Commander Tools of the Trade

I assumed command of a small unit in Jun 01.  Lots of pressure…lots of fun!  Mission success and task completion are always on my mind given growing mission requirements and operations tempo.  I struggle daily to remind myself of my most important contributions as a commander:  1) to lead and motivate my troops, and 2) to create future leaders.  Angie Cadwell asked me to identify some tools of the trade to help Bold Golders who will assume command in the near future.  I offer no scientific solutions or brilliant insight (matter of fact, you should probably just read The One Minute Manager).  I’ve had some significant career successes during this year and I’ve made some classic leadership errors.  Here are some ideas that may help you get started and stay on top of the tidal wave:

1.   Create an outline of your expectations.  Keep it short and hit the major points.  Address how your expectations fall in line (or diverge) from AF, MAJCOM, and installation expectations.  Lay out your pet peeves as well…the buttons that set you off.  Present your expectations on the first day of your command.  Provide a copy to your subordinates. 

2.  Locate your unit manning document and figure out whom you’ve got working for you.  Use it to delineate individual roles and responsibilities.  Be specific about what functions you will do as CC, what your second officer will do, what your senior NCOs will do, etc.  Put it on paper so everyone is clear about who does what and who is accountable.

3.  If the previous commander was a success…then don’t change a thing.  That person’s success may lead you to success as well!  

4.  Conduct a DETAILED self-inspection of all program areas using the most current IG checklist within 60 days of your arrival.  Be strict!  Find the shortcomings, identify corrective actions, and follow-up on the fixes.  This is the single most important thing you can do to determine the status of your unit and what critical actions need to be accomplished first.
5.  Review the unit’s processes (those steps your folks take to get their job done).  Learn the processes and ensure your folks know them.  Then make sure everybody uses them!  There should be no single point of failure (one person who performs a critical function such as approve reports, purchase equipment, etc.) where things come to a crashing halt when one person is gone (leave, TDY, deployed).

6.  Create a suspense system that works and that you will use.  You need to  “see” the work assigned to each of your folks so you can help balance the workload and set priorities.  FOLLOW-UP on taskings!

7.  Distinguish between the “must dos” and the “nice to dos”; the “must haves” and “nice to haves”.  Don’t be fooled by pretty presentation.  Don’t allow your folks to waste their precious time (or unit funds) on making things look good if the minimum standards and core requirements aren’t being met.  

8.  Have a plan for everything you want to accomplish and everything you have to do.  Make sure everyone in your unit has an understanding of the plan and their part in making it happen.  Solicit their inputs on unit goals and milestones and then post those goals in a visible spot.

9.  Expect your program managers to know their programs.  Show an interest in what they’re doing.  They should be able to articulate the goals and processes of their program.  They should also have measures/metrics to tell you how they’re doing over time.  Program managers must accept “ownership” of the program.  If the program fails, it is their failure.  And that failure hurts the whole unit.  Trust but verify.  

10.  Train.  Train.  Train.  Training has a tendency to slide with increased taskings, fewer people, and increased ops.  But it is the number one confidence builder.  When you train, you know your folks are current and ready for any challenge.  Your folks will have no doubt they can do their job and that their teammates won’t let them down.

11.  Provide initial in-brief/feedback sessions for all personnel within 60 days.  They will welcome the chance to chat with you in private and will be anxious to know how you think they’re doing. Be on time, honest, and SPECIFIC in your feedback sessions with subordinates.  This is often tougher than it seems.  If possible, try to establish a standard measure (compare productivity, timeliness, or quality).  You don’t have to advertise your standard, but it helps you formulate fair evaluations.  If you’re their rater, then you write it.  Anything less shouts that you don’t have time and you don’t care.

12.  Submit your people for awards at every level and every opportunity, Write the packages yourself!  These efforts go a long way and last a long time (even if you hear folks say it doesn’t matter…it does).

13.  Sell the services your unit provides to commanders on your base.  Seize opportunities to publicly praise other commanders’ folks for good work (awards, letters of appreciation, recognition in base paper, verbal kudos to their boss, etc.).

14.  Get to know the families.  Spouses are often forgotten during long TDYs, deployments, and even for long days/weekend work in prep for exercises/ORIs.   A phone call or note acknowledging their sacrifice and patience is greatly appreciated.

15.  Delegate!  Find the supervisor/leader mind-set and accept you’re no longer a technician.  You’re paid to run the business not do the business.  Give guidance and expectations and then let your people impress you with their skill and ingenuity.  If someone fails to meet your expectation, resist the urge to take over the project/tasking yourself or to reassign it.  Teach them first.  MENTOR others for future leadership roles and give them opportunities to lead in your unit.  Sometimes that means letting them stumble (but never let them fall).  

16.  Schedule your time!  Gym time, study time (ACSC), and push away from your desk/computer/phone to chat with your people time.  MAKE THIS TIME A PRIORITY!

17.  Network.  Know the key commanders on base and how to contact them.  Know people in your peer group and try to socialize with peers outside your functional area of expertise.  This broadens your knowledge and overall development (as a person and a professional).  It also gives you ready access to people who can help you get things done on your base!  Think of it as graduate-level CGOC(
18.  Don’t overreact (either to situations internal or external to your unit).  Delay or avoid displays of anger or frustration.  Practice responding to agitation and provocation with calm—you want to strike a posture of resolving the issue not fighting the issue.  Give specific examples to support your issues/concerns.  Try to offer a solution when pointing out a problem.  Deal with problems in person.  Always deal with the problems--don’t leave them for someone else to handle.  Be sure to direct your response to the responsible authority rather than taking it out on the poor soul who answered the phone or stands at the reception desk.  Remember:  angry, sarcastic e-mails never accomplish anything and have a tendency to come back to haunt you!  How you deal with people when you’re upset will dictate how they choose to deal with you in the future.  They may forever respond to you with hostility or they may avoid you at all costs (even if they were initially wrong, incompetent, whatever).  Both responses could have ramifications for your unit and your ability to get things done.  

19.  Be tough.  Set your sights high.  Expect excellence.  Don’t hesitate to apply immediate and appropriate discipline.  Take this stance from day one—and you will achieve success and earn respect.  If you start out as a “nice guy” it will be harder to raise the bar later when you need to get things done or make unpopular decisions.

20.  Embrace the KISS whenever possible!  Keep it simple, stupid.
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