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FROM THE JACKET COVER
The Old Rules No Longer Apply. When General McChrystal took command of the Joint Special Operations Task Force in 2004, he quickly realized that conventional military tactics were failing. Al Qaeda in Iraq was a decentralized network that could move quickly, strike ruthlessly, then seemingly vanish into the local population.  The allied forces had a huge advantage in numbers, equipment, and training – but none of that seemed to matter.

Teaching a Leviathan to Improvise

It’s no secret that in any field, small teams have many advantages – they can respond quickly, communicate freely, and make decisions without layers of bureaucracy.  But organizations taking on really big challenges can’t fit in a garage.  They need management practices that can scale to thousands of people.  General McCrystal led a hierarchical, highly disciplined machine of thousands of men and women.  But to defeat Al Qaeda in Iraq, his Task Force would have to acquire the enemy’s speed and flexibility.  Was there a way to combine the power of the world’s mightiest military with the agility of the world’s most fearsome terrorist network? If so, could the same principles apply in civilian organizations?

A New Approach for a New World

McCrystal and his colleagues discarded a century of conventional wisdom and remade the Task Force, in the midst of a grueling war, into something new: a network that combined extremely transparent communication with decentralized decision-making authority.  The walls between silos were torn down.  Leaders looked at the best practices of the smallest units and found ways to extend them to thousands of people on three continents, using technology to establish a oneness that would have been impossible even a decade earlier.  The Task Force became a “team of teams” – faster, flatter, more flexible – and beat back Al Qaeda.
Beyond the Battlefield

In this powerful book, McCrystal and his colleagues show how the challenges they faced in Iraq can be relevant to countless businesses, nonprofits, and other organizations.  The world is changing faster than ever, and the smartest response for those in charge is to give small groups the freedom to experiment while driving everyone to share what they learn across the entire organization.  As the authors argue through compelling examples, the team of teams strategy has worked everywhere from hospital emergency rooms to NASA.  It has the potential to transform organizations large and small.
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1. Take a look at the picture to the right, which is from page 129.  The movement engineered by McCrystal and his leadership team was to transform the Task Force from the top COMMAND model to the COMMAND OF TEAMS model, and then to the TEAM OF TEAMS.  We are talking about the joint forces of the US Military.  This is no small task.
2. They had an advantage in that there was a real crisis and a compelling need for change.  They had a shared purpose that was as real as anything could be.

3. Authority became decentralized.  This was a real challenge for the General, and for everyone in the system.  There is a story about a woman, 24 years old, seven ranks below the top, who was the point person on a mission that popped up one day and unfolded over a few hours.  Her intuitive grasp of the technology she managed (a drone, if I recall) gave her a target, and then the team went to work.  The General was aware of the whole sequence of events, but was not there to grant permission or to make a decision.  He was there to tend the garden.

4. As the General moved from command and control to tending the garden, he learned that he had to weed and feed.  He became an empathic crafter of the culture.  The heroic leader didn’t work.  He had to move his focus from the shifting pieces on the chess board, to the bigger picture where he tended to the entire ecosystem impacting the garden.  Creating and maintaining teamwork was the focus much of the time.  He had to keep the teams focused.  “Thank you” became his most important phrase, along with his interest and enthusiasm.  He learned to think out loud.  To tend the garden.

5. The leader’s first responsibility is to the whole.  This requires a high level of consciousness. This takes me back to Leadership Agility by Joiner and Josephs.  You can hear the General talking about the need to be agile.  The more evolved the leader’s consciousness, the more agile he or she can be.

6. And the General learned about the importance of cultivating a “shared consciousness” among all his teams.  Lots of communication with lots of people.  It wasn’t just the leadership team that met and then handed out orders.  In fact, a couple thousand people were electronically connected for the General’s briefings and they were wired in from all over the place.  Shared Consciousness is a big concept here.
7. “Eyes in and hands off.”  The General takes us back to Fredrick Taylor’s management principles of a century ago.  They were a huge leap forward at the time, and all the great business leaders of the day, the industrialists, followed Taylor's business-as-machine model.  Measure everything and do it until the numbers improve.  But, with Al Qaeda the machine lacked the flexibility, the agility to stay up to speed with the speed of exponential change.  The system became the problem, and a new one was needed.

8. “On the whole, our initiative – which we call “empowered execution” – met with tremendous success.  Decisions came more quickly, which is critical in a fight where speed was essential to capture enemies and prevent attacks. More importantly, and more surprisingly, we found that, even as speed increased and we pushed authority further down, the quality of decisions actually went up.

9. Open office space was created.  “This is not just about symbolic egalitarianism.  The cultivated chaos of the open office encourages interaction between employees distant from one another on the org chart.”  

10. Yes, there was an org chart.  But, everyone communicated as directly as possible.  Every team had knowledge of what every other team was up to.  I’m going to make a reference to Holacracy here and two books.  Reinventing the Organization by Fredric LaLoux, and Holacracy by Brian Robertson.  This seems to be the natural and organic way in which organizations are emerging.  It is the new form most vividly being followed by Zappos.

11. Efficiency and adaptability.  To be efficient you have to be adaptable.
12. “To survive them, we need to become both robust and resilient.”

McCrystal and his co-authors tell lots of stories, some about war experiences, and others from history and business.  They help to keep the book very entertaining, and the anecdotes help to make the point.

“New rules of engagement for a complex world.”  That’s the appropriate subtitle.
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