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AUTHOR’S NOTE

WHEN WE WENT to title this book my editor and I found ourselves at odds as to how best to describe the type of unique leadership I had written about. In the United States we now have a major command with components from all the military services known as Special Operations Command, or “SOCOM.” In current parlance, what these different types of special military forces do is known collectively as “special operations,” or “special ops” for short, and individual practitioners are sometimes referred to as “special operators.” However, not too long ago many of us who performed these duties were known as “commandos.” I am proud to say that I was once a member of the 609th Air Commando Squadron of the 56th Air Commando Wing before the designations were changed, and the organization of our former members is still known as the Air Commando Association. Many of us grew accustomed to the commando designation.

The term “commando” came from the British in World War II. They got it from the “Afrikaners” when they fought them in South Africa at the turn of the century. As you will see in the book, “commando” or “special operations” go way back in our own history, but we frequently called them by a different name. We used the term “rangers” even before American independence. This term is still used to describe some elite units of the U.S. Army. There have always been these special, unique units in warfare, even in biblical times. In this book, I have used the terms special ops, special operations, and commando interchangeably to describe all units, whether of American, foreign, or historical origin, that are led with the leadership philosophy of daring to do the impossible to achieve the extraordinary.


PART 1 PRINCIPLES


WHY ARE SPECIAL OPS SPECIAL?

THE FIRST TIME I personally heard about commandos was when I was a five-year-old during World War II. Commandos were the superheroes of the day. They eagerly accepted death-defying missions and routinely accomplished what others considered impossible. They operated behind enemy lines and wrecked havoc with enemy lines of communication. They attacked the enemy even when he was unreachable by conventional forces or aircraft. They raided enemy strongholds and captured high-ranking officers. They provided on-the-ground reconnaissance and intelligence that spelled the difference between victory and defeat. My dream was one day to become a commando.

Air Commandos in the U.S. Military

When I became an Air Force officer in 1959, I didn’t hear much about commandos. Yet during World War II, air commandos existed and supported Britain’s General Orde Wingate and his “Chindits” in battles against the Japanese in the China-Burma-India theater of operations. In fact, one famous air commando leader, Colonel Philip Cochran, was the basis of the “Flip Corkin” character in Milton Caniff’s very popular Terry and the Pirates comic strip of the day.

Of course, by 1959, the U.S. Army did have its Special Forces or “Green Berets” unit, and although Ranger units had been mostly deactivated, infantry officers were encouraged to volunteer for Ranger training and to become “Ranger qualified,” which entitled them to wear the coveted “Ranger tab” on their uniforms. The U.S. Navy had its underwater demolition teams or “frogmen.” Their role in an age of nuclear weapons was unclear. Marine Corps commando units were no longer in existence. All of this was soon to change.

The new air commandos came into existence about the same time that I completed flying school. President John F. Kennedy recognized a growing threat of communist guerrillas subverting a country through armed insurgency, as had already happened in Eastern Europe, although in some countries, such attempts had been defeated. In most cases it was some sort of “special forces,” not regular military units, that defeated them. This was the primary mission of the new commandos: nonregular warriors who trained the local populace, lived off the land, put down insurgents, were capable of harassing an occupying force if necessary, and could also operate in their more traditional roles of raiding and operating behind enemy lines with little or no direct support. Later, the missions of the new American commandos in all services were to be greatly expanded.

It took something special to do this kind of work, and President Kennedy asked his armed forces to develop new units or expand what they had to do the job. The military services responded. The Navy converted its “frogmen” underwater demolition teams into the Navy SEALs. “SEAL” is actually an acronym standing for sea, air, and land, the three bases from which Navy SEALs operate. The U.S. Air Force reactivated the Air Commandos, which had been dormant since World War II. Both the Army and Marines increased their commando capability. Those conducting special operations were singled out from all other military organizations. They were special. They did what conventional units and their members were unable to do. I wanted to be an air commando, and I tried hard to become one.

My Struggle to Become an Air Commando

At the time, I was a navigator-bombardier on a B-52 nuclear bomber. In 1963, Strategic Air Command, or SAC, owned the B-52s and had the important mission of deterring nuclear war. Seeking these new and unique warriors, the commandos asked for volunteers from the regular squadrons. I submitted my paperwork and volunteered. However, my volunteer statement and application for the commandos was stopped at SAC headquarters. I was told that the nuclear deterrent mission had a higher priority and that I should forget the commandos. I saluted smartly and went about my business.

However, by 1965 the war in Vietnam had heated up considerably. The air commandos were engaged and badly need qualified people. Even the B-52 nuclear bomber was being refitted to drop conventional bombs in support of the Vietnam mission. I decided to try and get to the commandos by volunteering for combat duty in Vietnam. That would not mean reassignment to another B-52 squadron, but an entirely different airplane. In fact, the Air Force rules at the time were that if you volunteered for combat duty in Vietnam, you got to pick what airplane you would fly. I planned on volunteering for the A-26A “Counter Invader.” This was a modified version of a World War II attack plane. It flew like a fighter, but could carry the bomb load of a World War II B-17. Moreover, it had been fitted with all the modern bells and whistles in avionics: antiskid brakes for use on short runways, tip tanks, and props that could be autofeathered in an emergency. The A-26A could operate in the field out of relatively short airstrips and was flown exclusively by the air commandos.

Alas, the Vietnam mission might have gained in importance, but SAC still had precedence in retaining its highly trained aircrews. My volunteer application for combat duty in Vietnam was again stopped at SAC headquarters.

As a last resort, I decided to try family influence. Almost twenty years earlier, my father, an Air Force officer, was assigned to Hickam Air Force Base in Hawaii. His best friend was a colorful young captain by the name of Harry Coleman. Captain Coleman had a remarkable career. Before the United States entered World War II, Coleman had volunteered and flown with England’s Royal Air Force. Then, after the United States entered the war, he had been incorporated into the U.S. Army Air Force. After the war’s end, he was offered a regular commission, which he accepted. Much to everyone’s surprise, when Captain Coleman became eligible for promotion to major, the Air Force failed to promote him! Now this sometimes happens, and usually an officer gets several opportunities in successive years. Captain Coleman was very discouraged and considered resigning his commission for a much higher-paying airline job. After all, he had his family to consider. It was my father who helped persuade Captain Coleman to remain in the Air Force and give it another shot. Then my father was reassigned and left Hawaii. We lost track of Captain Coleman and his family.

Ten years later, my father ran into Coleman in Washington. The only thing was, he was no longer “Captain” Coleman. Now he was Colonel Coleman, a pretty high ranking officer. Moreover, I knew he was assigned to Tactical Air Command, which was closely involved with the commandos. I called Colonel Coleman and explained my situation. He said something like, “I’m sure there’s been a mistake. We’re assigning all our best young officers who volunteer for combat in Vietnam to whatever airplane they want. What unit are you in now?”

I told him. “Great,” he responded. “I’ve known one of the generals in your command more than twenty years and was in flying school with him. I’ll see what I can find out and get back with you.”

Two weeks later he called. He was apologetic. “I would never have believed it,” he told me. “He said, ‘Harry, if we let that young officer go out of SAC, they’ll all want to go.’” At that point, I just about gave up.

However, a year later a new opportunity came up. There was a big push in the Air Force for advanced education, and when I first joined up, I was asked if I had any interest in going to graduate school. Almost carelessly, I said “yes.” My academic record at West Point was hardly one that would permit advanced academic training and I never gave it another thought. Nevertheless, after five years of flying duty I was eligible and was contacted to confirm whether I was still interested. The logic of sending folks into combat after graduate school rather than before escaped me. Nevertheless, on my completion of my MBA from the University of Chicago in 1967, I finally was assigned to A-26s as an air commando (although not before having to struggle one last time with Air Force personnel). Over the next two years, flying 174 combat missions in A-26s and one in an A-1, I was proud to be one of these unique warriors called an air commando.

Unique Warriors Equal Unique Accomplishments

In my study of commandos and special operations, I discovered that it makes little difference how these unique warriors are designated or from what country or service they operate. In the United States today we classify them under the general category of special operations (or special ops) because the operations assigned to them are sometimes so difficult as to be termed “impossible” by any rational analysis, making these operations indeed “special.” They are still commandos.

