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CHAPTER 1

Extreme Ownership
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Jocko Willink

THE MALA’AB DISTRICT, RAMADI, IRAQ: FOG OF WAR

The early morning light was dimmed by a literal fog of war that filled the air: soot from tires the insurgents had set alight in the streets, clouds of dust kicked up from the road by U.S. tanks and Humvees, and powdered concrete from the walls of buildings pulverized by machine gun fire. As our armored Humvee rounded the corner and headed down the street toward the gunfire, I saw a U.S. M1A2 Abrams tank in the middle of the road up ahead, its turret rotated with the huge main gun trained on a building at almost point-blank range. Through the particle-filled air, I could see a smoky-red mist, clearly from a red smoke grenade used by American forces in the area as a general signal for “Help!”

My mind was racing. This was our first major operation in Ramadi and it was total chaos. Beyond the literal fog of war impeding our vision, the figurative “fog of war,” often attributed to Prussian military strategist Carl von Clausewitz,* had descended upon us, and it was thick with confusion, inaccurate information, broken communications, and mayhem. For this operation, we had four separate elements of SEALs in various sectors of this violent, war-torn city: two SEAL sniper teams with U.S. Army scout snipers and a contingent of Iraqi soldiers, and another element of SEALs embedded with Iraqi soldiers and their U.S. Army combat advisors assigned to clear an entire sector building by building. Finally, my SEAL senior
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AFTERWORD
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There is an answer to the age-old question of whether leaders are born or made. Obviously, some are born with natural leadership qualities, such as charisma, eloquence, sharp wit, a decisive mind, the willingness to accept risk when others might falter, or the ability to remain calm in chaotic, high-pressure situations. Others may not possess these qualities innately. But with a willingness to learn, with a humble attitude that seeks valid constructive criticism in order to improve, with disciplined practice and training, even those with less natural ability can develop into highly effective leaders. Others who were blessed with all the natural talent in the world will fail as leaders if they are not humble enough to own their mistakes, admit that they don’t have it all figured out, seek guidance, learn, and continuously grow. With a mind-set of Extreme Ownership, any person can develop into a highly effective leader. The qualities described throughout this book can and must be enhanced through training in order to build better leaders and teams that perform at the highest levels. Training is a critical aspect that must be utilized to develop the foundations of leadership and build confidence in leaders’ abilities to communicate and lead.

Leaders may not always be the ones who generate the specific strategies, tactics, or directions that lead their teams to success. But leaders who exhibit Extreme Ownership will empower key leaders within their teams to figure out a way to win. Some of the boldest, most successful plans in history have not come from the senior ranks but from frontline leaders. Senior leaders simply had the courage to accept and run with them.

Extreme Ownership is a mind-set, an attitude. If leaders exhibit Extreme Ownership and develop a culture of Extreme Ownership within their teams and organizations, the rest falls into place. Soon, a leader no longer needs to be involved in the minor details of decisions but can look up and out to focus on the strategic mission as the team handles the tactical battles. The goal of all leaders should be to work themselves out of a job. This means leaders must be heavily engaged in training and mentoring their junior leaders to prepare them to step up and assume greater responsibilities. When mentored and coached properly, the junior leader can eventually replace the senior leader, allowing the senior leader to move on to the next level of leadership.

Much of what has been covered in this book has been covered in the past. We do not consider ourselves to be creators of a new paradigm of leadership principles. Much of what we learned or relearned has existed for hundreds and in some cases thousands of years. But, although these principles are often simple to understand in theory, it can be difficult to apply them in life. Leadership is simple, but not easy.

Likewise, leadership is both art and science. There are no exact answers or specific formulas to follow in every case. In any situation, there exists a great deal of gray area, neither black nor white. There may be an infinite number of options for potential solutions to any one leadership challenge. Some will be wrong and only lead to further problems, while others will solve the problem and get the team back on track. Leadership decisions are inherently challenging and take practice. Not every decision will be a good one: all leaders make mistakes. No leader, no matter how competent and experienced, is immune from this. For any leader, handling those mistakes with humility is the key. Subordinates or direct reports don’t expect their bosses to be perfect. When the boss makes a mistake but then owns up to that mistake, it doesn’t decrease respect. Instead, it increases respect for that leader, proving he or she possesses the humility to admit and own mistakes and, most important, to learn from them.

No book can tell a leader exactly how to lead in every situation. But this book provides a sounding board for difficult decisions, a frame of reference to use for guidance when faced with tough leadership dilemmas. While the specifics of any particular situation may vary and the characters slightly differ, the principles remain the same and can be applied, either directly or indirectly, to overcome any leadership challenge that might arise.

