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The Existential 
Leader 

What is 

leadership and 

why does it exist?
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What is leadership?

Common thoughts on Leadership
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Some different types of  
leadership Charismatic Leadership

Participative Leadership

Situational Leadership

Transactional Leadership

Transformational Leadership

The Quiet Leader

Servant Leadership

Spectrum of  participation

Autocratic 

decision by 

leader

Leader 

proposes 

decision, 

listens to 

discussion, 

then 

decides

Team 

proposes 

decision, 

leader has 

final 

decision

Joint 

discussion 

with team 

as equals

Full 

delegation 

of  decision 

to team

Not participative Highly     

participative
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Why do we seek Leaders? Different societies value different characteristics in their 
leaders

The concept of  leader seems a universal one

Whenever leaders appear they are set apart from the crowd, 
treated as different, often superior to ordinary people.

Something makes us treat them as special 

Is it something about them?

Is it something about Us?

Sandling (2015) suggests that,

‘…we do not need leaders because 
society tells us we do, and we do not 
need leaders because our employers 
enforce it upon us, we need leaders 
simply because we are born with a 
natural desire to be led. We are 
predisposed with a need to be 
guided, nurtured and supported 
throughout our lives at all levels and 
in all situations.’  
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Leadership is conferred by the followers

Without the supporters’ consent, the aspiring leader cannot lead

Those individuals who can meet potential followers’ needs become leaders

• Webber & Simmel

• Barnard

• John Gardner

What do followers need?

Devil’s bargain
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Most Leaders consider

Benefits usually outweigh the costs 

• Loneliness at the top

Those at the top experience greater levels of  satisfaction to those the bottom

• 1950s research by Massachusetts Institute of  Technology

Leaders also need to protect themselves from their existential fears

• Entrust themselves to others (divine or human)

• Consign their fate to a powerful, controlling institution

• Depend on an ideology

• Interpret their leadership position as evidence that they really are in control of  their destiny

ambivalence
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Existential 

thought in 

leadership

Existential Leadership and organasational ethos
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Leaders as a tool to 
fight off  the two 
existential demons : 
uncertainty & anxiety
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Lipman-Blumen believed that we were moving into the connective era
(we need to consider whether that applies more, or less post-Brexit, post-Covid etc)

Our ways of  living change. 
For many people pre the Covid-19 pandemic-

Their contact with 
other people 
primarily happened 
at work

01
Their ideals take 
shape at work

02
They found or 
actively sought 
meaning in their 
lives at work 

03
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Work has 
become

KEY ASPECTS OF AN EXISTENTIAL/CONNECTIVE 
LEADERSHIP MODEL

QUESTION OF 
MEANING

RESOLUTION OF 
CONFLICT

LEADERSHIP 
DEVELOPMENT
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This calls for new existential thinking

A new barter between company and employee: meaning in exchange for meaning

New vision based on coherence and meaning

Harmonious understanding of  shared concerns – freedom, meaning, aloneness, death

A common reality – concurrent vision

Cohesion of  ‘soft balance sheet ledgers’ – social/ethical/knowledge/environmental

Key Existential Issues

Freedom and Responsibility

Uncertainty

Authenticity

Meaning

Aloneness - Relatedness

Values and Beliefs

Death – time and temporality

Emotions
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How are these part of  our 
business life?

For some, they find life’s meaning in work

Through committing to a ‘leader’ or organisation  we can 
access a belief  system to guard against uncertainty, provide 
structure, offset responsibility, safeguard us from existential 
freedom by ‘seemingly’ limiting our choices.

Work can offer “life expanding experiences” which will 
deaden the existential fear. 

Work can provide us with a way to transcend our own 
mortal death by leaving something permanent, a 
“permanent footstep in the shifting sands of  immortality.”

This is similar to the needs Covey (2004) defines as being 
universal for every human. Covey suggests every person has 
four innate human needs: to live, to love, to learn and to 
leave a legacy.

The Existential Dimensions

 
 

• Eigenwelt	
• Psychological	

• Uberwelt	
• Spiritual	

• Mitwelt	
• Social	

• Umwelt	
• Physical	

how	I	relate	to	
environment,	

nature,	own	
body,	

physicality	of	
otheres,	
sensations	

how	I	relate	&	
communicate	to	
others,	sense	of	
belonging	v	
isolation,	

interaction	with	
culture	&	society	

thoughts,	
memory,	self-
identity,	

similarities	&	
diffferences	to	

others	

beliefs,	intuition,	
values,	meaning,	

purpose	
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The four dimensions

Physical

• The concrete 
and 
material/non-
cultural realm
• offices, 

gardens, 
bodies, 
environment

Social

• Relations with  
others

• Lovers, 
friends, 
colleagues

Spiritual

• What we 
believe in

• Ideas, values, 
meaning, 
beliefs

Personal

• Relation to self

• Self-concept, 
identity, self  
esteem

Relationship to business
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Coaching towards 

Existential Leadership

An Existential 
Coaching Model

MOVER

MEANING

OPPORTUNITIES

VALUES AND 
BELIEFS

RESPONSIBILITY

EVALUATE 
CHOICES
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Coaching through the Key 
Existential Issues

Authenticity

‘…perhaps the 
most central 
characteristic of  
authentic 
leadership is the 
relinquishing of  
the impulse to 
dominate others.’  

David Cooper
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Facilitate the client in 
addressing
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Style of  organisation
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Coaching towards an 
Existential Vision Statement

Mitwelt/

Social

Encourage social 

activities amongst 

employees

Provides free breakfast 

so people can meet

Eigenwelt/psychological

Giving and receiving 

honest feedback 

Providing stimulating  

development

opportunities

Umwelt/

Physical

Concerned about 

physical health in their 

products and staff.

Encourage physical 

activity

Concern for the 

environment

Uberwelt/spiritual

Value led company 

in relation to products 

and actions to support 

and develop staff
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Umwelt /physical

Uberwelt/spiritual 
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Eigenwelt/psychological 

Mitwelt/Social
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Remaining an 

Existential Leader
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Self  Reflective Questions

Authenticity

Authenticity is more than speaking;

Authenticity is also about doing. 

Every decision we make says 

something about who we are.

Simon Sinek
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Freedom

Anxiety
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Time and Temporality

How do I feel about the fact that there is little certain beyond 

the fact we shall die?

How do I deal with uncertainty?

What messages to I give to others regarding uncertainty?

Do I give messages implying things are certain when they are 

not?

How have I felt when when something I have taken as certain 

turns out differently?

Do I consider uncertainty an invitation to be creative?

Does uncertainty paralyse me?

Uncertainty
_____________________
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Meaning

Values and Beliefs
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The Post Pandemic 

World

Impact for business
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Not to fall into Sartrean Bad Faith we must ask
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In Conclusion

Aim of  Existential 
Leadership Coaching
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