SELECTING LEADERS

GEORGE G. EDDY

Being able to assess the leadership ability of your
subordinates is an important part of being a leader at
any level. [ found that out several years ago when | be-
came the commander of a battalion in an armored divi-
sion in Europe.

linherited a going outfit complete with five companies,
no two of which were in the same location, along with the
usual set of company commanders, noncommissioned of-
ficers, and the like. | use ““going’' in the sense that the
unit existed; where it was going was one of the things |
would have to determine, and soon.

The battalion was about to undergo an 1G inspection
and what was then calied a command materiel and
maintenance inspection, reputedly a tough one. Addi-
tionally, my battalion was scheduled to furnish observers
and umpires for another division’s field exercise, which
would just about wipe out the battalion staff and one
company of officers and senior NCOs for about two
weeks.

I suppose 1 should have taken some solace in the fact
that no enemy was shooting at us and no tidal waves,
earthquakes, or volcanic eruptions were approaching,
even if it did feel like something of the sort. (As a matter
of fact, my change of command ceremony had to be held
indoors at the last minute because the sky seemed to turn
upside down, unleashing a torrent, Perhaps that should
have been an omen for me, but 1 was too busy with more
pressing matters to wonder about it.)

To make matters worse, [ knew no one in the battalion
or the division, and when 1 did meet the division com-
mander and the assistant division commander for sup-
port, their only advice was to *‘get with it,”” which [
assured them [ intended to do, and that was that.

As part of my preparation for this challenge — and |
was to appreciate the full meaning of the word later — [
did visit the battalion and my predecessor one Sunday
afternoon shortly before he departed for another assign-
ment. After he gave me a brief rundown on the battalion
and its key personnel, he asked me if I had any questions.
So | jumped at the chance to ask him what he thought
were the major problems facing the battalion. When,
after a long pause, he replied that he could not think of
any, I knew I was in trouble — and I was.

My first task was to get acquainted with my new unit as
quickly as possible and particularly to size up its key of-
ficers and NCOs, and 1 did not have much time, [ had to
call on all my prior experience in working with others to
help me assess the strengths and shortcomings of those on
whom 1 would have to depend for the battalion’s overall
performance. While I will not go into detail on exactly
what 1 learned and what 1 did, let me say that what 1
found was extremely disturbing. Essentially, the bai-
talion was under severe criticism, was floundering,
regarded as jaded, and rife with tension and fear. Some-
how [ had to change this environment.

In my later reflections about this experience, [ have
tried to reanalyze the events and the actions — things [
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tried that worked and those that did not. All in all, I
think the outcome was more than satisfactory — my suc-
cesses outnumbered the failures by a good margin, In
such after-action contemplations, though, the usual ques-
tion is: What would you do differently if you were in a
position to do it again?

For one thing, if it had been possible, I would have
preferred to choose my own unit commanders ane senior
NCOs, rather than just accepting those who were present
when [ arrived, and | would not have selected several who
were there. (Since no two units were co-located, 1 did not
have the option of moving them around from one unit to
another until | found a better combination.)

TECHNIQUE

But assuming 1 could have chosen them, how would [
have gone about it? Is there a technique available that is
easy to use and that provides useful information to help
in making a selection decision? [ think there is — one that
involves some, but certainly not all, of the critical ingre-
dients.

The technique that | propose includes an initial inter-
view, followed by asking cach *‘candidate’ 10 take the
accompanying test.

A MATTER OF IDENTITY

In a military orpanization, there are five individuals: Tom
Smith, Bill Houston, Barbara Jones, George Blankston, and
Harry Brown, These five hold the following pasitions, bul not

respectively: company commander, clerk-typist, first sergeant,
mechanic, and drill sergeant, From the clues listed below, deter-
mine who occupies which position in the organization:

1. The clerk-typist bandaged the mechanic’s finger when he
cut it using the former’s nail file.

2. While the company commander and the mechanic were oul
of town on a mission, the first sergeant put Blankston and
Brown on report for leaving the area without authority.

3. The first sergeant was a sharp card player, and Smith ad-
mired his ability.

4. Brown invited the clerk-typist to lunch, but his invitation
was not accepted.

This is a test that should take only a few minutes to
fintsh. Try it and see for yourself. (The solution is
presented farther along in the article). You may find it
difficult or you may breeze right through it. In either
case, you may be skeptical that anything so simple could
reveal anything significant about leadership, but it does.

For one thing, I believe this test gives some insight into
the method or technique each person uses to figure out
the answers. As the applicants are working on it, you
should walk around the room and observe just how they

are going about it. Ajl they have is one blank sheet of

paper and a pen or pencil, but what they enter on that
single sheet can tell you a lot.

Everyone in a position of leadership faces a seemingly
endless parade of problems every day, and it is important
for us to know what method a leader follows i trying to
solve these probiems. We should be interested in knowing
whether he has the ability 1o separate lact from fiction, 10
differentiate between relevant and irrelevant facts, and to
interpret the meanings and consequences of the facts. [n
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Precisely how a person goes about making a decision s
a matier of real concern, and although 1t 1s not necessany
[or everyone 10 use the same problem-solving approach,
‘here aught 1o be some logic in whatever method cach one
ases Inthis connection, we need to consider the pan thal
dssumptians play i this process. We all make assump-
nons, because 1t s casier than going out and gathening the
dala we need (o approach the problem some other way I
we do go out and search for data, we must decide what
facts are needed, and then where and how (o acquire
thermr Then we have to study them, sort them, discard
some, and interpret the meaning of the ones that are left
it 15 undersiandable, then, that we just make some
assumpuions and proceed from them. And there are occa-
stons when assumptions arc not only acceptable, but
essential, but hurriedly concewved assumptions  are
dangerous and are the direct enemy of careful thoughl.
{Few people would want to be tried in a court where the
judge, at the opening moment of the trial, called out,
“Bring the guilty man in!"’)

Returning to the test itself, usually about 60 percent of
the people tested fall into the assumptions trap, assuming
that Barbara Jones has to be the clerk-typist, They then
try to force-fit the remaining ‘*facts.”

Only a handful of people I have seen take the test will
even try to set up & matrix and follow any systematic pro-
cedure. Most seemn to use the pin-the-tail-on-the-donkey
approach. As ] go around the room looking at their
papers, what 1 see most often is a mishmash of illegible
scribblings, doodlings, erasures, mark-overs, and so on.
Most seem content just to stab at it and hope for the best.
Some, of course, don’t even try, and others quit trying
almost immediately,

What these observations reveal about the thought pro-
cesses of the people is most significant if they are to be
leaders — officers or NCOs. | believe that prospective
leaders ought to be able to think clearly, concisely, and
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13 This test lends itself to s matrix approach, using the process of
cl;minalmn as & basic technique. Of course, this technique will not apr
ply {0 all problems, but the point is that some systemaltic way ought Io
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logically They must develop a mental discipline through
extensive practice so that when they are confronted with a
major emergency they can act decisively, because they are
prepared. And given the tools with which to assess the
abilities of the leaders under him, so is their commander.

1 surely do not contend that this is all there is to the
subject of leadership, for clearly there is a great deal
more, and 1 certainly agree with others who hold that
leadership is an “‘intriguing and beguiling phenomenon.”’
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