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To the courageous leaders, truth-tellers, and changemakers,

thank you for making space for real conversations.

To every reader who dares to lead with clarity and heart:

this book was written for you.
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A Note from the Author

I did not set out to write a leadership book.

I set out to tell the truth about what I had witnessed in twenty years of sitting inside organisations as an advisor, a strategist, and occasionally, an uncomfortable mirror. I had watched brilliant people make themselves smaller to survive. I had seen courageous HR leaders burn out trying to hold systems together with inadequate tools and even less support. I had sat across from executives who were genuinely trying to do the right thing, yet were nonetheless producing cultures of fear without realising it.

The more I named these patterns with the leaders I worked with, the more I heard the same thing: "I have never heard anyone say this out loud before." That sentence became the mandate for this book.

Mirror, Mirror on the Corporate Wall is not a book of answers. It is a book of better questions. The kind of questions that require you to stop performing leadership and start practising it. The kind that make you look, really look, at the gap between what you say your culture is and what it actually feels like to work inside it.

I have written this book in the voice I use with my clients: direct, evidence-informed, and unwilling to let discomfort be a reason to avoid a necessary conversation. Some of what you will read will be uncomfortable. That is by design. Comfort has never been the vehicle for transformation.

What you will also find in these pages is deep respect for the difficulty of leadership. Leading people is one of the most complex, consequential, and underappreciated responsibilities that exists in professional life. This book does not pretend otherwise. It simply argues that the leaders who do it best are the ones willing to look beneath the surface of what is visible and reckon honestly with what they find.

That is all I ask of you. Let us begin.

Tania Lafrenière

How to Use This Book

This book is designed to be read in whatever way serves you best. It is organised into four parts, each building on the last, but every chapter also stands alone. If you are working through a specific challenge, you can go directly to the chapter that names it.

Each chapter follows the same structure. The main content lays out the concept, the research, and the real-world patterns I have witnessed. The Leadership Toolkit gives you specific, practical actions you can take this week. The Real Talk section shares a story from my consulting work that brings the concept to life. The Key Takeaways distill the most important ideas. The Deeper Cut section goes further into the research, the complexity, and the systemic dimensions of each topic for those who want to go beyond the surface.

At the end of each chapter, you will find Reflection Questions. These are not rhetorical. They are designed to be used: in a journal, in a coaching session, in a team discussion, or simply in the quiet of a morning before a difficult day. The leaders who get the most from this book are almost never the ones who read it fastest. They are the ones who stop, sit with the discomfort, and answer the questions honestly.

A word about the stories in this book. Every story I tell is real. Every pattern I name is drawn from direct observation. Out of respect for confidentiality, I have changed identifying details in every case. The lessons, however, are unchanged.

This book is not a prescription. It is a mirror. What you do with what you see is entirely up to you.

A Note on Language

Throughout this book, I use the word "organisation" broadly to refer to any workplace: corporate, nonprofit, public sector, or otherwise. I use "leader" to refer to anyone who has responsibility for other people, whether that is a team of two or a company of twenty thousand. Leadership is not a title. It is a practice. This book is written for anyone engaged in that practice.
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Mirror, Mirror

There is a moment in every leader's journey when the mirror cracks. Not because we are broken. Not because the workplace is doomed. But because we finally see it.

We see the performative empathy. The strategic silence. The inflated titles that do nothing to address the emotional sinkholes swallowing our best people. We see the high-functioning dysfunction, dressed in quarterly KPIs and scented with the vague stench of culture.

I have sat in executive rooms with polished mission statements plastered on the wall and a toxic undercurrent humming beneath the mahogany table. I have watched HR departments drown under the weight of supporting everyone while being resourced like the office birthday committee. I have coached brilliant leaders who cried quietly in parking lots before going into another day of soul-draining smiles.

We have been gaslit by corporate optimism for far too long. This book is not about blaming. It is about naming. It is a mirror, brutal and kind. Reflective and shattering.

You will meet mascots of dysfunction. You will learn frameworks that make emotional intelligence real, not fluffy. You will see systems that burn people out, then blame them for catching fire. And most importantly, you will reclaim your own voice in a workplace that too often asks you to shrink, smile, and comply.

If you are reading this, you are likely one of the brave ones. Let us not fix what is broken. Let us expose it, then rebuild better.

Take a deep breath. Step into the reflection. And let us begin.
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The Foundation

Understanding the systems beneath what you can see

Chapters 1 to 5
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The Corporate Iceberg™

Lead Beneath the Surface

[image: An iceberg illustration showing that only 10 percent of organisational culture is visible above the waterline, including mission statements and published values, while 90 percent lies hidden below the surface, including fear, unwritten rules, power dynamics, and silence.]

