
 
  

Management Lessons From Marines 

Idea In Short

Borrow the Corps' counterintuitive playbook: accept the 70 percent solution because
indecision kills, invite dissent before deciding and execute loyally after, push decisions to
the lowest level, train the front line hardest, reward smart failure and never let yourself go
admin.

An Unexpected Teacher

David Freedman's book on the management principles of the United States Marine Corps
leaves a lasting impression, the kind that gets quoted to human resources directors and
resurfaces in their presentations.1 Whatever one's views on military policy, hawk or dove,
the lessons stand on their own, and Harvard Business Review found them compelling
enough to dedicate an entire issue to military leadership lessons. The surprise begins
immediately, because alongside the expected references to training, discipline, order and
sacrifice, the portrait that emerges is radically different from the rigid stereotype: a focused
organization that is fast, versatile and effective in complex situations.

The 70 Percent Solution

Marines aim for the 70 percent solution, because on the battlefield speed and boldness
matter more than perfection. Put another way, indecisiveness is a fatal flaw, and the remedy
is small, frequent and rapid decisions rather than large, rare and perfect ones. Before
deciding, Marines find the essence of any mission and make it very clear, questioning all
assumptions and boundaries, including the explicit list of what shall not be done. Dissent is
invited prior to the final decision, which surprises anyone expecting mute obedience. Colin
Powell's formulation deserves memorizing: "When we are debating an issue, loyalty means
giving me your honest opinion, whether you think I'll like it or not. Disagreement, at this
stage, stimulates me. But once a decision has been made, the debate ends. From that point
on, loyalty means executing the decision as if it were your own."2
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Decisions at the Bottom

Marines push decision-making to very low levels of the organization, because bureaucracy
does not work in a battlefield. The doctrine compresses into one line: the best soldiers
follow orders from above but do not depend on them. The talent system reinforces the
standard. Recruiting works by trial by fire, with boot camp operating as Darwinian selection
where the best and fittest advance, and even after boot camp, officers who cannot be
promoted leave, an up-or-out discipline instantly recognizable to anyone from strategy
consulting. Competition for advancement is a feature, not an accident, and it keeps the
quality bar honest at every rank.

Leaders Own Their Followers

The Corps defines leadership as the ability to have others follow, and enforces the definition
symmetrically. A Marine refusing a legitimate order faces discipline, and the superior who
gave the unfollowed order often finds their career stalling too, because unfollowed orders
demonstrate a break in leadership. The business translation runs deep: managers take some
blame when subordinates do not follow, since the failure signals broken trust,
communication or leadership, much as parents bear some responsibility when children stop
listening. Authority, in this reading, is a relationship that leaders must continuously earn
rather than a rank they possess.

Glorify the Front Line

Marines glorify the lower levels of the organization, concentrating the most training at the
lowest leadership rank of corporal, and even minimizing dress differences between officers
and privates. Leadership focuses on the what of the mission rather than the how of the
details, trusting the trained front line with execution.3 The lesson lands hardest on former
star individual contributors now struggling to delegate: leaders need to lead, meaning define
the end state and resource the people closest to the work, not perform the work through
subordinates' hands. An organization that trains its corporals hardest has decided where
performance actually happens.

Translating the Doctrine to Business

Each principle converts into a management practice without uniforms. The 70 percent
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solution becomes decision service levels: classify choices by reversibility, and give
reversible ones a deadline measured in days rather than committees. Dissent-then-execute
becomes a meeting norm, with disagreement explicitly invited before the decision and
explicitly closed after it, ending the corridor relitigating that drains organizations. Pushed-
down authority becomes documented decision rights, so front-line teams know which calls
are theirs without asking. Corporal-first training becomes a budget test: compare what the
organization spends developing first-line supervisors against executives, and note which
group touches customers. And the leadership-owns-followership standard becomes a
review question, asking managers whose teams ignore direction what broke in their own
communication before disciplining anyone below. The Corps proves the practices scale
under conditions worse than any quarter-end.

Reward Smart Failure, Refuse to Go Admin

Marines reward failure of the right kind, because experience is the best teacher and
someone who never fails is not pushing the envelope. Continuous improvement requires
temporary failure, with one governing caveat: fail and learn, but not at the same thing twice.
The final lesson guards the spirit. Marines describe people merely going through the
motions of their jobs as going admin, and the expression deserves adoption everywhere,
since the lull of comfortable internal projects and between-engagement beaches attracts
exactly that drift. The warning applies to consultants on the bench as much as to anyone in
uniform: stay sharp, keep passion in the work and treat going admin as the career threat it
is. An organization of fast deciders, trained front lines, accountable leaders and smart
failures has little room for passengers, which is precisely why it wins.

1United States Marine Corps
2Colin Powell
3Mission command

Summary

The Marines defy their rigid stereotype: fast 70 percent decisions, dissent before
commitment, authority pushed downward, corporals trained hardest, failure rewarded when
it teaches and passion guarded against going admin. Leaders own their followers'
compliance. Business has few better mirrors.
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