
  
    
      
    
  


  In Praise of Peak Performance Under Pressure

  “Maybe once in a lifetime you meet an individual who possesses the uniquely rare combined skills of honor, integrity, respect, vision, wisdom, deft reaction, and a singular focus of excellence under extreme pressure. Driscoll’s accomplishments in the field of battle are legendary, and his accomplishments as an outstanding human being, business leader, and visionary are equally impressive. Peak Performance Under Pressure is so compelling for all these reasons, and because it translates feats of almost unimaginable air battle into day-to-day tools for winning in the rough, new flat business world today. Kudos for such unparalleled excellence!”

  — Joel Marcus, Chairman, Chief Executive Officer, and

  Founder, Alexandria Real Estate Equities, Inc.

  “Priceless advice for senior executives and leaders! Having had the rare personal pleasure of seeking Bill Driscoll’s counsel as a senior military officer, and now striving to excel as a new president/CEO within the private sector, I can attest to the relevance of Peak Performance Under Pressure. This is the must-read for today’s business leaders who seek to leverage the very best of our nation’s lessons learned and heroic past.”

  — Robert F. Willard, Admiral, U.S. Navy (Ret.); former

  Commander, U.S. Pacific Fleet; President and CEO,

  Institute of Nuclear Power Operations

  “A world-class book from one of Naval Aviation’s greatest heroes. Peak Performance Under Pressure is a compelling, historical, inspirational, and extremely relevant read for an audience of CEOs and business leaders facing the economic challenges of today’s world.”

  — Mike McCabe, former Commander, U.S. Third Fleet

  “What a great book, written by an American hero. Peak Performance Under Pressure gives you the detailed plans and disciplines needed to be successful and ready for the challenges of the global business world we live in today. It is now required reading for all leaders at Datron. Thank you, Bill, for helping prepare leaders for the ‘dogfights’ ahead, and for your heart of service in helping others grow.”

  — Art Barter, President and CEO, Datron World

  Communications, Inc.

  “Exquisitely researched, toned by Willy Driscoll’s personal air combat experience, and impeccably true to what spelled success for many of the greatest heroes of the modern era. An unprecedented work, Peak Performance Under Pressure should be on the reading list of every CEO in America.”

  — Lyle Bien, Admiral, U.S. Navy (Ret.); Strategic Adviser in

  the Aerospace Industry

  “Bill Driscoll has transitioned the principles from TOPGUN—an elite training operation where results are measured in the survival or death of their customers—to the management and sales world. His approach will change your thinking and increase your bottom-line impact. I challenge you to lay the book down before you read the last page!”

  — Dan McKinnon, President and CEO Emeritus, North

  American Airlines; former Chairman, U.S. Civil

  Aeronautics Board

  “Peak Performance Under Pressure lays out a methodical flight path to achieve self-discipline, laser focus, and the skills to successfully roll, bank, and dive through the daily dogfights in business today. This book has both guns blazing, yet Driscoll inspires with a touchingly simple appreciation of life and with a moral strength that only one who has pushed the odds of survival to the limit can do.”

  — Greg Geraci, Senior Vice President, CBRE

  “In Peak Performance Under Pressure, I recognize some of the disciplines I use as a business executive with Northrop Grumman Corporation. This book takes those disciplines to a new level and is a must-have for all business executives operating in a pressure-packed corporate environment.”

  — JJ Quinn, Rear Admiral, U.S. Navy (Ret.); Vice President,

  Northrop Grumman Corporation

  “This book provides the unique perspective of applying the disciplined, rigorous methods used so successfully by the best instructors and winners in air combat to the daily process of succeeding in business. A comprehensive blend of establishing and sharpening personal habits with physical, mental, and emotional optimization, it provides a solid game plan for those looking to step up their game. Whether early in your business career or in the C-suite, Peak Performance Under Pressure will provide you with a compelling, fresh, and proven perspective on how to win life’s game.”

  — Dan Donoghue, Commander, U.S. Navy (Ret.); former Senior

  Vice President, Whitley, Bradley & Brown Consulting

  “Proven, practical techniques and behaviors that will improve your performance when you need it most. A must-read for the serious leader.”

