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I am a nomad. Over my career, I’ve had many bosses, but I’d say only 10% of them were truly above average. One, in particular, changed everything for me.

The year was 1988. I was working as a programmer in a bank when we got a new manager. He was a revolutionary, but in his own quiet, modest way. I was part of a small "pioneer team". Just six of us in an IT department of 50, which he ran. While the rest of the company was anchored to a massive IBM mainframe, we were the rebels introducing software development on PCs.

The Weekend at the Castle

To define our future, he took our team to a castle for the weekend. I remember having the cold of my life that Friday, but I refused to stay home. I had an intuition about this group. I knew we were about to push boundaries. I knew because I was hired by this man and the job interview was very different.

Between the incredible meals and the late-night sessions in the castle’s wine cellar, something shifted.

The "Listening Mode" Revelation

On Sunday morning, our leader sat in total silence, scribbling away as we spoke. He had opened the meeting with a single, powerful question:

"What do you want for this team, and for the future?"

As we reflected and shared our visions one by one, a teammate finally asked our commander, "What are you actually doing over there?"

He looked up and said simply: "Oh, I’m in listening mode."

He just kept taking notes, building a roadmap based entirely on our answers. I never forgot that. A leader who actually listens? In 1988, that was practically unheard of.

The Price of Vision

Unsurprisingly, our team skyrocketed. We moved from one success to the next, eventually becoming such a threat to the old, slow "mainframe politics" that our leader was fired. He was deemed too visionary and too human. But pioneers don’t stay down for long. He moved on to a massive role, building an entire IT department for another bank that actually shared his values.

He was a trailblazer, and I am deeply honored to have worked for him. He showed me a different, truly incredible way to lead people, not through command, but through connection and validation.

Lead From the Mud: A Lesson in Command
In the military, leadership isn't just a title. It's an action. During my service, we operated in three platoons, each with its own leader. While most followed the manual, one officer stood out because he understood two of the most difficult skills in leadership: protecting your peers and going first.

1. Protect the Person, Expose the Problem

We were on the range for a shooting exercise. One of the platoon leaders stepped up to demonstrate how to ensure a weapon was empty. Suddenly, his rifle jammed. He fumbled, struggling with the bolt as the seconds ticked by in awkward silence. With this particular rifle that sometimes happened. Most of us had seen it before.

Before the moment could turn into an embarrassment, another platoon leader stepped forward. He didn't mock him, he didn't make him look weak. With a grin and a determined stride, he took the rifle, slammed the stock hard against the concrete. CRACK. and just like that, it was cleared.

He turned it into a "technical" moment. He made the rifle the villain, not the officer. He saved his colleague's dignity while getting the job done.

2. The "Bull’s Ass" Test

Then there was the swamp. Locally, we called it "Bull’s Ass." It was a notorious, bottomless mudhole that every recruit had to conquer. It was cold, foul, and exhausting. When we arrived, the other officers did exactly what you’d expect: they stood on the dry bank, stayed clean, and barked orders for their platoons to get into the muck.

But not this commander.

He didn't stand on the sidelines. He was the first man to hit the water. He didn't shout "Go!" He shouted:

"FOLLOW ME!"

He led his team through the "shit" by being right there in it with them. He didn't ask us to endure anything he wasn't willing to wear on his own uniform.
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The Principle of Alpha Ownership
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Core Concept: Stop Managing the Problem. Start Owning the Result.
Most so-called leaders operate under a flawed, comfortable premise: I am responsible for my actions, but not the entirety of the outcome.

This is a lie. This is the Coward's Comfort.

Let us be unequivocally clear: If you lead a team, division, or organization, you are the single, primary reason for every success and every failure your team experiences.

Extreme Ownership is not about distributing blame or pointing fingers down the chain. It is the uncompromising creed that the moment the mission fails, whether due to lack of resources, poor communication, a faulty tool, or an underperforming subordinate, the fault rests entirely and immediately on your shoulders.

It’s not just taking blame. It's recognizing you are the primary reason for any outcome, good or bad.

	Stop saying: "The engineering team dropped the ball."

	Start saying: "I failed to implement a rigorous enough testing protocol, which allowed the ball to be dropped."

	The moment you externalize the fault, you sacrifice your power to fix it. If the problem is "out there," your hands are tied. If the problem is your leadership, then you hold the solution. This is not self-flagellation. Iit is the ultimate expression of power and control.


The Shift: From Victim to Architect

The natural human instinct when something goes wrong is to seek the nearest excuse or external scapegoat. This is the Victim Mindset: a self-serving narrative designed to protect your ego, but which destroys trust and paralyzes your team.

You hear it all the time:

	"We didn't hit the target because sales didn't get us good enough leads."

	"The project is late because IT was slow to deploy the new server."

	"I would have been successful if I had a bigger budget."


The Owner's Mindset dismisses this petty noise entirely. It demands a radical internal shift:

Moving from the victim mindset ("They didn't execute," "We didn't have the resources") to the Owner's Mindset ("I failed to set clear expectations," "I failed to secure the necessary resources").

	When a subordinate fails to execute, you ask: What was confusing about my order? Did I prioritize correctly? Did I train them sufficiently?

	When resources are lacking, you ask: Did I communicate the criticality of the mission clearly enough to the allocation committee? Did I start the procurement process too late?

	The Owner understands that every deficiency outside the team is a communication, planning, or advocacy failure within the leadership structure.


––––––––
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Action Step: Create a No-Excuse Zone Policy Immediately

Your first duty, effective immediately, is to kill the culture of excuse-making.

The moment an excuse enters a discussion, the discussion is over. You must aggressively and unapologetically stamp out the language of blame.

Institute a hard rule: When a failure occurs, the first sentence uttered by anyone on the team must be: "Here is what I could have done differently to ensure success."

This is how you enforce accountability from the top down. If the leader takes 100% of the responsibility, the team is empowered and obligated to solve the remaining 100% of the tactical problems. You give them no corner to hide in. Only a path to correction.

Key Takeaway: Blame is a virus. Ownership is the cure.

Blame infects morale, degrades trust, and spreads incompetence. Ownership forces introspection, demands strategic correction, and builds competence.

The Ownership Mandate is simple: You don't have the luxury of excuses. The outcome is the only metric that matters, and it is 100% yours.

Your next action is to identify the single most egregious excuse you’ve used this week and publicly take the full, painful responsibility for it. Lead the way.
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Leadership That Inspires
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At first glance, the quiet programmer-manager from 1988 and the mud-covered officer couldn't be more different. One worked in a castle. The other in a swamp. One used a pen. The other a rifle.

But both possessed the rare quality of Inspiration through Authenticity.

	They Shared the Burden: Whether it was "listening mode" to build a vision together or being the first to jump into "Bull’s Ass," they didn't lead from an ivory tower. They were in the trenches, digital or literal, with their teams.


	They Protected the Tribe: The officer shielded his peer from embarrassment. The bank manager shielded his team from rigid corporate politics. They knew that a team only takes risks when they feel their leader has their back.


	They Challenged the Status Quo: Both were "pioneers" who ignored the easy path of "how it’s always been done" in favor of what actually worked.


These weren't just "bosses." They were examples of a different breed of authority. Leaders who don't need to demand respect because they’ve already earned it through their actions.

The Radical Alpha Leader

We often think of an "Alpha" as the loudest person in the room. The one barking orders or dominating the conversation. But my journey as a nomad has taught me something different. The most effective, "radical" leaders are those who combine strength with deep empathy and vision.

Let’s look at some traits of the Radical Leader.
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