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The key to the success of any business is the effectiveness of the management team, a truth proven repeatedly over my thirty-year investment career. Having worked closely with Marty Strong as the leading investor and chairman of his board of directors, I can attest to Marty living his Be Nimble principles every day. As a strategic thinker, he transformed a small, acquired healthcare company into a rapidly growing market segment leader. His talent at organizational design allowed the team to scale up operations to deliver higher quality medical services. He is a dynamic business leader, put simply, Marty leads by example and is a high-performance innovator. Be Nimble will be required reading for all our portfolio company executives.
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Be Nimble, How the Navy SEAL Mindset Wins on the Battlefield and in Business, is a testimony of leadership and success written by an effective, well-respected Navy SEAL officer and world-class business leader. The book is full of brilliant ideas and provides a straightforward approach to decision-making that can be employed regardless of personal or business objectives. Marty Strong’s vision, his strength of purpose, and his focus are on point. He provides the reader with a rare opportunity to access proven advice, unlike anything available in the conventional business world, that can be utilized by any person or organization approaching significant challenges and/or when building strong and effective teams.
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For forty years, both in the SEAL Teams and in business, I’ve marveled at how Marty Strong’s adaptive mindset could cut through the fog of distractors to identify the real challenges we were facing. I often observed his asymmetrical thinking kicking in, providing us razor sharp focus, and allowing us to crystalize a workable solution. Time after time, his creative energy and leadership produced the WIN-WIN outcome we were all seeking. I can remember saying to myself, “Why hadn’t I thought of that?” For decision-makers, Be Nimble, How the Navy SEAL Mindset Wins on the Battlefield and in Business, will give you and your team the keys to the same innovative, strategic insight that marked Marty’s leadership and selfless success both in the SEAL Teams and in business.
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Preface

Everything today is changing, evolving at hyper speed when compared to earlier generations, and it isn’t going to slow down. Technology is a part of it, but social, political, and spiritual changes are also contributing to a sense of helplessness for many people. If you are not a leader, you feel like a victim. You observe and experience events without the ability or knowledge to influence events and stop the madness. If you are a leader, you are overwhelmed. You lack the resources to cope, and you find you’re always three steps behind the solution.


You know deep down there must be a better way to deal with the chaos, the confusion, the crazy, and you’re right. This book is about business leadership, but its message extends to any leader or aspiring leader of any organization. There is a better way. I began as a child who didn’t try to be agile, nimble, or creative, I just was. I was also open minded and curious. We all began life with the tools to be creative, to succeed. It’s time to apply that essential childlike freedom of thought and action to the all too serious business of leadership. Are you with me?








Forward

A submarine at sea under “normal” conditions, is world of its own, and, by any standard, a challenging, crowded habitat. A built-in shortage of bunks mandates a fourth of the crew “hot bunk”. Sailor A crawls out of a bunk and goes on watch, relieving Sailor B. Sailor B grabs a little chow and then crawls into that same bunk, maybe still warm from Sailor A – Voila: Hot Bunking. That’s “normal” life on a fast attack submarine.


To survive and thrive inside such close quarters – a thirty-foot-wide by two-hundred-foot-long steel cylinder, is difficult. Operating submerged for weeks or months at a time in an unforgiving environment, the dark ocean depths, was no picnic either. It was an unforgiving world below the surface, a place where you don’t make the same mistake twice and live to tell about it.


Submarine sailors live by a strict ethos. Simply put, this ethos is: 1. Follow the procedure; 2. Supervise everything; and 3. Communicate clearly. Submariners earn their right to be part of this culture through a rigorous one year on board qualification process (which follows extensive shore based training) culminating in a “Dolphin Ceremony” wherein the former non-qualified sailor is officially designated, Qualified in Submarines, and pinned with the coveted Submarine Dolphin uniform insignia.


Many groups in the Navy lay claim to an elite military heritage, fighter pilots for one, submariners do also. But the one naval warfare group that pilots and submariners would readily acknowledge as special are the United States Navy SEALs. These unique men who proudly wear the golden eagle insignia, fiercely clutching a flintlock pistol and Neptune’s trident in its talons. The SEAL’s insignia is fondly referred to as the “Trident” and it says all that needs to be said about the man wearing it.


