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Turn the Ship Around by L. David Marquet, a retired Navy Captain, is a short book that 
details his time as the Captain of the USS Santa Fe and how he incorporated a novel 
approach to empowering his subordinates, which led to extraordinary results. Marquet 
argues that the military preaches empowerment and sustainable processes, but it 
rewards top-down leadership that produces short-term results. His book is important not 
only to learn about ways in which one can empower his/her subordinates, but to gain 
insight into a leader that had to determine if his actions were in line with the type of 
leader he wanted to be.  In the end, he found that his actions were not in line, so he 
changed his actions as opposed to his vision of the type of leader he wanted to be. 

I would recommend this book to any military or civilian leader looking to broaden his/her knowledge of different 
leadership techniques for empowering subordinates and obtaining buy-in. The only thing to note is that in order to 
follow Marquet’s empowerment leadership there can be no half-measures – it requires a complete paradigm shift and I 
think it is a shift that will eventually happen for all leaders.  

My book notes for Turn the Ship Around are as follows: 

- “I would have to grapple with the tension between how I aspired to be as a leader and how I actually was.”1 This
is such a simple statement but one to which leaders should pay the utmost attention. Analyzing oneself on a
daily basis to determine if one’s actions do in fact fall in line with the type of leader one aspires to be is a
hallmark of a successful leader. Aspiring to be great is not enough – one’s actions need to fall in line with those
aspirations or else that tension Marquet describes will continue to grow until it becomes too much for any
leader to bear.

1L. David Marquet. Turn the Ship Around! A True Story of Turning Followers Into Leaders (New York: Penguin Books 2012), 8. 
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- Marquet says he “concluded that competence could not rest solely with the leader. It had to run throughout the
entire organization.”2 He goes onto say that “when the performance of a unit goes down after an officer leaves,
it is taken as a sign that he was a good leader, not that he was ineffective in training his people properly.”3

Marquet makes a good point in that the military does not have a method of assessing a leader after he/she
leaves so there really is no onus on the leader (unless they have an “enlightened sense of duty”4) because they
are not rewarded for anything that happens after their time in a leadership position.

o The question(s) looks something as follows for a leader: If I am getting rated on my performance during
a two-year leadership position solely based on performance during those two years then what is the
personal benefit to thinking about the long term success of the unit?  I understand that the right thing to
do is set the unit up for long-term success, but if that means sacrificing short term results can my
superiors live with that?

o 
o The question for an organization should look something like this: How do I get leaders in my

organization to put policies, procedures, and sustainable processes in place to position the organization
for long-term success?

There isn’t an easy answer to these questions. Some may say that leaders should already do the right thing and 
look out for the unit’s long term success. I have a short story to show why that theory doesn’t always work. As a 
signal officer, I have spent the majority of my career setting up networks in austere environments. During my 
first deployment, we were setting up our communications center in a remote base with limited materials. I told 
my boss that I could have certain people using the internet and tactical communications with 30 minutes but 
that it would be sub-standard, unsustainable, and would require hours of man hours in the future to fix. I also 
told him if he gives me 2 hours I could wire the building properly, and it would require limited maintenance, 
provide better communication, and require less reactive man hours in the future. He chose the first option, 
because he wanted to be operational immediately. This parallels the ideas I discussed above and helps support 
the mountains of business literature that discuss the tension created by the expectation of short-term results 
but also for the enduring success of an organization.   

- When talking about the Navy culture on nuclear-powered submarines Marquet says the following: “There is a
powerful and effective culture of open and honest discussion about what went wrong and what could have gone
better. What happens then is that we evaluate ships based on mistakes they make. Avoiding mistakes becomes
the prime focus of the crew and leadership.”5 Marquet wanted to create an environment on his ships to achieve
excellence not just to avoid errors.6 In large bureaucracies (the military being one) there is an inspection culture
that is a byproduct of a series of people trying to do the right thing. There are certain operations in the military
that have so many inspections associated with them that success becomes avoiding errors on a checklist instead
of finding new/innovative ways to improve upon existing processes. Marquet saw this as an immediate issue

2 Ibid, 9. 
3 Ibid, 15. 
4 Ibid, 14. 
5Ibid,  43. 
6 Ibid, 43. 
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and wanted to create a culture that rewarded curiosity and risk-taking but still achieved excellence on 
inspections.  

