
 CLF Leadership Expectations - Book Summary 
 

Title: Turn the Ship Around!: A True Story of Turning Followers into Leaders  

Author: David Marquet  Publisher: Portfolio)  Publication Year: 2013 

The Hook 

In an era where top-down command-and-control structures often stifle initiative and lead to burnout, David Marquet’s 
Turn the Ship Around! offers a radical alternative: the leader-leader model. As the commander of the nuclear submarine 
USS Santa Fe, Marquet transformed one of the lowest-performing vessels in the fleet into its highest-achieving by 
challenging the traditional military hierarchy. He argues that by treating everyone as a leader, rather than a follower, 
organisations can unlock extraordinary levels of engagement and effectiveness. This book serves as a blueprint for any 
leader seeking to empower their team and build a culture of distributed responsibility. 

Book’s Central Argument & Key Takeaways 

Marquet’s central argument is that the traditional "leader-follower" model is fundamentally flawed because it relies on the 
leader to be the sole decision-maker, which creates a bottleneck and disempowers the workforce. Instead, he proposes a 
"leader-leader" model that pushes decision-making authority down to those with the best information. 

He distils this transformation into three core pillars: 

• Control: Moving from giving orders to giving intent. This involves relinquishing control and empowering team 
members to take ownership of their tasks. 

• Competence: Ensuring that team members have the necessary technical skills and knowledge to make high-
stakes decisions safely and effectively. 

• Clarity: Providing a crystal-clear understanding of the organisation's goals and values so that decentralised 
decisions align with the mission. 

Furthermore, Marquet emphasises that leadership is not a set of mystical personality traits but a series of deliberate, 
repeatable behaviours that transform the organisational environment. By shifting the focus from "fixing people" to "fixing 
the environment," leaders can create a "Circle of Safety" where individuals feel secure enough to exercise their own 
judgment. This transition requires leaders to move beyond the ego-driven need to be the smartest person in the room and 
instead become architects of a system where every member is intellectually engaged. Ultimately, this approach builds a 
resilient organisation that thrives on collective intelligence and maintains high performance even in the leader's absence.  

To achieve this, Marquet argues that leaders must treat culture as a set of living relationships rather than a fixed entity. By 
focusing on the power of small signals—such as how questions are asked and how intent is voiced—leaders build 
psychological safety and belonging. This moves away from a top-down hierarchy ensures that every team member 
understands why their work matters and how it contributes to the larger vision. Building such a strong culture requires 
consistent signalling and reinforcement of these practices; they are not one-time events but ongoing daily rituals. When 
authority is distributed, the narrative of the organisation becomes a shared responsibility that guides behaviour and 
fosters a collective identity across all levels. 

Key takeaways include: 

• "I Intend To...": Replacing requests for permission with statements of intent. This simple shift forces team 
members to think through the "why" and "how" before acting. 

• Resist the Urge to Provide Solutions: Leaders should ask questions and provide the "why" rather than telling 
people exactly "what" to do. 

• Technical Competence is Non-Negotiable: Empowerment without competence is a recipe for disaster; leaders 
must prioritise rigorous training to support decentralised authority. 



• Clarity of Purpose: When everyone understands the ultimate objective, they can make local decisions that serve 
the global goal without constant supervision. 

Actionable Insights 

• Shift the Language: Encourage your team to use "I intend to..." instead of "May I?" to foster a sense of ownership.  

• Push Authority Down: Identify decisions you currently make that could be handled by those closer to the work.  

• Certify, Don't Brief: Instead of passive briefings, use "certifications" where team members prove they have the 
knowledge required for a task. 

• Think Out Loud: Leaders should vocalise their thought processes to model how to weigh risks and benefits, 
helping others learn how to make similar calls. 

• Eliminate Top-Down Monitoring: Replace heavy-handed oversight with systems that allow teams to self-monitor 
and report their own progress. 

Links to CLF Leadership Expectations 

Turn the Ship Around! provides a practical framework for embodying the CLF Leadership Expectations by shifting the focus 
from individual command to collective capability: 

• Professionalism (Skills & Knowledge): Marquet’s pillar of competence directly supports the CLF expectation to 
"develop skills and knowledge to further our expertise." He argues that for a "leader-leader" model to work, the 
leader must take responsibility for the ongoing professional development of the team. By critically engaging with 
the technical "evidence" of their roles, CLF leaders ensure that decision-making is grounded in expertise rather 
than just rank. 

• People (Leading Through Others): The core of the book is about leading through others by "recognising 
colleagues’ domain-specific knowledge." Marquet’s approach proactively builds capacity in others by forcing 
them to step into leadership roles. By valuing the diversity of thought and the specific expertise of team members, 
CLF leaders can "share skills and experience" more effectively, moving away from "heroic" leadership to a 
supported, distributed model. 

• Performance (Consistent Outcomes): Marquet demonstrates that "consistently delivering successful 
outcomes" is best achieved through effective systems and processes (like the "I intend to" framework) rather 
than micromanagement. These "habits" provide clear models of effective practice, increasing consistency across 
the Federation and securing strong performance even when the primary leader is not present. 

Associated Reading List 

• "Extreme Ownership: How U.S. Navy SEALs Lead and Win" by Jocko Willink and Leif Babin (2015): Explores the 
concept of total responsibility and how it cascades through a hierarchy. 

• "The Infinite Game" by Simon Sinek (2019): Complements Marquet’s focus on clarity by discussing how a long-
term "Just Cause" guides decentralised decision-making. 

• "Drive: The Surprising Truth About What Motivates Us" by Daniel H. Pink (2009): Provides the psychological 
backing for why autonomy (Control), mastery (Competence), and purpose (Clarity) are so effective. 

• "Multipliers: How the Best Leaders Make Everyone Smarter" by Liz Wiseman (2010): Focuses on leaders who 
use their intelligence to amplify the smarts and capabilities of the people around them. 
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