Submariners and SEALs, two elite groups; both believe they have no equal, both possess a unique culture, intolerant of outsiders. Now bring these warriors together. Tell the submariners, “Those THIRTY-TWO additional bodies on your ship will make the Hot-bunking, well, HOTTER. SEALs – not qualified submariners – will be breathing YOUR oxygen, eating YOUR food, taking up the precious few seats in YOUR crew’s mess on movie night and causing you to wait even longer for a bathroom break, a shower or a cup of coffee. Add to this the news that You are no longer the front line against maritime aggression the world over. Your mission now, is to deliver the SEALs and their mini submarine to their target launch point.


What about those elite SEALs? They’ll be living, cohabitating with a surly crew of displaced professionals, inside an already jam-packed submarine. A place where your elite SEAL skills have no value. If something goes wrong, you need to get out of the way. Of course, SEALs are always in the way on a submarine. They wait, plan, workout, eat, sleep and repeat. They wait patiently for that moment when finally, they are given the orders to go. And while the SEALs leave the submarine on their way to fame and glory, those submarine sailors are grumbling. It feels like they’ve been reduced to highly qualified bus drivers.


What’s a submarine skipper to do? I know what I did in this tenuous predicament. I enlisted the leadership skills and prowess of a miracle worker – Lieutenant Marty Strong, the SEAL Delivery Team Task Unit Commander assigned to my fast attack submarine for six months overseas. I’m convinced no other SEAL leader I’ve worked with, before or after, could’ve created the harmony, cohesiveness, and common sense of shared mission purpose among all of us, as Marty Strong did in those six months.


Marty was acutely aware of the problems heightened egos might cause and from the very beginning of our relationship, strived to eliminate that potential issue. Marty’s leadership prowess influenced both his SEALs and my submariners, to dispense with self-aggrandizing bravado. He sponsored sports events, tours, firing range experiences. He did everything needed to establish a great comradery, even before we began our six-month deployment. We became two highly specialized naval warfare groups fused into one extraordinarily successful mission team. It was indeed an amazing thing for me to watch.


It was fortunate for me that he was the SEAL Task Unit Commander chosen by the SEAL community to work with me and my submarine crew. Officially and by rank, I was his direct superior, his BOSS at sea; I was the senior person responsible for our combined overall mission success – either we submariners and SEALs succeeded together, as one team, or we failed together. But I quickly learned that Lieutenant Strong didn’t require my sage guidance. He was fully capable of leading all aspects, from mission execution and planning, to preparation, post mission assessment, and debrief. Together we were a highly successful leadership team, and together we melded our two populations of special characters into a tight unit.


Be Nimble is a book about REAL LEADERSHIP; leadership behaviors, attitudes, techniques, and skills developed and honed on the front lines. Those front lines for Marty were in high school, sports, combat, the ocean depths, business, national media, counterterrorism, and family life – these are all places where a leader is needed, but not always present.


The pressures and stresses of these situations tend to drive people to a reassessment of who they are and what matters to them. In Crucibles of Leadership, Harvard Business Review refers to such situations as times when leaders examine their values, question their assumptions, and hone their judgement. They emerge from the crucible stronger and surer of themselves and their purpose – fundamentally changed. If you want to fundamentally change your leadership approach, Be Nimble, How the Navy SEAL Mindset Wins on the Battlefield and in Business, will transform you.


Brad McDonald, Captain, U.S. Navy, Retired, Former Commanding Officer of the SEAL capable STURGEON Class attack submarine, USS L. MENDEL RIVERS, and author of The Art and Skill of Sales Psychology
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Chapter One

My Leadership Journey


“It is not the strongest of the species that survives, nor the most intelligent, but the one most responsive to change.”

Charles Darwin



I’ve been many things in my life, but so far, I have not held an academic position teaching leadership, at least, not outside the Navy. That’s right. I decided to write a book about leaders, for leaders, without the “required” conventional academic credentials, that carry with them the expectation of actionable value and insight.

I’ve read hundreds of these books and confess that the more experience I gained in actual leadership functions, the less those institutional books inspired growth. I realized they were speaking to large corporations, multi-tiered behemoths, not most leaders like me who were swinging away in small or mid-sized companies, startups, and rescues. You know what? That’s okay. It was time to speak to the masses, not the elites living high at the top of the corporate organizational chart. It was time for me to impart my frustration with the status quo in leadership education and to reveal what I’ve learned by actually leading.

