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Abstract
 

Lead Like An Animal uses various proverbs and ancient stories to 

liken the habits and features of specific animals, to ideal leadership 

traits that will help businesses and teams grow. 

Drawing examples from a number of Western and Chinese 

proverbs, the authors are able to examine many leadership lessons 

that are found in the animal kingdom, and show how we can take 

these lessons into leaderships teams today. 



Introduction 

 



Leadership matters, and there is a great need for better leaders. 

Certainly, if one wants to be successful in their chosen 

field, then one should develop their leadership skills. 

Leadership is a skill set that can be possessed both in humans 

and in animals. There are many examples of good leadership 

found in the animal kingdom. Animals must lead by influencing, 

demonstrating, guiding and constantly communicating with those 

in their group. They always have a clear goal and a purpose for 

their followers to achieve. For example, when animals are travelling 

in groups they must make migratory or movement decisions, 

therefore, they depend on good communication skills and social 

interaction in order to transfer information and/or direct the others 

within the group. This is done by signalling to one another or 

making noises which can only be understood by their own species. 

Information that is transferred within a group is crucial, as in most 

cases, there are only very few in the group who know the location 

of a food source, the migration route, or are aware of the threat of 

a predator. Within a group of animals, it is vital that there is always 

a clear leader that knows all the information and is able to guide 

and direct the others in the right direction. The leader is easily 

identifiable as they are the one that takes responsibility for the 

safety of others in the group by always looking out for their 

needs, and in turn, everyone follows and is dependent on them. 

 

Leadership involves using the head, the heart and the hands. The 

leader should make full use of his or her analytical skills and social 



or interpersonal skills. By “using the hands”, the leader should 

always be leading by example, both in their words and in their 

actions. The leader also needs to be hands-on and play active role 

within the group.

 



The Eagle
V I S I O N ,  S T R E N G T H

A M B I T I O N 



“When there is no vision, the people perish.” 
(Proverbs 29, 18). 
 

For a good leader to lead people effectively it is vital that they 

clearly communicate their vision and dream to the people they 

are leading. When everyone within a group are clear on what the 

leaders vision is it creates a better environment for everyone, 

where they are striving towards a common goal and purpose.  

 

One leadership lesson drawn from the eagle is that of vision. 

When an eagle is hunting it flies high in the sky where it has a 

good view of everything below it. Similarly, a good leader should 

have a high vantage point where they have a good view of what 

is in front of them and where they are heading. The leader should 

always be able to see the bigger picture. When there is a clear 

vision within a group it serves as a guiding light, a beacon of 

hope, so people know which direction they are heading in. 

The eagle can also teach us about resilience and tough 

leadership. Leaders need to be resilient and adopt positive 

thinking in order to change the “I can’t” to “I can!” and the 

“I’ll try to do it” to “I’ll do it!” When a leader thinks positively 

it allows them to turn roadblocks into opportunities. 

 

When eagles are 30 years old, they go through a process of 

renewal. They find a place to nest hidden high up in the mountains. 

It is there that the old eagle will claw at its face and tear out its 



old feathers using its curved beak, to allow new feathers to grow. 

During this process the eagle will bleed badly. However, it is vital 

for the eagle to go through this in order to renew its strength. If the 

eagle did not do this, it would shorten its lifespan and the eagle 

would not see out its usual 40 years life expectancy. It is therefore 

vital that the eagle undergoes this process of change and renewal 

to gain strength and build its resilience. By the same token, us as 

humans also need to accept change when it happens and use it as 

an opportunity to learn and grow rather than try to avoid change. 

Change is a natural part of life, so it is important that we embrace it. 

 

It is apt at this point to quote a Chinese phrase: “The eagle is 

soaring high, spreading its wings.”

In Chinese culture, if someone wants to wish a business associate 

well and send them good luck, they will often give them a calligraphic 

painting of an eagle. The eagle is a symbol of leadership, optimism, 

strength and ambition and is a way of encouraging someone 

to emulate the bird and fly as high as they can in their chosen 

profession. In many Chinese brush paintings, the eagle can be 

shown navigating mighty waves to catch a fish, as the sun shines 

bright in the background. The turbulence of the vast ocean is never 

an obstacle for the strong and determined eagle, while the rising 

sun, which foresees every possibility in life, is a symbol of a bright 

future, opportunity, and the greatness that one can achieve with real 

effort and aspiration. Hence, the eagle serves as a good source of 

inspiration and encouragement for many in Chinese culture. 



 

The Tiger
C O U R A G E O U S , 

C O N T I N U O U S  I M P R O V E M E N T



A good leader must be someone who is prepared to take risks.

There is a Chinese saying that goes, “If you do not enter the 

tiger’s den, how can you get his cub?” 

