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To Chris, who sacrificed everything and taught me what it means to be brave.

And to Kat, who endured the unimaginable and taught me what it means to be strong.

I hope you are both proud.






FOREWORD


IN THE BATTLE OF RAMADI, 2006—every single operation conducted by coalition forces was critical. It was an all-hands-on-deck. Violent insurgents controlled two-thirds of the city, regularly launching complex coordinated attacks on friendly forces. Every day American servicemen and women were wounded or killed. To overcome the enemy—or even to survive—we all needed to work together: soldiers, sailors, airmen, and marines brought their specialized equipment, skills, and war-fighting ability to the fight.

During that battle, I was the Commander of SEAL Team Three’s Task Unit Bruiser. For a small unit, we had a relatively powerful and unique capability. Highly trained snipers, forceful breachers, aggressive machine gunners, crafty point men, and elite combat medics. But in order to maximize our effectiveness in this battle, we had to integrate with conventional units of the Army and the Marine Corps.

These were the circumstances in which I met Dave Berke. He was a distinguished graduate of the rigorous Marine Corps Basic School. He finished at the top of his class in flight school and became a naval aviator. Based on his stellar performance during flight training, he was selected to become a fighter pilot. As a Marine Corps single-seat F/A-18 fighter pilot, he was selected to attend the TOPGUN school. After the terrorist attacks of September 11th, he flew countless combat missions as a pilot and landed hundreds of times on that tiny patch of steel in the ocean called an aircraft carrier. The Marine Corps then chose Major Berke to return to TOPGUN as an instructor, where he was eventually selected to be the lead instructor at the TOPGUN school.

But I didn’t know any of this about Dave when I met him in 2006—and I wouldn’t find out about any of it for years. He didn’t mention a hint of this impressive pedigree when we met. Instead, he simply said, “I’m Dave from ANGLICO (Air Naval Gunfire Liaison Company). We’re here to help you guys out however we can.”

And we certainly needed his help. As SEALs, we also had highly trained Joint Tactical Air Controllers (JTACs), who communicate with aircraft overhead to pass information and provide support. But our SEAL JTACs have other jobs: They are assaulters, grenadiers, and radiomen who communicate with multiple ground units, deconflicting battlespace and coordinating efforts. Our JTACs have a lot on their plate—especially in a brutal and chaotic battle like Ramadi. Conversely, the Marine Corps’ ANGLICO teams’ sole function is to interface with overhead aircraft, gather intelligence and situational awareness from the various airborne platforms, and call in fire support for the troops on the ground when needed. By adding ANGLICO team members to our SEAL Task Unit, our operations would be exponentially more effective.

And that is exactly what happened. Dave and his team joined us on scores of operations. I stood side by side with him on the battlefield on missions as we pushed from house to house, street to street, neighborhood to neighborhood, clearing insurgents from the city, together as a team, with the rest of the coalition forces. Dave led expertly—ensuring his team provided critical support to coalition ground forces during hundreds of complex and violent combat operations.

While interservice rivalries have caused friction throughout our military history—there was none of that in Ramadi. There was no flexing of rank or status or position. No political maneuvering, petty infighting, or power struggles. Dave epitomized that attitude: There was only the mission and the team—and sacrifice.

Incredible sacrifices were made in that battle. Incredible heroes were lost from the ranks of the brave men and women who fought for our great nation. Our SEAL Task Unit lost Marc Lee, the first SEAL killed in Iraq; Michael Monsoor, the second SEAL killed in Iraq, who was posthumously awarded the Medal of Honor for his actions when he jumped on an enemy grenade to save three of our fellow SEALs; and eventually Ryan Job, who was shot, gravely wounded, and eventually died from medical complications during a procedure to repair the damage that had been done. Dave and his ANGLICO team lost Chris Leon, a brave Marine, just twenty years old, who gave the last full measure—for us.

And through these trials of blood and fire—we learned. We learned about life and death. We learned about triumph and loss. And we learned about leadership: the most important thing on the battlefield—and how victory was achieved in the city of Ramadi. It is the determining factor in success, whether it be the individual’s actions and attitude or the collective impact of teams that work together and sacrifice to accomplish the mission. I saw leadership from Dave that I would never forget. Assessing risk, making decisions, building relationships, and humbly putting the team first. It was a bond that would never be broken.

Years passed. I carried on with my career, eventually retired from the Navy, and began teaching leadership along with my SEAL teammate Leif Babin at a company we founded called Echelon Front. Eventually, through that company, we were reunited with Dave Berke. He came to an event that we were speaking at and watched us teach the leadership principles we had learned and tested on the battlefield.

