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The man once named one of America’s ten “toughest” CEOs by Fortune magazine offers

current and future leaders practical advice on how to make their companies and organizations

more effective.Throughout his distinguished career—as a naval aviator, a U.S. Congressman, a

top aide to four American presidents, a high-level diplomat, a CEO of two Fortune 500

companies, and the only twice-serving Secretary of Defense in American history—Donald

Rumsfeld has collected hundreds of pithy, compelling, and often humorous observations about

leadership, business, and life. When President Gerald Ford ordered these aphorisms

distributed to his White House staff in 1974, the collection became known as "Rumsfeld's

Rules."First gathered as three-by-five cards in a shoebox and then typed up and circulated

informally over the years, these eminently nonpartisan rules have amused and enlightened

presidents, business executives, chiefs of staff, foreign officials, diplomats, and members of

Congress. They earned praise from the Wall Street Journal as "Required reading," and from

the New York Times which said: "Rumsfeld's Rules can be profitably read in any organization…

The best reading, though, are his sprightly tips on inoculating oneself against that dread White

House disease, the inflated ego."Distilled from a career of unusual breadth and

accomplishment, and organized under practical topics like hiring people, running a meeting,

and dealing with the press, Rumsfeld's Rules can benefit people at every stage in their careers

and in every walk of life, from aspiring politicos and industrialists to recent college graduates,

teachers, and business leaders.
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BORROWED WISDOMAs we journey through life many of us come across something

interesting or wise from time to time and think to ourselves, “I should write that down.” Well, I’ve

had a tendency to do just that for as long as I can remember. I probably owe that habit to my

schoolteacher mother. She encouraged me to jot down unfamiliar words and look up their

meanings later. Eventually I found myself keeping track not only of words, but also of various

phrases, expressions, and snippets of advice, and putting them in a shoe box.For example,

while my dad was stationed aboard an aircraft carrier during World War II, I wrote a letter

telling him I was thinking of quitting the Boy Scouts to spend more time playing sports with my

friends. Weeks later, I received his reply on the thin onionskin paper then popularly known as

“V-mail” (“V” for “Victory”). Dad wrote that the decision to quit was my call. But he went on to

say, “Once you quit one thing, then you can quit something else, and pretty soon you’ll get

good at being a quitter.” That advice found its way into my shoe box.Some years later, while I

was in naval flight training in Pensacola, Florida, I noted some pithy advice in the manual for

the SNJ, a single-engine propeller aircraft I was learning to fly: “If you are lost: climb, conserve,

and confess.” “Climb” meant that the pilot should gain altitude so that he could see a greater

distance, get his bearings, and if necessary, glide without power to a safe landing. “Conserve”

meant reducing airspeed and “leaning out” the fuel mixture to conserve fuel and have more

time to figure out where he is. And “confess” meant getting on the radio promptly and

announcing to all who might be listening, “I’m lost and I need help!”“Climb, conserve, and

confess” turns out to be sound advice for anyone who is lost or adrift, as happens to all of us

from time to time. If you find yourself meandering aimlessly in a difficult spot, step back to get

some perspective, slow down, and take a deep breath. And if you’re still feeling lost, face up to

it, and don’t hesitate to ask for help.Decades later, when I was working in the administration of

President Richard Nixon, I spent a good deal of time with Nixon’s top domestic advisor Daniel

Patrick Moynihan, a brilliant talent who had earlier served under Presidents Kennedy and

Johnson. I always came away from a conversation with Pat having learned something new and

feeling good about life. Rare was the subject, no matter how great or small, that escaped his

interest. In one conversation, seemingly out of nowhere, Moynihan said, “Don, only buy black

socks.” I gave him a quizzical look. “You can wear them with anything,” he said. I took this to

mean that in a busy world, it is best to make things easier by simplifying certain habits and

decisions. Then again, he may have just been giving me wardrobe advice.When he became

president in 1974, Gerald Ford—a friend from our days together in the U.S. Congress—urged



me to serve as White House Chief of Staff. He was grappling with the sizable challenges of

suddenly becoming President after Richard Nixon’s stunning resignation. During one of his first

days in the Oval Office, I happened to mention one of the “rules” I’d collected. When he learned

I had a file of other quotes and observations about management in government, he asked to

see them.When President Ford learned I had a file of quotes and observations about

management in government, he asked to see them. So I gave a copy to him. He promptly

labeled them “Rumsfeld’s Rules.”Courtesy of the Gerald R. Ford LibrarySo I asked my longtime

assistant, Leona Goodell, to type them up and, after some polishing, I gave a copy to the

President. He promptly labeled them “Rumsfeld’s Rules” and asked me to give a copy to each

of the senior members on the White House staff. Since then they have been read by

presidents, government officials, business leaders, diplomats, members of Congress, and a

great many others. Indeed, they seem to have taken on a life of their own.It’s worth noting that

“Rumsfeld’s Rules” are not all Rumsfeld’s. Nor are they all rules. Many are life lessons and

pieces of wisdom I’ve gathered from others. Truth be told, I don’t know if I’ve had a truly original

thought in my life. I enjoy being around people smarter than I am, who know more than I do,

and who have done things I haven’t done. I generally figure out what I think about a tough

issue by discussing it with others. It turns out that a great many of those individuals happened

to be some of the ablest leaders in business, the military, politics, government, and global

affairs. Much of what is distilled in these pages is credited to them. The rest of the rules are

mainly observations I have heard, read, or gained through experience over eight decades of an

unusually fortunate life.A word about the format of the rules. I have tried to attribute quotes to

the source where known. The rules that originated with me and those where the source is

unknown—I suppose you might call them “known unknowns”—are left in the text without

attribution.I think the reason these maxims have proved useful is that they are insights into

human nature—timeless truths that have survived the changes in our culture and even the

many efficiencies enabled by modern technology. Most have broad applicability and can be

useful whether you aspire to be a leader in government, church, business, sports, or the

military. They convey distilled wisdom that can be called upon in daily life, add insights to

conversations and meetings, illustrate a point more persuasively, or serve as guideposts in

decision-making.The original rules were compiled in 1974, but they were never conceived as a

static list. I’ve updated and changed them whenever I learned something new—which happens

almost every day. It’s safe to say that in the intervening four decades a whale of a lot has

happened, both in my life and in history. I would go on to serve in other posts in government

and as chief executive officer of two Fortune 500 companies.What I learned in the private

sector affected me as much as or more than my time in government, and the rules reflect that.

