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Field Report

Good Vibrations: Mastering the
Wayfinders’ Code for Leadership
An almost imperceptible sliver of color appears on the
distant horizon. The storm will be fierce.

For centuries cultures have navigated using the rising and
setting of stars and the patterns of waves on the oceans and
sands. This science, which synthesizes seemingly unrelated
bits of data in order to gain one’s bearings, is known as
wayfinding.

It tells him there’s no land within reach, no safe harbor to
sail to. The winds begin to shift.
He descends quickly into the hull of the vessel. Lays his
small body against its side.

Ancient Polynesian navigators sailed across around 25
million square miles of the Pacific, using the science of
wayfinding, successfully navigating their canoes without the
use of instruments or maps. All of this was at a time when
much of Europe still believed the world was flat! Master
wayfinders synthesized signs such as the starpaths and moon
at night, the ocean swells, cloud color and movement, and
the flight patterns of birds by day.

To the uninitiated, it looks like the old man has gone to rest.
In fact, he’s gathering empirical data. You see, the hull of the
canoe is considered the womb of the vessel. It’s here that he
feels the direction and sequence of each swell.
He climbs back up to the platform.
Having gathered all of his information, he now balances his
calculations with instinct.

Wayfinding provides the basis for a powerful approach
for taking a fresh perspective on leadership in a world of
volatility, uncertainty, complexity, and ambiguity (VUCA).
Wayfinding teaches us how we can increase our responseability, the ability to respond and avoid reactivity, especially
in the face of great challenges. For the wayfinder leader a
challenge is an invitation to achieve mastery. To illustrate
this point, we would like to share a story, a metaphor for
navigating the complexity of our times.

The old man warns his crew. The men immediately lower the
rig and lash the canoe tightly together. The last thing they do
is to tether their bodies to the canoe to keep from becoming
separated.
The storm erupts. It is as violent as the navigator predicted.
Waves are stories high.
Rain stings like shards of glass.
After what seems like an eternity, the storm passes.

A 30-foot canoe slices through the ocean like a sharp knife to
paper.

Miraculously, no one is lost.

A Micronesian navigator studies a particular star.

Battered and shaken, the mariners reset their canoe, raise
the fragile sail, and make the journey homeward.

The way it’s reflecting light forewarns him of a storm.

This is the ultimate initiation
into mastery. They return to
their island forever changed.

He turns his gaze to the horizon and waits for the first hint of
light to tell him what weather conditions will be three days
hence.

Meet Chellie Spiller
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The navigator described in the story was a man named Pius
Mau Piailug. Until his death, Mau was considered one of the
greatest celestial navigators in the world. Elizabeth Lindsey,
a Native Hawaiian, was a student of Mau for 10 years while
completing a PhD in Anthropology with a specialization
in ethnonavigation. She recorded Satawalese chants and
practices that have never been seen or heard by the outside
world.

of reference. Whilst wayfinder leaders have a formidable
ability to synthesize and process information and maintain
remarkable mental maps, they also have keen intuitive
abilities and thus, the first of Mau’s code, love, is key to
being a wayfinder leader.
Aroha (Māori), aloha (Hawaiian), and aroa (Rarotongans) is
an expansive concept of love that resonates with expressions
such as peace, shalom, salaam, and namaste. Aroha is an
abiding, infinite love that involves care, respect, empathy,
reciprocity, and kindness. In New Zealand, as in Hawaii,
aroha/aloha has found its way into the heart of culture
— many people will begin and sign off messages with
an expression of aroha/aloha in a gesture of goodwill to
another.

Similarly, Chellie Spiller, a Māori, has undertaken
extensive study on wayfinding. While on a senior Fulbright
scholarship at Harvard University she began writing a book
on wayfinding and leadership. She eventually teamed up
with Māori traditional navigator Hotu Barclay-Kerr and
their mutual friend John Panoho. Their book, Wayfinding
Leadership: Groundbreaking Wisdom for Developing
Leaders, was released December 2015. Their five waypoints
framework is used in executive training and development
programs to help leaders and their teams make more
effective decisions, build better teams, master change and
develop dynamic response-ability.

Rose Pere, a Māori tohuna tipua and tohunga ruahine
(a sower of sacred knowledge and priestess of sacred
ceremonies) teaches that we all have the divine spark of
aroha within us: “Our connecting energy is aroha, which
means: aro=presence and ha=breath...of the Godhead,
unconditional love” (Pere, 1991, 1994).

Before Mau passed away he shared with Elizabeth what
he called ‘the code’ to wayfinding, “It’s all to do with love,
light, and frequency,” he said. It is this ‘code’ that we have
dedicated ourselves to researching, exploring, and living.
In addition to traveling the world, we have been studying
synergies between ancient cosmologies of the Dogons of
Mali, ancient Egyptians, Mayans, Tibetans, Hawaiians,
and Māori. These synergies reveal fascinating confluences,
especially around the notions of Te Kore, the void of
potentiality, and Te Ao Mārama, the world of light. In this
article, we will share insights into our work, structured
around the ‘code’ of love, light and frequency and reflect on
the insights it holds for leadership.

Leadership consultant and author Margaret Wheatley
(as cited in Sims, 1997, p. 113) believes that love is the
wellspring of personal and collective power: “What gives
power its charge, positive or negative, is the quality of
relationships. Those who relate through coercion, or from a
disregard for the other person, create negative energy. Those
who are open to others and who see others in their fullness
create positive energy. Love in organizations, then, is the
most potent source of power we have available.”
Love in leadership is not a new idea. Leadership scholars
Kouzes and Posner (2012, see p. 345) and Bolman and
Deal (2011, see p. 127) have highlighted the power of love
expressed through leadership. However, even though love
may be alive and present in our private lives, many leaders,
according to Bolman and Deal, feel wary about using the
word love in “any context more profound than their feelings
about food, films, or games” (p. 127).

