Reflections on
Leadership

What type of leader are we creating?

he Marine Corps places an
emphasis of pride onto past
leaders who won historic
battles, but this prevents us
from realizing that our current culture is
not recreating those same types of lead-
ers. What does it mean to be a leader?
Howdo you cultivate leadership ability?
These are questions that we fail to ask
ourselves enough. If we do not question
our own ability and only guestion the
ability of our subordinates or superiors,
we will deceive ourselves into beiieving
we are better than we are. No one knows
how to make every Marine an inspira-
tional leader who others will follow into
the most intense battles, but that should
not stop us from trying. Marines need
to continuously use the basic leadership
blocks as a foundation for growth while
maintaining and helding all leaders to
the same standards. Next, Marines
need to be willing to admit they don’t
know everything and realize that ef-
fective leadership is a lifelong journey;
therefore, they should take advanrage
of all training available, not just what
is required. Finally, if Marines were re-
ceptive to new ideas and cultivated an
atmosphere for growth, it will naturally
lead to their own improvement of them-
selves and that of their subordinates.

I joined the Marine Corps in the
summer of 2004 for the challenges it
presented. I come from a hardwork-
ing farnily who demonstrated the
importance of work ethic to advance
your position in life. 1 thought the
Marine Cotps would be a great fit for
me because Marines were the best of
the best, and everyone knew it. Dur-
ing boot camp, I had an attitude like
most 18-year-olds; I thought I knew
everything. How was anyone going to
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Recruit training is the first time Matine Corps leaders impact young Americans. (Photo by LCpl
Alexanderl. Gist)
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teach me any differently? That attitude
quickly changed into an admiration of
these superhuman Marines they called
drill instructors. Marines admire and
are drawn to strong leadership, and
these drill instructors were like freaks
of nature who never tired nor accept-
ed average results. Pushing past what
we thought were our limits—only to
realize there was more to give—is re-
membered fondly by all who made it to
graduation. The Marine Corps teaches
that the only way to know one’s self is to
be pushed past the mental and physical

boundaries that you had unknowingly
accepted. Then, asall the recent gradu-
ates of boot camp reported to Marine
Combat Training, MOS schools, and
first duty stations, there was a sort of
culture shock because the amount of
supetvision was slowly removed, creat-
ing more room for independence and
chances to develop as leaders. As more
responsibilities and the respect of supe-
riors were carned, Marines were placed
in leadership positions to test how well
they would do.

Each Marine has speciﬁc natural
leadership traits that can be developed
by a qualified mentor. For instance, I
hated being told what to do, so tak-
ing initiative became my way of life.
As junior Marines, we ate taught that
knowing the leadership traits and prin-
ciples will make us better leaders. [ spent
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days memorizing what “J] DID TIE
BUCKLE" meant, along with each
word’s definition, and I could recite it
at a moment’s notice—much to my cor-
poral’s delight. Those leadership traits
and principles are meant to be a build-
ing block for every Marine’s leadership
style, but sometimes, the Marine Cotps
gets focused on proving we know the
information instead of actualiy under-
standing and applying it.

Upon joining the Operating Forces, it
becomes apparent that not every senior
Marine is the leader that was initiaily
expected. The Marine Corps, like most
otganizations, has—at times—strug-
gled to develop those effective leaders
who have a real impact on their subor-
dinates. All Marines know that there are
ineffective leaders in the Marine Corps.
I am sure a few come to mind as you
read this. [ was taught that an ineffec-
tive leader will teach me more about
leadership than an effective leader. 1
have personally experienced both types
of leaders, and, as I observed those Ma-
rines with less-than-stellar leadership
abilities or dealt with them directly, I
made mental notes of all the things that
should never be done so that I would
have a positive impact on my Marines.

