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    PRAISE FOR


    TAKINGPOINT


“The experience that members of the military, like Brent, are bringing to industry are critical. For those that want to deepen their understanding of the lessons today’s veterans have learned, and how those lessons can make us all better leaders, Brent is a person you’ll want to listen to!”


General Stanley McChrystal, U.S. Army (Retired)


Managing Partner, McChrystal Group


“Victorious warriors win first and then go to war. So should business leaders. Gleeson is amazing. Full stop. Take one look at his bio and it’s obvious that excellence is woven into his DNA. What becomes obvious in reading TakingPoint, though, is that it can become woven into ours as well. No matter what industry you’re in, it will face change. By outfitting you with a set of brilliant, battlefield-proven principles, TakingPoint will help you meet that change head-on and guide your team to success. TakingPoint is hands-down one of the best leadership books I have ever read.”


Brad Thor


#1 New York Times bestselling author of Use of Force


“With every page I turned of Taking Point, I was struck by how much Brent Gleeson’s ten principles apply to the entrepreneurs and business leaders we serve at Inc. As a Navy SEAL, Brent has seen these principles work in the most trying circumstances imaginable—in BUD/S training, in the crucible of combat and in his own successful businesses. That makes this one of the most credible business books I’ve seen in a long while. If you’re a leader in today’s incredibly fluid business world, you are called on to take point every day. And when you do, you can’t do any better than to be guided by the blueprint Brent lays out in this remarkable book.”


Eric Schurenberg


President and Editor-in-Chief, Inc. Media


“Brent Gleeson gets it. He’s done many amazing things in his still young career and, in TakingPoint, demonstrates deep insight into how things really work best in life and in business . . . especially in highly fluid and chaotic environments. His philosophy about the importance of culture and engagement—light-years beyond the traditional lazy platitudes about empowerment—are ideas that desperately need to be put to work in this new century.”


Jeff Campbell


Former Chairman/CEO of Burger King Corporation


Chairman Emeritus at San Diego’s Chairmen’s Roundtable


“The ability to successfully lead organizational change is a skill all leaders need now more than ever. In TakingPoint—inspired by Navy SEAL principles of discipline, accountability, resiliency and agility—Brent Gleeson shares his unique combination of tactics and strategies all leaders and managers need in today’s more volatile and unsettled business environment.”


Congressman Scott Taylor


Former Navy SEAL


“This book is a must-read for any business leader or manager! In a rapidly evolving business environment driven by new innovations and increasing consumer expectations, the Navy SEAL philosophy of ‘becoming comfortable being uncomfortable’ is a key message that resonated with me. Controlling what is seemingly uncontrollable in a company becomes a key to its existence. Brent clearly organizes and prioritizes cultural fundamentals and initiatives that will benefit companies at any stage of its life cycle and seamlessly connects the SEAL’s ethos to real-life examples, highlighting the necessity of an empowered organization that must be held accountable for this empowerment.”


Todd Hymel


CEO, Volcom


“This is the first business book that I couldn’t put down! Brent’s vivid storytelling perfectly captures the Navy SEAL experience and makes it relatable to any business leader by defining leadership, culture, discipline, accountability and most importantly—adaptability. This book provides powerful principles for leading organizational transformation—but most impressively, it’s honest. Every member of my global organization will receive this book.”


Quinn Lyzuun


Deputy CEO, Optos


“With humor and deep insight about how to effect crucial changes necessary to lead teams in an accelerating world, Brent takes point once again to show business leaders the way.”


Mark Divine


Navy SEAL, Commander (Retired)


NYT bestselling author: The Way of the SEAL and Unbeatable Mind


Founder, Unbeatable Mind and SEALFIT


“This is the best book on culture and leading change in an organization I have ever read. Gleeson has spoken to our senior leaders many times in Hong Kong, Sydney, Singapore and Charlotte. He has shared with us how the principles that forge Navy SEAL culture can be applied in any organization—especially as it relates to business transformation. TakingPoint captures it all!”


Matthew Koder


President, Asia Pacific, Major Global Bank


“This is one of the most credible and entertaining business and leadership books I have ever read. As we all know, change is inevitable. The key to a successful business is how we, as leaders, manage the constant change. The ten principles in TakingPoint provide an extremely valuable road map for any leader to successfully navigate their teams through the rapid waters of change. TakingPoint truly delivers the best practices any leader or manager needs to help a team accept change, grow stronger, communicate better, and become more efficient and effective. TakingPoint is most definitely a must-read for anyone regardless of where they are at in their careers.”


Alisha L. Nowlin


Senior Executive, Global Aerospace and Defense Company


“Brent does a masterful job of using his broad leadership background as a Navy Seal, entrepreneur, and business consultant to create a powerful approach to leading change in today’s fast-paced business environment. He intimately grasps the importance of culture and the driving impact it has on strategy, engagement and execution. The transitions from Navy SEAL experiences to those in business also make this a very entertaining read! Amazing book!”


