
tive storytelling. In fact, I’d go so far as to 

say that naval training is predicated  

on the notion that when two groups with 

equal resources attempt the same  

thing, the successful group will be the 

one whose leaders better understand 

how to use the softer skills to maintain 

effort and motivate.

I believe that the same principle holds 

true for business. In this article, I hope to 

translate for business leaders—like the 

This branch of the British armed services consciously fosters cheerfulness and 

nourishes its collective memory. Business executives should take note. 

Britain’s Royal Navy is a disciplined 

command-and-control organization that 

moves across 140 million square  

miles of the world’s oceans. Although 

few environments are tougher than  

a ship or submarine, I’ve been struck, 

while conducting research on the  

Royal Navy, by the extent to which these 

engines of war run on “soft” leader- 

ship skills. For officers leading small 

teams in constrained quarters, there’s 

no substitute for cheerfulness and effec- 

Leadership lessons from  
the Royal Navy
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ones I’ve gotten to know throughout my 

career as a business-school professor 

and communications adviser—some of 

what I learned while writing the Royal 

Navy’s first new leadership handbook 

since 1963. That handbook,1 published 

last year, is based on research of 

unprecedented length and breadth, as 

well as my own direct observation of 

officer training and life at sea. 

Among the many softer leadership skills 

important to the Royal Navy, I highlight 

here the aforementioned cheerfulness 

and storytelling, which to me were 

both unexpected and broadly applicable. 

While the means of applying these 

lessons will, of course, differ by organi- 

zation and individual, reflecting on  

them should stimulate fresh thinking by 

senior executives about the relation- 

ship between soft management skills and 

superior performance.

Cheerfulness counts

No one follows a pessimist, and cheer- 

fulness is a choice. It has long been 

understood to influence happiness at 

work and therefore productivity.2  

The cheerful leader in any environment 

broadcasts confidence and capa- 

bility, and the Royal Navy instinctively 

understands this. It is the captain, 

invariably, who sets the mood of a vessel; 

a gloomy captain means a gloomy  

ship. And mood travels fast. Most ships’ 

crews are either smaller than, or divided 

into, units of fewer than 150 members—

near the upper end of Dunbar’s Number, 

suggested by British anthropologist 

Robin Dunbar as the extent of a fully 

functioning social group.3 

The Royal Navy assiduously records  

how cheerfulness counts in operations. 

For example, in 2002 one of its ships  

ran aground, triggering the largest and 

most dangerous flooding incident in 

recent years. The Royal Navy’s investi- 

gating board of inquiry found that 

“morale remained high” throughout 

demanding hours of damage control and 

that “teams were cheerful and 

enthusiastic,” focusing on their tasks; 

“sailors commented that the presence, 

leadership, and good humor of senior 

officers gave reassurance and con- 

fidence that the ship would survive.”4 

Turning up and being cheerful, in  

other words, had a practical benefit.

How do you teach cheerfulness? The 

Royal Navy takes every informal 

opportunity to demonstrate its useful- 

ness. To fill the dead time that invariably 

occurs during training exercises and 

other routine activities, for example, navy 

personnel routinely hold informal  

games or contests. These games, known 

as Dogwatch Sports (after the dog-  

watch periods of duty in the evening, 

when the entire ship’s company is 

typically awake), are often trivial and 

nonsensical—passing a stick, for 

example, across an ever-widening divide. 

But besides cheerfulness, they encour- 

age speed of thought, an outward-

looking mind-set, and a willingness to 

talk. Cheerfulness in turn affects  

how people sit, stand, and gesticulate: 

you can see its absence when heads  

are buried in hands and eye contact  

is missing. 

Royal Marine commanders understand 

particularly well that cheerfulness is 

fueled by humor: one I met required his 
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whole company to “sing for their supper” 

by telling a joke—any joke—in front  

of their fellow marines prior to eating. 

