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Extreme Ownership by Jocko Willink & Leif Babin 

How U.S. Navy SEALs Lead and Win 

Jocko Willink and Leif Babin explain and demonstrate how effective leadership depends on a set of 

concrete principles. These principles hold true whether the leader is guiding SEAL teams in Iraq, 

managing in the boardroom of a Fortune 500 company, or leading a small non-profit organization. 

The skills Willink and Babin gained in the military helped them start their own civilian company, 

where they assist struggling leaders in turning their teams around by changing their own actions. 

As retired SEALs, they do not permit leaders to shift blame onto their team members. They believe in 

the concept of extreme ownership and expect every leader to accept full responsibility for their team 

and the actions and results that come from the team's work. This applies not only to those at the top 

of the leadership chain but also to leaders at all levels. Because Willink and Babin believe people must 

understand their responsibilities, they provide numerous examples to illustrate how and why these 

principles work. To do this, they begin each chapter with a detailed story from Iraq or a training 

exercise that highlights the need for the principle. They then explain the principle and conclude each 

chapter with an example of how it applies in real-world business situations. Their book also includes 

numerous photographs taken in Iraq during wartime. 

Winning the War Within 

The first part of Extreme Ownership focuses on winning the inner battle and introduces the concept 

of extreme ownership. The authors describe the challenges of urban combat in Iraq, where unmarked 

streets and buildings made it difficult to identify the enemy or distinguish between friendly and 

hostile forces. One night, amid darkness and confusion, a tragic blue-on-blue attack occurred—

American and Iraqi troops mistakenly fired on their own soldiers. It was described as “the worst thing 

that could happen.” 

Following the incident, the chain of command sought to determine what had gone wrong. The 

breakdown stemmed from mistakes made at every level. Reflecting on the events, one of the authors, 

Jocko Willink, concluded: “I was responsible for everything in Task Unit Bruiser. I had to take complete 

ownership of what went wrong. That is what a leader does—even if it means getting fired. If anyone 

was to be blamed and fired for what happened, let it be me.” 

By taking full responsibility during the incident review, he demonstrated authentic leadership. As a 

result, his commanding officer and master chief gained more—not less—trust in him. This 

accountability also allowed others to analyze the situation and implement changes to prevent similar 

incidents in the future. 

The quality leadership is essential, which is the basis of their second principle: “No Bad Teams, Only 

Bad Leaders.” In this section, they discuss the importance of standards. They argue that what a leader 

says is less important than the behavior they tolerate or do not tolerate from those below them. This 

is crucial because poor performance can occur if leaders fail to hold their subordinates accountable 
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for high standards. To illustrate the vital importance of leadership to a team, during one particular 

Hell Week, one team consistently performed well, while another performed poorly. Babin explains 

that they switched the leaders of these two teams, and suddenly, the performance of the previously 

lower-performing team matched that of the top team. The effective leader raised the performance of 

his new team, and the cohesion he built in his former team did not diminish once he left. In short, the 

issue was not the team itself, but the leader. 

The third principle states, “In order to convince and inspire others to follow and accomplish a mission, 

a leader must be a true believer in the mission.” In short, this means that leaders must understand 

why they are engaging in their mission so they can effectively communicate that to others and be 

willing to take the necessary risks to complete the task. They recount a story about a business client 

that implemented a new compensation plan for its employees. Managers initially reacted negatively 

because they believed their staff would seek employment elsewhere once the new plan was 

introduced. After the CEO clarified the reasons for the new structure and explained how it would 

benefit both individuals and the company, the managers supported it. Willink and Babin emphasize 

that it’s crucial for leaders to understand why they are asking their team to do certain tasks. If they 

lack that understanding, they should seek clarification from their superiors to lead effectively. 

The fourth and final principle related to “winning the war within” is to “check the ego.” Willink 

recounts how one SEAL commander considered letting Iraqi troops manage themselves instead of 

training them, fearing that the troops’ skill level was so high they might outperform the SEALs. This 

could jeopardize the mission. Willink emphasizes that what is best for the mission must come first, 

even if it means relocating the SEALs. He observed similar issues elsewhere as well, indicating this 

was not a one-time occurrence. He states that “Ego clouds and disrupts everything: the planning 

process, the ability to accept good advice, and the capacity to handle constructive criticism.” While 

everyone has an ego, he urges people to keep theirs in check to ensure the group performs optimally. 

