
Thanks to everyone that provided titles of movies you’ve drawn 
on as leaders to inspire yourself and your team.

Responses poured in from all over the U.S. as well as several from 
Canada, Europe and Asia.

Themes, patterns and popular genres

Nearly every leader responding included these key leadership 
components in the movies they recommended:

•	 The power of a clearly defined and clearly 
communicated goal

•	 The principal of doing the right thing – especially 
under adverse conditions

•	 The importance of teamwork

•	 The value of persistence – never giving up on a 
dream, the mission or your mates 

Four of the 10 most popular movies are based on real events.

And since more men than women responded, it’s not surprising 
that the most popular movies for providing leadership lessons 
fall into two main categories.

1.	 Sports.   In movies about sports – as in real-life 
sports – there is always a clear-cut winner. Unlike 
business where there can be many shades of gray, the 
goal in sports is always clear and the outcome final.  
Making it to the winner’s circle requires teamwork, 
and in example after example, winners overcame long 
odds to achieve their goal – a metaphor for today’s 
market conditions.

2.	 Military epics.  The war movies recommended 
illustrate that even well-conceived plans fall 
apart in the chaos of battle.  It’s the leader’s job to 
sort through the uncertainty, adapt to changing 
conditions, galvanize the troops and execute the new 
plan.   Sound familiar?

Movies that inspire today’s leaders

Here are the top 10 movies today’s leaders use to drive success

10.  Casablanca

Is it a war movie, a love story or a morality play?  Yes.  It’s also 
one of President Obama’s two favorite movies (the other is One 
Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest).  Richard Schulte leads three think 
tanks for CEOs in Miami, Florida, and he summarized what many 
said when he noted, “It’s all about doing the right thing.”

9.  Pay It Forward

The simple yet profound message is that we all share 
responsibility for making the world a better place.  “It’s not 
about what you get, but what you give,” writes Rob Wilson of 
Arvada, Colorado.  “And putting that concept into practice means 
not worrying about ‘pay back’ – a big relief for the psyche.”  The 
movie also reminds us to accept a person where they are, not 
where you think they ought to be. “It is only after accepting them 
where they are,” Wilson says, “that you can call them to become 
more than they are. Which is what leaders do – call out the 
hidden best in people.”

8.  Bridge Over the River Kwai

”At first viewing,” writes Jim Smith, managing partner of CPA 
firm Smith, Jackson, Boyer & Bovard, “it is a World War II action 
picture; on second viewing, it’s an anti war-dissertation; on 
third viewing, it becomes a lesson in people management and 
the real nature of power in a professional organization.”  The 
movie revolves around a clash of wills between a Japanese 
prison-camp commandant and a British colonel.  The colonel 
leads his men in the construction of a bridge on the River Kwai in 
Burma – but he does so on his own terms.  His principled stand 
boosts morale and the British construct a magnificent bridge for 
the enemy that, as Smith writes, “borders on treason.”  There’s 
a lesson about “understanding that the people who deliver the 
work are critical to the enterprise’s success [because] being the 
leader means not giving orders, but empowering my associates 
to perform at a high level.”  The movie’s parallel story focuses on 
an Allied commando team sent to destroy the very bridge the 
British are building – a reminder to leaders to never lose sight of 
the primary objective.

7.  Miracle

Based on the real-life events of the 1980 Winter Olympics, this 
movie chronicles the improbable victory by the USA hockey team 
over a vastly superior Russian team.  Unlike other sports movies 
that show players pulling together after a traumatic event, 
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this story focuses on the coach that motivates his individual 
stars to play as a team.  “Like that group of men,” writes Patrick 
McColloch of IE Discovery in Rosslyn, Virginia, “our firm is not 
necessarily known as the ‘dream team’ that’s clearly the favorite 
in our competitive circle.  However, like that team, we work 
extremely hard, are driven toward our goals of success, and 
celebrate achievements as a team.   When you watch Miracle and 
see the rewards for the effort, it’s hard not to shoot for your own 
miracles and pull off an upset or two.”