In Be Nimble, How the Navy SEAL Mindset Wins on the Battlefield and in Business, I’ve applied lessons learned personally or through close observation, in the trenches, under fire, both in uniform and as a business professional. So, if you are wondering why you should listen to anything this guy has to say, I’ll respond this way. My story is real, and my leadership experiences are real. You won’t be sorry you made the investment in time, the investment in yourself. Becoming a nimble leader is a journey, but trust me, it is a journey worth the effort.

I was born in the western panhandle of Nebraska, the oldest of three children raised by two depression era Iowa farmers. My dad Chet and my mom Barb were polar opposites. Dad was a non-verbal disciplinarian, a stickler for perfection and execution in a flat top haircut. My mother, on the other hand, was a dreamer, funny and chatty to the extreme. She wore her hair piled high, emulating movie stars of the day. Dad loved history, war movies and mom. Mom loved Dean Martin, Frank Sinatra, and Dad. Don’t ask me why these two extremes in personality became husband and wife, but they did have one thing in common, they both loved to read.

It was my parents shared love of reading that at the age of four thrust me head long into exciting stories of Vikings and pirates, and not so exciting books about physicists and great artists (I’ll let you guess who influenced me to read what subject). My earliest memories are of sitting by myself, book in hand, ignoring the world as I consumed every book, I could get my hands on. Oddly, I don’t remember many of the fun books my mom gave me to read. She was happy just to see me happy.

Don’t get me wrong, I wasn’t so fixated on books that I ignored life and life in rural Nebraska was all about role playing. My friends and I were pushed outside by our parents who believed kids should be playing not sitting around. We accommodated that philosophy by riding bikes, too far, too fast, and down hills that were too steep.

We played soldier, spaceman, cowboys, we pretended to be superheroes or monsters. In the summer we built forts, dug tunnels, and followed the local streams catching crawdads and frogs. During the winter we organized snow wars, creating forts out of ploughed snow heaped ten feet high. We tunneled inside, punched out observation ports, and then poured water on the outside walls, making the structure impervious to snowballs.

It was fun being a kid. We were creative, imaginative, and willing to try anything. Attributes I would later in life ascribe to the art of being nimble. We all start out nimble, but the world has a way or pounding us into an acceptable mold. My dad was no exception. As I grew older my dad required me to deliver a detailed breakdown of each book I read while he asked questions and accepted or rejected my observations and conclusions.

If I was lucky enough to hit all the high points my reward was another book. Luckily for me, it seemed my dad had an endless supply, but it wasn’t all bad. I’ve had years to reflect on the impact of both my parents and I think the strange mix of my mom’s love of fantasy, science fiction, and adventure, and my dad’s practical approach to self-learning and the consumption of knowledge, created in me a healthy balance. A love for creativity and a love for performance and achievement.

When I was ten years old my dad brought us all together and announced we were moving to Japan! I loved the idea, my mom, not so much. Their marriage lasted the four years we spent in Japan and ended with my siblings and I back in Nebraska with our mom. I was fourteen and confused. It got worse. My mom was soon diagnosed with schizophrenia and manic depression. She’d become an alcoholic while in Japan and that complicated her other illnesses. For the next year and a half, I assumed the role of family patriarch.

Like any teenager I had things I wanted to accomplish, get a car, a girlfriend, make the football team, you know the list. I was able to work odd jobs to save money and eventually I bought an old car. Then I made the Varsity football team, but the illusive girlfriend thing was both expensive and time consuming. When I wasn’t working two jobs or at football practice, I was trying to hold our family together. My mother and I didn’t see eye to eye on much of anything in those days. She spent time in and out of institutions and I pretended to be normal. My friends and the neighbors were sympathetic, but it was a lonely existence. More often than not, I escaped by reading.

A month after turning sixteen my world flipped upside down. My mom was dating a guy who decided it was okay to smack my little brother around. When I found out I went on the warpath, demanding that my mom tell me who this guy was so I could seek my revenge, all one hundred and twenty-five pounds of me. My mom blew a brain gasket and started chasing me around with a butcher knife. I ran to my room (shared with my brother) stuffed as much as I could into a pillowcase and paused long enough to say goodbye to him. Once out of the second-floor apartment window I ran down to a pay phone and called a friend. The next day I was on a plane bound for Honolulu, Hawaii to live with my dad.

