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3 LESSONS AND 3 TOOLS
L E A D E R S H I P  F R O M
      T H E  M I L I T A R Y
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Anton is a multi-faceted professional who has had over two 
decades of hands on experience in process improvement, change 
management and strategic management, and currently works as 
the Chief Evengelist of Luminary Learning and the Transformation 
Therapist of High5 Consultancy. As the former AVP at HSBC DPL 
Anton won accolades for his superlative work there: and won the 
prestigious HSBC Group Service – Global Talent Management 
Member two years in a row. Anton currently works as a 
consultant focusing on efficiency and productivity improvement 
and process optimization for local and regional clients.

A QUICK INTRODUCTION
TO THE GURU GUIDE

The 'guru guide’ is an attempt to cull 
out decades of hard earned expertise 
to be distilled into succinct, simple 
and practical advice.

It is NOT meant to be an exhaustive 
exploration of a topic : rather, pointed 
areas of focus which can only be 
discerned by a practitioner. It is not 
meant to be a generic set of advice : 
it is advice from battled hardened 
professionals who have had a lifetime 
of experience and proven track 
records.

The Guru Guide has a pre 
determined format :

and trade : the Guru Guide aims to offer 
‘little nuggets’ of advice and importantly, 
simple tools, which will enable 
practitioners to up their game and 
benefit from expertise which may be 
hard to find in a hurry.

Exploratory, intimate and insightful, 
the Guru Guide aims to bring to you a 
wealth of expertise which can only be 
possible through veterans whose 
varied and in-depth experiences offer
unparalleled insights.

The brevity and simplicity is by 
choice, and design. Focused on 
Executives and Managers who want 
to get quick tips and techniques, who 
are eager to improve  their craft 

It aims to understand a topic/
area of focus

It aims to give tools to help you 
navigate the area

It also gives contexts and 
examples : so that you can 
customise it to suit YOU

ANTON
THAYALAN

Vidusha is currently the Destiny Architect at High5 Consultancy 
and Luminary Learning and the organization’s founder. His areas 
of expertise lies with strategy facilitation, HR strategy 
development and Leadership Training. He has conducted 
assignments in 15 countries regionally and consulted for the 
World Bank, the UN as well as some of the top corporates in Sri 
Lanka and the Region. He is also a member of the board of 
directors for Chrysalis, a social enterprise working to empower 
women and youth by fostering inclusive growth in Sri Lanka and 
elsewhere.

VIDUSHA
NATHAVITHARANA
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INTRODUCING
MAJOR GENERAL
CRAIG WHELDEN,
U.S. ARMY (RETIRED)

CRAIG'S LEADERSHIP 
JOURNEY STARTED WHEN HE 
BECAME AN EAGLE SCOUT AT 
AGE 14.

THIRTY YEARS LATER, HE WAS 
THE YOUNGEST GENERAL IN 
THE UNITED STATES ARMY.

Combined with another nine years as a 
member of the Senior Executive 
Service (SES) with the U.S. Marine 
Corps, he served over 17 years at the 
highest levels of the U.S. military, 
leading thousands of Soldiers, Sailors, 
Marines, and civilians, while serving 10 
years in Europe and another 12 in the 
Pacific.

Approaching retirement, someone 
asked "What do you want to do next?" 
He responded simply: 

"I want to give back decades of 
leadership and life lessons to the next 
generation."



Now a global "Fortune 500" speaker 
and three-time award-winning, #1 
international best-selling author with 
his book, LEADERSHIP: The Art of 
Inspiring People to Be Their Best, he is 
among the world's foremost experts 
on:

           Inspirational Leadership

           Effective Communications

           Crisis Management

           Working in Uncertain Times

           Goal-setting and Achieving Life's  
           Balance

A "master storyteller," he uses lessons 
from his life to weave together 
take-aways on improving life, work, 
leadership, and interpersonal habits.  

Simply put, he wants to “inspire people 
to be their best!”

What drew us to collaborate with the 
General is the resonance we felt with 
his values and his leadership ethos. 
Having watched a few of his videos, 
Anton and I decided we’d try to coax 
him to come on our little talk show, ‘In 
Conversation With’ – without ever 
expecting a reply. Imagine our surprise 
when he responded within 24 hours!  
He and Anton had a long introductory 
conversation and the rest – as they say 
– ‘is history.’ 

