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Foreword

The opportunity to command is a tremendous honor and re-
sponsibility and unquestionably will be one of the most signif-
icant roles of your Air Force career. The very nature of command
is unique to the military; there is no civilian equivalent for this
level of trust, authority, and responsibility. The essence of com-
mand is leadership, and your example will set the standard for
your entire organization. For this reason, command is reserved
for those individuals exhibiting only the highest levels of in-
tegrity, selflessness, and excellence.

Leadership is not accomplished from behind the desk or by
way of E-mail; rather, effective leadership requires you to lead
from out front. Since the responsibilities of such leadership may
appear daunting to first-time commanders, our Air Force places
significant emphasis on precommand training to ensure your
readiness for these new responsibilities. Immerse yourself in
the available training to ensure you fully understand the rules
of engagement.

There is much to learn from the insights, experiences, and
recommendations of previous commanders. Lt Col Jeff Smith’s
Commanding an Air Force Squadron in the Twenty-First Cen-
tury provides some excellent perspectives from current and
graduated commanders to help set your course and prepare
you for the best job in the Air Force.

Congratulations on your command and Godspeed!

H ~JUMPER
General, USAF
Chief of Staff
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Preface

Col Timothy T. Timmons was the original author of the book
entitled, Commanding an Air Force Squadron. He wrote it while
he was a student at the National War College in 1989. The staff
of the National Defense University supported his research, and
Air University Press published the original book in 1993.

I had the privilege of reading his book for the first time while
I was a student at Air Command and Staff College. | loved it. |
found it extremely useful, insightful, and full of pertinent stories
from officers who had just left command. | then reread it in
1999 when | was selected to command the 37th Bomb Squadron
“Tigers,” a large B-1 flying squadron at Ellsworth AFB, South
Dakota. While | found many of his basic command principles
timeless, | also realized that much of the United States Air
Force had changed in the last decade or so, and his wonderful
work was in need of an update to reflect command in the
twenty-first century. | thought it would be a shame if someone
didn’t take the opportunity to rewrite his book.

My opportunity came when | was selected to attend Air War
College. The commandant at the time was Maj Gen David
MacGhee, who, in his welcoming and opening remarks, issued
a challenge to the students: “Make a difference while you're
here.” Commanding an Air Force Squadron in the Twenty-First
Century is my attempt to make a difference.

Because Timmons'’s original work was so excellent and famil-
iar to a generation of United States Air Force officers, | decided
to write a new book, using his original framework, reflecting the
changes of the Air Force since its original production. | believe
this book captures those changes, and | hope the reader finds
the work equally engaging, and that someone will take the baton
to write the third edition when necessary.

This book won't depart much from the original framework
for a very good reason—“don’'t mess with something that's
good”—adyvice that | heeded many times while | was in com-
mand. Because of the demographic diversity of squadrons
today, I've made every attempt to broaden the base of the orig-
inal book to ensure this effort covers a wide and balanced
range of commanders’ experiences.
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Let me tell you what this book is not about, and perhaps that
will shed some light on what it is about. It is not full of check-
lists. Don't flip to a chapter dealing with discipline, death, or
how to build unit cohesion looking for a simple, cookbook ap-
proach to the problem. You'll be disappointed. It takes leader-
ship to make those things happen.

This book is not a scholarly effort—nor is it intended to be.
In fact, it is an “easy read” for those who are about to assume
the intense responsibility of command. This book does not es-
pouse particular leadership or command duties and responsi-
bilities. There are many excellent readings by very talented
and more qualified people on those subjects.

Commanding an Air Force Squadron in the Twenty-First Cen-
tury is about commanders—those that have recently come from
exciting commands across the entire Air Force. | interviewed
more than 100 airmen—mostly commanders who just com-
pleted tours at the helm of their squadron on the recent suc-
cesses, and failures, of their commands—to provide you, the
incoming squadron commander, a collection of experiences you
can relate to when the situation arises on your watch.

