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Introduction 

 

When you spend twenty or more years in the U.S. 

Marine Corps you gain an “eye” for things.   Since 

retiring as a United States Marine Corps Master 

Sergeant nearly two decades ago, I have been 

putting the “Marine’s Eye” at work for marquee 

clients such as General Motors, HP, Eaton, BMW, 

Acura, U.S. Marine Corps, Maritz, Hendrick 

Automotive, as well as smaller, lesser knowns 

firms.    

 

The Marine’s Eye is obviously a metaphor for a 

unique visual acuity, but it equally applies to the 

other senses.  The Marine’s Eye is the ability step 

into a team or group dynamic and immediately: 

 

Size up the leader-follower dynamic. 

 

Separate noise from actionable issues. 

 

Hear what is said and not said. 

 

Know when something doesn’t feel right. 

 

See cause and effect relationships objectively.  
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Pick out the posers, the cons, the “I” people,  

 

and 

 

Know exactly what to do about it. 

 

All Marine leaders have “the eye.” It is learned at 

the severest schools of leadership and honed 

through years of experience and increased 

responsibilities.   

 

In this book, I am going to teach you how to see 

through that eye.   

 

I hope it changes how you look at your business.  

 

I hope it changes how you look at your people.   

 

 

Epiphanies comes from a change in perspective. 
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Chapter 1 

 

“Share the Cake. Eat the Cake.” 

 

When Inc Magazine labeled the U.S. Marine 

Corps as “The Best Management School in 

America,” there was sound logic behind that.   

The Marine Corps requires a leadership dynamic 

that can keep nearly 186,000 first responders 

equipped, trained at top proficiency, and 

motivated to move towards danger at a 

moment’s notice.  It is a remarkable feat of 

continuous preparation, logistics, leadership, and 

miraculous execution.   

 

It should be.  The Marine Corps has had a lot of 

time to work on this.  It is two-hundred and 

forty-five-years young.   

 

Officially, it was established with ink and 

parchment on the 10th of November 1775, by the 

2nd Continental Congress.   

 

Each year, no matter where they are stationed, 

or when they may have served, Marines across 

the globe pause on 10 November to celebrate 

their founding and honor their fallen with official 

ceremony and reverence.  With much formality 
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at a Marine Corps Ball event, or informally in a 

tactical environment, the responsibility for the 

Corps’ legacy is passed on from the oldest 

Marine present to the youngest Marine present.   

 

This last part is represented during a traditional 

cake cutting ceremony.  It is not a birthday 

without cake, right?     

 

The cake is cut with a Marine Corps sword 

(another story unto itself) and the first piece is 

passed from the oldest Marine present to the 

youngest Marine present.   If you are fortunate to 

attend a Marine Corps Birthday ceremony, the 

cake cutting might end up as a footnote in an 

evening full of colorful and memorable events.  It 

is much more than that.    

 

The symbolism of the cake cutting ceremony has 

a powerful message.  It represents a passing of 

responsibility, a changing of the guard.  It also 

demonstrates a key construct of the Marine 

Corps leadership ethos – leaders create leaders, 

not followers.   And maybe even most important 

of all, it sends a clear and unequivocable message 

to the newest Marines present; that they 

represent the future of the Corps.  This is the 

highest form of servant leadership.  It is the 
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reason the Generals, Corporals, Captains, and 

Marines of all ranks come and go, but the 

integrity of the Marine Corps has remained intact 

for over two centuries.  Each generation passes 

on the mantle of responsibility, and leadership 

ethos shared by all Marines, to the next 

generation.       

 

The Corps doesn’t rely upon ceremony though, 

to build its leaders.  It uses process, doctrine, and 

values that are hard wired and woven into the 

fabric of the Marine Corps daily operating 

system.  It is an all-the-time thing, regardless of 

rank and seniority.   Marine Leadership is based 

on a code.     

 

Lessons begin on Day 1.  
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Chapter 2 

 

“I am responsible” 

 

On a Marine’s first day, the “eye’s” construction 

begins on a foundation of eleven rules that every 

Marine must fully and wholly internalize.  These 

are “The Eleven General Orders for Marine 

Sentries.”  Appropriately titled, the Marine Corps 

is a guardian organization with first-responder 

responsibilities on a global scale.  It never sleeps.  

It is always on duty.  It is ever vigilant. 

