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NAVAL SPECIAL WARFARE ETHOS/CREED

In times of war or uncertainty there is a special breed of warrior ready to answer our Nation’s call. A common man with uncommon desire to succeed. Forged by adversity, he stands alongside America’s finest special operations forces to serve his country, the American people, and protect their way of life. I am that man.

My Trident is a symbol of honor and heritage. Bestowed upon me by the heroes that have gone before, it embodies the trust of those I have sworn to protect. By wearing the Trident I accept the responsibility of my chosen profession and way of life. It is a privilege that I must earn every day.

My loyalty to Country and Team is beyond reproach. I humbly serve as a guardian to my fellow Americans always ready to defend those who are unable to defend themselves. I do not advertise the nature of my work, nor seek recognition for my actions. I voluntarily accept the inherent hazards of my profession, placing the welfare and security of others before my own.

I serve with honor on and off the battlefield. The ability to control my emotions and my actions, regardless of circumstance, sets me apart from other men. Uncompromising integrity is my standard. My character and honor are steadfast. My word is my bond.

We expect to lead and be led. In the absence of orders I will take charge, lead my teammates, and accomplish the mission. I lead by example in all situations.

I will never quit. I persevere and thrive on adversity. My Nation expects me to be physically harder and mentally stronger than my enemies. If knocked down, I will get back up, every time. I will draw on every remaining ounce of strength to protect my teammates and to accomplish our mission. I am never out of the fight.

We demand discipline. We expect innovation. The lives of my teammates and the success of our mission depend on me—my technical skill, tactical proficiency, and attention to detail. My training is never complete.

We train for war and fight to win. I stand ready to bring the full spectrum of combat power to bear in order to achieve my mission and the goals established by my country. The execution of my duties will be swift and violent when required yet guided by the very principles that I serve to defend.

Brave men have fought and died building the proud tradition and feared reputation that I am bound to uphold. In the worst of conditions, the legacy of my teammates steadies my resolve and silently guides my every deed. I will not fail.


AUTHOR’S NOTE

For thousands of years, armies have fought other armies using myriad tactics and strategies to try to win the day. And while Navy SEALs are rightly proud of our warfighting skills, we are also unabashed about taking the lessons learned from history and applying them to our own schemes of battle.

Over my military career, one extraordinary thinker has always stood out: the ancient Chinese general and supreme strategist, Sun Tzu—author of The Art of War. Alongside Carl von Clausewitz, Sun Tzu is considered one of the finest military thinkers of all time. And his pithy but powerful work (compared to Clausewitz’s more densely delivered On War) has inspired me greatly.

What I love about the lessons in The Art of War are their simplicity. I’ve tried to mimic that approach in my own book. Simplicity, according to Adm. William McRaven, a Navy SEAL and former commander of the US Joint Special Operations Command, is what special operators strive for in virtually every operation. In addition to Sun Tzu’s simplicity, I love the psychological aspect of his teachings. For Sun Tzu, war is as much about philosophy and psychology as it is about politics and battle. In that manner, he teaches us how to get inside the heads of our adversaries. To “unnerve his opponents, to demoralize them, to mislead them, and to outmaneuver and threaten them, in such a way that their social cohesion breaks down and their rulers and military find themselves in disorder and chaos,” to quote Arthur Waldron in the foreword of author Victor H. Mair’s terrific translation of Sun Tzu’s text. For Sun Tzu, an enemy’s mind and morale is as much an Army’s center of gravity as men, technology, and materiel.

That’s why I’ve infused the leadership lessons in this book with the spirit of Sun Tzu. While Sun Tzu offered thirteen chapters, each one devoted to one aspect of warfare, I’ve spread out my thoughts over fifty-seven chapters. And, of course, I navigate from the battlefield to the boardroom, finding the essential leadership parallels between military and corporate leaders, to make this of use in the corporate world as well as the battlefield.

But like Sun Tzu, my words and experiences stress the importance of evaluation and planning and the need to confront your enemy when he is least prepared. How to best position your forces—both human and material—and manage your financial resources. I underscore the importance of knowing oneself and one’s opponent and only going into battle when you have the advantage, to seek out weaknesses in your enemy and to configure your forces in unconventional ways.

Most of all, I embrace Master Sun’s wise advice on the need for caring leadership, both on and off the battlefield. You should, too. My favorite quote from The Art of War: “Regard your soldiers as your children, and they will follow you into the deepest valleys; look on them as your own beloved sons, and they will stand by you even unto death.”

