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Introduction

From January 1995 till March 2024, I served a total of 23 years in the United States Army.  If you’re reading this and thinking my math is off, I did have a 5-year break in service thrown in there between 2003 and 2008.

Being a Soldier was something I’d wanted to do as long as I can remember.  I used to play Army with my friends growing up, I watched every war movie or television show that I could, I even collected the trading cards that they made of all the different weapons systems during the Persian Gulf War.  I was destined to be a Soldier.

Back in those early, formative years of my childhood, playing Army was my favorite thing to do.  Myself, my cousin Michael and our friend Jonathan, who lived cross the field from us, could be found playing Army on most days.  We fought many battles against an invisible enemy, usually “Charlie”, since we were big time into a Vietnam War show that came on during that time, or the more generic “Commie’s”.  Sometimes we would split off into teams and battle one another, but only if a fourth person came to play which was usually my younger brother.  I don’t know how many kills I racked up as a kid but I’m sure it was thousands.

We got so serious in it that I even bought a BB-gun that was a replica of the venerable M16 rifle.  It had a removable magazine and everything.  I used it when we played Army, rest assured, it didn’t have any BBs loaded in it when we played.  Actually, it might have on at least a couple of occasions, but I can neither confirm or deny it.

I grew up around a couple of veterans that I really admired.  Jonathan’s dad was a Vietnam veteran.  Our next-door neighbor was a World War II veteran.  Neither of them spoke about their experiences very much, at least not when I was around.  Just knowing they had fought in a war gave them a certain mystique, especially to a kid that wanted to be a Soldier more than anything.

I decided to write this book in order to relive some of my past experiences as well as hopefully help someone to grow in whatever career field they have chosen.  You don’t have to be in the military for the things I’m going to talk about to be useful in your life.  I’m sure not everything I discuss will be relevant to everyone who reads this book, but I am hoping that at least one thing sticks out to you and you are able to apply it in some way.  If not, I guess you could get a refund for the book, depending on where it was purchased.

I learned a lot of lessons during my career.  Some of them were learned the hard way, some of them had to be learned more than once.  Most, if not all, of the lessons I learned can be applied to just about any situation you are facing.  You’d probably be surprised to learn that a large number of the things you use in your everyday life, first got their start in the military.

I’m not entirely certain on the best way to do this.  I’ve never written a book before.  I tried to start it by trying to cover my entire career chronologically but that didn’t seem to be an effective way to get the main points across.  I finally decided to just select some of the lessons I’ve learned, regardless of where thy fell in my career, and present them in that fashion.  I hope that you enjoy this book and that if you don’t get anything else out of it, you at least have a good laugh or two at my expense.

I have included the names of real leaders in this book.  I couldn’t possibly list everyone so please don’t be offended if you think you should have been included.  At first I wasn’t going to use the names of real people but then decided that would be a disservice to them and their leadership.  Hope I’m wrong but I doubt many people will read this book anyway.  

I have been married for 25 years to my wife Monica.  She has stuck with me through the good and the bad.  She has had to be that polarizing force at home while I was deployed.  She is the best mother that I have ever known, and she’s not too bad at being a wife.  I’m kidding of course, she is a great wife.  She is, in my opinion, a great cook.  My kids and other family members have told her on multiple occasions that she should open a restaurant.  

I have two teenage children.  My daughter, Katie, is a senior in high school.  My son, Samuel, is in the 7th grade.  Both of them are really good kids.  My son and I enjoy hunting together.  It’s great to be able to pass along a tradition that my dad passed on to me.  I love being able to teach him the craft.  Katie is very talented.  She is an incredible artist, could easily sell her paintings.  She is also very musically gifted, plays multiple instruments.  I am very proud of both of them and their accomplishments.

I’ve been a member of my church for 24 years.  I love the church and consider it to be the best church in the world.  I know that a lot of you feel that way about your church and that’s great.  I love everyone I go to church with, they are just like family.  

