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Dedication

Our country allows for great privileges. I am deeply grateful that mine was being able to serve. An anonymous person once wrote, “A veteran is someone who, at one point in his or her life, wrote a blank check made payable to ‘The United States of America,’ for an amount of ‘up to and including my life.’” To all veterans, thank you.

To my kids, Alexandra, Annabelle, Dalton, and Danielle: Wherever life takes you, be fearless.






Introduction WHAT IS FEARLESS LEADERSHIP?



There can be no great accomplishment without risk.

—Neil Armstrong



July 11, 1994, approximately 250 nautical miles southwest of Japan. While approaching the USS Kitty Hawk in severe pitching-deck conditions, an F-14 Tomcat strikes the flight deck ramp, breaking in two and exploding into a fireball. Part of the aircraft slides off the flight deck, while most of the fuselage remains on deck—engulfed in flames. Both crewmembers successfully eject, but to the horror of hundreds of onlookers, the pilot lands directly in the inferno. His life is saved thanks to the quick and fearless reactions of the firefighting crew. A former classmate and friend of mine, he is severely burned and will spend months in a critical care burn unit, fighting for his life. That fiery disaster is forever engraved in my memory.

A few days later and thousands of miles away, it’s a pitch-black summer night and I’m rocketing through the darkness over a nondescript patch of the Pacific Ocean in the same type of plane: a 72,000-pound Grumman F-14 Tomcat strike fighter. In 1994, it’s the premier supersonic strike fighter, the most lethal in the world—glamorous but dangerous. The F-14 is the primary defender of the naval battle group on the ocean below (made up of an aircraft carrier—the USS Abraham Lincoln—and its escorts), and it can carry six AIM-54 Phoenix missiles, each with a range of more than one hundred miles, to provide superior long-range intercept capabilities.

The Tomcat carries a wide range of other ordnance, too, including Sidewinder, Sparrow, and AMRAAM missiles and a 20mm M61A Vulcan Gatling machine gun capable of unleashing six thousand rounds per minute. The craft is also modified and upgraded to deliver a variety of bombs, earning it the affectionate nickname “Bombcat.” And as the recon eyes of the fleet, we Tomcat pilots utilize the Tactical Airborne Reconnaissance Pod System (TARPS), a camera pod mounted to the underside of the Tomcat that scans the terrain slipping by below. This is a flexible, highly capable aircraft, the envy of most armed forces in the world.

All those fantastic capabilities and all that firepower aside, outside my strike fighter as I fly tonight, all I see is inky black—the word dark doesn’t even begin to describe it. You could try to replicate this darkness by turning off all the lights in your house at midnight, then walking into a closet in a windowless room, closing the door, and blindfolding yourself. And then blindfolding yourself again. Somehow, it still wouldn’t be quite as dark.

As my fighter jet tears through the night, I think about the task waiting for me below: I have to land this thing, and it’s not going to be easy. It never is. Just ahead, invisible to me, the aircraft carrier is bobbing on a choppy ocean. An aircraft carrier might seem like a big thing, but not from my perspective, not right now. To me, cruising through the impenetrable blackness at roughly 350 miles per hour, the carrier seems about the size of a discarded postage stamp—and I have to land on it. I won’t have the luxury of six to ten thousand feet of runway, as a military or commercial flight landing at an airport would have. I’ll have roughly three hundred feet. This is not a task for the faint of heart.

In fact, landing a fighter jet on an aircraft carrier at night is the most harrowing maneuver in all of military aviation. The tension, anxiety, and fear that every carrier aviator feels as he or she works to get safely aboard are intense, genuine and need to be controlled. Throw in the fact that, in the case of an emergency, there’s often no other place to land, and you have a recipe for a real nail-biter. We call these “blue-water operations”—flights we attempt when the carrier is far out to sea and the jet can’t carry enough fuel to get us to a land-based runway—and they’re the ultimate test.

You can actually taste your own fear as you descend toward the pitching deck knowing the back end of the ship is bobbing up and down in thirty-foot rises and falls. The conditions seem horrific even to the aviators who are safely below the carrier deck, watching all this unfold on the ship’s closed-circuit TV. You’d be hard-pressed to find one aviator whose palms aren’t sweaty just from watching. Weak knees, rapid heart rates, slight waves of nausea—they’re all present as the bystanders summon up their courage. After all, they’ll be the next ones lifting off into the night.

The really fun part of this flight happened about an hour and a half ago, during the catapult launch, more commonly known as a takeoff. For a fighter pilot like me, waiting my turn to get hurled off the front end of an aircraft carrier is like being a five-year-old at Christmas—times twenty-five. It is that fun and the anticipation is killer. A catapult launch in an F-14 Tomcat is sheer exhilaration. At that point, the excitement hasn’t yet turned to fear.

Waiting in my aircraft behind a jet blast deflector (a metal fence that rises up behind the jet engine to deflect its exhaust) as another F-14 Tomcat pushes up the throttles to maximum power and gets launched off the flight deck—it’s nothing short of amazing. As the afterburner kicks in and the fighter jet in front of me kicks out 35,000 pounds of thrust, I can feel the pressure and reverberation through my whole body. It’s not just a little buzzing; it’s like being in the front row at an AC/DC concert, smack-dab in front of the biggest speaker, the bass amplified times ten as it pounds through me. The exhaust from that jet’s engines fills my cockpit. All of my instruments go wild. The warning and caution lights, overwhelmed by the heat blasting over the fuselage, flash frantically.

Then the jet blast deflector drops back down, and I’m up next. This isn’t Top Gun, Iron Eagle, or Stealth—this is real life. I’m preparing for the unmatchable rush of flying into the night, going from zero to 180 miles per hour in just under two seconds. The stakes are as high as they get: life and death. The shuttle (the large shoe-like fitting on the flight deck that eventually will slam my aircraft forward and into the air) makes a distinctive sound as it ratchets into place for the next launch—mine. The click-click-click kicks my already-elevated pulse into a steady lope. Giddyup, cowgirl.

It’s so dark tonight that I can’t even see the edge of the carrier’s flight deck as I prepare for launch. The only thing keeping my ass (and the taxpayers’ assets) from going over the edge is an attentive guy in a yellow shirt—my flight director—and a three-inch-tall scupper, or bumper. I know that if my aircraft does go over the edge of the flight deck, I probably won’t make it out in time, since my ejection seat will be “out of the envelope”—meaning that I’m outside the area for safe operation of the ejection system. My chances of surviving if I “pushed the envelope” and tried to eject anyway? Not so good.

