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The Commando Way
is dedicated to the veterans of the Royal Marines
and to all military veterans.


The Royal Marines made me what I am.


We all have much to learn from them.


Damian McKinney
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Foreword


by Neville Isdell, former Chairman and CEO of Coca-Cola


When I retired from Coca-Cola in 2009, issues of leadership had been much in my mind for many years. As I came towards the end of my time at Coke I realized that I would not leave a legacy unless my successor turned out to be successful. A business needs the right strategy and the right succession. Success depends on people.


Soon after that I first met Damian McKinney on Barbados where we both now live. I was able to judge him as a person before I knew anything about his business. I sensed immediately that we were like-minded people, I recognized that Damian was a modern Renaissance man who possessed energy, enthusiasm and drive. We arranged to meet again at Damian’s home and office.


My first impressions of the person were confirmed by finding out more about McKinney Rogers as a business. What Damian has achieved in such a short time with his business is extraordinary. Of course, it’s all based on Damian’s beliefs, particularly his real belief in people. He likes and respects people, and he has a deep interest in effective leadership. He will always find a way to do what others tell him “can’t be done”. That makes Damian’s thoughts worth listening to, his words worth reading.


Let me give you an example. Damian established his business in Barbados a few years ago. At the time many people told him that this was a bad decision. But Damian was convinced it was the right move. It is possible to run a global business from a tropical island: it was the right place, the technology was available to make it work, air travel puts any other parts of the world within easy reach. Experience has proved him right. You can define Damian by his reluctance to take No for an answer. The impossible is possible.


Because he is based here on the island, he feels responsibility to give something back. I’ve admired the way he has flung himself into the work of the Barbados Entrepreneurship Foundation, aiming to transform the island into the world’s leading entrepreneurial hub by 2020. I’ve watched as he has given an immense amount of time and energy to this cause, and I’ve seen him mapping his way through contacts with both political parties, the trade unions, businesspeople of all kinds and every part of civil society.


Damian has a rare combination of committed energy and thoughtful understanding. People in business should learn from that.




Introduction


From uncertainty to purpose


Uncertainty rules


How are you feeling about your business? What about other people in the organization? Is everyone focused and motivated? Is everyone clear about the company’s objectives and about their individual role in delivering the plan? My guess is that most people will answer “no, not really, things could be better”.


These are challenging times. Companies are playing safe; employees are playing safer, and few are truly engaged in what they do. But how do you get things done? You need extraordinary business execution but you might not be sure how to achieve it; action might even seem like a risk.


This risk-aversion inside companies is playing out against a much-changed and ever-changing external environment. We live in unusual times; times of great uncertainty. A rapid series of strategic shocks have rocked the security of our collective and individual views of the world. The 9/11 attack was one such shock, and the images of the New York skyline collapsing are burnt into our memories, no matter where we were on the globe when we first saw those images. The 2008 financial crisis and its continuing aftermath was another strategic shock; the financial environment changed overnight, and companies as well as people are still feeling the effects around the world. Perhaps we are now seeing a third strategic shock in ten years with the changes that have swept across the Arab nations. We are yet to appreciate the full scale of the scenario that is still unfolding.


In between these events created by humans, profoundly affecting the way we live and do business, there are other global events flooding through the cracks of our man-made environment. These might be natural catastrophes, seemingly coming faster and faster: floods, droughts, fires, earthquakes, tsunami, volcanic eruptions. Without wanting to sound apocalyptic, it’s safe to say that a belief in long-term planning is no longer as sustainable in the business world as it once was. All this makes the competitive business environment tougher than ever.


Uncertainty is now the norm. Those strategic shocks, as well as the natural events, provide the context in which other ground-shifting events alter the overall outlook for business. Natural disasters such as the Japanese earthquake and tsunami lead to industrial and economic aftershocks – just as the repercussions continue from the domino effect of countries needing financial bail-outs in the Eurozone. It is not just the outlook that changes, in terms of economic trends, it is the philosophy with which we conduct business. As the commercial landscape shifts, it becomes increasingly clear that the business rule-books of the last century no longer apply. The new rules for successful business engagement have to stress the need for individual initiative, rather than the slow-footed, slow-witted response of a command-and-control business model.


Companies are struggling with the increased uncertainty of the external world. But the internal world brings its own frictions too, and this can make organizational life difficult for leaders and employees. Recent studies have shown that more and more employees are unclear about their company’s direction and objectives. As a result they are not clear about their own role in achieving success for their team, division or organization. They have to contend with competing internal agendas, poor communication of objectives and progress, dysfunctional leadership teams and, increasingly, fewer resources to get the job done. No wonder many people in large organizations feel less valued and less engaged than before the financial crisis.


In response, many businesses and their leaders have retreated to a more command-and-control style even though it is the wrong style for this situation. “Just do as I say and we will push you through this uncertain world.” In fact, while I wouldn’t argue against the need for greater regulation post-2008, in reality, in an unstable world, rigidity of thought and response is likely to leave a company stranded.


The world moves on. The social, economic and political environment is volatile, subject to changes in the way we think and behave as consumers, corporations and citizens. Most obviously, changes in technology affect us all as individuals, and they affect every business. Every day, we find new ways of gaining knowledge, delivering information and making connections. The Internet has changed the way we do everything yet it is still a relatively new medium, a brave new world still to be explored. But here and now it affects the way we conduct business, the way we shop, travel and have relationships with other people, because relationships are no longer confined to our private lives. Relationship has become an essential word in the corporate and marketing vocabulary – with all the greater potential for emotional uncertainty that comes with it as a natural consequence.