I appreciated that my dad was willing to rescue me, but as it turned out, he’d started a new life. He was married again, and the new Mrs. Strong wasn’t too happy having a lanky teenager roaming around their home. I found that my dad had loosened up a bit. He was sporting long hair and facial hair, gone was the military look. He was so different I nearly missed finding him in the airport when I arrived. He’d mellowed a little too, but one thing hadn’t changed, I was going to be studying.

My dad knew it would be hard for me to make friends and get a job. Having a car in Waikiki wasn’t practical, everything was walking distance and the city had a great bus system. His solution for my poverty was, you guessed it, reading for dollars. He still had his personal library and it had grown. He started me with the great religions, the Bible, the Koran, the book of Mormon, Buddhism, and the Hindu Upanishads. One book at a time, one religion at a time. The payoff was thirty bucks! All I had to do was read the books, brief him on the content, and cha-ching, pocket change!

I’d slacked off reading serious books while living in Nebraska, focusing mostly on escapist novels. Now I was going to school and learning at home, too. My dad was still unemotional, but he never assumed I couldn’t handle the challenging material. This eventually led me to believe I could tackle any subject by reading about it in a book. I didn’t know it at the time, but the discipline and the wide range of exposure, was shaping the way I looked at the world, and at problems. This discipline and world view would come in handy later.

My time in Hawaii was also a time of emotional growth for me. This was my fourth move since the age of ten. I realized I was becoming proficient at compartmentalizing negative inputs and even better at focusing on the future. I thought about the future a lot. This was the beginning of my strength in forecasting outcomes. Much of this skill came from a deepening understanding of history and the lessons it held for the future. It was also influenced by my love of fantasy and science fiction literature. My personal resilience and ability to compartmentalize pain and negative inputs became a part of my personality by the time I left Hawaii for Detroit, Michigan.

My senior year in Grosse Point, Michigan, a suburb of Detroit, was uneventful but for one life changing event. I was a stellar student and carried a near 4.0 GPA every year of high school. My constant moving was both a curse and a blessing. Every school system rejected much of the work associated with the last school system. The result was four years packed with core courses. The forced home schooling only added to my academic abilities.

Being a great student didn’t impress my dad. He was doing well in the world, a senior government employee in the Department of Defense. He could have encouraged me to go to college, but he didn’t. In fact, he refused to pay a dime of my college costs if I decided on my own to attend a school. His guidance was simple and to the point, see the world, grow up some more, join the Navy. So, without many options I did what he suggested, I joined up. I hit Bootcamp at the ripe old age of 17. Bootcamp wasn’t hard, but I was exposed to a crazy variety of Americans. Texans, Latinos, inner city gangsters, smooth talkers from the Gulf states, and New Yorkers.

After completing Navy bootcamp, I went straight to the Navy’s RADAR and air traffic control school. I graduated 17 weeks later and was scheduled to go to a Navy Cruiser in the Mediterranean Sea, that’s when fate stepped in. Through a mix-up in orders I have never been able to understand, I found myself one week later standing with one hundred and twenty-six other young men, all sporting shaved heads. I was in Coronado, California, home of the elite U.S. Navy SEALs and the location of Basic Underwater Demolition/SEAL training known as BUD/S.

I’d tried to talk to anybody who would listen. It was a mistake. I was supposed to be a RADAR expert on a ship. I told them I wasn’t the superhero type. I was five foot nine and one hundred and twenty-eight pounds soaking wet, they agreed. In the end it didn’t matter, nobody listened. I was told by a grizzled old Vietnam veteran that they were called orders for a reason. I gave up, it was day one, of week one, of the toughest military training in the world. At the time. the twenty-six-week course was a meat grinder. Statistically, only twenty-five percent graduated from the daunting experience and the instructors frequently reminded us of this fact. I did the math, thirty-one. Only thirty-one of the horde of would-be warriors in my class would graduate. Little did I know at the time that we’d only graduate thirteen of the original student body, and that I’d be one of them.

Becoming a Navy SEAL was difficult and exhilarating at the same time. I recognized early on that my strange upbringing had contributed to my success in the elite program. My abilities to compartmentalize and stay optimistic about the future in the face of early teenage adversity was a prescription for success in the SEAL teams. I worked hard to learn the fighting skills and the planning skills. SEALs were thinking warriors. To get into the SEAL program you must have a high IQ and score in the top five percent of all Navy candidates in the Navy’s general aptitude test. I was smart, but so was everybody else.