I was saved in April 2001.  I thought I had been saved when I was 16 but I actually just went through the motions, I didn’t feel conviction.  In 2001, our church had a revival with a preacher from Georgia.  The last night, a Friday, at the end of the service he gave an alter call.  As I stood there with my head bowed, I could feel the preacher pointing at me.  My heart was about to burst out of my chest, conviction had set in and I was afraid to go to the altar because everyone there thought I was already saved.  I managed to make it out of the service without going forward to be saved but God didn’t stop convicting me.  By the time we got home my wife could tell that something was wrong.  I told her that I didn’t know if I was saved and explained what had happened.  She replied that I needed to call the pastor.  We drove to Kroger’s where he worked as the night shift floor guy and he met us in the parking lot.  I can’t remember anything that I prayed or even what I said to Brother Randy, I only remember that I was crying uncontrollably and that after I prayed and asked for salvation, a huge weight seemed to be lifted off of me.  

I haven’t always done right since I got saved.  I’ve probably done just as much or more sin after I got saved than before, but God hasn’t turned his back on me.  I haven’t lost my salvation.  I try my best to live according to God’s Word every day, some day’s I’m successful, other days not so much.  

I was called to preach in 2007.  When I first started, I was probably the worst preacher you ever heard.  I haven’t gotten much better, in my opinion.  I’ve learned a lot in that time.  The first thing I had to learn the hard way was to completely trust that God would give me the message, not to depend on my own intellect.  There have been times that I didn’t know what God wanted me to preach until I was standing behind the pulpit, other times he has given me the message weeks in advance.  Preachers draw inspiration for messages from various things, nature is what God uses to speak to me the most.  We can see the Creator in His creation and He speaks to me through His creation.  

I’ve never had the desire to be a pastor.  I don’ think all preachers have to become pastors or evangelists.  Sometimes we are just there to fill in when the pastor gets tired.  If you’re a preacher and feel that you need to preach every week, by all means become a pastor.  I am perfectly content in being a stand-in when needed.  I am willing to be a pastor if that is what God wants from me but he hasn’t given me that impression as of yet.  I do have a jail ministry which is challenging but also rewarding.  It’s tough because every service there are multiple inmates who you can just look at and tell they are under conviction but no one has yet to make a move to get saved.  I just keep plodding on, planting and watering seeds so that God may one day get the glory when he harvests those seeds.

I think almost every story from my past that I write about is from my 23 years in the Army.  If you don’t like military stories, this book may not be for you.  Even if you don’t like those kinds of stories, I think you can still see the leadership principles I am trying to convey in the stories.  If I had it to do over again, I’d join the Army in a heartbeat.  I wouldn’t, however, recommend for my son or daughter to join the military with the way they are currently operating.  

I hope that you can pull some leadership techniques from the book and apply it to your role as a leader.  I hope that you enjoy reading this book.  I want to take this moment to thank each and every Soldier that I have ever served with.  Each of you, in your own way, had an impact on how I developed as a Soldier and a leader.

Chapter 1

“Words to Live By”

The first lesson I learned was from my First Sergeant at my first duty station, Korea.  Actually, there are two things I learned from him that I’ll talk about.  The first thing was something that he told me that I will always remember and something that I tried to put into action throughout my career.

He told me that I was going to have both good and bad leaders during the course of my career and that I should try and pick out one bad thing the bad leader did and try to avoid doing the same thing as well as one good thing a good leader did and try to add that skill into my toolbox.  Now this is the type of mentoring you would expect for a fresh buck sergeant to get but he was giving this advice to a lowly private first-class.  Maybe he saw the potential in me that I would also end up as a First Sergeant in my career.  Maybe he just said the same thing to everyone, either way, it had a profound impact on not only my military career but my entire life.

Regardless of how good or bad a leader is, they all do at least one thing good.  They also all do at least one thing bad, though the general idea is that a bad leader does more bad than good and vice-versa for a good leader.  I can honestly say that even the worst leaders I’ve served with had some good qualities to the way they led troops.  Some of them I really had to get the gears turning and search, but I was eventually able to find at least one good thing that they did.  The same can be said for those good leaders when trying to find something not so good that they did.  I think the reason for this is that as humans, we typically remember people based on the majority of their actions.  If we remember that someone was a good person it is because that they were for a majority of the time, same with bad leaders.

