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Many years ago, I got lucky and met the love of my life, my wife, Maris.

Through thick and thin, she was always there to support my adventures.

She gifted me with two great sons and amazing grandkids. Without her there was no me. She is as much a part of this book as I am.
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Heroes are made by the path they choose, not the powers they are graced with.

—Tony Stark, Iron Man
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Preface



You Don’t Know How Good You Are


Facing a crisis situation is part of leadership. What do you do when things go south? Like an airline pilot, things may be routine most of the time, but you really earn your money when events are anything but normal.

I’ve built a career as a turnaround CEO, moving from crisis to crisis. My career became a little like the plot of a Marvel superhero movie . . . there aren’t many routine days for Captain America or Iron Man.

Marvel is one of my most notable turnaround situations, so it was fitting to theme this book around being a superhero in the business world.

But before we get to the lessons I’ve learned about leadership, particularly in the challenge of turnarounds, let me share the story of my own travels and what lead to my risk-oriented personality.


The Adventurer Gene

People often asked how I learned leadership, and why I’ve chosen what many see as the riskier path in life and business. People assume I must’ve been trained that way, maybe in business school xor during turnarounds where I was a junior participant. But the truth is, that spirit didn’t come from a classroom or a boardroom. It’s been part of me for as long as I can remember.

Simply, I was born with the “adventurer gene.”

Of course, there’s no actual genetic science behind that. But I am a descendant of parents and grandparents who lived boldly, who saw the world not as something to fear, but something to explore. The mindset of pushing boundaries and trusting your abilities even when the odds looked stacked was passed down to me through stories and the way they lived their lives.

Let’s start with my grandparents.

Peter and Christine MacLeod immigrated to the US from Nova Scotia, their ancestors originally from the Isle of Skye, in the Scottish Highlands. My grandfather, Peter MacLeod, a lion of a man and the namesake of my middle name, worked steamships around the world. He once mined for gold in Rhodesia, where his brother was tragically killed.

They came to America in the early 1920s, settling in Manhattan. Peter became Grand Commander of the New York State Masons, despite never having more than a high school education. Christine became a nurse.

On the other side of my family, my grandparents were just as colorful and bold.

My grandfather, Frank, was first-generation Italian, that’s where the name Cuneo comes from. And my grandmother, Betty, came from Sweden, the youngest of ten children. She immigrated to America on her own when she was just twenty years old.

The way my grandparents, Frank and Betty, met feels like something straight out of Downton Abbey. They were what you’d call “downstairs” people, working in a luxury apartment building owned by Vincent Astor on the Upper East Side in New York City. My grandmother operated the elevator back when elevators were manual and required an attendant. My grandfather was the building’s handyman. Their paths crossed, quite literally, in that elevator. That’s where it all began.

xi
They attended Madison Avenue Presbyterian Church, where their children, my parents, Frank and Marion, would eventually meet and, in 1942, marry in that very same church.

My father, Frank, had just joined the navy as an air cadet. He had been a three-year all-city athlete at Stuyvesant High and played basketball at the University of North Carolina. He went on to serve as a navy officer and air navigator in World War II.

He’d been discharged after the war, but with the outbreak of the Korean War, he was called him back into service. Our family moved from New York to military bases across the country, first to Jacksonville, Florida; Bremerton, Washington; San Diego, California, before finally settling in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, where his tour of duty concluded.

This movement to four cities in two years was the start of my exposure to diversity in people. Four moves. Four sets of friends.

Back in New York, he rejoined the fire department and worked his way up to lieutenant. He was stationed in Chinatown, where fires were especially difficult to battle. Most buildings were old five- and six-story lofts, packed tight and tough to navigate.



My First Lessons in Leadership

When I was thirteen, I saw firsthand how his men respected him, not for his rank, but because he went inside with them, into the flames. That shaped my earliest ideas of leadership: not about titles, but presence, courage, and sharing the risk of jumping into the fire.

Later, after my own navy service in Vietnam, I saw the weight he carried. His survivor’s guilt from World War II never left him. Retirement brought frustration. His drinking became a way to numb the pain, sometimes erupting in violence. As a teen, I had to restrain him. Reconciling the father who had taught and protected me with the man he became took decades, but it shaped my understanding of strength, loyalty, and forgiveness.