  — Alan Mullen, Chairman and Founder, Crew Training

  International, Inc.

  “Bill Driscoll has come up with an extraordinary way of comparing how top military pilots handle the pressures of aerial combat and everyday demands facing today’s businessmen and women. The result is a breathtaking ride in his F-4 Phantom that will have you on the edge of your seat while at the same time providing solid advice as to how to succeed in business.”

  — Robert P. Hickey, Rear Admiral, U.S. Navy (Ret.); former

  COO of Gardner Industries

  “A must for anyone who wants to better understand what it takes to succeed in business and in life. Learn from the Aces and apply the principles to your daily work. Their system is brilliant and proven!”

  — Dennis J. Carlo, Biotechnology Pioneer; President and

  CEO, Adamis Pharmaceuticals Corporation

  “Peak Performance Under Pressure is a must-read for anyone who aspires to accomplish great things while leading a full life. Driscoll’s broad experiences, combined with strong family and community values, provide a unique perspective on how we can sustain a dedication to achieving both excellence and balance.”

  — Kevin J. Danehy, Executive Vice President, CBRE

  “We are not born with the skills needed to succeed in today’s competitive business environment . . . but they can be studied and developed. In Peak Performance Under Pressure, Bill Driscoll captures the lessons learned by pilots who have succeeded at the highest level in one of the most competitive environments of all—combat aviation—and shares the invaluable strategies with those who are serious about winning in the intense arena of modern business.”

  — Dave Frost, President, Frost and Associates
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Introduction


  It was May 10, 1972, and I was flying my 170th and final combat mission over North Vietnam as the Radar Intercept Officer in a two-seat U.S. Navy F-4 Phantom jet fighter. The pilot, Randy (Duke) Cunningham, and I were providing fighter cover for eighteen nearly defenseless Navy attack aircraft near the Gulf of Tonkin. We were a solid team with two enemy shoot-downs on our service record. But that day, when our flight was jumped by about twenty-five enemy MIG jet fighters, every moment of our training and experience was put to the ultimate test. We were about to engage in what would become the Vietnam War’s largest air battle, during which we would learn, firsthand, the critical demands of decision making under some of the most stressful and demanding conditions we could have imagined.

  Within seconds of entering the enemy’s airspace, we were attacked. At speeds topping 600 mph, we twisted our jet wildly in a series of evasive maneuvers, dipping sharply toward the ground as we dodged an onslaught of surface-to-air missiles and anti-aircraft artillery. Suddenly, the shooting stopped. Within seconds, the deafening quiet was shattered again as a swarm of enemy jet fighters raced toward us. We quickly rolled in and shot down two of the enemy planes before they could attack our unsuspecting teammates. Then, we saw another enemy jet—this one making a head-on gun attack at our F-4 Phantom.

  Now we were in a dogfight, pitted against the enemy’s leading Ace, an international designation for military aviators who shoot down at least five enemy planes in aerial combat. With our bodies struggling against crushing G-force pressures, at times equivalent to 1,400 pounds, we remained locked in battle for nearly two minutes—an eternity for supersonic jet fighters. Our enemy had us in his gun sight the entire time, unleashing withering blasts of machine gun fire at our most vulnerable times. And then, in an instant, he made one catastrophic error. We immediately pounced on him and won.

  The skies grew quiet. We quickly realized the other aircraft in our flight had been widely scattered, leaving us alone, forty miles inside enemy territory. As we started our climb to leave, we felt totally drained. We were drenched in a cold, clammy sweat, our throats raw from gulping oxygen through our tight-fitting masks and our mouths filled with the metallic taste of fear. Waves of nausea from the strain of that vicious two-minute dogfight swept over us, and our limbs stiffened from the effects of those extremely high G-forces. In just five minutes, we had shot down three enemy jets. Now we were Aces, we were alive, and our final mission was nearly over.

