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What People Are Saying 

“People often view leadership as automatic or genetic. Neither is true. Real leadership demands hard, honest work.

 

This book is a thought-provoking and practical read for leaders committed to mastering their craft, whether early in their career or well seasoned. Drawing on industry examples and the author’s own experience, McCarthy challenges readers to examine themselves and grow.

 

Despite the humble title, Scott McCarthy knows leadership. He has lived it, studied it, and distilled it into a valuable and refreshing guide for leaders who want to get better.”

 

Colonel (Retired) John Conrad
Author, Public Servant Executive

 

“A sharp, honest, and necessary book that strips leadership back to its essentials. It challenges ego, demands character, and speaks from real experience. Every serious leader will benefit from its clarity and conviction.”

 

Dr. Bryan Brulotte, MStJ, GCJ, CS
Chairman, Sterling-Trust

 

 

This book isn’t built on theory. It’s built on conversations, failures, pressure, and real leadership moments. These leaders have lived it too.

 

“Finally, a leadership book that says what most won’t, that you’ll never have it all figured out, and that’s exactly where real leadership begins. Scott’s approach to leading yourself, your team, and your organisation is as practical as it is honest.”

 

Colin D Ellis
Bestselling Author and Global Workplace Culture Expert

 

“Scott’s book drew me in, had me speed-reading forward, then pulling out a notebook and going back to write things down. Intellectually stimulating and bluntly frank, it makes powerful connections and offers practical insight that benefits leaders at every level.”

 

Major-General (Retired) Scott Clancy
Leadership Development Author and Coach

 

“McCarthy offers a refreshingly honest look at what great leadership is and what it is not. This book is for anyone on the quest to unlock what is possible in leadership.”

 

Heather R. Younger, J.D., CSP
Keynote Speaker, Author, and Consultant

This book refuses to romanticize leadership. It treats trust as dependability and follow-through, not warmth, and names power as real, consequential, and unavoidable. That honesty strengthens trust and psychological safety in environments where consistency matters more than charisma.

 

A grounding read for experienced leaders and a strong starting point for others.

Tina Collins
Founder and Principal, Rethinkery

 

“Scott provides a clear roadmap for developing and evolving authentic, caring leadership. He cuts through the noise and delivers actionable tactics you can apply immediately. A truly transformative read.”

 

Mike Hamilton
Chief Distribution Officer / Senior Vice President, RBC Insurance

 

 

 


 

 

 

 

 

 

To Ethan and Benjamin

My greatest leadership challenge and success
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The Shit You Need to Hear First




How to Read This Book (a.k.a. Don’t Skip Around Like an Idiot)

Alright, you’re here. Congratulations—you made it.

Now do me a serious favour: hold the damn line.

This book isn’t an academic textbook, where you can jump from Chapter 2 to Chapter 14 and then back to 8 like you’re flipping channels. It’s built with military precision; every section stacks on the one before it.

We start by ripping apart the garbage that passes for leadership advice these days. Then we lay down some anchor points—core concepts you need if you want to lead in the real world, not just look good on LinkedIn.

Now don’t get it twisted: this isn’t fluff.
Yes, there’s theory, but every bit of it is wrapped in a cloak of real-world, battle-tested experience—from mine and from the leaders I’ve interviewed, coached, and served alongside.

From there, we move outward.
Who you lead, what leadership actually demands—and, news flash, it’s not just about your direct reports.

Finally, we’ll land on one unshakable belief you’ll need to carry for the rest of your leadership journey.

(Here’s a hint: it’s in the damn title.)

Army for All

Yeah, I’m drawing on my Army experience, but don’t mistake this for a military-only book.
This is for anyone leading anywhere, and I’ve brought stories and lessons from leaders across all walks of life—executives, entrepreneurs, public service, sports, education—the whole deal.

But here’s your warning:

It won’t be pretty.
I’ll swear. I’ll challenge you.
You’ll probably get pissed off and want to throw this book across the room.

GOOD.
That’s where growth happens.

So, if you’re done with the empty leadership clichés, and you’re ready to lead a team that performs, trusts, and grows—you’re exactly where you need to be.

Are you ready for this?
Alright then.
Let’s do it.

 

 


Who This Book Is For (and Who Should Put It Down)

So if you’re sitting there thinking, “This guy probably always had it figured out”

I’ve got a news flash for you—you’re dead wrong.

I’ve led teams while drowning in imposter syndrome.
I’ve walked into meetings unable to sort my own shit out.
I had no clue what 'culture' or 'strategy' really meant—let alone how they connected to leadership…
And still… I got promoted. Again and again.

Here’s the kicker: Not once did the Army pull me aside and say,
“Hey, let’s actually train you to lead.”