As the yellow shirt beckons my aircraft forward, my heart starts to race even faster. Sweat trickles down my back, and the nape of my neck tingles. I go through my memorized emergency procedures—my “boldface,” as we aviators call it—one last time. Boldface procedures are those steps of an emergency procedure that must be performed immediately and without any reference to a written checklist.

Essentially, they are the first actions we must take in an emergency situation so we don’t fall out of the sky.

For example, if one of my engines quits, I need to perform the following steps immediately (there’s some aviation slang in here, but you’ll get the drift):

SINGLE ENGINE FAILURE/CATAPULT LAUNCH


	Set 10 degrees pitch attitude (14 units AOA maximum).

	Rudder—opposite roll/yaw, supplemented by stick.

	Both throttles—as required for positive rate of climb.

	Landing gear—up.

	Jettison—if required.



If we have a “cold cat shot”—that is, if the catapult doesn’t work as advertised and I don’t gain enough speed to launch successfully—I can (a) try to stop on the carrier deck; (b) jam the throttles into afterburner and attempt to get airborne anyway, though this is a tough call and not very likely to be successful (and punching a hole in the Pacific Ocean with your fighter jet while going 200 miles per hour doesn’t normally end well); or (c) eject from the aircraft. Right now, none of those seem like very fun options.

Now I’m running through the takeoff checklists, making sure that the trim is properly set (so in case my hand is forced off the control stick, the airplane will still fly properly—i.e., away from the water) and that I’m on “hot mic” for quick communications. My radar intercept officer (or RIO, my backseater) and I discuss the ejection envelope one last time. A great RIO is worth his or her weight in gold. Although the backseat does not have any flight controls, the RIO operates the radar systems, the missions system, and the complex cameras and targeting system, and monitors the hundreds of circuit breakers that control our intricate electrical systems. I follow the yellow shirt’s signals closely and taxi slowly into place, splitting the catapult track with my nose tires.

It’s almost show time. The final spotter looks like a third-base coach, arms flapping as he gives me the wings, flaps, and kneel signal and then, using just small head nods for lineup corrections, taxis me forward for final positioning on the catapult track. Several things happen almost simultaneously: I spread my wings for flight and drop my flaps. My RIO pulls a critical circuit breaker. And I drop the launch bar to lock into the shuttle that is about to propel me off the front end of the ship. Then the nose strut (part of the nose landing gear) compresses, and my jet is secured in place as the pressure from the catapult builds up. We lift our hands above the canopy rails for final checks so we don’t inadvertently hit a flight control while the flight deck crew is under the fuselage of our jet. The “ordies”—ordnance men, outfitted in red shirts—make one last pass around the airplane, arming any missiles, bombs, or guns.

The catapult officer looks over each shoulder to make sure the catapult is clear, and on the run-up signal—two fingers held high overhead shaking back and forth—I’m off the brakes and quickly pushing the power up to “full military” (100 percent). My jet strains against the tension, ready to leap off the deck. I check my instruments and “wipe out” the controls, methodically hitting all corners—stick forward, stick aft, full right deflection, full left deflection—and then displacing full left and right rudder. If a flight control surface is caught on something or broken, we want to discover it now—not as we hurtle off the front end of the carrier attempting to get airborne!

Underneath the flight deck, last-second checks are made to the catapult system, ensuring that the right weight is set in the launch system and that all systems are a go.

After quickly confirming full flight control action and checking that all warning lights are out, I switch my lights on, indicating I am ready for launch. (In daylight, I would’ve given him a smart salute to show my readiness, but he’d never see it in the dark.)

The adrenaline blasts through my veins. For a few seconds, I will have no direct control. My fate will be in the hands of my teammates. I’ll have to trust that the right weight was entered into the catapult launch system, that the maintenance on the jet is 4.0, and that everything else has been taken care of. I’ll be relying on teamwork.

I lean slightly forward into my harness. Unlike pilots of other airplanes, who put their heads back against the headrest, I have to keep mine angled away. If I were to lean back into the headrest in the Tomcat during launch, I’d have whiplash for a week.

Suddenly we’re moving. The airplane has a unique catapult shot trajectory on launch: It surges down before it lunges forward. After you’ve gained a little bit of experience, your butt can give you a decent indication of whether or not it’s a “good” shot. But trusting your seat-of-the-pants feeling at night can be dangerous. In this E-ticket ride, better than any rollercoaster you could imagine, everything happens incredibly fast, I’m smashed into my seat from the g-forces accelerating us from zero to more than 180 miles per hour in just a couple seconds. My vision is a little blurry, and I strain to focus on good airspeed and good engines—the two things I’ll need to safely fly away from the aircraft carrier.

Seconds later, we’re in the night sky. Our airborne mission—or “hop”—has begun. Every mission is different, and the objectives are constantly changing; we may be performing night intercepts or night combat air patrol. But the first requirement is getting safely airborne. Let me tell you, there is no blacker emptiness than launching off the bow of the carrier with no stars, no moon, and no horizon.

Except, that is, for when you have to come back to the carrier and land.

The first time you ever attempt to qualify for aircraft carrier landings at night, you’re in your combat fleet aircraft without a copilot or an instructor pilot, and there’s no room for error. In the F-14 Tomcat, roughly 50 percent of naval aviators fail to pass on their first attempt to carrier qualify. At this advanced stage you normally get two chances to qualify. Fail to pass this critical screening on your second attempt, and your career as a naval aviator is likely over. You get bounced from your carrier-based squadron and may never fly in the Navy again. Clearly, there’s a little bit of pressure.

United States Navy and Marine Corps carrier-based pilots are the only fighter and attack pilots in the world who land on aircraft carriers at night. No one else will even make the attempt. These landings are like controlled crashes. The touchdown is enough to destroy most other airplanes—but not the F-14.

Just seventy miles off the coast of Southern California, where I’m flying tonight, the Pacific Ocean provides some of the most treacherous swells and rollers found anywhere in the world. As I near the carrier and prepare to end my mission, I know that the deck is lurching up and down. I’m thinking about the first time I saw the propellers of an aircraft carrier exposed, up and out of the water. A hundred-thousand-ton aircraft carrier looked like a toy being tossed around in a bathtub. It was humbling, terrifying, amazing—another image that is forever burned in my memory.

