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Model and Inspire Optimism: Shackleton 
believed in his mission and in his team. His optimism 
was contagious. He intentionally made decisions to 
inspire optimism in his crew. He was enthusiastic, 
clear in his vision, encouraged singing, games, fun 
antics, and other merriment during the expedition. 

1. 4.
Create a Plan, an Alternate Plan, and Be 
Flexible: After the team left Patience Camp they 
traveled in three life boats searching for land, which 
they hadn’t seen in 15 months. During the 16 day 
journey, Shackleton changed the plan four times. 
The change was always because new information 
emerged and he had to adjust in order to meet the 
end goal. He avoided getting emotionally attached 
to a particular plan, no matter how much time he 
had spent devising it. 

5.
Make the Tough Decisions. Shackleton 
continually made difficult decisions throughout 
the expedition. He would have been terribly unpopular 
among the crew had he not built relationships and 
loyalty. He always made decisions with their best 
interest in mind. For instance, when the ship arrived 
in Argentina after crossing the Atlantic, the cook got 
drunk one night. He was fired. Shackleton did find 
him a new job on a ship heading to England though. 
Shackleton knew that man was not a good fit for 
his team. He hired a new cook who proved to be an 
excellent addition. Later, he ordered the sled dogs to 
be killed knowing it would be an unpopular decision. 

Build Unity and Commitment Within the Team: 
Shackleton valued hard-work and loyalty above 
all else. Yet, he didn’t expect this automatically; he 
intentionally fostered it. The team’s well-being was 
his top priority, higher than his mission. He knew 
without the team, they could never reach their goal. 
He got to know each team member personally and 
understood their strengths and their style. He made 
sure team members could come to him with concerns 
and had an “open-door policy” long before the term 
was coined.

3.

2.
Develop a Clear, Shared Purpose: Everyone 
who joined the Antarctic Expedition understood the 
purpose. They were selected, in part, for their interest 
and excitement in that purpose. Many times teams 
form and their purpose is somewhat vague or each 
team member has a different idea of that purpose. 
Clarity around purpose has been shown, time and 
again, to be the most important factor to impact a 
team’s success.

ELEMENTS OF SHACKLETON’S LEADERSHIP
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