Command-and-control is an old model, designed for an ordered, hierarchical, predictable world. That world is gone. In the current uncertain world the old model leads to a lack of pace, accountability and agility to deal with fast-changing events. It paralyses the front line, leading to internal friction that hampers performance. Even if sound strategies are agreed, they are difficult to carry through. Business execution of strategies falls short because of failures of will, motivation, alignment. The corporate machine freezes because different parts of the organization don’t work together.


Gaps open


The net result is that gaps open up – gaps that reflect a breakdown in the narrative between strategic intent at the top and tactical application throughout the organization. As unpredictability continues, as friction increases, the gaps grow bigger and new competition steps into the gaps, stealing your customers, your talent and, ultimately, your business.


In the business context, all of these changes give more power to the customer who is increasingly able to demand better and better service, more and more attention – a demand that not every company is equipped to fulfil. Gaps open up between companies and customers, and between companies and their own people. The gaps reflect a misalignment of purpose and interest.


We have to think this through clearly, rather than rush to the old business models. Let’s think about meeting unpredictable challenges and about who, through the ages, have been best able and best trained to deal with them. Inevitably I draw on my own experiences of both the business and military worlds. The more I am involved in the business environment, the clearer are the similarities between the worlds of work and warfare.


A workforce goes to work. The military goes to war. There are parallels between the two, as well as similarities in the language used. Surely there are lessons that we can learn from the similarities and differences. Businesspeople talk the talk of war, but they rarely show signs of understanding its meaning. Managers use the language of warfare to demonstrate their determination to succeed. They know the business world is competitive, and they know other people know it too. They want to show they’re fighting a constant battle to keep ahead of the opposition, to fend off guerrilla attacks, to seize the high ground from the enemy.


In recessionary times they prepare themselves to fight even harder. It can be a desperate struggle to win market share, especially when the company’s in a last-ditch battle for survival.


Exciting stuff. The stuff of Hollywood action movies. But they’re fighting the wrong war in the wrong way. Let’s call a truce and take a calmer look at this business of war – or at least of war in relation to business. I’m not rejecting the military analogies but I would like to bring a little realism to them. And I would like to draw the right lessons from military situations.


I believe I can do that because my background is in the military. Others I work with, such as Sir Robert Fry and Richard Watts, share a similar background. We served at high levels in the Royal Marines. Active participation in conflict taught us a lot, nearly everything we know. We find it serves us well in the commercial world where we have operated for the last decade. We believe businesspeople – whether or not trained in the military – can learn from the comparison. It’s what we’ve done at McKinney Rogers, building a team with a mix of military and business experience. We call them business commandos. Business commandos are equipped to deliver business-critical results no matter what obstacles and challenges are placed in front of them.


The reality behind this – and its direct relevance to the business world – is that the military abandoned commandand-control long ago, switching instead to the more effective mission command. Mission command is relatively new in the business world but it’s a business model that adapts perfectly in these uncertain times. Because mission command was itself a military response to the increasingly chaotic, intensive and unpredictable nature of warfare.


Transferred to the business environment, mission command makes a number of demands that lead to better work practices, as well as greater satisfaction for the individuals involved:


1 A mission has a what and a why but does not specify the how. Teams and individuals are therefore clear about what they have to do (their own mission) and why (how it aligns to their boss’s mission and the boss’s boss too).


2 It provides clear freedoms and constraints.


3 How teams develop a solution is up to its members – and it needs alignment to each sub-team and individual.


4 It requires outstanding teamwork and leadership.


That is why we stress mission leadership within mission command.


Purpose wins


Clarity matters particularly in an age of uncertainty. Yet, in one important way, businesses have never been so well-equipped to deal with such uncertainty. If we can draw the right lessons, make the right decisions; think clearly about what we, as businesses, need to do; if we can do these things, our businesses can succeed. You do not need military training to learn the right lessons from military life. But we are now in a unique time. From decades of conflict, large numbers of people have switched and continue to switch from military to commercial life. It’s a natural result of recent history, particularly in the USA.


These people bring with them a way of thinking, a discipline instilled by training, and this equips them especially to deal with uncertainty. Their experience gives them knowledge that enables them to draw the right lessons to apply to the business world. There is also no group more rigorously trained in the use of technology, no group that is more aware of the competitive life-or-death possibilities of technology. They know that the modern military does not operate in outmoded methods of command-and-control, enlivened by individual bursts of recklessness, dependent on single-minded adherence to a battle plan delivered from the heights above the battle. Far from that model, but too little noticed by business, military thinking is based – and has been based since the writings of von Clausewitz – on the idea of mission command.


Mission command emphasizes the need for a clear purpose and the value of teamwork in aligning everyone behind that purpose. It rejects the concept of an omniscient centralized direction that attempts to control not just the strategy but the tactics of operation on the ground. Mission command – or mission leadership – empowers people to think for themselves about how they can achieve the business’s clearly defined purpose. It does not pass down detailed instructions on what to do but concentrates on building a deep understanding of why the business aims to do it. This provides the context and hones the ability for people in business to act day-to-day on the how.


It’s a liberating management philosophy. And it works.


It works because it leads to extraordinary business execution. This is an important term and the theme of this book. In uncertain times, businesses need to execute their plans with great certainty. That happens only when everyone in a business knows its purpose and why they are doing what they are doing. It requires a combination of focus and flexibility, qualities that can come from military training and experience but that can be learnt by anyone. A clear focus on purpose, aligning everyone behind that purpose, leads to flexible and efficient business execution.


Easy? Not at all. But thinking developed from military training makes it achievable, and puts it within the reach of every business that wants to succeed.


The Commando Way


It is all about extraordinary business execution. We call it the Commando Way because it comes from our military training. But the practice is entirely rooted in the business world. We simply learn from the similarities and differences between the two worlds to draw the right lessons, something not always done when business managers use military analogies.
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