While there is no guarantee of success in leadership, there is one thing that is certain: leading people is the most challenging and, therefore, the most gratifying undertaking of all human endeavors. So, with that humbling reward in the distance, embrace the burden of command and go forward onto your battlefield, in whatever arena that may be, with the disciplined resolve to take Extreme Ownership, lead, and win.
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APPENDIX

Jocko Podcast Leadership Questions and Answers
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Shortly after the release of Extreme Ownership, Jocko Willink launched Jocko Podcast, which is a top-rated podcast that has spent time ranked as the #1 business podcast and was selected as one of only a dozen named “Best Podcasts of 2016” by Apple iTunes. Through in-depth book reviews and conversations with guests—veterans with extensive combat experience or people from other walks of life with unique perspectives, challenges, and trials—Jocko and his cohost and producer, Echo Charles, discuss war, leadership, business, jiu-jitsu, fighting, fitness, and life. Leif Babin is a recurring guest on the Jocko Podcast.

Ultimately, Jocko Podcast is about human nature as revealed through the lens of war, conflict, and the trials of collective and personal struggles. While the podcast does explore some of humanity’s darkest episodes, it also continually seeks to uncover the good in the world that can be found and created, even in the darkest of times.

On the podcast, Jocko often answers questions submitted by listeners through email, social media, and public interaction. Echo Charles reads the questions from listeners for Jocko Podcast, which range widely across an array of topics, including physical fitness, personal achievement, discipline, overcoming vices, and, of course, leadership. Since many of the answers to the leadership questions contain fundamental information about leadership, we decided to include some of them as a reference to aid leaders in their implementation of the principles we wrote about this book.

The questions and answers below are based on conversational transcripts of the podcast, and while they have been left somewhat raw to maintain their original feel, they have been edited to ensure understanding and clarity. Here are some of the leadership questions submitted by Jocko Podcast listeners and read by Echo Charles with answers from Jocko and Leif:

From Jocko Podcast 1

Echo Charles: For officers entering Special Operations, or other elite leadership positions, what advice would you have for them?

Jocko Willink: This is one of those questions that comes up a lot from people that are being promoted into a leadership position for the first time. For instance, military guys that are getting promoted into leadership positions, or people in the business world that are stepping into leadership roles for the first time. I will tell both the Special Operations folks and the folks in the business world the same thing: whether it is in business or in battle, the leadership principles stay the same.

So if you’re new, what do you do? How do you step up into that leadership role?

Number one: be humble. I know it’s a theme that I talk about all the time, and maybe I sound like a broken record. But everybody knows and everybody has seen the cocky guy that walks in to a leadership role and thinks he’s going to run everything his way. It is “his way or the highway.” And a team will almost always instantly disrespect that person.

So how do you overcome that?

You come in and you are humble. You respect people. You respect people regardless of what rank you are, regardless of whether you’re making a ton more money than someone else. It doesn’t matter. You treat everybody with respect. You treat them with respect and they’re going to respect you.

You also have to listen to them. It means so much when one of your people comes and talks to you and you sit down and say, “Okay, let me take some notes on what you’re saying.” That means so much to them. And sometimes people forget that. They forget how horrible it is to look up and see the boss blowing someone off or saying, “I don’t have time for you right now.”

You have got to listen to people. Because listening to people helps you connect with them, and that is what you are trying to do in a leadership position: build relationships. That’s what business is. That’s what combat leadership is. That’s what life is.

That’s how you lead people. You build relationships with them. Leif and I talk about this all the time. Sure, I can give you an order if you are below me in rank, and you might carry out that order some of the time. But the people that really follow you are not the people you bark orders at; the people that really follow you are the people that you have real relationships with. Those guys will do anything for you.

The guys that worked for me, the guys that were my subordinates, they would do anything for me. And I would do anything for them—I would do anything for those guys. The guys that were in my task unit, those guys were awesome and I would do anything for those guys. I would give them anything and they would do the same for me.

Why? It wasn’t because I would order them to do something. That doesn’t work. You have got to build relationships.

And how do you build relationships? You build relationships by respecting people. By being humble. By listening. By telling them the truth. By having integrity and telling people the truth.

You can’t lie to people. And lie is a strong word, because I don’t think people are generally lying to each other on a regular basis. But leaders sometimes use half-truths and they shadow things. But you can’t do that because people see right through it. Even if someone doesn’t know what the truth is, they definitely know when they’re not getting the truth.

So I was always straight-forward with my guys. I would say, “Okay, here’s what’s going on. Here’s the problem. Here is what we screwed up. Here’s what we need to do better. Here’s the pressure I’m under from higher headquarters. Here is why I am under this pressure.”

I wouldn’t sugar-coat it. I wouldn’t try to set something up to appear different than what the reality was.

If I’m getting told to do something that I don’t believe in, I’m not going to go tell my guys, “Hey, I don’t believe in this and we’re going to do it anyway.” No. If I don’t believe in it, I have to figure out why we are doing it. I have to say, “Boss, I don’t understand why we are doing this. I don’t see how this is going to help us win the battle. Can you please explain it to me so I can explain it to my guys?” And my boss will be able to do that.

He will be able to do that because we are all trying to win the war. My boss is trying to win the war. I’m trying to win the war. My guys are trying to win the war. So my boss isn’t going to tell me to do something that doesn’t make sense and isn’t logical to help us win the war. So I should believe in it. And if I don’t, then I should question him.