As I progressed through the ranks and gained greater responsibility, I had to stop myself at times and analyze my actions.  Did I just handle that situation in the best way or did I handle it poorly like some bad leaders I’d had before?  We all are susceptible to handling a situation poorly, but handling every situation poorly is to be avoided.  If your typical response to something is to yell at the person closest to you, eventually your going to find yourself alone.  Yes, there is a time that an elevated voice and stern posture is required, but that should be something that is the exception, not the norm.

I can recall several leaders in my career that yelled all the time.  That was the only way they seemed to be able to communicate in a manner that was effective at getting their desired result.  They were the ones that you tried to avoid if you could, the one’s you hoped you wouldn’t be assigned to CQ with.  Those type of leaders are effective but only if they have the right subordinates.  It might be easy to bully a team or a squad but bullying a platoon, company or battalion is a lot more difficult.

I had a section sergeant while I was stationed in Korea who was one of those bad leaders.  He made it a point to belittle as many people as he could throughout the day.  He was the type of guy that you didn’t want to be around alone because if you were then you were getting both barrels.  The sad part is that we also had a weak platoon sergeant who didn’t have the ability to or maybe just didn’t have the desire to reign him in.  He always made a big scene of everything, a theatrical production if you will.  Luckily for me, my team leader did his best to absorb most of the things that were directed at us.  A good leader will do that, they will take the brunt of the negativity or butt-chewing.  We all could tell that by him doing this, he was putting himself in a position in which his opinions wouldn’t be valued and often not even considered by the section sergeant.  That is a harsh reality of standing up for your people, some will take it as a sign of disrespect towards them and your career may suffer as a result.  

It could be that you miss out on a promotion, or a pay raise.  Maybe you get a bad performance evaluation or maybe there are just hushed rumors about you swirling about the office.  That’s a tough row to hoe.  A bad leader can not only do irreparable harm to those under their leadership but they are also more prone to produce subordinate leaders who act just as they do. You can very quickly find yourself as the odd-man out simply because you defended your subordinates.  Rest assured though; your subordinates are appreciative of your actions.  We would have done anything that SGT Whiting asked of us.

I had a Command Sergeant Major that was of this same vein, except it seemed like he was a little bit worse.  This could have entirely been the fact that because as a First Sergeant it just felt wrong to me to be talked to in the way that he not only talked to me but to every First Sergeant in the battalion.  As a lowly E3 I didn’t think of anything other than getting out of that E6’s sight.  As an E8, I knew that just being out of the CSM’s sight wouldn’t change anything.

He came into the battalion like a lion.  You know the type, come in on fire, making changes left and right, talking to everyone like they’re some stupid 4th grader that doesn’t belong in the classroom.  That was how he came in.  He had never even met any of his First Sergeants and the very first correspondence I receive was to all the First Sergeants.  It basically said that we didn’t deserve to wear the diamond, that we were idiots, all because of a couple of late NCOERs.  I get it, late performance evaluations are bad, they affect someone’s career.  I always tried my best to have any I had to do completed long before the due date.  The problem in the National Guard is that most of your raters and senior raters only drilled one weekend a month and they didn’t care if they completed them or not.  Even when you kept them at the armory after everyone else left, if might get completed, but it was typically very poorly written.

I can’t tell you with certainty how many threatening emails and phone calls I got from the man, it was more than was necessary, but it was funny because he didn’t act that way around us when we were all together.  He would call us “brother”, pat us on the back, buy us snacks, tell jokes and talk about officers.  Get an officer in the room though and he’d flip the switch, we’d go from being his buddy to being the bane of his existence.  He was a truly baffling leader to me.

So, what it the lesson you may ask.  So far it just appears that I’ve been complaining about a couple of leaders that I’ve had without really explaining what they did that I tried to not do.  Both of them basically had the same character flaw that I didn’t want to have present in my style of leadership.  For lack of better words to describe it, they both thought they were always right, that they could never be wrong.