This book’s advice may not meet every reader's needs be-
cause the size and demographics of Air Force squadrons today
vary significantly. As you will discover, there are nearly as many
different types of squadrons as there are commanders. Some
had small squadrons (25-75 personnel) and some had large
squadrons (400-600). Some had detached units (recruiting
squadrons), and some had traditional home-based units (main-
tenance squadrons). Some had squadrons that experienced
heavy Operations Tempo issues (flying squadrons), while others
commanded traditional in-garrison units with their own unique
challenges (medical squadrons). Each commander dealt with
specific issues unique to his or her squadron, and many faced
common challenges. Capturing the most valuable of these
experiences on paper is the objective of this work.

Although this book contains many examples of successes
these commanders enjoyed throughout their tenure, it also high-
lights mistakes they made. | was tremendously impressed with
their acknowledgement of failure and their willingness to share
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the lessons learned with me to pass on to future commanders.
Their selfless generosity was exceptional and greatly appreciated.

One common critique made by almost every officer inter-
viewed was that although most of our Air Force’'s major com-
mands now have a formal course for soon-to-be squadron com-
manders, they are often too short and too broad to handle many
of the issues you'll face as a commander. Understandably, these
courses cannot teach you how to cook because there’s no recipe
for the countless different issues you may face. They do not,
and arguably cannot, touch every subject.

Until you've had to accompany the Department of Social
Services case worker to take a child from one of your troops’
homes, spend hours in the community hospital’'s “grieving”
room upon the death of one of your personnel, spend part of
Thanksgiving visiting one of your members in jail, or make a
tough call that negatively impacts a friend’s career, you can’'t
truly comprehend the infinite dilemmas inherent with such re-
sponsibility. This book touches on the realities of squadron
command today by providing a few examples to which you can
refer when the “similar” situation arises. Remember, it is nei-
ther a textbook nor a checklist. Rather, it is one of the many
tools you will place in a very large toolbox for building a suc-
cessful command.

Leadership is the most studied but least understood of the
social sciences. Yet, it is leadership that you must have to suc-
cessfully lead an Air Force squadron. Use this book, this tool,
to help you think through some of the challenges that lie
ahead. Enjoy.

Many thanks go to my fellow classmates at Air War College
for offering their valuable time in support of my efforts. | ap-
preciate the generous time these officers spent with me during
interviews, but the ultimate thanks will come from those fu-
ture commanders who learn from their experiences. Particu-
larly, thanks go to Col Celeste Suminsby, Lt Cols Jay Carlson,
Scott Hanson, Eileen Isola, Terry Kono, and Robert Suminsby,
and Maj Scott Merrell, who spent countless hours editing, ad-
vising, redirecting, and helping me focus on the right issues
that capture life in squadron command today.
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| also thank Dr. Richard Lester, dean of Academic Affairs at
Air University’s Center for Professional Development, for his
assistance in helping me frame the book’s content and his
constant encouragement. | thank the faculty of Air War College
for their complete support in my endeavors. Most importantly,
I must thank my principal cheerleader and Air War College
staff sponsor, Dr. Daniel Hughes. Without his insightful guid-
ance, exceptional advice, and tremendous editing abilities,
this work never would have happened. His experiences as an
accomplished and widely published author helped me im-
mensely in my efforts, and | am deeply and forever grateful.
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Introduction

The concept of command in a military setting is nothing
new. It proliferates throughout most good history books. Many
different individuals have exercised this phenomenon called
command: Alexander the Great as he conquered the known
world; Attila the Hun in the fifth century A.n.; Generals Robert E.
Lee and Ulysses S. Grant against each other during our Civil
War; and General of the Army Dwight D. Eisenhower in Europe
during the Second World War. These leaders are certainly a
varied grouping: they were literally and figuratively worlds
apart; they were surely loved by thousands of people and
probably despised by an equal number, and, with the ex-
ception of Lee and Grant, lived in different eras. But they
shared this one common thread—military command. You can
find all five men in any encyclopedia, and history views them
as famous individuals in part because of their success while
they were in command.