Thorough… probing… and exact – even 
in his preparation for a simple talk 
show with relatively ‘unknown’ chaps 
from the ‘third world’ – what truly 
impressed us is the humility and 
professionalism with which this officer 
and gentleman carried himself.  

We absolutely loved the conversation 
we had, and imagine our absolute 
shock when we realised that the day 
he gave us 90 minutes of his time, was 
actually his birthday!  ‘Who does that?’ 
we mused.  The answer is simple: 
GREAT LEADERS do that! 

In a world full of cardboard heroes and 
wannabees, and a media full of 
propped-up ‘leaders’ who’s only 
claim-to-fame is being able to ‘put on 
a show,’ we are thrilled to know there 
are still those like Craig Whelden 
among us.  And more importantly, we 
are thrilled to discover what they are 
really like by getting to know them 
better. 

Visit www.craigwhelden.com to learn 
more about Craig, and to hire him to 
motivate your teams! 
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LESSON 1 : SETTING
EXPECTATIONS EARLY ON

Unless leaders are absolutely 
crystal clear about 
expectations – early on in their 
leadership role - chances are 
everything could go downhill.

During our conversation with Craig, he 
made a point that setting Objectives 
and Goals comes naturally to the 
military, as it does to those of us in 
business.  But this is not the same as 
setting the right ‘expectations.’ Far too 
often we jump into setting goals and 
objectives without setting 
‘expectations.’ Confused? Let us clarify.

Anton and I are famous for digging 
deeper, so we asked the obvious 
question ‘What do you mean?’ 

Craig responded, “Leadership is very 
personal. Even though we may believe 
in the same things and espouse similar 
values, we all lead differently. We have 
different personalities, strengths and 
weaknesses.  Unless leaders are 
absolutely clear about what’s 
important, what they expect, and 
where they want to take an 
organization, chances are, there is 
room for misinterpretation, confusion, 
and guess work.” 

In our eagerness to step out and ‘lead,’ 
we too often forget the basics.  And 
great leadership - as with anything - is 
largely dependent on nailing down the 
basics. One of the basics often over-
looked is being able to set – early on – 
the broad parameters and finer details 
of our expectations of where we want 
the organization to go and how we 
want to get there. 

Typically, we already have this notion in 
our heads, but sometimes make the 
mistake of not letting it known to our 
team. This often results in the team not 
prioritising what needs prioritising - 
which often leads to unnecessary 
conflict and confusion.  The ball gets 
dropped unnecessarily. 

So, a first ‘port of call’ when taking on a 
new leadership position is to lay out 
the ‘ground rules’ and ‘expectations’ - 
and be very clear and honest about it. 
You’re the new leader, these are YOUR 
expectations, so be open, candid, and 
brutally honest.  

Your team will appreciate it.



TOOL 1 :
WRITE DOWN YOUR
‘PHILOSOPHY OF
COMMAND’
When I (V) read Whelden’s Philosophy 
of Command, I couldn’t help but think 
about the ‘Ten Commandments’ I 
created as a first-time manager when I 
took over Learning and Development.  
They both serve a similar purpose: to 
provide clarity about the direction of 
the organization, the “corporate 
climate” desired, the vision, goals and 
objectives, what are acceptable risks, 
and what is non-negotiable.

Whelden’s Philosophy of Command is a 
rather detailed document given to the 
2nd Bn, 10th Cavalry in 1989 about the 
fundamental ethos and beliefs that 
drove the leadership style of the 
organization’s new commander, 
then-Lieutenant Colonel Craig Whelden. 
In it, he detailed over a dozen areas of 
focus, ranging from ‘Safety’ to a concept 
he called ‘Be Good, Look Good.’  Written 
30+ years ago, he still lives by those 
basic principles today.  

To avoid the ‘lack of self-awareness” 
trap, he sent out a draft – several weeks 
before taking command of the 
organization -- to 12-15 people who 
knew him well.  He asked if THEY 
thought this document reflected him, as 
they knew him.  Before going final, he 
considered and incorporated their input.

Then, on the very first day he ‘took the 
flag’ and became the organization’s 
new commander, he called his 
subordinate leaders together to hand 
out this document, talk through it, and 
answer any questions they had.  Every 
month thereafter, he held meetings 
with newly arriving soldiers to outline 
this command philosophy for them as 
well.  This way, it was always current 
and in the minds of everyone in the 
1,000-man organization. 

