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The following excerpt is from Chapter Two, Vision and Environment, and is contained under the area entitled Building the Environment.

Effective team building is another key to building a successful work environment. There are certain key relationships both within and outside your squadron that you must develop as a commander. The first I will discuss is the relationship between you and your senior enlisted leader, normally a chief master sergeant. As the senior enlisted manager, your chief is the main spokesman on all issues pertaining to the enlisted force. You must talk openly and often. As a young commander, you may feel a bit intimidated by a chief with 18-23 years in the service. Remember, however, in the end it is your squadron. You have several years of solid experience in the Air Force yourself, and it is what you do today with the experience you have that matters.2 Never forget that the leader-ship skills you have developed up to this point in your career (which impressed your boss enough to hire you for command) are not tribe or specialty specific.

The basics of solid leadership you used to motivate and lead officers as a flight commander will now apply to leading airmen (and visa versa). Developing the right relationship with your chief is crucial to your success.

Make it a point to never sign any paper associated with an enlisted issue before the chief gets a vote. Walk around the squadron with your chief so the troops see you together often. Listen to his/her advice. It will benefit you and your squadron if the troops know the chief has your ear and is a respected advisor.

Think of the relationship as much like that of a father and son. To succeed, you must be mature enough to realize that while you are often the father, some-times you are the son.3 

The next relationship you must develop is between your first sergeant “shirt” and the chief. Often the lines of responsibility between these two individuals will cross and become clouded. It is essential that you lay out your expectations early so that these key advisors are in sync and in support of your vision. As a general rule, the shirt will be your primary advisor when you are working a discipline or personnel issue involving other base agencies (JAG, Family Sup-port, etc.). However, no action should be taken with an airman in the squadron before the chief gets an input. On the other hand, when there are mission related issues taking place with the enlisted force, the chief will be your primary advisor. Once again, the shirt must be in the know to ensure that he/she is not blindsided when counseling members of the squadron. It is all about communication. 

These two individuals must communicate openly and daily to ensure that neither works against the other and both work together for you. By laying out these expectations to them early, you will begin your tour with a solid base of senior NCO support and teamwork.

Here is a story from Lt Col Jeff Lofgren, commander of an F-16 Fighter Squadron, that highlights a lesson he shares about listening to key supervisors:

The time and place: May 1999, Misawa AB, Japan. We had just returned from a deployment to the desert and were facing a PACAF inspection in two months. The orderly room had not deployed and was expected to have completed all inspection preparation while we were gone—this had not happened.  I called a meeting to discuss orderly room issues and to review where we were in preparation for the upcoming inspection. At the end of the discussion, one of the SSgts brought up the fact that he was conducting ERGO testing and requested to be allowed to return to work in the squadron in athletic gear since he was driving back and forth a great deal (15 minutes each way). I asked the NCOIC of the orderly room his opinion. He was taken aback by the question but responded that it would in fact help if the SSgt could come back to the squadron. I then asked if anyone had brought up the uniform attire as an issue. My first sergeant said the chief had commented on the fact that the SSgt had been in the squadron in workout attire. I did NOT listen very well at this point. My shirt said he had already spoken with the NCOIC and resolved the issue—he was hinting big and I wasn’t listening! I was running late so I made a hasty decision I thought was no big deal and authorized the SSgt to wear athletic gear while accomplishing ERGO testing. Big mistake. 

Later that afternoon my shirt came into my office and shut the door. Being the ultimate professional, he asked, “May I speak frankly with you sir? You really messed up this morning.” Right then all the subtle comments became clear. He proceeded to tell me that my chief had already resolved the issue by directing the shirt to instruct the NCOIC that the SSgt would not be allowed to wear athletic gear in the squadron. After discussing the issue with the NCOIC, the matter appeared closed.

The SSgts felt they had won a small victory by undermining the authority of the senior NCOs. My lessons were very clear. When your senior NCOs speak, you need to listen to them first and foremost. When the shirt mentioned that the chief had spoken on the issue, bells should have gone off. Next, my shirt had already handled the issue, told me so, and I trumped him—not a good thing to undermine his authority in front of subordinates. As a commander, you must listen to your senior NCOs, who are central to good order and discipline within your unit. This seemingly small issue turned out to haunt me for many months until I could reorganize the orderly room.1
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