That is a dangerous path to venture down as a leader.  One of the best ways to have your leadership skills called into question is to be one of those “my way or the highway” types.  You probably do have more experience than the other members of your team.  You’ve definitely dealt with situations like this before and most likely, successfully.  You are in the leadership position for a reason.  Hopefully that reason is because you have proven that you have the skills and competencies to do the job but maybe it’s because you’re related to someone higher up the chain.

Leaders who won’t consider any other possible course of action often have under-developed subordinates.  If your team knows that you will only do something one way, they will get very effective at doing it that way, but their overall development will suffer because they haven’t been exposed to alternative ways of resolving an issue.  If there truly is only one way to do something, then by all means, do it that way, but I think in reality that is probably a pretty rare occurrence.  I think most, if not all, issues can be addressed effectively in multiple ways.

For instance, let’s take a look at what the CSM did and consider another way it could have been approached.  Typically, new leaders will spend the first 60-90 days in a new position just learning the layout of the unit.  They observe the strengths and weaknesses of the unit as a whole and of their subordinates.  That gives them time to get an accurate picture of what they are dealing with as well as the time to come up with a solid plan for implementing any changes they want to introduce.  He definitely did not handle it in this way.

Part of me thinks it’s because he hadn’t been in our battalion for the previous 15 years and he may have felt like an outsider coming in and he felt the need to establish his authority quickly.  He also came into it knowing that he was only going to be around for a Kosovo deployment and then he’d be returning to the Title 10 world at NGB so he probably felt like he could do what he wanted because he wouldn’t have to face the eventual consequences of his actions in the future.

First of all, you don’t do a mass email blast, threating to fire every single First Sergeant in the battalion without at least doing some background investigation into the situation that you feel has warranted the firing.  If he had bothered to do research, he would have discovered that half of the late NCOER’s were owed to NCOs by units they had deployed with or transferred in from.  There is only so much you can do and even he couldn’t get most of those units to respond by submitting the evaluations.

Secondly, for a CSM, his/her First Sergeants are the first line of defense.  They are the ones who incorporate the CSM’s guidance down to the troops.  There must be a certain level of respect and trust between a CSM and his/her First Sergeants, if there isn’t then it won’ t be a very functional group.  Its hard to build trust and respect when your very first interaction, done through email no less, is a threat to fire every First Sergeant in the battalion.  That just didn’t sit well with any of us.

I know there are situations that would require you to come in like a bull in an antique store but typically that happens after the initial phase of getting your bearings.  It would be understandable if he was familiar with the battalion and his First Sergeants, but that wasn’t the case.  He was coming in as a Title 10 AGR and trying to intimidate the very people that would make him successful.  It may seem difficult when taking over in a leadership role to not just jump in with both feet and start making changes.  You can be successful using this approach but my experience has taught me that success in that situation depends more upon fear than it does upon mutual respect.  As many kings throughout history have shown us, you can lead by fear but your people won’t be as loyal as they would be to someone who leads out of a genuine feeling of wanting to take care of his subjects.

I once served with a battalion executive officer that always thought he was the smartest person in the room.  He didn’t have the pedigree to back it up, he just felt that way and acted that way.  This particular officer was one of those guys who didn’t think the rules applied to him.  I’m not saying that he was always out of standard or doing things illegal, he was simply trying to bully others into doing what he wanted.  When he came into the battalion, the AGR staff there had a ton of experience amongst them but he failed to utilize that, at least at first.  The Training Officer would tell him a certain task was completed, such as reserving a training area, and he would respond that we didn’t need confirmation, just to schedule it and when the time comes, he would force Ft. Knox to let us use that training area.

He continually thought that as an officer, his opinion of things was more important than yours and that his method of conducting business was better because it’s how he wanted things done.  It is very difficult to work effectively with someone who has an attitude like that.  You have to keep in mind, this officer had very little experience when he came on board and he refused to allow others to show him their methods for doing a task.  He insisted everyone change their way of conducting business to match his own methods.  