And those are the types of things that allow us to build relationships. Open conversation. Just like ownership does. Ownership helps you build relationships. You have to take ownership when there are problems—and then you have to get the problems solved. Then, when things do go right, you pass the reward and the credit on to your team. That also helps you build relationships.

So that’s what I would tell a new leader in the business world or on the battlefield.

Also, work hard. I should have said that first. Work hard—that is the foundation.

And, you also have to balance. All these things as a leader have to be balanced. For instance: when being truthful, when being honest, you also have to be tactful. Being truthful and honest doesn’t give you permission to be a jerk. If you’re working with your subordinates and they screw something up, you don’t say, “That was a horrible job. You let me down.”

No. The first thing you do is you take ownership and say, “I obviously didn’t give you good-enough guidance.” Then you discuss what went wrong. But the point that I’m trying to make is that there are people that are blunt, honest leaders and everyone hates them because they don’t have any tact. They don’t maneuver. They don’t use mental jiu-jitsu. They don’t think. They don’t assess the whole situation. You’ve got to be a chess player, not a checkers player. You’ve got to influence people.

So don’t confuse being honest with being a blunt and untactful and a jerk. You have to do jiu-jitsu. And for anyone that doesn’t do jiu-jitsu, jiu-jitsu is a very nuanced game, where you’re constantly trying to set things up and shape the situation.

It’s not like boxing. Boxing is often a war of attrition. In boxing, I’m trying to punch you; you’re trying to punch me. In jiu-jitsu, you’re trying to maneuver on the other person. You’re trying to get in a better position than the other person. You’re trying to flank them and come from a different direction that they didn’t expect. That’s what the art of leadership is.

Anyone could go through a list and say, “Hey, here’s what you guys screwed up on the mission. You did a horrible job. Fix it.” That leader is not going to be respected. Even though he’s truthful and honest and blunt, it’s not going to get him where he needs to be.

There’s another game that needs to be played. It’s dealing with egos and it’s dealing with personalities. People have different personalities. A leader has to learn to be like a woodworking craftsman. He has to learn what tools to use with different types of wood. That’s what being a leader is.

If leadership was as easy as saying, “Do these seven things,” then I wouldn’t have a leadership book and I wouldn’t have a leadership consulting business because everyone would be a great leader by just telling people what to do. There is an art to leadership and leadership is a very difficult thing to do.

It’s simple, not easy. But there are simple steps. Be honest. Show integrity. Take ownership. They are simple steps, but at the same time they are incredibly nuanced and that’s what makes it challenging. That is what makes it so rewarding as well.

This same question gets asked over and over again in many forms: How do I lead when I’m going into an area where I don’t have much experience? How do I lead people that are older than me? How do I lead people that are younger than me? How do I lead when I am stepping into a new industry? How do I lead a bunch of men as a woman? How do I lead a bunch of women as a man? How do I lead when taking over for someone that just got fired? How do I lead when I got promoted from amongst my peers?

The answer to all these questions is always the same and is fairly simple. Be humble. Listen. Respect people up and down the chain of command. Take input but be decisive. Be honest while being tactful. Stay balanced. Understand the perspective of people on the team both above you and below you. Take ownership of problems and mistakes. Give credit to the team. Finally, build relationships—good, solid, professional relationships with your team.

From Jocko Podcast 19

EC: How do I get over feeling like an imposter as a new manager? I am a brand-new leader and I don’t know very much. I feel like I’m about to get found out. How can I be an effective leader of my team?

JW: Welcome to leadership, my friend. Here’s the thing—here’s what you’re actually scared of: What you’re scared of is them knowing and finding out that you don’t know everything.

And the thing that you need to know is that that feeling is okay. It’s okay not to know everything. It’s perfectly normal to be new to a leadership position and not know everything in the world. You don’t have to know every single thing about a particular job that you’re going into. You don’t need to know everything.

What you need to do is go in and ask good questions. Listen to people. Go and say, “I’ve never done this procedure before,” or, “I’ve never done work with this piece of equipment before. Can you show me how to use it? Because I want to make sure I understand. I want to make sure I get it.” And people will actually respect that you are asking good questions and that you want to learn.

Now, this is not an excuse to not know anything at all. Because if you’re in a new leadership position, you should be studying, reading, and learning about your new role so you have some general understanding of it. Study the manuals, the regulations, and the procedures. I’m not saying to follow all those things blindly without common sense. No. That’s not what I’m saying. But there is a knowledge base that you should acquire very quickly when you take on a new leadership position. So put the work in to learn, and then apply common sense.

This is the same thing that I say every time somebody asks me: How do you lead in this situation or that situation? How do you lead new people? How do you lead more senior people? It’s is the same answer every time. Be humble. Listen to them. Be on time. Work hard. Treat people with respect. Weigh decisions carefully. Talk to people and then make a good decision. Empower your folks to lead. Don’t micromanage them, but give them clear guidance about what the expectations are.