I know that the spray of the ocean has made the deck slippery and treacherous; my carrier is plowing through ocean waves that are sometimes big enough to clear buildings. The whole thing is rocking and rolling, and there’s no protection from the winds, which can approach upwards of 60 miles per hour. A senior officer once gave me a bit of pre-deployment advice: “When the deck is pitching, don’t ever eat the chili mac before your night hop.” (You can use your imagination to fill in the blanks.) And yet tonight I can’t even see the deck, pitching or otherwise. But I know it’s moving.

Your best bet in this situation is for a “pinky” recovery, meaning one at sunset, so you actually have a shot at just a tiny bit of discernible horizon, a slight distinction between sky and water, by which to orient yourself. No such luck tonight. The junior guy (or gal) doesn’t get pinky landings often. Those are for the more seasoned, senior aviators.

Lucky dogs.

As I make my descent from the “Marshall stack” (the holding pattern where all the aircraft are tightly “stacked” at different altitudes), I’m listening to three different radios with people all talking at once: my RIO, my wingman, and the ship. When I arrive to the stack, I fly a racetrack pattern at 300 knots: roughly two minutes in one direction, turn 180 degrees, and two minutes back. I’m constantly adjusting for the winds at altitude (either a headwind, a crosswind, or a tailwind) and the expected “push time”—the time that we need to hit, a certain window for arriving back at the ship on schedule. I’m watching my airspeed like a hawk and constantly scanning my instruments. A landing occurs every twenty-odd seconds on the aircraft carrier, and there’s no room for error. None.

We are in radio contact with the Lincoln, and soon enough they give us directions: “One zero five, Marshal. Take angels seven. Your push time is one-five.” This means we are to fly at seven thousand feet and need to be at a certain point in the sky to begin our approach at precisely fifteen minutes after the hour. My RIO calmly replies, “One zero five.”

Throughout the constant communications, there is rarely even a hint of emotion. No panic, no stress, no anxiety. Nothing but cool, calm, collected confidence. Heart-rate monitors would tell a different story.

I hit my push time and start the descent toward the aircraft carrier. The Lincoln is on the move; the radio call comes out: “Ship’s in a turn.” Ugh. This does not make it easier. Not only is the deck pitching, but also now the ship is in a turn, moving away from me. Change is a constant.

As we roll onto the final bearing, I still can’t see the ship when I get the call to extend my gear, hook, and flaps for landing: “One zero five dirty up.”

“One zero five,” calls my RIO coolly. I drop the gear, lower the flaps, and add a handful of power. We’re getting close. My heart rate is increasing and my breathing slows down.

Still no sight of the carrier as radar control says, “Lock-on six miles. Call your needles.” They want to confirm that our instruments are communicating with the ship and that we can see our glideslope and flight path. Sweat trickles down my back as I hear the aircraft ahead of me struggling to get aboard. I can hear on the radio that he bolters, meaning his tailhook—the steel hook below the jet—failed to engage the arresting wire that brings a thirty-ton aircraft to a stop, from more than 160 miles per hour to zero in 1.2 seconds. The ship gives him directions back to the night pattern. Now he gets to go back into the pitch dark and around for another attempt.

I can now see lights on the carrier—barely—but there’s no hint of a horizon. The line of glowing points on the deck tilts side to side in a slow, seesaw motion. My runway is moving.

The countdown begins. At three quarters of a mile the landing signals officer pipes up: “One zero five, on and on, three quarters of a mile. Call the ball.” My RIO answers, “One zero five, Tomcat ball, five-point-seven, Lohrenz.”

I steel myself, letting my experience and practice stifle the fear in my stomach. I don’t want to hit the water or the back end of the carrier—what we call a “ramp strike.”

The LSO calmly replies, “Roger ball, Tomcat, wind is twenty knots.” Inside the cockpit, my RIO is calling out our rate of descent in feet per minute: “Six hundred … six fifty … seven hundred … six fifty … six hundred … six hundred …” I’m focusing on three critical things: meatball, lineup, and angle of attack. Constantly shifting my focus at hyperspeed, hitting each of those things at nearly ten times a second. It takes extreme eye-hand coordination and focus-shifting ability, but if I can get all three of those things taken care of, it doesn’t matter what else happens—we’ll land safely. The concentration is intense. Life and death are in the balance.

Boom!

We hit the deck. I’m going 145 knots, nearly 170 miles per hour, when the arresting hook on my Tomcat snags a wire. I slam both throttles to full military and click my speedbrakes in, just in case my hook doesn’t engage the arresting wire—or the wire snaps and I have to attempt to get flying again. My body is slammed forward with such force that it feels as if my arms and legs are going to separate from my body. I come to a full stop in 1.2 seconds.

Once I am positive that my aircraft has come to a halt, I pull the throttles back, reducing power to idle, and stay off the brakes. I simultaneously click off the external lights as my aircraft starts to roll back. The yellow shirt makes a clockwise windmill signal with his right hand, a signal for the arresting-gear crew to free me up. He quickly follows it with a right thumb to the palm of his left hand, signaling me to raise my tailhook immediately. I comply while also raising my flaps. I carefully follow the flight director to the right, aware of the slippery deck, and expeditiously exit the landing area. Another aircraft is only a few seconds behind me. Once I am out of the landing area, I reduce my taxi speed and pull my wings all the way back into the “oversweep” position—like tucking back bird wings—reducing the width of the wingspan and the amount of space the jet takes up on the flight deck.

And then it’s over. I’m back aboard safely.

Nothing compares to that experience. And the only thing you can do to ever so slightly mitigate the tension and anxiety? Do it again. Over and over and over.

* * *

The cockpit of an F-14 is one of the most demanding environments on earth, and it’s where I learned some of my most unforgettable lessons not just in flying, but also in life and in leadership. My journey to that cockpit—one that began when I decided to pursue a seemingly impossible dream that involved many challenges and trials—gave me indispensable insights as well. And my path after leaving the military, paved largely with my work among business leaders, from Fortune 500 executives to middle managers, has helped me further distill those lessons, share them with others, and then watch as leaders and their teams flourish.

In the years since I left the Navy and began working as a leadership consultant, I’ve been struck again and again by the parallels between the world of naval aviation and the world of business. In both, leaders must perform highly complex and high-pressure tasks in a constantly changing environment. People are counting on you to make the right moves. Mistakes can result in huge financial losses or damage to your career. But no parallel asserted itself more strongly or more consistently than this one: High-performing teams require fearless leaders.