You may be smarter than those people you work with but I doubt it.  There is always someone on the team that will have a better idea than you.  They won’t have a better idea every time, maybe only even once, but you have to be willing to listen to their ideas.  If you have subordinates that have experience, don’t just brush that under the rug, utilize their experience.  It doesn’t make you look weak to seek out assistance or even mentorship from those you outrank, it actually proves to them that you are willing to listen to reason and that their contributions to the team are valued.

Maybe you’ve moved to a new company.  At your old company you were used to doing the task a certain way but your new company doesn’t do it the same.  Even if you are the supervisor, don’t immediately try to force the methods you are used to on them.  Maybe the method they are using is what works best for that company and its employees.  By all means, show them how you did things at a previous employer but as an alternative, not as the law of the land.  If you want to get buy-in on something you have to make people believe that they want to change, not that its being forced on them.

I’ve rambled on about bad leaders long enough.  We all have or have had bad leaders, whether you are in the military or in private industry.  I guarantee that when you started reading this chapter, one of those bad leaders came to your mind.  I’m not saying that because someone did something I didn’t agree with that they were a bad leader, each of those leaders I’ve talked about also had good leadership traits, I’m just saying that for me, I’ll remember the bad things more than the good.

At the beginning I talked about my First Sergeant in Korea.  I have no doubt that he was of the “old school” lineage, after all it was 1997 and he had been in the Army over 20 years at that point.  He had grown up during the heyday of the Cold War, had cut his teeth in the Fulda Gap.  To me, he was the epitome of what I thought a Soldier should be.  He carried himself with confidence, he always seemed to have an answer to any question, he seemed to always make the right decisions.

Many of the characteristics of my leadership style came directly from observing him.  The one thing that stood out to me more than anything else was his insistence on being in front.  By this I mean that he was always out there pushing himself to the limits of his physical abilities.  He may not have finished first in every run we did but he finished in the top 10% every time and finished first on more than one occasion.  He might not have been able to do the most pushups, but he was the only one in the company that continued to do them until he just physically couldn’t do anymore.  I only remember one instance that we showed up for formation and he wasn’t already standing there waiting on us.  

I finally made First Sergeant late in my career.  I was right at my 20 years of service mark when I was promoted.  Coming up through the ranks I was never the one who had the highest PT score, or the one who always finished ruck marches first but I always tried to at least match what my subordinates did in those events.  By the time I had become a First Sergeant, a back injury had forced me to give up the 2 mile run.  I put off doing so for years, I just didn’t want the stigma that was attached to being a walker.  I actually probably ended up doing more damage to myself because of my refusal to get a permanent profile.

I was never that guy that could run the entire 12-mile ruck.  I could run in spurts, maybe for a total of 3 or 4 miles during the ruck.  I never did finish in first place but did finish in the top three on multiple occasions.  I just couldn’t stand the thought of not finishing a task if I started it.  I could be a mile into a 12-mile ruck, twist my ankle on a misplaced step and I wouldn’t quit.  I wouldn’t be able to walk for a few days afterwards but I didn’t quit.

I guess now is a good time as any to go into some detail about my back injury since it plagued me over the last 12 years of my career.  I had initially injured my back in the late fall of 2008 while working as a service technician for an oil-field service company.  I was carrying a box of supplies across a dig site and tripped over an exposed cable.  I guess the way I fell while still holding onto the box damaged something in my back.  After a few days of being sore I was right back to work and didn’t have any further issues out of my back.

Fast forward to 2010, we were playing basketball for PT one morning.  I hadn’t been hitting any shots the whole game and then all of a sudden, the lane opens before me and I have a clear path to the goal.  I streaked in for a layup.  As I went up I felt a sudden snap in the small of my back.  When I landed on the ground my legs gave out under me and I crumbled to the floor.  The guys I was playing with all rushed over.  They said they heard a loud popping noise as I extended for the layup.  Finally, after several minutes, they took me to the hospital where I was given muscle relaxers and an X-ray was taken.  The only thing they told me was to just go home and rest.

