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Lessons From the Gulf:
Gus Pagonis

By Lisa R. Williams

P R O F I L E S  i n L E A D E R S H I P

William “Gus” Pagonis has a proven track record of
leadership success. As a three-star general in charge
of logistics for the Army, he helped lead the United
States to victory in the Gulf War. Then, as the presi-
dent of Sears Logistics and senior vice president,
Supply Chain Management for Sears, he has helped
to re-energize the once-struggling retailer. 

Moving from a military commander to a civilian
executive might be a difficult transition for many—
but not for the man who has literally written the
book on leadership. 

In his book, Moving
Mountains: Lessons in
Leadership and Logistics
from the Gulf War, Pagonis
explores the core principles
of logistics, which he says
apply to both the military
and commercial environ-
ments. “Logisticians deal
with the unknown,” he
explains. “They attempt to
eliminate the unknown, one
by one, until they are confi-
dent they have done away
with the possibility of para-
lyzing surprises.”

For Pagonis and his col-
leagues at Sears, there was no greater surprise than
Sept. 11, 2001. The terrorist attacks paralyzed the
country and severely challenged all aspects of trans-
portation. Sears, which has millions of dollars of
material moving on any given day, had its share of
disruptions during the crisis. Yet, no company han-
dled it better than Sears, largely due to the readiness
plans and procedures that Pagonis had put in place. 

In confronting such challenges, Pagonis has
always been cool under fire. As a captain in Vietnam,
he was on a mission with 25 combat soldiers and a
couple of Navy escorts to recover an ammunition

barge that had broken away from a tug boat and run
aground. While Pagonis and his men where en route
to the scene, the tide turned and the ammunition
barge became stuck in mud. He knew they would
have to wait 12 hours for the tide to come back in. 

In the meantime, an Australian bushman alerted
the squad to a Viet Cong company of 300 strong that
was advancing rapidly on the ammunition barge.
Pagonis quickly put his soldiers in a perimeter
defense and successfully held off the attackers until
the tide turned. The young officer completed the

mission without losing any
soldiers—a feat for which he
received the bronze star. 

With characteristic un-
derstatement, Pagonis says
that this incident “makes the
civilian world seem like a
piece of cake.” 

That perspective was evi-
dent in Sears’ reaction to the
hurricane that disrupted the
U.S. East Coast this
September. 

“When Hurricane Isabel
hit, we didn’t panic,”
Pagonis says. “We knew
what we had to do and how

to do it. We had put together an operations center,
run simulations, and prepared for various contingen-
cies. We were ready for Isabel.”

The retired Army general believes that readiness
is the key to responding to a major supply chain dis-
ruption, including those brought about by terrorist
acts. He advocates a four-step plan to achieve readi-
ness: 

� Set up an operations center to handle emer-
gency situations.

� Train people on how to run the operations cen-
ter in a nonstressful environment so that in real-life

Readiness is the key to handling a major sup-
ply chain disruptions, believes Gus Pagonis,
president of Sears Logistics.



emergency situations, they can react
calmly and confidently.

� Never overreact—sit back, get all
the facts, and try to keep emotions out of
it.

� Try to anticipate the problems by
listening to what all of the team members
have to say. 

Listening, in fact, is probably the
greatest skill set a leader can have,
Pagonis believes. “When 10 to 15 people
get together you typically will have over a
couple hundred years of experience,” he
explains. “Not to take advantage of that
would be a real tragedy.” 

Pagonis works to mine the collective
knowledge of his people through many of
the same techniques he used successfully
while in uniform. His “stand-up” sessions
are a good example. Every morning
(except Monday) from 8:30 to 8:45 a.m.,
he meets with all of his top managers for
a short update session. Because there is

nowhere to sit and get comfortable, the
meetings begin and end on time. And
they are highly productive. A big reason
for this is that people are encouraged to
express their opinions openly—whether
or not they are in line with Pagonis’ opin-
ions. 

“A weakness of some leaders is that
they surround themselves with people in
their image,” Pagonis says of his open
style. “This is the worst thing you can do
because it doesn’t generate new ideas. I
want people around me that are different
than me. I want people who aren’t afraid
to argue with me. While we discuss, and
even argue, we don’t get bogged down
with nonessential conversation. We get
more done in 15 minutes than others do
in several hours.”

Another productive technique import-
ed from his military days is the “three-up
and three-down” reporting. Every week,

Pagonis asks each executive on his team
to write on a 3 x 5 index card three posi-
tive and three negative points that hap-
pened on a project or within a workgroup.
For the negative points, the managers also
must supply solutions. The Sears leader
has even designed an electronic template
so that people can submit a virtual index
card via e-mail. 

The index card technique reduces the
flow of long-winded memos and causes
people to succinctly describe the prob-
lem. This practice ensures that negative
issues get top management attention, pre-
venting problems from going unsolved. As
Pagonis says, “Bad news doesn’t get better
with age.”

Learning from Disappointments
This leader with so many successes is not
without his share of disappointments.
Pagonis’ strength, however, lies in turning
those experiences into something positive.

He recounts the time
he was nominated to be
an aide to the President
of the United States. 

“I went through the
process, but I didn’t get
the job,” he recalls. “I
was a little disappoint-
ed. But then I subse-

quently got a job working on Capitol Hill
for two years as a congressional liaison
officer escorting congressmen. This
served me well during the Gulf War; I did
not have one problem during any of my
congressional visits. As an aide to the
President, I would have been just one of
seven aides and would not have had the
valuable experience of working with con-
gressmen and senators.” 

Citing another instance, Pagonis
remembers getting two Fs and four Ds in
the first term of his freshman year at
Pennsylvania State University. With trepi-
dation, he called his dad, an immigrant
from Greece who wouldn’t accept failure.
But instead of dwelling on the problem,
the elder Pagonis looked for a solution,
offering some sage and simple advice: “Go
get some tutoring.” 

Following his dad’s counsel, Pagonis
ended up passing his courses but the real

success was the benefits he received from
the tutoring. “The tutoring was terrific,”
he recalls, crediting his legendry note-tak-
ing ability to skills learned from his col-
lege tutors. 

Essence of Leadership
Asked to describe an effective leader, the
Sears executive doesn’t hesitate: “An
effective leader needs to have a vision,
take care of his people, and learn how to
motivate individuals to exceed capabilities
without micro-managing.” 

To develop a good leadership style, he
says, managers need to sit down with a
piece of paper and list their strengths and
weaknesses. Be egotistical when listing
strengths and honest when listing weak-
nesses, he advises. “Then, observe other
leaders,” he concludes. “Implement suc-
cessful tactics learned from them but,
above all else, be yourself.” 

Pagonis has taken his own advice.
While he has worked under world-class
leaders like Secretary of State Colin
Powell and General Norman Schwarz-
kopf, his leadership philosophy is unique-
ly his own. 

Reflective of this, the decorated officer
and award-winning executive admonishes
leaders to use their intuition, value their
people, invest in training, and remember
what it’s like being on lower rungs of the
corporate ladder—a sensitivity that has
enabled Pagonis to maintain a turnover
rate of only 6 percent at his organization. 

Gus Pagonis’ leadership legacy will be
long-lived. In addition to the many
accomplishments already recorded, his
advice and mentoring now is preparing a
new generation of supply chain leaders to
proactively plan for a demanding and
unpredictable future.
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(continued)

“An effective leader needs to
learn how to motivate 
individuals to exceed capabilities 
without micro-managing.”
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