This book is a call for each of us to lead more fearlessly—and a guide to show you how to get started. It’s an encouragement to stand up and excel in the situations that would provoke fear in anyone, whether you’re a newbie or a pro. It’s an invitation to take the principles used by naval aviators to overcome tremendously demanding, stressful situations and apply them to your own leadership journey.

I’ve seen over and over how the skills necessary to effectively and inspiringly lead a team are lost when we’re crippled by individual fears and perceived limitations. Maybe you have the opportunity to take on a leadership role but don’t think of yourself as a leader. Maybe you’re at the helm of a team now but don’t feel respected or able to get things done. Maybe you have been leading for years and are simply looking for a way to do things better. Maybe you’re so fearful of doing something wrong that you find yourself paralyzed, stuck in a rut, and embracing the status quo because it feels safe.

No matter your situation, the number one way to ensure that you’re the best leader you can be is to build your ability to work through fear and do what needs to be done in spite of that fear. The best leaders stare fear, uncertainty, and discomfort in the face. They push themselves out of their comfort zones. They aren’t content to rest on their laurels—ever. And they don’t make excuses about why they can’t take the next step forward on their leadership journey. They go in, knowing that anything great they want to accomplish will involve fear and discomfort, and they decide to go for it anyway. With every opportunity they take to stare fear in the face, they become stronger, more courageous, and more confident.

The ability to work through fear kept me alive as I operated under dangerous conditions and in life-or-death situations on the flight deck of that aircraft carrier, and it’s what keeps any leader relevant, respected, and moving forward. If you’re able to shape the fear into something useful, you’ll be unstoppable. Letting fear be your copilot is a fundamental element of the art of leading well.

But just because this book is about fearlessness, don’t think it’s intended only as a remedial work for shrinking violets. Even if you’re doing leadership right, you will feel fear, no matter how big and bad you are. Fearless leadership isn’t just about dealing with trepidation and anxiety when they come up; it’s also about seeking out new fears to overcome, because you know that doing so will make you a better leader.

You also don’t have to be interested in the military to enjoy and benefit from this book. You don’t have to want to fly a fighter jet. You don’t have to want to be a pioneer of any sort. But you do have to be interested in reaching peak performance as a leader, whatever that means for you.

Average leaders are everywhere, many of them well intentioned and basically competent. But this book isn’t for those who want to land a spot in a comfortable office and hang out there for decades. This book is for people who want to step up their game and move to the next level, whether that means taking on your very first leadership position, pushing for that promotion into the C-suite, or revolutionizing your approach to being CEO. Through the tools and approaches covered in the pages of this book, I hope to challenge, inform, and inspire your team to move fearlessly to higher levels of performance.

In part I, we’re going to break down the three fundamental traits that every fearless leader has: courage (chapter 1), tenacity (chapter 2), and integrity (chapter 3). These three are the “secret sauce” for leading any team through constant change and challenging times, and we’ll explore how you can strengthen them in yourself. We’ll also see how these traits work in real life, through stories of my transformation from a regular Midwestern girl to the US Navy’s first female F-14 Tomcat fighter pilot, and through examples of leaders in the business world. These chapters will help you grow confident and gain the tools you’ll need to lead yourself down the right path—a vital skill to acquire before you attempt to lead others. When I strapped into that fighter cockpit and the canopy snapped shut, I was the one at the controls—alone. Relying on courage, tenacity, and integrity, I had to be able to lead myself well and make great decisions while traveling at the speed of sound. You’ll increase your ability to do the same as we discuss these three fundamental traits.

In part II, we’ll turn outward and dive into the nitty-gritty of what fearless leadership looks like in action. You’ll discover


	how to set a clear vision that will inspire and align your team (chapter 4);

	how to create awareness of a shared culture and get your people working as a team, all rowing in the same direction (chapter 5);

	how to adapt the military’s process to your own team and use it to prepare, perform, and prevail in a constantly changing world (chapter 6); and, last but definitely not least,

	how to be resilient so you can bounce back when bad stuff happens—and actually benefit from the experience (chapter 7).



We all have an instinctive need to be part of something bigger than ourselves—a family, a sports team, a corporation, a community—and each of these units requires fearless leaders if it’s going to flourish. There’s nothing stopping you from being one of them. If you follow the lessons laid out in the following chapters and integrate them in small, steady ways in your daily life, you’ll witness your leadership ability growing stronger and stronger. I’ve seen it work firsthand.

Just like flying an F-14, leading fearlessly never gets easy, and it requires nerves of steel. But I firmly believe that absolutely anyone can build his or her leadership skills and reap the rewards of doing so. Let’s move on to chapter 1 and see why a fearless leadership role is possible for you—provided you have the courage to step up and take it.






PART I: FUNDAMENTALS OF FEARLESS LEADERSHIP







Chapter 1 COURAGE


SUMMONING THE BRAVERY TO FLY HIGH


The future belongs to those who believe in the beauty of their dreams.

—Eleanor Roosevelt



I knew from the very beginning that I’d be an aviator. Flying was in my blood.

My older brother and I grew up playing with Dad’s silk maps and flight gear from Vietnam. We’d perform imaginary feats of daring and skill, pretending to be pilots just like our dad, a former United States Marine Corps aviator. After he left the armed forces, my dad flew for a major airline until retirement; my mom had been a flight attendant before having us kids. Given this heritage, my brother and I had no doubt even as kids that we were destined for the cockpit—and we were both right.

The path to a piloting career is a challenge for anyone, no matter how driven and naturally skilled you may be. What I didn’t know as a child, though, was that it would require an extra helping of courage from me, simply because I was a girl. On top of that, I decided while an undergrad at the University of Wisconsin–Madison that I didn’t just want to be any ol’ pilot. I wanted to be a naval aviator—a coveted title even among men in the field. For a woman, especially in the 1990s, aiming for that goal seemed almost silly. Nevertheless, it’s what I wanted. I was very quiet about my aspirations. My family and my roommates knew, but that was it. I told no one else. I held this dream tightly to my chest like a guarded secret. I knew to many it would sound like a crazy idea. I didn’t want their doubt to taint my dream.