- “Many empowerment programs fail because they are just that, “programs” or “initiatives” rather than the
central principle – the genetic code…”7 Marquet goes onto say that “directed empowerment programs are
flawed because they are predicated on this assumption: I have the authority and ability to empower you (and
you don’t).”8 This reminds me of a new task force, TF Innovation that was recently created by the navy
(http://www.naval-technology.com/news/newsus-secnav-announces-creation-of-new-task-force-innovation-
4496074) and will start by developing an innovation agenda. This idea that leaders can dictate empowerment, or
innovation, or buy-in or any other thing that needs to be grown organically as opposed to top-down is hurting
organizations. Creating the right culture within an organization can lead to empowerment and innovation but
dictating that these things happen creates a bureaucratic mess. The intent behind empowerment programs and
dictated innovation is good – people want to see these things within their organization. Unfortunately these two
things cannot be dictated but rather must be developed.

- Marquet sums up some of the internal conflicts that arise while commanding a military organization as follows:
“This was something I would wrestle with my entire command tour – balancing the courage to hold people
accountable for their actions with my compassion for their honest efforts.”9 There is no easy answer for this
either – leaders need to create that balance in their organization to promote new ideas/efforts/innovation but
also to hold people accountable when they make mistakes. It isn’t an easy thing to do, and anyone who has led
or commanded knows that it is a constant balance that, when done correctly, can lead to immense success
within the organization.

- Marquet hits on another key point in his book – “we [the Navy in his case] let our administrative processes get in
the way of prompt recognition.”10 It is key for leaders to make sure outstanding actions are immediately
recognized even if the paperwork has to occur later. Immediate recognition creates a much larger impact and
resonates with those that see it occur as opposed to it happening weeks later when all the paperwork is
processed. This may seem out of place with some of my other notes, but the idea is to use immediate
recognition to reinforce or promote desired behaviors within an organization.11

Marquet did much more than what I captured in these brief notes. He instituted a change of language so that 
subordinates would tell him what they “intend to do” as opposed to asking him for permission.  He delegated leave 
down to the senior non-commissioned officers on the ship, leveraged inspections as a training opportunity, and did 
many other things to create the desired culture on his ship. This book is an immensely rewarding read and I think it can 
provide lessons to leaders at any level. 

7 Ibid, 59. 
8 Ibid, 59. 
9 Ibid, 118. 
10 Ibid, 186. 
11 Ibid, 186. 

http://www.naval-technology.com/news/newsus-secnav-announces-creation-of-new-task-force-innovation-4496074
http://www.naval-technology.com/news/newsus-secnav-announces-creation-of-new-task-force-innovation-4496074
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About James Torrence 

James Torrence is a Featured Contributor of book notes, insightful opinions and leadership summaries for 
Thought Leaders Network.  He currently serves as Captain in the U.S. Army and is a graduate of West Point.  
He was deployed twice to Afghanistan. He has earned four Master’s Degrees since joining the military and is a 
Lean Six Sigma Black Belt. He has a PSM1 certification (Professional Scrum Master) and has been in charge of 
100 personnel spanning multiple countries. 

CPT Torrence is the recipient of several prestigious leadership awards for accomplishments during his time in 
the military.  He was awarded the 2013 Armed Forces Communication and Electronics Association (AFCEA)  
IT Leadership Award (With Decisive Bravery) for the U.S. Army for actions performed during his second 
deployment.  He is also a recipient of the General Douglas MacArthur Leadership Award for 2014, awarded to 
officers who demonstrate the ideals for which General MacArthur stood – Duty, Honor, Country. 

The thoughts and opinions expressed by James Torrence in this analysis and posted on the Thought Leaders Network site 
are his own and are not representative of the U.S. Army. 


