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Preface


This document came about from a lunch-break discussion among Air Force Captains and Majors. One of the Majors, Julie Roloson, was about to take her first Squadron command. Julie, naturally anxious to do well, was soliciting advice from her fellow officers on what makes a good Squadron Commander. Julie’s approach was novel; she was soliciting advice for how to lead a squadron from the bottom-up, not the top-down; she was asking advice not from fellow Squadron Commanders but from those that have spent the entirety of their careers under them. More Commanders should be like Julie.


Too many Commanders focus on how they can lead their squadron. While the squadron is indeed seen to be ‘led’ by a Squadron Commander, in practice, a Commander merely vectors their squadron and directs its leaders along that vector. A Commander who involves themselves in the everyday workings of the nitty-gritty in their command will quickly be labeled as a micro-manager. A good Squadron Commander leads the officers of their squadron by enabling those officers to lead the Squadron’s Airmen (the embodiment of the squadron) towards the goal of the Commander. Therefore, to say that a Squadron Commander leads a squadron is a flawed statement; a Commander leads Lieutenants, Captains, and Majors, who in turn lead the squadron.


Our discussion with Julie quickly converged on this point. The real value of a leader is determined by how well that leader enables those under him or her to lead, be it a Lieutenant Colonel over Majors and Captains, a Captain over Lieutenants and Non-Commissioned Officers (NCOs), or NCOs over Airmen. The measure of a leader is not how well they accomplish a given task – that is management. A true leader creates other leaders.


To that end, a few members of our lunchtime gathering decided to co-author a document aimed at advising the Air Force’s officers and NCOs who are at the frontlines of leadership, those who actually share office space with Airmen. In our research, we discovered that while the Air University has published a book for Squadron Commanders (Commanding an Air Force Squadron in the Twenty-First Century), there are surprisingly few resources for advising those of us without a command pin. Furthermore, upon reviewing Commanding an Air Force Squadron in the Twenty-First Century, we were surprised to learn how Commander-centric it was written. It focuses heavily on advising Squadron Commanders on how they – themselves – should lead, but offers very little in the way of advice for how to utilize the officers within a command. This article asserts that the premise of Commander centric leadership is a flaw in the existing literature circulating throughout the Air Force.


In that context, this work took on a secondary role, to not only provide junior officers some direction for leadership at their level, but also to complement Commanding an Air Force Squadron in the Twenty-First Century. It is our hope that this article will help Commanders gain perspective on how they should lead through the officers under them, and possibly provide a template for commanders to mentor and grow junior leaders.


Our goal is to do so without the platitudes offered within the advice of higher grades (although we reference them when appropriate). With respect to senior officers, they are far detached from the cynicism, struggles, hopes, and realities of the lower grades. While not without value, a General Officer’s experience as a Lieutenant was the experience of another officer, in another lifetime, in another Air Force. Our goal is to provide that bottom-up perspective Julie was looking for in hopes it may rectify some of the perceived leadership flaws in the Air Force’s officer corps.


- Captain Darrell Moyers, Air Force Flight Commander




A Brief Note on Building a Leadership Philosophy


Leadership is a craft. Those of you who have spent any time studying or practicing leadership know that it is exceedingly difficult to define. Whatever definition you decide to subscribe to, you will find that its practice is vulnerable to a multitude of circumstance. Leadership is not static. Your thoughts on leadership may change from the time that you lead your first small team to the time that you lead a squadron or a wing. We, the authors of this work, are handing you our collective philosophy to help start you in the right direction. For those who have already started, we hope to grant you a useful perspective that may bolster your own philosophy or grow the leadership of those under you.


Early on into the Air Command and Staff College course, in one of the many pre-command checklists floating around, there is a small note that references building a leadership philosophy. This is not to be confused with the vision and mission statement of a unit. Instead, this is a reflection of who you are as a leader. Generally speaking, this is a list of approximately ten bullet points, taking up no more than a single page of paper. While the end product may not seem like much, it is a reflection of the leadership strategies, philosophies, and lessons learned and acquired through a multitude of sources and experiences over a person’s time in the Air Force. It provides the author with self-reflection, and (if published) opens a level of transparency to those being led. Early leadership opportunities give a chance for your officers to develop and test the foundations of this leadership philosophy; follow-on opportunities provide a chance for that philosophy to grow and evolve.


No two people will have the same leadership philosophy because such a philosophy is central to who a leader is as a person. As such, when you sit down to define your philosophy, it may not vary greatly as you go from unit to unit or position to position. When you develop your leadership philosophy, take the time to reflect on the type of leaders who have influenced you (both good and bad) and the type of leader that you want to be (and do not want to be). Write down a list of all of the leadership clichés you have come across, all the leadership quotes you have heard or have been forced to memorize. Write down the key lessons you have taken from the leaders that inspired you. Ensure that you also think about the leaders that you did not agree with, and promised yourself that you would never be like. Then take a look at that list and start highlighting the ones that strike both positive and negative chords within you.


The next step is to put these thoughts into your own words. Do not let it be a regurgitation of someone else’s ideas. Do not simply write down the core values; those are expected to be inherent in everyone’s actions and do not need to be restated in your leadership philosophy. Instead, use your leadership philosophy as your brand, as a document that you consistently reference when making the hard decision. Use your philosophy to guide lines of effort in pursuit of your unit’s vision. Check how comfortable you are talking about and promoting it. Take the time to make sure that you are following and holding yourself to it, even amongst the daily churn. Ultimately, continue to hone your craft.


- Major Julie Roloson, Air Force Squadron Commander




Introduction


To every man there comes in his lifetime that special moment when he is figuratively tapped on the shoulder and offered that chance to do a very special thing, unique to him and fitted to his talents. What a tragedy if that moment finds him unprepared or unqualified for that which would be his finest hour.1


- Winston Churchill


Good leadership is a tricky thing to define without the use of cliché-ridden platitudes. Such platitudes may, at times, provide momentary feelings of inspiration, but be found to be hollow in practice. This article aims to give the reader open-eyed insight into what good leadership looks like, thereby avoiding the hollowness in trying to define the term. In doing so, the authors provide the reader with frank and open-eyed insight into our experience with leadership and then back up that experience with credible sources. We, the authors, want to speak to you, the reader, the way we would speak to our mentees – the way we would speak to each other. As such, our work carries with it a healthy amount of cynicism, blunt statements, and critical views into the Air Force.


To that end, this article begins with a discussion on why bad leaders exist in the Air Force. The existence of poor leaders within the officer and NCO corps is something every service member has knowledge of, but it seems to be taboo to publicly acknowledge poor leaders within the Force. Squadron Officer School sometimes graduates poor leaders, The NCO Academy sometimes graduates poor Leaders, and the Air Command & Staff College sometimes graduates poor leaders. Poor leaders maintaining successful careers is something that is not supposed to happen, but it does; like any disease, it is something that needs to first be acknowledged in order to be addressed.
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