And yet—here I am.
Commandant of the largest supply depot in the Canadian Armed Forces.
185 people.
Over four billion dollars in equipment.
And responsible for delivering operational support to the entire Armed Forces.

So, no—this book isn’t coming from some self-anointed leadership expert.
It’s coming from a guy who got tired.
Tired of frameworks that fall apart in the real world.
Tired of cut-and-paste advice that sounds smart but solves nothing.
Tired of pretending we’ve got it all together when we don’t.

So I did something about it.
Started a podcast. Built a community. Launched a mastermind.
And now—I’m writing this book. For you. For me. For all of us who are still figuring it out.




Who Should Put This Book Down

I don’t like wasting people’s time—mine or yours.
So let’s make this easy:

 


This book is not for you if:


	
● You think you’ve got leadership mastered and you’re not open to being challenged.


	
● You’re looking for a 10-step formula, a sexy acronym, or a framework that’ll fix all your problems.


	
● You believe leadership is HR’s job.


	
● You care more about how leadership looks than about what it does.




If any of that hits close to home, close the book now and go find something that strokes your ego.
No hard feelings.

Who This Is For

This book is for the ones who:


	
● Are leading already but wondering: “Am I doing this right?”


	
● Know there’s more to it than checklists and team meetings.


	
● Are tired of faking confidence and want to build the real thing.


	
● Are willing to admit they don’t know it all—and start leading anyway.




What We Believe In

This book is built on one core belief:  None of us have it all figured out. Not even me. Leadership is messy. It’s dynamic. It’s never “done.”
 And the moment your ego convinces you otherwise—you’ve already failed.

But what does matter is this:
How you show up anyway.
How you lead in spite of the doubt, the noise, the chaos.
Because people are watching. And your impact matters.

Moving Forward

If you’re still here… good. That means you’re humble enough to admit you’re still learning.
And you’re smart enough to know that leadership isn’t something you master. It’s something you practice.

So let’s get on with the mission:
To lead.
To grow.
To do the hard shit that most people avoid.

I won’t spoon-feed you.

You can read every word of this book and still walk away unchanged, unless you act on it.

But I’ll be right here.
Challenging you. Believing in you.
Because that’s what real leaders do—so I’ve been told.

Strap in. Let’s figure this shit out—together.

 




Part 1 - You Think You Know… But You Don’t

Let’s be honest—if you picked up a book with this title, it’s probably not your first rodeo. You’ve led people. You’ve managed teams. You’ve taken the courses, heard the buzzwords, maybe even bought the t-shirt.
If it is your first rodeo then welcome to the “shitshow.”

You’ve been told leadership is about “serving others,” “building culture,” and “finding your why.”

But here’s the uncomfortable truth:
It’s incomplete at best—and bullshit at worst.

This part of the book is going to peel back the layers on all that noise. Not to shame you. Not to shame them. But to get real about what’s actually happening when you step into a leadership role—what breaks, what no one tells you, and what you’ve probably been carrying without even realizing it.

You’ll meet the myths, the ego traps, the performance theater, and the well-meaning nonsense that keeps people from leading with any real impact.

If you’re reading this thinking, “I already know all this,”
then you’re exactly who this part is for.

Let’s tear it down—so we can build something worth trusting.

 

 


Chapter 1: The Bullshit We Believe

They are everywhere these days it seems… gurus, influencers, and coaches. People who seem to have it “all figured out”. In fact, you don’t even have to believe it—they’ll make it their mission to prove they’ve got it all figured out. 

But do they, really?

I mean, can anyone truly have “it all figured out.” From fitness gurus to online influencers to the rapidly popularizing 'life coach,' they seem to know it all—while the rest of us sit on the sidelines, apparently waiting to be rescued.

The leadership space hasn’t been spared from this movement, either. The number of leadership coaches is increasing exponentially. 

These leadership coaches and gurus will make you think they’ve got it all figured out. That their framework is the framework. Simply put, use their system and suddenly your team will align, your culture will flourish, and your KPIs will skyrocket…

It’s a load of bullshit. 

Now, don’t get me wrong. What they say, for the most part, is true. There are plenty of great coaches and leadership thought leaders out there who can definitely help you achieve results—and I do mean some.

The reality is that no one has it all figured out, no one framework will help you lead your team into the next great period or out of the current crisis. The reality is that every person, every scenario, every problem is in fact different. Therefore, trying to jam leadership into a box only limits its meaning and impact 

Remember Troops…

It was a sunny 21 May 2006.  A freshly minted and quite hungover 2nd Lieutenant (2Lt) Scott McCarthy was preparing to leave the Royal Military College of Canada (RMCC) after completing the five-year program. 