Gordon Lansford, III


President & CEO, JE Dunn Construction


“I watched many men attempt Navy SEAL Hell Week but few stood out like Brent Gleeson. True leaders rise to the occasion during the brutal crucible of Navy SEAL training. This book brilliantly captures the principles that forge SEAL culture and translates them into actionable methodologies for leading business transformation. TakingPoint provides powerful tools any business leader or manager needs to lead through uncertainty—from the battlefield to the boardroom.”


David Goggins


Navy SEAL (Retired)


Endurance Athlete


“TakingPoint perfectly captures the principles our special operations warriors use every day and applies them to building resilient and agile organizations in today’s business environment. Brent helped transform our group of high-performing senior leaders into one aligned team through the TakingPoint program outline in this amazing book.”


Ryan Cork


Senior Director, Heart & Vascular Institute, Cleveland Clinic


“TakingPoint is a powerful model all leaders and managers should embrace in order to inspire themselves and their teams to lead and win. Brent Gleeson translates the SEAL’s core principles into an actionable business guide for leading successful and lasting transformation in any organization.”


Jim Guscette


Senior Vice President, CommUSA, Inc.


“TakingPoint is fantastic! Brent identifies well the necessary elements needed to engage in and manage change in today’s uncertain environment. Applicable for business, non-profit and military organizations, Brent combines his upbringing, education, military and business experiences to capture what’s required to ‘lead through change.’ Additionally, I’m humbled by Brent’s unwavering support of the SEAL Family Foundation; he is an engaged Board Member who provides his time, talent and treasure to support our mission of building resilient families in Naval Special Warfare. Thank you, Brent; the Navy SEAL community is better for your continued service.”


William R. Fenick


Captain, U.S. Navy (Ret.)


Executive Director, SEAL Family Foundation


“For those charged with the responsibility of leading their teams or organizations through transformative change, TakingPoint is a must read. Smart, focused and immediately applicable, it is one of the most comprehensive books on the topic of leadership. As my company forges its way through major transformation, the ten principles outlined in the book are spot-on. TakingPoint has provided an excellent shoreline for successfully leading my organization through its major transformation.”


Tom Whaley


Regional Director, NetApp, Inc.


“Wow! What an incredible book. Brent Gleeson has put together a masterful story of leadership, service and sacrifice. Every leader, manager and executive in this country needs to stop what they are doing and grab a copy of TakingPoint. It’s a perfect blueprint for how to build highly successful, elite organizations.”


Sean Parnell


New York Times bestselling author of Outlaw Platoon
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To our brave servicemen and servicewomen who willingly go into harm’s way; to the bold business leaders facing transformation; and to my incredible wife, Nicole, and our three amazing children: Tyler, Ryder, and Parker Rose





FOREWORD


I first met Brent in early 2002 when he checked in to SEAL Team 5 and was assigned to our platoon along with another guy from his BUD/S class. He was now one of our “new guys.” I got to know him well during our workup (platoon-level training) and his background intrigued me.


Like me, he had attended college prior to enlisting in the Navy. He had also spent time in “corporate America” before making the transition into the Navy. I was curious as to why he left a lucrative job as a financial analyst to join the Teams? It seemed he felt called to a higher purpose like the rest of us.


Brent played the new guy role well. He was smart, mature, listened, and was eager to accept advice and constructive criticism when mistakes were made. Having already been at the Team for a couple years, I took Brent under my wing and showed him the ropes.


The aftermath of the 9/11 attacks sent a shock wave through the NSW (Naval Special Warfare) community. Everyone wanted to take the fight to the enemy and seek retribution for those cowardly acts of terrorism. As the Navy SEAL Ethos states, “We train for war and fight to win.” It was time to put that training to the test.


These were tumultuous times of great uncertainty. The war in Afghanistan had kicked off and it was already becoming clear that our initial expectations of a swift victory were fading away. It seemed the war would be long and brutal with potentially no clear end in sight. Stories and intelligence reports were filtering in from the front lines each day. Lessons learned the hard way were already being applied to our training. Our transformation had begun.


Later that year, word began circulating that a conflict in Iraq was imminent. We took our training very seriously and hoped that we could join the fight soon. Many of our SEAL brothers had headed downrange to Afghanistan, and now those who had not yet deployed to a combat zone were anxious to see how things would unfold.


Our minds were racing. How would we sustain two complex wars in two very different environments and against very different enemies? Were we prepared? What would need to change to ensure victory? The answers to these questions would be revealed sooner than we thought.


At this point, we didn’t yet know if we would be deploying to PACOM (U.S. Pacific Command) or CENTCOM (U.S. Central Command). Needless to say, we prayed that our task unit would be sent to CENTCOM—where all the action was. We were elated when we got the news that we were going to Iraq.


The 2003 invasion of Iraq lasted from March 20 to May 1, 2003, and signaled the start of the Iraq War, which was labeled Operation Iraqi Freedom by the United States. Prior to March 19, the mission in Iraq was called Operation Enduring Freedom, a carryover from the War in Afghanistan. The invasion consisted of twenty-one days of major combat operations, in which a combined force of troops from the United States, the United Kingdom, Australia and Poland invaded Iraq and deposed the Ba’athist government of Saddam Hussein. The invasion phase consisted primarily of a conventionally fought war which included the capture of the Iraqi capital, Baghdad, by American forces with the implicit assistance of the United Kingdom, alongside Australia and Poland.