The first step anyone has to take on the path to naval aviation is getting commissioned as a naval officer. For me, the best way to do that was to apply to Aviation Officer Candidate School (AOCS) at the Naval Air Station in Pensacola, Florida. Highly selective and intensely competitive, this fourteen-week training program is for potential naval aviators, naval flight officers, a handful of aviation maintenance duty officers, and intelligence officers. If I were accepted, AOCS would do its best to convert me, in less than four months, from a run-of-the-mill college graduate to a naval officer.

But first, I had to get in. My brother had done it successfully, and his example encouraged me. Still, the AOCS application process was intimidating. With no flying experience under my belt, I applied for AOCS in the summer of 1990. I wasn’t an aerospace engineering major; I had earned my BA with a double major in psychology and social work. I wasn’t sure how I was going to do on the initial entry exams. The tests would include math skills, reading skills, mechanical comprehension, spatial apperception, and aviation and nautical information. I was pretty sure that as long as I was prepared and went through the study guides, I would be okay—but there were no guarantees. Pensacola’s AOCS is the place where legends were made—people like Neil Armstrong, Buzz Aldrin, John McCain. The Navy wants only the best of the best. I knew that even if I got in, only a handful of those who made it to Pensacola would earn those prized aviator wings. Only an extremely small percentage of student naval aviators go on to become aircraft carrier fighter pilots.

Right around the time I was graduating from college and getting ready to apply, my brother was graduating from AOCS himself. In May 1990 I went down to Pensacola for his graduation and got to meet all of his new friends, aviation officer candidates like him. One night a bunch of us all went out to the Flora-Bama, a legendary beach bar on the Alabama-Florida state line. Naturally, after a few beers, conversation started flowing. I’d been cast in the role of “little sister,” and questions flew when these new officers discovered that I too wanted to fly. Most of the guys were supportive and thought it was “cool.” Some thought I was bat-shit crazy; several of them said things like, “You seem way too nice. Why would you want to do this?” But one guy at the Flora-Bama that night was vehemently opposed to the idea of me becoming a naval aviator.

This was the first time I’d run across somebody my age who truly didn’t believe women should be in combat. This new adversary of mine was passionate about his position; he proclaimed that women should be the keepers of the home and family and had no business being in combat. I was shocked. This guy was well spoken and college educated, a friend of my own brother—how on earth could he be such a caveman?

With his statements, the lines in the sand were drawn. We both argued our positions, nearly shouting over the bar noise, and by the end of the night we had to just agree to disagree on this one point. He was a sweet Southern boy from Louisiana—pure Cajun. His were long-held, ultra-traditional views. I could respect that, and I probably wasn’t going to change his opinion.

But the bluntness of that opinion left me stunned. How could somebody who didn’t even know me or know whether I would be capable of being a naval aviator say, right out of the gate, “You don’t belong here”? To me, that just seemed crazy. And it was a little scary, too.

After all, I wanted to serve my country, just like this guy did. I was drawn to naval aviation and the culture it held so dear—mission before self, a warrior mentality—just like this guy was. I knew the program would be hard enough on its own, but now I had to face the truth: I would have to fight some people on the inside. If the people whom I was supposed to be working with were actually against the idea of me even being there, would it be impossible to make it through the program? Would I have the strength to express my convictions when challenged?

This guy wasn’t the first to give me flak—far from it. But as I began to take steps toward my dream of naval aviation, I started to realize that certain parts of this process would be much harder than I had ever imagined.


Courage: The First Element of Fearless Leadership

I tell you this story because these feelings are common to anyone who has accepted the challenge of leadership. After years of coaching leaders and businesspeople, I’ve seen the same self-doubt plague those who face their first leadership role or a step up into a larger, more challenging role. If leaders aren’t able to shove that hesitancy to the side and be bold in their convictions, things usually don’t go well.

Courage—because it is the flip side of fear—is the first vital element of fearless leadership. If you can cultivate courage in yourself, you’ll have what it takes to see the limitless possibilities for your future, tamp down the voices telling you what you can’t do it (whether they’re internal or external), and come into your own as a fearless leader.

To some degree, all leaders, even the pros, have that knot in their stomach: What if people don’t like what I have to say? But courage often involves the display of candor: being willing to have the tough conversations, to give hard feedback. Courage can mean speaking up even when you know the existing culture won’t support you. Courage also means admitting when you were wrong and holding yourself accountable. Leaders who don’t display courage—fearful leaders—discourage conflicting opinions and squash dissent. Weak executives say what their boss expects them to. You know who they are: the “Yes, sir” and “Yes, ma’am” folks—the ones who give in to pressure and then walk away rolling their eyes.

Having the courage to take the first step on the leadership journey is never easy, but if you don’t do it, you’re bound to miss out on becoming the leader you could have been. If I hadn’t had the courage to apply to AOCS—and then keep pushing until I was holding the stick of an F-14—I would’ve missed out on serving my country and flying the amazing airplane I was so passionate about. That’s a high price to pay for the comfort of giving in.

Just as it took courage to walk down that flight line full of F-14 Tomcats, where others did not dare to go, it takes serious day-to-day courage to lead in a professional sense. Leadership requires the ability to confidently articulate your message and the willingness, on occasion, to say—and do—the unpopular. Courageous leaders have to be able to work through difficult situations and accept both responsibility and personal accountability for the outcomes of their decisions. True bravery in leadership revolves around your ability to summon the courage to regard yourself as a leader and then maintain that courage in the day-to-day guiding of your team. Pursuing your desire to lead even when everyone else, including the voice in your head, is saying you can’t do it—that’s courage.

The topic of courage doesn’t receive enough attention, in my opinion. Contrary to what many people think, courage does not consist of the absence of fear. Courage, rather, is the mastering of that fear: feeling the fear and going forward anyway. Courage means that you keep going even when the going gets really, really tough. It’s the inner fortitude that allows you to face danger, to overcome barriers, and to step up and take a chance—even when a situation seems impossible, even when you’re terrified. This is not the same thing as taking bad risks or showing false bravado. It is simply choosing to live with the possibility of hope instead of being crushed and paralyzed by your fears. The most successful people I know have that kind of courage, that kind of bravery that makes other people scratch their heads and say, “I can’t believe you did that!”

Courage is starting another business even when you failed the first time—or getting right back in the cockpit when one of your best friends is killed.

Then doing it again when another is killed.

Then again …

And again …

That’s a picture of true courage: recognizing the risk of doing the right thing, and then going forward. A hero isn’t someone who doesn’t feel fear; it’s someone who feels the fear and does it anyway.