In the United States Air Force, an officer’s first opportunity
to command in the true sense of the word occurs at the
squadron level. Most Air Force officers who have been com-
manders will tell you that their command tours were the best
years of their careers, and a majority of those who commanded
at multiple levels will tell you that squadron command was the
absolute pinnacle. Why is this the case? What's so great about
squadron command? What's the big deal? People say it's
unique. Why?

Consider the Air Force’s military environment. If someone
asks an Air Force member what he or she does for a living, the
response usually is “I am in the Air Force.” Ask someone you
may meet in Detroit what they do for a living and he or she
usually responds that he or she works for General Motors—
the person will NOT tell you that they are “in” General Motors,
just as the airman will NOT tell you that they “work for” the
Air Force. Small words in a reply to a question, but those
words carry a big meaning.

Next, consider the responsibility and power of a military com-
mander. As a commander, you are responsible for your unit's
mission, all of the unit's members, and all of their families. A
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military commander serves 24/7 and constantly lives in a fish-
bowl. While exercising authority under the Uniform Code of
Military Justice or other instructions and regulations, a com-
mander can immediately demote an individual, jail the air-
man, and retrieve the airman in certain circumstances. The
power of the chief executive officer of General Motors does not
approximate the wide breadth of responsibility or depth of
power of the military commander.

Finally, consider the Air Force squadron—where the rubber
meets the road and the mission is actually performed.
Squadron command is unique because it is the one point in an
officer's career where the officer is very close to the mission
and is in charge. Earlier positions may have been close to the
mission, but someone else was in charge and later commands
at higher levels are too far removed from the actual mission.
These are three major factors why many officers, active and re-
tired, will tell you his or her squadron command was the pin-
nacle of his or her career.

This book is all about squadron command. Colonel-select Jeff
Smith has done a tremendous job in gathering the thoughts and
ideas of many commanders, including himself, and offering the
reader the opportunity to learn from literally a hundred former
and current commanders. After conducting extensive research,
Colonel Smith presents “the best of the best” on a wide range of
topics that directly apply to squadron commanders.

Commanding an Air Force Squadron in the Twenty-First Cen-
tury does not pretend to present the patented answer to any
problem, issue, or situation. Colonel Smith does not direct you
to read or study instructions and regulations as if you need
textbook answers to command a squadron—you don't. Finally,
he does not discuss units other than squadrons and does not
discuss squadron command as if it were accomplished in the
first 50 years of our Air Force’s history.

What Colonel Smith does do is to present a plethora of ac-
counts of how recent and current squadron commanders have
approached today’'s situations, problems, and issues. He
paints a picture of commanding a squadron through the eyes
of a hundred individuals and offers it to the reader in a well-
written, easy-to-read format that might be best described as
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“Dutch uncle advice.” Any commander or soon-to-be com-
mander can pick up this book, read it in a relatively short
time, and come away with new ideas or methods that he or she
will be able to apply to his or her own situation.

This book is similar to a book | wrote 13 years ago on the same
subject. My book was becoming outdated with each passing
year. Times have changed: Air Force demographics have be-
come much more diversified as have the demographics of com-
manders; the organization level of a group has been intro-
duced; the concept of the Expeditionary Air Force has become
day-to-day reality; and we have engaged in wars in the Middle
East. Jeff's book is broader in scope, updated in time, and,
quite honestly, an improvement of my work.

Besides presenting the views of today’'s Air Force officers,
Colonel Smith introduces a few thoughts of such notable figures
as General of the Air Force Henry H. “Hap” Arnold, Lt Col Joshua
Chamberlain, Napoleon, Abraham Lincoln, and Aristotle at key
points in the text to provide added meaning to the subject at
hand. His text discussing the relationship between a commander
and their first sergeant is particularly well written and critical to
the well being of any unit. One of Jeff's chapters, “Cats and
Dogs,” touches on a few topics not often discussed in books on
command but still important to any commander. Most impor-
tantly, this book focuses on the basics of squadron command
and does so with a straightforward writing style.