The invasion was preceded by an airstrike on the presidential palace in Baghdad on March 20, 2003. The following day, coalition forces launched an incursion into Basra Province. While the special operations forces (including SEAL Team 3) launched an amphibious assault from the Persian Gulf to secure Basra and the surrounding petroleum fields, the main invasion army moved into southern Iraq, occupying the region and engaging in the Battle of Nasiriyah on March 23.


SEAL Team 3 pushed north to Baghdad with conventional forces, then headed back to Ali al Salem airbase in Kuwait. Our task unit from Team 5 took over in early April 2003.


This was our first combat tour.


I didn’t know it yet, but my career would lead me on twelve more combat tours. Brent and I put our training to the test as we worked closely together night after night on what became a very busy deployment—performing what were dubbed “capture or kill” missions. When we returned, I screened for the selection and training program for our Tier 1 unit and was accepted. Due to the operational tempo of that command, we didn’t see each other for years. We kept in touch as much as possible, but the timing of our different schedules precluded much contact.


As is the unfortunate nature of our business, we later reconnected in Dallas, at the memorial service for Chris Kyle (Navy SEAL and author of American Sniper). Brent had been out of the Teams for a while, attended graduate school, and become a successful entrepreneur. I had recently left the Teams and published my #1 New York Times bestseller, No Easy Day. From that day forward, we have stayed in contact and traveled together with our families.


Since leaving the Navy, like Brent, I have applied that vast knowledge and principles for building high-performance organizations to the business world through speaking, consulting, and launching my own companies. Brent and I often discuss our theories on how the post-9/11 special operations transformation can be applied to organizations in today’s more complex and uncertain business environment.


I experienced these transformations as a Navy SEAL team leader and in working very closely with coalition forces, other branches of the military and our agency partners. It quickly became very apparent that to move at the speed these wars require, there needed to be a significant transformation in mindset, organizational approach and even the culture of the military in its entirety. As the transformation unfolded, the culture of the special operations community started to align better with the mission and strategy. And as that mission narrative continually became more singular and aligned, we realized that it was indeed possible to transform into a modern twenty-first-century organization that could defeat a dangerous and much more decentralized enemy.


We, too, had to become more adaptive and decentralized. Over the years we were able to create a new operational framework that allowed for decentralized decision-making, a seamless flow of transparent communication, and breaking down vertical and horizontal silos that impeded true collaboration.


I spent more years in the Teams than Brent, but his application of these principles in his own businesses and in working with other global organizations is what validates their rationality. The ten TakingPoint principles are not theories from business school or a management textbook. Through trial and error, successes and failures, years of research and testing ideas in his weekly columns in Forbes and Inc., Brent has become a well-respected thought leader in this space.


The question he answers in this book is essentially: How can leaders and managers transform their mindsets, align culture with specific business strategies, and successfully lead lasting organizational transformations?


Our many conversations on these topics as they relate to both special operations and business organizations across the world—and I’ve worked closely with many—led us to the conclusion that these methodologies need to be captured in a book. There are many books on “change management” but most are not necessarily as applicable to today’s volatile and ever-changing business landscape. And most simply teach how to manage change, not how to transform a culture and lead lasting change.


In my second book, No Hero, I offer similar battle-tested leadership concepts that can be applied in any organization. But what I like about TakingPoint and the principles you will learn in the following pages is that they are focused on a single mission: to transform an organization into something better. To achieve true alignment behind one vision, communicate that vision concisely and build empowered networks of teams with leaders at all levels. To create disciplined groups made up of fully engaged star players all pulling in the same direction. Resilient teams that accept and embrace change.


The refreshing reality about this book is that it is not another combat book disguised as a business leadership book. Brent has a deep understanding of today’s business challenges and has tested these theories in his own companies—organizations repeatedly earning a spot on the Inc. 500 list of fastest-growing companies for many consecutive years. That’s a track record you can’t fake. Unlike many books, the principles in TakingPoint actually teach you how to implement these practices in any organization.


This book helps leaders and managers better understand the unique differences between those two disciplines (leadership and management) and how they relate to leading change. The TakingPoint model offers any organization the opportunity to not become one of the statistics of failed organizational transformation. The principles and supporting case studies contained in the following chapters address some of the most critical questions of modern business:


How must we transform our organizations so that we can grow, compete, and thrive in the new environment?


What new mindsets, cultures, systems, and processes are needed to succeed and win?


What tools and approaches do leaders need to navigate the murky waters of change?


And what are the potential financial returns that come with properly fulfilling a vision for change?


In my opinion, organizations with a burning desire to thrive in today’s increasingly complex world will need to adopt new ways of thinking, new structures, new systems, and the behaviors to make those systems work.


If you are a leader—or have a desire to be one—and want to avoid the pitfalls of failed transformation efforts and need a road map for success, this is it.