Every workplace has a surface story. A clean, glossy narrative told through values posters, mission statements, and quarterly reports. But beneath that polished exterior lies something far more revealing: the unspoken truths that shape how people actually feel, behave, and lead.

I call this invisible underworld the Corporate Iceberg™.

The Story of Two Leaders

In the first meeting, the CEO kicks off a leadership retreat with an inspiring story about innovation and agility. Slides flash. Heads nod. Everyone applauds. Later, a mid-level manager whispers: none of this matters. We cannot even get budget approvals without a six-month delay.

In the second meeting, a different CEO opens the same kind of retreat by saying: before we talk strategy, let us talk truth. What is working, and what is not? No spin. Just real. That meeting changed the company's trajectory. The first CEO spoke from the surface. The second was willing to dive beneath it.

The Iceberg Uncovered

The Corporate Iceberg™ represents the unseen 90 percent of an organisation's emotional and behavioural culture.

Above the surface, what is visible: mission statements, DEI commitments, leadership principles, employee engagement scores. Below the surface, what is real: fear of speaking up, siloed teams protecting turf, marginalised voices being ignored, the trauma of restructuring, the fatigue of pretending.

This 90 percent drives everything from innovation to attrition. Most leaders are trained to manage only what they can see. The frameworks, the dashboards, the quarterly reviews: all of it is the tip. None of it is the truth.

The Cost of Surface Leadership

When leaders ignore what is below the surface, the effects are not immediate or dramatic. They are slow and quiet. High performers disengage. Change initiatives stall. Psychological safety erodes, and culture slides from trust toward control. You will not see it in your KPIs. You will feel it in exit interviews and in the silences of your town halls.

The leaders who endure in memory are not the ones who managed the surface the most skilfully. They are the ones who were willing to dive. The ones who asked the questions no one else was asking. The ones who named what everyone else had decided was too dangerous to say aloud.

The Corporate Iceberg™ is not a metaphor about bad leadership. It is a diagnostic tool for all leadership. Even the best leaders have blind spots below the waterline. Especially the best leaders, because the best leaders are typically the ones most committed to understanding what they cannot see from the top.

"Do not mistake silence for satisfaction. Silence is often the sound of people giving up."

Leadership Toolkit


•  Ask one bold question in your next team meeting: What do you think we pretend is working, but is not?

•  Create a heat map: divide a whiteboard into Above the Surface and Below the Surface. Let the team fill it in anonymously.

•  Have the mirror conversation with your leadership team: What is this telling us about where we need to grow?

•  Choose one or two iceberg truths to address openly in the next 90 days. Commit to reporting back.






REAL TALK

I once sat across from a COO who pulled me aside before a leadership retreat and said: I need you to know, nothing you hear today is real. He was not being cynical. He was being precise. The entire executive team had become so fluent in the surface story that no one could find the truth anymore. That is not a communication problem. That is an organisation that has lost itself below the waterline.

––––––––
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KEY TAKEAWAYS

•  Most workplaces run two systems simultaneously: the official one and the real one.

•  The Corporate Iceberg™ is the gap between them.

•  Leaders who only manage what they can see are managing a fiction.

•  The 90 percent below the surface, the fear, the silence, the unspoken resentments, is what is actually running your culture.

•  You cannot lead what you refuse to look at.

•  Dive deeper, or keep losing your best people to a surface you have mistaken for reality.

––––––––
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THE DEEPER CUT

Why Most Leadership Development Misses the Point

The global leadership development industry is worth over 366 billion dollars annually. Billions of dollars in coaching, offsite retreats, 360-degree feedback tools, and executive MBA programmes. And yet, Gallup's most recent State of the Global Workplace report found that only 23 percent of employees worldwide are engaged at work, a number that has barely moved in a decade. We are spending an astronomical sum of money to develop leaders and achieving almost nothing in terms of how people actually experience working for them.

The reason is the iceberg. Almost all of that investment is directed at the top 10 percent, the visible surface. We train leaders to communicate better. To set clearer goals. To build better strategies. And those things matter. But they do not fix what is below the waterline. They do not address the fear that prevents people from telling their leader the strategy will not work. They do not repair the resentment that builds when people watch values violated and no one says anything.

Edgar Schein, the MIT organisational psychologist whose work on culture remains foundational decades after it was written, identified three levels of culture: artefacts (what we can see), declared values (what we say we believe), and basic underlying assumptions (what actually governs behaviour). Most leadership development works at level one. The transformation organisations desperately need lives at level three.

Here is what I have witnessed in over two decades of organisational consulting: the gap between a leader's self-perception and their team's experience of them is almost always located in the iceberg. Leaders are often genuinely, sincerely committed to their stated values. They believe they are inclusive. They believe they invite challenge. But their team is having an entirely different experience, and no amount of values posters will close that gap. Only diving beneath the surface will.
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