It was good to see Dave again. I didn’t know that after Ramadi, Dave had carried on with his career—a career that was stellar by any measurement. In addition to flying the F-18 and the F-16, he had become qualified to fly both the F-22 Raptor and the F-35 Lightning—the only pilot qualified to fly all of America’s most advanced jets. And he didn’t just fly them; he had been selected as the commander of the Raptor Operational Test Division and was eventually selected as the first operational F-35B squadron commander. But I didn’t know any of this at the time. Instead, after the event, Dave just said to me, “It’s been good to see you. I would like to help you guys out however I can.”

So began the next phase of working together. This time, there were no enemy insurgents, no roadside bombs being detonated, and no mortars falling from the sky. Our mission was no longer fighting to protect an innocent local populace while driving a determined enemy from a war-torn city. But we had a new mission—one that has had an equivalent impact. At Echelon Front our new mission is to pass on the leadership lessons we learned on the battlefield to leaders around the world from every imaginable industry.

Dave jumped straight into action. He had honed his teaching skills as an instructor at TOPGUN. He understood the principles of leadership we taught because he had lived them with us—and utilized them throughout his career, not only while flying fighter jets, but more important, while leading Marines and instructing fellow fighter pilots at TOPGUN. As Dave taught thousands of leaders from hundreds of companies these principles of leadership, he reflected on how they had been revealed throughout his own life, before, during, and after the Marine Corps. Eventually he began sharing those stories with me, and I finally told him, “These stories—and these lessons—are a book. You need to start writing.”

Thankfully, he did start writing. The result is this book, The Need to Lead, where Dave shares how he learned the skills of leadership in combat, both on the ground and in the air. He utilized these leadership skills in dogfights and in aircraft carrier landings. He has applied them successfully in the professional world, up and down the chain of command, to teach both TOPGUN students and to guide civilian teams. And he has used these principles in his family to be a better father and husband. This book continues the lessons from Extreme Ownership and The Dichotomy of Leadership, giving new tools and different perspectives to help people lead.

Readers will see that every problem is a leadership problem—and therefore, leadership is the solution. People will be warned about the dangers of ego and complacency. Readers will realize that ownership must be proactive and absolute. They will recognize the importance of listening and of adapting to change. Anyone who reads this book will fully understand that the team is more important than any one individual on that team. They will also fully grasp that while there is no such thing as perfection, it is the continued pursuit of improvement—through openly admitting and correcting shortfalls—that puts us on the path to becoming our best, both as individuals and as teams.

Finally—anyone who reads this book will recognize its most important lesson: In any endeavor, at any level, in any organization, you must step up and lead. Perhaps you are simply leading yourself as an individual contributor, student, or frontline worker. You might be a husband or wife helping to lead a family. Maybe you are directing a small team of first responders helping people stay safe. Or you could be a CEO overseeing tens of thousands of employees and billions of dollars of revenue. It doesn’t matter what station of life you are in: salesperson in a retail shop, mechanic in a repair shop, foreman on a job site, supervisor of a regional branch, chief operating officer, governor, admiral, general, or president. No matter who you are or what you do, this book makes it absolutely clear: you Need to Lead—and this book shows you how.

Jocko Willink

January 2025






INTRODUCTION


Naval Air Station Fallon, Nevada

TOPGUN Class 04–01

July 2001

“SHOWTIME 11, BREAK RIGHT!”

My wingman’s panicked radio call elevated my heart rate to DEFCON 1, the maximum state of readiness. That “break right” call meant he’d seen an enemy fighter headed straight at me, and unless I wanted to get shot, I had to maneuver. Blindly, I rolled my jet to the right and aggressively yanked the stick into my lap like a reflex, setting up a maximum G-Force turn. A threat was out there, and I needed to find it. Immediately.

Exactly as it’s taught at TOPGUN, my wingman barked a second call moments later: “Bandit, five o’clock low!” He could see what I couldn’t. An enemy aircraft had snuck behind our formation and selected me as its target, wreaking havoc on my flight mission. With no time to alert my team or pass on any guidance, I was forced to spiral away as the leader of my formation and look for an invisible enemy.

My color vision faded, the G-Forces effectively draining the blood from my head and trying by all measure to put me to sleep. Sweat dripped off the seam of my helmet, down my forehead, the salt stinging my already overburdened eyes, as I scanned for the elusive bandit. “How did I let this happen?” I thought. Even under the weight of the crushing turn, the question lingered in my mind. I knew it was my fault. This was a completely preventable scenario—but I had become fixated on what was ahead and ignored what might be behind me.