—MARK OWEN, former Navy SEAL Team leader, #1 New York Times bestselling author of No Easy Day and No Hero, founder of Front Sight Focus





PREFACE


IRAQ


SPRING 2003


FIRST TOUR, FIRST MISSION


The four CH-47 Chinook helicopters flew low and fast over the barren desert, filled with two SEAL platoons and Polish special operators on our way to the target—a massive hydroelectric power plant and dam that had been seized by retreating Iraqi forces.


Our mission was to assault, capture, and hold the plant until conventional Army forces arrived. The intelligence regarding the size and makeup of the enemy force protecting the plant wasn’t very detailed. Their intent, however, was to destroy the dam, resulting in mass power and electrical outages and to flood the land below. Our mission was to ensure this didn’t happen.


And even though this was our first combat mission in Iraq, we hadn’t even deployed “in-country” yet. We were actually staged at Ali Al Salem Air Base in Kuwait doing our turnover with SEAL Team 3 when we were handed this mission.


As the HRST (helicopter rope suspension techniques) master in my platoon, my initial job was to prepare the helicopters and supervise the fast rope insert onto the target. I was sitting on a tight coil of thick green nylon rope next to the open door of the helicopter, monitoring our progress toward the insert point. Sweat was pouring down my face. Although it was midnight, the air temperature was approximately 90 degrees.


The night sky was clear and illuminated by a full moon—something that made it easier for us to see the landscape below but also made our helos nicely silhouetted targets for the enemy. Hills, dunes, and palm groves scattered the land beneath us. We had been in flight for about three hours—legs numb and bodies stiff. But all—who were awake—maintained total focus.


“Ten minutes out,” came the call over our radios.


Now all were awake. Each man passed the signal down the line—ten fingers—and checked weapons, radios and NVGs (night-vision goggles). Each man double-checking the gear of the man next to him. We all put on our thick welding gloves that protected our hands from the intense friction that came from sliding down the nylon rope.


“Five minutes.”


Now, we were all on our feet, getting ready for the exit. Hearts beating a little faster. The intense focus permeating our minds, each man envisioning his mission responsibilities. We had been rehearsing for a week—day and night—for this mission. The helo crew chief and platoon commander leaned out to confirm our target location.


“One minute.”


Each man passed the signal—one index finger extended. Heart hammering, I grabbed the coiled fast rope, lifted it up and got ready to throw it out. The plant was enormous, stretching out across the horizon in front of us. Even the intense buzzing from our helicopter’s spinning rotors didn’t drown out the noise of the rushing river below us.


We had thirty SEALs and a troop of Polish GROM—Poland’s elite special forces warriors. There was no way to know what was facing us, but anybody who was in that building and the surrounding structures had no idea what they were in for, either. We’d all trained for years for this moment. It was time for the training wheels to come off.


Twenty feet above our landing zone, the helo came to a steady hover, and I threw the rope out.


Every man down the line gave a thumbs-up. With one final fist bump, we were ready to go. In rapid succession, each SEAL—carrying sixty pounds of gear—launched himself with well-trained precision out into the black abyss, grabbing the thick rope and sliding quickly down into the tornado of swirling sand below.


Ready to take the fight to the enemy.


What This Book Is, and What It Isn’t


Fast-forward fifteen years.


I completed my somewhat brief but busy SEAL career and attended graduate school at the University of San Diego. Using the guiding principles I learned in the Teams, I have created multimillion-dollar companies that have made the Inc. 500 list of America’s fastest growing private companies for many consecutive years.


My SEAL training, combat experience and business acumen make me uniquely qualified to share the kinds of strategies we’re all going to need in an intensely volatile and unsettled business environment.


In these pages, I’ll share some of the stories from my active-duty SEAL experience (although intentionally brief in nature and light on details), but this is not a war memoir, or a combat book disguised as a business leadership book. I’m humbled and honored to have served with some of the world’s greatest warriors. But my contribution to the ongoing war on terror pales in comparison to that of many of my brothers—who have fought longer, are still fighting, or have made the ultimate sacrifice. This is also why a portion of the proceeds from this book will being going to the SEAL Family Foundation. I continue to serve in a different capacity by sitting on the board of the foundation and mentoring young men into the SEAL program.


There are plenty of fantastic books detailing the heroic stories of our SEAL brotherhood, like No Easy Day, American Sniper, Fearless, Lone Survivor, and many more—all stories that needed to be told by men better deserving than I. I’ve been in combat and experienced the horrors of war-torn countries around the world. I’ve lost friends, attended countless funerals and I’ve taken life.


This book is not about that.


This book is designed to give you a prescriptive model for navigating the complexities of change in any organization. Whether you’re a leader, manager or a team member, the principles outlined in this book are a set of tools that I have developed through lessons learned on both literal and figurative battlefields.


I definitely had some unique experiences in the SEAL Teams and I’ve had success in the business world. But my intent is not to make this sound like a lecture from somebody who knows it all. I consider myself a lifelong learner who still has a long way to go. My “wisdom” comes from making plenty of costly mistakes. SEAL training, wartime experience, and graduate school provided a solid foundation, but nothing compares to cutting your teeth in the real world of entrepreneurship and business leadership—as it applies to learning how to build a winning organization designed to achieve great financial returns. And leadership—especially amidst uncertainty—is arguably one of the hardest disciplines to define and master.