They have been enhanced by continued note-taking, and in this book, they are augmented with

stories and anecdotes. In some cases, Rumsfeld’s Rules are the product of errors I’ve seen

others make; others are lessons learned the hard way from mistakes of my own. As such, they

represent a unique and personal distillation of wisdom gathered over the course of a lifetime.A

favorite rule of mine, and one worth keeping in mind as you turn the pages of this book, is “All

generalizations are false—including this one.” The point here is that rules cannot be a

substitute for judgment. That’s what makes leadership so difficult and truly outstanding leaders

so rare. Tough decisions involve weighing not just benefits and risks, but also competing

principles and sometimes even conflicting rules. Indeed, there are times when the received

wisdom and prevailing ways of doing things must be challenged and the rulebook thrown out

altogether. General Douglas MacArthur once said, “Rules are mostly made to be broken and

are too often for the lazy to hide behind.” MacArthur overstated the case—it was, after all, his



breaking of the rules and disregard of orders from the commander in chief that led President

Harry Truman to fire him during the Korean War. But there are certainly occasions when the

judgment of exceptional leaders can and should trump the rules. There is no step-by-step

guidebook or road map to life, no algorithm that can be relied upon for fail-safe answers to the

tough questions, no rules that will fit every conceivable circumstance.The rules are intended for

people at various stages of their lives and careers. Some may be applicable to your current

situation. Others might prove more valuable in the future, as you move up the ladder and take

on more responsibility.The book is arranged not in chronological order, but by subject area. The

book can be used any way you like—reading it from cover to cover or skipping around to find

topics of particular interest to you. At a minimum, I hope that at least a few of the rules will

bring a smile to your face.As a naval aviator, a congressman, White House Chief of Staff, U.S.

Ambassador, Cabinet officer, special presidential envoy, secretary of defense, chief executive

officer, corporate board member, husband, father of three, and grandfather of seven, I’ve often

turned to these rules for guidance and continue to do so even today. I hasten to confess,

however, that I haven’t always followed them. For example, one of my favorites is: “If you

develop rules, never have more than ten.”CHAPTER ONESTARTING AT THE BOTTOMUnless

your last name is famous—like Rockefeller, Kennedy, Vanderbilt, or Bush—you don’t start life

with a boost up the ladder. The rest of us start closer to the bottom. When I was young, during

the Great Depression and World War II, I delivered ice, sandwiches, and newspapers; sold

magazines; mowed lawns; and worked as a construction worker, a janitor, and a rug cleaner to

make money. Xerox’s Ursula Burns, the first African American female CEO of a Fortune 500

company, started out at the company as a summer intern. NFL commissioner Roger Goodell

was an intern and driver for Pete Rozell. Jim Skinner, McDonald’s CEO, began as a restaurant

manager trainee. Jack Welch arrived at GE in 1960 as a junior engineer. In all of these cases,

they worked hard, surrounded themselves with smart people, and moved up.When starting at

the bottom, be willing to learn from those at the top.It is easy for someone starting out in a

career to look at those at the senior levels and think they somehow got there by luck or magic,

or by having some special skill that the rest of us don’t have. That is usually not the case. Most

of the successful folks I know started with close to nothing. They had talent, to be sure, but

they also worked hard and learned from those around them. Whether they knew it or not, they

all followed some rules that can help guide others from an entry- or midlevel position to a

senior post.When one of our daughters was a college senior, she asked me for some career

advice. Come to think of it, I can’t remember if she asked me or if I volunteered my opinion—

either was just as likely. Like many young people, she wondered whether she might work in this

industry or whether she should live in our hometown of Chicago, in Washington, D.C., or

somewhere else. My view was that the question with potentially the most importance was one

she hadn’t yet asked: not where she should work, but rather with whom.Throughout my career,

I’ve been fortunate to find myself associated with some of the finest minds in our nation and

indeed in the world. I watched, listened, and learned. It made me a better staff person and

ultimately a better leader as well. It also offered a considerably more interesting life than I had

ever contemplated when I came off active duty in the Navy in 1957 at the age of twenty-five

with a wife, a child, no money, no connections, and no job.I got my first job after leaving the

Navy by contacting the job placement office at Princeton, the university I attended on

scholarship. As it happened, David Dennison, a U.S. congressman from Warren, Ohio, had

written to the university looking for candidates to serve as his administrative assistant. I’d

always had an interest in politics and government, so I raced from Chicago to Washington,

D.C., for an interview.Dave Dennison perfectly matched my picture of what a congressman



should be. He was a thoroughly decent man who felt privileged to represent the people of his

district in northeastern Ohio. When he offered me a position as his assistant, I was elated.But

the thrill of being able to work on Capitol Hill was tempered by the fact that I didn’t have a clue

about how to do my job. I was as green as grass. I’d never worked in an office, any office, in my

life. Since college I had been a naval aviator—period. Trying to keep up with the volume and

variety of work—tracking legislation, dealing with constituent correspondence, drafting

speeches, and arranging radio programs—seemed next to impossible. The pace of the job

coupled with my inexperience left me feeling drained at the end of each long day. I’d return

home with my stomach in knots.Throughout my career, I benefited from being in the orbit of

smart, experienced people. After working for Dennison, for example, I worked for an energetic

young congressman from Michigan named Robert P. Griffin, who later was elected to the U.S.