FEEL THE FEAR, AND DO IT ANYWAY!



Feel the fear, and do it anyway!

When leaders display courage, whether in the air or in the boardroom, it’s truly contagious. That’s why troops will charge a heavily fortified hill or follow a courageous leader into some other seemingly impossible situation. Everyone has fears. Fighter pilots do. Navy SEALs do. Army Rangers do. And CEOs do. Those who succeed look fear in the eye, accept it, and decide to be courageous anyway.

The question is, how can you foster the courage it takes to lead?




Develop a “Why Not Me?” Attitude

The first step in any leader’s journey is accepting the fact that he or she is worthy of being a leader. Pursuing leadership is highly a personal decision, and I’ve seen many people back away from great leadership opportunities, spouting lines like “I’m not sure I’m ready” and “I just think it’s too soon” and “I still have some growing to do.” These statements, though masquerading as neutral, are actually negative. They almost always mask insecurity and a desire to avoid the challenges that come with leadership. These statements are the fear talking—and it’s saying self-defeating things. You take them to heart, but you would never dream of saying such things to anyone else! Nine times out of ten, the fear is telling you a bullshit story—yet you believe it.


NINE TIMES OUT OF TEN, THE FEAR IS TELLING YOU A BULLSHIT STORY—YET YOU BELIEVE IT.



Everyone has his or her own personal self-doubts and fears to face. But to be a fearless leader, you must recognize your own value. Dharmesh Shah, cofounder and chief technology officer of HubSpot, believes that one of the qualities of truly confident people is their inclination to think, “Why not me?” rather than sit on their hands and wait for an opportunity that never comes.1 I heartily agree. Why not you? When you’re telling yourself or others that you’re just not sure or not ready yet, you’re shutting yourself out of a world of limitless possibilities. Instead, when you consider an opportunity—even one that comes with challenges—ask yourself, “Why not me?”

Every good idea started off with a question: “I wonder if …?” By its very nature, this question comes with the potential for both success and failure—and you have to be willing to find out which outcome triumphs. History shows that we need to keep looking around the corner, to keep pushing the envelope, to grow into the person we were meant to be. This isn’t about finding the perfect job or making enough money; it’s about realizing your potential and seeking your passion in life. Sadly, most people talk themselves out of their dreams and into mediocrity. Self-doubt kills more dreams than failure ever will.

As I prepared for Aviation Officer Candidate School, a parade of negative thoughts marched through my head: What if I’m not smart enough? Do I have what it takes to do this? Am I good enough? What if I fail? What if I’m not ready? If I’d nurtured them, letting them drop anchor in my psyche and completely take over, I would never have had the guts to fill out that first application. Or to take the Armed Services Vocational Aptitude Battery (ASVAB—the test that all enlistees have to pass before joining the armed forces). Or to make it through the first day of AOCS. Because each of those things presented roadblocks, challenges, and the opportunity to fail. And if I’d decided to wait until someone invited me to be a female fighter pilot—well, I’d still be waiting. Someone else would’ve gotten there first. Someone else would be living my dream.

It’s likely that you’ve already displayed courage to get where you are now, but with every step up, a new level of courage is required. When I decided to go for AOCS, an outside observer might’ve thought I pretty much had it together. No self-doubt at all, right? After all, I was a three-time varsity letter winner on the nationally ranked, über-competitive rowing team at the University of Wisconsin. I had done pre-Olympic training. I knew I could perform, and I had—at peak levels. Yet even with my academic pedigree and competitive sports background, I wondered if I would be good enough.

The prospect of failing is never fun, and more often than not we choose not to risk failing, not to risk being vulnerable or finding out we’re not good enough. But what kind of a life is that?

So, this is the first step you must take as a leader: Summon the courage to know that you can be a leader. No one but you can give you permission to lead. The truth is that we’re all scared some of the time. The people who do succeed in leadership are the ones who believe they’re just as worthy of a leadership role as the next guy. They think, “Why not me?”

I’ll say it again and again: You can start from where you are with what you’ve got and go where you want to go. All it takes is the courage to step up and take the opportunity when it comes along. Remember to ask, “Why not me?” when you feel that doubt creeping back. This will encourage you to venture forward and be confident, despite the gremlins you might face along the way.




Acknowledge That Leadership Isn’t a “Gift”

Leadership skills are for everyone—including you. Leadership isn’t an innate “gift.” It might come more naturally to some, but we’re all leaders in some capacity. No matter what our roles are in life, we all engage in leadership and teamwork every day.

If you’re uncertain whether you have what it takes to step up and take on a more formal leadership role, stop doubting. You do have what it takes. But you have to believe it and be confident in it. You may be a leadership newbie—a “nugget,” as we aviators would say—but you have what it takes to become a “centurion,” an expert.

On the other hand, one of the best ways to kill your potential as a leader is to get stuck on the idea that leadership ability is an inborn talent—something that some of us have and others don’t. If you go and ask somebody whether great leaders are born or made, you won’t find too many people who say that leadership is purely innate. Most will tell you that it’s a mix, with more emphasis on the “made” side. Research supports that idea, with one study of genetic twins concluding that only about 30 percent of leadership-role occupancy comes down to genetic factors.2

I think we should toss out even that figure. Yes, certain hardwired personality traits, like extroversion, can help a person lead well. But if you focus on that idea, you give your subconscious mind a great excuse to back down in the face of fear. You give it an easy out, a default answer to “Why not me?” Your challenge is figuring out what you need to do to become the most effective leader you can be, no matter what your strengths are or are not—even if you’re introverted, even if you don’t like confrontation, even if you’re not naturally aggressive and forceful. Leadership skills are for anyone who has a passion for achieving excellence and helping others do the same. You just have to find the courage to truly believe that you can do it.

Some women especially may face an obstacle in this regard. Jody Detjen, coauthor of The Orange Line: A Woman’s Guide to Integrating Career, Family, and Life, said, “Women often choose to stay in individual contributor roles because they think they’re not ready, or they accept the role and find it’s too much work because they take on everyone else’s. Once they were willing to ask for help and support, they learned to delegate and trust their own abilities.”3

A study done by the Hay Group supports this idea. According to Harvard Business Review, the study found that women tend to be “less deliberate than men in their career progressions,” focusing on building skills and learning rather than creating opportunities for themselves on the path to a specific position.4 The research found that many women feel they played a somewhat passive role in their career advancement, allowing things to happen to them rather than going out and grabbing what they wanted. They also hesitated more when offered promotions, in part because they didn’t expect them or felt unprepared for the role.