My understanding of military history and my ability to see the big picture resulted in my being assigned to officers putting together mission plans. I loved working all the puzzles, logistics, intelligence analysis, and planning our actions. This continual drill, year after year, trained me to project manage men and equipment, consumables such as food, water, and fuel.

By the time I was twenty-three I had packed on fifteen pounds of new muscle and advanced in the ranks to my first position of leadership. I will tell you this early leadership assignment did not go well. I made every mistake in the book and probably some they added to that book later. Straight forward positional authority comes with every title, but SEALs don’t respect titles, they respect leaders.

I absorbed these hard lessons, took my lumps, and grew professionally. At the age of twenty-five, I became the youngest person to be promoted to Chief Petty Officer in the United States Navy. I learned new, tough lessons at this level of leadership and became successful enough to be selected for officer candidate school two years later.

Along the way I’d acquired a bachelor’s degree in business administration and found the information nearly useless in a leadership role. The business school taught management. Managers manage things and people through processes and systems. I’d learned as a young SEAL that leaders need to lead when processes and systems break down or become obsolete. My degree had missed the mark. I tucked this lesson away for another time, my days in the Navy were coming to an end.

After twenty exciting years in the Navy SEAL Teams, I hung up my fins and became a civilian. Twenty years, ten as an enlisted SEAL, and another ten as an officer, had taken its toll on me physically. The SEAL teams are much like professional sports league. You start out in elite physical condition and then the job begins to chip away at you, one injury at a time.

I’d led thirty-six successful special operations combat missions in my twenty-year career and hadn’t suffered so much as a scratch from contact with an enemy of my country. Yet, I was rated with several disabilities as I walked out the door. Parachute accidents, armored vehicle crashes, falling off any number of things – repeatedly, and suffering thousands of hours bouncing up and down in small boats. At the end of twenty years I was done. What would be next?

I’d finished my graduate degree in management before retiring and looked forward to applying that knowledge in business. My first job out of uniform was with an investment firm, Legg Mason, Wood Walker. The first day at work was a rude awakening to the truth many learn the hard way, your college education isn’t experience. It turned out neither was knowing how to blow up a bridge. I was a new guy all over again. I took inventory. I didn’t know how to sell, create a personal brand, market my personal brand, or perform the subtle skills of a consultant. I loved the idea of being a financial advisor but didn’t know how to start. I was bluntly told that the secret to success was to go out and find clients.

I spent a day in denial, shook off the feeling of dread, then got to work. Cold calling for hours, cold walking for weeks at a time, seminars, booths at major local events, and I studied. Not textbooks, people. SEALs were pretty much cut from the same cloth. Witty, tough, highly intelligent, they were able to accept adverse circumstances and figure out a way forward. I found out quickly that normal people were different. They needed assurance, guidance, and hope. They needed someone to lean on for strength, so I became that person.

I was back in a leadership role. The job was twenty-five percent analytics, twenty-five percent investing and fifty percent coaching, mentoring, and inspiring clients. So, in a strange way I excelled at my new profession by eventually applying my core leadership experience from my prior profession. Oh, did I already mention my college education credentials were of no use?

After seven years I had a thriving business. Financial services firms often set you up under their label and provide the backroom support while taking a percentage of your sales. It took me twenty months to match my annual compensation as an officer in the SEAL teams. No base salary, all commissions, and fees. After the first two years I moved my book of clients to UBS, the United Bank of Switzerland. They were the largest financial services company in the world at the time and I’d found a home. I became an Account Vice President and Portfolio Manager. I’d arrived. Then as it often did in my life, fate stepped in yet again.

America was attacked on September 11, 2001 while I sat in a regional manager’s office discussing market share. He had his television on in the corner of the room with the sound turned off. I found out about the plane strikes when a woman broke into our meeting declaring the financial offices in the world trade towers were on fire. The manager looked over my shoulder at the television and I turned around. That was it. Fate.

I left the business of making money for other people a few months after the attack in New York and Washington D.C. and became a counterterrorism consultant. It was an easy choice. I wanted to get into the fight, I could envision the SEAL Teams, men I knew well, spinning up, staging, and planning. It was driving me crazy, but I found my service-connected disabilities prevented me from putting on a uniform again. The next best thing was to defend the homeland.

For the next few years, I provided insights to the federal government and to major defense firms gearing up for the war. I helped security planners envision potential attacks, showed them their vulnerabilities, and aided in hardening soft targets. It wasn’t combat but it was something, I was contributing the only way I knew how.