Maxims like these are the backbone of The Art of War and so, too, I hope, in The Navy SEAL Art of War.

I’d like to think that Master Sun would have made a terrific SEAL. And I know I could have swung a mean Jian in his Army.


INTRODUCTION

NO ONE HAD EVER spoken to Paulo like that before. Not his friends, his family, his peers, or his colleagues. Certainly not anyone who worked for him. He’s used to being the guy who tells everybody else what to do.

But here he was, standing weak-kneed and slump-shouldered on a predawn stretch of San Diego beach. It was 6:47 a.m., or zero 647 as we demonic drivers called it. Our collective voices from the past several hours were still pounding in Paulo’s head.

I knew he was at a pivot point.

Paulo’s well-tended face was ashen and visibly fallen, sweat sliding down the worn creases of a weathered brow. He was gently rocking from side to side, clearly exhausted and mentally overwhelmed from the physical and mental challenges he’d been facing.

Over the past nine hours, the forty-two-year-old restaurant magnate had been hounded by impatient instructors like me and the increasingly frustrated members of his “boat crew”—his corporate peers—all of them either barking orders or lambasting him for not putting out enough effort or for screwing up some aspect of a training exercise that brought unwanted attention to him or his team. His seven-man boat crew was composed of other successful business executives not unlike himself. They’d all traveled to California to take part in an experience unlike any other in the country: Leadership Under Fire (LUF), a ninety-hour immersive training course on team building, leadership, and communication run by me and my merry band of macho men. We’d placed “Paulo” on the “Smurf” crew, the team of height-challenged trainees who would sink or swim together over the next three days.

But right here, right now, Paulo was alone—by his own choosing. An instructor for SOT-G—the corporate acronym meaning Special Operations Training Group that I gave my private company—sporting black wraparound cool rays and a blue windbreaker, blue athletic T-shirt, camouflage pants and sand-colored boots, was right up in his grille. So close, in fact, that Paulo couldn’t help but smell the coffee on his breath.

Paulo was visibly frustrated. Just moments before, the instructor had plucked him out of the Smurf pack as they suffered another round of “Incentive Physical Training,” or IPT, for not properly following simple instructions. Funny how that works with many bosses and leaders—they are good at barking instructions but rarely as good at following them. Even something as simple as counting off feels like advanced trig.

IPT involves endless—and sometimes mindless—push-ups, leg lifts, mountain climbs, you name it. It’s meant to emphasize a point, to focus a person’s attention on their shortcomings. Unfortunately, Paulo hadn’t been giving the required effort. He’d checked out.

More troubling, however, was that it was clear he was close to just saying “screw it” to the whole LUF experience.

“Do you really think that’s how you develop loyalty and commitment on a team, by giving up—by letting your teammates down?” asked one of my instructors. “Do you really believe that, sir?”

No response. Paulo just stared blankly out at the pounding surf, saying nothing. He was sweating as if someone had sloshed a bucket of water on his grape, but his lips were clamped tight. He wasn’t being belligerent. He simply was not interested. In his head, he’d already quit. Rung the bell. Couldn’t take any more. He was in the rationalizing stage and already thinking about next steps.

“Look, you’ve got to stop thinking about ‘what sucks’ or ‘who’s annoying’ or whatever it is that you’re afraid of,” my instructor said firmly. “All you have to do is to focus on what’s in front of you at this very moment. Right now. Stop worrying about what’s to come, or who hurt your feelings, and start giving one hundred percent to what you’re doing right now. If you continue freaking yourself out, you’ll take yourself completely out of the fight.”

Paulo acknowledged the admonishment and slowly shuffled back to join his crew. The Smurfs were told to lock themselves arm in arm and head down to the hard-packed sand at the ocean’s edge. Surf torture awaited them all—punishment for being the slowest team at IPT.

“Thanks, Paulo. Great job,” one of his teammates muttered. Paulo said nothing.

“Knock that shit off!” shouted another Smurf, a blond buzz-cut fellow who was serving as the team leader. “Let’s just do this and move on! One team! Mission first.”

But Cool Rays had one more piece of advice for Paulo. “It’s not for me or your buddies to motivate you, sir,” the gravelly-voiced instructor whispered matter-of-factly in his ear. And then, much louder: “STOP FEELING SORRY FOR YOURSELF!”

Unfortunately for everyone, Paulo called it quits less than an hour later. No amount of encouragement, inspiration, or shame could change his decision. He wanted out and was quickly gone.