“Tally one!” I grunted through the strain of the Gs. Within seconds I’d spotted the lone F-5E Tiger, a tiny aircraft covered in chameleon brown camouflage paint, which from my vantage was the size of a thumbtack and had all but vanished against the desert floor below. This was the exact same plane used in the 1986 movie Top Gun that gave Maverick and Goose, similar problems. Only this wasn’t a Hollywood set—this plane was maneuvering for the kill … against me.

“Showtime 11 is engaged,” I alerted my wingman. Resigned, I knew I had no choice but to maintain a turning fight with the F-5, abandoning the plan to stay out in front of my larger formation. Fortunately, compared with the dominant F/A-18 Hornet I controlled, the Tiger was a mediocre machine and one I expected to dispose of quickly. “I’ll end this in one turn and get back to business,” I thought as I maneuvered for a shot.

But my overconfidence was soon demolished by a magnificent counter-maneuver by the supposedly inferior enemy, dashing any hopes of a quick kill. Despite my expectations, my adversary was exceedingly worthy, and it was clear a prolonged fight was unfolding.

For a moment, I considered ignoring the voice in my head telling me this wasn’t going well. “Showtime 11 is offensive” would have been the ideal call announcing to the formation that I was about to dispose of the meager Tiger and return to my rightful place at the tip of the spear. I was anything but. In fact, the pilot at the controls of the F-5 moved it in a way I had never seen and made it impossible to kill.

So, I accepted reality, detached from my initial frustration, and took on a new role. My job now was to tie up the bandit in a close-in dogfight, allowing my wingman the opportunity to shoot at him, so we could try to get back to the formation. Around and around the Tiger and I went, plummeting toward the earth.

“Showtime 12, Fox-2!” my wingman called out mercifully, announcing that he’d launched a simulated missile against the Tiger.

“Terminate, terminate!” The Tiger, which I eventually learned was flown by a TOPGUN graduate, called his theoretical demise. My wingman, had we been in an actual dogfight, landed what would have been a direct hit.

“Showtime 11, terminate.” I acknowledged the successful, albeit hypothetical kill and was relieved that my wingman had at last ended this unplanned engagement. Now we could return to the larger mission.

However, while our entire sideshow took a scant forty-five seconds, my formation had left me behind. I, the mission commander and flight lead for TOPGUN Class 04–01’s graduation exercise, was now miles behind and thousands of feet below the rest of my team.

They were on their own. It would take minutes to reconnect with my formation, but that was an eternity in the world of aerial combat, where closure rates between friendlies and foes easily exceed a thousand miles per hour. I knew that less than fifty miles in front of them were at least a dozen enemy aircraft aligned in a complex formation, waiting to unleash their worst. And suddenly, I had gone from the apex to “Tail-end Charlie,” an unflattering term for a lagging teammate. This mission was no longer about me. It was about the team that I feared I had just let down.

Over the previous days, I had planned, briefed, rehearsed, and visualized exactly how I wanted the mission to go. We called ourselves Showtime, a nod to Vietnam-era TOPGUN graduates who used the same call sign in their F-4 Phantoms while killing MiGs. Those guys were the stuff of legend, and put TOPGUN on the map as the place every fighter pilot ever to strap into a jet wanted to be. Heroically, I would lead from the front, guiding my team through a barrage of enemy fighters, navigating the seven other F/A-18 Hornets to a target that I would be the first to attack. I envisioned how my skillful flight leadership would safely bring them all home, where I would be showered with praise by the TOPGUN instructors. My fellow students would be grateful for my ability to shepherd them through the toughest flight of the course.

Only none of that happened.

Tail-end Charlie and his bruised ego would spend the rest of the exercise watching his classmates lead the assault through the enemy formation, to the target, and back home. I didn’t fire a single weapon on the way in and would be the last to drop my bombs. The perfect mission I envisioned in my plan couldn’t have gone more awry, and I was shocked by how much had changed over the course of just a few minutes.

Yet, the mission was deemed a complete success. The debrief revealed that my team had dominated. Despite my marginal involvement, our formation killed every enemy and destroyed each ground target to which they were assigned. My contribution as the “leader” was nothing like my cinematic daydreams. I couldn’t help but lament how little I did during the mission itself, and it bothered me immensely. Instead of being the conductor, positioned in the very front as I had envisioned, I felt like a passenger in the caboose of a train being pulled along by my teammates. So the praise and congratulations that flowed my way puzzled me.