 

Having powerfully built shoulders and legs, the tiger, the largest 

of the four big cats, is also seen by the Chinese as courageous. 

It upholds justice and protects the weak. Being seen as the King 

of the Beasts in East Asian culture, paintings of tigers are often 

hung in houses as a means to ward off evil spirits. 

 

Another Chinese proverb says, “There are times when even the 

tiger sleeps.”

As a leader, it is important to learn from the tiger and understand 

that there will be times that you will make mistakes. When you 

make a mistake, it is vital that you are willing to admit to them and 

use them as an opportunity for learning and growth. Be willing to 

adopt an attitude of continuous improvement where your mistakes 

are seen as just another stepping stone to your successs. 

 

 

 



The Horse
 

E M O T I O N S

P R O S P E R I T Y

A D A P TA B I L I T Y



In Western tradition, a horse can symbolise that wild side that is 

in all of us that needs taming and to be kept under control. As a 

leader we must show wisdom at all times and not make wild or rash 

decisions that could be costly to us and our teams. The wild horse 

in us can be seen as our emotions and feelings. A leader should 

be emotionally stable and possess a high emotional quotient (EQ) 

where they are aware of their own, and others, emotions.

In Chinese culture, a leader should have “the uncontaminated 

heart” showing purity and care for the people in their team. A leader 

should also have clarity of mind where they are able to have a 

clear vision, set meaningful goals, and ultimately, get the job done. 

The Chinese phrase, “Mǎ dào gōng chéng” meaning “immediate 

success” is commonly used in Chinese paintings and calligraphy 

and they can often be seen displayed in offices and residences of 

businessman. Hanging a big painting of eight strong, wild horses 

galloping, with the inscription, “Bā jùnmǎ tú”, meaning, “eight 

handsome running horses” is meant for good luck. When this image 

is displayed it is believed that businesses will flourish, similar to a 

team of strong horses, running purposefully in unison. Furthermore, 

the number eight in Chinese culture means “prosperity”, hence 

the reason for eight horses being depicted in the painting. 

 

Horses can also be a sign of great balance, due to their sure 

footedness and their unconscious sense of knowing where their 

body and limbs are at all times and how they are supposed to 

function. Like the horse in this sense, a leader needs to have a 



good sense of balance and be flexible, being able to connect and 

work with all kinds of people. By having a good sense of balance, a 

leader should not be too rigid, but rather, be someone who is able to 

adapt quickly to different situations and not get easily overawed or 

stressed. A leader who is unbalanced is someone who is inflexible, 

has little self-awareness and can struggle to network and mix with 

a variety of different people.

 

 



The Crane
 

L O N G E V I T Y ,  P O W E R F U L

C O N F I D E N T



These are long-legged and long-necked birds of the Gruidae 

family. In several cultures such as the Chinese, the Japanese, 

the Koreans, and the Vietnamese, the cranes are considered 

auspicious, and they are the symbol of longevity.

Traditionally, the Chinese also regard the cranes as messengers of 

wisdom. Here, it is said that legendary Taoist sages were transported 

between heavenly worlds on the back of cranes. In order to take 

flight and carry these Taoist sages in the air, the crane maintains a 

slim body with a pair of powerful wings. In business, the leader must 

also be powerful and confident when leading a large team of people. 

 

Interestingly, the cranes are opportunistic feeders that change their 

diet according to the season and their own nutrient requirements. 

They eat a variety of items from suitably sized rats, fish, frogs, 

insects, berries and plants, depending on the availability at different 

times of the year. Being able to eat a variety of foods in different 

seasons is what ensures their survival. By a similar token, leaders 

too must be agile and adaptable to different situations. They must 

also be able to stand strong in the face of adversity and take the 

heat when necessary to protect others in their team. Good leaders 

must also be able to make the most of any situation, by leading, 

directing and empowering those in their team to utilise their skills 

and perform at their best.



The Tortoise
 

P AT I E N C E ,  R E S I L I E N C E

S T E A D F A S T



The tortoise is considered a symbol of longevity by the Chinese. 

The tortoise has a hard shell that protects its body, making 

it resilient against potential threat. When found in a hostile 

environment, the tortoise will strategically protect itself inside 

its shell, waiting patiently until the threat is gone. When safe 

to do so the tortoise will venture out once more to explore its 

environment and continue on its way. Likewise, a leader should 

be steadfast and resilient, being able to weather a storm and 

turn things around when they find themselves in tough times.  

 

The tortoise also represents the virtue of patience. Patience in 

a leader is good. Often patience can be perceived as too soft or 

gentle, however, patience is a powerful tool in leadership.

Rome wasn’t built in a day; a strong brand needs to be built.

A good corporate culture needs to be built over time and must be 

nurtured with a strong set of core values that everyone believes in. 