“I’m done. It’s not for me. Maybe some other time,” Paulo told me later. I knew better. His arrogance, and his unwillingness to serve as part of a larger, well-connected team that shared adversity, was held accountable for their actions, and ultimately cared about something bigger than themselves was evident. But he was right. It wasn’t for him. And that’s too bad. More than anyone else, Paulo needed the sort of training we provide.

Twenty-one others remained, however. And they bloomed where they were planted. And at the graduation ceremonies three long days later, they were never more proud of themselves.

Welcome to Leadership Under Fire, a unique no-holds-barred, no-ego-spared executive training program run by me and my staff of fellow former SEALs.

After 23 years, 11 months, and 23 days in the Navy, 20 of those years as a SEAL, including a stint with the vaunted SEAL Team Six, I decided to conduct “hostile makeovers” of America’s business leaders and professionals and, occasionally, reorient and motivate organizations like the football and water polo teams of the University of California, Los Angeles. Leadership Under Fire is where hot-running corporate and professional wunderkinds pay thousands of dollars to shore up their leadership and communication skills at the hands of America’s most elite special warfare operators: the US Navy SEALs.

These guys and gals want a change in their lives, and we’re here to give it to them. The SEALs are a brand…a brand of excellence. We help them understand why that is. We don’t try to make SEALs out of them. But we are going to ensure they start thinking—and acting—like SEALs. With excellence.

Before he had decided to leave the program, I watched as Paulo waddled down to the ocean’s edge. Along with his boat crew, he soon got down on his knees and rolled over onto his back. He then lay down in the surf zone with his head pointing out to sea. His feet pointed toward the beach and my unforgiving instructors. As ordered, the Smurfs locked arms and waited for the rolling surf of the 57-degree water to brutally wash over their faces and bodies. It wasn’t waterboarding. But to Paulo and his team, I know it sure felt like it.

“Get your head and shoulders down in the water!” one of my eagle-eyed instructors bellowed. “You need to be getting wet and sandy.”

At this point, I didn’t know if Paulo was going to make it or not. Fittingly, I was seated on a two-hundred-pound log with ADVERSITY carved into the side. The students would lift and carry the log later that morning.

The instructor who had berated Paulo a few minutes earlier scampered up to my perch and said that Paulo was thinking about quitting. That he said he didn’t think he could take much more of the training.

I’d heard it all before.

“We’re going to have to keep a close eye on him, Pops,” I said to my instructor. “The little negative voices inside his head are telling him to get the hell out of here. That he doesn’t need this.”

The trouble was, I lamented, “Paulo needs this training more than anyone here. I hoped he would let us help him grow.”

I put on the Leadership Under Fire program a few times each year in conjunction with the Young Presidents’ Organization (YPO), a networking and mentoring group that unites more than 21,000 chief executives at leading companies generating more than $6 trillion and employing more than 15 million people in 125 countries. Their shared mission: creating “Better Leaders Through Education and Idea Exchange.”

YPO touts “the value of a peer network and trusted mentors, the importance of ongoing education, and the need for a ‘safe haven,’ where issues can be aired in an environment of confidentiality.” It’s a powerful network.

Over the past four years, Leadership Under Fire has become one of the most popular seminars the organization sponsors. My company, SOT-G, conducts similar but smaller-scaled training for other companies and organizations throughout the year, but the YPO events are the biggies.

The twenty-three men who signed up for this seminar were finding out why. They were leaders in tech, pharmaceuticals, construction, media, you name it. Their expertise spanned the entire S&P 500 spectrum. What they shared, however, was a quest for excellence and a desire to become the best team leaders they could be. Most were gleefully drinking from the fire hose. Others, like Paulo, were struggling.

The ninety-hour training began calmly enough at the Loews San Diego hotel at nine o’clock on a Friday night. Hours before, the businessmen and their peers had funneled into the hotel’s conference room from all parts of the country. They’d taken limos or taxis to the venue, most hoisting matching luggage and many wearing crisp-pressed casual clothes. Big smiles splashed across most everyone’s face as they wandered into the luxury hotel and sipped lemon water from glistening glass dispensers that awaited them. Soon they checked into their lush, lavish rooms. Little did they know they wouldn’t return to those rooms for more than seventy-two hours. That my canvas tents and cots would be their only comfort and hot water would be a thing of the past.

I told them all to muster in the hotel conference room by 9 p.m. for their welcome orientation. Awaiting them in the room were not PowerPoint presentations and bottled water but, rather, lean-muscled, steely-eyed former Navy instructors who towered over neat rows of black canvas bags we’d packed and provided. The backpacks contained everything the trainees would need for the next three days. A pair of black swim fins was attached to each bag. The mood was casual if tense. Anticipation was high.