For example, during Operation Desert Storm, an eight-man Special Forces team was secretly transported 150 miles behind enemy lines by Black Hawk helicopters of the U.S. Army’s 160th Special Operations Aviation Regiment. Thousands of armed Iraqis were between these eight special ops soldiers and friendly forces. Their mission was essential. It was to learn if the enemy had spotted General Norman Schwarzkopf’s risky “Hail Mary” maneuver. If they had, Iraqi units could destroy the U.S. VII Corps and the XVIII Airborne Corps individually before they could link up. It could have turned a successful campaign into a disaster and Saddam Hussein could have won the war. General Schwarzkopf had to know the answer, and satellites, useful in many situations, could not have provided precise information. Landing after dark, the eight men built a hidden bunker at the side of the road, right next to the enemy. Before the sun rose, these and other special operators were able to provide critical intelligence to Schwarzkopf from right in the middle of the Iraqi Army. They saved thousands of lives by enabling Schwarzkopf’s calculated gamble to pay off—and potentially saving the entire campaign had the two American corps been spotted before they could link up.

America’s elite special operations units are at the forefront of the war on terror—and have played crucial roles in the U.S. invasions of both Afghanistan and Iraq. Whether they are called Air Commandos, Navy SEALs, Army Green Berets, Delta Force, Rangers, or Special Operations–Capable Marines, their achievements are remarkable, but still mostly secret. What we do know is that a handful of these unique fighting men won high praise for helping to pave the way for U.S. military victories in both campaigns.

Here are a few of their accomplishments in these environments that we know about:

[image: Image] In Afghanistan, they were called the “primary instruments” on the ground. There were only between 200 and 300 special ops troops, but they hit the ground before anyone else and by many estimates did the work of a hundred times their number.

[image: Image] Their work with the Northern Alliance in Afghanistan saved hundreds of lives. Special operators working with CIA teams organized offensive operations by the Afghan resistance, even taking the fight to the Taliban on horseback, although the U.S. Army hadn’t used horses in battle since before World War I.

[image: Image] A handful of special operators turned around a demoralized Northern Alliance in days—winning the confidence of the anti-Taliban force, which was a primary concern of American commanders and politicians.

[image: Image] In Iraq, operating in units of twelve men or fewer, they met secretly with indigenous peoples hundreds of miles beyond friendly lines. Alone with natives they did not know, they identified tribal leaders willing to pledge allegiance to the United States. Using high-technology lasers and getting up close, they precisely identified enemy military targets for U.S. warplanes, minimizing incidents of friendly fire.

[image: Image] They seized oil infrastructure, took control of airfields and other key sites in southwestern Iraq, and prevented dams from being blown; they worked with the Kurds up north and helped target and capture Iraqi leadership in key cities.

[image: Image] They plucked PFC Jessica Lynch from the center of an enemy-controlled area and got her to safety before the Iraqis even realized she was gone.

[image: Image] They nabbed the terrorist Abu Abbas, who years earlier had hijacked an Italian cruise ship and murdered an American invalid.

[image: Image] They cleared the way and prepared the ground for the largest military parachute landing since World War II.

[image: Image] They led two of three battlefronts in the war in Iraq, and in Operation Viking Hammer they took on thirteen Iraqi divisions and captured a camp believed to be harboring Al Qaeda and foreign terrorists.

[image: Image] They led the forces that went in and dragged Saddam Hussein from his spider-hole hideout.

And American commandos didn’t just fight enemies. They proved to be strong friends of countries that had been severely critical of America. When the tsunami hit, commando air crews flew to severely damaged areas of all tsunami-affected countries and under all conditions. Sometimes it was highly hazardous, since they were without ground control and the weather wasn’t always perfect. Still, they delivered vital supplies and medical personnel, saving tens of thousands from disease and starvation. Throughout early January of 2005, they delivered forty-four tons of medicine, blankets, food, and water to Aceh, Indonesia, alone.

According to the latest information, U.S. Special Operations forces were deployed in 148 countries and territories,1 and U.S. News and World Report documented 7,648 special operations deployments in fifty-four countries in one week in 2004.2

The personnel in all special ops units are especially selected and specially trained. The standards demanded of them are unbelievably high. The risks and hardships they face in their “work” are supreme. The workload is probably more difficult and significantly greater than in any other profession, military or otherwise. Yet, these special people volunteer, take immense risks, and willingly do the impossible for pay and benefits that are almost trivial considering the effort required and the potential payoff.

Clearly, such individuals cannot be led in a routine fashion, and they are not. Special leadership techniques are required. Often they are not the same used in leading regular troops. For example, in one unit, officers and enlisted personnel are on a first-name basis. Yet standards of discipline are so high that disobedience of an order is never considered.

Although these techniques and concepts frequently cross geographic, political, and cultural lines and are to be found in foreign commando units as well as our own, they are not always appreciated by their own armed forces. As one senior four-star general told me, “You special ops guys are all alike; once you have been in special ops you think there are no rules and that you can do anything.”

There may be some truth in this statement. However, the fact is that to do what they do, commandos do sometimes need to violate the rules. And just to attempt some of these things, they need to think that they can accomplish anything. The leadership secrets outlined in this book enable special ops units to accomplish what many other military organizations cannot, and they will enable any organization to do the same—provided business leaders understand them and are willing to make the commitment to adapt these leadership lessons to their organizations.

Why Special Ops Leadership Techniques Are
Important for Business

Can commando techniques work in business? My research shows they can. If you can select, develop, and motivate your employees to peak performance, they will accomplish dramatic, almost fantastic feats for you—just as fighting commandos do in uniform.

For example, in late December 2004, Donald Trump signaled the second season end of his successful television series The Apprentice by announcing “You’re hired!” to the winner of the competition. After starting with more than a million applicants and ending with eighteen candidate finalists who, over the season, had competed by leading fellow contestants in various business projects, one individual had emerged the winner. This was Kelly Perdew, a West Pointer and former Army officer who had completed Ranger training. Perdew’s winning performance was leading his team in a charity fund-raising celebrity polo match, during which he had to overcome problems ranging from uncooperative weather to an uncooperative team made up of former contestants who had already been eliminated. Trump declared Perdew the winner of the reality show over the other finalist, a Phi Beta Kappa graduate of Princeton who also had a degree from Harvard Law School. According to The New York Sun:

Mr. Trump wasn’t just being patriotic—it seemed like Mr. Perdew’s military training was actually good preparation for the teamwork, competition, and improvisation needed to complete the tasks that were part of the reality show. Better preparation, even, than the training some of the other contestants had received at Ivy League universities.3

One Ranger made this statement regarding the use of these concepts in achieving impossible results in the civilian sector: “. . . [T]hey can succeed because of their will to succeed and the confidence that they can accomplish a mission, in an ethical way, no matter what it takes, whether it takes long hours, innovative thinking, or motivating people to do extraordinary things. That attitude translates to success regardless of what business you are in. . . .”4

How This Book Is Different

There are many books attempting to show the application of special operations (also known as spec ops or commando) techniques and especially leadership concepts to business. They have made a contribution to business thinking. And well they might. When an organization can successfully win out against other organizations many times its size with many times its resources, it’s worthwhile examining how this achievement was done.

However, what these books have offered is incomplete. There is a theory of special operations on which commando leadership is based. The notion that special ops leadership techniques can be indiscriminately applied to all business organizations is just as erroneous as attempting to apply them to all military organizations. It won’t work. The military is very careful about what techniques to use and what to omit in its regular military formations. So, it is important to understand the principles on which commando operations are based, and the opportunities and limitations in applying these powerful concepts.

Also, other books look only at the individual commando organizations with which a particular author is familiar. They show only how this particular organization’s leadership techniques may be incorporated in a civilian setting. For example, an author may focus on the Rangers, Green Berets, Navy SEALs, or Delta Force, to name just a few. However, as good as each of these organizations is, each has a very specialized mission and all are American commando organizations. Yet, there is much to be gained from analyzing the commando organizations of foreign countries. Moreover, there are a few organizations that are only nominally special ops organizations, yet they operate that way. Two flying organizations come to mind: the American Volunteer Group’s Flying Tigers and the Marine Corps’ Black Sheep Squadron, both of which operated during World War II. This confirms the important fact that commando units aren’t new and that valuable lessons would be excluded if we do not include in our analysis commando organizations that once existed, but have since become a part of history.

This book takes a comprehensive approach. There is a commonality in how individuals are led in all successful commando units. This book synthesizes these techniques. It covers the essential methods that commando leaders in the British Special Air Service (SAS), Israeli Sayeret Mat’kal, and our own commando units employ. But it also covers techniques that have been used by commando units throughout thousands of years of history to accomplish extremely challenging tasks against vastly superior forces.

Beginning with the principles of special operations, this book is about special ops leadership and how you can apply it to your business or project or any situation where leadership is important, so that you can beat the odds and accomplish the seemingly impossible.

This book reaches across national and military service boundaries into history to explain the background and the premise behind special operations leadership techniques. With that knowledge, you’ll understand which of these frequently different yet very powerful leadership techniques can be applied to your organization, when to use them, and when they should be avoided. Commando leadership techniques pay off, and they can pay off for your organization or business.


