
The Paradoxes of Leadership
The complex juggling act of leading humans



Aim

• To challenge the belief that there is one ‘right’ way of leading
• To look at leadership through a paradoxical lens
• To understand the balancing act required to be an effective leader
• To focus on the ‘Purpose’ of leadership
• To cut ourselves some slack when it doesn’t go right every time – it can be 

a tough gig!

• Reference for today’s talk is Paul Evans (2000)

• Artwork – Holger Nils Pohl
• www.work-visual-institute.com www.holgernilspohl.de 

http://www.work-visual-institute.com/
http://www.holgernilspohl.de/


Timeline

• What is a paradox?

• Introduction to the Paradoxes of Leadership

• Purpose of Leadership



What is a Paradox?

At the most basic level, a paradox is a statement that is self-
contradictory because it contains two components that are both true, 
but in general, cannot both be true at the same time.



“I love it when you’re here and I love it when you’re not”



The Ship of Theseus 

Does a ship that is repaired over time by replacing each and every one 
of its wooden parts remain the same ship? 



Paradoxes can also take the form of images or other media. 









The Paradoxes of Leadership



To be able to establish a close relationship with your employees 
— and to keep the proper distance.



To take the lead — and to recede into the background.



To show the employee confidence — and to be aware of their 
doings.



To be tolerant — and to know how you want things done.



To be concerned about your own field of responsibility — and at 
the same time to be loyal to the overall goals of the company.



To plan your working-day carefully — and to be flexible with your 
planning.



To express your opinion — and to be diplomatic.



To be visionary — and to keep both feet firmly on the ground.



To aim at consensus — and to be able to cut through.



To be dynamic — but also thoughtful.



To be self-confident — and humble.



Questions for you to ponder

• How do I use each of these paradoxes?

• If I had to score myself – which side of each paradox would be my 
preference?

• Have I ever used the ‘wrong’ side and then tried the other side and been 
‘wrong’ again?

• Do I move too quickly between the opposing sides of a paradox thus 
potentially creating confusion/ or giving a view of inconsistency?   



Purpose of Leadership

The purpose of leadership is to create the environment where 
everyone else can be their best.



Purpose of Parenthood (Removing the vast 
economic pre-conditions!)

The purpose of parenthood is to create the environment where 
our children can be their best.



Summary

• Recognising and learning to manage paradox is a core leadership skill

• Developed through self-awareness, reflection, emotional intelligence 
and honesty about natural ‘comfort zones’

• It’s about letting go of attachment and preference

• Being comfortable with the ‘and… and’ rather than the ‘either… or’

• It’s an art, not a science

Joolz Lewis