It’s just leadership. And when you’re a new leader, you don’t need to know everything. You’re not expected to know everything. And showing that you can admit that you don’t know everything isn’t going to hurt your reputation. It is actually going to help your reputation.

So go in. Be humble. Ask questions. Learn as fast as you can. And it’s okay.

You know, in the 1980s and perhaps even in the early 1990s, when guys were losing their hair and going bald, they’d do a comb-over. They would try to pull their hair over their balding scalp so it didn’t look like they were going bald. And what I’m telling you, as a leader, is don’t do a leadership comb-over. Do what guys do now, which is just shave their head. They just say, “Hey, I’m going a little thin up top. All good. I’m just going to shave it off.”

And it’s the same thing as a leader. Just say, “I’m your new leader. I don’t know everything. Here’s where I’m weak. Can you give me a hand?”

It’s no big deal. Don’t pretend. Don’t hide. Don’t do the leadership comb-over. No. Don’t be the person that takes over and says, “I’m going to run this entire thing. I know everything. No one knows as much as I do.”

That person isn’t going to get respect. Stay humble and don’t think you need to know everything.

From Jocko Podcast 34 with Leif Babin

EC: Is there a way to practice the hard conversations? I’m not known for my delicate finesse.

LB: Well, I’m glad you’re not known for your delicate finesse, because neither am I. I’m a pretty direct guy and a default aggressive leader by nature. But that’s something that I learned from Jocko. He often uses jiu-jitsu as an analogy and explains how, oftentimes, the direct approach doesn’t really work. Particularly as a white-belt wonder in jiu-jitsu, you’re going to go for one of the three moves that you know. So, people know what move is coming and it’s very easy to defend against that move.

But if you can set up a move by trying to do one thing, and then suddenly go for something else, you are more likely to get it to work. In other words, using the indirect approach is generally more successful. And it’s the same thing with leadership. So often, the direct approach of saying, “Do it my way,” just doesn’t get the job done.

Back to the question: Is there a way to practice the hard conversations? Yes, there absolutely is. That way is rehearsals. So many people think they are above doing rehearsals. Rehearsals are absolutely critical for SEAL performance on the battlefield. I don’t think a lot of people realize the amount of rehearsals and walk-throughs we conduct before every operation. If we are getting ready for an operation, we might put out rocks to simulate the terrain features we will be working around or put tape on the ground to map out structures on a target site. We have everyone stand together in their sticks or squads for loading or unloading helicopters or vehicles.

The rehearsals that we do are what allow people, in the dark of night, when it’s crazy and chaotic, to go to the right place and do what they are supposed to do. Things even as seemingly simple as unloading from a vehicle, we would practice. For instance, we have twenty guys sitting in the back of a big five-ton truck. It isn’t just SEALs, but also Iraqi soldiers and other enablers for a particular mission. In order to get out, you have to swing open a giant, heavy, steel door. Then you’ve got to put a ladder out, and everyone’s got to climb down that ladder, in all their gear. That can take some time.

JW: And it can turn into a Three Stooges scene really quick!

LB: No doubt. People can fall off. People can get injured. We’ve had guys fall off of trucks like that and dislocate their shoulders. But more important, if it takes the team three minutes or four minutes to do something like that—that’s three or four minutes that you don’t have guns pointed in every direction, at every possible threat, and that is critical. So, we had to practice that, and practice that, and practice that until we could do it in under thirty seconds. And then, if we have two assault forces, we have to make sure one assault team lined up on the left side of the road and the other assault team lined up on the right side of the road so we are organized for the assault. Those things seem really juvenile and very elementary. But even those simple things can get very complicated in dynamic situations. However, if you take the time to practice, then your performance is so much better when you get out there, in the dark of night, in the chaos of an unknown area, worrying about bad guys and where they are. Good performance comes from rehearsal.

So, for having those hard conversations, it is the same thing. You have to practice it. You have to sit down with someone who understands how the person you need to have the hard conversation with might respond. Role-play. Try different scenarios. Start with an easy scenario, a softball, then escalate to a more difficult scenario, eventually working toward worst-case scenarios.

The more you do that, the better you will be at it. And this is something that Jocko and I have done quite a bit with companies that we work with: role-play. For instance, let’s say you have to counsel someone. It might seem easy to just say, “You know what, you screwed up and we’re holding you accountable.” But maybe this is a good guy who simply made a mistake. He messed something up and now you have to talk to him to ensure he doesn’t make that mistake again. But you can’t be too negative or perhaps you hurt his confidence. And with all that, you aren’t 100 percent sure how he will react. It is going to be a hard conversation, and that rehearsal and role-play is critical in preparing you. It makes you better and enables you to perform better. You have to rehearse.

JW: Absolutely. And in three or four iterations with someone in a role-play scenario, they get noticeably better. You can actually watch them get better each time.