The key is this: to really think hard 
about what you want done - and how - 
and then put it in writing to let your 
team know early on, and often, where 
you want to take the organization.

Craig’s Philosophy of Command can be 
found in Appendix A of his book, 
LEADERSHIP: The Art of Inspiring People 
to Be Their Best. 
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LESSON 2 :
TELL THEM
WHO YOU ARE
Have you ever worked for someone 
who for weeks… even months after they 
became the new boss, you still find 
yourself trying to figure out? What are 
their priorities?  Why do they 
communicate the way they do?  What 
do they think about you? Are there 
peculiarities about their personality or 
the way they operate that you should 
know more about?  

Have you ever said to yourself, “If I 
would have only known, I would have 
done things another way.”  

This sounds simple - but many new 
leaders allow their teams to find out 
about their quirks the ‘hard way’ – 
when it’s uncomfortable for all.

Each of us is different (no shit Sher-
lock!) and so – equally obvious – our 
own personal leadership styles are 
unique. When we take over a new 
leadership position, most people don’t 
know much about us. Even those who 
would have known us as a ‘colleague’ 
previously may now not know us well in 
our new role as a leader. 

The risk is this: unless you tell people 
who you are, they will not really know 
who they are ‘dealing with’ - and this 
could become a bane of contention for 

other issues. So, save everyone a lot of 
hassle and tell people early who you 
are and what you are REALLY like.
This is closely related to setting the 
right ‘expectations’: but whilst that was 
about understanding what you 
consider important as a leader – and 
what contexts need to be factored into 
your work framework – now we’re 
talking about who YOU are as a person 
and what your idiosyncrasies and 
quirks might be.  Even perhaps, what 
your strengths and weaknesses are.  

Trying to navigate the innate 
personality of your ‘boss’ can some-
times be daunting. Remember wonder-
ing what time would be best to talk to 
him or her? Remember asking your 
friends about ‘what kind of questions 
will he/she ask’ before your first 
‘important’ meeting face-to-face? Why 
not short circuit the learning curve - 
and tell them? Imagine how much 
more productive you would have been 
if you actually knew… REALLY knew… 
what your boss was REALLY like?

While we wouldn’t expect you to write 
an autobiography, the key facets of 
who you are should be known by your 
team - and having it come from the 
‘horse’s mouth’, is best. Otherwise, 
people will create their own caricature 
of who you are, and what you expect. 
It is so much better coming from 
you - personally.  They will appreciate it 
if you do.



TOOL 2 :
WHELDEN ON
WHELDEN

Whelden on Whelden is an honest 
representation of who Craig Whelden 
is, made into a presentation before he 
took up any leadership position - and 
given in person and early on to those 
who reported to him directly. It was a 
no holds barred self-reflection, 
stripping bare who he was: warts 
and all.

The idea was NOT to impress anyone, 
nor to inspire anyone. That is best done 
through your actions.  Rather, this was 
to ensure everyone who reports to him 
understood who he was. It provided a glimpse of how he generally behaved and 
reacted. Starting with his core personality type (so that they can do their own 
research on what characteristics he might demonstrate) to what generally ‘pissed 
him off’ and ‘what not to take for granted’ -- all are there in short, precise, and 
absolute terms.

We recommend you think about who YOU really are - and write your own 
rendition of Whelden on Whelden. The idea is to introduce yourself as honestly as 
you can to your team so they don’t spend weeks or months trying to figure you 
out!

Whelden on Whelden can be found in Appendix B of Craig’s book, LEADERSHIP: 
The Art of Inspiring People to Be Their Best. 
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LESSON 3 :
TAKE THE TIME TO
TRULY SHOW
YOU CARE
Someone once said, “Nobody cares how much you know… until 
they know how much you care.”  At the core of good leadership 
are leaders who truly CARE. Sometimes though, we fail to really 
SHOW how much we care even when we do really care...

At the end of the day, we are ALL human and, as we navigate the tightrope of 
leadership, our teams are going through their own trials and tribulations daily.  
They often look to us for inspiration, understanding, direction, empathy, and yes, 
appreciation.

Never underestimate the importance of a simple gesture - like a chat, a 
high-five, a pat on the back - or even simply lending an ear to hear a person out 
- all of which shows that you CARE.  Remember those ‘at the bottom’ of an 
organizational structure who often don’t interact with the boss.  You can’t put a 
price on what a kind word of appreciation means coming from the boss.

