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‘Leadership in Action is an outstanding guide to creating and leading resilient teams.’

Captain Richard de Crespigny, pilot of Qantas flight QF32

‘John Cantwell has synthesised his lived experience as a leader on the front lines into a simple leadership framework that everyone can learn from. If you want to accelerate your understanding of what it takes to lead in increasingly complex and challenging times, take the time to read Leadership in Action.’

Dr Tony O’Driscoll, Duke Corporate Education

‘Filled with insights, inspiration and practical tips on effective leadership and management. Essential reading for leaders of all levels of experience.’

Leona Murphy, Chief Strategy Officer, Insurance Australia Group

John Cantwell has distilled decades of high-stakes experience into a leadership master class that goes beyond theory to expose the heart of truly effective practical leadership. This is a rare gem that leaders in every professional field must read.

Professor James W. Hutchin, UTS Business School


John Cantwell AO DSC retired from the Australian Army early in 2012 after a career spanning almost forty years. Starting as a private soldier he rose through the ranks to become Major General. Cantwell served in three distinct wars: combat duty in Operation Desert Storm in 1991; as the Director of Strategic Operations of the Multi National Forces in Iraq in 2006 (for which he was awarded the United States Legion of Merit); and as the Commander of Australian Forces in the Middle East in 2010. For his service in the latter role he was awarded the Distinguished Service Cross for his ‘inspired leadership, deep commitment to his people and superior performance on operations’. He was made a Member of the Order of Australia in 1990 and an Officer of the Order of Australia in 2007, in addition to two commendations for superior performance.

In 2009 he was appointed chief of operations of the Victorian Bushfire Reconstruction and Recovery Authority, a role in which he coordinated all efforts to recover from the deadly Black Saturday fires. Afterwards, the Premier of Victoria characterised Cantwell as ‘a hands-on tireless leader and organiser with a remarkable ability to gain the respect and cooperation of disparate groups’. The Prime Minister described Cantwell as ‘a leader possessing exceptional skills in coordination, guidance and organisation’.

Since his retirement Major General Cantwell lectures on leadership and military affairs to a variety of defence, business and academic audiences. He is the patron or ambassador for several organisations that support wounded and emotionally damaged Australian veterans. His bestselling book on his experiences in combat and related emotional trauma, Exit Wounds, was shortlisted for the Australian autobiography of the year in 2013.
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A leadership journey

Anyone can learn to lead, and lead well
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Leadership in Action represents all I have learned about leading, gleaned from years of hands-on leadership experience.

My background is that of military leader, with a list of experiences that surprises even me when I look back on all I have been through. Despite that unusual setting, the lessons I learned are valid in any leadership situation: from an office to a warehouse, or from a boardroom to a small business. Leadership is leadership: the setting doesn’t matter.

I called this book Leadership in Action for two reasons. The first reason betrays a little vanity. I was profoundly honoured to receive the Distinguished Service Cross for ‘leadership in action’ in Afghanistan and the Middle East in 2010. That phrase means a lot to me. As a lifelong soldier, I can’t help but be proud to be commended for the leadership I showed the men and women entrusted to my care in a combat zone.The words in the citation of my award—leadership in action—seemed a natural fit for the title of this book.

The second reason stems from my belief that leadership is a skill that anyone can learn and then hone by application. While it is important to understand the theory of leadership, nothing beats putting concepts into practice. I spent most of my life learning how to lead in the real world, in good times and bad. I progressively, sometimes painfully, discovered which leadership techniques work and which don’t. I learned how to deal with crises, underachievers, breakthroughs and setbacks. After decades of experience, I eventually grasped the fundamentals of truly influential leadership. In the process, I developed a passion for teaching others how to lead, too.

Leadership in Action will take you on a leadership journey. I want to start that journey with an example that encapsulates much of what I will say in these pages.