It is a humbling journey, and I want to give you the best advice I can to help you avoid some of the landmines and prepare your organization for inevitable changes—to build resilient teams well prepared for anything.


TakingPoint is organized into a series of proven, step-by-step tools and models that can be applied in any business environment. They aren’t complicated, but they require a shift in mindset, culture and organizational approach. Successful application and execution can’t happen without accountability, team engagement, discipline, and resiliency.


Why This Book? Why Now?


The post-9/11 reality has permeated the entire world.


Whether we’re talking about the Naval Special Warfare community, the United States military in its entirety, or the global business environment, the operative word is “change.”


To put a finer point on it—constant and dynamic change.


Plenty of books, research reports and articles try to capture the rapidly shifting trends in the global marketplace, today’s workforce, and the ever-evolving rules organizations need to live by to survive.


But unless you learn how to be comfortable with the discomfort of the unsettled nature of change itself, no amount of strategy or tactics will lead you to the win.


The workforce is changing. It’s becoming more digital, more diverse and more reliant on advanced technology. At the same time, business expectations, needs, and demands are evolving faster than most organizations can keep up with. Most companies have yet to truly understand how to harness these emerging technologies so they translate to greater efficiencies. They are forced to grow faster, leaving less time to focus on the details of their financial strategy—reducing resources and causing leaders and managers to do more with less.


Is that a challenge?


Sure.


But it’s also an opportunity.


If you thrive in those situations, you will dominate the vast majority of leaders, managers, and teams who are trying to figure out how to avoid change. Leaders today have the opportunity to reimagine their approach to talent acquisition, organizational structure, and even the discipline of leadership itself to take advantage of change, not shrink from it.


Need proof?


Data from the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics and other sources show that productivity growth remains low despite the introduction of new technology into the business environment. In fact, since the 2008 recession, growth in business productivity—gross domestic product per hour worked—stands at its lowest rate.


We have more tools than ever before, but we’re in the middle of a time of great disruption. Companies that aren’t resilient and agile are breaking down, and new ones are arriving to replace them.


The TakingPoint principles in this book will give you an operating manual for navigating what we called a VUCA environment in the Teams—volatile, uncertain, complex, and ambiguous. The principles, anecdotes and case studies contained in this book reflect the shifts in mindsets and behaviors necessary to lead, manage, inspire, and engage the twenty-first-century workforce.


Leading change is not a new function of leadership and management, but the approach to successful transformations has shifted. You won’t see the term “change management” used in this book. Why? Because true, lasting change must be inspired and evangelized from the top. It must permeate every aspect of a business, and the people in it.


It can’t simply be managed, it must be led.


The Navy SEAL community holds close the values of teamwork, trust, accountability, shared vision, communication, discipline, and resiliency. My hope is that by the time you finish this book, you’ll have the tools to instill those values and influence lasting change in your organization or wherever you are.


—BRENT GLEESON Rancho Santa Fe, CA August 12, 2017





INTRODUCTION


My journey to the SEAL Teams may not have been as conventional as some.


Some join the Navy immediately following high school or college and attempt to go through Basic Underwater Demolition/SEAL training (BUD/S—the first six months of the training pipeline). Many before they are even old enough to buy a beer. For me, I had never given serious thought to joining the Navy until after college.


Until then, I had what you would call a “normal” life. I attended high school at Jesuit College Preparatory School of Dallas, followed by college at Southern Methodist University, where I studied finance and economics. During that time I also had the privilege of studying at Oxford University in England, which influenced me to become a writer. When I graduated in 1999, I had already accepted a job as a financial analyst with a global real estate investment company. I accepted the offer just before Christmas break during my senior year, so let’s just say my class attendance during that last semester was subpar.


One of my fraternity brothers who was a year behind me in school was determined to join the Navy and try out for the SEAL program after he graduated. And so during his senior year, I trained with him. I had played rugby for four years in college, so it was a great way to maintain my fitness and help a friend prepare for a rough journey.


As time went on, I became more and more fascinated with the culture and values of the Naval Special Warfare community. I was reading everything I could find, from the earliest history of the Underwater Demolition Teams (UDT) in World War II to operations in Korea, Vietnam, and the Middle East. I was attracted to the idea of challenging myself to become a part of one of the most elite, highest-performance teams in the world.


My mindset was transforming.


I would sit at my desk on the forty-second floor of a high-rise office building in downtown Dallas, staring out the window, counting the minutes until I could leave and go train with my friend. It’s embarrassing to admit, but toward the end of the day I would walk quickly through the office with an empty manila folder, looking busy and focused—so I hopefully wouldn’t get tasked with a new project at 5:45 p.m. It rarely worked. I was the new guy.


Maybe not what an employer is looking for in a star player, but I was becoming fixated on something greater than myself. Each night, I would put on my running shoes, throw on a backpack containing swim fins and goggles and run four miles from my uptown apartment to the SMU pool. We would swim for an hour and do calisthenics such as push-ups, pull-ups, burpees and sit-ups. Then I would run four miles home. On the weekends, we had a strength training regimen followed by running ten to twenty miles around White Rock Lake. We ran marathons and earned our skydiving licenses. Each day our dedication to this singular mission increased.