Male or female, stepping up and taking ownership of your leadership career takes courage, but if you shirk opportunities out of worry that you’re not cut out for a certain role, you are unquestionably passing up chances to grow into a fearless leader.




Stop Flying Under the Radar

How can you tell when to stand up or stand out? In a US study on conformity to feminine norms, researchers uncovered what women associate as the most important attributes of femininity.5 These include being friendly and nice in relationships, pursuing a thin body ideal, refraining from calling attention to one’s talents or abilities (modesty), maintaining the home (domesticity), caring for children, investing in romantic relationships, sexual fidelity, and using one’s own resources to invest in one’s personal appearance. The ideal of taking on a leadership role is nowhere in the list.

It’s important to understand why this matters. All of this means that in order to conform, women need to be willing to play a small game and avoid rocking the boat. We’re expected not to assert ourselves, not to carry around an extra ten pounds, and certainly not to tell people we are kicking ass in our jobs.

But playing small serves nobody.

This is a daily struggle for those women I know who are currently climbing the ladder—and even for those who have made it to the top. That being said, trying to fit in or fly under the radar can negatively affect men just as easily.

When I was in the military, I certainly tried not to draw any extra attention to myself. This was challenging enough as a woman who is almost six feet tall. But I didn’t even do the standard flight line photo shoots. Not sure what I mean by this? If you’ve ever been inside any former military aviator’s home, chances are you’ve seen the “I love me” wall: a space adorned with pictures of the aviator in front of just about every airplane the individual ever flew—or walked by.


PLAYING SMALL SERVES NOBODY.



I don’t think there is anything wrong with that. But you may be surprised to know that most of the women aviators I know don’t have nearly as many photos. I only have a couple. Even though I was more than willing to be behind the camera, taking lots of pictures of my friends in front of airplanes, I was always hesitant to be the one getting my picture taken. I didn’t want to look like I was showing off.

It doesn’t make much sense, looking back on it, and it certainly is one of my regrets. But the truth is, women still battle this issue in the corporate world—playing small, trying to blend in, making nice, flying under the radar. Are these norms outdated, obsolete, or irrelevant? Unfortunately, no.

I was at dinner with a client—a global Fortune 50 company—and a team of about thirty-five people when one of the most senior women executives stood up to leave. As she was walking out the door, she stopped by the table where I was seated, put her hand on my shoulder, and said, “So why are you here? I don’t understand. Your husband works, right? And you have kids? So why are you here? You should be at home.”

I sat there dumbfounded as my cheeks turned hot, not exactly sure what to say. With my mom’s Southern saying, “Bless your heart,” running through my head, I tried to sweetly tell this senior executive how I was here to help her team become better leaders. Her response was, “I still don’t understand why you would be here. Your husband works.”

So the norms are still the norms, and standing up and speaking out is what is required. Knowing your value, speaking up, and not flying under the radar—this is what fearless leadership is about.




Banish Your Limiting Beliefs

Almost everything about our self-belief—how much we believe we can achieve—we learn early on in life. These limiting beliefs shape everything we do. Our own perspective on our ability to change or to effect a different outcome is profound. Some of us are born with more self-belief than others or raised to believe in ourselves to a greater degree. But we all perform based on what we believe we can do, not based on what we actually can do.

All of us (except for the total narcissists) deal with lies told by our limiting beliefs. And those little liars get embedded into our subconscious, stealing our courage and stopping us dead in our tracks. The negative and lasting impacts are real, and they shackle our growth. They impact our ability to achieve and our perception of what is possible. We respond automatically, the only safe way we know how: We play it conservative and small, and we go with only those efforts that seem certain to succeed. When these limiting beliefs hold sway and hold us hostage, we don’t reach our full potential.

Unfortunately, we usually accept these limiting beliefs without identifying, challenging, or questioning them. They often harden into assumptions that shape our realities. But these fears are paper tigers—they have no teeth. If you get stuck on the idea that maybe you just weren’t born with a special knack for leadership, someone else will seize your opportunity while you’re making excuses. Instead, you must see challenges as exciting opportunities rather than discouraging obstacles. As successful investor and entrepreneur Mark Cuban advises, “Always wake up with a smile, knowing that today you are going to have fun accomplishing what others are too afraid to do.”


WHETHER YOU THINK YOU CAN, OR YOU THINK YOU CAN’T, YOU’RE RIGHT.

—HENRY FORD



A resounding belief that you can grow and develop your abilities actually improves your performance and profoundly affects the way you lead—and the way you live your life. The research of Carol Dweck, a Stanford psychology professor and leading researcher on mindset and belief systems, supports the notion that if you simply believe that you can become a better leader, you increase your chances of improving your leadership skills.

How can this be? Dweck’s research indicates that there are two basic mindsets: the fixed mindset and the growth mindset. These mindsets determine how a person judges his or her own abilities, talents, potential, and intelligence. If you have a fixed mindset, you believe that your qualities are carved in stone; they are, well, fixed. In this thinking, you are stuck with whatever intelligence, creative abilities, or personality traits you have now.

Dweck’s research shows that with a fixed mindset, you tend to fear challenges. Why? Because for fixed-mindset people, setbacks are catastrophic. After all, if who you are is so tightly linked with a small category of things you are good at, then failure attacks the core of your identity. Failing at something, to people with a fixed mindset, means you are a failure. Such individuals hold the belief that trying and failing is worse than not trying at all. The fixed mindset can stop us from trying and taking risks, simply because we don’t have the courage to fail.

The growth mindset, on the other hand, comes from the belief that you can develop and strengthen your basic qualities through effort and constant learning. This mindset recognizes that yes, people are different, but everyone can improve with effort and grow their talents, abilities, and even intelligence through application and experience. The hallmark quality of the growth mindset, according to Dweck, is “the passion for stretching yourself and sticking to it, even (or especially) when it’s not going well … This is the mindset that allows people to thrive during some of the most challenging times in their lives.”6

Smart people succeed, says the fixed mindset. Therefore, if you succeed, you’re a smart person. Conversely, people who don’t succeed must not be smart. Given these assumptions, it makes sense to pick the easier problem so that success is more likely and thus you validate your smartness. Pick a hard problem and you may fail, revealing your stupidity.

