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PREFACE

The word imperative has always fascinated us. It suggests that
something — some vital course of action — must be undertaken.
Where there is an imperative, there is an urgency, a call, a
mandate. Merriam-Webster’s dictionary defines imperative
as “an obligatory act or duty.” The idea of a heroic impera-
tive was first described by our friend and colleague Olivia
Efthimiou, who argued that our well-being is a “personal and
collective heroic imperative” (Efthimiou et al., 2018, p. 15).
The imperative in this instance refers to the necessity of engag-
ing in heroic practices aimed at promoting our well-being as
individuals and as members of our communities. We dare not
avoid the hero’s journey that calls us, heals us, and transforms
us into our best selves. Nor do we dare sidestep the neces-
sary practices of self-care that fuel the heroic journeys of the
larger collectives to which we belong. Efthimiou et al. con-
cluded with an intriguing thought: Perhaps both heroism and
well-being are both best “understood as a means to and ends
of wholeness” (p. 15). Please keep that word “wholeness” in
mind as you read this book.

In this current volume, we use the term imperative to
describe another aspect of heroism, namely, the phenomenon
of heroic leadership. It is our contention that any leader who
aspires to change the world has the “obligatory duty” to sat-
isfy three types of needs of followers. The first type of fol-
lower needs, which we call individual-level needs, refers to
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the needs of every distinct human being, ranging from basic
needs such as food and water to higher-level needs such as
esteem, love, and — you guessed it — “wholeness.” Whereas
Efthimiou and her colleagues focused on everyday laypeople’s
heroic well-being as an imperative, we argue in this book that
it the imperative of heroic leaders to move and mobilize fol-
lowers by taking steps to meet a set of very specific needs of
followers. Notice that we’re not necessarily saying that it is
the imperative of heroic leaders to ensure the well-being of
followers. One might think that “meeting needs” and “ensur-
ing well-being” go hand-in-hand, but it turns out that meeting
needs and promoting well-being are independent goals. Con-
sider Adolf Hitler in the 1930s. During this decade, he moved
and mobilized his followers by meeting their important psy-
chological needs of belongingness, individual self-esteem, and
national pride. But we would never say that Adolf Hitler was
the architect of his country’s well-being. Achieving “whole-
ness” was hardly the goal of the Third Reich. Wholeness is
a state of utmost well-being in which all the parts within an
individual or within a society are integrated. Hitler’s Final
Solution was the antithesis of wholeness and well-being. The
Fuhrer met some key needs of German citizens while actually
poisoning their individual and collective well-being.

From these considerations, it is important to keep in mind
that when we speak of leaders who aspire to transform and
mobilize followers, we could be referring to a heroic leader
such as Martin Luther King, Jr, or villainous leaders such as
Jim Jones, Adolf Hitler, or Kim Jong-un. Although the term
“heroic leadership” appears in the title of this book, we know
that history has taught us that many of history’s most egre-
gious villains have also sought to move followers and change
the world. And yes, those villainous leaders have the same
imperative of meeting the three types of needs of followers
if they wish to achieve their evil aims. The title of this book
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contains the phrase “heroic leadership imperative” because
we prefer to focus on the positive application of these three
secrets of game-changing leadership. The world desperately
needs heroic leaders who answer their call to both meet fol-
lowers’ needs and promote their well-being. As we will dem-
onstrate in this book, wholeness may be the key. It is a central
human need, identified decades ago by Carl Jung (1951) and
by humanists such as Abraham Maslow (1954). Wholeness,
we argue, may occupy the hub of well-being for individuals
and groups, and thus is pivotal to understanding the heroic
leadership imperative.

In our previous book, called The Romance of Heroism
and Heroic Leadership, we argued that everyday people har-
bor a deep longing for heroes in a troubled world that so
urgently needs them. This hunger for heroism leads people
to fill in the gaps of their understanding when there is an
incomplete picture of whether heroism is present. We tend to
romanticize heroism, seeking it or seeing it when ambiguous
circumstances call for heroism. For example, in a crisis we
may observe someone who somewhat fits our mental schema
for heroism or who checks some of the boxes for heroism.
This target of our perception may be tall and rugged, sug-
gesting a physically heroic person. Add an element of mystery
to that person, such as their being new in town or sport-
ing unusual garb, and Paul Simon’s song lyrics kick in: Our
“sweet imaginations” run wild with possibilities. Yes, these
possibilities include our manufacturing of the idea that the
mysterious stranger could be a hero or a villain, depending on
what information is primed, salient, or made most personally
relevant to us. Our Romance of Heroism book reviews many
research studies and real-world events that point to the con-
clusion that heroism is psychologically constructed, and that
human motivational forces can lead to the mental construc-

tion of both heroes and villains. The cognitive identification
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of people as heroes and villains can certainly explain how and
why human beings allow good and bad people to take the
reins of leadership.

We thus contend that our romance with heroism fuels the
heroic leadership imperative. An astute leader is able to use
people’s romantic hunger for heroes to wield powerful influ-
ence over followers. Heroic leaders know intuitively about
how to most effectively harness human drives and motiva-
tions for control, esteem, group identity, and even transcend-
ence. This latter idea of transcendence may be the most
mysterious human need, yet also its most powerful. We argue
in this book that people possess a deep transcendent need
to become part of something bigger than themselves, some-
thing vast, eternal, and brimming with existential meaning.
Our most iconic heroic leaders and notorious villainous lead-
ers are deft at tapping into their followers’ deep-seated need
for transcendence. There is more than mere leadership abil-
ity at work; it is a leadership imperative. We hope you enjoy
our attempt at unraveling the psychological dynamics of this
imperative.
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