Eventually, I decided to live a life without regret. I quit my job, and my friend and I spent several more months training in the mountains, in Colorado. There would be no hiking or horseback riding on this trip. My parents had a house in the Gold Link neighborhood in Crested Butte, Colorado, which became our training facility. We carved out a training ground in the woods behind the house and suspended thick climbing ropes thirty feet high in the tall cypress trees. We used a chain saw to cut eight-foot logs from fallen trees and would run each day for miles through the mountain passes, carrying them on our shoulders. We’d swim in ice-covered lakes and spend hours a day training at 10,000 feet so we’d be ready.


In 2000, I enlisted in the Navy. Like many SEALs with college degrees, I chose to not attend OCS (Officer Candidacy School) because enlisting was a faster path to BUD/S. During basic training in Great Lakes, Illinois, you take the physical test to qualify for BUD/S. It involves a 500-meter swim, 1.5-mile timed run in boots, push-ups, pull-ups, and sit-ups. Candidates are not expected to simply meet the minimum standards—which most don’t—they are expected to blow them out of the water. I can’t remember how many guys tried out that day, but there were many. The swim test began like a flurry of salmon battling to make it upstream. Some couldn’t even complete the swim. Limp, exhausted bodies literally being pulled from the pool. It was astonishing. All I remember is that only three of us were sitting in the office that afternoon getting orders to BUD/S. Me, my friend from college and one other guy. The rest of boot camp flew by.


We had earned our ticket to the show.


After a month of “A” school (the school teaching you a trade in the Navy, because most won’t become SEALs) in San Diego, we were given a couple weeks of leave. I went back to Dallas to mentally prepare for the journey ahead.


Two weeks later, I distinctly remember the feeling of anticipation I had as my plane flew over the downtown skyline on its approach into San Diego International Airport. The sun was glistening off the bay and my mind was racing. I remember thinking what a beautiful place this was to endure such misery.


I checked in to a hotel on Harbor Drive just a few minutes from the airport that Thursday evening. That would prove to be a sleepless night. The next morning, my buddy and I hopped in a cab and headed to the Naval Special Warfare Center in Coronado to check in. Driving over the Coronado Bridge felt like the point of no return. I had heard rumors that instructors would make you “hit the surf” and get wet, sandy, and miserable as soon as you arrived. So it seemed it would prove to be an interesting morning.


The journey had begun—or so we thought.


We walked into the lobby and approached the front desk. Behind it sat two clean-cut young gentlemen. Clearly, early-stage BUD/S students standing “watch” on the quarterdeck. Apparently, it was a holiday weekend, so they told us to come back on Tuesday! It was both a relief and a bit anticlimactic. We held up in a dingy but rather expensive motel down the street for the next few days—dreaming of the impending doom ahead.


So, as destiny dictated, a couple of fraternity brothers from SMU joined BUD/S class 235 in the fall of 2000. Of all the adventures and challenges I would end up experiencing as a SEAL, I remember those days at the beginning of BUD/S vividly.


I can still picture the other guys filtering in, and the experience of everybody sizing each other up. We all knew that only a small percentage of people would end up getting through. We were strangers, but at the end of it, a small group of us would be blood brothers, forever.


Hollywood generally portrays SEALS in one way—big, ripped guys who look like they just walked off the football field or climbed out of an Olympic swimming pool. But the reality is that nobody looking at a BUD/S class on the first day can really tell who will still be standing at the end. Some of the biggest and fittest guys—ones who looked like they came off a recruiting poster—were the ones who placed their green helmets on the ground and rang the bell to give up on the first day—the formal and humbling ceremony for those that quit. Recruits who were unbelievable swimmers and runners quit the first week, or the first day of Hell Week—the relentless torture chamber that organically separates the candidates who can push through physical and psychological pain from those who can’t.


Everything about SEAL training is designed to test your mental and physical fortitude, and see how you can adapt to constantly changing conditions. Each class is divided into “boat crews” consisting of six enlisted students and one officer. As candidates would quit, boat crews would get rearranged. You were constantly building and rebuilding your team and adapting to new teammates—and they to you.


The culture taught us that change was a given, and that the strongest embraced change and used it to their advantage.


I made it through BUD/S without incident or any severe injuries and was preparing to begin SQT (SEAL Qualification Training—the advanced portion of the training pipeline). The attacks on the World Trade Center and Pentagon on September 11, 2001, occurred just days before we checked in to SQT. In the space of a few hours, we went from being a peacetime force to an organization constantly preparing for and executing missions all over the world. To being in a constant state of change.


I’ve seen and done things I will never forget, though my contribution pales in comparison to so many. When I finished my time as a SEAL, I decided I wanted to merge my special operations experience with “real world” education to start the next phase of my life—as an entrepreneur. While attending graduate school at the University of San Diego, I launched my first company.


As I was building that business, I read every book and watched every presentation I could find on leadership, organizational development, culture and business transformation—all tools I knew I would need. And I dove deep into the literature and reports produced by the top consulting firms that companies hire to help them solve their complicated strategic problems. There was clearly no shortage of awareness and willingness on the part of organizational leaders, and there were plenty of resources. But clearly, navigating growth and change wasn’t easy.