Love - Aroha
Our modern world often prizes the mind over the heart but
science is now discovering what native cultures have long
believed: The heart’s intuitive intelligence is a primary point

Meet Elizabeth Kapu’uwailani Lindsey

Elizabeth Kapu’uwailani Lindsey (Hawaiian) is the first female National
Geographic fellow and the first Polynesian explorer at the National
Geographic Society. An award-winning filmmaker and anthropologist,
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of the most remote regions of the world. She can be reached at
elizabeth@elizabethlindsey.com.
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Whilst many of us don’t work in life-threatening situations
such as that described in the opening story, life in
organizations can feel like a pinball machine with its brutal
restructures, insidious politics, and corporate machinations.
Leaders who love still have to make tough decisions but they
can do so with caring and humanity. The message for leaders
is that love is an intimate expression of communion and
connectedness with the world.

energy, or consciousness in the world that can be harnessed
and expressed in human activities through acts of generosity
and wisdom (Royal, 2006). He emphasizes that a person of
mana helps awaken the deeper potential in others to see the
whole person and all that they bring.
Mana is a frequency — our authentic coherence. Mana is
ultimately a spiritual energy, it is not simply about position,
status, or control, but is the fullest expression of potential of
a person. Following from our discussion on love and light,
leaders with mana are tasked with recognizing and growing
the potential of others and, in doing so, helping others
manifest their own mana. Leaders with mana are of service
to their community.

Light - Mauri
In our recent work, we have been discovering the
significance of light in ancient teachings: ma, oho, ogo,
ra, la, and ‘ao are all expressions of light from ancient
peoples. Mauri is a Māori word for a life-force energy that
is immanent in all things knitting and bonding them together
(Marsden, 2003). According to Chellie’s mentor, the late
Matua Pereme Porter and his friend Gray Theodore, mauri,
broken into its original components, means descendants
of the light, ma = light and uri = descendants. Porter and
Theodore believe that mauri is an ancient identifier that
recognizes the true essence of inhabitants of Te Ao Mārama,
people who are descendants of the light (as cited in Spiller,
2010). This explanation accords with Rose Pere, who states,
“The mauri is a Life Force that comes from the Central Sun
the Divine Spark.” She provides further insight into how
one can foster a healthy mauri: “Positive energy can help a
person’s mauri to wax and not wane… I am very wary of
energies, and will generally only interact with people who
have a positive affect [sic] on my mauri, my psychical life
force” (Pere, n.d., 1991, 1994).

Having great mana is more than accumulating
accomplishments. When we ask people in our wayfinding
leadership workshops to reflect on people who display great
mana, we get answers like tribal and political leaders Sir
Tipene O’Regan, Dame Whina Cooper, and Dame Tariana
Turia along with famous Kiwis such as Sir Peter Blake (who
led successive victories in the America’s Cup yacht race),
Richie McGaw (the most successful captain of the NZ rugby
team the All Blacks), and Sir Edmund Hilary (who first
reached the summit of Everest). We all have people who
come to mind when we think of mana. What becomes clear
in the discussion about mana and leadership is it’s not just
that the leaders mentioned have accomplished great things
— it’s how they did it, for what purpose, and in service of
whom?

For leaders mauri is about ensuring that a healthy energy
permeates their organizations and that they consciously
seek to create mauri ora, well-being. It is about taking
themselves, their people, and their organizations on a journey
to ensure well-being is what ultimately prevails across
spiritual, social, cultural, environmental, and economic
dimensions of organizational life (Spiller, Erakovic, Henare,
& Pio 2010). As Matua Pereme would often say, “Te Ao
Mārama, the world of light is that which has been learned
and released into māramatanga, enlightenment.” Te Ao
Mārama requires iterative engagement with Te Kore, the
world of potential. He would say that “Te Kore is all around
us and our task as leaders is to release that potential into
the world” (Spiller, 2010; Spiller, Barclay-Kerr & Panoho,
2015).

When people live in strong alignment with their values,
fulfilling their potential and serving a higher purpose,
their mana becomes more coherent. Mana is not about
having charisma, gravitas, authority, magnetism… those
qualities are by-products of leaders who have served well
the communities to which they belong. In some ways,
mana exists in the eyes, hearts, and memories of others. It
is not something we can buy, possess, or own. It is our own
personal frequency.
Perhaps the most profound lesson we have both learned from
the navigators is their ability to maintain a fierce unwavering
vision for the island, to harness their mana, and call a new
reality into being. To an untrained eye, it would appear
that the mariners are sailing to an island. Yet, to a master
navigator, the island is held within him or her, and they are
drawing that island to them.

Frequency - Mana
Mana is a distinctively Polynesian term. Charles Royal, the
former director of Ngā Pae o te Māramatanga (a research
center at the University of Auckland for excellence in
indigenous development), describes mana as a quality,
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important signs that align with their intention. Wayfinding is
a fluid process, a sensory perceptive experience, not a static
cartographic one. The whole body is a perceptive instrument.
Like the field of waves, we undulate and enter a state of flow
where everything is in alignment. It’s a strange lesson: The
more we slow down, the more time we have.
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We are all wayfinders.

Wayfinding
Leadership is
available as
an eBook on
Amazon or
through the
publisher HUIA (New Zealand) as a
paperback.

We are each called to keenly observe and anticipate changing
conditions, respond decisively, and, with fierce courage
and wisdom, command critical moments. These are skills
required of every leader today. Every leadership moment,
especially the challenging ones, sharpens our mastery and
hones our response-ability. As Mau would say, “Do not pray
for fair weather. Fair weather will never make you a master.
Pray for courage.”
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