Laws of Combat 

The first law of combat that the authors discuss is called “cover and move.” They explain that its 

foundation is teamwork. Teams must avoid working in silos and should be mindful of those around 

them. Even the best team member fails if the team fails, so teamwork is crucial for everyone. To 

illustrate this idea, they discuss a company where the production manager has significant concerns 

about a subsidiary used for transportation. He believes this subsidiary is incompetent and hinders his 

objectives. Willink explains that since both companies are owned by the same parent company, this 

should help rather than hinder them, as their goals should align. He then describes how, because 

their overall mission — what's best for the parent company — should be the same, they need to work 

together to achieve it. He suggested that the production manager speak with the other team to find 

ways to collaborate. When he did, he discovered that the subsidiary was seriously understaffed. 

Understanding that the company was not trying to sabotage his efforts, they were able to work 

together and find solutions. They began working together for the greater good. 
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The second law of combat is to simplify. In this chapter, they discuss a proposed patrol that Willink 

found to be unnecessarily complex, especially in the dangerous area where they were operating. 

Because they simplified the patrol, when it was attacked, they were closer to support and able to get 

the help they needed. He explains that a more complicated plan could have been catastrophic. He 

also notes that problems are not limited to combat situations; they can occur at any time, particularly 

when plans are too complex. Simplified plans help people handle unexpected issues in various 

contexts. 

Additionally, a leader’s team must clearly understand the plan. If they do not, it may need to be 

simplified. He writes, “You must brief to ensure the lowest common denominator on the team,” 

understands.” 

The third law of combat describes a situation in Iraq where troops were inside a building, and when 

they tried to leave, they found an IED near their only viable exit. The fighters moved to an uncovered 

rooftop, and one of the men fell several stories to the ground between buildings, requiring rescue. To 

escape safely, leadership had to prioritize and then execute their plan. In short, they had to decide 

what to do first and complete that before moving on to the next task. Because they used this 

approach, all the fighters managed to escape safely, including the man who had fallen. He explains 

how problems can escalate in combat, and it’s the leader’s job to stay calm. To remind themselves of 

this, they say, “Relax. Look around, make a call.” Trying to complete multiple tasks at once doesn’t 

work. The concept of prioritizing and executing can help when people find themselves overwhelmed. 

The last law of combat they discuss is decentralized command. Willink explains how he expects his 

subordinate officers to lead when they are in the field, and he expects them to lead assertively. This is 

an important idea because if subordinate leaders lead well with their teams, it allows Willink and 

other senior leaders to focus on the bigger picture. He explains that there’s no one to oversee the big 

picture when he, himself, gets caught up in problems that his subordinate leaders can and should 

handle. To support this, frontline leaders must trust their senior leaders, and they also need to 

understand their mission. It also requires senior leaders to trust their subordinate leaders. Willink 

describes how military leaders over the centuries have developed this skill, and he observed this 

principle in the MOUNT training conducted by Task Unit Bruiser. During this training, SEAL leaders 

tried to control everything. Sometimes, this meant one person oversaw more than thirty soldiers. 

People simply can’t control that many. To fix this, they divided the soldiers into smaller groups of four 

to six SEALs. This created multiple levels of leadership, and each leader had a manageable number of 

soldiers to lead. Willink and Babin say that “Human beings are generally not capable of managing 

more than six to ten people, particularly when things go wrong and unexpected problems arise.” 

When teams are split into multiple levels, it’s important that leaders at all levels understand what 

their teams need to do and why. Additionally, junior leaders must understand which decisions they 

can and cannot make, and they must clearly communicate this to their more senior leaders. 

Sustaining Victory 

The first principle of sustaining victory is to plan. In this section, Babin describes a hostage rescue. The 

SEALs collaborated with an Iraqi security force to conduct the rescue. They completed  
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the mission successfully because they planned carefully and executed their plan. He describes mission 

planning as “never taking anything for granted, preparing for likely contingencies, and maximizing the 

chance of mission success while minimizing the risk to the troops executing the operation.” He 

explains that  

SEALs can never be certain there is no danger in what they attempt. During the hostage rescue, his 

team learned there were deadly threats, but this did not stop them because they had already 

considered these threats in their planning process. 