My mother’s spirit shaped me just as much. Like my father, she was a natural athlete, with the kind of swimming and diving xiitalent that might well have taken her to the Olympics. She spent over thirty years working in emergency rooms—as an ER assistant, emergency medical technician (EMT), and later as an EMT dispatcher. When I was a teenager, back when there were no strict regulations regarding ride-a-longs in ambulances, she’d let me accompany her to calls. I watched her stay calm in the worst situations, and it left a lasting mark on me.

One night, a man was decapitated in a car accident on the then new Long Island Expressway in Queens; she walked through the chaos, holding his head, focused and steady. That image seared into me: leadership is about showing up, staying calm under pressure, doing the hard thing without flinching.



What the Big Apple Taught Me

The lessons I learned from both my parents shaped how I understood leadership—not the kind that comes from titles or badges, but the kind that’s earned by being there when it matters most. My parents and my grandparents needed to be “out there” and were not happy sitting at a desk.

I grew up in the melting pot of New York City, specifically Queens, one of the most diverse places in the country. I went to school with kids from every background imaginable. Different races, religions, cultures, you name it. And the thing was, we all got along. I never really thought about ethnic differences. We just learned together, played together. It felt normal.

Looking back, though, I was quietly learning how to navigate different personalities and points of view. I didn’t think of it as leadership training, but in a way, that’s exactly what it was.

In high school, I stayed involved in things I loved, like mixed chorus, even though I had no singing talent. I remember having to audition with a solo, which terrified me. I knew I didn’t have the greatest voice, but somehow the chorus director let me in. He was a real leader. He took this diverse group of kids and made us xiiisound great. Nobody quit. He created this sense of belonging, and I remember wondering how he did it. We toured New York City performing in all five boroughs.

Sports were another big part of my life. I loved basketball but never thought I’d make the team but tried out anyway. It was a lark. But to my surprise, I did as a senior. I barely played in the exhibition games, and eventually, the coach pulled me aside and told me straight: “Cuneo, you’re not gonna play much.”

Instead of quitting, I jumped at the chance when he offered me the job of team manager. That turned out to be a great experience. I kept statistics, traveled with the team, and still felt like part of it. Funny enough, keeping stats gave me a little power; players would come over to check their points and rebounds during games.

It taught me something important: leadership isn’t always about being the star on the court. Sometimes it’s about stepping into a role where you can still make a difference.

At that same time, I was a decent Boy Scout, not an Eagle Scout, but I enjoyed it. Scouting taught me discipline, adventure, and gave me early glimpses of leadership in action.

High school, though, was where I really started to learn about myself. One thing became clear, and it’s still true today: I’m highly driven when I’m interested in something, but when I’m not, I’m a complete zero.

This pattern frustrated my teachers. They’d tell me I wasn’t living up to my potential, and looking back, they were right. But I couldn’t force passion where none existed.

I carried that lesson with me as I started thinking about college. Since I was strong in math and science, a family friend suggested I look at Alfred University, known for its ceramic engineering program. I had mixed feelings. Alfred was three hundred miles from New York City, near the Pennsylvania border, practically in the middle of nowhere. Given everything going on at home, I wasn’t sure I wanted to leave. But my mother insisted. She made me xivpromise to go, believing I’d learn more about life away from the city than staying local.



My First Successful Turnaround

When I visited Alfred with my father, I fell in love with the place. It wasn’t the academics—though I ended up majoring in glass science—it was the campus, the community, the atmosphere. It just felt right.

But once I got there, I struggled. For three years, I bounced on and off academic probation. I didn’t manage my time well. In high school, I’d barely dated. Now I overcompensated; too much dating, a fraternity, endless hours in the pool hall, anything to escape the guilt I felt for leaving home.

During summers, I chased adventure. One summer, I became a certified scuba diver at the local YMCA and spent the season diving in the Finger Lakes, mostly retrieving outboard motors people had dropped off their boats. Sometimes, we’d spot old Indian canoes on the lake floor. It was simple, but it fed my need to escape.

Later, I got one of the most valuable summer jobs I ever had thanks to my grandfather Frank, a fill-in position at an exclusive apartment building on the Upper East Side. I rotated between doorman, handyman, and garbage man, covering for the men on vacation. They were all older immigrants— Scots, Germans, Italians, Irish—and working alongside them taught me more about people, hard work, and humility than any classroom ever could. They became quiet mentors, shaping how I understood leadership at the ground level.