The work was rewarding and instructional. I honed my writing and speaking skills to a sharp edge as a consultant, briefing senior leaders and corporate officers. I was also successful financially but that wasn’t what drove me on each day. I knew myself and other retired military and law enforcement experts were working as fast as possible to prevent another terrorist attack. In time, the war didn’t end, and I eventually closed up my consulting practice and joined a midsized defense company. This company would rapidly expand into a billion-dollar, worldwide operation.

I started out small. I was assigned to lead a department initially consisting of fifty to sixty people. Now, for the first time in over a decade since completing my graduate studies, I was finally able to apply my business school, book learning. I evaluated existing systems and processes. Canvassed the talent and reorganized. It was hard, different than UBS or consulting. I now had direct reports, employees and with this responsibility came challenges.

Four years later I was a senior vice president and responsible for much more. I learned how to grow a department into a division, and a division, into a separate company. I learned how to lead people who worked remotely, all over the planet, and I learned that finally, my business education had paid off. However, the most important lesson I learned during this period was that there was a distinct difference between leadership and management, especially in times of crisis. I had performed in both roles and was ready for something new.

In 2009 I joined a small defense company founded by a friend and former SEAL. It was a new challenge, one that allowed me to have an equity ownership stake in our success. I’d watched an agile, adaptive young company, grow into a stumbling billion dollar a year bureaucracy (although at the time I didn’t appreciate the valuable lessons I’d been exposed to). My new challenge was straightforward, grow or die.

And grow we did. From one company into five companies over the next five years. My partner and I sold the business to the employees, a process referred to as an ESOP, and I stayed on as Chief Executive Officer and Chief Strategy Officer. The focus of three of our five companies is healthcare. It’s a dynamic and continually changing industry that demands attention and innovation. It isn’t easy, and I don’t always make the right decisions, but I go to work every day with a smile on my face, leadership has finally become fun.

I’ve completed my share of training and education, mostly in military leadership or business management. I’ve watched leaders, listened to leaders, followed leaders (good ones, not so good ones, and terrible ones), and I’ve been a practicing leader for over forty years. I’ve tried to find books or courses that hit the right themes, pushed the right hot buttons, you know – experiences developed by real leaders, focused on actual leading, in the trenches, on the factory floor, or in the board room. Alas, these works, and courses are difficult to find. So, after reading far too many books about general management principles I decided to right down my formula for leadership success.

If you are a leader, want to be a leader, or want to understand how good leaders think and influence success, this book is for you! I truly believe you can learn to be a leader and if you are already one, you can learn to be a better leader. I’ve made the learning process in Be Nimble progressive on purpose, a series of tools, tips, insights, and ideas that build, one upon the other. I believe you’ll understand and appreciate the logic of this approach as you move through the material.








Chapter Two

Are You Ready?


“It is unwise to be too sure of one’s own wisdom.”

Mahatma Gandhi



In the SEALs there was a saying (fair warning, there are a ton of sayings in the SEAL teams), when war finally comes, you will go into battle with whatever skill and knowledge you possess at that time. In other words, you can’t get the time back you wasted before you are tested in combat. You are what you are, and it better be enough.

I learned the art and practice of self-inventory from the grizzled old Vietnam veterans who surrounded me when I reported for duty at SEAL Team Two. I’d been a boy scout in my youth and understood the concept of being prepared, but the teams took this idea much more seriously, and for a good reason. Failure in combat was final, no do overs.

In business, unlike the military, the stakes are not nearly so dire. It may feel at times like they are, but they’re not. However, the one thing that does exist for leaders in both realms of human endeavor is a deep sense of personal responsibility. Being on the hook to lead is often a lonely task, but also noble and vital in every organization.

In my experience, leading as a board member of a charity, leading a business division, and even leading middle school students on a field trip, all leadership is important but very few people are prepared for the challenges, leadership represents. If you are a leader or aspire to be one, this chapter will dial you into the first rule of leadership; understand both your capabilities and your limitations, then strive to eliminate those limitations. An honest self-assessment is critical if you want to survive, but even more important if you want to thrive as a leader.


Nature or Nurture?

Before we jump right into our self-awareness session, let’s take a short journey to explore one of the oldest conflicts in leadership theory; are leaders born or created? Was Alexander the Great or General George Patton destined by fate to lead well, or were they simply blank slates, waiting for someone to teach them, train them, guide them, and finally develop them into successful leaders? It’s a debate with a purpose.

