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Synopsis et détails 
"Houston, nous avons un probleme", c'est la phrase qui, le 13 avril 1970 a 21h7, fit sursauter les 

hommes qui surveillaient un vol de routine du vaisseau "Apollo 13" depuis la salle de contrôle de la 

NASA. Un des réservoirs d'oxygène venait d'exploser à la 55e heure du vol et à 205 000 miles de la 

Terre. 

 

Enable others to act: Gene Kranz, Apollo 13 

Great leaders make it possible for others to do great work. They give clear 
direction, shareresponsibility and ensure people have the skills and resources they 
need. Most of all, they make people feel confident and capable of achieving. 

In Apollo 13, flight controller Gene Kranz and his team face an almost unimaginable 
challenge: to get their crippled spacecraft back to Earth on less power than it takes to 
run a vacuum cleaner. Yet Kranz masterfully organises his resources, ensuring his 
team all know what they need to do, that they’re all ‘working the problem’, and that 
they’re all focused on a positive goal. Most of all, he instils confidence: ‘we’ve never 
lost an American in space and we sure as hell aren’t going to lose one on my watch – 
failure is not an option!’ 

There’s a scene in Apollo 13when Flight Controller John Aaron declares that, to get 
the stricken shuttle back to Earth, they’ll need to get the shuttle power output down to 
12 amps. The response? ‘You can’t run a vacuum cleaner on 12 amps John!’ 
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It’s a moment that perfectly sums up the enormity of the task facing NASA – and the 
massive leadership challenge to go with it. It’s a situation that might make many of us 
run and hide under the duvet. 

Step up Flight Director Gene Kranz, played by Ed Harris –  the epitomy of ‘enable 
others to act’. At no point does he accept for one second that they won’t be 
successful, and his steely attitude instils belief in those around him.  

Kranz expertly marshals his resources with his instruction to ‘work the problem’, 
enabling everyone to play their role in resolving the crisis. For every seemingly 
impossible situation, his response is simple – we need to find a way to make it work. 

It’s an approach that leads to cinematic gold: ‘we’ve never lost an American in space 
and we sure as hell aren’t going to lose one on my watch. Failure is not an option.’ 

According to Kranz’s Wikipedia entry, he never actually said those words in real life, 
but it successfully sums up the tone for the whole movie. 

Apollo 13 is the co-ordination of a massive team effort to achieve an improbable 
result, and everyone has their role to play – whether it’s the grounded pilot brought 
into the simulator to find a successful re-entry approach, or the NASA staff given a 
box of everything in the shuttle and instructed to make a ‘square peg to fit a round 
hole’. 

According to my brother-in-law, a sports coach, many of his students are surprised 
when he tells them that the Apollo 13 mission is a true story. And it’s the reality that 
makes this perhaps the ultimate in leadership and crisis management movies, where 
a brilliantly-led team really do succeed in making the seemingly impossible happen. 
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