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Leadership Models in Nature

Thoughts, notes, 
plans, and 

updates added 
throughout slides 
in pink text boxes. 
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Hierarchy
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Image Source:  Lesley University 

https://lesley.edu/article/the-fundamentals-of-level-5-leadership


OVERVIEW
Hierarchical Leadership is what we often 
see in a corporate or manufacturing 
settings.  There is a chain of command that 
begins with CEO’s, Executives, 
Management, all the way down to Line 
Workers and Contractors or Temps. 

This leadership as a status is also observed 
in nature, take wolves for example.   A wolf 
pack is usually led by the Alpha whose role 
is in decision-making and performance.  
This wolf can also be replaced if they do 
not perform well.  

Image Source:  (Left) Milo Weiler, (Right) Eva Blue via Unsplash

Hierarchical Leadership
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Wolves in the Wild - 1:32-2:09
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Image Source:  Jean Wimmerlin via Unsplash

Hierarchical Leadership

“Most texts focus on leadership within 
organizations and businesses that are 
hierarchical in structure where the leader is 
recognized and legitimized with positional 
power and focused on simple quantitative 
measures of success – i.e. profit, productivity 
etc. ”1
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Image Source:  (Left) William Moreland, (Center) Benjamin Ong, (Right) Christine Mendoza via Unsplash

Hierarchical Leadership

Other animal groups known to 
have hierarchical systems:  
birds (notably chickens), 
baboons, & horses.
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Swarm

Image Source:  Hierarchy vs. Swarm Leadership via Medium.com.
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https://medium.com/the-gentle-revolution/swarm-leadership-i-443e7b0048a3


OVERVIEW
Leadership takes many forms in nature, one of which is 
a swarm.  These groups are motivated by independent 
survival, but it’s the group that allows for this success.  
Moving in a swarm provides protection and improves 
the survival of the entire system. 

Image Source:  Jean Wimmerlin via Unsplash

Swarm Leadership
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Image Source:  Jean Wimmerlin via Unsplash

Epic Journey of Sardines
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Image Source:  (Left) James Wainscoat, (Right) Joshua J. Cotten via Unsplash

Swarm Leadership

“whatever the organism does to benefit itself 
also benefits the system, and by working to 
benefit the system it also benefits itself. ”2
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Starlings in Flight
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Swarm of Monarch Butterflies
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Image Source:  (Left) Edgar Chaparro, (Center) CDC, (Right) Lisa H via Unsplash

Swarm Leadership

Other groups in nature known to 
have swarm systems:  insects, herd 
mammals & bacteria.
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Heterarchy

Image Source:  Forbes.com
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https://www.forbes.com/sites/stratfor/2016/02/04/heterarchy-an-idea-finally-ripe-for-its-time/?sh=1eecd2cd47a7


OVERVIEW
Within a heterarchal structure, there is no single 
leader, instead a position of leadership fluctuates 
between the members of a group.  The group 
becomes a support system of the leader(s) and 
encourages them along the way.  Just like we see with 
geese taking a flying V formation. 

Image Source:  (Left) Adam Smotkin, (Right) Justin Wilkens via Unsplash

Heterarchical Leadership
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Why Geese Fly in V-Formation
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Seeds & Sprouts
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Image Source:  Medium.com

https://medium.com/enspiral-tales/how-to-grow-distributed-leadership-7f6b25f0361c


OVERVIEW
Through seeds and sprouts we see the continuous 
cycle of new growth combined with old growth within 
a forest ecosystem.  The evolution in these ecosystems 
ensures their survival; adaptability and agility, with 
deep roots systems allow them to prosper.

Image Source:  (Left) Ronny Navarro, (Right) Francesco Gallarotti via Unsplash

Seeds & Sprouts Leadership
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Bean Sprout Time-Lapse
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Image Source:  Sebastian Unrau via Unsplash

Seeds & Sprouts Leadership

“By maintaining constant cycling at different locations and at 
different scales of time and size, the forest is able to survive and 
leverage short term disturbances as well as long term change. ”4

Creative Leadership • SD-6750-20-W22Kelsey Nelsen | 3.3 • Leadership Models in Nature | 02.06.2022



The Secret Physics of Dandelion Seeds
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Adapting Leadership 
in Nature to
Business
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Image Source:  Tomorrow’s Natural Business, Manwaring, DeLuca, & Hutchins



Cooperation
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Image Source:  James Lee via Unsplash



Cooperation
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Image Source:  Kris Mikael-Krister via Unsplash



Cooperation
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Image Source:  Simon Hurry via Unsplash
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Actors in the fashion sector have a critical role to play in achieving 
the Sustainable Development Goals. The fashion industry is a $2.4 trillion-
dollar global industry that employs approximately 300 million people across 
the value chain — many of whom are women — and the scale of the industry is 
only expected to grow over the coming years.
Given its size and global reach, unsustainable practices within the fashion 
sector have important impacts on social and environmental development 
indicators. Without major change to production processes and consumption 
patterns in fashion, the social and environmental costs of the sector will 
continue to mount.

https://unfashionalliance.org/ 11.21.21
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https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/
https://unfashionalliance.org/


Thank you.
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