Billions are spent every year in companies all over the country to groom managers and supervisors into effective leaders. If leaders cannot be educated into existence, if they can only be “discovered” and placed into key positions, then trying to sculpt regular people into the next Steve Jobs or Jeff Bezos is a waste of time and money, or is it?

My many years of being led and leading others, colors my point of view on this subject. I’ve concluded that there are natural behavioral traits and advantages associated with psychological resilience that play a major role in nurturing a person into a successful leader, and through mentoring turning a successful leader into a great leader. If these base characteristics are the only prerequisites to lead well, then I guess advocates of the nature theory have a strong case. But I’m not so sure.

Analysis of great leaders show a few common threads but nothing that is so definitive that indicates they were destined to lead, despite the post ascendancy rewrite of their personal story (Julius Caesar was a great leader and a great promoter of his own legend). Throughout human history, successful leaders have made a point to clean up their back story, remove the blemishes, and exaggerate the triumphs. This behavior is understandable, but it does modern leadership scholars a disservice when trying to understand the nature, nurture hypothesis.

More modern sources are accessible and therefore more difficult to edit once a leader has become well-known. Teddy Roosevelt was a sickly young man, Harry Truman was a plain teenager without great promise… the list goes on.




A Leader in Crisis

The leader revealed by crisis is a common theme in mythology, popular literature, and our modern military history. This leader invariably, rises from obscurity like a phoenix, a young marine corporal saves his squad by leading a decisive charge, a dad miraculously lifts a heavy object off a child and directs the response that saves the child’s life, a passerby sees mugging in progress and without regard for his own safety thwarts the attack and saves the victim.

We’ve all read stories like these and they’re almost always true. Common people without leadership training or even aspirations to lead, become leaders, heroes, all in the blink of an eye. So, it must be something we’re born with, right? A genetic capability that’s present in select people, waiting for just the right opportunity to come forth, right? Not so fast.

This is where I come down on this age-old conflict in leadership theory. I believe human behaviors are shaped by their early childhood environment. By environment I mean to include all physical and psychological influences, good, bad, and worse, Influences that define a person’s early character, sense of selfishness or selflessness. Influences that define a person’s tolerance for person risk and failure. I’ve read over one hundred biographies of great leaders; all were flawed human beings in some form or fashion, but all were risk takers. All were willing to fail, sometimes fail many times, until they got it right.

Not all great leaders were saints. Morality and ethics are not historical prerequisites for successful leadership, just look at the long list of despots around the world and through history who led well and won, without concern for how they won. Today winning at any cost, by immoral or unethical acts, is unacceptable and illegal in most cases. In the United States and in most advanced nations around the world such behavior is legitimate grounds for a leader’s removal and termination, if not jail time. Confused yet?

The nature vs. nurture debate hasn’t been put to rest. Leadership is many things; it relies on a wide range of character traits and behaviors. It often doesn’t reveal itself until crisis provides the opportunity to act. It rests on early influences and it can be developed. My personal experience is an example of this more complex formula. Strict parents, solid understanding of right and wrong. A period of continuous drama, upheaval, and relocation in my teens, then the crucible of SEAL training.

In my case, I also had an opportunity to watch great leaders and not so great leaders in the laboratory of life as well as in the military context. Then, when the time came, I found it in me to be a decisive leader. Not a perfect leader, or a great leader, but enough of a leader to see the potential, the possibilities. I firmly believe that most people, even you, can become successful leaders. I also fervently believe many of you can become great leaders!




Fear of Failure

If leadership in combat taught me anything it was perspective, especially as it relates to stress. More specifically, the fear of failure. When a spontaneous act of courage or leadership occurs without thought, without a plan, fear of failure is suspended. It’s usually when we are alone in our thoughts with plenty of time on our hands, that the dragons of doubt prowl.

Every little consideration becomes an obstacle to success. Your boss, your partner, your co-worker, the industry, the weather, you get my point. Once you go down the trail of self-doubt it’s hard to see the real world for what it is. Instead, you craft a world that’s stacked the odds against your success, it is a fantasy, but a fantasy that will rob you of your desire to even try.