That final mission proved to be the perfect case study for many of the key lessons taught at TOPGUN. Nothing ever happened the way I anticipated. Missions never went as briefed. Chaos reigned everywhere. And though I expected my skills in the cockpit to be the main determinant, flight leadership was absolutely the most important factor in my success. That final lesson was a revelation to me, since I had always presumed that my individual ability was the ultimate objective.

My childhood dream and sole vision was to become a great fighter pilot. The goal was intensely specific for someone my age. I wasn’t just looking to fly a jet, I wanted to fly the exact plane on the poster in my room: the Marine Corps F/A-18 Hornet, the single-seat variant, in an aircraft carrier–based squadron, stationed in Southern California. There was only one such plane at the time.

But when, as an awkward fifteen-year-old, I declared this dream to my mom, as outlandish and statistically unlikely as it was, she simply said, “Someone has to do it. It might as well be you.” To another kid that might have been a throwaway comment or taken as some rote platitude a parent would say to make their son or daughter feel supported. I took my mother at face value, and from that moment on, I was hyperfocused on my mission. Everything I did fell into one of two categories—a means to achieving that mission, or a distraction to eliminate.

In hindsight, achieving that goal had nothing to do with a desire to lead; rather, the pursuit was a self-centered one. Being a world-class fighter pilot was the only thing that mattered to me.

To get what I wanted, I put my head down and simply followed the required steps. After high school I enrolled in the local college. I got a job at Target and earned enough to pay for tuition. The Marines’ Officer Candidate program accepted me, and I received my commission. After I completed the Marine Corps’ Officer Basic School, I was selected to attend flight school.

For the next two years, I was trained, evaluated, and ranked against my student-pilot peers. We competed head-to-head to be selected for the same incredibly precise goal—the chance to fly Hornets off a carrier. The pursuit of knowledge and information became an obsession, knowing that I needed to master the movements of a plane and the systems that made it exceptional in order to succeed. And due to that hard work and one-pointed determination, and some good fortune, my goal became a concrete reality. I was assigned to a single-seat carrier-based F-18 squadron stationed in Southern California—the exact one I told my mom about a decade earlier. Mission accomplished.

Or so I assumed.

The true mission was only just beginning, because from the moment I arrived at Marine Corps Air Station Miramar and checked in to Marine Fighter Attack Squadron 314, I realized that the task was not only about honing my flight acumen or ability to maneuver the jet. In a profession where being technically outstanding was the norm, what made a truly great pilot was how well they could lead.

Exceptional flight leadership is necessary to guide massively complex formations of aircraft to and from combat zones. Bad weather, enemy weapons, and a host of other distracters make flight leadership a challenge. But the attributes required to successfully lead a flight are the same ones that allow someone to lead anywhere. And my experiences inside the cockpit of a fighter reinforced that time and again. While at 314, I deployed to Iraq and flew my first real missions from a carrier, I attended TOPGUN as a student, and I went to war. Each experience reinforced and magnified what was perhaps the ultimate realization in my career as a fighter pilot, that flying is leadership.

After completing a carrier deployment to Afghanistan, just as the Global War on Terrorism began after 9/11, I was invited back to instruct at TOPGUN and was charged with teaching flight leadership at the pinnacle of my community. I was living the script of the Top Gun movie, but I was never the main character. I was merely there to pass on the lessons I’d learned—the ones that remained true at every stage of my twenty-three-year career in the Corps, including every combat deployment.

These lessons held fast in my four years working for the US Air Force as the only Marine to ever fly their unassailable F-22 Raptor. They were crucial when I commanded the world’s first operational F-35B squadron, which ushered in a generational shift in what was expected of a pilot and plane. No matter where I was, what I did, how much I learned, or how capable I became as my career progressed, my success became less and less about how I flew my plane, and more and more about how I led while flying it.

A fighter pilot exists because of the team, and for the team. My skills were honed in order to make my squadron perform better. It was never about me as an individual, but rather about highlighting the strengths of the team. In fact, the primary job of a Marine Corps fighter pilot is to support troops on the ground. In combat, my mission was to provide firepower to those earthbound, risking their lives on the front lines of war. From three miles up, I possessed a uniquely detached vantage point. From that perspective, I could see the best ways to support the team, help them win individual battles, and contribute to victory in the overall mission.

The ability to remain detached proved massively influential in my own development. As my career progressed, I was able to reflect on my initial misguided ideas about leadership. My natural ego-driven inclinations, my self-serving tendencies, would have led to failure in and out of the cockpit.