So why do so many organizations fall significantly short of realizing their potential?


The numbers are grim.


Research shows that more than two-thirds of all significant organizational transformation efforts fail or fall short of meeting the intended objectives. Companies try every day to fix cultural problems, change their target markets, revise their product mixes, adapt to new competitive challenges, and undertake dozens of other transformative steps. You’ve heard about the success stories, like Apple and Amazon. But the failures outnumber them exponentially.


I built my own organizations on the premise that change was a natural part of the business cycle—and that hiring, training, communicating, engaging, measuring, and rewarding in a way that reinforced that principle was the best way to produce the desired culture and results. The success of that approach is reflected by the results—building some of the fastest-growing companies in the country. But it hasn’t been easy or void of major challenges.


One of the first valuable principles you learn after joining a SEAL Team is how the team learns from its successes and failures. After every mission, the team conducts an AAR (after-action review)—a post mortem debrief where we analyze performance and results. Lessons learned are applied to the operating strategy. When the data supports the potential need for a shift in tactics, that information is disseminated quickly across the organization.


Between my time in the Teams, in academia, and in the business world, I’ve spent almost twenty years figuring out what works and what doesn’t—and how transformations can succeed and last. And why they fail.


The result is a ten-principle model, TakingPoint, that is the only guide of its kind. It is a step-by-step playbook for surviving and thriving in the uncertain business landscape of the twenty-first century. The strategies we’re going to talk about are the same ones I share with my consulting clients like PayPal, Bank of America Merrill Lynch, Boeing, Nestlé, Care Fusion, The North Face, and Raytheon. They’re the principles that have transformed the special operations community in this post-9/11 reality. And they have helped Fortune 500 companies overcome what seem to be almost insurmountable challenges.


When a SEAL platoon is on a mission, the man in front is the point man—he’s “taking point”—leading the team into what are almost always volatile, complex, and unpredictable situations. My goal with this book is to give anybody the tools to take point in their own organization and the ability to vigorously lead change, not just manage it.


This matters wherever you fall on your org chart.


Why?


In large part, most organizational change efforts fail because they happen in overmanaged, under-led command-and-control environments. The existing structures and culture impede forward progress. In overmanaged companies, when leadership sees a crisis looming, knee-jerk reactions can often become the norm—making uninformed decisions and giving different orders to different groups of people. And while many might be under the misconception that all military units operate in command-and-control environments, that’s not the case. In special operations, we have made a diligent effort to decentralize controls and decision-making mechanisms. Varying leadership responsibilities are disseminated down the chain of command.


Lasting and productive change is certainly led from the top, but it works because the entire ecosystem is operating with the appropriate and aligned mindset. All hands are on the rope pulling in the same direction. It is a collective process that takes buy-in, engagement and contribution from everybody. You have to learn to master your role—whether you’re the Team’s commanding officer, platoon leader, or the frontline soldier.


We will build that mindset together. It will take discipline and accountability, and some parts of the process will cause discomfort. As we say in the SEAL Teams, we will all have to “get comfortable being uncomfortable.” I know this from my own career as a leader of organizations that had the inevitable growing pains that all companies experience. It isn’t as easy as flipping a few pages and giving yourself a pep talk.


But at the end of this journey, your business “kit bag” will have the tools and weapons you will need to step confidently onto the business battlefield of change. You’ll be more ready for the job we’re all going to have for better or worse in the modern economy.


Change agent.
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Not all organizations are naturally ready for making significant changes. Regardless of the size of the company or its existing systems, structures, and culture, leading organizational change usually comes with at least a little bit of culture shift.


And although Part 1 is about building a culture that is more nimble and adaptive by improving trust and accountability, it doesn’t just end there. Building or improving the culture is a constant evolution, with the majority of the lasting culture changes happening toward the end of a transformation process. This is because it takes time for mindsets and behaviors to evolve significantly enough for the “new ways of doing things” to actually be ingrained in the culture.


The culture of the Naval Special Warfare community is a very distinct and well-defined organism. But it didn’t happen overnight. It evolved through years of conflict, sacrifice, discipline, and training. We have applied lessons learned to changing or improving how we do things—all which impact culture.


Part 1 reveals the critical importance of weaving trust and accountability into the fabric of an organization’s culture in order to prepare the business for lasting—and even ongoing—change. The principles and tools explained will better equip any organization to build a strong culture—one that aligns with a specific strategic vision—and navigate the volatile and uncertain waters of change.
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CULTURE: THE CHIEF ENABLER OF CHANGE



Brave men have fought and died building the proud tradition and feared reputation that I am bound to uphold.


—NAVY SEAL ETHOS


Culture—and its application to strategy and results—is now a core focus of great organizations that “get it.” Volumes of research from global consulting firms coupled with my own experiences as a business owner and consultant point to the fundamental belief that there is a distinct correlation between culture and financial performance.


But many companies fall significantly short in doing four things: (1) clearly defining their culture, (2) managing that culture, (3) aligning culture with strategy and desired results, and (4) leveraging culture during times of change.