The Principles of
Special Ops Leadership

“There’s a way to do it better—find it!”

—Thomas A. Edison

“What he greatly thought he nobly dared.”

—Homer

THE WORD commando originated during the Boer War in South Africa in the late nineteenth century when the Boers fought for their independence from the British Empire. “Commando” was the Boer word to describe the mobile columns of fighting men that struck suddenly, did the maximum damage, and were gone before superior British forces could react. Through forced marches, ambuscades, and night raids, the Boer commandos created a living hell for the well-trained, well-armed regular British Army.

The British forces didn’t much like them, but they respected their ability on the battlefield and the Boers in turn won a worldwide reputation for their accomplishments. However, they were not the first to be organized and perform in this fashion. Commandos throughout history have won acclaim for their abilities to accomplish the impossible or near impossible. As a result, the concept of business commandos, who could accomplish similar feats for business organizations, has always been very attractive.

In his 1996 book Accidental Empires, Robert X. Cringely said that business commandos were out in front in new businesses, working hard, fast, and at low expense “to do lots of damage with surprise and teamwork, establishing a beachhead before the enemy is even aware that they exist.” Rob Landley further amplified Cringely’s thoughts in an article in which he wrote: “Simply put, they create something out of nothing, turning an idea into a product. [Commandos] can literally do the work of a hundred normal employees when they’ve got the right problems to work on. A start-up without commandos has nothing to sell.”1

Unfortunately, neither author explained much more about business commandos or how to develop and use them in business. To understand how to accomplish success with business commandos, we must first delve into the history of battle commandos and the theory of commando operations.

Gideon’s Trumpets

The bible gives us an early lesson in the employment of commando operations. Around 1100 B.C., ancient Israel was under the domination of the Midianites. According to the bible, God selected Gideon as his special ops leader. Gideon’s orders were to attack a vastly superior number of well-trained, battle-experienced Midianites in a fortified encampment. He didn’t have much raw material from which to draw, just a ragged assortment of mostly untrained soldiers who had previously been defeated by the enemy. As he screened the men, Gideon first said that anyone who wanted could leave. Twenty-two thousand of his soldiers, two-thirds of his army, packed up and immediately departed for home.

Through various techniques he further screened the remaining volunteers to just 300 commandos. He gave each of the 300 men a trumpet, a torch, and an empty pitcher, then he divided them into three companies. That night the three companies of commandos surrounded the Midianite camp. The empty pitchers covered their torches. On Gideon’s signal, they broke the pitchers and blew their trumpets. Then they shouted: “The sword of the Lord, and of Gideon.”

In those days, each torch represented at least a full company of men, so the Midianites thought they were under surprise attack by 30,000 Hebrews. The bible (Judges 7:22) tells us that “. . . the Lord set every man’s sword against his fellow, even throughout all the host: and the host fled to Beth-shittah in Zererath, and to the border of Abelmeholah, unto Tabbath.” This special operation force was so successful that even today the Israeli Army considers Gideon’s raid the model for its commando operations.

Early Commando Operations in America

The first rigorous application of the commando concept on the American continent was in the seventeenth century, when American forces, British colonists all, fought. Rangers under the command of Captain Benjamin Church brought the Indian conflict known as King Philip’s War to a successful conclusion in 1675.2 This was a war fought in the Plymouth Colony against the Indians, who were led by an Indian chief known as “King Philip.”3 These Rangers came into existence in response to challenges resulting from the ruggedness of the terrain and the nature of the colonist’s opponents, which were far different from those faced in Europe.

In 1756, the American colonies were heavily embroiled in the French and Indian War. Of course, the colonists, English all, fought on the side of the mother country. George Washington, then a young militia officer, received his baptism of fire during this war.

Major Robert Rogers formed the best-known Ranger unit of those early days, using tactics that regular colonial and British redcoats could not. Rogers’ Rangers mirrored the Boer commandos of more than a century later, in the same way that modern-day “special operators” do today. They moved fast and fearlessly to attack an enemy where he least expected it and where they could do the most damage. Then, like ghosts, they were gone. Like other commandos, Rogers’ dramatic victories won him acclaim from friend and foe alike.

Now we jump ahead another twenty years to America’s War of Independence. Right from the start, the colonists began using commando tactics against the regular British forces that opposed them. In “the shot heard round the world” that began the war, the British commander, Lieutenant General Thomas Gage, sent troops to seize a concentration of colonists’ arms at Lexington and Concord. Warned through the efforts of patriots like Paul Revere, colonial troops were on hand to fight, and though opposed by more than 700 British regulars, they were able to foil British aims at the cost of only eight killed.

As the British made their way back to the safety of Boston, colonists repeatedly attacked them. The British were trained to fight in tight formations, as if on parade. The colonists used the commando tactics of hit and run. They attacked suddenly from off-road positions, from behind trees. When the British troops stopped and formed their ranks to pursue them, they dispersed, only to repeat the process several miles down the road. Despite being the acknowledged “best army in the world,” the British suffered seventy-three killed and 173 wounded.4 That is, the British suffered almost 32 percent casualties by the time they arrived in Boston. Because of this and other reverses, Gage was relieved of command before the first year of war was out.

After the American Revolution, the United States always had some sort of special operations force in war. During our Civil War, the best known was probably that of Confederate Colonel John S. Mosby. Mosby’s Rangers were mounted and operated behind Union lines south of the Potomac River. Mosby employed aggressive action and surprise assaults to force Union forces to be on guard everywhere. He located weak points behind Union lines and then, concentrating superior forces against these positions, attacked, accomplished his objective, and disappeared. He tied down huge numbers of federal forces attempting to deter his raids.

Mosby usually raided with only twenty to fifty of his men in a single operation. But sometimes, he used even fewer with marked success. With inspired leadership and derring-do, he once attacked and routed an entire Union regiment in its bivouac with only nine men. On another occasion, he ruined the career of Edwin H. Stoughton, an up-and-coming Union brigadier general, by routing the sleeping commander from his bed almost in the shadow of the federal capitol. He captured the officer in his nightclothes, awakening him with the flat of a sword to his behind. He also captured the general’s staff and forty horses purchased for Union stores. On being informed of this disaster the following morning, President Lincoln was said to have commented: “That’s terrible! It’s easy to promote and replace a general, but I don’t know how we’ll replace those forty horses”.5

Commando Operations in World War II

World War II saw commandos in all American services in numerous operations and in foreign countries as well. The British developed commandos to provide small-scale raiding units that could launch assaults on the German-held and fortified coast of Europe. Later they were used to spearhead seaborne landings and other operations in both Europe and the Far East.

The Royal Marines reorganized their battalions to form Royal Marine Commando units. In North Africa, a Scotsman by the name of David Stirling formed the famous SAS. To disguise the unit’s mission and give the impression that the British had flown additional air reinforcements to the area, the unit was called the Special Air Service, thus the initials by which this unit is known even today. Operating hundreds of miles behind enemy lines, the SAS attacked German airfields, oil depots, and headquarters units. By some accounts, they destroyed more enemy aircraft than did the Royal Air Force. The SBS, or Special Boat Service, soon joined the SAS and echoed the older forces remarkable achievements. Both commando units exist in the British armed forces today.

On the German side, the most well known command unit was led by Colonel Otto Skorzeny. On the direct orders of Adolf Hitler, Skorzeny rescued Italian dictator Benito Mussolini from his captivity on an inaccessible Italian mountaintop, landing his assault force in gliders. With typical commando-style leadership, and despite the risks, Skorzeny personally led the raid and brought Mussolini to Hitler.

All of these operations have a common theoretical basis, and it is important that we understand it before we can understand the substantial differences in the way business commandos must be led from regular employees.

Why Special Operations Are Different

The basis of all strategy is to concentrate superior resources at the decisive point. This is true in commando operations as it is in any other situation, on the battlefield, in the boardroom, or in any competitive human endeavor. The differences in special operations have to do with what resources we’re considering. On the battlefield, superior resources usually mean numbers of troops and firepower. Some have termed this combination and other factors “combat power.” For business, these resources might be people, money, and know-how. We might call these combined resources superior “business power.”

Special operations theory differs in that it defies conventional thinking about what constitutes “superior resources,” because on the battlefield, a small force is used to defeat a much larger or well-entrenched adversary.6 In business, application of special operations principles means that a smaller firm with less financial resources can overcome a stronger competitor that may be already entrenched in the marketplace.

How is this possible? Captain William H. McRaven, a former Navy SEAL commander currently with the National Security Council committee on counterterrorism, theorized that a small force can defeat an apparently stronger opponent only when the smaller force gains a decisive advantage over its adversary. He called this decisive advantage “relative superiority” and stated that attaining it was essential for the success of any commando operation. Clearly, this concept of a decisive advantage is identical to the terms “competitive advantage” or “differential advantage” commonly used in business.