Leadership is counterintuitive. I imagined myself following the traditional depiction of military leaders who took charge and dictated orders to achieve victory. But the real world is nothing like a war movie. I couldn’t make everything happen by myself—no leader can. Empowering, trusting, and listening to subordinates always produced better ideas and the best results.

My belief that being at the top of my class conferred upon me instant credibility proved wrong. Humility was a far more respected and valuable characteristic when I’d try to influence my team. From a distance, perfection seemed to be the standard, but my mistakes were actually what propelled my progress. In a jet, risks become higher, tolerances get tighter, speed increases, and errors are amplified. Only after countless missteps did I come to understand what good leadership was. Individual talent may have aided the outcome, but it always required the contributions of the entire team.

While it’s hard to identify which of my experiences shaped me most significantly, my time as a TOPGUN instructor was unique. At TOPGUN, my only job was to pass on the skill of leadership to some of the most gifted fighter pilots in the world. It was there that I realized that leadership was not a talent to be revered, but rather a skill to be taught. TOPGUN was also where I became certain that failure was the ultimate teacher of that skill.

At TOPGUN—a place synonymous with excellence, home to arguably the best pilots in the world—more mistakes were exposed than anywhere else I served. And that was the intent, the sole mission of the TOPGUN exercise—to find and mitigate error. Nowhere did I ever see more willingness to uncover, reveal, and share faults of every magnitude, all for the benefit of something much larger—the whole of Naval Aviation. I haven’t seen anything quite like TOPGUN anywhere else in my career.

While the title of this book—The Need to Lead—invokes the classic Top Gun movie quote, it is the undeniable truth I experienced as a Marine Corps officer, fighter pilot, ground combat leader, husband, and father. This book’s purpose is not only to help the reader be a better leader but also to understand that leadership is a universal requirement for success, no matter the environment. It is intended for anyone who seeks, every day, to improve themselves as a human being and to improve their team.

Every person needs to lead in order to succeed.

So, how do we develop these necessary skills?

We try. We fail. We assess. We learn. We grow. We improve. And we try again.

In my more than thirty-year career as a fighter pilot, Marine, instructor, and consultant, I’ve learned to live with my own mistakes. Because after each humbling moment, the same clear principle was delivered—the need to lead. By adopting the right leadership mindsets and behaviors, we gain the capacity to solve problems, support the people around us, and amend our mistakes. This is how we help our teams, families, communities, and ourselves through any circumstance and toward success.

At the midpoint of my career, I led a team of Marines on the ground in the Battle of Ramadi and served with two Navy SEALs, Jocko Willink and Leif Babin. Fighting alongside them and their entire SEAL Task Unit in almost every major operation in what at the time was the most dangerous city in the world, I observed yet again how good leadership was the most determinant factor in victory—from a perspective unlike anything I experienced inside a cockpit. This time, the bullets weren’t twenty thousand feet below me echoing through a radio—they were snapping past my head, where I could feel their heat. The intensity of ground combat far exceeded even the toughest combat missions I flew in the Hornet, but both experiences highlighted the need for exceptional leadership.

In 2015, when Jocko and Leif’s book Extreme Ownership was published, I immediately picked up a copy, less to relive these experiences than to support my friends. But as I read through the lessons we learned together and paid for in blood with the ultimate sacrifices of our brothers, I was struck by how our experiences were translated into a skill set that could be applied by every leader, in every capacity, facing any scope of problem, personally or professionally.

It wasn’t until I became a leadership instructor that I realized the need for all people to learn these skills. I joined Echelon Front, Jocko and Leif’s two-man leadership consulting operation, in the fall of 2016 just as Extreme Ownership rose in popularity and there was a need to expand. As we traveled to companies and taught leadership solutions to teams all over the world, we watched them transform. The impact of leadership training was immediate and profound—and it wasn’t limited to combat. Factories increased efficiency with more engaged frontline workers. Construction companies avoided workplace injuries and mitigated risks. Marketing firms better communicated their messages, with more collaboration and less overhead. Spouses strengthened marriages and raised more resilient and capable children. Each team’s problems may have been different on the surface, but the solution they needed was always the same—leadership.

