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 The members are not to request me, merely  
to order me and if I were ordered to carry  
the nation’s flag on but a single vessel, I will 
sail out to sea and there, entrusted with the 
members’ flag, I shall risk life and limb*** 
 
Michiel Adriaenszoon de Ruyter, 17th Century Dutch Admiral  
(24 March 1607 - 29 April 1676) 

*** Loosely translated from a reaction by De Ruyter to a  

member of the States General, who questioned his courage.



For Max, Finn and Sem ….
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INTRODUCTION

Many years ago, I crossed the threshold of the ‘Royal Netherlands Naval 
College’, to begin a career full of adventure and challenges. I actually 
had no idea what lay ahead of me. There were wonderful stories in a 
colorful brochure and a commercial oozing adventure, but I was clueless 
about what would cross my path. I certainly wasn’t aware that the orga-
nization	would	try	to	prep	me	to	become	a	commanding	officer.	I	wasn’t	
aware that I was going to face different types of leaders all around me. 
Every two to three years would bring a new position, new colleagues, 
new responsibilities and, in particular, new challenges.

This book is about my experiences: a growth process towards the unat-
tainable objective of ‘perfect’ leadership, obviously not without some 
reserve. However, my reality may also contribute to your views of lea-
dership. You learn how to lead by experience and by listening, reading, 
studying and observing. In the end, you will choose the elements that 
you think may be of interest for the way you lead.

LEARNING FROM GOOD AND BAD LEADERSHIP
There is a lot of literature available on leadership, but which of the 
many books on the topic do you still use today and which model can 
you	still	reproduce?	Here	lies	the	benefit	of	this	book.	This	is	a	book	
you are going to use! Appealing stories and a leadership model that is 
easy to apply will foster your growth as a leader. Not everyone has the 
opportunity to experience leadership in an organization like the Ministry 
of Defense. An organization with its own culture, people and circum-
stances that are not branded as ‘ordinary’; an organization that pours a 
great deal of time and effort into training its leaders, yet despite all its 
endeavors, still doesn’t succeed in delivering only good leaders. Even 
within an organization like the Ministry of Defense, leadership is subject 
to change. Even there, leadership based on rank or position is a thing 
of the past. Unfortunately, this change is not self-evident for everyone.

In this book, I will provide examples of good and bad leadership. The 
stories will present leadership features that are also within you. By ma-
king these features transparent and grouping them creatively, it will allow 
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you to make a simple assessment of yourself, but also of others in their 
role as leaders. It will make you aware of your strong and weak features 
and you will be able to work on developing your own leadership skills.

However, there are many theoretical models, practical tips and scores of 
examples and questionnaires out there to help determine your leadership 
style. You can get the most peculiar labels pinned on you: tiger, dolphin, 
rabbit, thinker, doer, dictator, servant, coach, narcissist and many others. 
For every variable in leadership, a name has been invented and for every 
idea	out	there,	there	is	a	graph	or	theory	that	is	difficult	to	decipher.

All	these	difficult	to	understand	theories	and	the	many	fancy	labels	are	
precisely what I have tried to avoid when writing ‘Leading up, down 
and across’. You can subject leadership to thousands of studies, but 
everyone experiences it differently and every leader will base his or her 
style of leadership on experiences, knowledge, character and personality. 
A practically applicable leadership model or a frantic attempt to frame 
a	leadership	style	will	require	a	flexible	point	of	departure.	After	all,	
there are scores of variables that determine which elements of leadership 
are required in a certain situation. This is precisely where ‘Leading up, 
down and across’ has a lot to offer you.

THE STRUCTURE OF THE BOOK
This	book	consists	of	two	parts.	I	call	the	first	part	‘The	Story’,	where	
I describe my experiences in a predominantly maritime and military 
environment. The second part, ‘The Theory’, presents a theoretical 
framework,	resulting	in	a	flexible	and	easy-to-use	leadership	model.