By analyzing eight historical special operations cases, Captain McRaven derived six principles that the special operations leader could and must control to attain relative superiority. McRaven’s principles are: simplicity, security, repetition, surprise, speed, and purpose.7 It is important to recognize that this relative superiority could not, and need not, be maintained indefinitely. Relative superiority only had to be maintained long enough to achieve the objective.

Previously, my own analysis of business strategy had yielded ten principles.8 However, these involved business strategy in general and did not focus on the use of special ops techniques. In my further analysis of many additional special ops cases, and numerous other instances in business where smaller organizations intentionally took on and achieved success over larger and more powerful competitors, I confirmed Captain McRaven’s principles for what I call “business commando operations.” There was some slight variance in these principles, for reasons I will explain shortly. Also, I felt it important to put these principles in their correct order of importance. The principles I confirmed from my expanded study of both history and business operations, in order of importance, are:

[image: Image] Purpose

[image: Image] Repetition

[image: Image] Speed

[image: Image] Surprise

[image: Image] Security

[image: Image] Simplicity

The Principle of Purpose

Having a clear and definite purpose is perhaps the most important principle of strategy, because you can’t get there until you know where “there” is! As a leader, you cannot present a clear understanding of what you are going to do if you don’t understand it yourself. Peter Drucker says that top management must first answer the question, “What is our business and what should it be?”9 That’s the kind of thing we’re talking about. For any specific operation, what exactly is its purpose?

For Colonel Arthur “Bull” Simmons on November 20, 1970, it was clear. Here’s what he told his fifty-six handpicked Special Forces assault force prior to the raid at Son Tay during the Vietnam War: “We are going to rescue seventy American prisoners of war, maybe more, from a camp called Son Tay. This is something American prisoners have a right to expect from their fellow soldiers. The target is twenty-three miles west of Hanoi.” The purpose was stated absolutely clearly so that there was no doubt. Later, when things began to go amiss (as they always do in any operation to some extent), Simmons’s commanders knew exactly what actions to take. One assault helicopter had engine problems. Normally this situation called for landing. The pilot pressed on and completed the mission. When another helicopter tried to land in the compound, it ran into one of the hundreds of high trees on the compound’s periphery and, under skilled flying, made a controlled crash. The assault troops it was carrying didn’t miss a beat; they proceeded with their assigned duties. In the action, American Special Forces killed fifty prison guards and another hundred enemy soldiers who came running out of their barracks.

Unfortunately, the American prisoners had been moved only a few days before, not because of a security failure but because of an unforeseen happening of nature. A nearby river was overflowing its banks and the Vietnamese feared flooding. Nevertheless, this commando raid was not a complete loss. The raid influenced a positive change in the treatment of American prisoners of war. It also forced the enemy to bring and keep all POWs together in Hanoi to better defend against future attempts to free them.10

The Principle of Repetition

McRaven’s “repetition” refers to repeated practice of the actions to be accomplished for a particular raid prior to the operation, just like actors practice before a performance of a play. By his definition, repetition is of much less importance for business. This is because business commando operations are usually of much longer duration and, consequently, have numerous additional phases. Employing the principle of repetition as defined by McRaven in, say, the introduction of a new product, through the period of its establishment in the marketplace and over a period of months, is simply not practical and, because of the changes possible during the new product introduction, not particularly useful.

However, repetition does show up in other business and military commando operations in another sense, and that is repetition of a successful method of operating.

Restaurant chains are useful for observing business commando operations and the practice of this principle. If you visit two or more restaurants of the same chain, you can see the same traits of good food, good service, and good atmosphere repeated again and again. The Cheesecake Factory chain provides an excellent example. The Cheesecake Factory’s CEO David Overton repeats a successful formula again and again.

One of the outstanding examples of this commando principle in business was that practiced by my old friend E. Joseph Cossman, a true business commando genius. Although Joe introduced product after product, most totally unrelated to one another, he repeated the same success formula time after time. This was:

1. Find a product no one wanted, usually one that had previously failed or gone through its life cycle and was in decline.

2. Analyze the market to make sure the demand was large enough to support a major success with this product.

3. Gain total and exclusive control over the product at the lowest cost possible.

4. Promote the product simultaneously in a variety of new, surprising, and innovative ways and to the maximum extent possible.

5. License the product to someone else after its sales have peaked.

6. Move on to the next project.

Joe followed this formula again and again and was successful almost every time. Over the years he personally made $25 million, which would probably be $50 million today, and yet he never had more than a dozen or so people working for him.

The Principle of Speed

Speed works in two ways. First, the commando can use speed to gain surprise. Speed also allows the commando to achieve his purpose before adversaries can react effectively to counter an attack with their superior resources.

Pursued by a force of 400 of the enemy during the French and Indian War of 1763, Major Robert Rogers led about 100 Rangers at breakneck speed through the northeastern American wilderness. Marching through heavy foliage and crossing numerous swamps, Rogers outdistanced his enemies and wore them out. It was at some cost, because he took casualties merely because of the stress on his own men. He feinted in one direction, then crossed the St. Francis River and struck the French-allied Indian village of St. Francis in a surprise night attack. They killed 200 warriors and captured twenty women and children. They didn’t pause to rest, but continued their movement. With their river path blocked by hundreds of French and Indians in both directions, Rogers and his Rangers began a forced march to Coos Meadows, where they expected a British garrison. Almost exhausted and without food, they found the place deserted. They continued on at high speed and without pause to Charlestown, New Hampshire, where Rogers was finally able to escape his pursuers by a water route.11

Business commandos must be able to react rapidly to changing tactical conditions. When I was associated with a large university, it took a minimum of two years to implement a new academic program. In fact, two years was considered “the fast track,” and limited to one such academic program per year in the entire university! At Touro University, where I now hold a professorship, similar programs could be developed and approved in a matter of days, and be ready to go the next period of academic instruction. The commando principle of speed can have a major advantage in successfully winning out over the competition.

The Principle of Surprise

Surprise is one of the commando’s greatest weapons in helping to overcome the advantage of a competitor who is stronger in numbers and resources. Even the strongest of corporations cannot be strong everywhere. So the astute commando can select his targets for the effect desired and, with surprise, achieve maximum impact by concentrating resources at that point. The advantage of surprise applies to all fields of human endeavor.

In the 1988 vice presidential debates, Democratic vice presidential hopeful Lloyd Bentsen demolished his Republican opponent Dan Quayle with a now-famous retort. Bentsen knew that Quayle’s relative inexperience compared to his own would eventually be called into question. Both men knew that when Democratic President John F. Kennedy assumed office, he was younger than Quayle and had even less experience. Bentsen anticipated that Quayle might attempt to use this fact and prepared. Quayle took the bait and fell right into the trap, comparing himself to Kennedy. Without missing a beat, Bentsen countered with this statement: “Senator, I served with Jack Kennedy. I knew Jack Kennedy. Jack Kennedy was a friend of mine. Senator, you are no Jack Kennedy.” Quayle was stunned. He looked as if he had been hit with a baseball bat and was largely ineffectual during the remainder of the debate. It would be an understatement to say he was surprised.

One of the first commando raids of World War II was the successful operation conducted by the British against the Lofoten islands off of the Norwegian coast on March 3–4, 1941. In Operation Claymore, 500 commandos and fifty Norwegian seamen landed on the German-occupied Norwegian coast from ships. The objective was to destroy factories producing glycerin for the German Army. The Germans hardly expected a raid after numerous German successes that had led to a complete British retreat from Europe at Dunkirk the previous year. They were completely surprised and immediately overwhelmed. The commando force was in and out before the Germans could react effectively.

The extent of the Germans’ surprise can be somewhat gauged by the fact that a number of British commandos went so far as to commandeer a bus on the spur of the moment, ride to a nearby German seaplane base, and cause further havoc. A young British lieutenant actually sent a telegram to Hitler from a telegraph office in town, chiding Hitler for the lack of preparedness of his troops. The commandos destroyed eleven factories, 800,000 gallons of oil, and five ships. They also returned with 314 volunteers for the Norwegian armed forces in exile in England, sixty Norwegian traitors, and 225 German prisoners of war.12 Surprise is a major factor in every successful commando operation, military or business.

The Principle of Security

If your competition knows what you are planning or doing, or even what you are capable of doing, he can take action to thwart your efforts. In a business context, if your competitor knows your advertising themes and the vehicles and dates you will be deploying them in advance, he can maximize the effect of his own advertising and minimize yours.