6.  Apollo 13 

Two sentences have been immortalized in the recreation of the 
1970 NASA crisis:  “Houston, we have a problem,” Commander 
Jim Lovell’s understated report of an exploding oxygen tank that 
threatens the safe return to earth of the three astronauts aboard 
Apollo 13.  The other sentence is from Mission Control leader 
Gene Kranz:  “Failure is not an option.” Jenifer Reed of Trophy 
Club, Texas, writes that Kranz “was a fully present, no-nonsense 
leader focused on the issue” of pushing his team on the ground 
for the solution that will bring the crew back safely.  Commander 
Jim Lovell’s response to this life-threatening event is a reminder 
to leaders that panic rarely helps the situation and that, at some 
point, you’re going to have to trust others to get you where 
you’re trying to go. 

5.  Facing the Giants

Coach Grant Taylor’s football team has struggled through six 
losing seasons.  Facing turmoil at home as well as on the field, the 
coach finds comfort in the Bible and rededicates himself to God.  
It’s David versus Goliath on the football field.  “My take-away 
from the movie,” writes Gary Fly of Greensboro, North Carolina, 
“is that I simply need to face whatever challenges are ahead of 
me, and, if I have prepared, have faith and do the right things, it 
will all work out.”

4.  Braveheart

This historical epic focuses on Scottish warrior William 
Wallace whose charismatic leadership galvanizes a ragtag 
army of peasants that battles the 13th century British army to 
a standstill.    Bob Holman of Sellers, Richardson, Holman & 
West, LLP in Birmingham, Alabama, recalls Wallace’s words:  
“There’s a difference between us [Wallace says to a monarch]. 
You think the people of this country exist to provide you with 
position. I think your position exists to provide these people 
with freedom.”  Sellers writes that, “The people we lead do 
not exist to provide the leaders position; but the leaders exist 
to provide the people with leadership, vision, a passion and 
personal growth.”

3.  12 O’Clock High

This World War II film contains little action in the usual 
sense but is packed with leadership lessons.  Built around the 
missions of U.S. 8th Army Air Force 918th Bomber Group, the 
movie, wrote Informatics CEO Ed Burke, “is one of the great 
leadership movies.”  When the group’s dedicated leader Col. 
Keith  Davenport speaks out in the defense of his men who are 
flying high-risk, low-altitude daylight bombing runs against 
German targets, he is relieved of his command as a result of his 
“over-identification with the men.”  His replacement, Col. Frank 
Savage, ends the group’s pity party as he hones their skill, drives 
discipline and accountability and ultimately leads them to 
accomplish their objective.  Chief among the leadership lessons 
this movie offers is this:  The burden of command requires 
sympathy for the individual that inevitably must be balanced 
by the mental toughness to make difficult decisions in order to 
achieve the organization’s goals.   

2.  Rudy

Based on the true story of Rudy Ruettiger’s dream to play on the 
Notre Dame football team, this movie celebrates having a big 
dream and the perseverance to make the dream a reality.  Rudy’s 
grades are average and he’s undersized.  He is admitted to nearby 
Holy Cross and transfers to Notre Dame his junior year.  Working 
as an assistant to the stadium’s groundskeeper in order to pay his 
tuition, he attends workouts and lands a position on the practice 
squad, making him little more than a human tackling dummy.  
Coach Ara Paseghian is impressed with Rudy’s determination 
and pledges he will allow Rudy to dress for one game before he 
graduates.  This film scored high for “its message of tenacity, 
conviction and focus. How can you demonstrate leadership,” 
asked Metro Automation CEO John Crossno, “without them?”

1.  Saving Private Ryan

When a platoon receives orders to rescue Private James Ryan 
behind enemy lines, its members wonder if one man can be 
worth the potential sacrifice of eight men.  “My leadership style,” 
writes Michael Beirne of McLean, Virginia, “[has been shaped] by 
realizing just how many blessings I have, and how hard others 
had to fight to secure what I enjoy today.  Their courage inspires 
me to challenge myself and appreciate my blessings.”  Other 
leaders were struck by the scene following the D-Day beach 
landing where Captain John Miller looks down from Normandy 
cliffs to the carnage below and marvels that a handful of men 
helped change the course of the battle.  Ultimately, these few 
men changed the course of history.  That’s leadership:  A few 
people doing tough jobs for the benefit of many.   

Happy viewing.  And Happy New Year. n
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