People can get smarter, says the growth mindset, encouraging them to do so by stretching themselves and taking on challenges. Therefore, the growth mindset picks the hard problem. Who cares if you fail? You’ll learn something that will help you succeed next time!

Understanding your mindset and how it drives your limiting beliefs—and therefore, your potential—is critical. How can we change our orientation from a fixed mindset to a growth or learning mindset? Simply by choosing to make that change. Just by knowing about the two mindsets, you can start thinking and reacting in new ways. We actually get to choose how we think about setbacks. Instead of automatically throwing up our hands at the first signs of defeat or resistance, we can choose to make the effort to determine our success.


WE ACTUALLY GET TO CHOOSE HOW WE THINK ABOUT SETBACKS.



Vince Lombardi famously said, “Perfection is not attainable, but if we chase perfection, we can catch excellence.” If we raise our belief levels—feeling free to chase perfection but knowing that we’ll fall short—this will carry us in an upward spiral on the path of continuous improvement.




Get Comfortable with Being Uncomfortable

Courage isn’t comfortable. Courage means breaking out of your comfort zone. Leading fearlessly forces us to confront uncertainty, doubt, and the possibility of failure, and that’s rarely a fun experience in the moment. Our natural inclination is to shirk discomfort. After all, life seems easier when you’re not pushing the envelope, when you’re not taking chances. But no one will stand up for a wimpy leader. No one will respect or follow someone who’s unwilling to make the tough calls. That’s why courage is the cornerstone of effective, fearless leadership.

But you can’t simply call on courage when it’s convenient for you. Courage is like a muscle; it needs to be exercised every day. You can exercise it and make it strong, but you have to be willing to take that first step and keep going from there.

Get in the arena. Take the initiative and take action. Fearless leaders do this. If you don’t boldly take the first step, whether it’s acting with confidence in your team or accepting the challenge to speak the unpopular truth, how on earth can you ever expect the people you lead to do the same?


COURAGE MEANS BREAKING OUT OF YOUR COMFORT ZONE.



Fearless leadership requires you to embrace discomfort—to get comfortable being uncomfortable. As Dropbox CEO Drew Houston said in a commencement address to MIT’s graduating class, “Your biggest risk isn’t failing, it’s being too comfortable.”7 If you’re not ready to push off the coziness of the status quo, you’re not going to go far.

Would it have been more comfy for me to choose a career path that didn’t pit me against tradition and a whole swath of people? Would it have been easier to avoid challenging those who didn’t get why a girl would want to be a fighter pilot or, worse, who felt that a woman in combat was wrong? Sure! You bet! But for better or worse, naval aviation is what I felt called to do. If you feel the same call to leadership, you can’t let the siren call of something easier lure you away from your target. You must not only endure that discomfort, but relish it. When you do, you’ll be in the company of the best leaders.

The experiences that get you out of your comfort zone are the ones that will make the difference in your leadership career. The uncomfortable experiences—the ones you think you’re not ready for, the ones that leave you with a little vurp in your throat or a knot in your stomach—are the experiences that will help you grow the most in the long run.

Leadership consultant and coauthor of Strengths Based Leadership Barry Conchie says that high-potential managers and leaders need additive experiences.8 An additive experience could be running a risky project, integrating a complex acquisition, being promoted to a high-visibility position, navigating extreme cultural diversity, or leading a newly formed, cross-functional team. If you want to improve your leadership skills—if you want to become a top leader—you must integrate these tough assignments into your career plans. You will never know what you are capable of until you’ve pushed yourself past that point of what you thought was possible!

Ultimately, we should not shy away from but savor those moments when we can display courage and push out of our comfort zones. Those times might provoke fear, but as author Susan Jeffers says, “Pushing through fear is less frightening than living with the bigger underlying fear that comes from a feeling of helplessness.”9 One of my fears is that I might look back on my life and wonder what I did with it. I don’t want to be sitting around at eighty thinking, If only I would’ve … .

If we don’t get comfortable being uncomfortable, our lives will be filled with regrets and coulda-shoulda-wouldas. None of us knows just how good we can be, but each day we get the opportunity to push ourselves beyond yesterday’s level, to smash through those limiting beliefs—those barriers that hold us back.





Take No Notice of Naysayers

My dad used to say that people who tell you that you can’t succeed are the ones who don’t want you to succeed. It’s true. On your leadership journey, there are going to be a lot of people who try to impede your success, whether in small, subtle ways or in more obvious ones. Leading requires that you not only push through your own limiting barriers, but also push through the fear of what other people think about you. Stop worrying about how they’re going to react once you step outside the box they put you in. When people tell you that you can’t do something, learn to respond, “Just watch me!”

While following the path I chose for my life, I’ve experienced a lot of unsupportive comments. I let the overwhelming majority of them roll off my back—not always an easy thing to do, especially when the comments are personal. But just when I think I’ve heard every offensive remark, another one pops up. It takes courage to repel this negative commentary, whether it’s subtle or outlandish, and keep going toward your goal. And it doesn’t matter whether you’re a man or a woman, young or old, seasoned or wet behind the ears—if you’re pushing for greatness, you will be the target of naysaying. The conversation I had that night at the Flora-Bama, with the newly minted officer who thought I should stay out of AOCS, tweaked that little part of me that said, “Really? You don’t think I can do this? Well, I’m going to do everything in my power to show you you’re wrong!”

Maybe that sounds a little contrarian, but I prefer to think of it as optimistic. Trying to fly under the radar and avoid offending anybody can be challenging. If you don’t stick up for yourself, who will? Plus, committing to prove your naysayers wrong is a great way to turn their negativity into fuel. People with negative energy might try to stand in your way, but nobody can actually prevent you from stepping into your role as a leader—except you, if you listen to them. Learn to distinguish between the people who succeed because of and the people who succeed in spite of. You always have a choice—you can choose to be bold and step up. It all comes down to whether you choose to tune out the naysayers, feel the fear, and go for it anyway.

People will tell you to give up. They’ll say you aren’t cut out for “this kind of work.” But so what if they think so? Why should their opinion change anything? This is your life, your path. These are your dreams. There will be bumps in the road, but there will also be awesome, unforeseen opportunities. And more often than not, as my dad used to say, “Those who tell you ‘You can’t’ and ‘You won’t’ are probably the ones most scared that you will.”
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