  I gave Duke a “safe” heading home to our aircraft carrier, the USS Constellation, on station about 100 miles offshore in the South China Sea. Gaining altitude, we saw the emerald-green ocean glistening peacefully in the distance. Our plan was to climb to 29,000 feet and reduce airspeed to save fuel during what we thought would be an uneventful flight back to the ship. Jubilant with relief and joy, Duke and I exchanged a rapid back-and-forth replay of the dogfights through our inter-cockpit radio. We sighted two additional enemy jet fighters circling the treetops well below us, but we paid them little attention. Relaxing our normally razor-sharp focus, we celebrated our victories.

  It was a big—almost fatal—mistake. Without warning, we were blinded by a brilliant white flash followed by a thunderous explosion that immediately snapped us back to attention. Our eighteen-ton jet convulsed, shuddered, and rolled as what sounded like a hail storm of iron pellets slammed into its belly. We banked right to see that, under our wing, a bright orange fire-cloud was blossoming from the end of a jagged white smoke trail extending up from the treetops below.

  We had been hit by a surface-to-air missile (SAM) the size of a telephone pole and carrying more than 400 pounds of high explosives. The SAM had closed on us, at a speed of a half-mile per second, the equivalent of ten football fields. We never saw it coming.

  For about thirty seconds, our Phantom seemed to fly normally, and I thought we had made a narrow escape. Then, our wounded plane rolled sideways in a lazy skid, losing one of the main hydraulic systems that powered its flight controls. Within seconds, the other hydraulic system started to fail. Without it, we would lose our flight controls system and be forced to eject immediately. We knew if we could only stay airborne for about three more minutes, we might reach the ocean, where we’d stand a better chance for rescue by Navy helicopters—and maybe avoid being captured and tortured as prisoners of war. In a lightning-fast decision made under extreme pressure, we decided to stay with our crippled jet a little longer.

  We were still fifteen miles inside enemy airspace. Our jet was on fire, smoke and flames creeping into the cockpit. Strapped tightly into my ejection seat, I strained to shift my body away from the licking flames. Meanwhile, those two enemy MIGs had climbed to our altitude and were closing in to finish us. Now we had to make another rapid, life-or-death decision. In our training, we had learned of another pilot’s experience with the same type of SAM hit, in which he had controlled his crippled plane’s direction using only the rudders. We knew this technique would make our flight extremely unpredictable, but it was our only hope. We decided to go for it.

  As our plane spiraled downward, our tension, anxiety, and stress soared to stratospheric heights, but Duke’s remarkable piloting skills never wavered. We narrowly avoided losing complete control of our F-4 Phantom at the top of three different vertical loops as we barrel-rolled toward the sea. Just as we approached the coastline, our plane abruptly skidded sideways, then started spinning violently out of control. Seconds later, it snap-rolled upside down, slamming us against the domes of our canopies. We were now totally out of control in an inverted spin, pinned by the incredible force of our downward spiral in cockpits engulfed in fire and smoke.

  It was my job to somehow get us both out alive. I groped for the ejection handle mounted on my seat, but against the force of the plane’s spinning, rolling negative Gs, my reach was too short. In a last desperate move, I pressed my left hand against the top of the canopy and, in an adrenaline-fueled burst of strength, raised my twisted body in a one-armed handstand. It worked. I was able to curl the top third of the first two fingers of my right hand around the ejection handle and pull.

  By the clock, about three-quarters of a second passed in complete silence. Then came an explosion that rocketed us out of our cockpits and threw us somersaulting through the air. I was so pumped on adrenaline that I hardly felt the 180 mph windblast of my ejection. With a rapid-tumble view alternating between the pale blue sky and the emerald sea, I plummeted downward, still strapped in my 200-pound ejection seat. Then I felt a sharp jerk—my parachute had opened and I separated from the ejection seat. Our fiery, smoking Phantom spiraled into the South China Sea like a burning, wind-blown leaf as we floated down at about 110 feet per second over the mouth of the enemy’s main harbor.

  Now my survival training took over. While still in my descent, I pulled out my emergency radio and broadcast our position to Navy rescue personnel. I also transmitted the location of some fast-moving enemy patrol boats racing through the water toward us.