Today’s Air Force squadron commanders may not all be fea-
tured in the encyclopedia as the five men mentioned earlier,
but they will share one thing in common with them—the
unique experience that comes with military command. This
book helps to make that experience better, easier, and more
meaningful. Enjoy a very good book!

TIMOTHYFT. TIMMONS
Colonel, USAF, Retired
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Chapter 1

Critical Months

It is sometimes frustrating to try and explain to someone—
military or civilian—what this “being a commander” thing is
all about simply because they cannot possibly understand the
depth, complexity, and hours involved. Nor could you. | am a
teacher, counselor, rescuer, parent, mentor, confessor, judge
and jury, executioner, cheerleader, coach, nudger, butt-kicker,
hugger, social worker, lawyer, shrink, doctor, analyst, bud-
geteer, allowance giver, career planner, assignment getter, in-
spector, critiquer, scheduler, planner, shopper, social eventer,
party thrower, and absolutely as often as possible— sacrificial
lamb. | am my squadron’s commander, and will only do this
job one way while I'm init. .. whatever it takes to serve them.

—Lt Col Eileen Isola, Commander
463d Operations Support Squadron

Introduction

Congratulations on your selection to command an Air Force
squadron! Starting off on the right foot as a squadron com-
mander is critical to the overall success of a command tour.
Assuming this is your first opportunity to command, it would
be helpful to hit the ground running when you take your
squadron’s guidon. This chapter discusses the critical period
from the time you are officially notified of your selection to
command a unit until you have been in command for about
three months (or until the “honeymoon” is over). Experience
has proven that a commander who is “ahead of the ballgame”
during this period will stay ahead.

Before Taking Over

Certain moments in an officer’s career stand out as unique
or special. Receiving the news that you've been selected for
command is certainly one such special moment. Most officers
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who have commanded an Air Force squadron will remember
clearly where they were and how they received the news. The
moment you learned of your selection will stand as a cherished
memory.

Many commanders will also tell you how busy they became
between the time of their selection for squadron command and
the actual time of their change of command. If you thought
you were busy before, imagine trying to close out your old job
and diving into your new one—all at the same time!

Time management is critical during this period because you
will be pulled in many different directions. The bottom line:
you must establish your priorities between the responsibilities
of your current position and gathering information about the
new job. As the change of command approaches, it is wise to
slowly phase out of the old job and devote more time to learn-
ing the new one.

One commander interviewed told of her selection for com-
mand while assigned to the Air Staff at the Pentagon. She had
to prepare for a short-notice overseas permanent change of
station (PCS) in addition to concluding some important Air
Staff projects. Because of these circumstances, her last two
months in the Pentagon were the busiest two months of her
career—Ileaving her with little time to gather information about
her upcoming command. The same may happen to you, so
start preparing yourself now.

Many former squadron commanders were asked what ac-
tions they took before taking the reins of command. The con-
sensus was that within the individual circumstances and time
available, a new commander-designate should concentrate on
the four following items in order of priority:

1. Understand the squadron’s mission.

2. Learn the squadron’s personnel.

3. Meet the chain of command.

4. Understand the role of other units on the base.

Lt Col Roderick Zastrow commanded the 44th Fighter
Squadron (FS) (F-15C) at Kadena Air Base (AB) in Japan. He,
too, thought it imperative to have a well-thought-out plan of
attack before taking command. He believed an officer selected
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Proverb for Command

Command is a special trust. The legal and moral re-
sponsibilities of commanders exceed those of any other
leader of similar position or authority. Nowhere else
does a boss have to answer for how subordinates live
and what they do after work. Our society and the insti-
tution look to the commander to make sure that mis-
sions succeed, that the people receive the proper
training and care, and that values survive. On the one
hand, the nation grants commanders special authority
to be good stewards of its most precious resources:
freedom and people. On the other hand, those citi-
zens serving in the Air Force also trust their com-
manders to lead them well. You will have the authority
to set policy and punish misconduct. It's no wonder
that organizations take on the personal stamp of their
commander. Those selected to command offer some-
thing beyond their formal authority—their personal ex-
ample and public actions have tremendous moral
force. You alone are the one who must embody the
commitment of the USAF to operational readiness
and care of its people.!

