focusing on decision-grade insight rather than narrative interpretation, it provides a structured response to the challenges outlined in the previous chapter.
	The objective was to see more clearly the constraints and limitations shaping performance.


	Response to a Recognised Reality
	Adding to that volume rarely improves decision quality. In many cases, it obscures it. The question was therefore not how to measure more, but how to see more clearly the challenges people experienced.
	This required a deliberate move away from opinion and interpretation.
	Where information depends on explanation, it can be negotiated. Where it depends on narrative, it invites debate. Clarity reduces both.
	The cloud-based system was therefore designed to reveal operational conditions in a way that strengthens line of sight, enabling leaders to engage with what is present rather than what is argued.
	Another design principle reflected how accountability functions in practice. Good decisions are not made because of static hierarchies. They are made when responsibility, influence, and consequence converge. Any system intended to support decision-making must reflect that reality, rather than reinforce reporting lines that lag behind operational truth.
	The value of insight is shaped by timing. When delivered after outcomes have formed, it explains rather than informs.
	Insight delivered earlier supports prevention. XYINSTRA was conceived to bring forward signals of constraint while there is still time to respond. This does not remove uncertainty. It reduces avoidable surprise.
	Importantly, the system does not prescribe action. Action remains the responsibility of leadership. The intent is to establish a clearer connection between condition and consequence, so that judgement is grounded in evidence and accountability is informed rather than assumed.
	It is not positioned as a replacement for existing systems. It is designed to complement established reporting by providing a perspective that connects operational experience to strategic accountability without translation.
	What emerges from this approach is not greater certainty, but confidence.
	Confidence that decisions are made with visibility into the conditions shaping outcomes. Confidence that accountability is supported by insight rather than weakened by fragmentation or delay.
	This chapter does not claim that such an approach is the only response to the data–decision gap. It does suggest that without deliberate design choices of this nature, the gap is likely to persist, regardless of effort or investment.
	Closure
	In closing, the next era of leadership will be shaped by visibility, resolve, and a deliberate commitment to enabling others to perform their duties and grow in capability. Leadership is not achieved in isolation. It is realised through the contribution and strength of others.
	For leadership, one of the greatest risks lies in assuming systems are working without current validation.
	Sustainable growth doesn’t come from pressure. It comes from effective collaboration and shared purpose, the essentials that work alongside strategy and drive leaders to build something meaningful.
	When leaders operate from that conviction, they’re not simply pursuing targets.
	They’re shaping conditions that allow their people (workforce) to build the company and grow together. After all, they are the ones that make or break a company.
	When individuals are given the space to contribute without unnecessary or unwarranted constraint, when their efforts aren’t tangled in confusion or interference, the difference is profound. Productivity rises, and frustrations fall. What emerges is not just performance, but pride.
	And when that happens, everyone wins.
	Leadership Enigmas
	An uncommon examination of the dilemmas shaping executive leadership
	Leaders have the capacity to create the conditions for people, teams, and organisations to perform at their best.
	When visibility is clear, accountability is understood, and trust is grounded in evidence rather than assumption, organisations become more resilient, more adaptive, and more capable of sustained growth.
	The Leadership Enigmas explores the often-unspoken dynamics that lie beneath modern leadership and governance, where good intent meets complex systems and where outcomes depend less on rhetoric and more on what leaders are able to see, validate, and act upon.
	Written for Boards, executives, and senior leaders, this book offers a grounded perspective on how leadership, oversight, and organisational conditions truly interact.
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