If you asked anyone who knew me at Alfred University in the early ’60s whether I was bound for any kind of success, let alone leadership, I’m not sure you’d get many optimistic answers. I was, to put it kindly, a screwup. Not a troublemaker exactly, but I wasn’t focused or driven, and I certainly wasn’t setting the world on fire academically.
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But here’s the thing about screwups: if you’re lucky, or stubborn, you get a second act. Alfred was mine. I left school for a year when my father was sick, then came back and had two really good years.

During that year off working in New York, I grew up fast; probably matured five years in one. I started taking things seriously, and for the first time, everything began to click. By senior year, I was an officer in my fraternity, earned much of my tuition promoting rock and roll concerts, and made the dean’s list. Funny how that happens. I graduated in 1967.

What’s even funnier is that, years later, I’d return to Alfred, not as a nostalgic alum, but as a board member. Eventually, I became chairman of the board. They even gave me two honorary doctorates. Apparently, I’m the only person who’s received two from Alfred.

Every time I went back to campus, especially for reunions, I could see the looks on my old classmates’ faces. They were trying to place me. “That can’t be him, the screwup, can it?” It was like watching someone see a ghost. And I loved that.

Because it proved a point I’ve come to believe deeply: you can screw up early in life and still come out ahead, if you’re willing to change. I did. Alfred taught me that. It was my first turnaround: me.

After graduation, a job as a quality control engineer in a fiberglass plant offered stability and respectability. It was fine—on paper. But within a year, restlessness kicked in. That old “adventure gene” was flaring up again. A desk job didn’t suit me, and settling down wasn’t in the cards—not yet.



The Navy Helps Me Set a New Course

As I mentioned, my father had served in the navy. So had my uncle, who fought in the Battle of Leyte Gulf with Gen. Douglas MacArthur in 1944. I’d grown up watching black and white John Wayne war movies, romanticizing service, action, purpose. Maybe it sounds naïve, but that’s what drew me in. I applied to Officer Candidate School.
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They rejected me.

My first reaction was what you might expect: disappointment, maybe a little embarrassment. But then another voice kicked in, the one that said, try again. I wrote a letter directly to the Secretary of the Navy. I laid out my test scores, my family’s service history, and most of all, my intent. This was the height of the Vietnam War. While others were dodging the draft, I was asking to serve. A month later, I got a letter back: I was in.

There’s a lesson there I’ve carried with me ever since: When it matters, take the shot, even if you don’t think you’ll make it.

I reported to Officer Candidate School and poured myself into the work. I wasn’t just motivated; I was on fire. I made cadet officer, graduated in the top 10 percent of my class, and chose destroyers in the Pacific. I wanted to be out there, at sea, in motion, in the middle of something bigger than myself. I was naïve about war, never thinking I could get hurt.

On that first tour, I was assigned to the USS Joseph Strauss, a guided missile destroyer. My first role? Damage Control Assistant, the lowest officer position on the ship. Before I even stepped aboard, I went through firefighting school in San Francisco. Haight-Ashbury was in full swing with the hippie movement. Long hair, folk music, and anti-war protests all around me. I stood out like a sore thumb: short hair, navy uniform, and absolutely no idea what I was walking into.

Eventually, I boarded the ship, via helicopter from an aircraft carrier, no less. They literally strapped me into a harness and dropped me onto the stern. That’s how my navy career began.

The captain told me something on day one I’ve never forgotten: “You don’t know anything yet. Watch, ask questions, learn.” That humility, that permission to not know, was the foundation of everything that followed.

The ship saw real combat, once under fire from North Vietnamese shore batteries, bracketed by shells, facing close calls that bonded all aboard. Our crew, three hundred enlisted men and twenty officers from every background imaginable, didn’t fight for xviipolitics or the flag. We fought for each other. Because in war, you don’t survive alone.

That’s where I first saw leadership at its rawest. Some led with courage, some not, some rose above their own prejudices. On that ship, I witnessed the power of shared purpose, the collapse of racial barriers, and the quiet strength that comes from empathy, clarity, and action under pressure.

