Five Universally Applicable Leadership
Lessons Learned from Military Medicine
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By Dr. Sudip Bose, MD
Dec. 7, 2016 — In November 2004, I served in the Second Battle of Fallujah, which was the
bloodiest battle of the Iraq War and the most violent since Vietnam. There is no substitute for,
and no ingredient more important than, strong leadership — whether fighting in our military with
fellow brothers in arms on foreign soil, working in a busy emergency room urgently trying to
save lives, or just building your own successful business with a group of talented employees.
During my time as a US Army emergency physician, I’ve noticed a handful of leadership
“pearls” that have honed the performance of the medical and military teams I’ve served on,
which consequently have saved the lives of countless patients and service members. These
principles are essential for any person trying to start up a company, grow their business, or just
get ahead in their lives.

1) Always Have a Forward-Looking Objective
Establishing both short and long-term objectives is essential to avoid being side-tracked and/or
wasting valuable time doing things you really don’t need to accomplish. In the emergency room
and on the battlefield, the principle of triage allows the team to constantly prioritize patients
based on the severity of their individual illness or injury. The team should always know what the
group as a whole is working towards. Additionally, the best objectives are never solely oriented
toward solving immediate problems, but always work in the direction of accomplishing the
bigger goal. Solving an immediate problem, but making no progress toward the endgame does
not advance the team. As a military strategist would say, even when forced to go on the
defensive, a commander should plan that defense with the intent to eventually convert to an
offensive counterattack. When a complex patient comes into my emergency room with multiple
problems, my overarching goal is not to solve any one individual problem, but to save his or her
life. That means understanding which problems the patient has that should be solved, and which
should be left alone for now. For example, when a patient arrives with an amputated hand,
although that may be the injury that draws the most attention, it may not be the life-threatening
emergency. In medicine we have to always remember to check our patient’s ABCs (airway,
breathing, circulation) in a systematic manner first and foremost before we treat any other
injuries.
2) Communicate Your Intent to Subordinates, and Trust Them to Handle Their Tasks
Watch any well-oiled emergency room team or infantry squad and you’ll see that as individuals,
they seem to operate independently, yet in cohesion with one another. The best teams float above
the stress of their immediate challenges because everyone knows his or her role on the team, and
they know the man standing next to them has their job covered. Time and time again, I’ve seen
examples of novice leaders trying to micromanage their team, but a leader cannot be everywhere
at once; that’s what a team is for! In the emergency room, there is simply no time for a leader to
dictate to each team member what they should be doing. What a leader should do is be sure that
prior to the chaos of the ER, each of his subordinates knows what his or her role will be when a
patient comes in with a heart attack, for example. On a battlefield, a commander ensures his or
her vision is clearly communicated and received by the unit, so that they are always focused on
the overarching goals toward which the entire group is striving. When you are expecting tough
challenges ahead, it’s important to pick team members and employees that you trust to be
competent and oriented toward your intent.
3) Subordinates Must Know how to Follow; But They Can and Should Serve as Leaders
When Appropriate, and You Should Cultivate That Initiative
Because a leader can’t be everywhere at once, he or she will need to rely on subordinates to be
leaders themselves. Although the common perception of the military is as an absolutely
regimented, completely hierarchical organization where everyone follows the orders of a handful
of leaders, this perception is far from the truth. Militaries have long understood the necessity of
having capable, independent leaders at every level of the organization. Discouraging personal
initiative in your team members is a mistake. Furthermore, the adage, “two minds are better than
one,” can improve a team’s performance immensely. I spent a lot of time training combat medics
during my time in the Army. Even though I was teaching them, I always encouraged them to
teach me as well if there was something they knew better than I. There were times where we had
so many field casualties that I could not possibly be with them all, but I knew that elsewhere, my

medics were taking charge and doing a fantastic job. This principle will unlock the full potential
of your teams. Not only will you have a greater pool of creativity and ingenuity available to you,
but you will foster an environment of mutual respect within your organization, and your
teammates will rightly perceive themselves as valuable members of the team.
4) Growth Requires a Culture Genuinely Interested in Improvement
One of the toughest things for a group to do is to acknowledge its own weaknesses and mistakes,
even though it is the only way for the team to grow stronger. Pointing out areas for improvement
can often feel like singling out one or two people, and this is one major reason why it can be so
difficult to improve as a team. Nevertheless, research shows that the best teams are those in
which its individuals are able to tell each other when and where they may have screwed up, and
suggest how to improve for next time. This requires a delicate balance of honesty and
compassion. No one should feel like they’re being blamed for failure, so it’s important for team
members to give and take advice as suggestions to improve the team’s system, not as personal
attacks against their individual performances. As important as it is to give advice in a
constructive and caring manner, everyone should be willing to seriously consider criticism
instead of brushing it off or minimizing it. The end of every military operation includes extensive
“After Action Reviews” where this kind of careful performance analysis happens. Many
important medical lessons have been learned from combat medics observing how their
techniques worked, and how they didn’t work.
5) Appropriate Leadership Styles Will Vary From Situation to Situation and From Person
to Person
There will never be one ideal way to lead all groups of people. Depending on the cards you’ve
been dealt (your team, the nature of your objectives, the nature of your obstacles, etc.) and
yourself as a person, you may have to use your position in different ways. Sometimes it means
inspiring your team by reminding them of the important ends they are working toward. Other
times it means offering concrete rewards for getting a job done. Sometimes it means joining your
team right in the thick of battle, so that they see you are with them when the stakes are highest.
But other times it means accepting that your role is best served from a position where you can
reliably monitor your team and the challenges you must collectively face. The ambiguity of what
leadership techniques are most suitable can paralyze a leader who is not prepared to adjust to
changing situations and who is not able to accept some unknowns and imperfections. The most
important lesson I’ve learned is to remain flexible and adaptable. The best leaders I’ve met are
constantly assessing their situation so that they understand how their team can best be directed in
that moment.
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