LB: Yes. Rehearse, rehearse, rehearse. And in the business world, especially with interpersonal leadership scenarios, that means role-playing. That means preparation and practice. That is how you execute with the most effectiveness and efficiency as a leader.

From Jocko Podcast 47

EC: What advice do you have for people who have weak, poor, or otherwise ineffective leaders? How do you manipulate that situation?

JW: When you are in a situation like this, when you have somebody that’s a weak or ineffective leader, the answer is straightforward: what you do is lead. You lead. And I hope people that listen to this podcast regularly, I hope you all knew what I was going to say: when someone is not leading you, then you lead them. You pick up the slack for their weakness.

My leader doesn’t want to come up with a plan? That’s okay. I will.

My leader doesn’t want to give a brief? That’s fine. I will.

My leader doesn’t want to mentor the younger troops? That’s okay. I will do it.

My leader doesn’t want to take the blame when something goes wrong? That’s fine with me. I’m going to take the blame. And you have to think about that one. That one can be tricky because you think to yourself, “If I take the blame, I’m going to look bad. I’m going to look bad in front of the team and in front of the more senior boss—my weak boss’s boss.”

But think about it from a leader’s perspective. Let’s say the mission was a failure, and the boss comes in to find out what happened. Listen to the way this situation plays out: I’m the guy that was in charge of the mission and I say, “Sorry, boss, we failed. But it wasn’t my fault. It was his fault,” and I point the finger at someone else.

Now imagine that the guy I pointed the finger at says, “Yes. It was my fault. Here’s what happened. Here are the mistakes I made. And here is what I am going to do to fix the situation next time.”

Who does the senior boss respect more? The guy who blamed someone or the guy who took responsibility—the guy that took ownership? Of course, it is the guy that takes ownership of the problems. He gets the respect. And the guy that is passing the blame—the boss is looking to fire him!

So keep that in mind. Before you get intimidated about taking the blame for something because you think you are going to look bad and you’re going to get fired, think about what it looks like from the senior leader’s perspective. It is almost always preferable to take the blame.

Now, am I saying this as a blanket statement that is 100 percent true, all the time? No. There are some times when the boss makes an error that you should not take the blame for. Let’s say some classified information got compromised and it was your boss that actually lost track of the classified material. That is not a time to take the blame. First of all, you’re not telling the truth; factually, it wasn’t your fault. Second, the boss made a mistake that is inexcusable. So that is not a situation where you should step up and take the blame. And if your boss is so cowardly that he tries to pin a serious incident on you, you cannot allow that.

But when you’re doing an operation or a project where mistakes get made, and your boss is scared to take ownership of them—take ownership of them. You will win in the long run.

Now, here’s the part that is crucial and critical—and the most challenging part of this. That is when you step up to lead, you want to make sure you aren’t stepping up and stepping on your leader. You don’t want to step into their spotlight. You don’t want to impose yourself in their leadership limelight and glory. You don’t want to do that. You can’t do that. Instead, you want them to get all the credit. You don’t want to have them be intimidated by you in any way and this can be difficult to do.

Because when you start taking ownership of things, it can be very intimidating for the person that’s above you. They might think, “Dang. This guy is bold. He is stepping up and taking charge.” And they might get intimidated by that, so you have to be careful.

So, what you have to do is some indirect maneuver warfare. Some mental jiu-jitsu. For instance, if they don’t want to come up with a plan, maybe you say, “Hey, boss, what do you think of this? Would this be a good plan?” You give them the plan, but you are letting them think it is theirs by appearing to seek guidance or approval.

Maybe if your leader is not mentoring the younger guys, you say, “Hey, boss, I want spend some time with the guys after work. Do you mind if I have a little session with them and go over what we learned on our last deployment?” Here, you’re asking their permission—not running out acting on your own.

You might even say, “I think it would look really good for our team if we were doing this.” If the team looks good, then the leader looks good. And you want to make your boss look good. You really do.

There are plenty of other ways you can step up and lead without stepping on your leader’s toes. Because if you do step on your leader’s toes, you could end up in a situation where they feel intimidated by you. That could end up with you getting put in the doghouse, or fired, or demoted, or in some other kind of trouble because they feel intimidated by you. So use caution.

There are also many leaders who aren’t that aggressive, but when you start getting aggressive, they actually like it. I worked for plenty of people that loved the fact that I would step up and take care of problems. One of the reasons they liked it was because even though they weren’t the most aggressive leaders, they were good, confident leaders themselves.

It is the insecure leader that you need to watch out for. The insecure leader is always worried about looking bad.

And that is another great point to make here: when you, as a leader, have somebody that is stepping up and taking charge, and you start feeling intimated by it, ask yourself, “Why am I intimidated in this situation?” It’s probably your ego. You are being a weak leader—that’s why you are being intimidated by your subordinates.