Senate. In a way, my involvement with Griffin helped change history. When I won my first race

for Congress, Griffin recruited me to join him in a reformers’ revolt against the entrenched

Republican House leadership even before I had been sworn in. The candidate he was backing

to be chairman of the House Republican Conference was his friend and fellow Michigander

Gerald R. Ford. My subsequent friendship with Ford, which began in 1962, would change the

course of my life—and, in a sense, his. Indeed, it’s safe to say that Richard Nixon would not

have selected Ford as vice president eleven years later had we not persuaded Ford to run for

House Minority Leader in 1964.As a young member of the House Science and Astronautics

Committee in Congress, I came to know the brilliant scientist and former German rocket expert

Wernher von Braun. Once known as “Hitler’s rocketeer,” Dr. von Braun was one of the

designers of the V-2 rocket, which killed many hundreds of Britons during World War II. At the

end of the war, he was recruited by the Soviets but came to the United States instead and was

instrumental in the success of the U.S. space program. Von Braun was an influence on my

interest in ballistic missiles—the threat they posed, as well as the opportunities they offered.

Years later I came to champion a missile defense system for the United States in part because

of those early experiences.After Richard Nixon was elected in 1968, he urged me to give up

my seat in the U.S. Congress to join his administration. I turned him down more than once.

Ultimately, however, I accepted, and my experiences in the executive branch proved

enormously enriching. I paid close attention to Daniel Patrick Moynihan, who had profound,

interesting, and often delightful things to say. I learned from economists such as George

Shultz, Arthur Burns, Herb Stein, and Milton Friedman. And I learned from President Nixon

himself, who well understood the importance of immersing himself in the knowledge and

expertise of the accomplished minds he recruited to his administration.The harder I work, the

luckier I am.—Stephen LeacockLooking back, I can see that my advice to my daughter applies

as well to young people starting out today. Focus less on the salary, title, location, or the view

from your office window. Those things will take care of themselves if you work hard, do well,

and find ways to work with talented people in the first place. If you want to be a football coach,

you’ll be a heck of a lot better off spending a year as a junior assistant to a Bill Belichick or an

intern to John or Jim Harbaugh then as a senior aide to a lesser figure. If you want to be an

actor, take any position with a Meryl Streep or Clint Eastwood, even if it means getting them

coffee, making photocopies, and starting at the very bottom of the ladder. Do whatever it takes

to fit into that person’s universe. If you learn from the best, and closely observe the talented

people around them, it will be time well invested.Dick Cheney, whom I hired as my assistant

back in the Nixon administration, likes to say that I responded to good work by piling on more.

That is true. When a boss finds someone who is capable, has initiative, and has a good

attitude, he looks for incentives to keep that person around and help them advance. One of the



best ways to do that is to give them even more responsibility.When I first hired Dick Cheney, he

was twenty-eight years old. He was a serious young man. I’m sure he had ambitions and goals,

but he didn’t press them on me, and I doubt that they included one day becoming Vice

President of the United States. I never heard Dick complain about his salary, or ask for a better

office, or angle for a promotion. Instead he put his head down, took on more and more

responsibility, offered sound advice, didn’t bother me with every little thing, and did the work

asked of him. More than that, he did work that wasn’t asked of him but that he knew needed to

be done. If you do your best at what you have been assigned, whether you like the particular

task or not, you will be surprised how quickly those around you take notice.Learn from those

who have been there.When I worked for a time as a stockbroker in Chicago in the early 1960s,

I’d start at the top floor of a building and knock on every door before I made my way down to

the next one. I also made a point of visiting with the front office people in the companies I

called on. I quickly learned that the folks in the front office, who at that time were usually

women, were the first line of defense. They could help get people in the door to see their

bosses or, just as easily, keep people out. They were a font of information and could be of

enormous assistance if they wanted to be.Congressman Dennison’s office similarly was run by

several women who made it function smoothly. Helen Wangness, Anne Drummond, and Fran

Minter each had many years’ experience on Capitol Hill. They taught me the ropes. Together

we made the office work.These key people can be found in any organization. In a hospital, it’s

the nurses who often end up teaching interns and residents many of the important practical

lessons of caring for patients. In a manufacturing company, it may be the foremen. In the

military, it is the chief petty officers and the sergeants. They have seen managers come and go.

They are the repository of institutional knowledge, and more often than not, they are willing to

share it.Among the many things I learned from them, the most important is this: Whatever your

position, reach out to those who know more than you do, and have been around longer than

you have. Find those people. Listen carefully. And learn.Don’t begin to think you’re the boss.

You’re not.Humility and discretion are two valued qualities in an employee. Regardless of the

position you hold, keep in mind that you represent your boss to the outside world. What you

say and do reflects on the boss and on the entire organization. When you speak for the boss or

the company, be sure you are representing them accurately.In the execution of the boss’s

decisions, work to be true to his views in both fact and tone.During the time I worked for

Congressman Dennison, for example, a constituent or a journalist would ask me for the

congressman’s views or sometimes even my own views on a subject. I knew they didn’t give a

fig about my opinions. If I had any doubt about that, all I had to do was resign and see if those

people were still interested in asking me questions. I knew well that I wasn’t the one who had

been elected to represent the interests of the several hundred thousand people in his district.