for command needed to “develop a commander’'s mindset.” He
added, “Commanding appears pure and simple in theory, but
becomes inexplicably complex in practice. Therefore, | strongly
suggest that a command mind-set does not start at the change
of command—or it should not if you and your boss can help it.
Those with a goal to command, and those would-be detachment
commanders or operations officers, need to have carefully
thought through the ideals of command prior to formally as-
suming command.”?



COMMANDING AN AIR FORCE SQUADRON

Much of your thought process of command responsibilities
will have come from your experiences as a commander’s sub-
ordinate. Personally, | have had good commanders and I've
had better commanders. | learned something from each of
them as | grew up under their leadership. Colonel Zastrow of-
fered this tip: “As a starting point in developing a command
framework, write down the good, the bad, and the ugly obser-
vations of former commanders. Keeping a separate, informal
section of notes aside for the next level of officership—in this
case squadron command—can serve as a constantly evolving
lifelong reference. Take note of how commanders lead, their
personalities, their plans, their personal management styles,
their scheduling guidance, how they conducted meetings, how
they rewarded, and how they disciplined.”®

Lt Col Kurt Klausner had the benefit of three commands,
one as an 0O-3 detachment commander, the second as an O-4
taking command of a combat communications squadron, and
the third as an O-5 commander of the 53d Computer Systems
Squadron (CSS), Eglin Air Force Base (AFB), Florida. He used
the experiences from his first command to make sure he didn't
repeat any earlier mistakes and took the opportunity to capi-
talize on his many successes. One lesson learned was to en-
sure his family was squared away before the day of his change
of command. Although he was coming from a different base to
take command of the 53d CSS, he smartly negotiated with
both his losing and gaining group commanders to allow a few
days to get his family moved into housing and household
goods set up and to deal with the many “postmove” maladies
that often accompany a short-notice PCS. “Once you take the
guidon, you've got it. | didn't have to worry about taking care
of my family at the very same time | faced my new squadron
on the first day. It was a tremendous personal relief.”*

Whether you are coming into a new base with a new wing
environment or are already established in the wing in another
job (such as director of operations or squadron deputy com-
mander), many things will determine the amount of homework
you need to do regarding your new assignment. If you've just
“PCSed” inbound, get as much information as you can about
the wing’s mission, culture, and leadership prior to taking
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command. This background will give you a tremendous leg up
on your first three months in the saddle. One good source of
information for Colonel Klausner was his major air command
functional officer. “lI spoke with the ACC/SC about my new
squadron. He provided a great insight from his strategic view
of the squadron as to where we stood. He was free to give me
an unbiased opinion and general advice even before | started.
He raised several red flags that had my immediate interest and
helped me focus my priorities.”™

Studying and understanding the environment you are about
to enter can be incredibly helpful to you and your unit. Un-
derstanding what pitfalls lie ahead and what specific challenges
you are about to face will give you an opportunity to attack
them accordingly. Col (then lieutenant colonel) Mark
Browne had perhaps the greatest leadership challenge of com-
mand: taking a squadron that was down in morale and one
that was ranked number 27 of 28 recruiting squadrons in the
United States Air Force (USAF) Recruiting Command. He was
responsible for multiple detached flights. He took command of
the fledgling 348th Recruiting Squadron in the summer of
1998, a difficult time for Air Force recruiting efforts in general.
In 1998 the USAF barely met its recruiting goals, and in 1999
it failed to meet its goal for the first time in history.