Willink and Babin emphasize that “planning begins with mission analysis.” A clear understanding of 

the mission is crucial for leaders to maintain focus and execute effectively. A solid mission “must be 

carefully refined and simplified so that it is explicitly clear and specifically focused to achieve the 

larger strategic vision it supports.” This mission must then be communicated to leaders at all levels. 

Leaders need to understand both the purpose and the desired outcome of the mission for planning to 

be successful. This means the mission must be clearly articulated and then effectively communicated 

to leaders at various levels. They argue that if a brief is successful, “all members participating in an 

operation will understand the strategic mission, the Commander’s Intent, the specific mission of the 

team, and their individual roles within the mission.” They will also be aware of the various 

contingencies and know how to respond to them. Even the busiest groups must regularly review their 

plans to enhance future missions or projects. This planning process should be standardized across the 

organization. Babin shares that he applied this principle to a business he was helping by helping them 

standardize their processes using some of the tools that SEALs use. 

The authors then explore the concept of leading both up and down the chain of command. Babin 

begins with leading down, reflecting on his experiences as his deployment in Iraq came to an end. He 

and Willink had led their team through intense combat operations, taking control of key 

neighborhoods from insurgents and making local populations safer. Yet when Babin returned to the 

States, he was surprised to hear pundits speak of the fallen as mere numbers. Even within the SEAL 

community, some criticized the actions of those on the front lines. He realized that if people truly 

understood what had been accomplished, they would better appreciate the value of those efforts. 

When Willink later presented a briefing outlining their team’s achievements, Babin had a moment of 

clarity—even he, as second in command, hadn’t fully grasped the total impact of their mission. If that 

was true for him, how much more disconnected must the frontline operators have felt, given they 

weren’t privy to the whole picture? This prompted both leaders to rethink how they communicated 

and delegated. They learned that effective leadership requires transparency, empowerment, and 

trust. 

The lesson easily translates to the business world. In many organizations, executives have access to 

the strategic vision, data, and context that don’t always trickle down. If senior leaders fail to share 

that clarity with their teams, they risk disengagement, confusion, or even resistance. Leading down 

the chain means ensuring that junior leaders and frontline employees have the information, 

authority, and trust necessary to take ownership and make informed decisions. Just as in combat,  
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success in business depends on empowering every level of the organization with a clear purpose and 

direction. 

When discussing leading up the chain of command, Willink and Babin state that a person should take 

direct responsibility if their boss “isn’t making a decision in a timely manner or providing necessary 

support for you and your team.” This means that a leader must look to their superior for the 

information or resources needed and ask for them clearly. They acknowledge that leading up the 

chain of command requires more tact than leading down because a person does not have the 

authority that comes from rank when dealing with those of a higher rank. Leading up also demands 

humility to understand that a person may not have all the information their leader possesses and that 

their team or objectives might not be the leader's highest priority at that moment. People need to 

ask questions of those above them to gain more understanding, while recognizing that one of their 

most important jobs is to support their own leader. 

The last two principles discussed are decisiveness and uncertainty, along with the idea that discipline 

equals freedom. Regarding uncertainty, they emphasize that a leader often does not have all the 

information needed to be confident in their decision. Despite this, they must avoid letting fear cause 

hesitation and must act decisively. They should make decisions based on the available information. 

Concerning discipline, Willink talks about the searches his team was tasked with conducting in Iraq. 

These searches could take a considerable amount of time and sometimes miss details because they 

were not conducted with discipline. Once they recognized this issue, they developed a structured 

process for these searches. Although his team was initially hesitant to adopt this method, fearing it 

would slow them down, they found that it actually reduced the overall time and increased 

effectiveness. Ultimately, Willink and Babin argue that discipline grants people freedom. Discipline 

helps teams adapt and maintain ownership. 

 

 

The summary is not intended as a replacement for the original book, and all quotes are credited to the above-

mentioned author and publisher. 
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