In 1991, halfway through my army career, I found myself swept up in the First Gulf War. In August of the previous year, Iraq had invaded Kuwait to steal that tiny nation’s oil. The international community reacted vigorously to this aggression: thirty-four nations sent combat forces to restore Kuwaiti sovereignty, under a United Nations mandate. Eventually more than a million Iraqi and Coalition soldiers faced each other in the deserts of Kuwait and southern Iraq. Then, after weeks of aerial bombardment, the Coalition ground forces attacked, defeating the Iraqi Army in a short and bloody campaign.

As a tank officer enjoying a two-year professional development posting with the British Army, with the outbreak of war I ended up in an armoured combat formation attacking through southern Iraq.

More used to commanding a hundred or so soldiers, this time I was in charge of a single armoured personnel carrier with two British crewmen. We answered directly to the general in charge of the British force, carrying out special liaison and coordination tasks on solo missions far from our fellow troops.

Our armoured personnel carrier was not much more than a metal box with tank tracks, a single machine-gun and some radios. My fellow crewmen were named Pete and Steve. Pete was a feisty twenty-year-old while Steve was a couple of years older, more serious and married with a pregnant wife. He had several photos of her, in various stages of blooming pregnancy, taped to the interior walls of our armoured vehicle.

As vehicle commander, I sat looking out of one of the hatches, while Pete drove with his head protruding from the other. Steve usually rode inside, manning the radios that we needed to communicate with other units and headquarters. We were a tight team, but we began the ground offensive already weary from days of manoeuvring and stress over the approaching battle.

Two days after the start of the war, we had been in battle almost continually with very little rest. We had survived minefields and artillery, and seen enough killing to last us a very long time. Our general gave me a new mission: to dash far to the north of where the British troops were fighting to meet up with a liaison officer from a large American tank force on our flank. He stressed that it was vital that the two massive formations stayed aligned with each other as we attacked eastwards. I was to link up with an American counterpart at a nameless spot in the desert, some 50 kilometres distant, through an area not yet cleared of Iraqis, with night closing in.

In the grey light of late afternoon, I explained our task to my bleary-eyed crew. I described how I planned to get the job done, and told them what we would do if we ran into trouble. I gave them a bit of a pep talk, saying how well they had done and encouraging them to keep going. I emphasised how important this task was and why we had to get it done.

Let’s fast-forward several hours into the mission.

It is now completely dark. We are a long way from any friendly forces, heading north across featureless, flat desert. I am navigating using the most basic of tools: a compass and a map.

I am out of our vehicle, standing in the windy darkness, taking a bearing with my compass. It is the sixth such halt. The metal and radios of our armoured vehicle interfere badly with the compass, so every few kilometres I have to order a halt and walk off into the gloom before peering at the faintly glowing needle of the compass. As I am about to wave Pete forward again to pick me up, I hear the ‘crump, crump’ of falling artillery in the darkness.

It is landing some distance away, but there’s a lot of it. Iraqi? I think not, more likely American. I spend a few uncertain moments pondering options then decide to make one more move forward, another kilometre, and reassess the situation.

When I climb back on our vehicle, I find that the sound of the artillery has done nothing to calm the nerves of my crew. We’re all getting edgy. I say a few words of encouragement, telling them that I think the artillery is friendly fire and that it isn’t too close. We roll forward again, even more slowly than before. When we have come far enough, I tell Pete to stop again. He cuts the engine: there is a brief silence, except for the buffeting of the wind.

Then comes the crunching of more artillery, closer this time. There is a rush of overlapping detonations. I can dimly see Pete’s pale face in his hatch, turned towards the sound.

‘I can hear that in here!’ says Steve from inside the vehicle, where he is monitoring the radios.

‘Keep calm, guys,’ I say, suppressing my own unease. ‘We’re okay here. Steve, get us on the frequency for the Americans who are supposed to be at the checkpoint.’