Sometimes staff members, especially those with strong opinions, can forget that. An employee

must quickly learn to cleanse themselves of such delusions, or else the boss will do it for him.If

a matter is not a decision for the boss, delegate it.I’ve been in meetings where I have been told

things I already knew or engaged in a discussion about an issue I didn’t need to entertain. I

expect those who did so discerned from my gaze that I was not particularly interested. An

effective boss works hard. He doesn’t have time to deal with every issue that crosses the

organization’s radar screen. That’s why he has a staff to assist him. Staff members ought not to

bring things to the boss simply to get face time.The senior military and civilian assistants at the

Department of Defense form a valuable staff network in the Pentagon. Most of them are

seasoned upper- and midlevel officers—Air Force, Army, and Marine colonels and Navy

captains—who manage the schedules and paper flow for the senior uniformed and civilian



officials. The vast, largely decentralized web of elements in the Department of Defense couldn’t

function smoothly without them. Those who worked with me at the Pentagon became highly

skilled at knowing when to ask for guidance and when to handle a matter themselves. Because

they paid attention to my patterns and views, they knew they were empowered to pass along

my guidance to senior civilian and military leaders. In any organization, a boss tends to

appreciate those around him who pay close attention to his views and policies and pass them

along down the chain. Before bringing an issue to the bosses’ attention they ask themselves: Is

this something that someone else could and should handle?If in doubt, move decisions up to

the boss.If there is a legitimate question as to whether an issue merits a supervisor’s time,

bring it to his or her attention. Failing to get his or her views on an important matter may result

in your providing guidance at variance with what the boss actually thinks. Asking the boss the

right question can save a lot of time and trouble later.When you do go to the corner office for

guidance, try to pose questions in such a manner that the response can be used to deal with

similar issues in the future. Instead of asking, for example, whether an individual should be

allowed to get overtime for performing a certain task, you might ask, “In what instances is

overtime appropriate?”When you approach the boss for direction, try to speak accurately, and

succinctly, and then be gone. You don’t want to be the person who causes the boss to groan

when he sees you come into the office. Another lesson a smart staff member quickly learns is

to always carry a pen and some paper when meeting with the boss. Otherwise it’s a bit like

being in a restaurant when the waiter doesn’t write down complicated orders for eight people.

You just know he will forget something. Most people have a low tolerance for being asked to

repeat things. When the boss calls you to his office, he most likely wants to do more than

exercise his vocal cords. He undoubtedly will have something to communicate. It is best to do

him the courtesy of being prepared to write it down, so he doesn’t have to say it twice.If you

foul up, tell the boss and correct it fast.When it was first announced at a press conference in

Baghdad in January 2004 that the U.S. military had opened an investigation into prisoner

abuse, it passed without much notice—in the press, with the public at large, and in the

Pentagon. It was one of the thousands of routine investigations that take place every year in

the 3-million-person Department of Defense and received in that context. It was known that

there had been abuse of some Iraqi detainees during the midnight shift at a prison called Abu

Ghraib. Some soldiers had taken photographs, which had been found and were being held as

part of the investigation.Three months later, I was told that a television program had obtained

copies of some of the photographs and would be airing a story about them. I asked to see the

photos so that I could inform the President and Congress and have some idea of how the

Defense Department should respond. What I saw was appalling. These were images that could

undermine our military’s efforts in Iraq, mobilize the enemy in protest, and diminish the

American people’s support for the war. Seeing for the first time the sadistic behavior of a few

prison guards wearing U.S. military uniforms left me feeling as if I’d been punched in the gut.

Had I been told about the abuse the photos depicted when the investigation was first initiated,

the Pentagon would have informed the President and congressional leaders and been

prepared with a more effective response. Instead we were blindsided.It was unfortunate that I

and the senior uniformed leadership had not been made aware of the nature of the abuse

earlier. I felt that I had let the President and the American people down. I brought the issue to

the President’s attention, but too late to prepare him for the shock. In the following days, I gave

President Bush my letter of resignation—twice. He refused to accept it.Mistakes can usually be

corrected if the organization’s leaders are made aware of them, and they are caught early

enough and faced honestly. Bad news doesn’t get better with time. If you have fouled up



something, it’s best to tell the boss fast.Don’t blame the boss. He has enough problems.In

1977, as I was preparing to leave my post as Secretary of Defense, Admiral Hyman Rickover,

the widely heralded father of the Navy’s nuclear submarine program, came to see me in my

office. Rickover had become an institution in the Navy and would serve sixty-three years on

active duty, becoming the longest-serving naval officer in our country’s history. His was so

forceful a personality that—in a bit of dark humor—some who served under him nicknamed

him “the kindly old gentleman.” Rickover, who was anything but, was accustomed to having his

recommendations accepted, without exception, by everyone, including a succession of

Secretaries of Defense. And over his tenure, he had served in one capacity or another under

each of the first fifteen to hold that office.That formidable flag officer was apparently unhappy

that one of his proposals had not been approved for what he considered to be his nuclear

submarine force. He assumed the reason was that my senior military assistant, Rear Admiral

Staser Holcomb, had not passed his suggestion on to me. He apparently couldn’t imagine that

a Secretary of Defense would not approve something he recommended, and Holcomb bore the

brunt of his unhappiness. Holcomb was respectful, polite, and never let on that the individual

blocking his proposal was not him, but Rickover’s boss, the Secretary of Defense—which is to

say, me.Several weeks later, Rickover came to my office, unhappy about Holcomb’s supposed

audacity. I interrupted him mid-sentence. “Admiral, Staser was not responsible. He passed on

each of your recommendations and the ones I agreed with, I approved. The ones I did not

agree with, I disapproved.” Rickover was surprised and I can’t say all that happy, but at least he

knew straight from me that Holcomb was not to blame.This illustrates the rule that a good

employee sticks up for his boss and protects him, even when he isn’t asked to do so. But that

also works two ways. A responsible boss stands up for his employees as well.Keep the boss’s

options open. He is the one faced with the toughest decisions. The easier ones are generally

made at lower levels. Don’t make his job harder by making decisions that could limit his

flexibility.Agreement can always be reached by increasing the generality of the conclusion;

when this is done, the form is generally preserved but only the illusion of policy is created.Soon

after I became Secretary of Defense for the second time, in 2001 in the George W. Bush