Many of those moments, and the leaders, good and bad, who shaped them, will reappear throughout this book as I explore the Essentials of Superhero Leadership they revealed in real time.

When my time in the navy was up, I didn’t want to leave. I loved it. But my wife made it clear: if I stayed in, I’d be doing it alone. Six months at sea, every year, for the rest of our lives? That wasn’t what she’d signed up for. So, I made the hardest choice I’d made up to that point: I left.

But the navy wasn’t done shaping me. Before I left, my captain—a man I’d only known a few months—said something that would change everything.

“You should go to Harvard Business School,” he said.

I laughed. “I’m not Ivy League material,” I told him.

And then he looked me dead in the eye and said, “Cuneo, you don’t know how good you are.”

That line became my compass. Whenever I’ve doubted myself, and I still do, I go back to that moment.

I sent in the application, took the test, and got in.



Finding My Footing at Harvard

I’ll admit it, I didn’t think I belonged at Harvard Business School. On registration day, I looked around and thought, These people are geniuses. What the hell am I doing here? Call it imposter syndrome, call it doubt, but it was real.

Most of my classmates had come straight from undergraduate school. They were twenty-one, maybe twenty-two. I was twenty-seven, had worked in a fiberglass plant, and done two tours in xviiiVietnam. I had stories and scars. And most importantly, I had perspective. The curriculum was based on class participation, and I had a lot to say. That difference gave me an unexpected edge.

I stayed with it—and something unexpected happened. As the months rolled by, I wasn’t just holding my own, I was thriving. I was elected president of the International Business Club and achieved academic honors.

As graduation neared, the hot jobs were in investment banking and consulting. Everyone was scrambling to land offers at the most prestigious firms. But I knew myself well enough by then to recognize those weren’t for me. The idea of sitting at a desk crunching numbers or flying city to city pitching investments didn’t spark anything in me. Once again, that old adventurer gene kicked in—I wanted something more dynamic, more hands on.

But life isn’t always a straight line. I still needed to earn a living, and the most accessible path, at least at the start, was corporate finance. So, I took a job at W.R. Grace, then moved to Bristol Myers. The opportunities were solid and diverse. The experiences taught me how to understand many different businesses by first analyzing the numbers and how they flowed.

At Bristol Myers, I became controller of a major division responsible for household names like Bufferin and Excedrin. Later, I was promoted to CFO of a group of six consumer companies, including Clairol.

It was a steady rise, but I was restless to be a general manager. I didn’t know it yet, but I was setting the stage for the part of my career that would define me: turnarounds.



My First Real Test

My next assignment was as executive vice president for finance and manufacturing at Clairol’s appliance division.

Within the company, the job wasn’t considered glamorous, and to be honest, most of my peers saw it as a dead-end assignment. They told me flat out: Take this job and you’re finished here.
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But I couldn’t help myself. The challenge called to me. It was messy, unpredictable—but right in my emotional wheelhouse. I took the leap.

The turning point came in 1983, when out of the blue, I was asked to take over the international appliance division. That meant hot rollers, curling irons, foot spas, the stuff that sold well in the US, but could struggle overseas.

The division was based in London, so I started commuting from New York to Europe almost monthly, figuring things out on the fly.

At first, I felt in over my head. I didn’t see myself as a person with the skills for a turnaround. For the first six months, I was in a fog doubting myself, wondering if I’d made a career mistake. But then the fog began to lift. Slowly, the numbers started to improve.

I discovered bright, talented people who had been overlooked. I gave them room to run, encouraged them, backed their ideas. One of them, Fiona Harrison, would go on to run the entire international division. She was brilliant, and held back for too long.

We also changed how we approached product development. Instead of forcing US ideas on foreign markets, we started listening to our local international teams. A French woman wasn’t going to wear hot rollers in public, period. But they had other ideas that could work, and we turned them into marketable products. In fact, we started bringing some of those European ideas back to the US and they sold very well.

That turnaround taught me the core of what would become my leadership philosophy: listen, empower, and move fast.



The Risk That Paid Off

That international turnaround led to another promotion, this time to lead the entire Clairol appliance division. Now I had full P&L responsibility for a $125 million business. It wasn’t just about keeping things afloat. It was about growth, marketing, innovation. And guess what? The US business needed help too, and we got it done.
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I’d gone from being a behind-the-scenes finance guy to a business leader, one who could actually drive results. And people noticed. Before long, Bristol Myers promoted me again, this time to run their Canadian pharmaceutical and nutrition business. It was a prestigious job, one that signaled big things ahead.

