Running Reactors, Leading People

What Thirty Feet of Steel and a Nuclear Reactor Taught Me About Human Leadership
Part| - By Dennis F. Bonilla

The reactor didn’t care how | felt.
That may sound harsh. It wasn't. It was simply reality.

Deep beneath the surface of the ocean, aboard a United States Navy nuclear submarine, the
reactor responded to only one thing: physics. Not intentions. Not optimism. Not excuses. Only
reality.

For a young reactor operator, that lesson arrived quickly. You learned to respect procedures. You
learned that details mattered. You learned that confidence without competence could be dangerous.
Most importantly, you learned that lives depended on people doing ordinary things extraordinarily
well.

At the time, | believed | was learning how to operate a nuclear reactor. | was. | just didn’t realize |
was also learning how to lead people.

Pressure Reveals Systems

People often imagine that operating a nuclear reactor is exciting. Movies have encouraged that
perception. The truth is almost the opposite. The best day in a reactor plant is the most uneventful
day imaginable. No drama. No surprises. No heroics. The objective is quiet excellence.

Everything works because everyone performs their role with precision. When people ask me what
leadership looks like, | sometimes answer with a phrase that surprises them. Leadership looks like
nothing happening.

Because when systems are healthy... people communicate. Equipment is maintained. Training is
current. Questions are encouraged. Problems are reported early. Small issues remain small. The
absence of crisis is often the greatest evidence of outstanding leadership.

Calm Is Contagious

One of the earliest lessons | learned aboard the submarine had nothing to do with engineering. It
had everything to do with emotion. People watch leaders long before they listen to them. If a
supervisor panicked, everyone noticed. If an officer lost composure, anxiety spread instantly. Calm
travels through organizations just as quickly as fear. Perhaps even faster.

The best leaders | served under possessed an unusual quality. They never pretended situations
weren't serious. They simply refused to become part of the problem. That distinction stayed with me
throughout my career.



Whether leading corporate learning organizations, universities, or executive teams, | discovered that
people borrow emotional cues from those around them. When uncertainty enters the room,
everyone looks toward someone. Leadership begins in that moment. Not with certainty. With
composure.

Procedures Are Written in Ink. Judgment Is Written in Character.

Nuclear operations depend on procedures. Every step exists for a reason. Someone, somewhere,
learned an important lesson before it became a line in a manual. Respecting procedures wasn’t
bureaucracy. It was wisdom accumulated over time.

Yet every experienced operator also understood another truth. No procedure can anticipate every
circumstance. Eventually, situations emerge where judgment matters as much as the checklist.

That realization transformed my understanding of leadership. Organizations often spend enormous
effort documenting processes. Far less effort developing judgment. Processes create consistency.
Character creates wisdom. The best organizations cultivate both.

The Day | Learned the Difference Between Authority and Trust

Military organizations have rank. Rank matters. It clarifies responsibility. It establishes
accountability. But rank alone never earned trust.

Trust was earned another way. Competence. Humility. Consistency. Integrity. You could wear every
stripe and insignia imaginable. If your crew doubted your judgment, your authority became little
more than decoration.

That lesson followed me long after | left the Navy. Executive titles open office doors. Character
opens people’s hearts. And only one of those creates genuine leadership.

The Most Dangerous Words in Any Organization

As my career expanded beyond nuclear operations into higher education, corporate learning, and
executive leadership, | noticed a phrase that quietly appeared whenever organizations began
drifting toward trouble.

“Nobody wanted to say anything.”

Sometimes people feared embarrassment. Sometimes retaliation. Sometimes they assumed
someone else would speak. The result was always the same. Problems that could have been
solved early became crises.

Nuclear culture taught me the opposite. Speak early. Question respectfully. Challenge assumptions.
Protect the mission by protecting the truth. The safest organizations are rarely the quietest. They
are the ones where people know their voices matter. That principle is just as true in a boardroom as
it is in a reactor control room.



