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LeaderShift by Ken Carnes and David Cottrell is a contemporary parable about leading  
in volatile, uncertain, complex, and ambiguous environments. The book is short,  
succinct, and conveys the message that creating a winning culture can help avoid  
drifting to failure, the normalization of deviance, and becoming stagnant. I would  
recommend this book as a primer for organizational leaders at every echelon  
because it provides a foundation and baseline understanding of six “shifts” that can  
change the culture and paradigm of both leaders and members of an organization.  
 
The book opens with Tod, a successful manager who can’t understand why members of his organization keep 
leaving his team. Tod couldn’t understand what he was doing wrong, so he consulted a mentor who said the 
following: “you are leading your team the same way you did for years that led to your success, but now those 
ways are leading you to frustration, as well as your team’s frustration” (Carnes & Cottrell, 12).   
This problem of leadership that once made one successful being the cause of current issues has been 
broached by many leaders in contemporary management literature. Sidney Dekker, author of Drift into 
Failure, posits that “Failure does not come from the occasional, abnormal dysfunction or breakdown of these 
structures, processes and tasks, but is an inevitable byproduct of their normal functioning” (Dekker, xii). 
Nassim Nicholas Taleb, author of Black Swan and Anti-Fragile echoes Dekker and Carnes and Cottrell with the 
his thoughts that “something has worked in the past, until – well it no longer does, and what we have learned 
from the past turns out to be at best irrelevant or false, at worst viciously misleading” (Taleb, 41).  
 
Carnes and Cottrell accurately capture the question every leader is asking: how do I continue to evolve my 
organization and personal leadership style to avoid becoming stagnant, relying on what worked in the past, 
and drifting into failure? 
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Carnes and Cottrell put forth a philosophy they coin LeaderShift which puts forth six principles that one can 
use to optimize their leadership, and the performance of their organization. The six principles of LeaderShift 
are: 

1. From fiction to truth – Carnes and Cottrell argue that “we cannot survive if we allow fiction to 
become the basis for our decisions” (Carnes & Cottrell, 24) which necessitates a culture of trust and 
just culture in an organization. There was recently a large discussion in the United States Army that 
dealt with fabricated training stats being reported by junior leaders to meet unrealistic deadlines 
imposed by senior leaders; leaders wondered if those that reported honestly were chastised for 
not meeting the unrealistic goal thus not rewarding honest behavior. Trust is the foundation upon 
which all relationships in an organization should be built (Army doctrine lists trust as a foundational 
pillar) which is likely why Carnes and Cottrell made it the first tenant of LeaderShift. Leaders must 
remember to encourage honest organizational assessments and interpersonal communication to 
ensure they are operating off of truths and not fiction.  
 

2. From waiting to be led to leading where you are – Carnes and Cottrell say that “you have to know 
without hesitation your top priority at work, how you are performing, and then remove any 
barriers that are preventing your success” (Carnes & Cottrell, 47) in order to lead where you are. 
This chapter likened waiting to be led to having a pebble in your shoe and not removing it; those 
that do not remove a pebble from their show immediately are not proactively seeking to make 
changes and are instead being reactive. This particular shift has direct correlation to the military 
where operating environments do not always allow for the co-location of troops thus meaning 
soldiers need to lead where they are in order to be successful during both combat and peacetime 
operations.  
 

3. From structured to enabled autonomy – The main character of the story, Tod, learns that 
“technology has created an avenue to more autonomy and creativity in how we achieve results” 
(Carnes & Cottrell, 55). In civilian organizations, this means affording employees the latitude to 
accomplish their tasks which means not every member of the organization has to be at their desk 
from 9-5 (that is okay!). Different military organizations have started to make this approach with 
leader development; units split between time zones have begun to use Slack and other online tools 
to conduct leader development and discussions about the organization instead of mandated video-
teleconference sessions where everyone has to be there at the same time. Carnes and Cottrell’s 
highlight of leader autonomy ensures that their leader philosophy will be applicable well into the 
foreseeable future.   
 

4. From drifting to purpose – Carnes and Cottrell recognize that many organizations are “busy 
without a purpose” (Carnes & Cottrell, 66) and become so lost in their daily activities that they 
forget (or never had) the purpose of their organization. They argue that it is the purpose of an 
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organization that prevents one from drifting, and thus both organizations and people should have a 
purpose. They discuss the Container Store as being a place that helps one organize their life, not 
just get containers (Carnes & Cottrell, 72). Army communications organizations often fall into the 
drift because of daily requirements to update routers and switches. The real purpose of army 
communicators is to facilitate communication for the warfighter, and when that purpose is realized 
organizational and personal priorities fall in line with tasks leading to that purpose. When personal 
and organizational goals in army communications organizations are not geared towards facilitating 
communications for the warfighter, the organization inevitably drifts into failure.  
 

5. From customer duty to customer passion – This shift recognizes that customers are watching how 
service providers respond to their issues. Are they honest? Do they respond with urgency? Is the 
service provider passionate about servicing the customer? This chapter is an outstanding example 
of the questions that leaders providing services (basically every leader) to customers should 
consider. Customer service is not just a motto, it is a way of operating and part of the 
organizational culture. A genuine passion when supporting customers will strengthen the bond 
with the customer, and strengthen the effectiveness of the organization.  
 

6. From fighting change to guiding change – Carnes and Cottrell reinforce the contemporary 
management literature when they recognize that “when confronted with adversity, you can choose 
to see the possible alternatives and become even better than you were before – or you can choose 
to sit and dwell on your circumstances for the rest of your life” (Carnes & Cottrell, 102). In this shift, 
they advocate increasing knowledge by professional reading along with thinking “what would 
happen if.” This is one of, if not the most important shifts discussed because it deals with having an 
open mind in continually changing environments. In the military, there are often challenges with 
guiding change because of those that are entrenched in a culture that “we have always done it this 
way.” Finding effective ways to guide changes in a military and civilian organization helps 
organizations remain competitive and cutting edge as opposed to stagnating and becoming 
obsolete. 

LeaderShift is a fun book that discusses the lessons mentioned above through the eyes of Tod, a manager who 
is stuck in his ways. The book details his journey through learning each of the six shifts, and applying them to 
his organization. Learning and implementing the shifts is not easy, and Tod did not magically reverse the trend 
of his organization. Instead, he realizes that shifts take time, patience, education, and buy-in from the 
organization before they lead to success.  
 
I recommend this book to any leader looking to change the culture of their organization, and to do so in a 
realistic way. Carnes and Cottrell accurately capture the problem of entrenched culture in modern 
management, and do so in a way that is intellectually accessible to anyone who takes the time to learn.  
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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. 
 