A moment or two later he tells me I’m set to go. I thumb the radio switch and make the call, announcing that we are a British liaison team with a task to establish a coordination point on the boundary of our two formations. I finish my transmission with ‘Over’ and wait. Nothing.

I call again. No reply.

I make the call again, asking for anyone on the frequency to respond. Nothing.

The thumping of artillery is louder now. Suddenly there is a flurry of explosions to our front, close enough for me to see the flash of the detonations in the darkness. I distinctly hear the howl of shrapnel cutting the air.

‘Pete, close down!’ I order. ‘Get inside!’

I slam my hatch home then shuffle behind Pete as we squirm into the crowded rear of the vehicle to join Steve. The red glow from the dome light floods the space with ruddy light. Both Steve and Pete are grim-faced. The thudding of explosions carries clearly through the hull.

‘What do you want to do now, sir?’ Steve asks, his voice strained.

Good question, I think. I could abort the mission and head back to our headquarters. But can I abandon our task simply because it’s becoming dangerous? The general had emphasised it was vital to keep tabs on the American formation on our flank. If the two allied forces blunder into each other in the darkness, it could be a bloodbath. No, we’re going to have to get this job done. But I feel a hard ball of fear in my chest.

There are more detonations outside, and then the clatter of shrapnel hitting the side of the vehicle. Pete swears loudly and we all duck, crunching our bodies into half-curled positions where we sit. In the tight space our knees are overlapped, legs intertwined, heads together. I yell, ‘Hang on, boys!’ as more rounds crash around us.

Shells fall in a relentless roar of sound. Someone shouts something. Jammed together inside our thin metal box we ride a tempest of explosions and shrapnel. I reach out to fiercely grip their nearest arms, trying to steel them and myself with human contact.

After what feels like an age the artillery suddenly stops, as though a switch has been thrown. There is brittle silence, then the sound of detonations starts again, but now a kilometre or so away. I slowly sit up, as do Steve and Pete.

With a wavering exhalation of breath, I ask, ‘Is everyone all right?’ I get vague nods in reply. The air between us is almost vibrating with fear.

The desire to get out of this place, to turn the vehicle around and race away to the south, is very strong. I tell myself, get a grip! These two soldiers need you to act like a leader, to take charge and make sensible decisions. I need to marshal my fear. I need to lead these men.

I reach for the radio handset then make another call to the elusive Americans. I wait. There is no reply. I call again. Nothing. I make another call. The only sound is the rumbling of the artillery in the distance.

‘All right,’ I say, ‘we can’t get communications with the Americans.’ I look at Pete and Steve in turn. I notice that Steve isn’t looking at me but is gazing over my shoulder. I wonder for a moment why he is staring. Realisation dawns: he is looking at the photos of his wife.

‘Steve, Pete,’ I say carefully, knowing that what I’m about to tell them isn’t going to go down well. ‘We need to make radio contact with those guys,’ I say. ‘We can’t raise them using our normal antenna. Whatever the problem is, we need to fix it. We need to put up the big antenna,’ I say.

The big antenna is what we use when we need extra range to establish radio contact. It comprises half a dozen long metal tubes, stored in a large bundle on the roof of the armoured personnel carrier. The tubes fit together to make a tall radio mast. We had used the big antenna previously and it took all three of us to erect it. It’s not something you want to do in the dark. It certainly isn’t something you want to do when there is artillery falling not too far away—artillery that might return at any time. Right now, it’s not something I want to do at all. But as far as I can see we have no choice.

There is a strained pause.

Pete speaks first. ‘You have got to be kidding, boss,’ he croaks. ‘If that artillery starts again we’ll be screwed.’

‘We’ll just have to do it quickly, right next to the vehicle,’ I respond.

‘Sure,’ says Pete flatly, unconvinced, but not prepared to say more.

I turn to Steve. ‘You okay, Steve?’ I ask.

The sound of more shells nearby punctuates the silence that follows my question. Steve just stares at the photographs of his wife, eyes bright in the red light.