In November 2011, while in Kuwait, I was heling a friend of mine, SSG Begley, remove some armor plating from a MRAP that had been destroyed by an IED.  The plates probably weighed around 100 pounds each.  We had disconnected a plate and was in the process of lying it on the bed of a flatbed truck when he lost his grip and dropped his side.  I didn’t react in time and I could feel a ripping sensation going through my back as the armor plate crashed into the truck bed.

Again, X-rays were taken and I was put on muscle relaxers and told to rest.  This time though, the rest didn’t help.  Two weeks after the incident and I was still barely able to walk any faster than a shuffle.  Getting into and out of bed was excruciating.  Turning over in bed took all of my strength and will power.  

About three weeks after the injury, I was told that I had to take an APFT (Army Physical Fitness Test) at the end of the week regardless of whether I was feeling up to it or not.  I went to our Doc who gave me a steroid shot and some painkillers to go along with the muscle relaxers and was able to at least complete all the events of the APFT.  I passed it, not because of the medicines, though without them I wouldn’t have been able to, but because I refused to quit.  The last half-mile of the run, I was literally in tears with each step but I didn’t stop.  I barely passed, by only 8 seconds but I had passed.  Later that day the SGM came to me with a counseling statement for me to sign for failing the run.  I looked at the sheet and he had my age group wrong; I had just changed age groups the month prior so I was good.

Ultimately over the course of multiple doctor’s appointments and MRIs over the next couple of years it was discovered that I had two herniated disks in my back.  Basically, the way it was explained to me, is that the disks in your back are each surrounded by a sack of fluid which cushions them.  Those two troublesome disks in my back had fluid sacs that were prone to bursting.  That would spray the fluid over a big bunch of nerves along my spine and that was why I was in so much pain.

At first, I could always tell when they were getting ready to burst.  My abdomen would get tight, I guess because the fluid was building up, and then a couple of days later my back would go out.  I’d have to spend at least a day in bed and then 3-5 days of barely being able to move around.  As I progressed, my injury got to the point that I could no longer feel when it was going to happen.  Maybe they had burst so often that they could no longer repair themselves adequately.  I went from initially having 1 or 2 episode a year to having 9 episodes the year that I decide it was finally time to retire.

It wasn’t because I couldn’t endure the pain, I had learned over 12 years to just accept it as part of my life and make adjustments.  The primary reason I decided to retire, and this may sound vain to some of you, is because I didn’t want to be up in front of a formation of Soldiers, walking around like an old man with a bad back.  When your Soldiers start checking on you during PT to make sure your back isn’t hurting, it’s time to pass the reigns to someone else.  I could no longer be out in front like I was supposed to.

I had the pleasure of serving with a man whom I greatly respected.  I first served under him when he was our Training Officer and then later when he came back as our Administrative Officer and finally as our Battalion Commander.  LTC Mendez was truly a great leader by all accounts.  He was also a very devoted man of God.  That is a trait that it is becoming increasingly rare to find in the military.  

The thing I learned from him that I always tried to apply was his ability to not get upset and start yelling about something.  He was very level-headed.  I don’t recall a single time that he lost his cool and chewed someone out.  He would talk to you in a very reasonable tone of voice, but when he was done talking with you, you were actually more embarrassed than you would have been had he yelled at you.  I guess it was just the fact that he was disappointed in your actions or the results and not that he was mad about it.  I find that it is easier to brush off someone being mad at you than it is someone being disappointed in you.

The going joke was that he could tell you that you were the worst Soldier in the Army, all with a smile on his face and never raising his voice above a conversational level.  He was probably the most compassionate officer I ever had the honor of serving with.  He went above and beyond to make sure you had what you needed to get a task accomplished.  He was not afraid to get his hands dirty and get in the trenches with the troops.  He even helped me move once, on a day when the very first piece of furniture I picked up caused my back to go out.  I still didn’t quit picking up furniture though.  By the end of that day, I was lying in the floor unable to move but at least we had finished moving and I hadn’t quit.

