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When I was a student in 2005 at the Marine Corps's Expeditionary Warfare 

School in Quantico, Va., then-Lieutenant General James Conway, who today 

serves as Commandant of the Marine Corps, told myself and my classmates that 

power derives not from rank but from relationships. After 16 years as a 

Marine, eight years as an officer and eight months on duty in Iraq, I am 

finally coming to understand the wisdom behind those words.

Until three or four years ago, when I started teaching leadership at the 

Marine Corps' Officer Candidate School in Quantico, Va., I was like most 

Marines: I thought the Corps had cornered the market on leadership. Any 

leadership civilians did was merely "management." But as I began to encounter 

more academic and business professionals through my teaching work, I became 

more introspective, reevaluating my own leadership style.

Rather that being a set of techniques patented by the Marine Corps, I learned, 

leadership is about people. And most people I know share some common 

characteristics: They want to be part of a winning team; they want to be 

appreciated; they want support and love; they want their opinions to matter; 

they want to be treated fairly; and they want to work for the common good. 

Selfishness and other poor parts of our nature also exist -- I'm not naïve 

enough to deny that -- but I do believe that folks are inherently good, and 

that a credible leader will bring out the best in them.

Looking back, then, I realized I missed some great leadership opportunities in 

my career.  As a leader, I've always worked hard to care for the Marines under 

my command, but I was never good at building rapport and establishing 

meaningful relationships. I was able to accomplish things because I had a 

reputation as a quality individual, but never because people enjoyed working 

with me. Marines wouldn't go out of their way to strike up a conversation with 

me, and I would never take the time to just see how they were doing. I was all 

business, all the time. In that sense, I fell victim to the big lie in the 

Corps: that to be good, you must always be hard as nails. Yes, being 

physically and mentally tough is essential to being a Marine, but it is only 

half the equation.

During my last year as an instructor at Quantico and then during a year at 

Expeditionary Warfare School, I focused on becoming more of a people person. 

I'm still uncomfortable in crowds, and small talk often bores the hell out of 

me, but I have realized that just spending a minute or two asking a Marine 

about his day, his hometown, his wife, or his favorite food can open the door 

to a relationship. As Dale Carnegie writes, if you get someone to talk about 

themselves, you've already won. 

Leadership in the Field: Unexpected Roles

For the past eight months, I have served in various parts of Anbar Province, 

in Western Iraq, as Assistant Operations Officer for Task Force Tarawa. In a 

normal situation, my job would simply be helping the Operations Officer 

coordinate Task Force personnel for combat operations, logistic patrols, and 

engineering projects. Task Force Tarawa is not normal, however. 

For one thing, we are incredibly short-staffed. We took over our post from a 

group that had 30 percent more personnel than we do. In addition to my regular 

responsibilities, I have also found myself in charge of administering the 

guard force at Camp Korean Village (a Marine base in Anbar Province), 

overseeing all detainee operations, and acting as a liaison between my staff 

and 15 other commands, units and sections at the Camp. Unexpectedly, my key 

role within Task Force Tarawa has been as a bridge builder, fence mender and 

mediator.

My Task Force was assembled on a very short timeline -- just two weeks -- and 

it brought together disparate units that had never worked together. A more 

typical Task Force is formed and trained over the course of several months 

before being deployed to combat. During this training period, the intricacies 

of command relationships are worked out, reporting procedures are established, 

and distribution of tasks is determined.  In our case, we skipped this entire 

portion and instead created an ad hoc command element. We had to remove people 

from assignments for which they had training and place them in new jobs for 

which they had none.  To say there were some growing pains would be an 

understatement.

Out in the field, familiar, linear organizational diagrams were quickly 

replaced with ones that resembled spider webs. Companies still report to 

battalions who still report to regiments, but overlaid on these old reporting 

constructs are new ones, often with vexingly vague names like "supporting," 

"coordinating" or "partnered" relationships. Much of what we do now depends on 

commanders working together in situations where neither is really in charge of 

the other. 

Lately I have realized that I accomplish little through official means; my 

influence is derived from forging good relationships with the people I have to 

deal with on a daily basis. I've learned that getting results is less a 

function of what you are selling than how you sell it. Having rank on my side, 

I have the option to simply order a Marine to do something, and I can 

realistically expect action to follow soon thereafter. This may be an adequate 

way to get results, but it is no way to garner respect or cooperation.  

Marines are great at following orders, but not even Marines get excited about 

providing a win for the other guy alone. Creating a win-win scenario means 

getting others to believe in what you are selling and want it for themselves.

Getting the Job Done with a Handshake

In my Area of Operations, we had a handful of Marines stationed along the 

Iraqi/Syrian border who were having serious problems with their generators, 

their only supply of electrical power. Without power, Marines would have lost 

their satellite communications network, which is their only way to keep in 

touch with us should they be attacked, injured or need any other support.  

Our Task Force had no extra generators to spare. The only folks I knew who 

could help were Kellogg, Brown, & Root (KBR), a Halliburton subsidiary that 

provides life support and services for military installations over here. 

Supplying an extra generator to this border station was outside of KBR's 

contractual responsibilities, and, unfortunately, our relationship with them 

had been badly soured by a member of my staff who behaved, shall we say, quite 

negatively toward them on a regular basis. I knew I didn't have much chance of 

securing KBR's help, but all that mattered to me right then was getting a 

generator to Marines who needed it.

I set up a meeting with a KBR manager, and after I introduced myself, I 

noticed he sounded like he was from the South. I asked him where home was, 

when he was going to get there on leave, and then just let the conversation 

develop. After some time, I said, "Hey man, there has been some bad blood 

between my organization and yours, but I want to fix that. I know you are busy 

and I wouldn't bother you unless it was really important.  I have some Marines 

who are in a really bad spot. I'm asking you for a favor that I probably can't 

repay with anything other than a handshake." I explained the situation to him. 

He told me he wasn't really allowed to help me, but that if we kept it quiet 

no one would be the wiser. He gave me a generator five minutes later.  

Finesse over Force

The traditional chain-of command structure has always served the Marines well: 

It is essential when you need immediate results. There is a downside, however. 

Depending on rank alone to determine leadership downplays the value of 

competence and respect. Having a subordinate follow orders is not an 

affirmation of leadership; getting buy-in and willing cooperation from peers, 

juniors, and seniors without flexing rank muscles is. When the solid vertical 

lines of organizational charts are replaced with intersecting dotted and 

dashed ones, today's Marine leaders had best be able to rely on more than what 

is on their collars.

Authority is born of rank and position, but true power and influence come from 

getting along with people.  It would be nice, but also exceedingly naive, to 

think personalities are irrelevant in a professional organization, and that 

all players will rally for the big win.  Personal agendas, experiences, and 

moods all affect the level of support we provide to one another. Although many 

Marines state with bravado they did not join the Marine Corps to make friends, 

they might want to consider friendship-forging skills a priority.  

As Marines, we have to learn to distinguish when to use force and when to use 

finesse. 

When dealing with the enemy, there is no time for negotiating. With co-workers 

and comrades, however, a little bit of rapport can go a long way.  It took me 

far too long to realize that relationships among Marines of all ranks are 

truly the key to power, influence, and progress, regardless of what formal 

reporting structures exist.  Sometimes the hardest lessons to learn are the 

ones that should be the easiest to see.
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