‘Guys,’ I say, ‘this isn’t optional. I don’t like it either, but we have to make contact with the Americans. I have explained why this is important. We need to try everything before I tell our boss that we can’t do what he sent us to do.’ It’s not a great speech, but it’s the best I can do.

There is another long pause. Pete says nothing. Steve’s eyes are locked on the photographs over my shoulder. I feel the weight of the moment pressing on me.

‘Steve,’ I say, very carefully, ‘Pete.’ I peer at each of them, forcing them to look back at me. ‘We have to put that antenna up. It’s going to take all three of us to do it. Now, I’m going to open that door,’ I say, pointing to the latched rear door, ‘and I’m going to get out and get on with it.’ The thought of being outside, exposed to whatever comes this way, threatens my resolve. I push it down. ‘When I look around I expect to see both of you there behind me.’

I shuffle to the rear door, open the latch, and then shove it outwards. Cold air floods in from the darkness outside. I step through, gain my footing on the sand and then take a few quick steps to the side of the vehicle before dropping on my belly. The artillery is still booming in the darkness ahead of us. My head buzzes with dread. What if Steve and Pete just stay inside?

I lie there, staring into the dark, feeling very alone.

Then I hear a noise behind me. Even in the gloom I can see that the form dropping onto the sand at my side is Steve’s. I sense another body drop to the desert floor next to me. It’s Pete. They came! A sudden rush of relief fills me. They came! Pride in them washes over me.

‘Well done, boys! Let’s get on with it,’ I say, more gruffly than I intended. I stand, pulling them up with me.

I wish I could tell you that it all went well after that. Sure, we got the antenna erected despite several close bursts of shelling, but we still couldn’t raise the Americans on the radio. Much later, when we finally made it to the rendezvous, there was no-one there. In fact, the Americans never turned up. Steve, Pete and I were eventually sent even further into no-man’s land on another mission that almost cost us our lives several times that night. But that’s another story, and the ending of this one isn’t the point.

The point of this story is to illustrate some of the key tenets of leadership that worked for me that night and that have continued to work for me in other settings over the years since then—communication, loyalty and personal example, to name a few. We’ll explore those and many more in the pages that follow.

My leadership journey has been a long one. I invite you to join me on a new journey, an exploration of leadership in action.



Lessons from a lifetime of leading

You can become a truly effective leader

[image: image]

If I could learn to lead, so can you. I was anything but leadership material when I joined the Australian Army as a skinny 17-year-old kid. I was shy, afraid of public speaking and quite happy being told what to do and how to do it.

Four decades have passed since I stumbled down the steps of the bus that delivered me to army basic training. To the surprise of many people, me included, over the following forty years I rose to the rank of two-star general. Most of those forty years was spent leading Australian men and women in challenging and sometimes deadly circumstances.

Learning to lead

So how did I make the transition from dorky private soldier to the rank of general? The answer is that I learned to lead.

Right from the start I was taught the principles of good leadership. I was pushed into leadership roles where I put theory into practice. At first, I was a lousy leader. I relied on my status instead of my character. I confused authority with authenticity. I thought it was about me, rather than the people I was trying to lead. Step by step, I learned the values that define a truly effective leader. Slowly, I gained confidence. My team began to respond more and more positively; they seemed to want to do as I asked. I found myself the slightly surprised recipient of individual and team loyalty.

Suddenly, I enjoyed leading. I discovered, to my amazement, that I was good at it. I started to think of myself as a leader. My view of the world changed and would never be the same. Not only did I take the lead when asked, I began to seek out leadership opportunities. Eventually, I found it impossible to avoid taking charge. I discovered that I knew what needed to be done and how to do it. I realised I knew how to lead.


Leadership growth


Simply understanding the basics wasn’t good enough. I never stopped trying to become a better leader. I read books on leadership theory, to broaden my thinking. I subjected myself to assessment by my subordinates, to get fresh perspectives. I constantly reviewed and critiqued my leadership performance. I guess I became a bit of a leadership nerd.