Prior to serving with him, I hadn’t really ever been around someone who so openly wore the title of Christian, in the military.  Sure, we have chaplains and they have a very important job to do, thing is, I was never really close to many of them and a lot of them seemed insincere in their attempts.  Don’t get me wrong, chaplains serve a very important function, but sometimes it’s just not a good fit between the unit and the chaplain.

Having grown up in the Baptist Church and currently attending a church where the spirit of God can be felt often, most of the chaplains I met just seemed fake, though not all.  There were some really good chaplains that came through the unit.  We had one chaplain, CPT Stine, who would just show up out of nowhere in a training area, his Humvee full of popsicles for the troops training.  He’d talk to them for a bit while they chowed down on the popsicles and then just disappear again.  

CH Adams was another good chaplain.  He was Baptist which may be why we got along as well as we did.  He truly cared for the wellbeing of the Soldiers.  He went out of the way, often at his own expense, to send birthday cards, anniversary cards, congratulatory cards for promotions, and onesies for newborns.  

I guess the problem I had with many Army chaplains is that none of them were like the preachers that I had been used to growing up.  They all spoke in conversational tones instead of the “fire and brimstone” type of preaching I was so familiar with.  As a preacher myself, I realize that not everyone has the same preaching style, and every preacher has a different approach on how they present the gospel.  It has been my desire to be one of those old time “hacking” preachers, the ones who preached so hard and fast that they had to hack in order to get a breath, but God hasn’t seen fit to grant me that ability, maybe he will in the future.  

I also feel that Army chaplains are kind of hamstrung.  They can’t really teach denominational things out of fear of offending others.  As our country has drawn farther and farther from God, there are less and less service members who even believe in God.  That has led to chaplains becoming more of a life counselor than a preacher.  

I can honestly say that LTC Mendez is one of my truest friends.  While it is common for your officers to ask how your family is doing, he actually cared how my family was doing.  He even took the time to remember the names of everyone’s spouse and children.  I have trouble remembering coworker’s names sometimes yet he made it a point to remember as much about each Soldier as he possibly could.  For the Soldier, someone showing that they care enough about you to remember such details, makes you want to try even harder for that leader.  That is another lesson that he taught me.  It isn’t enough to say that you care about Soldiers, you have to prove it to them, often through your actions.

Do you truly care about your employees or are they just a means to an end?  People aren’t stupid, they know if someone cares about them or not.  Maybe you think that caring about your workers isn’t important, the product is what is important.  Through my experience, the end product can only retain employees for so long, there comes a point where as the leader, you have to up your game in terms of taking care of your people.

I’ve served in units where we took pride in some sort of accomplishment and strove to try to match or exceed that accomplishment again.  There is nothing wrong with setting a high standard and trying to achieve it.  In fact, units that don’t set high standards typically are mediocre across the board.  Units that excel at a task, normally do all their other tasks at a reasonably high level as well.  What makes an Army unit good is how it handles the little things.  If you do the little things well, then the big things will fall into place.

Caring about your employees is one of those little things you should be doing well.  It may actually be the most important little thing that will have the biggest impact on the success of your company.  Maybe you’re like me and have trouble remembering things.  In order to fix that I had to come up with a system of keeping the data close at hand.  I ended up trying several different creations and finally developed a spreadsheet in Microsoft Excel that I was able to manipulate and store the data in a logical way.  I know what you are thinking, you’ve got too many employees to keep up with.  If that’s the case, you can delegate the task to a less engaged team member or possibly even hire someone specifically to manage your employee wellbeing program.

You might be wondering about ways to show your employees that you care.  Each person is different, something might mean more to one person than it will to another.  You can’t please everyone all the time but you at least need to put some thought into it.  Sending out company birthday cards is one thing that is fairly simple to do, adding a personalized message to each one is a bit more time consuming but it will mean more to the employee.  Sure, a lot of your employees will probably not give it a second thought, but there will be at least one for whom that personalized message becomes a motivation tool.  Most of us would spend money to show someone that their contributions matter, but are we willing to invest our own time to do so?