 

Like all first responder organizations, the Marine 

Corps requires an unambiguous, time-tested 

source code shared by all members.  In a rapid 

response, guardian environment, first 

responders need to be working from the same 

playbook, always.  Each individual understands 

and accepts what they are responsible for and 

what they are expected to do.  For Marines, it 

starts with the General Orders.  

 

A Marine’s First General Order,  

 

“Take charge of your post and all government 

property in view,” lays the concrete foundation 
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for Marine Corps Leadership.  This order sets the 

tone for a lifetime of shouldering responsibility.  

You cannot be a leader without accepting the 

responsibility of your post.  It is the timeless rule 

of leadership.    

 

At its extreme, it explains why Captains go down 

with their ship and Samurai commit Seppuku.  

Failing in one’s “responsibility” is a mortal sin in 

the eye of a first responder organization.     

 

I can remember a moment, many years ago, 

when that sense of ownership and responsibility 

clicked in my head.   

 

It was during the “all government property in 

view part,” on a quiet evening on guard duty.   

My guard post included millions of dollars of 

equipment - most of it dangerous, along with 

sleeping Marines.   

 

Absolutely nothing happened externally.  

 

Internally, a lot happened.  It was just a thought.  

I have no idea what triggered it.  One minute, I 

am observing my area, the next, it was like a 

Keanu Reeves “whoa” moment.   I felt like I had 

gained a third eye.   
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I would not have been able to express it at the 

time, but I think this is the moment I felt the real 

weight of “I am responsible” thinking.   

 

It was a clear shift from complying and 

participating, to taking ownership of everything 

within my sight and hearing.        

 

A moment like this is an important part of 

leadership maturation and becoming an 

accountable leader.   

 

It is the moment you transition from being 

involved but not responsible, to being committed 

and being fully responsible.     

 

It is the moment you start seeing things 

differently; like another eye has been opened. 
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Chapter 3 

 

“You are perfectly aligned for the results you are 

achieving.” 

 

Dr. Stephen Covey 

 

 

The business world is plagued with saboteurs, 

spectators, manipulators, bullies, victims, posers, 

charlatans, and a whole host of other undesirable 

mindsets.  They are spread throughout the ranks, 

from the lowest paid employees to senior 

executives.   

 

Reputable research organizations such as Gallup 

continue to report year after year, and 

alarmingly so, widespread disengagement at 

work.  The most recent 2020 data from Gallup 

indicates employee dis-engagement near 60%.   

 

Think about that.  On average, 60% of employees 

consider themselves not fully engaged at work.  

More alarming, 13% report being completely 

disengaged with their organization.   

 

There is a real problem here.  The data have been 

around for decades and yet there remains a 
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major disconnect in the employee engagement 

equation.  Fiscally speaking, it is an enormous 

problem for every business.   It creates insidious 

leaks in performance and efficiency that add up 

to large, unseen losses.   

Whatever efforts are being made; they clearly 

aren’t working.    

 

The Marine Corps does not have this problem.   

Quite the opposite.  It is literally world renowned 

for the “can-do” attitude of its employees.    

There is something going on in the Corps that the 

business world does not seem to understand.     

 

Spend a day following #leadership, or something 

similar, and you will come up with some 

interesting observations.   The first over-arching 

theme that should jump out at you is the 

overwhelming chatter about the absence of key 

personal characteristics of leadership.  They 

usually begin with “Great leaders are, or true 

leadership is…”   If you did not know any better, 

the singular failing of all leadership, is due to 

poor interpersonal skills and character flaws.   

From humility to compassion, if leaders in the 

business world were only more empathetic, 

everything would be just awesome.  If only these 
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broken people who lead us, could just be more 

human; everything would be fantastic.  

 

It is understandable.  Empathy, compassion, and 

humility are important characteristics of 

leadership.  But here is why all the chatter is 

wrong.  These are just symptoms of a bigger 

problem.   

 

Leadership Aimlessness. 

    

Aimlessness - the quality of lacking any definite 

purpose. Purposelessness. Meaninglessness - the 

quality of having no value or significance.  

 

This is the singular difference between Marine 

Corps leadership and everyone else.  Marine 

Corps leadership is purposeful.  It is intentional. 

It is specific, structured, and meaningful.   

 

It has rules.  

 

These rules are called The Eleven Principles of 

Leadership.  They will be covered in a later 

chapter, but one of them is directly focused on 

fostering responsibility and ownership:  

 

Develop a sense of responsibility among  
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subordinates.  