If your subordinate is stepping up and doing your job and doing it better than you, don’t get mad. Instead, step up yourself and start figuring out how you can improve what you are doing. How can you look up and out? What other areas can you focus on since your subordinate leader has stepped up and is making things happen? Which, by the way, is exactly what you should want as a leader: for your team to step up. That is awesome. We want that. That’s Decentralized Command. That’s building leaders underneath you to take over your job, which should always be your goal as a leader.

Finally, every time I see someone that says, “I have a weak leader,” I always say, “Lucky you!”

Take advantage of that. LEAD! Do what you want. It is such a good opportunity when you have a weak leader above you. Don’t get all downtrodden because your leader doesn’t motivate you. Motivate yourself! Take charge of things. Take advantage of it. Make things happen. It’s awesome to have a weak leader. I love it. I get after it. It gives me so much more mobility in my job. If I have a strong leader, obviously, that’s great too. But a weak leader is no factor. Step up and take advantage of it. Step up and lead.

From Jocko Podcast 32

EC: Does micromanaging ever work?

JW: Well, and this might surprise some people: yes. And more important, sometimes you have to micromanage. For instance, if you have somebody that isn’t good at their job, or doesn’t do a good job, or doesn’t show up on time, or doesn’t run things right. You know how you fix that? You’ve got to get in there and micromanage. Because we can’t have mission failure. But then, once you’ve got them up to speed, you need to stop micromanaging.

Leif or the other platoon commander or assistant platoon commanders that worked for me will tell you I was a micromanaging maniac when they first started working for me. I was in their grill all the time telling them, “You’ve got to do this. No, move over here a little bit. No, make this adjustment.” And I wouldn’t give them any slack.

But then, as soon as I saw that they had a handle on their job, of course then I said, “Okay, you got this.” Then I gave them all kinds of room to maneuver and let them run with it. And they crushed it.

But it started with micromanagement and morphed into Decentralized Command. So sometimes, micromanagement is an absolute necessity. But it should never be a steady state—it should never become the norm.

This also means that if you’re getting micromanaged, that can be a red flag. Sure, you might have somebody that’s a control freak and is a compulsive micromanager. But you also might have somebody that doesn’t trust you yet. So how do you build up their trust? How do you get them to stop micromanaging you?

Is it by hiding from them? No. It’s by being open. It’s by saying, “Hey, boss, here is what I’m going to do and exactly how I am going to do it.” You actually send them more information than they could even want. You show them how responsible you are. You show them what a good handle you have on the situation. That’s how you can help overcome the micromanager—by putting them at ease.

But if someone’s not doing what they’re supposed to do, or they’re failing, or they’re letting you down, then, yes, you’ve got to get in their grill and micromanage them.

The other time you might need to micromanage is when you’re mentoring someone. Because now I’m sitting side-by-side with you. I’m breathing down your neck a little bit. That can be viewed as micromanagement. But again, sometimes it’s necessary. If you don’t know the ropes yet, I’ve got to show you the ropes. That means I’ve got to sit by you and make sure you know it. If I’m teaching somebody something in a work environment, that can also be viewed as micromanagement—and it actually is. Because I’m saying, “Put this over here. Put that over there.”

The person you’re teaching might say, “Wait, back off. Let me do this.”

You have to tell them, “No. You don’t know how to do it yet. I’ve got to show you how to do it. I’m teaching you how to do it. Once you can do it on your own, you will be on your own.”

Beyond teaching, sometimes you’ve got to actually show people how to do something. There was one time where a platoon commander was having some trouble leading his men. I told him, “You sit and watch. I’m going to run this squad.”

So he sat down and I ran the squad, got aggressive, and told people where to go and how to move. And when I was done, the platoon commander looked at me and said, “Okay. I can do that.” And he did it. As soon he saw me do it one time, he got it. He understood it.

So, sometimes micromanagement is okay. The thing is, you don’t want to get stuck in the rut of micromanagement. If I mentor you, if I teach you, if I instruct you, if I show you the way, that doesn’t mean stay there and keep micromanaging. Because you’re not doing your job as a leader if you are micromanaging.

In reality, you shouldn’t even have the capacity to micromanage everybody that works for you. If you have that much capacity, you’re not doing your job. You’re not looking up the chain of command. You’re not looking out. You’re not thinking strategically. Your troopers, your subordinate leadership, they should be stepping up and leading, and you should expect that of them.

Also, some people micromanage because of their ego. They want to do one of two things: they want to exercise their power over a person or they want to show off their knowledge. How do you handle those types of micromanagers? You work hard. You get ahead of them. You give them all the information they want, and then some. You get better at the job so they trust you and move on.

If you do have to micromanage for a short period of time, it should feel like a chore for you that you don’t like doing, and it shouldn’t last forever. You can get in there and you can micromanage for a certain amount of time, but then you need to say, “Okay, you got this. You know what you’re doing. I’m stepping back.” Then you have to step back, because no one likes to be micromanaged.

Once you get people up to speed, step back, and let them run. Let your leaders lead.

From Jocko Podcast 12

EC: Regarding mistakes, what are some of your own and some you’ve seen made by leaders you looked up to. How does a leader recover? Can a leader ever fully regain trust?