  I tried not to look at the survival raft that dangled from a forty-foot nylon line connected to my survival gear. As my training had taught me, I kept my eyes fixed on the horizon until the raft hit the water. Less than a second later, I was in the water. I carefully shed my parachute and swam away from it before it could drag me to the ocean floor. I then crawled into the inflated raft, pulled out my survival pistol, checked that it was loaded, and prepared for a possible shoot-out. About a half-mile away, Duke had landed and gone through the same procedure. We didn’t know the fate of those enemy PT boats and prepared for yet another attack.

  But none came. U.S. Navy attack aircraft had responded immediately to my broadcast, sinking the enemy patrol boats. About twenty minutes later, Navy helicopters came to our rescue.

  We were exhausted, exhilarated, and amazed—proud of our training, humbled by our experience, and grateful for the outcome. Our shoot-down of three MIGs would make us the only Navy Aces to come out of the Vietnam War. But we had been shot down by a SAM and barely avoided a violent death by fire—a horrific event that we could have prevented. By allowing our focus to waver, we almost lost our lives. Fortunately, our training and preparation had equipped us to make the essential split-second decisions and to call upon the peak performance skills necessary to survive in spite of that momentary lapse.

  
Winning the Dogfight of Global Business

  So how does this all relate to you? As a busy executive, team leader, or decision maker, you may think you have little in common with Ace fighter pilots. After all, their single, overriding mission is to fly into enemy territory, dodge a barrage of exploding flak, find enemy aircraft, and shoot them down, no matter what. As the Red Baron, Manfred von Richthofen, once famously said on this subject, “All else is rubbish.” But today’s businesses are engaged in their own dogfights and unrelenting calls to combat. To survive in the extremely fast-paced, competitive battleground of global enterprise, business leaders must be able to handle big, rapidly changing problems; make critical decisions under intense pressure; build strong, committed teams; maintain unwavering focus on their missions; and—always—demonstrate the credibility and loyalty they expect from others. Meeting those demands is a tough job, and not everyone can do it.

  In any dogfight, only the best-prepared will win. Aces make up less than 4 percent of all fighter pilots who ever flew against enemy planes, yet they account for greater than 40 percent of enemy airplane shoot-downs. What are their secrets? What do they do differently than other fighter pilots? And how can their battle-tested formula translate to the competitive arena of global enterprise? In this book, you’re going to learn the answers to these questions. We’ll examine the winning leadership and decision-making techniques of Ace fighter pilots and how the lessons of air combat can help you achieve peak performance under pressure to become a stronger, more effective leader in your office, team, or organization.

  As you are about to learn, much of what flying Aces do so well under pressure demands some of the same skills and training you need to perform your best at work. The ideas and techniques you learn in this book will prepare you to cope with the battleground conditions every business leader faces today—never-ending tight deadlines and ever-higher expectations, dwindling resources and unexpected company acquisitions, constant downsizing and rightsizing, and sudden upheavals in management.

  For executives, as for fighter pilots, failure is not an option. To survive, you need to have a rock-solid plan in place to handle ever-present challenges. In this book, I’ll outline the Aces’ concrete formula for creating and managing just such a plan, so you can perform at your best when nothing short of your best will do. Here, you’ll find easy-to-implement guidelines for identifying and dealing with your biggest sources of workplace stress, including how to create and implement the most effective plans, how to prepare yourself mentally and physically for peak performance, how to build do-or-die collaborative teams, how to assess your strengths and weaknesses and use them to outgun your competition, how to build credibility with colleagues and clients, and how to adopt a lifelong training program to maintain your skills as a “business Ace.” Together, these techniques form the kind of TOPGUN-style training that will help you elevate your performance to the highest levels. In the process, you will learn to live a more productive, balanced, and happy life, despite the ever-expanding competition and increasing pressures that confront every decision maker in today’s workplace.

  
Acing the Formula: What’s in It for You?

  You probably picked up this book because you’re facing a number of critical questions related to your future, as well as the future of your business or industry. Is there such a thing today as a long-term customer? A guaranteed job? How can you win on the shifting battleground of your marketplace? In our digital age and expanding global economy, more people than ever may have a need for your goods and services, but the competition today comes from everywhere—and out of nowhere. Your competitors want what you have, and they’ll do just about anything to steal your clients. Are you fending off these attacks? And are you expanding and growing your customer base? Will your company survive—can you survive?