 

This is not a suggestion.  It is a requirement.   

Developing subordinates is part of every Marine 

leader’s job description.  It is a critical thread, 

woven into the fabric of Marine Corps Culture.  

 

This is what makes the Marine Corps radically 

different in its approach to employee 

engagement and employee development.  

Leaders are responsible for employee 

development, not the Human Resources 

Department.   

 

In fact, …sit down for this one.  

 

The Marine Corps does not have a Human 

Resource Department.    

 

Think about that.      

 

Sure, the Marine Corps has administrative 

departments that support some typical HR 

functions like pay and benefits, but when a 

Marine has a problem, they are served through 

the chain of command, by their leaders in that 

chain, not by a HR department.   
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Marine leaders are responsible for their people, 

not just the mission.  Each Marine leader in the 

chain of command serves as an active HR 

department.   

 

This creates a binary focus for Marine 

leadership.  One eye is focused on mission 

accomplishment and the task at hand, while the 

other eye is focused on developing subordinates 

for their next leadership role.  In essence, Marine 

leaders are expected to “make it happen” while 

developing their replacements.     

 

Let’s review the key concepts:  

 

1) Leadership begins with shouldering 

responsibility.  Employees must take 

charge of their post.  They need to feel an 

ownership connection and responsibility 

for their role. 

2) Leaders are responsible to develop that 

sense of responsibility, not HR.          

3) Marine leaders develop their 

replacements as a requirement, as a core 

value.  The Corps’ future depends on it.  

Marine leadership is unselfish. It values 

its young. 
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4) This is ongoing in every interaction. 

Marine leaders have a binary focus – 

mission accomplishment and troop 

welfare.        

5) We preserve these values in daily 

practice, ceremony, and traditions.  

 

As you start to consider these concepts, think 

about the de-centralizing effect this approach 

creates.  Leadership in the Marine Corps is highly 

de-centralized.  This is completely contrary to 

the public perception of the Corps as a 

centralized, authoritarian organization.  In fact, it 

is the opposite.  The Marine Corps operates on a 

de-centralized system.  Authority and decision-

making are pushed to the outer edge of the 

organization to front-line leaders, where 

decisions need to be made without delay.   This is 

the key to Marine Corps leadership and its 

legendary execution.   

 

Let’s get visual with this:  
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What you are looking at in 

Figure A is the basic work 

structure the Marine Corps 

is built upon – a team of 

Four.   

 

Decentralized leadership 

begins here.  The Fire Team 

Leader is the senior Marine 

in this four-man team and 

is the team’s decision 

maker. 

 

The next Marine in line is often called the “A-

slash,” representing the role of “Assistant” Fire 

Team Leader.   The remaining Marines are the 

most junior team members. 

 

In this dynamic, each Marine knows exactly what 

they are responsible for and how it lends to the 

team’s mission.  The Fire Team Leader is also 

responsible to develop these Marines for their 

next role.  Look at it through this lens: 
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Marine Leaders are responsible to create Marine 

Leaders.   

 

Let’s carry the structure further: 
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If you are like most business leaders, this model 

probably looks ridiculous to you.  In today’s 

business world, the leader/subordinate ratio is 

the highest it has ever been.  It is not uncommon 

for it to exceed 20:1 in some workplace 

environments.    
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This thinking is clearly not working.  Poor 

employee engagement is a systemic problem and 

a direct reflection of poor leadership. Distorted 

hierarchies only amplify this, not negate it.   

 

Here is how the leadership and developmental 

hierarchy should look for a squad. Three Fire 

Teams (or work teams) are considered a Squad, 

led by a Squad Leader.  The Squad Leader is 

responsible for the development of the three Fire 

Team Leaders, as well as ensuring the three Fire 

Team Leaders are developing their teams.    

 

 



The Marine’s Eye on Leadership 
And Business  

 

22 

 
 

 

This is a key component of all Marine Corps 

performance; interlocking team structures 

where each leader is responsible for their team’s 

mission, as well as the development of their team 

members.   

 

Poorly led businesses exploit their people.  Self-

serving leaders place themselves over others.  

Their motive is personal survival and personal 

prosperity.  They are the “I” and “me-first” 

people.  They breed selfish “I” environments. 