Most experts would now talk about how they were top of their respective programs, got straight A’s, and were the 'pick of the litter.’ This is not the case. 

RMCC has its four-pillar system consisting of Academics, Physical Fitness, Bilingualism, and Military Studies. In order to graduate with a “full RMCC degree”, you must achieve the set standards of each one of those pillars. 

During the five years, to say I scraped by them would be an understatement. In Academics, I had used up all of my retests and got a solid 50% (through a bonus mark) on a specific course. If the professor hadn’t given me that bonus mark, I would have failed out. In Physical Fitness, failing one more test would have resulted in—yes, you guessed it—a failed program. 

In Bilingualism, I managed to achieve the required result by March 2006, just months before graduation—a success by my standards. And then there was the Military Studies pillar—my strongest—which I’d completed the previous semester.

To say I wasn’t the model cadet wouldn’t be far from the truth. I was a model of 'how not to be' in the eyes of the College and its system. I would not have been surprised if the staff were taking bets on whether or not  I would have graduated at all, in fact! 

But I did graduate, and with that, I celebrated much like many 23-year olds do. By partying literally all night long, becoming a member of the “survivor club”, a title granted to those who stay up all night celebrating. 

And thus, a hungover 2Lt McCarthy reported to the Quartermaster Stores to return his items—no longer needed for him but ready for another new cadet about to start their journey, hopefully smoother than his.

The building had literally been built in the 1800s—and still smelled like it, even in 2006. There was a long row of tri-wall boxes, each for a different item. Gaiters in this box, RMC scarlet uniform in that box, and so on.

Behind the boxes stood support staff, ensuring the right items went into the right boxes. In particular, there was a Warrant Officer—a non-commissioned officer—giving his final words of wisdom to those cadets who, just 24 hours earlier, had been beneath him in the hierarchy and were now above him. 

“And remember troops… You don’t know shit!” 

Now, to someone on the outside, this may sound vulgar and unnecessary. The fact is, RMCC graduates had a reputation for thinking they knew everything upon graduation. From my personal experience, that wasn’t the case for my class or generation—yet stereotypes are hard to break.

What this NCO was trying to communicate was that we still had more training ahead of us, lacked crucial experience as junior officers, and were therefore far from complete.

Yet at that moment, unbeknownst to both him and me, he had just set in motion a change that would last a lifetime. 

 


Chapter 2: The Hard Truths

Gladiator is one of my favorite movies of all time. Remove all the gore and death, it’s actually an amazing story. A general who becomes a slave. A slave who inspires other slaves and destroys a dictator. 

It is all there if we look back through time that was the expectation. Leaders had to know everything. Because if they didn’t know it all then they couldn’t lead. They’d simply follow. 

Yet times have changed. As people further developed, education systems flourished, and power was no longer centralized but became decentralized, the idea of leadership with it changed as well. 

No longer was leadership simply telling others what to do and when to do it, but it’s evolved into tapping others’ knowledge, experience, and viewpoint then pointing them in the direction which the team needs to go and motivating them to get there. 

Times have changed… yet has leadership and leading others? 

Why Define Leadership

As human beings we love to characterize things and place them in specific boxes. In fact, we love it so much that if we don’t do it then we characterize that as well - anarchy, chaos, and the like! 

Leadership is no different. I have known a definition of leadership for over 30 years now:

 “the art of accomplishing a task as defined by the leader.” 

This is the definition which I learned as a brand new 12 year old Army Cadet, and this definition is still used by the Canadian Armed Forces today. 

Yet this has always felt flat to me. 

In my quest to develop my leadership skills, I’ve read A LOT of different leadership books. When I became a podcaster, books were tossed at me like they were candy and everyday felt like Halloween.

Generally speaking, if this was a typical leadership book, this would be the point where I am supposed to define leadership for you. So that you understand what I believe leadership is. 

Yet I’m not typical and I’ve given up on the idea that we need to define leadership at all!

Leading is about people. It’s about how we treat them, how we show up, how we influence what happens next.

So how the hell do you define something as complex as that?

Hell—how do you even define “human being?”

(Rhetorical question. Don’t answer it.)

But you get the point. We intuitively know what a human is because we are one.

And leadership’s the same way.

We know what it looks like, what it feels like—when it’s done well and when it’s done wrong—because we’ve lived it. Not because we’ve slapped a definition on it.

Trying to define leadership just puts it in a box—and leadership doesn’t fit in boxes.
It never has.

Leading is one of the most important things we do as human beings. So the second we start trying to pin it down with a neat little phrase or list of traits, we shrink it. We tie our own hands. And we limit the very thing we’re trying to understand.