Failure is a part of life, all life. We are born, collect a lifetime of failures, and die. Some are astute enough to observe their failures objectively and learn. Others do not. History is full of examples where failing wasn’t an impediment to final success. Failure is an opportunity to assess, to correct course, and to move forward, always forward. I was once an instrument rated private pilot. The training and testing are rigorous and when ready, a student must demonstrate to an FAA examiner, in the air, a series of take-offs, landings, complex maneuvers, and emergency procedures. They must also fly and approach busy airports using only the instruments located on the plane’s console.

I retired with seven hundred and fifty-one free fall parachute jumps. The equivalent of civilian skydiving, advanced freefall operations taught aerodynamics, the same aerodynamics that applied to flying and controlling an airplane. I was comfortable in the cockpit and absorbed the instruction with relative ease. But when it was showtime, I choked. I failed both my private and my instrument rating flight tests. It hit me hard.

Months and months of preparation, even practice test flights with my flight instructor and yet when it was time to perform, I failed. I eventually passed the second time around and became a good pilot, but the humility of failing made me a better, more thoughtful pilot. The immediate aftermath of failure wasn’t fun, but the lessons learned were invaluable. Embrace failure, it is your mentor.




Honest Self-Assessment

Nobody is perfect. Let me say that again. Nobody is perfect. Not the most famous business leader, most powerful and influential politician, not me, and not you. Perfection is a place we never visit, it’s a stretch goal. It’s the journey toward perfection, not the destination, that makes us stronger, better, wiser. We all change. Sometimes for the worse but more often for the better. My secret technique, the one thing that has been the foundation of my leadership success, is the process of honest self-assessment. This appraisal method is the child of my many failures. I’m human. Once I experience the post screwup period of denial, I allow myself to reflect. I then scrutinize my failure repeatedly until I begin to see the truth. It happens unconsciously at first, but I soon gain clarity and insight, then I change what must be changed.

First, let me be clear. Self-scrutiny isn’t enjoyable but it isn’t meant to be a pity party either. The steps you take to list your personal and professional strengths and weaknesses will reveal reality, your reality. A reality you have the power to change. So, here’s the key, humility. You must clear your mind of self-delusion and ego and be prepared to face the best and the worst in yourself. This isn’t impossible, I do it routinely to become the best I can be.

I’ve found emphasizing the value of humility to be the most difficult attribute to coach or mentor in someone else. Most leaders improve a little, but few see the light and drop the mental constraint of an overwhelming ego. Revealing weakness is difficult for leaders, even more difficult for strong leaders who’ve discovered a way to compartmentalize their failings. They are comfortable projecting strength, even when inside they feel weak. Let me tell you, there’s pure gold in remembering your mistakes and gleaning wisdom from them. The first step to enlightenment is to become humble!




A Position Specific Report Card

Sit down and pull out a piece of paper, or pull up a blank screen on your computer, and write or type the word Strengths. Then move down the page or screen a bit and type or write the word Weaknesses. You see where this is going. The key is honesty. And the key to honesty is humility. So, before you start this exercise clear your mind of ego, or social norms, or the last evaluation your boss gave you.

Clear your mind and act as if you were going to go to prison for perjury if you lie or embellish your answers. I’ll share a trick, set a maximum number of listed weaknesses to ten. You must also match your ten faults with ten strong points. It’s difficult to be all great or all messed up using that formula.

While listing more accolades and more issues may be more comprehensive, you want to choose the top ten in each category. If you can’t hold yourself to ten go ahead and finish your longer lists. When finished, rank the opinions from one to ten starting with the best (strength) or worst (weakness) until you complete the list of ten opinions in each self-assessment category. Discard the extra work. Whichever path you take, you are left with twenty honest, humble, and actionable opinions about yourself. You’re ready to move to the next step, study hall.




Position Specific Corrective Actions

I was kidding. You won’t be required to go to an actual study hall, but you will be going to school. Our emphasis in this book is on moving the performance needle, making you a better or a more enlightened and successful leader. While I encourage you to perform the self-assessment regarding your overall capabilities and limitations in general, for now, just focus on the professional challenges.

It doesn’t matter if you are already in a leadership position or aspire to fill one soon. The next step in this process will convert your weakness into virtue and your strength into an irresistible force of nature.

Every one of the twenty positive and not so positive issues you’ve identified must be explored and understood fully. Most of us dread acknowledging and writing down weaknesses in the first place. Researching those weaknesses however can be therapeutic. For example, several years ago one of the companies I led was considering a move into virtual training and education.
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