But here’s the thing: I was bored. This was not a turnaround.

The team I inherited was outstanding. The numbers were strong. The business practically ran itself. I wasn’t building anything. I wasn’t fixing anything. I was just . . . managing. And I realized then that I didn’t want to climb the corporate ladder for its own sake. I didn’t want the cushy corner office if it meant dying of boredom. Having tasted the thrill of a turnaround, and becoming addicted to problem solving, I couldn’t go back to a “normal” management job.

So I walked away.



The Lesson in Getting Fired

Next, I landed at Black & Decker. But I made a mistake. I was in a hurry to change jobs and didn’t do my homework. On paper, the role was impressive: I was a group executive overseeing six divisions, but it didn’t take long to realize that the company’s culture didn’t fit my leadership style. I also discovered that the company’s due diligence leading up to a recent acquisition had been insufficient, particularly regarding the synergies Black & Decker expected to realize from the deal. I did everything I could to make it work, but the synergies simply weren’t there. And in hindsight, I have to own the fact that I didn’t do my own due diligence either. I saw the opportunity, moved too quickly, and ignored some warning signs. I regretted joining the company almost immediately.

There was nothing wrong with Black & Decker or its culture— it just wasn’t a place where someone like me, a guy from the streets of New York, was going to thrive in the long term. I wasn’t going to be popular with that leadership team, and I knew it. After two years on the job, I got fired. My business results were solid, but this xxiwas the one time in my career where the cultural misalignment— and my own misjudgment—cost me the job.

But I have no regrets. Because by then, I’d figured out my calling: this is what I do. I take on the hard jobs, fix broken businesses, and try to bring out the best in people. Turnarounds weren’t just something I could do; they were what I was meant to do.

And getting let go? That just cleared the way for the next big challenge: Remington, and then ultimately Marvel.

Remington was a well-known men’s grooming brand when I stepped in as CEO, but the business was challenged by outdated products, sagging sales, and no clear direction. The board brought me in to change that.

We tightened operations, cut unnecessary costs, launched new advertising, and reinvested in product development. I was proud of the progress. The business was stabilizing, and a clear path forward was emerging. I then acquired my former Clairol appliance business from Bristol Myers, creating a unified company offering both men’s and women’s beauty grooming products. Sales doubled, and we eventually sold the business to a private equity firm.

I stayed on to allow the buyer to find someone to replace me, and I walked away . . . again.

Next, I had a short stint with a small private equity firm based in New York. But it was a temporary situation while I was still looking for the next big turnaround. That’s when I got the call. It was from the chairman of Marvel who I knew from Remington’s board.

Marvel had just come out of a brutal two-year bankruptcy battle between Carl Icahn and Ike Perlmutter. Ike had won. And now, they needed a CEO. Someone who could steer the ship, rebuild confidence, and make sense of a business that had been gutted and demoralized.

I don’t think I’d read a Marvel comic book in my life. I didn’t know the difference between Thor and Thanos or the first thing about comic book art. But what I did know was the art of the turnaround. So, I asked for a week to dig in.

xxii
Marvel was still trading publicly, even through bankruptcy, so I could access all the financials. And what jumped out at me, what completely hooked me, was this: they had 4,700 characters in their IP portfolio. Some only appeared once, some we all knew like Spider-Man, the Hulk, Captain America, but the portfolio had been valued at $500 million coming out of bankruptcy. I remember thinking: Spider-Man alone is worth that, if you do it right.

So I said yes.

The first year was hell. The stock dropped from seven dollars to two dollars. Our CFO quit, perhaps convinced we were heading for another bankruptcy. I couldn’t afford to replace him, so I took on the additional CFO role myself. That meant I was closer to the numbers than ever before, maybe closer than any CEO in Marvel history. Today, you couldn’t get away with that dual role under Sarbanes-Oxley rules. But back then? It gave me a front-row seat to every lever I had to pull.