Companies that live by a strong set of core values are often said to 

be more successful and last longer. It is vital that the leaders of an 

organisation are the ones who display and emulate the core values 

and live them out each and every day so that others can follow. 

The leader must be the one who sets the example for others.



The Snake
 

C O N F I D E N T ,  G R O W T H

D R I V I N G  F O R W A R D , 



One of the twelve celestial animals of the Chinese Zodiac is the 

snake. In Christianity, the serpent is Satan’s representative. It 

is evil and sly. In Genesis, chapter 3 of the bible, it was a snake 

that tempted Eve in the Garden of Eden. In the 5th century, Saint 

Patrick is reputed to have expelled all snakes from Ireland in an 

effort to Christianise the country, thus explaining the absence of 

snakes there. 

 

Due to a snake’s ability to flex open their jaws extremely wide, 

some species have been known to swallow large animals such as 

dogs and buffaloes. We can liken a snake’s confidence to take on 

much greater opposition, to the determination and ambitions of 

a leader. The leader is usually someone who is big-hearted and 

magnanimous, motivating the team to continue moving onwards 

towards the vision that has been set.

  

Snakes shed their skin often allowing for new growth. Leaders 

need to be the leaders of change within any organisation by 

being fluid and accepting that change is inevitable and managing 

people through it. Leaders need to create a sense of urgency, 

by motivating their people to accept and implement the change 

that is required. All great leaders celebrate successes, no matter 

how little; and they also get their people to see the benefits of 

the change. This allows for team morale to be maintained while 

change is taking places and keeps everyone moving in the right 

direction.

 



 

The Monkey
 

W I S E ,  M I N D F U L

C O U R A G E O U S



The monkey is a prominent divine entity in Hinduism that is said to 

bestow longevity.

In Buddhism, the monkey is an early incarnation of Buddha but may 

also represent trickery and ugliness. The Chinese Buddhist, the 

“mind monkey” metaphor refers to the unsettled, restless state of 

the human mind. The “Mizaru” or three wise monkeys are revered 

in Japanese folklore. To the Chinese, the monkey is seen as clever. 

 

There’s a Chinese saying that says

“even monkeys at times fall from the trees” Leaders too, also make 

mistakes, and it is important that leaders learn from their mistakes. 

 

“Pilgrimage to the West”, written by Wu Cheng-en (1500-1582) in 

the Ming Dynasty, is one of the greatest novels in Chinese Literature 

and it occupies an important place in World Mythology. Here, the 

“Monkey God” is depicted as a brave, courageous, diligent hero 

who is afraid of nothing - not even the Jade Emperor or Yama, the 

underworld king.  He is a radical leader who thinks differently from 

other people and uses his wonder magic iron cudgel to fight off 

demons and kings.

From these examples, we can liken this to a leader who is brave 

and courageous and is a role model to his team. In order to stand 

out and gain a competitive edge, a leader, at times, will be called 

upon to be different.

 



 

The Frog
 

C H A N G E ,  A D A P TA B L E



Frogs are often featured prominently in folklore. In the West, 

many fairy tales and popular culture include stories of frogs, 

such as The Frog Prince, which tells of a frog who turns 

into a handsome prince when kissed by beautiful maidens. 

 

Amphibian metamorphosis undergoes a period of transition from 

a tadpole to a frog. A tadpole has gills, a tail and a circular mouth 

and swims in the water. During metamorphosis, the hind legs begin 

to develop followed by the front legs. When the lungs develop, the 

tadpole swims to the surface of the water to breathe. The intestine 

shortens to accommodate a carnivorous diet, and the eyes 

protrude in such a way that they are above water when the rest of 

the body is immersed. The eyes have movable lids but, in addition, 

the whole eyeball can be withdrawn farther into the head, which 

often happens when the frog is swallowing. Its nostrils are situated 

in such a way so that the frog can breathe when swimming at the 

surface of the water and they can also be closed as to stop water 

getting in. The final stage of metamorphosis sees the tail absorbed 

by the body as it grows into a fully developed frog.

Like the frog, leaders too, should go through periods of 

metamorphosis in order to develop and become adaptable in any 

environment they are in. 



Conclusion
 



This book is  highlighting some of the good features and habits of 

the animal kingdom without denying that bad habits and 

behaviour among these animals do exist.

However, to stress on these bad behaviours would be indulging 

in negative thinking, hence the emphasis on these positive 

attributes. Similarly, anyone can make mistakes but more 

critically, we need to learn from them, and in this case, more 

specifically, learn from these good features and behaviours. 

 

Learning from the positive attributes of the animal kingdom 

mentioned, the key success factors for good leaders are 

having vision, being strong and resilient, guiding yet flexible while 

being compassionate and caring.

They also lead change. Using these positive attributes, the leaders 

can grow themselves and perform effectively; and the organisation 

they lead will also benefit and grow.