With this in mind, we codified the following four core beliefs that underline our organizational and leadership philosophy at Echelon Front:


	First and foremost, everyone is a leader. From the CEO to the most junior frontline employee, everyone—in every industry, at every company, at every level, in every role—is a leader. Leadership isn’t about rank, title, position, or function. You don’t need to oversee people or have a place on your company’s organizational chart. If you interact with another human being or do anything that has an impact on the team or outcome, you are a leader. The more we embrace that true definition, the more we realize how influential we can be—even if only serving as an example of how to act. The more people recognize this necessity, the more people will actively work toward solving the internal and external challenges facing the team. And the more people see themselves as leaders, the more people want to contribute to the team’s success.

	Leadership exists in every capacity. Leadership is often viewed as an attribute relevant to our professional lives, and most leadership books and training focus on the role of organizational leadership at work. But that represents only one aspect of leadership. Because it exists in every capacity, it applies in every situation. The same behaviors should guide us as parents, spouses, family members, and friends. It allows us to make the biggest impact on the people we love the most. The same applies in our communities—whether you’re a part of a neighborhood watch, church, youth group, Little League, or PTA, or any of the countless other ways we interact with the people around us. And of course, leadership is required within each of us. Without question, leading ourselves is the hardest thing we do. Our greatest foe, our egos, can wreak havoc on the basic decisions we make for ourselves, leading us down a path of destruction. We make questionable choices, eat the wrong foods, say things we don’t mean, shut out helpful feedback, behave poorly, and fail to lead ourselves in so many ways. Yet the leadership behaviors that help us guide our families, teams, and communities are the same ones we need to guide ourselves. Leadership exists and applies everywhere.

	Given that fact, we can acknowledge that every problem we face is a leadership problem. The problems we confront at work aren’t caused by outdated policies, bad processes, ineffective bosses, or external factors. They are caused by our failure to lead. Our child’s behavior isn’t just a function of their age and tendencies; it’s about us as parents. The same rings true for our communities, where we know they will thrive or fail based on the effectiveness of the leaders that make up those communities. Leadership constitutes the solution to every problem. And that understanding puts us in a position to exert influence on the outcome so much more than we typically give ourselves credit for. This recognition can transform our lives. If a lack of leadership is the problem, and good leadership is the solution, then how we lead becomes the most critical factor affecting the outcome.

	Finally, and perhaps most important to recognize, is that leadership is a skill. Good leaders aren’t simply born. No one naturally knows how to deal with every situation. But like hitting a baseball, learning arithmetic, playing piano, or training in jiujitsu, leadership can be learned, which means every single person in the world can get better at it if they choose. The process of learning, applying, and improving pertains to leadership, too. It’s true that some people have a natural inclination toward good leadership. Some people are more articulate and dynamic speakers. Some people are naturally charismatic and thrive in front of a group. But because no one is born with all the skills of a leader, everyone can benefit from leadership development.



This book’s content derives from my career in and out of the military, but the lessons are rooted in the beliefs I hold as a leadership instructor at Echelon Front. I’ve seen these beliefs validated time and again as we have grown into the premier leadership consultancy. This book examines the tenets of leadership by drawing on examples from my personal experience. It is neither a biography nor a collection of war stories. Each chapter retells a tale of my failures—ones that left such an indelible mark on me that I was able to pinpoint the moment when I solidified my understanding of a key leadership concept.

The stories and experiences written about in this book are based on my imperfect memory. I have done everything I can to ensure the details are correct and represent the events as they occurred. At the same time, for their safety I have made deliberate adjustments to shield the identities of anyone on active duty. I have also used pseudonyms and made alterations to details in order to avoid revealing the names of employees, companies, and organizations Echelon Front works with. That said, these experiences are absolutely a reflection of real and personal interactions that proved so impactful, the need to share them with a larger audience was clear.

Nothing is unique about military leadership. We occasionally encounter people who are resistant to Echelon Front’s principles because they are rooted in combat. But leadership is leadership. The exact same attributes and behaviors that result in success in the air and on the battlefield do the same in business and life. The same applies to what causes disaster in the cockpit or on the ground. And while some environments, like combat, are certainly magnified and intensified, good leadership stays the same and applies everywhere.

This book is also an extension of Extreme Ownership, containing attitudes and actions to add to a leader’s ever-expanding tool kit for solving problems. I structured each chapter with the same format—describing a personal story, delineating a lesson, and providing a practical application. This methodology has proven ideal for taking seminal events and the associated lessons learned, then connecting them to the business and personal challenges of the real world so that they become relevant and relatable for everyone.

There are two parts to this book. Part I describes the mindset of a good leader—how one needs to think. Part II explains the behavior—how one needs to act. Unfortunately, we aren’t always inclined to do the right thing as leaders. The optimal thoughts and actions of a good leader are often antithetical to our natural human tendencies. The struggle to change these tendencies makes reading both sections imperative.