JW: This is actually pretty easy one. First part, the mistakes I’ve made? Read Extreme Ownership—most of the book is about mistakes. Mistakes that Leif and I made.

How do you recover from a mistake?

If you make a mistake, own it. The worst thing you can do if you make a mistake is try to avoid taking blame for it. That’s the worst thing you can do. Think about the bosses you have had that made a mistake. If he said, “No, it wasn’t my fault,” you’d lose respect for him.

So you can’t do that. You’ve got to take ownership of it.

Again, if you think about the bosses you’ve had that made excuses, you don’t have any mercy on them. You’re just ruthless on them. You pick them apart. So step number one is take ownership if you made a mistake.

That’s how it’s always seemed to me as I looked up the chain of command. If I saw a guy that made mistakes and he took ownership of them, then the attitude was, “Okay, the boss knows he made a mistake, and he’s owning it, so we will support him.” But if the boss is blaming everybody else and not taking ownership, we had a hard time with it. The level of respect went down.

As a matter of fact, we had a borderline mutiny in one of my platoons. We lower enlisted guys went to the commanding officer and said, “We won’t work for our platoon commander.”

So all these ideas that people have of the military, that we obey orders without question and all that, think about what we did: we went before the commanding officer and told him we didn’t want to work for our boss!

Now, the commanding officer, to his credit said, “Listen, guys. You can’t have a mutiny. Not at my command, not on my team. You guys suck it up and figure out a way to make it work. Go do what your told. Get in line.”

EC: So the mutiny didn’t work?

JW: Actually, a week later, he fired the guy. He made it perfectly clear to the officer that he had one chance, which he fell short on, and then he fired him. It was pretty crazy to see it happen. And I say this all the time, the platoon commander didn’t get fired because he lacked tactical skill or wasn’t physically fit. The main reason our platoon commander got fired was because he wouldn’t take anyone’s advice. He wouldn’t listen to anyone. When he made a mistake, he constantly covered up for himself. Obviously, it didn’t work out for him.

As far as regaining trust, which is the other part of the question: almost as soon as you admit that you made a mistake, you are automatically regaining trust—that’s where you start regaining trust and it just goes from there. Then, you follow through with what you say. That’s another way to build trust: do what you say and say what you do. That helps build the trust, which helps build the relationship. And it’s a relationship that you’re trying to build. Obviously, the minute you’re lying to people, how do you build trust? And if you make a mistake, and you say it’s not your fault, that’s a lie and everyone knows it.

EC: But people have that fear that their team is going to think, “Our leader doesn’t know what he is doing,” or “He doesn’t have a handle on the situation.”

JW: That doesn’t matter. That just doesn’t matter. It is so much better to say, “Hey, guys, I don’t know how to do this. Can you show me how?” or, “Hey, guys, I’ve never used this weapon before. Can you give me a familiarization on it?”

The worst thing you can do is step up to the firing line on a range with a weapon you’ve never used before and you don’t even know how to lock and load it or clear and safe it. Then you look like a total idiot. And even worse, you look like a guy who is too arrogant and too insecure to ask for help. It’s actually a sign of insecurity if you can’t ask when you need help with something.

When you are too embarrassed to ask for help, that’s a little knock at your door saying, “You’re insecure!”

When you say to one of your people, “Hey, I’m stuck on this problem,” or “I made a mistake and I need some help,” people don’t think you are an idiot—unless you are doing it every three seconds, because that means you haven’t studied. Because you have to study. You have to know your trade; you’ve got to know your craft. And if you don’t, you have to learn it. You have to break out the books. But once you have learned it, and there are still some things that you don’t understand, well, guess what? Just ask the question.

Your frontline troopers are going to know more than you; they should know more than you. I was a radioman for eight years in the SEAL Teams, but by the time I was a lieutenant commander in a SEAL task unit, I didn’t know as much as the platoon radiomen knew. So I just had to ask the questions. It’s no big deal. If you’re secure in your leadership, you’re fine to ask some questions. It’s not that big of a deal.

But you cannot lie to people. You cannot make excuses.

Back to the original question. How do you regain trust with people? Tell them the truth.

It’s really a simple concept. Not always easy, but it is simple and effective.

From Jocko Podcast 11 with Leif Babin

EC: Aside from command, what is your favorite operator specialty? Machine gunner, breacher, corpsman, etc.?

JW: Let me tell you what I wanted my platoons to think: I wanted each guy to think that he was the most important guy. I wanted the radioman to think he was most important because he could call in fire support. I wanted the corpsman [combat medic] to think that he was most important because he was going to save everybody. I wanted the snipers to think they were most important. I wanted the machine gunners to think they were the most important because they were going to lay down the fire and get us out. I was always a big supporter of all of them. And you need them all, because it’s a team.