Employees are used and discarded under “at 

will” protection by law, by awful, Machiavellian 



The Marine’s Eye on Leadership 
And Business  

 

23 

managers who serve nothing but the protection 

of their own ass.  It truly is reprehensible on so 

many levels.         

 

Marine leaders view their people through a 

much different lens.   Selfishness and “I” thinking 

are traits abhorred by the Marine Corps.  

So much so that “Unselfishness” is officially 

defined as a trait expected from all leaders.  It is 

the key ingredient of servant leadership and the 

key element of the Marine Corps legacy.  It is 

why a senior Marine will always share the cake 

and eat last.    
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Chapter 4 

 

Legacy 

 

“Some people live their entire lifetime and 

wonder if they ever made a difference to the 

world.  Marines don't have that problem.” 

 

Ronald Wilson Reagan 

40th President of United States 

January 1995 

 

 

World War I  

 

December 3, 1917.  The new Russian 

government, represented by Leon Trotsky, 

signs an armistice with Germany.  This 

effectively relieves the German Army from 

fighting the war on two fronts.  

  

All eyes focus on France as the Germans have 

nearly 50 additional divisions to launch at 

the western front.  Victory for Germany and 

world domination is virtually assured if they 
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can defeat the Allies before the United States 

can fully deploy.  

 

At the time, the United States Marine Corps 

had proven itself in small, specialized 

operations, but remained relatively 

unutilized and untested in large scale ground 

combat.  A few months later, they would 

meet the Germans for the first time in 

combat, literally as a last-ditch effort of the 

Allied forces to halt or at least stall the 

German Army before it reached Paris.      

 

On June 1st 1918, five miles northwest of the 

French town of Chateau-Thierry, on the 

Marne, 50 miles from Paris, U.S. Marines 

were hurriedly deployed at the frantic 

requests of their French allies to turn back a 

German advance in an area of dense woods 

known as Belleau Wood.   What followed is 

arguably one of the most important battles in 

world history.   

 

On June 6th, the Marines arrived, and they 

found the French Army retreating.  The 

French Officers implored the Marines to 
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retreat or face certain death at the hands of 

an overwhelming German Army on the 

advance.  Marine Captain Lloyd Williams 

uttered what has become one of the most 

famous battle cries of all time, “Retreat, hell. 

We just got here!”  

 

The Germans were well dug-in in the thick 

woods, and their machine guns were deadly. 

Like so many battles of World War I, frontal 

assaults on emplaced machine guns were 

carried through with tremendous casualties. 

The 6th of June 1918 was one of the 

bloodiest single days in Marine Corps history 

with over 1087 men killed and many more 

wounded.   

 

Taking the woods was problematic.  The 

Germans had artillery positions focused on 

the woods and would direct their fire on top 

of the advancing Marines. The barrages were 

intense and to make matters worse the 

Germans used poison gas attacks.  The 

Marines suffered severe casualties from the 

gas, including Gunnery Sergeant F. Stockham, 

who, while attending to others, gave his gas 
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mask to another wounded Marine.  He died a 

few days later.  Gunnery Sergeant Stockham 

was awarded the Congressional Medal of 

Honor (posthumously) for his heroism and 

selflessness.   

 

The battle for the Belleau Wood lasted for 

more than three weeks.  At one point during 

the fighting, a platoon of Marines was 

isolated and reduced to fighting with 

bayonets and hand-to-hand combat.  

Gunnery Sergeant Dan Daly urged them to 

fight by yelling what would become another 

famous phrase within the Marine Corps 

lexicon, “Come on, you sons of bitches, do 

you want to live forever?” 

 

The brave Marines at the battle of Belleau 

Wood fought off more than four divisions of 

Germans, often reduced to using only their 

bayonets or fists in hand-to-hand combat 

before the Germans were successfully 

pushed into a retreat.    In that one small 

square mile of dense woods, the Marine 

Corps changed the course of history.  
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After the battle, the French renamed the 

wood "Bois de la Brigade de Marine" ("Wood 

of the Marine Brigade") in honor of the 

Marines' tenacity and awarded the 4th 

Marine Brigade the Croix de Guerre – 

meaning the “Cross of War”, an award issued 

by the French Government to military 

commands who perform “heroic” deeds in 

combat.   