administration, I found that the National Security Council was operating in a way that placed a

priority on finding a consensus on tough issues, as opposed to sharpening options from which

the President could choose his desired course of action. From my perspective this could be

problematic when it came to thorny issues where there were differing views. I had seen

firsthand that President Bush was fully capable and willing to make decisions when presented

with clearly defined options. I knew he didn’t need to be shielded from tough choices. I felt that

by trying to blend or merge distinctly different approaches, the NSC risked ending up with

policies that could be internally contradictory—such as when there were differences over

whether to isolate North Korea or continue to pursue negotiations. Each President has his own

preferred approach. President Nixon, for example, liked to consider all possible alternatives to

tough problems, and ruminate on them alone or with a few key advisors. I can still picture him

sitting in his private office, his feet propped up on an ottoman, with a yellow pad in hand and a

pen sticking out of his mouth as he considered one option, then another, working his way

methodically through a difficult issue. I think leaders benefit from having the opportunity to

weigh a range of options, considering the pros and cons of each. If a decision turns out to be a

poor one, at least the President will know that he had carefully considered the full range of

views and that all of his key advisors had an opportunity to present their case.Preserve the

boss’s options. He will need them.Eric Draper, courtesy of the George W. Bush Presidential

LibraryDon’t let the urgent crowd out the important.In a high-pressure operation there is always



a danger that the urgent will crowd out the important. As Secretary of Defense, I considered it

my responsibility to bring to the President’s attention critical matters that might be off his radar

screen. I did so usually in the form of a memo that I copied to the other members of the

National Security Council.In 2006, our national security apparatus was appropriately focused

on the immediate tasks of the Afghanistan and Iraq wars and fighting global terrorism. Yet I

was convinced, and remain so today, that we also needed to give thought and effort to

reforming, and in some cases possibly replacing, institutions that no longer served us well in

the twenty-first century. I proposed that approach in a memo to the President and hoped there

would be time for a focused discussion. To my regret, a more fundamental rethinking of

America’s national security apparatus has still not occurred.One of the more famous

innovations of World War II began with a similar memo. In 1937, Marine 1st Lieutenant Victor

Krulak witnessed the Japanese amphibious attack on Shanghai. Some twenty years after the

World War I disaster at Gallipoli, where thousands of Allied forces had been killed in a

misguided attempt to storm the Turkish coast, the idea of an amphibious landing was

considered suicidal, so Krulak observed the assault with some interest. He noticed the

Japanese had engineered boats with retractable ramps that allowed men and vehicles to off-

load on the shore. He secretly took pictures from a nearby tugboat and sent a memo back to

Washington that the Japanese landing craft were remarkably successful and perhaps worthy of

being replicated in some form. The memo was filed away in the recesses of the War

Department. A note supposedly labeled the report “the work of some nut in China.”But Krulak

stuck with the idea when he returned to America. He met with an eccentric boatbuilder in New

Orleans named Andrew Higgins, and together they designed a boat with retractable ramps

based on the Japanese design. Eventually the Marine Corps recognized the need for a vessel

that could make amphibious landings. Several years later, the so-called Higgins boat became

perhaps the single most essential U.S. military vehicle in all of World War II. From the

Normandy landings to the island assaults in the western Pacific, Higgins boats delivered and

unloaded tens of thousands of Allied troops and massive amounts of equipment that would

enable our forces to eventually win the war and free millions of people.Disagreement is not

disloyalty.—Curtis E. SahakianOne of the more important—and difficult—tasks for a staff

member is to tell the boss when he might be wrong. With some bosses this can be a daunting

prospect. But it is helpful to remember that if he or she has placed enough trust in you to have

you there every day to assist him, then he most likely is willing to hear your opinion on key

issues, even if it may not be what he thinks he wants to hear. Because of your proximity, you

have an obligation to give it to him straight. All of us have been wrong on occasion—often more

than we care to recall.Good leaders don’t have much patience for yes-men. You have probably

seen the type—he turns up in an organization, praising the boss’s wisdom, even his choice of

necktie, and seems to agree with whatever the boss has to say. Such a person can be a

hazard in an organization because he or she may cloud the boss’s judgment or distort what is

really going on.Anyone who has met my wife, Joyce, knows that she is not one to hide her

opinions. She has a way of putting things in perspective and, when it is needed, offering useful

guidance. Once Joyce was asked how she could stay married to a guy like Rumsfeld for fifty-

eight years. Without a smile, she replied, “He travels a lot.”If you have objections or think the

boss may be going about something in the wrong way, try posing questions: “Have you

considered this aspect of the problem?” “What if it were approached this way?” or “Have you

talked to Mike about it?” You don’t need to be confrontational or disrespectful. And if you still

disagree with his decision, you owe it to him to state your differences privately.Among

President Ford’s close friends in Congress was the Democratic Speaker of the House Tip



O’Neill, a deft legislator and gregarious Irishman who loved to regale presidents and friends

with good stories. In December 1974, the Speaker had invited his friend and former colleague

in the House of Representatives, Gerald Ford, to his sixty-second birthday party.Ford had been

President less than four months and was still settling in to the responsibilities of the office. One

of my duties as White House Chief of Staff was to have the scheduling office gather all the

details on a function—where it would be, how long it would last, who would be attending, and

the like.The scheduler reported the details back to me and added that the party was being

hosted by a South Korean lobbyist named Tongsun Park. I remembered the name from the

newspapers and didn’t feel comfortable having the President attend a function hosted and paid

for by a man known to be a foreign lobbyist with dubious ties to various members of

Congress.“Mr. President, I think you should reconsider your decision to go to Tip’s birthday

party,” I told the President in the Oval Office. As a congressman Ford could have attended the

event without the scrutiny of the press and public. As the President of the United States, he

could not.Well, no one was a more loyal friend than Jerry Ford. He bridled at the thought of

bowing out after he had promised O’Neill he would attend. “No, Don,” he responded. “Tip is my

friend. I’m going.”The President thought that was the end of it, but I felt strongly that he would

be making a serious mistake. So I found another occasion to bring up the issue. “Mr. President,

about Tip’s birthday party, you do know you can’t attend,” I told him.“Damn it, Rummy,” he said,

“it’s settled. I am going.”“Well,” I replied, “then you’re going to have to walk. I’m not going to

have the President’s armored limousine pull up to a party bought and paid for by a foreign

lobbyist who may well be under investigation.”It was one of the few times I saw the genial Jerry

Ford get hot. But in the end, he didn’t go. We later laughed about it, and he realized he had let

friendship get in the way of his better judgment.As it turned out, that lobbyist later admitted to

bribing a number of members of Congress, some of whom were censured by their colleagues.