In the 2017 Global Deloitte Human Capital Trends report, senior executives and human resources professionals from across the globe rated the areas of culture, engagement, and retention as “urgent.” Due to globalization, emerging technology, a wider array of employment opportunities, and organizational transparency driven by sites like LinkedIn, Glassdoor, and Indeed, the power is in the hands of the job-seeker, not the employer. And today’s workforce—and top talent—cares deeply about the culture, values, purpose, and work environment of the organizations they seek to join. This reality provides a significant opportunity for those who can define and manage culture successfully.


And culture has a significant impact on engagement, which is critical for driving change—which we will dive deeply into in Chapter 7. According to Gallup’s State of the Global Workplace report, only 15 percent of employees worldwide are engaged in their jobs—meaning that they are emotionally invested in committing their time, talent and energy in adding value to their team and advancing the organization’s initiatives.


More Gallup research shows that employee disengagement costs the United States upwards of $550 billion a year in lost productivity. So one could see why this is both a serious problem that most leaders and managers face with today’s workforce—but also an amazing opportunity for companies that learn to master the art of engagement, especially as it relates to culture and leading change. And the companies that rank the highest on sites like Glasdoor do so in large part because they are cited as doing a great job of defining and managing culture.


This is why managing culture—and aligning culture with strategy—is now more important than ever.


An organization that has a clearly articulated culture which aligns with their core strategic objectives?


Naval Special Warfare—home to the Navy SEAL and SWCC (Special Warfare Combatant-Craft Crewmen) teams.


The Navy SEAL training and selection process is now widely depicted in many books, movies, and online resources. But you really can’t understand the almost surreal essence of this environment unless you experience it for yourself. BUD/S is the first six months of the long training pipeline and is designed to begin the development process of the most elite and sophisticated special operators—warriors who are aligned behind a clear and concise mission narrative.


To defeat our nation’s enemies.


The irony is that the training after BUD/S only becomes more challenging—and peak performance is everything. The small handful of students who graduate from BUD/S go on to SQT, which consists of many more months of arduous training. The students are constantly under the microscope, being tested on their physical and tactical performance in all things Naval Special Warfare.


As the saying goes, you either manage your culture or it will manage you. The NSW community does a very deliberate and thorough job of building, managing, and protecting our culture—the shared beliefs, mindsets, values and rituals that have been forged over decades of relentless training and brutal combat. Like any organization, it isn’t perfect and we have our flaws. But our culture is not haphazard, it’s by design—it’s what fuels our ability to be nimble, adapt to change, and defend this great nation from those who wish to destroy us.


If you make it through training—and that’s a big if, since only a few out of every beginning class of two hundred or so candidates survives to the end—your fellow SEALs know you’re coming in with an extreme level of training, toughness, and willingness to be a part of the most feared and elite special operations fighting force in existence.


They know you’re a “culture fit.”


The training evolutions and experiences are designed to equip SEAL Teams with the ability to perform at an elite level in situations where lives are at stake and conditions are constantly changing. The ability to communicate well, move swiftly to the sound of gunfire and make decisions amidst uncertainty.


My first overseas tour with SEAL Team 5 was in 2003. We were mostly operating in and around Baghdad, Ar Ramadi and Al Fallujah. We worked out of a compound inside one of Saddam Hussein’s former palaces near the Baghdad airport. The compound was surrounded by fifteen-foot walls—the tops covered in razor wire. The compound was about three quarters of a mile long and a quarter mile deep. It had several buildings on its East and West ends that were formerly the living quarters for staff working at the palace.


When we arrived, there was no infrastructure yet in place, so we lived in the abandoned buildings, sleeping on top of our North Face sleeping bags—atop dirty mattresses. It was miserably hot during the day and almost as bad at night. The mosquitos were relentless. Army soldiers guarded the exterior while we rotated on watch internally. There was only one way in and out. It was a fairly secure base. Although one morning we woke to the sound of mortar rounds impacting the wall on the east end. It’s a pretty funny sight to see a bunch of well-built warriors in underwear, flip flops and body armor racing eagerly into battle. But it was over as quickly as it began. Our Army brothers manning the guard tower on the northeast corner dispatched the attacker with a few bursts from their SAWs (squad automatic weapon).


One of our first missions in Baghdad was to capture a high-ranking Iraqi general who was allegedly—according to our agency intelligence partners—hiding out in a nearby neighborhood. In a lawless, bombed-out city, much of the information we used to plan a mission came from what we call “ground intelligence”—working closely with our agency partners who developed local assets to obtain information on enemy positions and movements. It’s almost impossible to properly vet every tip and piece of “valuable” information you receive, even with our extremely important agency partners working round the clock. So every time we left the relative safety of our compound, we had to be prepared for anything.


On this particular mission, we left our compound in our specially modified Humvees and a black suburban at 1 a.m. and rendezvoused with conventional forces—that “owned” the AO (area of operation)—at the Arch of Triumph in central Baghdad just outside of the neighborhood where the target house was located. After going over the plan one last time, the convoy drove to the predetermined set point where those of us on the assault team reconfigured ourselves in the Humvees for a speedy exit.
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