  These are the types of questions that have compelled countless organizations and executives to turn to the TOPGUN-style training techniques I offer in my seminars and in individual and organizational consultation—the same combat-proven approach you are about to learn. Here, you will find tools, techniques, and guidelines that will help you overcome any issues or unanswered questions that may be holding you back from your own peak performance. Whether you need to become more productive right away, improve your ability to hire and retain the right people, structure better teams, or lead them more effectively, the answers you’re looking for are all related—and we will examine each of them in the chapters ahead.

  The leadership tools and techniques I have outlined in this book aren’t based solely on my experiences as a Navy Ace. They also draw on skills and tactics I learned as a four-year TOPGUN instructor and twenty-four-year air-combat consultant for TOPGUN, as well as during my twenty-six years as a leading commercial real estate salesman. For the past seventeen years, as a consultant to some of the most successful companies in the United States, I have been training decision makers at every organizational level to leverage the same skills, techniques, and processes I have laid out for you in this book—all contained in the six elements of a simple but powerful formula for winning under even the most high-pressure conditions:

  PLANNING + PREPARATION + FOCUS + ASSESSMENT + IMPROVEMENT + SELF-DISCIPLINE = PEAK PERFORMANCE

  ABOUT TOPGUN

  During the first half of the Vietnam War, Navy fighter pilots performed poorly in air combat—much more poorly than in previous conflicts. For every two enemy airplanes the Navy shot down, it lost one of its own. The Navy determined that its fighter pilot training program was to blame for this stinging 2:1 “exchange” ratio. Following the advent of sophisticated radar systems and air-to-air missiles, the Navy deemphasized training its fighter pilots in dogfighting, believing that kind of close-range air combat had become obsolete. They were wrong! To rebuild its strong dogfighting skills, the Navy established the United States Navy Fighter Weapons School, popularly known as TOPGUN, in 1969.

  The Navy still had a small group of fighter pilots who were highly skilled at flying their jets to the absolute limit and winning these dogfights. That group became the first TOPGUN instructors, and they succeeded at setting up the finest postgraduate-level dogfight training squadron in the world. As a result of TOPGUN training, the Navy’s exchange ratio for the remainder of the Vietnam War jumped to an astounding 33:1. TOPGUN still exists today, more than forty years after its inception, and graduates four classes each year. The Navy selects only the best aviators to attend TOPGUN, and its instructors continue to be the finest aviators in the world—all former TOPGUN graduates whose performances as students distinguished them as “the best of the best.”

  To illustrate the real-world application of that formula, I have supplemented my own observations and experiences with those drawn from my interviews with twenty-six of the 150 Aces living in the United States today and more than 200 senior-executive leaders from a broad range of businesses and industries. Here’s what you will learn about leveraging the techniques of this powerful formula:

  • Chapter 1 outlines each of the six elements in the Peak Performance Formula, how that formula enables Ace fighter pilots to win no matter what, and how their methods can work for you. This chapter’s assessment enables you to quickly identify your own peak performance challenges.

  • In chapter 2, you learn essential techniques for creating winning plans, including a targeted overview of the three must-have elements in any successful business plan, and a logical four-step approach to using your personal daily action plan to accomplish your strategic, operational, and tactical goals.

  • Chapter 3 outlines some concrete steps for mastering the five levels of essential preparation for both team and personal success—and for building the kind of physical, emotional, and psychological readiness that will help you overcome your biggest challenges and toughest competition—in any arena.

  • Chapter 4 takes a close look at the Aces’ techniques for developing and maintaining laser-beam focus and attention to detail, and it offers a simple, three-step process for adopting those techniques to boost personal and team performance.

  • In chapter 5, you learn why ongoing assessment is essential to attaining peak performance, some easy-to-follow methods for assessing your performance and that of your team, and how to infuse your organization with the kind of essential accountability necessary to establish standards of excellence, gain customer trust, and improve outcomes in every aspect of the operation.

  • Chapter 6 offers specific tools and techniques for making ongoing improvements in your personal, team, and organizational performance. From improving self-discipline to acing key leadership skills, building confidence, and expanding your sphere of influence, the skills you learn in this chapter help you become a more effective decision maker, in any environment and under any level of pressure.