That was the last birthday party Mr. Park hosted on Capitol Hill.If in doubt, don’t. If still in doubt,

do what’s right.If, despite your best efforts, the boss decides to go in a direction other than the

one you suggested, it’s your responsibility to carry out that decision and support it fully.

However, if it is something you feel so deeply about that you cannot in good conscience

support it, you have no choice but to resign. There is no middle ground. Not carrying out

orders, diverging from guidance from above, or complaining to outsiders undermines the trust

and teamwork that are required for an organization to succeed.Whether you are White House

Chief of Staff, a congressional assistant, or an aide to a corporate executive, the ultimate

fallout from any decision you make ends up affecting those above you. What you say, what you

do, and how you act will reflect well or poorly on those you work for.I have learned something

valuable from every job experience I ever had. Sometimes I learned how to do something

better. And sometimes I learned what not to do. Not every job experience is a happy one. Not

every boss is reasonable. And of course not every decision an organization makes is wise,

beneficial, or fair.But good work habits can be contagious. If you as an employee at the bottom

of an organization perform well, you will be likely to find yourself in a managerial position where

you can train and teach those below you to perform well. Eventually, you may well reach a point

where you’ve helped to build an organization that reflects well on its managers and on the top

boss. Work hard, do well, and someday that top boss may be you.CHAPTER TWORUNNING

A MEETINGMeetings: We all know their pitfalls. The long-winded colleague who enjoys the

sound of his own voice . . . the guy whose singular interest seems to be getting in the boss’s

good graces . . . the fellow who wanders in late with a question that has already been asked

and answered . . . or the person tapping loudly on her BlackBerry while others are trying to

listen . . . or the joker who forgets to turn off his or her cell phone. Then there is the silent type,



careful not to risk offering an opinion until everyone else has. And then invariably the

hamburger who is quick to shoot down other people’s ideas but without offering his own

solution.At their worst, meetings can be both useless and mind-numbing. It calls to mind an

observation made in that endless font of wise management advice, the comic strip Dilbert:

“There is no specific agenda for this meeting. As usual, we’ll just make unrelated emotional

statements about things which bother us.” Or, as my friend and former colleague Congressman

Mo Udall once put it, when referring to a discussion on the floor of the House of

Representatives: “Everything has been said, but not everyone has said it.”It’s little wonder that,

at least according to one study, the average office worker spends four hours in meetings every

week and regards more than half of that time as wasted. A separate survey found “too many

meetings” as the number-one reason for unproductive hours in an office setting. No one is

immune to these sentiments—not even a Cabinet officer sitting in meetings in the White House

and trying to avoid looking at his watch. Time is something you never get back.Not every

meeting has to be a source of dread. If you think about it, a meeting’s function is to pool an

organization’s collective wisdom and knowledge in one room, making it easier for a manager to

learn what his team knows that he doesn’t, and to provide guidance to all of those involved in

one place at one time. Well-managed meetings can be valuable—indeed, indispensable.The

art of listening is indispensable for the right use of the mind.—R. Barr, St. John’s CollegeOver

my eight decades I’ve seen a full range of meeting styles—some more useful and constructive

than others. I have been in meetings of all types—with business leaders, kings and queens,

presidents and prime ministers, academics, and dictators. I know there are more than a few

employees out there who think their boss is a dictator or an authoritarian—and some of them

may have even worked for me. But I’ve actually met with a number of real autocrats over the

years. And I’ve noticed something they tend to have in common. Dictators use meetings to

establish a sense of command, even dominance, over their interlocutors.When I met with

Saddam Hussein in 1983—the first high-ranking American official to do so in years—the Iraqi

president greeted me in military garb with a pearl-handle pistol at his hip. That left an

impression.I recall Russian President Vladimir Putin sitting at the end of a large table in the

Kremlin. With his face revealing not even a flicker of emotion, Putin began to talk in a droning

monologue. Thirty minutes passed, then thirty more. No questions or dialogue was permitted to

interrupt Putin’s speech, which lasted for more than an hour and a half. The Russian ruler was

in full “transmit” mode. Everyone else was there to “receive.” Only after he’d tested the patience

of his visitors was it appropriate for an exchange of ideas of any kind.Hafez al-Assad—the

father of Syria’s dictator Bashar al-Assad—added a personal twist to the gamesmanship and

theatrics of his official meetings. As Assad similarly held forth at length, his servants plied his

guests with numerous cups of tea. When one’s cup was half empty, they’d hurry over to fill it up

again. That meant Assad’s guests had to battle not only tedium, but the call of nature as well.