My pursuit to become a fighter pilot began as a self-serving interest, but the quest to become a leader has proven to be entirely the opposite. While becoming a leader is all on you, it’s not about you at all. Your success benefits your team, in helping to solve their problems and supporting the people you care about. To be a good leader is the noblest of pursuits, albeit one with far less recognition than the glamorized illusion of Top Gun. But it’s infinitely more rewarding.

In a world filled with uncertainties and risks, we must accept the responsibility of learning to lead, because it allows us to navigate through those uncertainties and risks. On the battlefield, in the air, and with my family, I have faced challenges and changes that seemed inescapable and insurmountable. But leadership allowed me to be more in control of these problems—often it was the only thing that did. By focusing the effort on our teams rather than on ourselves, we can make the right decisions under pressure. And if we are humble enough to prioritize our people and take ownership of our mistakes, we turn painful moments into powerful lessons.

Only good leadership assures that we can all make a difference in our lives, communities, and businesses, and that we can make this nation and world better. If you want to accomplish anything in this life, it depends on your ability to lead—more than anything else.

I often think back to my mom’s response to my childhood dream, but now I know it needs to go a step further.

Someone has to lead, and it needs to be you.







Part I
THE MINDSETS OF A GOOD LEADER









1
EVERY PROBLEM IS A LEADERSHIP PROBLEM



Ramadi, Iraq

Foot Patrol

May 2006

WHOOOSH.

Ba-boom.

Here we go again.

As soon as I heard the unmistakable sound of the incoming mortar attack, I bent down to one knee as I had done dozens of times before. Mortars could be deadly. Lobbed thousands of feet in the air in a high arc, these miniature bombs could do incredible damage when they impacted the ground and exploded. Mortar attacks on US patrols were common, and they usually weren’t very accurate. Based on how quiet this one was, I calculated it was thousands of feet away, and I wasn’t too concerned. That’s just the way it was around here. If you went on a patrol, you were going to get mortared.

One or two volleys hastily launched from the back of a pickup truck were the typical occurrence at the height of the counterinsurgency battle in Ramadi, Iraq, a city of about four hundred thousand at that time, nestled on the banks of the Euphrates River. Travel roughly due east 120 kilometers and you’d land in the capital, Baghdad. I’d been in Iraq for about four months and was used to the mortars. I expected nothing less this time around.

On this particular day, we were out of the densely populated city center in the quieter perimeter about ten clicks, or kilometers, north-northeast from our base, Camp Ramadi. Only a few scattered buildings peppered the surrounding area as we patrolled just south of a major highway. The threat seemed distant, so I mostly ignored it and did nothing.

That I was a Marine Corps fighter pilot with my boots on the ground in the most brutal epicenter of Operation Iraqi Freedom was a situation of my own making. After leaving my choice assignment at TOPGUN, where I had been the senior instructor, I volunteered as a Forward Air Controller (FAC). My initial orders were set for Japan, along with its beautiful scenery and world-class scuba diving. However, when help was needed in Iraq, I raised my hand for that tougher assignment, landing me in Ramadi in a unit called ANGLICO, the Air Naval Gunfire Liaison Company. This posting was the exact opposite of TOPGUN in nearly every way.

Being at TOPGUN was surreal, my thirteen-year-old self’s fantasy job come to life. Aside from it being a household name, it represents the pinnacle of fighter aviation. Every instructor is handpicked to be there. With only three Marine pilots on the staff of the predominantly Navy school, I was in an exclusive club that came with many perks. Flying several hops a day, I taught the most advanced fighter tactics in the world and was qualified in multiple fighter jets. I had almost unlimited freedom, influence, and autonomy at TOPGUN. I was in charge of day-to-day operations at the most famous flying school in the world and I drove a Corvette. Life was awesome.

ANGLICO was a first-class ground unit made up of stellar Marines, all responsible for providing air and fire support to whoever needed it. And in 2006, in that part of the world, it was needed a lot. Given my previous combat experience in the F/A-18 Hornet, the unit was a great fit for me, allowing me to use my knowledge of aircraft to assist the Army soldiers, Navy SEALs, and fellow Marines tasked with weeding out insurgents by calling in potent firepower from those birds of prey above. I knew it would be a unique experience with a chance to see a different side of the Marine Corps. This was dirt in my boots and sweat on my rifle grip, twenty thousand feet below my comfort zone.