We clawed our way back. We licensed our best characters into video games, opened new streams of licensing revenue, and, critically, I strengthened leadership in publishing. I wasn’t going to let ego, favoritism, or tunnel vision keep Marvel from attracting the best creative talent. That’s when we brought in Joe Quesada, a highly respected comic book artist and editor, to lead publishing, a major shift that paid off. We were on the brink of something big, but we still had to execute.

I was privileged to work alongside some remarkable people during my time at Marvel—true visionaries who played a pivotal role in what became one of the most successful corporate turnarounds in modern business history.

Ike Perlmutter, the principal shareholder of Marvel, was an intense, deeply focused businessman. Avi Arad was the driving force behind our early success in films. Then there was David Maisel, whose vision quite literally launched Marvel Studios.

It was a defining moment, not just in my career, but in the world of corporate reinvention. If I had to describe it in Marvel terms, xxiiiwe assembled our own Avengers of Turnaround Leadership. Every person had their superpower.

We drove revenue growth, cut costs, and took strategic leaps that fundamentally changed the business. Just ten years after emerging from bankruptcy, we sold Marvel to Disney in 2009 for $4.5 billion.

Together, we didn’t just save a company. We helped launch a global cultural and cinematic phenomenon.

During my time as CEO of Marvel, I was asked to give a speech on leadership. I was nervous; I’d never really spoken publicly about my leadership philosophy before. So, during an eleven-hour flight to China, I started jotting down the lessons I’d learned over the years. Not theory. Not buzzwords. Just what had worked. What hadn’t. Where I’d failed. What I’d seen in war, in business, in life.

By the time I landed, there were twenty-eight leadership essentials scribbled down.

Those essentials became the foundation of everything I would go on to teach, mentor, and speak about.

They didn’t just sit on a list—they became my toolkit. My version of Iron Man’s workshop. Yes, I first relied on them in turnaround situations, where the stakes were high and the path uncertain. But over time, I saw how these essentials applied far beyond crisis moments. They’ve guided me—and others—through all kinds of leadership challenges: building teams, making bold decisions, mentoring emerging leaders, and navigating everyday complexities. These are not just principles for saving a company—they’re principles for leading one.

So here I am, decades later, still working, still chairing boards, still learning. Still dreaming. Because that’s the truth about leadership: it doesn’t stop. If you think it does, you’re finished. I’m still figuring out where I need to grow, where I need to listen better, where I need to “reverse mentor” with the younger generation. I’ve learned that leadership isn’t just for the top of the org chart—it affects every single one of us. At work. At home. In the world we share.

xxiv
That’s why I’m writing this book. To pass on what I’ve learned, not in theory, but in action. To share the scars and the wins. To help you find the leader in yourself, or to recognize the kind of leadership worth following.

Because one thing I know for sure: leadership is more of an art than a science, and like every great superhero story, it’s a journey of purpose, growth, and grit that never truly ends. And if you do it right, the legacy you leave isn’t just in what you build, but in the heroes you help create along the way.
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		Essential #8: Always (try to) hire world-class people



		Essential #9: Find a few people who will tell you the truth, even when it hurts



		Essential #10: Creating a new culture: A leader’s toughest job. The waltz or the tango. Which style is appropriate?



		Essential #11: Navigating the maze: Balance structure with flexibility



		Essential #12: Technology can’t dominate communications: Face to face is best



		Essential #13: Be a cheerleader: Allow others to dream



		Essential #14: Celebrate success publicly



		Essential #15: Try to sell your ideas to subordinates. Don’t ram them through



		Essential #16: Embrace true emotional maturity



		Essential #17: Eliminate layers of management that exist only to pass data from one level to another



		Essential #18: Make serious changes all at once—if possible



		Essential #19: Be ruthless when called for



		Essential #20: 90 percent of business problems are based on poor leadership



		Essential #21: Welcome problems: Worry about what you don’t know



		Essential #22: Never panic, at least not in front of others!



		Essential #23: Never let ego overwhelm good sense



		Essential #24: Maintain your energy, mental and physical



		Essential #25: Remember the details of your failures— forget your successes



		Essential #26: Don’t embrace the “cult of the CEO”: Don’t write a book about your adventures while you’re on the job



		Essential #27: Have the courage to act when change is mandatory for survival and success



		Essential #28: Know when it is time to go



		Final thoughts: From the bridge to the boardroom
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