That’s part of a wider navy culture  

that expects everyone, from the top down 

to the newest and rawest sailor, to  

be able and willing to stand up and talk, 

in an impromptu fashion, about what 

they’re doing. Such a skill is especially 

prized in an organization that moves 

people quickly and often (typically, every 

two years) and requires them, perhaps  

as a matter of life and death, to hit the 

ground running in their new posts. 

The practice of “banter”—a peculiarly 

British form of playful, if gently mocking, 

communication—is also openly encour- 

aged as an upbeat and informal way to 

regulate relationships and break down 

hierarchy. Banter occurs at all ranks and 

quite often between them. A Royal  

Navy driver will talk more readily to a 

second sea lord than the average cor- 

porate employee will engage his or her 

CEO in an elevator. Indeed, one CEO  

I know described the social awkward- 

ness of riding one with his (clearly 

discomfited) colleagues by confiding: 

“Everyone acts as if they’re dating  

my eldest daughter!”

Several times, I personally experienced 

the social cohesion that banter helps 

promote, most memorably on mountain- 

top exercises with the Royal Marines. 

News of my snoring had preceded me at 

nightfall, but embarrassment quickly 

gave way to a feeling of social inclusion 

in a group of people I had never previ- 

ously met. Banter is always tempered by 

respect for others.

Conversely, empty optimism or false 

cheer can hurt morale. As one naval 

captain puts it, “Being able to make the 

uncertain certain is the secret to 

leadership. You have to understand, 

though, that if you are always über-

optimistic, then the effect of your opti- 

mism, over time, is reduced.”

The relevance of many of these tech- 

niques to the corporate workplace is 

obvious, not least in a world of rapid job 

rotation, team-based work, and short-

term projects that are typically set up in 

response to sudden competitive 

challenges and require an equally fleet-

footed response. 

Keep spinning ‘dits’

The Royal Navy has a highly efficient 

informal internal network. Leadership 

information and stories known as  

dits are exchanged across it—between 

tiers of management, generations, 

practices (branches), and social groups. 

With the help of dits, the Royal Navy’s 

collective consciousness assimilates 

new knowledge and insights while 

reinforcing established ones. Visitors to 

naval establishments or ships are  

often invited for a few dits; crews are 

encouraged to share theirs.

These dits are one way the Royal Navy 

fosters what a business would call its 

culture, or philosophy. Writing in 1966, 

long-time McKinsey managing director 

Marvin Bower observed, “The literature 

on company philosophy is neither  

very extensive nor very satisfactory.”5  

I fear that the same is true today and that 

many commercial organizations would 
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In meetings on HMS Victory with his officers in the days leading up to 

the decisive Battle of Trafalgar, in 1805, Vice Admiral Horatio Nelson 

presented his plans to defeat the allied French and Spanish fleets off 

the coast of Spain. On October 9, 12 days before the battle, he 

outlined these plans in a secret memorandum, which encapsulated the 

strategy discussed with his captains. To this day, at least one senior 

officer in the Royal Navy carries with him at all times a laminated copy 

of Nelson’s memorandum—a document remarkable for the strategic  

and tactical novelty of its contents. Nelson broke with the conventional 

naval wisdom of his day by calling for his ships to attack the enemy 

fleet perpendicularly, in two discrete columns, rather than forming a 

single line of battle and attacking the enemy in a parallel formation to 

maximize fields of fire. This “Nelson touch” proved pivotal in dividing—

and destroying—the larger enemy fleet.

The memorandum also outlined Nelson’s principles for fighting the 

upcoming engagement, among them a deep appreciation of the 

uncertainties involved: “Something must be left to chance; nothing is 

sure in a Sea Fight beyond all others. Shot will carry away the masts  

and yards of friends as well as foes.” And the memorandum communi- 

cated succinctly the idea that individual commanders are better  

able to master changing conditions when they are empowered with the 

flexibility to make strategic decisions in the heat of battle—advice 

as sound today as it was in 1805: “The Second in Command will in all 

possible things direct the movements of his Line, by keeping them  

as compact as the nature of the circumstances will admit. Captains are 

to look to their particular Line as their rallying point. But, in case 

Signals can neither be seen or perfectly understood, no Captain can 

do very wrong if he places his Ship alongside that of an Enemy.”