Within minutes, I stepped to the middle of the room and asked everyone to gather around and pipe down. “Welcome,” I said. “I want you all to know one important thing before we get started: I will not let you fail. I want you to get that into your head right now. I will not let you fail. But you have to help me make that happen.”

I then spent the next ten minutes preaching my leadership gospel to the assembled.

“First, I want you to stop asking about the schedule. What’s next is what’s next. Get used to it.

“Right now, what we’re looking for from you is effort. It’s not about the completion of something. It’s the effort. I want you to give one hundred percent, one hundred percent of the time. Do you understand that?”

The wide-eyed trainees nodded their heads in silence, rapturously listening to me. Navy SEALs are used to commanding respect and I exuded the same.

“Some of you are going to get injured. That’s to be expected. If you’re injured, you’re out. No question. That said, many more of you are going to get hurt. That’s pride manifesting itself. I don’t care about hurt. Neither do my instructors. This training is supposed to hurt. We’re not going to rub your belly or pat your bottom, or whatever else your mothers did to you to make you feel better when you hurt. We’re not going to tell you that you did a great job and that we’re proud of you. Get that through your heads right now.”

A few sheepish grins and comments bounced around the room. Good-natured shoves from one man to another—a way of saying, “You hear that, bro? He’s talking to you!”

“Okay,” I continued. “Here are some other rules. You need to move with a purpose. We’re going to give you clear, concise, and precise direction and we expect you to follow it quickly. There will be times we expect you to lead. There will be times we expect you to follow. We’re going to see how you handle things when they get all jacked up. Are you the sort who takes charge and takes care of your people, or are you one of the one-way guys who care only about themselves?”

What I offer these business men and women is not something they are going to get from reading a book. Just like it is in the SEALs, real leadership is a visceral experience. Motivation is not leadership, I remind them. Real leaders inspire, direct, guide, and give hope. That’s what I’m all about.

And that’s what this book is all about, too. Leadership, SEAL-style. Now let’s get cracking. We’ve got work to do. Don’t be a Paulo. Never quit. Ever. Remember, you’re never out of the fight.

—

THERE’S A GREAT EQUALIZER at the Navy’s Basic Underwater Demolition/SEAL school, affectionately known as BUD/S, where the wannabes are separated from the gonnabes. It’s known as Log PT. Hoisting an eight-to-ten-foot-long, 300-pound hardwood log (think telephone pole) high over your head as you perform squats, bench presses, and run up and down sand berms for more than two hours is one of the toughest physical evolutions—SEAL-speak for an event—a prospective Navy SEAL has ever done—will ever do—in his life. It certainly was for me. It didn’t take long for me to learn that if not for the collective efforts of the six-man “boat crews,” life under the log just isn’t worth living.

But therein lies the genius of Hell Week, some of the most physically and mentally demanding special operations training our military has to offer: First is the realization that the only way out is through. So quit making excuses and get to it. Second, someone out there might be better, faster, and stronger than you. But better, faster, stronger than your SEAL team? Not likely.

Forget the movies. Individual heroes don’t last long in my business—or any business for that matter. Even successful SEAL team leaders know their achievement comes as a result of the dynamic, high-performing teams they assemble, train, and lead. With preparation and teamwork, SEALs know they can confidently take on any situation or foe this world has to offer.

It’s all about the Teams.

Whether it’s direct action warfare, special reconnaissance, counterterrorism, or foreign internal defense, SEAL teams are in their element when there’s nowhere else to turn—and they’ve got to get out of it together. As the Navy likes to say, SEALs achieve the impossible “by way of conditioned response, sheer willpower and absolute dedication to their training, their missions and their fellow spec ops team members.” I couldn’t agree more.

Log PT embodies that belief. Everyone must lift their eighteen inches of the log or else their teammates suffer, forced to make up the difference. At the start, we all have the same lift, the same pressure. But if someone quits or doesn’t put out 100 percent, the load quickly gets redistributed down the line. The log doesn’t care. It still weighs 300 pounds. Your teammates surely care, however. As SEALs, we’re in this together—or we are not.

Those who refuse to dig down deep and push through pain are not the individuals I want on my SEAL team. Thankfully, we have Hell Week for that. We all know the guy who quits something tough and then rationalizes it all day long. Some even try to martyr themselves in the process. “I didn’t want to hold my team back,” they’ll say. Well gee, thanks! Because you quit—or couldn’t dig deep enough—the rest of us now have to carry this 300-pound nut buster the rest of the way without you. The mission is still there. Like the log, it doesn’t quit.