  • Chapter 7 pulls together your “training program,” as it outlines how your ability to consistently adhere to the Peak Performance Formula enables you to face some of the most common workplace ambushes and respond expertly to any rapidly evolving challenge. Here, you learn some simple principles for integrating the ideas and practices you’ve gained in the book into a never-fail plan for surviving and thriving—both personally and professionally.

  
Winning—Every Time

  Before we get started, I want to make one thing very clear: there is nothing glamorous or cool about an actual combat dogfight. A jet fighter plane is a sleek piece of machinery that lends a false sense of dignity to what is nothing more than a vicious, violent, gladiator-like brawl to the death. The dogfight has only one rule: There are no rules. The death and destruction that result from real air combat is much more lasting and real than anything depicted in the Top Gun movie or any other Hollywood film, and much more vicious than any marketplace face-off between business competitors.

  Still, competing successfully in today’s global business arena bears some interesting similarities to air combat—a remarkably fascinating, almost intoxicating, experience, in which those who compete are simultaneously the hunter and the hunted. The battleground of your marketplace can be demanding, exhilarating, and heart-stopping. Like the Aces, to achieve peak performance in your workplace “dogfights,” you must bring your A-game every day. No excuses for being tired, distracted, overworked, or unprepared. As I learned in that heated battle over the steaming jungles of North Vietnam, if you want to win, you cannot blink under the unrelenting pressure of a well-trained enemy intent on shooting you down.

  While you may never share the experience of taking a fighter jet into airborne combat, you are about to learn how to use the secrets of the flying Aces to win every time, to remain calm when things around you seem out of control, to guide yourself, your team, and your organization through even the toughest challenges against the most skillful and well-coordinated attacks. So let’s get started; your training begins now.


  
CHAPTER ONE


  THE ACES’ PEAK PERFORMANCE FORMULA

  “The will to win is of little value

  without the will to prepare.”

  —UNKNOWN

  Is your workplace bombarding you relentlessly with unexpected problems and challenges from all directions? With all the recent budget cuts, downsizing, and rightsizing of personnel, has every day become another round of do-more-with-less? Is senior management’s sole input to the organization something along the lines of “Get the job done now, no matter what”? And do you see conditions in your workplace improving, or are they mired in a downhill slide? If your answers to these questions leave you feeling beaten down by the pressure to boost your organizational and professional performance, you aren’t alone.

  Newer technologies were supposed to relieve some of the workplace pressures we all feel, but that hasn’t happened. If anything, today’s wired workplace has given us a nonstop avalanche of additional information to sort through as we struggle to meet more and tighter deadlines. There’s rarely any downtime for planning long-term goals or assessing how well we’re doing at managing operations and hitting milestones. As a result, we’re caught in a continuous scramble to keep moving toward ever-shifting goals and to keep fighting a no-win game of catch-up with never-ending pressures from tough competitors, ever-changing technologies, new or revised company procedures, and new product lines.

  Given the high-pressure stakes of business today, we shouldn’t be surprised that decision makers at every level are feeling the heat of on-the-job stress. In a recent study by Northwestern Life Insurance Company, almost 50 percent of executives surveyed described their jobs as “very stressful.” The Harvard Business Review notes that dealing with increasingly higher levels of workplace pressures—the leading cause of on-the-job stress—has become a top priority for senior management. I have heard this concern echoed in my own interviews with more than 200 executives from companies across the United States. Here’s a sampling of the most common pressure points they reported:

  • Mounting pressures from tight deadlines

  • Ever-increasing stress from multiple projects

  • Fiercely competitive workplace environment

  • Understaffed departments

  • Overworked/exhausted employees

  • Tight or reduced budgets leading to increased demands to do more with less

  In other words, organizations everywhere are being challenged to maximize their performance under sometimes overwhelming pressure. To best understand how to accomplish that goal, I suggest that we turn to a special group—Ace fighter pilots—to learn some invaluable lessons about making critical, game-changing decisions under the white heat of life-or-death pressure.
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