The ‘Nelson touch’
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benefit from thinking more deliberately 

about how to foster what in effect  

is their collective memory. A bust of a 

long-dead founder in a company’s 

entrance hall is no substitute for the way 

the Royal Navy meticulously charts  

its informal experiences of leadership 

and broadcasts them throughout 

leadership training. The experience of a 

special-forces commander in tackling 

Somali pirates—and his emphasis on 

the 40 separate scenarios his team 

contemplated ahead of the engagement—

underlined to everyone listening the  

Royal Navy’s meticulous attention to 

detailed and exhaustive planning. 

The Royal Navy allocates time and space 

for these exchanges: two examples  

are Stand Easy (a midmorning tea break) 

and ship’s company Adventurous 

Training (an off-site expedition in which a 

ship’s department—a group that could 

include anywhere from 12 to 100 people— 

participates in team and individual 

activities such as mountaineering, explor- 

ing caves, and kayaking). And the long-

standing messes where personnel  

can meet and talk to colleagues have 

only recently been mirrored by cor- 

porations in the setting up of attractive 

communal spaces, dubbed village 

greens in one organization I know. The 

value of informal dits is also supported  

by the Royal Navy’s collective formal 

memory, or long-wave culture. At every 

naval establishment, two books are  

on display in the entrance, both open at 

the day’s date. One is a book of remem- 

brance for those killed in action on  

that day; the other details past naval 

activities on that date. Both draw on the 

Royal Navy’s 400-year history.

There’s a fine line, of course, between 

respecting timeless values that can 

sustain an organization when times get 

tough and becoming a prisoner of  

the past or desensitized to changes in 

the forces at work on that organization. 

The power of the Royal Navy approach is 

to focus on what individuals actually  

did in situations big and small, thereby 

providing inspiration for new challenges 

while acknowledging that the nature of 

those challenges and leaders’ respon- 

ses to them are an ever-changing, never-

ending story. 

In my experience, many organizations 

that lack a strong collective memory wind 

up ignoring their own wisdom in uncer- 

tain times. They’re also more likely to fol- 

low the latest nostrum on leadership 

without digging into their past, thereby 

deskilling themselves. One antidote  

is making time for storytelling: low-tech 

oral history or cutting-edge social- 

media platforms that give today’s leaders 

new opportunities to spin dits on a 
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collective effort. Softer skills such as 

cheerfulness, storytelling, and the 

creation of a collective memory—all of 

which make indispensable contribu- 

tions to the effectiveness of ships and 

fleets—merit serious reflection by 

business leaders, too.

regular basis. Finally, although periodic, 

the process of commissioning and 

overseeing a corporate history can be of 

great benefit to the ethos of an orga- 

nization—an invaluable opportunity for 

inviting staff members to consider  

what it has done, what it stands for, and 

how it does business. 

To reiterate, the key is focusing on what 

individuals did in response to their  

own unique circumstances, not fixating 

on a specific set of strategies or tac- 

tics. One senior Royal Navy chief carries 

with him a small laminated copy of 

Nelson’s Trafalgar memorandum (see 

sidebar, “The ‘Nelson touch’”), which 

summarizes the plans discussed by the 

Royal Navy’s Vice Admiral Nelson and 

his captains nearly two weeks before 

the battle.6 The memorandum set out 

Nelson’s intent, strategy, resources, 

contingency plans, and inspiration—the 

essence of mission command, a 

forerunner of project management and 

the way most military operations are still 

run. Much has changed in the two 

centuries since Nelson’s historic victory. 

Still, in today’s crowded sea lanes, as 

much as at Trafalgar, the commander’s 

intent must be understood by everyone, 

whatever his or her role. How many 

organizations have that degree of  

clarity at an operational, tactical, and 

strategic level?

Navy life has created a style of leader- 

ship that fosters trust, respect, and 
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