


This past fall, General Stanley McChrystal addressed 
organizational leaders at The Walsh Group 2017 Lake 
Geneva strategy meetings. McChrystal is a retired United 
States Army general best known for his command of Joint 
Special Operations Command (JSOC) in the mid-2000s, 
and Commander of the U.S. Forces in Afghanistan. From 
the frontlines to the boardroom, General McChyrstal 
discussed leadership and how to best function within 
a large organization.
  
McChrystal reflected on his leadership path and his 
lessons learned to make his teams better, and different. 
“To become different, you have to decide where you are 
and who you are,” he said. McChrystal said it took about 
20 years of learning, and serving, in the military before 
he considered himself a professional.  He had gained his 
knowledge through training, willingness to learn, going 
to war and commanding 2,100 rangers.

When it came time to take on his greatest leadership 
role, he would find that communication and organization 

changes were needed to keep operations moving forward 
and different from the competition. 

The JSOC story began in April 1980, when President 
Carter approved Operation Eagle Claw to end the Iran 
hostage crisis and rescue 52 staff held captive at the 
US Embassy. The operation tragically failed, with eight 
Americans killed during the process. “It wasn’t a lack 
of talent, commitment or competency that caused the 
failure. What happened was that a team of multiple 
military branches who had never worked with each other 
before was put together,” said McChrystal. 

From here, a special task force was created to study 
operations requirements and techniques, named the 
Joint Special Operations Command (JSOC). JSOC was 
established to ensure compatibility of communications 
and procedures within the military.



Leading JSOC During 
the Wars in Iraq and Afghanistan 
In the fall of 2003, six months after the initial invasion of 
Iraq, General McChrystal became Commander of JSOC. “I get 
to Iraq in October 2003, and the situation is deteriorating at 
an extraordinary speed. Incorrect decisions were made, and 
we had a serious problem,” he said.  JSOC’s assignments 
were to conduct counterterrorism operations and to pursue 
high profile targets. Because of the high risk of these 
missions, the organization was very cohesive. The talent 
was handpicked and exquisitely trained. 

“The problem was when you look at the organization from 
afar, we had this tremendous team of teams, but when 
you got up close, we had this silo tribe of tribes who didn’t 
know how to work together,” he said.

General McChrystal and JSOC were focused on finding 
Saddam Hussein and defeating Al Qaeda, no other terrorist 
group had ever been as untraceable. Despite our advanced 
capabilities with GPS, unmanned aerial vehicles, night 
vision devices, precision strike weapons and information 

technology,  McChrystral realized a change had to be made 
to his organization.

“We didn’t reorganize our organization. We changed how 
we handled information, where we made decisions, who 
we empowered and the connections between people and 
the other parts of the organization. It was fundamental,” 
he said.

The Principle of Shared Consciousness
At the heart of every organization is trust and common 
purpose. “We often forget where trust and common purpose 
comes from,” said McChrystal, “In the military, it comes 
from shared experience, challenge, sometimes privation, 
sometimes fear. And the same goes for organizations; it’s 
a shared commitment and experience of things. What we 
found was shared consciousness.”

McChrystal discussed how JSOC had daily video conferences, 
and information would be relayed up six chains of command, 
but with each relay the information was more disconnected. 
The solution was to share the experience and expand the 



daily call from 30 to 90 minutes and increase participation 
from 25 people to 7,500 at 76 different locations. “It was the 
most efficient thing I’d ever been a part of,” McChrystal said.

 “We found when you push information to the 

lower levels, two things happen: they operate 

really well with it, they like knowing what 

is going on, and there is a changed level of 

motivation and connection. 
 
General McChrystal found that three outcomes amassed 
from these meetings: people made more of a connection 
to the information; they actively added to it and everyone 
became owners of the information. By sharing information, 
people became connected to their organization’s goals and 
were motivated to achieve success. They were all in this fight 
together, and there was never a prize for any individual until 
the team succeeded.

THOUGHTS TO LEAVE WITH
“We learn from other leaders, we learn from experience, we 
learn by serendipity. But in reality, we spend less time on 
learning and checking ourselves than we should, we hope 
we can just pick it up. However, it is important that leaders 
make more of an effort to do this,” concluded McChrystal. 

He parted with one last thought. He said we are not growing 
The Walsh Group, we are growing our people so that they 
can lead the company. Employees are the ones who build 
reputation, expand success and grow profit, not a bridge 
or road or building… our people are what makes us great.