In time, I started asking myself serious questions about the nature of leadership. I pondered what it meant to lead. I began to identify the key qualities of high-performing leaders and how those attributes linked together. I perceived a pattern of actions and attitudes that consistently produced great leadership. Finally, I recognised that leadership is a learnable skill.That’s when I began coaching others to be leaders, too.

In becoming a teacher, I was returning a favour. My entire adult life was a continuous lesson in the art of leading. I received some of the best leadership training available. More often than not, my role models were exceptional people; some were inspirational leaders. Conversely, less-effective leaders also taught me valuable lessons. I observed and analysed, and vowed to avoid their mistakes. I internalised the best characteristics of the good leaders and rejected the worst characteristics of weaker leaders.


Real-world leadership


Above all, I practised leadership in the real world in a remarkable variety of situations. For most of my career I revelled in the supervision of teams of highly motivated professionals. At other times I struggled to overcome the failings of chronic underperformers with negative agendas. On occasion, I needed to reassure and support thousands of people recovering from terrible disasters. Often, I directed the efforts of disparate teams implementing complex organisational change. I routinely battled bureaucratic inertia and intractable systemic failures. I drew on every leadership skill I possessed while leading men and women in war zones. Through all this, I learned a great deal about myself and even more about leading others.

What this book can do for you

If you want to lead but haven’t yet had the chance, this book is the start of your leadership journey.

If you are already in a leadership role, this book will show you simple, yet powerful, leadership techniques to hone your skills while making your organisation more productive.

If you are a senior leader in your organisation, I hope this book will refresh your understanding of effective leadership and inspire you to help your people become even more effective leaders.

I can’t promise that this book can instantly turn anyone into a successful leader. I guarantee, however, that the lessons within these pages will help you understand what makes good leaders so effective and provide the tools to help you lead well too.

Maybe you’re saying to yourself, wow, that’s powerful language. It is: that’s because leadership is a powerful commodity. You will see why in the next chapter.



The amazing power of leadership

Your leadership, good or bad, will make a huge difference
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Leadership is a remarkably potent force, whether it is good or bad. Regardless of its quality, leadership can transform the attitude and performance of groups and individuals. Here are just a few examples of the impact of good and bad leadership.

Performance

Good leadership amplifies the skills of individuals. When team members are well led, they apply their abilities more confidently and more proactively. Those working for an active and effective leader contribute more willingly, more often. Motivated people will try new ideas and better ways of doing business.

Conversely, poorly led people are likely to do the minimum necessary, to the lowest acceptable level. Individuals are unlikely to feel pride in their work. Their contributions will be grudging, and they will need close supervision and repeated direction. Badly led people often feel resentful of their current workload and are unlikely to offer ideas for how to do the job better.

Teamwork

Good leadership builds teams and binds them together by promoting a sense of shared responsibility and rewards. Effective leaders bring people together, because individuals are happier and perform better when they are part of a team. People who are part of a well-led group are more respectful of each other and more loyal to the team and its leader. Inclusive leadership combines the abilities of individuals to achieve outcomes that would be impossible if attempted alone.

On the other hand, organisations that have poor leadership have little chance of developing effective teamwork, except for a sense of shared dissatisfaction among uncommitted workers. Group cohesion will be low, and organisational loyalty will be weak. Effectiveness declines because the individuals are unable or unwilling to work together in constructive ways.


Change


Good leadership sustains people and groups managing change, by helping the team understand the purpose of transformation and deal with stresses along the way. Well-led individuals and teams deal with change more positively and with greater commitment. Constructive leaders help others see opportunities as well as challenges in the process.

In contrast, people disadvantaged by poor leadership can feel threatened by change because they lack the support of a cohesive organisation with a shared purpose. Without the trust that exists in effectively led groups, poorly led teams are likely to mistrust the claimed need for change and are reluctant to embrace the transformation process.They will probably to do little to make the change happen and will frustrate the efforts of those who try.