Initially, I thought the FAC position would be an unchallenging trip around the sun that gave me a glimpse of the “real” Marine Corps and guaranteed me a set of orders back into an F-18. It also cemented my being stationed in sunny San Diego, California, my favorite city, where my new bride of less than a year, Whitney, was currently awaiting my return. It was a win-win. Then Ramadi happened.

Mo and Doc patrolled with me that day. Mo, a young Marine lance corporal and radio operator, came with me on every mission. His job was to ensure we had good communications with everyone. Never farther than ten feet away, he carried a heavy load of radios and equipment, ready for use anytime we required it. Doc, my Navy corpsman, was a battle-tested medical expert with multiple deployments under his belt. Like always, I had placed the three of us in between two squads of about twenty Army soldiers conducting what was known as a “movement to contact.”

This mission was exactly what it sounded like. Led by an Army patrol leader, we moved through hostile areas, drawing out an enemy that loved to hide. When they engaged, we always reciprocated. It became routine for us to be in support of those patrols, and they could get nasty quick. Knowing we had an extra assist from the fighters up above felt reassuring. The Army was in charge. They planned, coordinated, and dictated the maneuvers for these missions. Mo, Doc, and I stayed close to the patrol leader and provided air support when he called for it.

When the sound of the initial mortars faded, I didn’t move, staying on one knee. I knew there were aircraft nearby, and I could bring them in for a closer look if we needed them. But having experienced this so many times before, I was pretty sure we didn’t. I rationalized my decision to do nothing, figuring I knew how the scenario would play out. This was Ramadi, and there was nothing I could do about it. If something changed, I could easily let the two F-18s that were airborne know what was happening.

The F-18 is a beast. As a veteran Hornet pilot with ten years in the cockpit and two combat deployments under my belt, I knew it like the inside of my eyelids. It had been the Marine Corps’ premier fighter attack jet for decades, and in Iraq, they were almost always close enough that you could barely count to a hundred “Mississippis” before they were in range. They, along with the AV-8B Harrier jump jet, were the fast movers I’d call when things went south. But even when we weren’t in too much trouble, talking to the jets was a good tactical move. It made me feel better for them to know what was going on. Plus, I knew many of the pilots personally and liked the chance to catch up, despite my obvious jealousy that they were in a much better place than I. That afternoon I didn’t make the call. It was just another day in current life, another distant inaccurate mortar making noise as they always did.

I was almost dead wrong.

Not twenty seconds passed before a second round of explosions hit the ground. These were closer. Much closer. I could feel the concussion of the impacts now and winced at the volume of the thunderous detonation that rattled our brains and left us momentarily stunned. As my heart rate elevated, the remorse of having passed up my first chance to communicate with the Hornets set in, and I began to give more serious thought to reaching out to them and getting them headed in our direction. But now I compensated for my not having made a decision by overthinking it, all while staying out in the open down on a knee.

My mind raced. Why hadn’t I called the planes earlier? Was my assumption that the initial mortars were so far away a bigger error in judgment than I’d thought? I needed to assess the status of my team and coordinate with the patrol leader to get his read on the situation, knowing that his intent as the ground commander would be a huge factor in the decisions I made moving forward. I finally started to scan the area to build my awareness and determine what to do next.

But before I finally acted, all hell broke loose.

A massive torrent of enemy machine gun fire erupted from the west over my right shoulder. Dozens of bullets buzzed just above my head. Tracers ripped past me, their telltale orange hue still visible despite the daylight as they strafed the air. They forced me down and to my left into a prone position, flat on my stomach, putting the source of bullets directly behind me. Almost in unison, the same thing happened from the east, as tracer flashes and bullets cracked over the top of me from the opposite direction. With waves of bullets crisscrossing directly above and beside me, I was the meaty part of a cross-fire sandwich. In an instant, I lost control of the situation and was no longer able to do anything. Because I had done nothing to that point, I was now exposed.

Being the stellar Marine he was, Mo constantly mirrored my movements, so he was right where I needed him and the radios. Having followed my cues that day, Mo was now in the exact predicament I was, exposed in an open area, pinned to the ground, and unable to move. My inaction had put him in danger. Doc was already thirty feet ahead of me. He had pushed farther up after the initial volley to get to a more advantageous and protected location. Now he was safe, positioned behind a huge tree and kneeling in a small irrigation ditch that gave him cover from enemy fire. He was frantically gesturing and screaming for me to move to his position.

Because the Army squads were spread out in each direction over several hundred feet, there was no way for us to return fire.
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