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LEADERSHIP: FACING THE FAIRYTALE
We all like a story. As children we know a good story when we hear it. Good stories have
a common beginning, “Once upon a time . . . ,” and end with “. . . and they lived happily
ever after.” Well-known stories include Cinderella, Sleeping Beauty and Snow White,
complete with ballroom gowns, unbelievable good luck and a magic kiss. These are 
stories of innocents mistreated. We feel for them but with anticipation look toward the
perfect ending— “and they lived happily ever after.” Since I have young granddaughters
and nieces, I have been kept up to date on the newer versions of these classic stories.
Take, for instance, Enchanted. In this story, a perfect princess lives a perfect life assisted
in her tasks by forest friends who sing and dance their way through life until suddenly
the princess finds herself transported on her wedding day to New York City. In this
twist on the old tale, she finds a man better than her fairy prince and the prince too
finds, in NYC, another woman for his dreams. In this case the story ends with a double
dose of “and they lived happily ever after.” Or take the case of Shrek, a somewhat
grumpy fellow who lives in a swamp, falls in love with a princess and on her wedding
day saves her (with a little help from a donkey and a dragon) from marrying a rather
pompous and annoying prince. This story also ends with “and they lived happily ever
after,” even if it was in a swamp. From these and other similar stories we are told that we
are destined to live perfect and happy lives. We are certain that even if things are not
going right at the moment, they will eventually. We want it no other way. Everything
will fit together. As adults we may be able to separate ourselves from the characters of
these fairytale stories. But has the desire for the perfect existence remained?

Take our view on leadership. It would appear that we want leaders who with simple
grace and flawless skill lead us perfectly. (Exceptions make the evening news.) Books on
leadership tend to support and promote this idea. Books focusing on larger than life
individuals abound—George Washington on Leadership (Brookhiser, 2008); John F. Kennedy
on Leadership (Barnes, 2005); Jack Welch on Leadership (Slater & Welch, 2004); Churchill 
on Leadership (Hayward, 2004); Lincoln on Leadership (Phillips, 1993); A Higher Standard of
Leadership, Lessons from the Life of Gandhi (Nair, 1994); Shakespeare on Leadership (Talbott,
1994); Leadership Secrets of Attila the Hun (Roberts, 1990); Shackleton: Leadership Lessons
From Antarctica (Ainsberg, 2008); Make It So: Leadership Lessons From Star Trek the Next
Generation (Ross & Roberts, 1995); and The Leadership Secrets of Santa Claus (Harvey,
Cottrell, & Lucia, 2004)—just to name a few. It will not take long to discover that many
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