 

Famous Army General Joseph “Blackjack” 

Pershing, leader of the American 

Expeditionary Force in World War I said, 

"the deadliest weapon in the world is a 

Marine and his rifle!"  The defeated Germans 

would later describe their first encounter 

with the U.S. Marines in a classified report: 

“they fought in a manner that was vigorous, 

self-confident, and they were incredible 

marksmen.”  They also called the Marines 

“teufelshunde,” meaning “devil dogs,” 

implying that combat with the Marines was 

like fighting “hounds from hell.” Nearly a 

hundred years later, Marines still proudly 

refer to themselves as “Devil Dogs”.  
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History Lessons 

 

Marines first learn about the battle of Belleau 

Wood and their proud honorific “devil dog” 

in one of the many history lessons they 

receive during initial training.  Quite 

surprising, the world-famous Marine Corps 

boot camp – land of scowling Drill 

Instructors and intense combat training – is 

filled with nearly two hundred hours of 

classroom instruction.  During these classes, 

the Corps’ newest employees will cover over 

two centuries of Marine Corps history.  

They’ll learn how in December 1950, at a 

place called the Chosin Reservoir in Korea, 

Marine Colonel Lewis (Chesty) Puller and the 

Marines of the 1st Division found themselves 

surrounded by ten Chinese Divisions that 

had been sent to annihilate them.  Known as 

the "Frozen Chosin" for the subzero 

temperatures, the dead had to be stacked for 

protection from enemy fire, since the 

Marines could not dig fighting holes in the 

frozen earth.  Colonel Puller gathered his 

Marines and summed up the bleak situation, 

"they're on our left, they're on our right, 
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they're in front of us and they're behind us.  

They can't get away this time!"  They didn't.  

The Marines smashed seven of the divisions 

during their retrograde to the sea. Facing 

attack from all sides, including two massive 

enemy attacks on the rear guard, Colonel 

Puller’s direct leadership ensured all 

casualties were evacuated; all salvageable 

equipment was brought out, and ensured 

there was enough time for the column to 

reach its destination.   

 

The recruits also learn about the Marine 

Corps newest heroes like Corporal Jason L. 

Dunham who saved the lives of his fellow 

Marines in Karabilah, Iraq when he 

smothered a grenade with his helmet and 

body.  He was posthumously given the Medal 

of Honor on January 11th, 2007. 

 

These incredible examples of heroism, 

leadership, followership, and sacrifice send a 

powerful message to the new recruits: 

 

 “This is who we are.  This is what we do.”   
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It is an ominous message, and the recruits 

begin to realize that being a Marine goes way 

beyond combat skills and a sharp uniform.  

They begin to understand and embrace their 

role in a legacy that spans two centuries.  

They will soon be the newest keepers of that 

legacy and the implication empowers them.  

For the next thirteen weeks, the lessons 

continue and the daily regimen of recruit 

training presses each of them to limits they 

never thought possible.  Deep within each of 

them, a certain resolve takes hold, and they 

take on every challenge the Marine Corps 

throws at them.  In the process, they discover 

a new source of inner strength and it 

transforms them.  That source is legacy. 

 

Legacy Inspires 

 

One day, a long time ago, under a blazing 

California sun, hundreds of men toiled with 

hammers and picks, laying the tracks of the 

great continental railroad.   Around mid-

afternoon, several company executives 

walked the new line, reviewing the men’s 
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progress.  At one point, one of the executives 

focused his attention on one of Foremen.  

 

“John!  John Smith!  Is that you?” the 

executive called.   

 

The leathery skinned Foreman paused and 

met the gaze of the executive who had called 

his name.  After several seconds, recognition 

set in and the old worker smiled at his old 

childhood friend.   

 

“Tom Anderson!” It’s been quite a long time, 

old friend.” The old worker smiled and said.   

 

The executive embraced his old friend, and 

after some light catching up, implored him to 

bring his family for a visit and a fine meal at 

the company’s executive quarters.   

 

“Tom,” the old worker said, “I appreciate the 

offer, but I missed my chance to dine in the 

executive hall long ago.” 

 

“Nonsense!” replied Tom, “I’ll have a coach 

sent for you an hour after the day’s work is 
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done and I won’t accept no for an answer!”  

Tom shook his old friend’s hand and 

marched off with his fellow executives.   

 

As soon as the executives were out of sight, 

all of the workers who had witnessed the 

strange exchange gathered around John.  

“John!” they asked, “how do you know the 

Vice President of the railroad? What do you 

mean you missed your chance to dine in the 

executive hall long ago?”   