As he went on and on, Assad no doubt enjoyed the sight of ranking diplomats squirming in

their seats and then rushing to find the nearest facility at the earliest opportunity.There are

techniques for dealing with people like that in a meeting. For one thing, you don’t want them to

think that what they’re trying to do is succeeding.To maintain my focus, I would listen carefully

to the oration and jot down notes to remind me of what I might say if and when the opportunity

arose.Paying close attention is always time well spent. With folks like Assad and Putin, buried

in their mountains of verbiage and cant is almost always something of importance—a useful

detail or a subtle but distinct shift in tone that suggests a possible opening.In one conversation

with Putin early in the Bush administration, he held forth at length about the dangers posed by

American plans to deploy a missile defense system. But listening closely, and past the rhetoric,



I was left with an impression that while Russia would not like it, they would be able to live with

our decision to withdraw from the Soviet-era treaty that prevented both parties from building a

system to defend against ballistic missiles. That change in tone was of interest back in

Washington, D.C.Similarly my conversations with Hafez al-Assad in the 1980s at the height of

a crisis in neighboring Lebanon were correct and civil. But from observing his demeanor and

listening for what he left unsaid, it was clear that the so-called Sphinx of Damascus was no

friend of the United States, as some American diplomats had hoped or assumed. In fact I

deduced that he would do everything in his power to destabilize Lebanon and drive out

American and coalition forces. That, it turned out, is exactly what he did.Another way to handle

leaders seeking to intimidate is with a few subtle, but noticeable retorts. For example, I used

one meeting with Assad to send a message of our own. I handed him a newly declassified,

very detailed satellite image of his country. Back in the 1980s, before Google Maps, our

satellite photos were cutting-edge technology, available only to the most advanced nations. I

wanted the wily leader to know that if he had his eyes on our forces in Lebanon, America had

its eyes on Syria as well.Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher ran a quite different type of

meeting. Words were not things she liked to waste or see wasted by others. One did not need

to parse her statements for clues. Instead the long-serving British leader was forthright and, at

times, bracingly so.In one meeting, when I was serving as President Ronald Reagan’s Special

Envoy for the Law of the Sea Treaty, I spelled out that treaty’s serious flaws, which included

yielding American sovereignty and potentially hundreds of billions of dollars in royalties to an

unelected international body named, with an unintended nod to George Orwell, “The Authority.”

Her response cut right to the point. “What this treaty proposes is nothing less than the

international nationalization of roughly two-thirds of the earth’s surface,” she said. Referring to

her battles in dismantling Britain’s state-owned mining and utility companies, she added, “And

you know how I feel about nationalization. Tell Ronnie I’m with him.”Neither President Reagan

nor I had ever expressed the core argument against the Law of the Sea Treaty quite so crisply.

The meeting didn’t last longer than twenty-five minutes, and by the end, there wasn’t a doubt in

my mind where she stood or what she wanted done.President Lyndon Johnson’s meetings

highlighted what became known around Washington as “the Johnson treatment”—an

unpredictable mixture of charm, insight, guile, southern aphorisms, and brute intimidation. As a

junior congressman in the 1960s, I had only occasional contact with LBJ. But the impression I

came away with from our limited interactions was that the larger-than-life Texan heard what he

wanted to hear and overpowered what he didn’t.In one meeting I attended with a group of

congressmen at the White House, called to discuss the situation in Vietnam, Vice President

Hubert Humphrey was scheduled to report on his recent trip there, but the President kept

interrupting him, leaping up from his chair to make a point or correct something. He was like an

overactive volcano, repeatedly erupting. The distinguished members of his Cabinet, most of

them held over from the Kennedy administration, were treated in what struck me as a less than

respectful manner. It was a wonder to me that they stayed on as long as they did.President

Nixon was not a fan of meetings, but he used them effectively. Perhaps due to his nature, he

was careful about venturing his opinions in larger groups, especially with people he did not

know well. There was a certain formality and sometimes even awkwardness to those large

meetings. In smaller settings with people he liked and trusted, he warmed up and exchanged

ideas readily. In those sessions, he enjoyed going around the room, calling on people, hearing

what they had to say, and then commenting. He was comfortable with differences of view and

had no problem sifting through the opposing ideas of the high-powered intellects he had

gathered in his administration.As President, George W. Bush had a trait often underrated in a



good leader. He was an unusually attentive listener. This made meetings useful for him. He

caught subtle points and asked precise questions that cut to an issue’s core. Because it was

clear that he was paying close attention, those in his meetings tended to take special care in

the information we presented. It encouraged us to be at the top of our game.You can learn

something from everyone—from a five-year-old to a head of state.—DR. ROBERT

GOLDWINThough President Bush could be jovial and relaxed, he encouraged a disciplined

meeting culture. For one thing, he was punctual—almost obsessively so. He didn’t waste time,

but moved through agenda items in a crisp fashion, giving each participant an opportunity to

offer his or her views, and then moved on. The President was not a fan of cell phones or

BlackBerrys interrupting discussions. A sharp look from the President tended to deter repeat

offenders.Not all meetings of course involve the fate of nations, but there are certain lessons

that can be applied in any gathering with two or more people where the goal is to make or

inform a decision. Like most everyone, I have my own approach—unquestionably informed by

the example of others. When I bring people together in a meeting, there are a few simple

guidelines that I try to keep in mind.The first consideration for meetings is whether to call one

at all.The default tendency in any bureaucracy, especially in government, is to substitute

discussion for decision-making. The act of calling a meeting about a problem can in some

cases be confused with actually doing something. People generally don’t walk out of such

meetings feeling satisfied about what took place.If as the leader of an organization you call a

meeting, make sure you have something to communicate or need to learn in a group setting.

