
Leadership Lessons from the Silver Screen: Movie-to-Leadership Model 

Mapping Table 

 

# Movie title 
Core theme / 
focus 

Leadership models 
/ concepts 

Key leadership 
payoff (what 
learners gain) 

1 Invictus 

Respect & 
reconciliation in 
divided systems; 
using symbols to 
heal.  

Servant leadership, 
moral authority, 
symbolic leadership, 
reconciliation in 
post-conflict 
settings.  

Learn how respect, 
forgiveness, and 
strategic symbolism 
can unite polarized 
teams and cultures.  

2 
Schindler’s 
List 

Moral courage 
under extreme evil; 
responsibility for 
those in your care.  

Ethical leadership, 
stewardship, 
bystander vs. 
upstander, power 
and responsibility.  

Explore what it 
means to risk status, 
comfort, and safety 
to protect vulnerable 
people depending on 
you.  

3 
12 Angry 
Men 

Principled dissent 
and decision quality 
in groups.  

Inclusive 
deliberation, bias 
awareness, conflict 
management, critical 
thinking.  

Practice slowing 
down “groupthink,” 
surfacing bias, and 
leading fair, 
evidence-based 
decisions.  

4 
Coach 
Carter 

Accountability 
with care; 
standards and 
second chances.  

Tough-love 
coaching, 
values-based 
leadership, culture 
setting.  

Learn how to set and 
hold high standards 
while still advocating 
fiercely for people’s 
long-term potential.  

5 
The Pursuit 
of 
Happyness 

Personal 
resilience and 
perseverance 
under pressure.  

Grit, growth mindset, 
self-leadership, hope 
in adversity.  

Help learners 
reframe setbacks, 
stay focused on 
long-term goals, and 
lead themselves 
through hardship.  

6 
Hidden 
Figures 

Inclusion and 
voice in technical, 

Inclusive leadership, 
advocacy, 

Show how leaders 
remove barriers so 



# Movie title 
Core theme / 
focus 

Leadership models 
/ concepts 

Key leadership 
payoff (what 
learners gain) 

high-stakes 
settings.  

psychological safety, 
breaking systemic 
barriers.  

under-represented 
talent can contribute 
at the highest level.  

7 Gladiator 
Purpose, loyalty, 
and courage in 
corrupt systems.  

Purpose-driven 
leadership, influence 
without title, legacy 
thinking.  

Explore leading with 
integrity in toxic 
cultures and keeping 
teams aligned to a 
larger mission.  

8 Norma Rae 

Grassroots 
change from the 
front line. v1-Jan-
2026_Lights-
Camera-Lead.docx 

Bottom-up 
leadership, 
organizing, voice and 
agency. v1-Jan-
2026_Lights-
Camera-Lead.docx 

Illustrate how 
“ordinary” people 
mobilize others and 
challenge unsafe or 
unjust norms. v1-
Jan-2026_Lights-
Camera-Lead.docx 

9 
The King’s 
Speech 

Vulnerability and 
courage in finding 
your voice.  

Authentic leadership, 
coaching, 
overcoming imposter 
feelings.  

Help leaders see 
how sharing 
struggle—while still 
showing up—builds 
trust and authentic 
authority.  

10 Moneyball 

Data-driven 
innovation that 
challenges 
tradition.  

Change leadership, 
analytics, challenging 
mental models, 
experimentation.  

Teach how to use 
data to disrupt 
“we’ve always done 
it this way” and 
re-define value. 

11 Lincoln 

Moral vision with 
pragmatism in 
politics and 
change.  

Adaptive leadership, 
coalition-building, 
negotiation, values 
vs. compromise.  

Examine how to 
advance just causes 
using realistic 
strategy, timing, and 
influence.  

12 Apollo 13 
Crisis leadership 
and team 
problem-solving.  

High-reliability 
organizing, calm 
under pressure, 
creative problem 
solving.  

Develop skills for 
leading teams 
through high-risk 
crises with focus, 
creativity, and trust.  



# Movie title 
Core theme / 
focus 

Leadership models 
/ concepts 

Key leadership 
payoff (what 
learners gain) 

13 
Remember 
the Titans 

Team unity across 
deep differences.  

Leading integration, 
superordinate goals, 
culture building, 
allyship.  

Show how to 
confront prejudice 
directly and build 
“one team” out of 
hostile subgroups.  

14 
Dead 
Poets 
Society 

Inspiration and 
meaning at work.  