People have been trying to define leadership for decades. What could it be? Influence? Vision? Motivation? Ask ten people, you’ll get ten different answers—each shaped by their own stories, experiences, and egos. That’s the problem: definitions are rigid. They give us clarity, sure—but at the cost of adaptability.

Definitions reduce leadership to a checklist: be decisive, be charismatic, set a vision, drive results.

But leadership isn’t a checklist. It’s a practice.
It’s evolving, messy, and deeply human.

And when we confine it to some textbook definition, we stop being leaders and start being actors—performing the version we think we’re supposed to be, instead of becoming the version our people actually need.

This is where leadership as an ideology stands apart.

An ideology isn’t static. It’s not confined to a box or checklist. It’s a way of thinking—a flexible framework that empowers leaders to adapt, grow, and lead authentically. While a definition tries to reduce leadership to a formula, an ideology acknowledges its complexity and embraces its nuances.

When leadership is treated as an ideology, it’s no longer about fitting into a pre-defined mold. It becomes about the principles and values that guide your actions. A definition might say, “Leadership is influencing others to achieve a goal,” but an ideology asks, “What kind of influence? For whose benefit? And at what cost?” It pushes leaders to think deeply and critically about their choices, rather than defaulting to prescribed behaviors.

Definitions can also trap leaders into a singular way of thinking, limiting creativity and innovation. By contrast, an ideology gives leaders the freedom to adapt to the moment, to find solutions that align with their values and serve their teams. Leadership as an ideology isn’t about prescribing what to do; it’s about fostering a mindset that helps leaders navigate the unknown.

Why Ideology Matters

Viewing leadership as an ideology frees leaders from the rigidity of definitions. It encourages self-awareness and intentionality, prompting questions like: Why am I leading? What values guide my decisions? Am I creating an environment that empowers others?

Leadership as an ideology goes beyond influence and authority. It’s about responsibility—understanding that your actions ripple outward and impact others in ways you may never fully see. It’s about embodying humility, empathy, and resilience, not because a checklist says to but because they are the foundations of authentic leadership.

This ideological view also transforms leadership into a shared experience. It’s no longer about a single person in a position of power but about creating a culture where everyone feels empowered to lead. It shifts leadership from being a rigid role to a living, breathing philosophy that inspires collective growth.

When leadership becomes an ideology, it stops being something you “do” and becomes something you live. It’s not about following a prescribed set of traits; it’s about embodying values that inspire and uplift others. It’s about recognizing that leadership isn’t a destination—it’s a lifelong commitment to growth, service, and impact.

Definitions might help explain leadership in theory, but in practice, they limit its potential. Ideology breaks those limits, allowing leaders to lead authentically, adaptively, and with purpose.

The question isn’t, “What is leadership?” Instead, ask yourself, “What does leadership mean to me, and how am I living it every day?”

 


Chapter 3: The Ego Trap

John Havlik is a man who knows shit about leadership. A retired U.S. Navy SEAL Captain with over three decades of service, he’s the kind of leader you’d want at the helm when the stakes are sky-high. 

Now before I go any further, let me place something in context for you. If John were in the Army or Air Force, the rank of Captain wouldn’t be anything to boast about. It’s the “working rank” of the officer corps. However, in the Navy, a Captain is just one rank away from Admiralty—becoming, as we refer to it, a Flag Officer. That’s why I laughed so hard in Top Gun: Maverick when Maverick (played by Tom Cruise) was mocked for reaching the 'lowly rank of Captain.’ 

But even John, with his incredible résumé, will tell you that the one thing that can destroy a leader faster than anything else is ego. It’s a silent killer, sneaking in under the guise of confidence and ambition, only to grow unchecked until it topples even the most promising leaders.

Ego is insidious. It blinds leaders to their own flaws, makes them deaf to constructive feedback, and creates a false sense of invincibility. It’s why leaders stop listening to their teams, start taking all the credit, and forget that leadership is a privilege, not a birthright. As John and his co-author Bill Treasurer put it in their book The Leadership Killer, “Hubris is the root of all evil.” Every other toxic leadership trait—arrogance, micromanagement, abuse of power—stems from ego

John’s own journey is a cautionary tale. At one point in his career, he was on top of the world, riding a wave of success. But as he candidly admits, his ego got the better of him. Overconfidence led to mistakes, and those mistakes came with a steep price—being passed over for promotion and temporarily derailed from the career he loved. That humbling experience forced him to confront his own hubris and reevaluate what it meant to lead.

The lesson here is clear: unchecked ego doesn’t just harm the leader; it infects entire teams and organizations. It breeds resentment, kills morale, and undermines trust. Teams stop following leaders who make everything about themselves, and organizations lose their way when the focus shifts from service to self-preservation.
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