 

John reflected for a minute then said, “many, 

many years ago Tom and I were best pals.  

One day, when we were downtown in the big 

city, we came across an employment sign.  It 

read “Work for the Railroad!  One Dollar a 

Day!” Tom and I went straight in that office 

and signed up right there on the spot.  I’ll 

never forget his enthusiasm.  We rarely saw 

each other much after that but over the years 

I would hear news now and then that Tom 

was climbing up in the railroad.  Well, and as 

you fellers just seen, he’s now Vice President 

of the company.    
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“But I don’t understand” said one worker, 

“how’d he get to be Vice President of the 

Railroad and you’re still laying track?”  “And 

what did you mean you missed your 

chance?” 

 

John took a moment to answer and then 

replied, “Well, it took me a long time to 

answer that question myself until I finally 

figured it all happened on that first day.”  

 

“What! What!  Tell us!” the workers that 

were gathered around John demanded.   

 

“It’s very simple, you see” John replied. “All 

those years ago, when we walked into the 

railroad hiring office, I went to work for a 

dollar a day, and Tom went to work for the 

railroad.”  

 

Whether it’s a strong connection to the past, 

learning the importance of one’s current role 

in the organization, or the long term 

implications of the organization’s efforts, 

connecting to legacy creates an entirely 

different mental and emotional approach to 
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work.  The evidence of the power of legacy is 

everywhere.  You can see it anytime people 

are united in a common cause.  Causes unite 

people in effort that has meaning for them.  

Whether it’s Habit for Humanity, Protection 

for the Ethical Treatment for Animals, or 

your local Fire Department, each 

organization draws energy from doing work 

they feel is right, and work they feel matters.  

Each group has its own railroad to build and 

the impact of the work. The impact of 

contributing to a great legacy draws people 

together to accomplish incredible things.  

Legacy has literally moved mountains, 

toppled governments, fed millions, and saved 

countless lives. 

 

Legacy connects people to something greater 

than themselves.  It inspires the uninspired 

and transforms complacent employees into 

passionate ones.  It lends meaning to our 

work and we are energized from 

contributing to something much more 

important than our individual needs.   It 

creates a sense of obligation to the past and 

those that came before us, and it provides 
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inspiration for the work we are about to do 

or are currently doing.   

 

Some legacy work is obvious.  People 

engaged in feeding the homeless, mapping 

the human genome, defending the country, 

don’t need to be told that their work is 

important.  

 

But what about salespeople, repair 

technicians, dishwashers, carpet weavers, 

account reps, customer service reps, 

managers, travel agents, drivers, 

administrators, software engineers, 

packagers, miners, assembly line workers, 

and countless more professions? Is their 

work important? Does their work contribute 

to the betterment of mankind?  Is their work 

worthwhile?  

 

Absolutely, but most workers don’t know it.  

It has never been explained to them. They 

are among the multitudes participating in the 

endless cycle of working with no purpose 

other than to collect a paycheck and get 

through the week, or “survive” until the 
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weekend, where they can live free for two 

more days before the tyranny of the next five 

days commences.  Happiness and meaning in 

life are reduced to evenings and two days a 

week - a fraction of life’s potential.  This can 

all change.   

  

It begins with leadership communicating two 

important messages to employees:   

 

1) Why their work has an important role 

within the business, and to others 

within the business. 

2) Why the business has an important 

role outside of the business, in the 

community, and to others.    

 

Notice the emphasis on the word “why.”  It’s 

not enough for leaders to tell employees that 

their work matters.  To complete the legacy 

conversation, leaders must “connect the 

dots” for each employee and explain why the 

work matters.  To do this, however, requires 

that legacy must first be understood by all 

leaders within the business.  Grasping its full 

dimension is not an easy task.  Most leaders 
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understand legacy as it applies to obvious, 

high impact work like heart surgery or fire- 

fighting.  But what about the rank and file 

jobs, the thankless jobs?   Can we connect the 

legacy dots between worthwhile work and a 

job as unappreciated as say…dishwashing, 

and still foster the “Gung Ho” attitude of the 

United States Marine Corps?   

 

Yes.  Legacy thinking teaches us that we can 

draw motivation from the work itself when 

we understand how or why the work 

matters.   

 

Marine Corps Privates are the lowest ranking 

and least paid employees of the Marine 

Corps.  Yet, they are among the hardest 

working and most motivated of all Marines.  