One method that always worked for me was to simply invite some Soldiers over to my house for a cookout or pizza.  When I was the S6 NCOIC, I’d invite the whole section over on a Saturday.  We’d cookout or have pizza, play cornhole or PlayStation, and just hang out.  I do not drink and do not allow alcoholic beverages in my home.  This was not an issue; I’ve never had a Soldier refuse to come over for dinner because I wouldn’t let them consume alcohol.

Take notes of the good things your employees do.  You’d be shocked at how much motivation there is in praising someone for doing a good job.  The key to that is praising them when others are around.  Its one thing to have a one-on-one conversation and let someone know that you care about them and their contributions to the team, it’s another thing entirely to do so in front of their co-workers.  Some people get embarrassed by public attention, for those employees it is fine to do so with no one else around.  Most people, though, would prefer to have their accolades done in public.

This is a good way to build up some friendly competition amongst your team members.  While some may get jealous, you’re always going to have at least one, for the rest it will drive them to try a little harder.  You also are letting everyone know that you have noticed their contributions to the company.  I can’t tell you the number of Soldiers I’ve talked to who expressed that it didn’t seem like anyone ever noticed their contributions.  If someone feels like their contributions aren’t being credited or that they hold a lower value to the team than others, they will begin to give less effort on future projects.  Failure to recognize their contribution can turn a good employee to a bad employee in a relatively short period of time.

The military awards performance and accomplishments in various ways.  I had a company commander who rewarded strong performers with additional time off.  You’d get a 3 or 4-day pass for being the best at a certain task.  Additionally, the military uses awards to recognize strong performance.  The only problem with that is that the military isn’t the best at being consistent in that particular area.  When I was on active-duty, strong performance at a field training exercise usually resulted in an award of some sort.  You also had time-centered awards they would give to you.

I have noticed throughout my career though that not every Soldier is awarded the same opportunity to get an award.  It seems that most units give awards to the same Soldiers time after time.  If that Soldier is that good, then you should certainly reward them.  The issue with that is that they typically are performing better than others because the others aren’t rewarded for hard work so they no longer put forth the same amount of effort.  That superstar may also not be putting forth as much effort as they used to but they still are out-performing their peers due to their decrease in output.

It’s always been a gripe of mine to see two Soldiers who have roughly the same amount of time in service, their service records are almost identical except that one of them has multiple awards and the other one only has time in service awards.  Both performed to or exceeded the standard in everything but only one of them was recognized for it.  This is a failure of leadership.  Any Soldier, or employee, that has been in your organization for at least 5 years, should have had some type of performance award.  If they aren’t performing well enough to be recognized after that amount of time, it’s probably time to look at cutting them loose.

We all know that humans respond very well to gratification.  Furthermore, we live in a time where instant gratification seems to be the norm instead of the exception.  People do something good and they want to be recognized for it immediately, they no longer are happy with waiting until the quarterly meeting or company gathering.  This does put pressure on leaders and some leaders refuse to do away with their old methods of recognizing accomplishment.  Yes, there are those who seem to be working just so that they can be recognized, you probably have at least one person like that working for you right now.  Do you have to reinvent the wheel just for them?  You aren’t reinventing the wheel; you are simply adjusting your method of recognizing individual employees for everyone.  Don’t get caught up in only recognizing that employee and waiting to recognize the rest later, that will lead to inner-office jealousy which doesn’t help anyone.

Many companies have established employee recognition programs such as for years of service.  It is nice when you are recognized every 5 years for being an employee but I think that many leaders have decided to do what is easiest for them which often results in non-personal, generic recognition.  If your employees get a plaque with the milestones, at least make each subsequent plague fancier then the initial plaque.  I’ve seen offices where an employee has years of service plaques hung up and the only difference in them is the number of years annotated on them.  

Some employees could care less about a plaque, keychain, coffee mug or banner.  They may shake your hand when you give it to them but it’s probably going into a box in the garage or basement when they get home, it just doesn’t carry any value to them.  That is where making the recognition personal can make a difference.  You don’t always have to get everyone the same thing.  You should spend the same amount of money on the items though.  Nothing screams favoritism more than an employee getting a $100 pocket knife when everyone else got a $25 keychain.
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