Inspirational 
leadership, purpose, 
challenging 
conformity, 
mentoring.  

Encourage leaders 
to ignite purpose, 
creativity, and 
courage in others, 
not just compliance.  

15 
Twelve 
O’Clock 
High 

High-pressure 
command and 
burnout.  

Military leadership, 
discipline vs. 
empathy, stress and 
performance.  

Learn when 
hard-driving 
leadership helps, 
when it harms, and 
how to sustain 
performance under 
fire.  

16 
Good Will 
Hunting 

Unlocking 
potential beneath 
resistance and 
pain. 

Coaching, 
trauma-informed 
leadership, 
trust-building, 
feedback.  

Help leaders see 
beyond surface 
behavior to the 
potential and pain 
underneath—and 
coach accordingly.  

17 
The Devil 
Wears 
Prada 

Toxic excellence 
cultures and 
boundaries. 

Power dynamics, 
abusive supervision, 
career values, 
boundaries.  

Analyze how 
high-performance 
environments can 
drift into toxicity and 
how to lead (or 
leave) differently.  

18 
Freedom 
Writers 

Transformational 
teaching and belief 
in people.  

Transformational 
leadership, 
psychological safety, 
narrative identity.  

Show how belief, 
structure, and story 
can transform 
disengaged or 
wounded groups.  



# Movie title 
Core theme / 
focus 

Leadership models 
/ concepts 

Key leadership 
payoff (what 
learners gain) 

19 
Darkest 
Hour 

Decision-making 
under existential 
threat.  

Crisis statesmanship, 
rhetorical leadership, 
resolve vs. 
appeasement.  

Explore how leaders 
hold firm on core 
convictions while 
under enormous 
external and internal 
pressure.  

20 
Lean on 
Me 

Turnaround 
leadership in 
failing institutions.  

Turnaround/change 
leadership, tough 
love, culture reset in 
schools.  

Examine how to 
confront entrenched 
dysfunction, set 
non-negotiables, and 
still invest in 
people’s success.  

  



Core Leadership Competencies Developed by Each Film 

Competency Primary movies Supporting movies 

Moral Courage 
Schindler’s List, 12 Angry 
Men, Norma Rae 

Coach Carter, Gladiator 

Resilience 
The Pursuit of Happyness, 
Hidden Figures 

Gladiator, Apollo 13 

Empathy Good Will Hunting, Invictus 
The King’s Speech, Dead 
Poets Society 

Vision 
Lincoln, Moneyball, The 
King’s Speech 

Remember the Titans, Dead 
Poets Society 

Innovation Moneyball, Hidden Figures 
Apollo 13, Dead Poets 
Society 

Crisis Management Apollo 13, 12 O’Clock High Gladiator, Lincoln 

Team Building 
Remember the Titans, 
Coach Carter 

Apollo 13, Invictus 

Change Leadership 
Coach Carter, Lincoln, 
Moneyball 

Hidden Figures, Remember 
the Titans 

Ethical 
Decision-Making 

Schindler’s List, 12 Angry 
Men 

Lincoln, Gladiator 

Inspirational 
Communication 

Dead Poets Society, Lincoln 
The King’s Speech, 
Remember the Titans 

Perseverance 
The Pursuit of Happyness, 
Norma Rae 

Hidden Figures, Gladiator 

Self-Awareness 
The King’s Speech, 12 
Angry Men 

Good Will Hunting, Dead 
Poets Society 

 

  



Leadership Model Glossary 

Contemporary Leadership Models Referenced 

1. Servant Leadership (Robert K. Greenleaf, 1970) 

• Core Principle: Leader serves followers first; organizational goals achieved through follower 

development 

• Key Behaviors: Listening, empathy, healing, awareness, persuasion, stewardship, commitment to 

growth 

• Movies Featured: Invictus, Schindler's List, Good Will Hunting, The King's Speech 

2. Transformational Leadership (James MacGregor Burns 1978; Bernard Bass 1985) 

• Core Principle: Leaders inspire followers to transcend self-interest for organizational/collective 

good 

• Four I's: Idealized Influence (role model), Inspirational Motivation (vision), Intellectual 

Stimulation (innovation), Individualized Consideration (mentoring) 

• Movies Featured: Invictus, Coach Carter, Remember the Titans, Dead Poets Society, 12 O'Clock 

High, Lincoln 

3. Authentic Leadership (Bill George 2003; Avolio & Gardner 2005) 

• Core Principle: Leaders act from deeply held values; self-awareness and genuineness build trust 