Anyone who is in business faces security problems. For example, those businesses that primarily rely on direct-response marketing to sell their products have a unique challenge, since their success or failure is publicized and available to anyone monitoring their advertising. If a direct-response advertiser is successful with a new promotion, he keeps advertising. If unsuccessful, he stops. That’s basic. All that a smaller company needs to do is to track the advertising in his market. If he notices a sudden increase in advertising for a particular promotion from a competitor, he can jump in the market with the same or a similar product. The risks are much lower since the first to market has assumed the biggest risk. If the company seeking to copy the other’s success can get the resources, he may even be able to undercut price on the first company through purchase of materials or products in larger quantities or through a better system of distribution.

For a commando organization, any failure in security can be disastrous. That was one of the lessons the British learned in the large Dieppe commando raid made against the French coast in 1942 during World War II. The raid against the city of Dieppe was intended to promote German fears of an attack in the west and compel the Germans to strengthen their English Channel defenses at the expense of other areas they occupied. At a time when the Allies didn’t have the strength to sustain a full-fledged land assault against German-occupied Europe, it was an opportunity to “show the flag” and to test new techniques and equipment while preparing for the eventual amphibious assault to win back the European mainland. The immediate objective was simply to occupy the city for a brief period, blow up some radar installations, and withdraw.

Unfortunately, the coast was well defended by the Germans. Moreover, security was compromised early on when the large British commando force actually departed for the French coast only to be forced by bad weather to return to their port. So the Germans knew that the British would probably try again and they even knew how they were planning to do it.

A month later, the assault was launched a second time. On the second try, the British had the misfortune to run into a German convoy on the way to Dieppe. As a result, this commando mission had neither tactical nor strategic surprise. The results were a fiasco for the British, the fifty American Rangers who took part, and the Canadian troops that made up the bulk of the commando raiders. Of the 4,963 Canadians who embarked for the operation, only 2,210 returned to England, and many of them were wounded. In all, there were 3,367 Allied casualties, including 1,946 left behind as prisoners of war and 907 Canadians who lost their lives.13

The Principle of Simplicity

Everything that can go wrong, will go wrong. NASA has had its problems with reliability and failure. Nevertheless, it was once noted that if every single component in a spacecraft were 99 percent reliable, it would fail 50 percent of the time! With so many components involved in a space launch and its vehicle, the chances of something going wrong increases. The point is that commando operations need to be as simple as possible. The fewer elements that can go wrong, the fewer will go wrong.

One of the most well known American commando failures was an attempt to release hostages taken by the Iranians in the American embassy in Tehran in 1979. In the rescue attempt, a complex plan was developed that demanded close coordination, almost perfect conditions, and the involvement of all four U.S. military services. This failure, which resulted in the loss of American lives, eventually led to the establishment of Special Operations Command, which oversees the human and material assets of most special ops units from all four military services today. Simplicity reduces the number of things that can go wrong by reducing the number of elements that must fit together to make the plan successful.

A Cautionary Note About the Use of Commando Techniques

It is important to understand that commando operations in warfare, as well as their application in business, are heavily dependent on achieving and maintaining the relative superiority or competitive advantage mentioned previously. While a commando organization can exist indefinitely, each commando operation has a finite lifespan. Most operations are short-lived, and the longest probably doesn’t exceed several months (as you will see in many of the examples cited in this book). While they sometimes accomplish the super-human, commandos are, after all, only human. They can wear out and lose their edge and ultimately their competitive advantage. When that happens, they are unable to continue to achieve the extraordinary goals you may have set and expect them to accomplish.

Many readers may be familiar with the term tiger teams. Today, the term refers primarily to inspection teams of one sort or another, but this was not always so. I first heard mention of tiger teams in the aerospace industry, where teams from various disciplines were brought together to accomplish a specific short-term goal or project. Once the goal was achieved or the project completed, the team was disbanded.

For example, a team might be brought together for the sole purpose of bidding a major contract. While the team was working on this objective, they were expected to work after hours, weekends, whatever it took. However, whatever the project, it rarely took more than thirty days. Once the project was done, the team was done. Each member of the tiger team went back to his or her regular organization in the corporation. No one was expected to perform on a tiger team indefinitely, and while it was perceived to be career enhancing, service on a tiger team was not necessarily sought after or thought of as desirable duty. With some exceptions, including team disbandment and the non-voluntary nature of most tiger teams, the similarity to commando teams is unmistakable. The lesson for using special ops leadership is that while the techniques may be applicable to business, no leadership technique will enable 24/7 continuous performance, ad infinitum, without eventual burnout.

Implementing the Principles Leads to Relative Superiority

As we’ve seen, the history of commando operations goes all the way back to biblical times. Success, whereby a weaker organization gains victory over a much stronger competitor, depends on only six basic principles of purpose, repetition, speed, surprise, security, and simplicity. Implementing these special ops principles will allow you to achieve relative superiority—a competitive advantage—over your business competition. But how do you actually lead business commandos to implement these principles?

That’s where the commando tactics, the subject of this book, become important. In the following chapters, I will show you how and why others have applied these principles through the use of fourteen key strategies:

[image: Image] Create the Best

[image: Image] Dare the Impossible

[image: Image] Throw the Rule Book Away

[image: Image] Be Where the Action Is

[image: Image] Commit and Require Total Commitment

[image: Image] Demand Tough Discipline

[image: Image] Build a Commando Team

[image: Image] Inspire Others to Follow Your Vision

[image: Image] Accept Full Blame; Give Full Credit

[image: Image] Take Charge!

[image: Image] Reward Effectively

[image: Image] Make the Most of What You Have

[image: Image] Never Give Up

[image: Image] Fight to Win

By following these strategies, you too can achieve outstanding success in whatever your business or endeavor.


PART 2 PRACTICES


1 CREATE THE BEST

“Who laid the cornerstone thereof?”

—Job 38:6

“If you would create something, you must be something.”

—Goethe

IN LATE 1941, shortly after the United States entered World War II, American and Filipino soldiers fought a desperate battle against overwhelming odds to defend the Bataan peninsula in the Philippines from the Japanese. Finally forced to surrender, they were marched to prison camps in sweltering heat through a mosquito-infested jungle with little or no food or water. Many thousands died or were killed along the way.

By 1944, at the Cabanatuan prisoner-of-war camp, only about 500 men had survived the brutality of their captors and the epidemics of tropical diseases and starvation. General Walter Krueger, commanding U.S. forces in the area, feared that the Japanese would murder their captives before the U.S. Army could liberate the camp. Given only forty-eight hours warning, Krueger sent the 6th Ranger Battalion, reinforced by Filipino guerillas and another smaller commando unit, the Alamo Scouts, to rescue the prisoners. The Rangers had to cross thirty miles of jungle behind enemy lines to launch their rescue.

On arrival, the 121 Rangers found that they faced not a few dozen guards, but rather 8,000 battle-hardened Japanese soldiers. However, as planned, Filipino guerrillas acted as a blocking force and kept the Japanese from attacking the Rangers during the rescue. Also as planned, a U.S. Air Force P-61 flew over the field and distracted the guards just as the Rangers launched their attack across a flat field, which made them easily visible. As a result of the surprise and the airplane distraction, only two Rangers were killed and all surviving American prisoners were freed from the camp.

Now the problem was how to get their weak, disease-ridden, and starving charges thirty miles through the enemy-held jungles to American lines. There was no way that the freed POWs (whose average weight was ninety pounds) would be able to walk the distance. Fortunately, the Rangers had planned for this situation, too. Again, the Filipinos saved the day, this time with water buffalo carts that were driven by local villagers. They were waiting at the Pampanga River, only one mile from the camp. All 511 surviving Americans made it back, in one of the greatest rescues of the Second World War.1

The 6th Battalion Didn’t Just Happen—It Was Created

The 6th Battalion was officially activated on September 26, 1944 after Ranger training in New Guinea. Previously, it had been a field artillery battalion, using pack mules as transportation. Lieutenant General Walter Krueger had become commander of the 6th Army. He didn’t need a field artillery unit and mules, so he shipped the mules out.

However, General Krueger did need a large Ranger unit trained in stealth and lightning assault. He wanted them for reconnaissance and raider work behind the lines. First, he found his commando leader: Lieutenant Colonel Henry Mucci, a West Pointer, class of 1936, who had volunteered to develop and lead a battalion of Rangers and had trained Rangers in Hawaii. The problem was, the battalion he would lead didn’t exist. What did exist were these all-volunteer “mule skinners.” They had been especially recruited mostly from American farms for the unusual and hazardous job of convincing mules to carry heavy artillery on their backs in the mountains of New Guinea. Now they were available. It was Mucci’s job to turn these unlikely candidates into Rangers.