Resilience

Good leadership supports individuals and protects teams in tough times. People who trust their leader and have confidence in their teammates are more resilient and more likely to see beyond a crisis. They learn from their mistakes. In rapidly changing situations, they will respond more effectively to, and recover better from, setbacks. They are also motivated to find ways to safeguard the organisation from similar shocks in the future.

The opposite is likely in poor-leadership situations, where weak team coherence and shaky individual commitment make the organisation vulnerable to shocks and slow to resume normal business. People who lack trust in their leaders or commitment to teammates are poorly equipped to adjust rapidly to unexpected problems. They will be inclined to think in terms of blame rather than solutions, making the job of the leadership team much harder.

Initiative

Good leadership encourages individuals to act on their own initiative. Self-starters are rewarded and encouraged to speak up. People are primed to see opportunities and exploit them.

Poorly led organisations are likely to discourage individual initiative, instead relying on rigid conformance to defined roles and responsibilities. In such an environment, new ideas are stifled. Self-starters are neither recognised nor rewarded, instead being viewed with suspicion as people who can’t work within boundaries. It is an unhealthy, unproductive mix.

New leaders

Good leadership allows potential leaders to spread their wings and practise leading others. Team members get opportunities to shine, extending their confidence and leadership skills. Future leaders are identified and nurtured.

Perversely, bad leaders rarely encourage other leaders to step forward. Subordinates who do display influence are likely to be treated as leadership rivals or troublemakers. Competent team members, especially those with leadership aspirations, are likely to take their skills elsewhere, further reducing the effectiveness of the organisation.

In essence

Good leadership produces strongly positive outcomes, while negative leadership has a highly detrimental effect on individuals, teams and organisations. The impact of both forms of leadership isn’t subtle: the effects are often dramatic, immediate and pervasive. Good leadership, in particular, rewards people and teams out of all proportion to the effort it demands. Bad leaders usually get what they deserve.

At several points in this book, I will invite you to reflect on the essence of leadership. Take a moment now to review examples of good and bad leadership you seen. Have you been inspired by a leader who displayed some of the positive qualities listed above? Have you ever endured poor leadership and seen how quickly it destroyed teamwork and motivation? The key is to learn from what you observe and experience.

So, how can you avoid the traps that produce bad leadership, and take good leadership and make it great? I have been leading others, teaching leadership and mentoring aspiring leaders for half my life. In the course of my personal leadership journey, I have developed a framework of techniques that I believe lie at the heart of good leadership. In the next chapter, I will lay out the framework for you.



My Five by Five leadership framework

Learn a simple but powerful leadership system
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Years of training and teaching have taught me that simple ideas, expressed clearly, are the only way to penetrate the distractions that separate the instructor from the student. I’m a big fan of simplicity. I love listening to skilled orators, but if I really want to learn something I look for plain speaking and unadorned concepts. If I want to remember what I have learned, simple packaging of ideas helps me process information and store it in ways I can recall easily. I apply the same principles when I’m teaching others.

After trying various teaching techniques over the years, I settled on the simple technique of grouping my ideas alphabetically. The concept is an echo of the opening hours of the First Gulf War in 1991, when I participated in the clearing of kilometres-long safe lanes through vast Iraqi minefields. We unimaginatively named them Lane A, Lane B, and so on, with markers along each lane so that troops passing through could report their progress. The framework of lanes and markers stuck in my head, and I have used it to talk about leadership since. That humble alphabetical technique is also how I have laid out this book.

I call it my Five by Five leadership framework.

A framework for leadership

The Five by Five framework consists of five groups of ideas that I refer to as ‘leadership lanes’, each of which includes five leadership behaviours. Five lanes, five behaviours—hence, five by five. The lanes are listed alphabetically, Lane A through to Lane E. This is how it looks.
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