Those guys piss me off, they really do. I know they can make it, but they don’t know they can make it. Loyalty, dedication, and perseverance are a foreign language to them. They refuse to suck it up and just lift the fucking log. They’ll quit and whine about it the rest of their lives, instead of living in the now and putting it all on the table. That’s why a guy who’s going to be a SEAL knows he’s going to be a SEAL. They just lift the log and push on until their arms explode. And guess what, the rest of us will gladly carry a guy like that the rest of the way, because he’s shown that he deserves our devotion. He deserves to be on our team.

—

IT’S NOT THE COLD, choppy Pacific that puckers them. It’s the darkness. It’s always the darkness.

Ten times a year, usually around midnight, I clamber aboard one of several civilian-style, rigid rubber raiding craft packed with fifteen to twenty business leaders. Each camouflage-clad client has paid thousands of dollars to participate in a ninety-hour leadership crucible that will test their energy, resolve, and confidence. Most important, it will gauge their ability to lead under fire.

My team and I, composed of active-duty and former Navy SEALs, convey quiet confidence as we motor our charges to our objective, deep in the heart of San Diego Bay. We exude authority with every steely, squinted glance, or hushed commands: “grab hold of something,” “check your gear,” or “shut the hole under your nose.” It’s dramatic—that’s intentional—and the tension grows with every whitecap the boat crosses. At a predetermined time and place, unbeknownst to our well-paying passengers, we abruptly splash them out of the boats and into the coal-black water. The sky around and overhead is equally inky, the only illumination coming from the drumstick-thick green or yellow chemlights tied to their flotation devices. Surrounded by fellow strangers in the wide-open ocean—and immediately harangued by me and my team—these industry hotshots soon start swimming for their very lives—even though they have no idea where they are going or what they’ve gotten into. The one-wayers quickly sprint for the shore, never looking back, uberconfident in their individual “aren’t I impressive” abilities. Those left in their wake begin fending for themselves. Some bob slowly, aimlessly in circles, fear and indecision evident in their eyes. Still others, without prompting from me, rally their compadres with words of inspiration, guidance, and hope. They lead by example, unsure of what to do and yet decisive, bringing people together in a one-for-all push to the safety of the surf zone. Two miles later, as everyone lies exhausted and splay-legged on the beach (and I’ve applauded them on their physical accomplishment), the first of many leadership evaluations is held. We don’t pull punches. Who froze up and didn’t make the right calls? Who showed proper situational awareness? Who was the guy or gal that others looked to for strength and inspiration? Who undermined others to get a better position? Who built bonds with those around them? Who can tell me if every person who went in the water with them made it safely ashore? Who acted like a Navy SEAL would act?

Leadership Under Fire is built on the very principles that Navy SEALs use to build dynamic, successful, high-performance teams out of alpha-dog individuals. Since 2005, SOT-G has teamed with the YPO to help further develop the leadership abilities of its members. SOT-G helps the YPOers become more successful executives through a challenge only we can provide. We help them learn to build teams that thrive on change and adversity, embody resilience, and grow despite today’s marketplace challenges. The same sorts of teams every business needs today—the same teams your business needs today.

As members of the most elite Special Operations community in the world, my team and I have designed this unique program around what works. I’ve been called “America’s toughest CEO coach.” My mission is to conduct hostile makeovers of corporate clients, making them better, tougher, smarter bosses. Our clients are immersed in the warriors’ mindset, coupled with the leadership and team-building concepts of the US Navy SEALs. Because we train the way we fight: there is no second place, there are no do-overs, there are no excuses. We emphasize unique physical challenges in order to expose a person’s mental and emotional attitudes and capabilities. Only then can we truly evaluate their strengths or weaknesses using a simulated combat environment.

We believe the course is a rare opportunity to analyze the foundations of leaders. We offer an experience where powerful leadership and effective teamwork are more than just concepts—they’re necessities. When they graduate, clients take home tools and experiences that are impossible to replicate outside the Special Operations community. Those tools and experiences can prove crucial in today’s business environment, where increased focus is being placed on fully utilizing and leveraging the value of every employee. Strong teamwork and leadership can help increase productivity, reduce turnover, and boost morale. In this book, I take the most effective training exercises and SEAL team principles I’ve learned over the years—the ones that have shown they work across widely different disciplines—and offer them as tools that any manager, executive, or individual can use in life and in their career. And it’s all built on the best practices and experiences of U.S Navy SEALs. We teach people
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