Mucci personally built and trained the 6th Ranger Battalion in the mountains of New Guinea. Reports were that Mucci’s Ranger training bordered on the inhuman. Mucci worked his men in training to the absolute limits of their physical capacities. He personally taught them all aspects of fighting, from hand-to-hand combat to fighting with a knife or bayonet. He taught them to fight with all types of weapons and to be expert marksmen. He led them on hellish marches through tropical New Guinea jungles, across treacherous rivers, and up mountainsides in the sticky and miserable tropical jungle heat. Mucci taught them jungle combat, night combat, and amphibious combat. Mucci took a full year, but at the end of this year, he had the team he needed. Recalled one of Mucci’s commandos:

I thought he was going to kill us. “I’m going to make you so d——- mean, you will kill your own grandmother,” he told us. I wondered why he was putting us through so much, but before it was over, there was no question about it, I knew why. And once he got us trained and picked out, he loved us to death. And there wasn’t anything too good for us. . . . He knew what he was doing when he was training us.”2

Why Do You Need Business Commandos?

Just as commandos are needed for special tasks in battle, commandos are needed for special tasks in business. There may be situations where time is important, when resources are low or insufficient, where you are challenging conventional wisdom or established competitors for a turnaround, or where the state of affairs is so critical that if you don’t get a cash flow going soon, you won’t have a company.

Usually, all these circumstances should be addressed in a planned and organized fashion. So it’s important to understand the formalized steps. However, sometimes you’ll need to create commandos under fire, under the pressures of time, the competition, the government regulators, or your investors. In that case, you’ll need to create your commandos on the spot. In this chapter, we’ll look first at more typical situations, where you have the luxury of time and thorough planning. Then we’ll see how this job of creating business commandos is done in a crisis situation as well.

Qualities of Special People

You need special people to do special things. You need the best. If you think you can just call some of your regular employees together and give them a pep talk and an impossible task to do, you’re wrong. It won’t work. Your first task as a commando leader is to create commandos. You can’t do much until you have these very special people, these business commandos.

A business commando is an extraordinary employee, a special person. This is an individual who won’t quit until the job is done, no matter what. I don’t care what obstacles or problems exist, the business commando accepts the challenge and looks for and finds ways (or sometimes the one single way) to accomplish the task. Once engaged, the business commando doesn’t rest until success is ensured. The business commando is simply unstoppable. Knock him down and he gets right back up. Put an obstacle in her path and she goes over it, around it, under it, or right through it. The business commando hates to lose, loves to win, and thinks of overcoming tough tasks as a game. The more difficult the job is, the better. He may be laid-back or a hardcharger—quiet and unassuming or a loud mouth and a braggart. It doesn’t matter. Business commandos come in all shapes and sizes and physical appearances. They may be male or female. They come from all ethnic groups and belief systems. The only way to stop a business commando from achieving his goal is to eliminate him from the game. And believe you me, that’s no easy task for a competitor to do. So business commandos must be created.

How to Create Business Commandos

To create business commandos, first you have to recruit them. Then, you have to train them. Throughout the process and afterward, they need to be kept highly motivated to achieve the organization’s goals. Do it in three stages:

[image: Image] Locate and recruit

[image: Image] Screen and select the best

[image: Image] Train and motivate

Locate and Recruit—But Use Only Volunteers

In a sense, candidate commandos must find themselves—that is, they must be volunteers. This step isn’t as difficult as it sounds. Once you put the word out that you have a tough job for special people, you’ll get more volunteers than you’ll know what to do with. However, for several reasons, you don’t want to hire them all.

But let’s begin in the beginning. Henry Mucci was a volunteer. Mucci was a professional U.S. Army officer; moreover, as a Ranger, he was a volunteer. No one made him do it. Now you may think that because someone voluntarily came to work for you, that makes her a commando-type volunteer, but that’s not true. Most come only for a job, an opportunity, a paycheck. If you told them that the job was difficult, required long hours under difficult working conditions with only fifteen minutes for lunch, how many would accept a job with your company? Few? Maybe, but those are the ones that make business commandos.

Max De Pree was chairman and CEO of Herman Miller, Inc. when Fortune magazine named the company one of the ten “best managed” and “most innovative” furniture makers in the United States. If that weren’t enough, it was also chosen as one of the hundred best companies to work for in America. In his book, Leadership Is an Art, De Pree said: “The best people working for organizations are like volunteers. Since they could probably find good jobs in any number of groups, they choose to work somewhere for reasons less tangible than salary or position. Volunteers do not need contracts, they need covenants.”3 The bottom line is this: You can and must get people to volunteer to be come business commandos.

There are two stages to recruiting business commandos:

[image: Image] Find them.

[image: Image] Enlist them.

In the finding stage, we advertise for what we want. This advertising can be done by word of mouth, by taking out print ads or posting positions with Internet recruiters, by seeking recommendations from others within or from outside the company, or even through the use of consultants or headhunters to find candidates.

It is important to document exactly what you are looking for first. You’re going to want to write down the characteristics not only of the job, but of the group. What exactly do you want your business commando organization to do? Only after you’ve described the organization do you start describing the various positions needed within it. Only then you are in a position to write your ad. If it is a print advertisement, it could read something like this:

WANTED: BUSINESS COMMANDOS
We are developing a small elite group of degreed business professionals from all disciplines and functional areas to work on difficult, demanding, important assignments that will require long hours of work and possible worldwide travel to a variety of countries. While not physically dangerous, assignments will be mentally and physically challenging due to short time requirements. This group will report to top management.

Requirements include:

[image: Image] An earned degree from any discipline; advanced degrees a plus.

[image: Image] Five to ten years of business experience, in any industry.

[image: Image] Ability to work and get along with others on a team.

[image: Image] Excellent health.

In addition to standard benefits and a competitive salary, successful candidates will:

[image: Image] Be cross-trained in other functional areas.

[image: Image] Be able to develop themselves further in their specialty.

[image: Image] Have direct access to top management.

[image: Image] Be considered for future management opportunities in the company.

Verbal versions of the same advertisement can also be passed around to in-house managers and others. Many of your best commandos may already be in your organization, but you must identify them and form them into a special team the way Henry Mucci did. Once you are face-to-face with a potential candidate, you can let him in on more of the specifics. Such an advertisement will probably result in more candidates than you can handle. Most will want to know more about the work. Since you’ll have real information, you’ll be able to say more.

Regarding compensation, you have to think things through carefully ahead of time. While you don’t have to pay some outlandish amount, you do want to pay competitively so your commandos know that they are special. Money, by itself, may not be all it’s cracked up to be as a motivator. Still, it’s a sign of appreciation and achievement, and most people welcome higher compensation to pay the bills and afford luxuries that make their lives more enjoyable. Compensation can be structured so that documented performance means higher pay. That’s what successful sales organizations do. However, you are also offering training and experience with access to top management that normally would not be available to regular hires. You also offer the promise of special consideration for promotion to management in the future.

In the enlistment stage, you want to confirm that your potential commandos made the right decision and that joining your organization is the best, most powerful career move they can make in life. Don’t tell them how easy they’re going to have it. Tell them how tough it’s going to be, but that it is worthwhile.

Screen and Select the Best

Screen your candidates carefully. Fully interview only the best. Have them meet all senior managers. The manager you have selected to lead this group should have final say. You can also give various personnel tests that can assist in making your decision. You want the best. The more screening you do, the better the commando group you can put together. Also, the difficulty of the screening process itself helps to add to the mystique and eliteness of the group. (You want to work carefully with your human resources people to ensure you are not violating any laws against discrimination.) All candidates should be treated with respect, and those not tendered offers should be tactfully rejected.

In your interviews with candidates, make no bones about the fact that the work will not be easy and may frequently require overtime and work on weekends.

Train and Motivate

Arrange to start your new business commandos on about the same date so that training can be started at the same time. The training given depends on what you want your commandos to do and needs to be worked out ahead of time and approved by your commando manager. For example, if you are going to cross-train across functional areas (as described in the sample advertisement), then there needs to be coordination among all those who will give the training, again with the approval of your commando manager.

What motivates people to become commandos and remain commandos is most important. Motivation is necessary at every stage of the process of creating business commandos, and motivation must be a prime factor in maintaining them, too. Why would anyone volunteer for commando assignments when they have to go through extremely tough and harsh training (which they may not even complete successfully), then spend unpaid extra hours to maintain themselves at the highest professional standards, and then continue to risk their lives to perform at incredible standards to accomplish almost impossible feats? What motivates these individuals? There isn’t one single reason (though we’ll soon look at the most important motivator for most people). But first, let’s examine what, in general, doesn’t work very well and what does.

What Do People Consider Most Important About Their Jobs?

Social scientists have studied many industries to determine what factors employees consider most important in their jobs. My psychologist-wife tells me that hundreds of thousands of workers have been surveyed over the past fifty years. The results have been known for some time. They are not secret. Yet few organizations really act on them.