Colonel Browne attacked this significant leadership chal-
lenge directly. He spoke at length with the commander of Air
Force recruiting and was given, in a period of nearly two hours,
“the greatest one-way conversation about leadership and in-
tegrity I'd ever heard.”® But be aware—not all one-way con-
versations are positive, and not all advice offered from the
command staff level give the appropriate “in the trenches”
perspective. Balancing strategic-level advice with your tactical-
level reality is necessary. Under Colonel Browne’'s command,
the squadron shot up in ratings and exceeded the extended
active duty recruiting goal in 1999 for the first time in many
years. His direct, hands-on, proactive leadership approach
made the difference.

All commanders and former commanders interviewed
agreed that it is best to make a clean break with your former
job when taking on a new command—to finish all the taskings
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and paperwork associated with your old duty before the change
of command. Once the change of command occurs, your new
duty will demand 100 percent of your time.

Your departure from your old job may generate several offi-
cer and enlisted performance reports that need closure, all of
which will need to be completed before you leave to take com-
mand. You also may have been heavily involved in working per-
sonnel issues on behalf of your commander. These, too, need to
either be closed with the personnel center or passed back to the
commander (or your replacement) for continued actions.

The Mission

The reader may think this section unnecessary, because it's
assumed that everyone understands the unit’'s mission both in
wartime and peacetime. Don't take this for granted. Under-
standing the mission of your squadron may not be as easy and
clear as you might think, particularly in this twenty-first
century environment of rapid change. Several commanders
noted that not every member of the unit did, in fact, know
what the squadron’s true mission was and treated their serv-
ice as just another “job.” This breach needs to be identified
early and corrected swiftly.

Colonel Klausner quickly found out that the vast majority of
his squadron had little real idea of what the squadron’s mis-
sion was. “l was flabbergasted. No one in the room during my
first staff meeting had any idea of where we were going. | knew
immediately that my short-term task was now defined.”’

How did he attack this problem? He held a series of comman-
der’s calls where he clearly delineated the squadron’s mission in
terms that every airman and civilian could understand. He held
them separately, in small groups divided by rank, so that he
could ensure eye-to-eye contact with every member of the
squadron. “Re-focusing the squadron on who we were and why
we were there was relatively easy. They soon understood the mis-
sion and grasped their role in making it succeed. | watched the
lightbulb click on.”® It's imperative that every airman and officer
who drives through the gate each morning understands that he
or she is essential to the success of the squadron.



CRITICAL MONTHS

Without question, the bottom line for any military unit is its
ability to perform its mission in peacetime or wartime. Your
squadron’s ability to accomplish any tasking can greatly de-
pend on your personal expertise or knowledge of the mission.
Although you may have been an operations officer or deputy
commander whose primary duty was specifically to oversee the
unit mission, as commander you are responsible for the mis-
sion. The difference can be daunting. Every single commander
I interviewed agreed that the best method to lead the unit in its
mission is simply to “lead the way and be out front” as much
as possible. All of them ranked a complete understanding of
the mission at the top of any list of a commander’s priorities.

A commander also needs to understand that some circum-
stances will prevent him or her from performing certain tasks
that the troops perform. For example, a rated officer who has
taken over a maintenance squadron cannot reasonably be ex-
pected to possess the same knowledge and expertise as the
senior maintenance supervisors. You will find it important to
get out early during your command and learn the mission
from your people, at all times of the day and night. Be hum-
ble. Ask questions. Let them teach you. A commander honest
enough to admit he or she doesn’'t know it all wins a lot of re-
spect from the troops.

A solid working knowledge of the mission means knowledge
not only at your level as commander or your subordinates’ level
but also mission knowledge as it relates to your boss. The best
way to gain this type of knowledge—how your boss views your
mission—is by talking to him or her in some detail about the
subject. It is imperative that you understand the commander’s
vision of where the group is headed and where he or she wants
you to be focused in your squadron. It will parallel the mission
of the wing and should be firmly entrenched in your mind as
you steer your squadron forward in combat capability. One
commander related how she scheduled herself on her boss’s
calendar the first day after taking command to learn exactly
how he viewed the mission of her squadron. She ranked this as
one of the smartest moves she made as commander.

Knowing the mission of the wing is also extremely important
and where your squadron fits within it is critical for long-term
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goals.