Sharing my experiences in Part One provides you with a broader frame 
of reference for leadership. Each story emphasizes leadership elements 
that serve as building blocks for the ultimate leadership model.
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Figure 1: Possible building blocks of leadership

Stories for example about basic military training, sailing on board a 
marine frigate, deployments to Afghanistan and sometimes general 
lessons in leadership, make these stories not only meaningful for leaders 
within the Ministry of Defense, but for those outside the military as 
well. In fact, you will probably be surprised to note the many similari-
ties between leadership experiences inside and outside of the Ministry 
of Defense. In particular, the emphatic way of presenting the different 
leadership styles gives rise to an improved and broadened frame of 
reference. Still, not every building block will seem equally relevant for 
each individual model. Clustering and selecting building blocks takes 
place in the second part of the book.

In the theoretical second part, I use the building blocks to shape the mo-
del;	a	model	you	can	use	easily	and	flexibly	to	assess	and	improve	your	
leadership style. The model consists of universal, ‘critical’ characteristics 
of leadership that are important to you, regardless of the organization for 
which you work, the number of people you manage or the circumstances 
in	which	you	find	yourself.	This	is	the	LiDRS	model.1 With this model, 
you will be able to navigate on the ideal characteristics of leadership. 
Not only will you have the opportunity to assess yourself and others, the 
model also provides the possibility to request feedback about the way 
you function as a leader. Finally, there are several examples of others 
who have served as leaders under similar circumstances. This model 
will allow you to see how they applied their skills in those situations. In 
order to implement the model, you will need to use the online LiDRS 
model (www.lidrs.eu).

1  LiDRS is an organisation active in leadership training courses. The name is an  
abbreviation of Leadership Development, Research and Support.
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THE RIGHT SETTINGS
By the end of this book, you will not only have expanded your frame of 
reference about leadership through many stories supported by practical 
tips, but you will also know which simple adjustments to make, in order 
to master your style of leadership. However, for this book the type of 
leader you are does not matter, nor does the extent of your experience. 
The right to lead is something you earn by discovering the best use of 
the model for your circumstances. The experienced, charismatic leader 
will probably need to make far fewer adjustments to the model than 
will the new, less experienced leader. It makes no difference how many 
adjustments you need to make, as long as you thoroughly assess the 
management situation and the persons whom you manage.

In this book, no distinction is made between male and female managers. 
For convenience, I have elected to label the leader in this book as male. 
This is why the leader in this book is referred to as ‘he’. Obviously, this 
may just as well be read as ‘she’.
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PART I

THE STORY
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1. RAGGING

 Knowledge is power, character goes beyond.
- Motto of the Royal Netherlands Naval Institute

Even years later, almost every naval cadet speaks highly of the Corps 
Introduction	Period,	the	period	in	which	future	officers	are	‘shown	the	
ropes’. Obviously, the program has changed here and there over the years, 
but	the	essence	remains	the	same.	As	future	officers	of	the	Royal	Navy,	
the cadets are playfully taught some of the customs that may be of use 
to them later in life. During the 1997 introduction period, the training 
program began with 120 persons, but this number quickly shrank to far 
below 100. There were different reasons for this, of course: physical 
complaints, homesickness, social isolation, an overly authoritarian en-
vironment, childish ragging and many more. However, when looking 
back on the period of ‘ragging’, be it in the military, as a student or in 
some	other	community,	many	of	its	elements	serve	a	specific	purpose,	
which	may	be	of	benefit	to	you	later	on	as	a	leader.

A NEW CHALLENGE
‘Name?’ the lady behind the table asked me. I was in a large hall of 
the main building of the ‘Royal Netherlands Naval College’. The place 
was just oozing maritime nostalgia. The high walls were draped with 
impressive paintings of naval battles and probably some world famous 
naval	heroes	as	well.	I	just	didn’t	know	them	yet.	The	oak	parquet	floor	
was a shiny dark brown.

Over the large wooden entrance doors of the hall, a motto read: ‘Know-
ledge is power - character goes beyond.’ 
Wasn’t	I	here	for	a	five-year	university	education?	How,	I	wondered,	
could this motto be displayed here so prominently, in an environment 
of	learning?	I	would	soon	find	out,	however,	that	knowledge	is	indeed	
power, but knowledge alone will not get you very far. Looking around 