One of these studies was done by the Public Agenda Foundation and reported on by John Naisbitt and Patricia Aburdene in their popular book Reinventing the Corporation.4 Before I show you these results, maybe you would like to take the survey yourself. I’ve given it to thousands of leaders in my seminars. All you need to do is rank the following factors in the order of importance you think your employees or any worker would put them. Take a couple of minutes to do this exercise. There are thirteen factors. Rank each factor in its order of importance to those who work for you, with “1” being most important, “2” being second most important, and so on.

Exercise: What Motivates Employees?

Rank the following motivators from most important to least important:

1. Work with people who treat me with respect

2. Interesting work

3. Recognition for good work

4. Chance to develop skills

5. Working for people who listen if you have ideas about how to do things better

6. A chance to think for myself rather than just carry out instructions

7. Seeing the end results of my work

8. Working for efficient managers

9. A job that is not too easy

10. Feeling well informed about what is going on

11. Job security

12. High pay

13. Good benefits

Don’t turn the page until you are sure you have these factors in their order of importance to your employees. Then turn the page for the answers.

Job Security, High Pay, and Good Benefits Not Important?

That’s right, the factors are exactly in their correct order as listed. Remember, these are the results after interviewing hundreds of thousands of employees. How many did you get right? Ninety percent of leaders I have surveyed put job security, high pay, and good benefits in the top five. That is, they think that these factors are most important to their employees. But these three factors are usually far down the list. Even when teams of leaders take the survey in my seminars, a team rarely ranks the actual top three in their top three.

I’m not saying that job security, high pay, and good benefits aren’t important. They are. But other factors are usually more important—with one caveat. Job security, high pay, and good benefits can be used to reinforce recognition for good work, which is one of the top-three motivators. For example, when I was active as an air commando, the hazardous-duty pay differential, even combined with additional pay for combat duty, was a fraction of the standard pay that everyone else received —at most 15 percent additional of the total pay package, by my estimate. Certainly not enough to compensate for the additional risk and work.


The Answers

1. Work with people who treat me with respect

2. Interesting work

3. Recognition for good work

4. Chance to develop skills

5. Working for people who listen if you have ideas about how to do things better

6. A chance to think for myself rather than just carry out someone else’s instructions

7. Seeing the end results of my work

8. Working for efficient managers

9. A job that is not too easy

10. Feeling well informed about what is going on

11. Job security

12. High pay

13. Good benefits


What Are the Prime Motivators for Commandos?

If high pay, job security, good benefits, and as we have already seen, pleasant working conditions aren’t the answer, what is? Captain Ronald E. Yeaw, a naval officer who spent his career in the Navy SEALs, with plenty of combat thrown in, says this about what motivates SEAL commandos:

They want to go to the Grim Reaper, get right up next to him, and punch him out—do it three or four times a day. That’s what they really want to do.5

In other words, according to Yeaw, commandos are motivated in large part by danger and risk. They get a feeling of satisfaction from putting their lives in jeopardy and surviving while accomplishing the mission. In business commando terms, it is like the entrepreneur who willingly “bets the farm” and risks bankruptcy repeatedly, which he justifies by stating that this risk taking is what helped his company to grow.

So, commandos are motivated by risk taking. But what else? General Maxwell Taylor, who became President John F. Kennedy’s favorite general during the Cold War, was known as a highly intellectual officer. Among his academic accomplishments was his fluency in several foreign languages. However, during World War II he didn’t exactly have the most intellectual of assignments. He commanded the 101st Airborne Division during the Normandy Invasion and the Western European campaigns in combat. In those days, “airborne division” meant the elite paratroops.

A newsman once asked him why he liked to jump out of airplanes. “I don’t,” he answered, “but I like to be around men who do.”

General Taylor and others enjoy the reputation of being a commando and the things that come along with it—such as being expected to accomplish difficult or near-impossible tasks, being part of an elite force, being given special pay and privileges, even if the pay and privileges don’t amount to very much in practical terms. Thus the U.S. Army Special Forces units are proud of their distinctive Green Berets, which no other soldiers are allowed to wear. Army Rangers have their unique shoulder tab; Navy SEALs their Trident, Anchor, Eagle, and Flintlock badge. Uniform distinctions worn by other commando organizations are equally prized because they denote membership in an association of special individuals who must accomplish extremely difficult tasks under extremely difficult conditions. Several years ago, U.S. Army Rangers almost rebelled when the then–Army Chief of Staff mandated that all soldiers would wear a black beret as a morale booster. Formerly only Rangers were permitted to wear a black beret. They were only slightly mollified when he ordered khaki berets be reserved solely for Rangers.

Some years ago I was a guest, along with a couple dozen other academics from universities around the country, of Mary Kay Ash, the founder, and at the time CEO, of Mary Kay Cosmetics, the billion-dollar corporation most famous for awarding pink Cadillac automobiles to its most successful saleswomen. We were invited to participate in one of the corporation’s annual sales meetings, called seminars, at which almost 10,000 women were in attendance.

I was amazed at the commando-type techniques and various forms of recognition used to motivate these already highly motivated saleswomen. Groups of saleswomen belonged to units that also competed for recognition and prizes. These units had self-selected, colorful names like “The Gentle Tigers” or “The Beauty Team.” Different clothing and adornments were worn by different units and signified different levels of accomplishment. All were tied to the corporation, and everything was done to confirm that if you belonged to the Mary Kay organization, you were special.

Another motivation for commandos is the challenge. Training is tough, and not everyone is able to complete it. Navy SEALs have “Hell Week,” which culminates training. Army Rangers must pass four difficult phases of training, each lasting about ten days, during which they get little sleep and food while they alternately are assigned leadership roles in Ranger-type missions—urban, mountain, jungle, and desert—before they graduate. During the Vietnam era, they ran to a cadence:

I want to be an Airborne Ranger

I want to live a life of danger.

“Airborne” referred to the fact that many Rangers were also qualified as parachutists. One former Ranger who fought in the Vietnam War said he volunteered because “. . . something was missing in my life. Life was too easy; there was no challenge.”6

Creating Commandos Under Fire

As mentioned at the outset of this chapter, you must sometimes create commandos under fire, under the least favorable conditions. The need to create commandos under fire can occur in any organization. Fortunately, there is usually “people gold” in your organization that you may not have considered previously.

Finding the Gold You Need for Commandos7

There is an old saying in the military that in a good army, every soldier has a marshal’s baton in his backpack. This is a way of saying that even the most junior employee in an organization should be prepared to assume higher responsibilities. It also says that there may be top-management talent lower down in your organization that is immensely valuable, though currently unrecognized and untapped.

Jim Carroll, one of my doctoral classmates at Claremont Graduate University back in 1978, was a stock boy with only a high school education when hired by his company. Over a seven-year period, he rose from his initial hourly position to the presidency of that firm. During the same period, he went back to college and earned a bachelor’s and then a master’s degree at night school. Jim may have been a stockboy, but he carried a marshal’s baton in his backpack..

Unfortunately, for a variety of reasons, talent exists but goes unrecognized. Historically, one of the greatest examples that comes to mind is Ulysses S. Grant. During the Civil War, Grant was eventually selected as general-in-chief of all Union forces. He was the only commander who was able to defeat Confederate General Robert E. Lee and end the war. Before the war, Grant had been an unsuccessful dry-goods clerk in Galena, Illinois, working for his younger brother, who hired him only because he couldn’t get a job anywhere else. He had been kicked out of the army for drunkenness. Despite being a West Point graduate and having a strong military background, including awards for bravery and leadership during the Mexican War, Grant was turned down for relatively junior commands until, almost by accident, the governor of Illinois commissioned him a brigadier general of volunteers from his state. He proved to be the outstanding commander of federal forces during the Civil War. And, of course, Grant went on to become our eighteenth president.

Why does this gold in organizations go unnoticed? The most common reason is that these individuals are currently in assignments where others do not perceive their potential. General Grant may have been a so-so clerk, but he was an outstanding general and he was capable of functioning as a U.S. president. Only four years separated the clerk from the president!

What all this means is that there may well be valuable commandos in your organization already, only they are performing some very mundane and overlooked jobs, or else they have not yet become motivated to become commandos. Your responsibility is to identify these individuals and then put them to work where they can do the most good. This responsibility becomes all the more important when you must create commandos under fire. Here is an example from academia. It is particularly noteworthy because the academic setting limits many of the normal motivation and “command and control” methods available both in business and the military.

Academia: Unusual Organizations
with Unusual Power Structures

I never associated academia much with commando operations until I became an academic myself and was able to observe close up how these environments operate.