• Four Components: Self-awareness, internalized moral perspective, balanced processing, 

relational transparency 

• Movies Featured: Schindler's List, 12 Angry Men, The King's Speech, Gladiator, Dead Poets 

Society 

4. The Leadership Challenge (Kouzes & Posner 1987) 

• Five Practices:  

1. Model the Way (lead by example) 

2. Inspire a Shared Vision (envision future, enlist others) 

3. Challenge the Process (innovate, take risks) 

4. Enable Others to Act (foster collaboration, strengthen others) 

5. Encourage the Heart (recognize contributions, celebrate) 

• Movies Featured: Invictus, 12 Angry Men, Moneyball, Apollo 13, The King's Speech 

5. Ethical Leadership (Brown & Treviño 2005) 



• Core Principle: Leaders demonstrate normatively appropriate conduct through personal actions 

and relationships 

• Key Behaviors: Integrity, fairness, accountability, transparency, considering ethical consequences 

• Movies Featured: Schindler's List, 12 Angry Men, Gladiator, Lincoln 

6. Adaptive Leadership (Ron Heifetz 1994) 

• Core Principle: Leadership is mobilizing people to tackle tough challenges and thrive 

• Key Actions: Get on the balcony (perspective), identify adaptive challenges, regulate distress, 

maintain attention, give work back to people 

• Movies Featured: 12 Angry Men, Hidden Figures, Moneyball, Lincoln 

7. Situational Leadership (Hersey & Blanchard 1969) 

• Core Principle: Effective leadership varies based on follower readiness/maturity 

• Four Styles: Directing, Coaching, Supporting, Delegating (matched to follower development 

level) 

• Movies Featured: Coach Carter, Apollo 13, 12 O'Clock High 

8. Emotional Intelligence Leadership (Daniel Goleman 1995) 

• Core Principle: Leader effectiveness depends on EQ: self-awareness, self-regulation, motivation, 

empathy, social skills 

• Leadership Styles: Visionary, coaching, affiliative, democratic, pacesetting, commanding 

• Movies Featured: Good Will Hunting, The King's Speech, Remember the Titans 

9. Social Change Leadership (Komives, Wagner & Associates 2009) 

• Core Principle: Leadership is collaborative, relational process of working toward positive social 

change 

• Key Elements: Consciousness of self, consciousness of others, congruence, commitment, 

collaboration, citizenship, change 

• Movies Featured: Hidden Figures, Norma Rae, Remember the Titans 

10. Level 5 Leadership (Jim Collins 2001) 

• Core Principle: Highest-performing leaders combine personal humility with professional will 

• Characteristics: Modest, channels ambition into company not self, builds enduring greatness, 

attributes success to others/luck 

• Movies Featured: Schindler's List, Lincoln, The King's Speech 

11. Grit Framework (Angela Duckworth 2013) 



• Core Principle: Long-term passion and perseverance predict success more than talent 

• Components: Interest, practice, purpose, hope 

• Movies Featured: The Pursuit of Happyness, Hidden Figures, Norma Rae 

12. Covey's 7 Habits of Highly Effective People (Stephen Covey 1989) 

• Principle-Centered Leadership: Proactivity, begin with end in mind, put first things first, think 

win-win, seek first to understand, synergize, sharpen the saw 

• Movies Featured: The Pursuit of Happyness, 12 Angry Men, Apollo 13 

13. Maxwell's Leadership Laws/5 Levels (John Maxwell) 

• Five Levels: Position (rights), Permission (relationships), Production (results), People 

Development (reproduction), Pinnacle (respect) 

• 21 Irrefutable Laws: Including Law of Influence, Law of Process, Law of Navigation, Law of Solid 

Ground 

• Movies Featured: Coach Carter, Remember the Titans 

14. Bennis Leadership Principles (Warren Bennis) 

• Key Concepts: Managing the dream (vision), managing attention, managing meaning 

(communication), managing trust, managing self (self-awareness) 

• Crucible Moments: Leaders forged through transformative challenges 

• Movies Featured: Gladiator, 12 O'Clock High, Lincoln 

15. Transactional Leadership (Bass 1985) 

• Core Principle: Leader-follower exchanges; rewards/punishments motivate compliance 

• Components: Contingent reward, management by exception (active/passive) 

• Contrasted With: Transformational leadership (both necessary) 

• Movies Featured: The Devil Wears Prada (as cautionary example) 

 