LB: You get those people that think, “This is most important,” or “My job is the best.” We were just talking about Chris Kyle’s portrayal in the movie American Sniper. You need the entire element working together. You need those machine gunners. You need the corpsmen. You have to have the radiomen passing your position and telling friendlies where you are and where the enemy is so you can get help. All that stuff is absolutely critical.

As far as a favorite specialty, I like to shoot. Combat rifle and pistol shooting has always been one of my favorite things to do. I love that about the SEAL Teams. The great training, the competition—moving and shooting against steel targets and moving targets. We go to these amazing ranges and it’s super fun.

And that being said, that’s not my job. That’s a realization you have to come to as a leader: my job is not to shoot. There are times when I have to shoot, and I must be able to shoot accurately to eliminate a threat. I have to be able to do that like everybody else in the platoon. But as a leader, that’s not my job.

I learned that in our advanced training, after BUD/S, there is another six months of what we call SEAL qualification training. Like Jocko and I always say, failure is often the best teacher. I was a squad leader, and I remember I was trying to shoot and lay down fire while my squad was “under fire” in training, and I was trying to look around at the same time. And I got a safety violation for trying to shoot live rounds downrange and attempting to look around at the same time. Guess what? You can’t do both. And I deserved the safety violation. It was dangerous. You never want to pull the trigger on your weapon if you’re not looking down the sights and controlling your weapon. It was exactly what should have happened.

But it was a realization to me: I can’t do both. And why did I need to be shooting then? There were eight other guys in the squad laying down fire. But there was nobody else looking around. As the leader, it’s my job to “high-port” my weapon, which means gun pointed to the sky, not engaging targets, and I need to be looking around. I need to take a step back off the line. Jocko often talks about “detach” and look around. A leader’s job is making the calls as the command and control for the team. If you’re not doing it, nobody is doing it. So, leaders have to always recognize that their role is to detach.

You also have to understand the capabilities and limitations of the different personnel, specialties, departments, and assets within your team. But, as a leader, you can’t get sucked into the details. You have to stand back from the details, high-port your weapon, and be the command and control for your team to make the big, strategic decisions.

EC: What do you do when you know an order is bad but if you don’t fall in line, the punishment will be terrible?

LB: Jocko, you talked about this on the podcast when you were reviewing The Military Maxims of Napoleon. I think the quote was: “Every general-in-chief who undertakes to execute a plan which he knows to be bad is culpable. Every general-in-chief who, in consequence of orders from his superiors, gives battle with the certainty of defeat is equally culpable.” What that really means is Extreme Ownership. You own it, regardless.

You’re obligated to NOT follow an illegal order. It’s on you. It’s your responsibility. If it’s truly bad, if it’s truly catastrophic, you have to be willing to take the punishment. You want to punish me for that? Okay. You want to fire me? Fine. I’m not going to execute a bad order, because I will sleep better at night knowing that I made the right decision. I’m not going to go down this path that leads to the destruction of our mission or our team. You have to be able to look yourself in the mirror, and that is most important. If you want to fire me for that, I’m okay with it.

But you have to understand that you must prioritize. Rarely are things that extreme. There are those people that have an over-the-top reaction with the doomsday predictions for a change in strategy or tactics, when it’s not that big of a deal.

One example I thought of, people are shocked to hear about what it’s like going to war in today’s world—the massive administrative requirements. Me and the other platoon officers complained about the immense amount of paperwork we had to do all the time—and no one complained more than me! In Task Unit Bruiser, Jocko said right away that, even in the midst of arduous training for combat, when our commanding officer asked for the paperwork, we were going to do all of it. We’re going to turn it in early. We’re going to do it better than everybody else.

JW: Guess what I was doing? I was building myself a relationship with the commanding officer. “Oh, you want admin stuff done? No problem.” We did all the little things. And then, on one of the rare times when we needed to push back on some direction from higher, we were able to make a sensible argument and get the support we needed.

LB: One of the reasons that we were able to successfully push back on the stuff that really mattered, was because all of the little things, all those paperwork requirements that other people didn’t do or had complained about to the commanding officer the whole time while doing them, we had done them. Yes, it was a pain for us. I wanted to be doing other things. But we got it done. Those little things built up trust with the commanding officer and the rest of our higher headquarters. And that gave us the credibility to push back. When we prioritized the things that truly mattered, we were able to get whatever we needed approved.

JW: I talk about this often: leadership must be aligned with the frontline troops—if not there is something drastically wrong. Of course, my bosses wanted us to kill bad guys, keep our troops safe, and win the war. In business, of course the boss wants you to be profitable, keep your troops happy, deliver a good product, serve the customer, and be ethical. Those are standard things and those are aligned. So, if you send an idea up the chain of command, or you get told to do something and you don’t do it because it’s not going to help you be profitable, why would your boss disagree? Have the sense to know when to say, “No,” and then the wherewithal and moral courage to actually say, “No.”

Jocko Podcast can be found on iTunes, Google Play, Stitcher, most other podcast platforms, and on the internet at www.jockopodcast.com. Video versions can also be found on the YouTube channel, Jocko Podcast.
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