They epitomize the Marine Corps “can do” 

attitude.  How can this be?  Certainly, their 

scowling Drill Instructors have not 

“nurtured” their delicate psyches to greater 

self-esteem and confidence or provided safe 

spaces full for thirteen weeks of Boot Camp.  

The Privates don’t know their personality 

profile codes, their hierarchy of needs, nor 
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have they been empowered, validated, or felt 

the compassion and empathy of their leaders.  

Their pay is low, and they reside at the 

bottom of the org chart, having neither 

prestige nor power.  Yet, the fact remains 

they are the living embodiment of “can-do” 

attitude.  They are the shining example of 

employees completely connected to the 

legacy of their organization.   

 

Leveraging legacy in business. 

 

Most businesses do not have the time and 

resources for a thirteen-week orientation 

course. But do they have to?  Can the 

connection to legacy be ignited in other 

ways?  Let’s look at a great example from a 

well-known business that tapped into the 

power of legacy and affected measurable 

improvement at the enterprise level. 

 

In the summer of 2007, BMW North America 

rolled out a training initiative.  It was a 

strategic move designed to impact sales and 

BMW’s lackluster results in the J.D. Power 

annual survey. 
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The two-day event, titled the “BMW 

Experience” was held in several cities over 

the course of the summer.  BMW Sales 

Consultants, Managers, and Service Advisors 

throughout the U. S. attended this high-

profile event.   

 

According to James Semanski, BMW’s Sales 

Training Manager, “BMW is very proactive in 

ensuring the brand is represented well.  We 

wanted to build upon the great foundation of 

our brand and our legacy.”   

 

The two-day “Experience” included a guided 

tour through a mobile museum that was 

specifically designed for the tour.   

 

Semanski continued, “Participants were led 

through the great history of our company, 

from the very beginning, through all of our 

challenges and successes, the evolution of 

our products, our industry-first 

breakthroughs, and a compelling look into 

our incredibly bright future – a future that 
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continues our proud legacy of building the 

“Ultimate Driving Machines.” 

 

Participants attended presentations on 

BMW’s newest innovations and the 

incredibly exciting technological 

opportunities of the future.”  The event also 

included a once in a life-time experience for 

most of the participants - the chance to drive 

BMW’s entire product line on a test track as 

fast as their courage would permit them.  

This was far more than a training event. It 

was truly a strategically designed 

“experience.”   

 

Semanski explained, “we are intent on our 

customers having a “premium experience” at 

every touch point in our Centers.  Therefore, 

we decided it would be a great idea if our 

personnel could be on the receiving end of a 

true, premium experience - something to 

benchmark their behavior with.  Example is 

the best teacher and who else but the 

prestigious Four Seasons Hotels to 

benchmark a premium customer experience 

for us?”     
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Semanski added, “we knew our people at 

BMW North America (headquarters) shared 

a sense of pride and ownership in our brand, 

but we were concerned that the people 

representing our products didn’t share the 

same feelings, despite their enthusiasm for 

our vehicles.  People working outside of the 

headquarters would describe BMW as “they” 

instead of “we.”   

 

“We wanted to change that,” Semanski 

added.   

 

Change it, they did.  Participant reviews were 

wildly enthusiastic.  One participant summed 

it up best, “I’ve worked for this company for 

25 years and have never felt as connected 

and proud as I do now.”   

 

The proof however is in the proverbial 

pudding.  For the past several years, one 

thing has vexed BMW’s leadership – the 

brand’s lackluster results in the annual JD 

Power Sales Satisfaction Study.  For the past 

several years, BMW had failed to achieve a 
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top ten finish.  They came close in 2005 at 

11th place but fell to 12th and stayed there 

for 2006 and 2007.   Just one year after the 

two-day “BMW Experience”, the 2008 results 

were in.  BMW was finally a proud member 

of J.D. Power’s Top Ten in the Sales 

Satisfaction Index.  BMW climbed a 

substantial four positions to occupy the 8th 

rung on the ladder. Although they will not be 

pleased until they occupy the top of the 

ladder, BMW was pleased to see that their 

efforts had a significant measurable impact. 

 

This is the power of legacy thinking.  In this 

example, a long-standing company re-

kindled its legacy. 

 

In the next chapter, we will discuss how to 

create legacy thinking from scratch.  

 

 

 

 

 