Read Chapter 18 (The Light at the End of the Tunnel) in Craig’s book for FREE at 
https://www.craigwhelden.com/leadership-the-art-of-inspiring-sample-chapter.
It lays out very clearly the true story of how a senior leader showed he cared 
when a young Lieutenant Whelden was in a very dark place.

Showing that you care about everyone in your organization is one of the best 
leadership traits you can adopt.    



TOOL 3 :
‘COINS’ AND ‘LETTERS’

Sometimes, simple things 
really DO work. Two things that 
Craig did as a commander are 
worth highlighting as simple 
‘tools in your tool chest’ that 
you too can adopt.

The first is his use of ‘commander 
coins’ which he always carried with him 
and gave to employees who stood 
above the crowd.  Whenever he was 
conducting the tried-and-true 
technique, “leadership by walking 
around,” he would ask his immediate 
subordinates to point him to someone 
who truly had gone ‘above and beyond’ 
the call of duty.  He would then seek 
this person out and pass on to them 
one of these treasured coins. A simple 
gesture: but coming from the most 
senior commander, it was always 
appreciated.

Another thing he did was to write a 
letter to newborn children in his 
organisation - so that the first ever 
letter the child received was from his 
father’s or mother’s unit commander! 
This letter, personally signed on the 
day of the birth, became a treasured 
artifact of the parent.  

Such a simple gesture, but Craig tells 
us that whenever they got together 
with the families, mothers would often 
come forward teary-eyed and tell him 
about the ‘letter’ their new son or 
daughter received – many of which 
were framed and placed on their wall!

The key is this: whatever you do needs 
to be meaningful, it needs to be 
heartfelt, and it needs to be with 
reason and purpose.  Simply sending 
out pre-signed cards or ‘well done’ 
letters is of little consequence - the 
key is to ensure whatever it is, it’s 
personal enough to demonstrate how 
much you truly care!
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SOME FINAL THOUGHTS…
BE AUTHENTIC.
You are better being an honest asshole than a fake ‘nice guy’ for one fundamental 
reason: nothing is possibly worse in leadership than hypocrisy and not being 
authentic. So, whatever you do – be yourself.

Be self-aware enough to understand your weaknesses and work to correct them.  
But don’t ever ‘pretend’ to be someone you are not. It is also important that you 
understand how your actions resonate with your team and your colleagues. And, if 
you are genuine, then you have all the impetus you need to change - ensuring YOU 
improve – and that the relationships you have with members of your team become  
better too.

BE FIRM WHEN REQUIRED WHILE REMAINING ‘CIVIL’
Too often we (erroneously) associate leadership with the puffing up of the chest 
and the banging of the fists. In fact, for many this is what comes to mind when 
‘military’ and ‘leadership’ is spoken in the same sentence. Nothing is further 
from the truth. 

Leaders in the military are like leaders everywhere.  They come in all forms and 
styles.  However, even in the army, the ‘my way or the highway’ variety of 
leadership just doesn’t work.  Leaders who are reasonable, loved and respected 
outperform those who use fear and ego as the primary motivators every time. 
Being ‘fair and equitable’ and being ‘even tempered’ is quite different from 
being ‘nice.’ Understand and appreciate the difference. 

In our conversation with Craig, he relayed a story about a 3-star General he 
once worked for.  This man was the consummate gentleman.  He never raised 
his voice in anger.  Smart, skilled in his job, he was also very soft-spoken.  A 
colonel approached Craig one day and related that “General so-and-so is the 
toughest commander I’ve ever worked for.”

Puzzled, Craig asked “Why is that?”  The colonel replied, “Because I never wanted 
to disappoint him.”  

THAT, my friends, is authentic and inspirational leadership.



Click here to watch our riveting conversation 
with Major General (retired) Whelden

Click here to buy 
Major General
Whelden’s award 
winning book

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lAXNe6yJRmU&t=2026s
https://www.craigwhelden.com/buy-the-book


w w w . l u m i n a r y l e a r n i n g s o l u t i o n s . c o m

ANTON THAYALAN
+94 77 22 666 22  / +94 70 40 666 66

anton@luminarylearningsolutions.com

www.highfiveconsultancy.com www.luminarylearningsolutions.com