At most U.S. colleges and universities, the organization is considered “a community of scholars.” The “scholars” teach and do research in their respective disciplines. They are also expected to serve the academic organization, their academic disciplines, and the community at large. These responsibilities include serving on committees to ensure educational programs are up to par; examining the records of colleagues and making recommendations regarding their advancement in academic rank; organizing and serving as officers in academic associations; helping local, state, or national governments with problems in which they have expertise; and more.

Upon receiving his doctorate degree, in the United States a new professor is hired at the lowest rank of assistant professor. Given a record of achievement in the areas noted above, the professor may be promoted to the rank of associate professor and awarded tenure. Having tenure means that this individual cannot be fired without extreme cause, the most common being “moral turpitude.” It usually takes six years to acquire tenure and the rank of associate professor. This promotion is not automatic, and in some universities, the percentage of eligible professors attaining it may be as low as 10 percent. Failing to achieve this milestone requires that the assistant professor leave the university and find employment elsewhere.

Given a continuing record of accomplishment, the final promotion to full professor may be considered after another six years. Again, this is far from automatic and in some cases may never be awarded. However, having attained tenure, a professor may remain an associate professor, without promotion, until retirement. He cannot be easily discharged.

Each professor is considered almost semi-independent, with no “boss” and minimum supervision. Still, a department chairman heads each discipline and is responsible for his department and the professors in it. Although the department chair reports to the dean of the college or school, the rewards (monetary or otherwise) may be small. In many schools, the duties of the department chair are rotated every few years.

The dean, in turn, reports to the head of the university, usually termed the president, although sometimes an intermediary is imposed between a dean and the highest official in a university, usually titled a provost. This position corresponds roughly to a VP of Operations. In the parlance of academia, positions of dean or higher are termed “administrators” and considered management. The department chair may or may not be in this category, depending on the school.

Administrators generally receive greater compensation than professors, but not always. There are some cases where professors receive higher compensation than the president of their university. Administration is considered a separate career track from being a professor, and a professor who happens to be a good manager or leader may or may not seek to become an administrator.

As a result, in most academic units, the power of the chain of command is much more limited than in most other organizations. While each administrator may serve at the pleasure of his superior, individual professors, once tenured, cannot be discharged. This is designed to protect the special freedom of expression granted an academic in the classroom.

An Academic Department Has Problems

Because the position of department chair is not necessarily highly desired or sought after, some universities find difficulty in even filling the position. This was the case in one public university. The serving chair was not necessarily the best qualified or the best manager; rather, the dean would duly appoint the only professor willing to assume these duties. One particular chair served adequately for several years. In this twelve-member department, there were ten tenured full professors, the department had a history of accomplishment, and few demands were made. However, the environment eventually changed and the department became much more difficult to lead.

First, budget cuts were initiated by the state, which meant fewer resources for teaching, travel to academic conferences, and equipment for professors. Budgets were based on the number of students in each discipline. As academic programs within the department aged without revision and professors allocated more time to their individual projects rather than those likely to help the department, the number of students began to decline. In academia, students equate to sales. Over a three-year period, the numbers of students choosing to pursue a bachelor’s or master’s degree in this discipline declined by almost 40 percent. There was no money to hire adjunct professors any longer, so they were all but eliminated. Several professors retired. They were not replaced.

Then, publication became an accreditation issue. Major accrediting bodies within the United States oversee all academic programs and periodically visit the colleges and universities they accredit to ensure standards are being maintained. A major shift of emphasis by the accrediting body in this discipline required that the university’s professors publish significantly, but only in peer-reviewed, scientific journals (whereas previously, publications had been focused on other outlets). This chairman was unable to change the publishing habits of the department’s members.

Moreover, the department membership was blissfully unaware of the extent of the decline in the number of students and of the absolute necessity of publishing in academic journals. Professors observed only the increasingly bizarre behavior of their department chair—and the increasing lack of available resources. While morale plummeted, their response was to work increasingly on their own projects and to ignore the needs of the department.

Things reached a crisis when the department chair suffered a personal tragedy of major proportions that led to a nervous breakdown. As other problems, including financial mismanagement, were uncovered, the dean persuaded this chair to resign rather than face dismissal. A former department chairman was asked to assume the position. When informed of the actual state of the department he was stunned. This department, once considered preeminent, was now last in almost every measurement when compared with departments of other disciplines in the college.

A Commando Leader Takes Action

The new chair was forced to create commandos under fire. His initial actions deviated from the typical model of location and recruitment, selection and screening, and training and motivation. He had to go with what he had, and he had to do it fast. He had to decide what needed to be done, and then do it. And he had to convince nine other professors of identical rank and the former chair, all his peers, to follow his lead.

Yet he had none of the usual tools to work with. He only had two untenured faculty members; the remainder could not be fired no matter what he did. Even if the number of students declined further, tenured professors were exempt from firing. Salaries were fixed, so he could do little regarding compensation. Resources could not be doled out to motivate. They were too little. However, the chairman did have one advantage. He recognized the gold in the department. He knew where it was buried. He knew the strength and weakness of every potential commando.

This commando leader decided that he had to focus on three tasks that needed to be turned around immediately. These were:

[image: Image] Student enrollment in the discipline

[image: Image] Publication in peer-reviewed journals

[image: Image] Department morale

He further recognized that the first two goals were heavily dependent on morale. He knew that under these circumstances, motivation was critical yet extremely difficult.

The new chairman developed a plan and called a department meeting. He laid everything out, explaining exactly where the department ranked and what had happened. He told them what they could do to turn the situation around and how they could do it. He got agreement from every department member. He appointed teams to work on various aspects of every issue—including promotion and bringing in additional students—with a responsible leader for each. The teams utilized the strengths and interests of every member of the department. He got all groups to agree to take additional students, up to the limits of seating in each class. More students would enable additional resources. He established awards to recognize accomplishments in teaching quality, which helped to attract additional students and research. For every accomplishment he issued a letter of appreciation and delivered a copy to the dean and the professor’s file.

Within one year, the numbers of students rose by 36 percent. Whereas in the previous year only two professors had submitted articles to peer-reviewed publications and were published, all but one professor had submitted articles to scientific journals, and half had received notification of acceptance. The number of adjunct professors increased from two to nineteen. It was an outstanding example of creating commandos under fire, under extreme circumstances and limitations.

Do “Special People” Stay That Way?

Through the steps of recruiting, selecting, training, and motivating, you’ve made a hefty investment in individuals with almost amazing capabilities in order to build the very best team possible. The question is, do they retain these capabilities or do they disappear?

Both my research and personal experience indicates that these capabilities can be retained, but this retention is not automatic.

As proof that they can be retained, one need only look at the alumni of commando units in Israel. One of the best known and most elite is the Sayeret Mat’kal, reporting directly to the Chief of the General Staff of the Israeli Defense Forces. Former members of this relatively small unit include two former prime ministers, a former minister of defense, two former Chiefs of the General Staff (corresponding roughly to our Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, but with command responsibilities), and members of the Knesset (the Israeli Congress) from both major political parties. If one were to include all Israeli commando units, then the list of those who went on to top business and government positions would be even longer. In fact, Moshe Dayan, one of the most famous generals and politicians in modern Israel’s history, led a commando unit as a young major during Israel’s War of Independence in 1948–1949.

There is recent evidence in our own country as well of special ops forces producing capable leaders. Two generals from special operations have reached the top outside of special operations in the armed forces, and many have become generals or admirals in commanding special operation organizations. One of these is General Hugh Shelton, a general from special operations, who became Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, the highest military office in the U.S. Armed Forces. As another example, General Pete Schoomaker was once commander of Special Operations Command (SOCOM), the top commando job in the United States. He was recalled from retirement in 2003 by Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld to become the thirty-fifth Chief of Staff of the Army, the highest office in that branch of the armed forces. The Navy SEALs achieved its first vice (i.e., three-star) admiral in the person of Eric Olson, as deputy commander of SOCOM. Clearly, the trend is positive.

Although few have looked at business in quite this way, I’d be willing to wager that leaders who can create commandos, especially under extreme difficulty, like the academic department chairman or others described in this book, are well respected and poised to reach the top in their industries, too.

Commando Notes

Business commandos aren’t born. They must be created. And, as a commando leader, this is part of your job. The process of creating a business commando involves three stages. Potential business commandos must be:

[image: Image] Located and recruited

[image: Image] Screened and selected

[image: Image] Trained

And, most of all, your business commandos must be motivated. There are times when business commandos must be created under conditions that do not allow for formal recruiting, screening, and training procedures. As commando leader, you may have to go with what you’ve got. Finally, there most certainly is a need for the care and feeding of business commandos. This aspect cannot be ignored. To accomplish proper “care and feeding,” you need to consider why individuals become and remain commandos, and build your retention of commandos around these facts.
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