Have a goal. It’s helpful to circulate an agenda in advance. Begin the discussion by reminding

attendees of the agenda and ticking off the things you’d like to cover in the time scheduled.If

the meeting is to be purely informational, without much back-and-forth, that information could

probably be as easily relayed in a memo or email. One of the reasons President Nixon

preferred to have important proposals put in writing was to ensure that a meeting’s outcome

would not be unduly affected by whoever had the more assertive voice.Don’t let yourself be

driven by your schedule. Meetings do not have to be inevitable, even if they appear on

everyone’s calendar. For example, when I was the CEO of G. D. Searle, a Fortune 500

pharmaceutical company, a meeting was scheduled on a topic for which I had received the

briefing paper only minutes in advance. I could have attended anyway and listened to people

talk about something about which I had little understanding. But why do that? I canceled the

meeting and set it for a later date when other attendees and I would have had time to

prepare.When you decide to hold a meeting, it is important to avoid meandering sessions. To

that end there are occasions when it’s helpful to have a meeting where no one sits down. I

have a stand-up desk I use for much of the day. I first came across stand-up desks when I

noticed some naval officers using them back when I was on active duty. When I moved into my

first executive position in government in 1969, I had a stand-up desk. I use it to this day. Aside

from the more recently heralded health benefits, standing up while working tends to be an

incentive for those who come in for a discussion to say what they need to say, and not linger. I

want folks to be comfortable in my office—just not too comfortable.If you expect people to be in

on the landing, include them for the takeoff.Pay close attention to who is invited, and for

goodness sake, avoid making meetings so large that it feels you should have rented an

amphitheater. During my last tour as Secretary of Defense, I found it not uncommon to walk

into meetings in the White House Situation Room and see more than a dozen people packed

in. At least some of those folks did not need to be there. In previous administrations, a single

note-taker sufficed. Who knows exactly how many damaging leaks may have resulted from

Hollywood-sized entourages sitting in on sensitive high-level sessions?
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CTSO, “Superb!. The best book on leadership I have ever read.Forget what you think of Donald

Rumsfeld’s politcs or his role in the Iraq war. He is an outstanding public man whose

experience has a lot to teach about courage, conviction, loyalty and determination in the face

of adversity. His “rules” are bite-sized nuggets of advice related in a folksy manner.A great read

for those in or aspiring to positions of leadership.”

Brian Keith Weidert, “Memoir with some good take aways. I was expecting a list of actual rules

with some explanation. This is more of a memoir. Having said that, there are plenty of axioms

in here that are thought provoking. I really thought Rumsfeld was the devil during and after the

whole Iraq war. When I watched the movie Unknown Knowns I saw him as more human. The

book was enjoyable and I don't necessarily think he is the devil anymore.”

Dave, “Good Stuff. Eleanor Roosevelt once said "There is not time in life to learn from your

mistakes." She's right: don't make mistakes when you don't have to. Learn from someone. In

this regard, Rumsfeld is absolutely correct: learn from the smart guys, wherever you find them,

and save yourself needless loss of time. One side note about this book is this thought: even

though Rumsfeld had the drive and every advantage, he never made it to the "serious

contender for president" level. As my thank you to Mr. Rumseld, here's a rule from the

entertainment world that could apply to CEOs and Presidential hopefuls as well: "You don't

have the power to make yourself a star, only an audience has the power to do that. " (I don't

know the author, but it ain't me.) And as for star power, well, the only known source for that is

as a blessing from the cosmos...”

Esther Dan, “Wow. A beautiful masterpiece from one of our leaders. Practical advice and life

principles to live well. It took me a while to finish reading this book and every time I pick it back

up, it never ceases to amaze me of the wisdom that flows from the author.”



Dr. R. D. B. Laime, “RummyRules. No matter how one feels about this great man, he has lived a

life of service to our country. He's a moderate in politics, something his party needs these

days. This book is a keeper--something to pick up each day and realize that your going to

improve your life by reading what he's written. Rummy has a great sense of humor too. That's

important in our lives.  If you're going to buy a book today--make it this one.”

Bobbie, “A must read for high school students and older. The book of Rumsfeld's Rules

includes many lessons for life and should be read by high school and older people. I realize

that probably his name will turn off some college age and others, Rumsfeld has collected in an

entertaining way many of life's lesson that can help individuals straighten out their lives and get

organized. As a 70+ reader and former American History teacher, I found this book

entertaining and easy to read and understand. He pulls from his experiences in government

as well as private industry for these lessons for life in order to obtain success and grow in

leadership skills. I'm going to have my granddaughter (16) and my grandson (13) borrow my

Kindle (which will be hard for me to do) in order to have them read this book. They are both

excellent students and leaders in their class as well as their extra activities from 4-H to karate

and other school groups.”

JJ, “Unique pieces of wisdom. Put aside any feelings you may have for Rumsfeld, there are

some good nuggets of wisdom in this book.  His explanations go on too long.”

CRAIG N. CARTER, “Rumsfeld's Rules Rocks!. I have always been a fan of Donald Rumsfeld

but this book takes him to the next level. Somehow he takes the complexities of life and puts

them in simple, logical terms---that's is what some folks call genius. I recommend this book to

all age groups and all career interests--enjoy!Craig N. Carter”

Len Bappin, “Forget his politics, accept the wisdom. But for the occasional bit of bleating on

about the Military (which is probably more about him being American than right wing) this is a

brilliant and succinct work from a man who has sat at the top (and near the top) of

superstructures and this is as practical a book about management and being managed at a

high level, prioritising and organising, applying good sense and working with limitations. It's not

a memoir - its for your benefit not his.”

Nicholas Brainsby, “Great insights from a man who has seen it all. Donald Rumsfeld has been

much criticized for his key role in the invasion of Iraq and the disastrous occupation that

followed - and quite rightly. However, this (admittedly large) black spot overshadows an

otherwise long and distinguished career in the US Navy, business and government. This book

is a very insightful collection of wisdom and insights gained over the course of that career.

Rumsfeld's "Rules" are sensible, practical and very applicable for anyone in business or

government and come from a man who has certainly experienced the ups and downs of

operating at very senior levels in both sectors and learnt from it.”

jonathanwillson, “books. good book came on time perfectly”

Carolina S., “Five Stars. Perfect, what I needed”

jonathan smith, “Some sense and good reminiscences. A huge character with amazing

experiences packaged in a readable book. Probably best for dipping into but I read it in a



stretch. highly recommended”
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