The way an ineffective senior Marine
can destroy the cohesion and morale of
a unit is still not fully comprehended
by the majority of the Marine Corps. I
have been involved in several leadership
discussions about the negative effectsa
bad junior Marine can have, but never
have I had a discussion about ineffective
senior Marines. There is an unwilling-
ness to admit that a Marine has made it
to a high position in our Corps without
necessariiy becorning an effective leader
of Marines. In the Marine Corps, if a
senior Marine does something that is
unbecoming or loses the trust and con-
fidence of his command, he disappears
and another Marine takes his position.
That is not to say he is not punished
for his behaviors, but few Marines ever
know what actions took place or the
iong—term effects they had on that Ma-
rine’s careet. The difficulty with this
process is that it does not allow the ju-
nior Marines to see their superiors being
held to the same standards. Public pun-
ishment for junior Marines is thought
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to be positive in its ability to curb any
unwanted behaviors. Why is that differ-
ent for both senior officer and enlisted
Marines? Accountability toward those
whom you lead is the evaluation tool
that seems to become increasingly unde-
rutilized as Marines move up the chain
of command. This speaks to the overall
mindset of the Marine Corps and how
it teaches its senior Marines they can be
above the rules, breeding this mentality
that they have made it and no longer
require mentorship and growth like the
Marines they supervise. In my experi-
ence, the only thing that truly makes
someone a bad leader is his inabiiity to
realize he does not have all the answers,
and he forgets to constantly seek im-
provernent, If Marines of all ranks were
required to attend every type of leader
ship seminar offered, that still would
not solve our problem. Creating an open
mindset toward leadership, rather than

courses, I learned about naval letter
format, what resources were available,
and five-paragraph orders; however,
almost no time was spent on how to
lead. As an organization, we rely on
senior Marines to use their knowledge
and experience to educate the junior
Marines on the art of leadership. Se-
nior Marines are essentiaiiy asked to
be experts just because they should
know—and not necessarily because
they do know—rthe material. Within
a few years, those junior Marines who
wete not taught propetly are asked to
teach the next generation, creating a
cycie of misinformation that can have
iasting effects on our organization.
Once [ understood that the Marine
Corps would not provide all the leader-
ship training [ knew was vital to be-
coming the type of leader the Marine
Corps requirtes, I searched for training
in the civilian sector. It did not take

Creating an open mindset toward leadership, rather
than assuming everyone knows how to lead, is the
conduit for the long-term growth of the Marine Corps.

assuming everyone knows how to lead,
is the conduit for the long-term growth
of the Marine Corps. Even if Marines
think they are good leaders, “they don’t
know what they don’t know.” That lack
of knowledge, without the appropriate
guidance from organizational leaders, is
essentiaiiy Why the Marine Corps finds
itself with an increasingly short supply
of true leaders.

There is an art and science to leader-
ship, and both need to be understood
and applied to be an effective leader.
The science is the actual informa-
tion, and the art is the application of
that information. The Marine Corps
PME courses are designed to teach the
science, not the art. Developing our
leaders has to do with teaching the
art of leadership and the techniques
of how to apply information toward
all personaiity types. I attended the
Lance Corporals’ Seminar, Corpo-
rals’ Course, Sergeants’ Coutse, and
the Carcer Course. During these

long to realize that the Marine Corps
offers several avenues to receive leader-
ship training in conjunction with other
organizations. There are programs like
Tuition Assistance to use for carning
a degree, Marine Corps Community
Services to learn the principles of Lean
Six Sigma and the Seven Habits of
Highly Effective People, and modules
like Skillsoft on MarineNet to help us
develop as leaders. The Marine Corps
Association & Foundation also offers
programs like the “Commanders’ Unit
Libraty Program” that, if requested,
will award unitsa monetary donation
to purchase books for unit libraries.
The most important training any Ma-
rine can undertake to grow as a leader
is reading every professional—devei—
opment—themed book he can get his
hands on. These programs are readily
available, but few Marines know about
them, and even fewer take advantage of
them. As leaders, we should not only be
taking these courses, but it is impera-
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Every day we experience different levels and styles of leadership. (Photo by Cpi Daniel 0'Suilivan.)

tive that we encourage our Marines to
take them as well. If senior Marines
open themselves up to growth, they
will create an environment of learning
and growing that will make everyone
better leaders.

The Marine Corps often reverts to
the mission-accomplishment mindset
when evaluating our senior leaders. If
the Marine in charge is meeting the
deadlines and quotas as assigned, he
must be leading effectively. The Marine
Corps needs to realize that accomplish-
ing the mission is the bare minimum
and is no different than doing three
pull-ups on the PFT. In all arcas of
being a Marine, doing the minimum
is considered unacceptable—except
in leadership. If the Marine in charge
were a true leader who had the abiiity o
inspire others, then he could be assigned
mote quotas and meet tighter deadlines,
increasing the overall effectiveness of
the Marine Corps.

Another idea that is preventing our
organization from developing the most
effective leaders is the misconception
of troop welfare. When Marine leaders
hear the term troop welfare, they often
automatically assume that it means to
make things easier for the junior Ma-
rines. [ have a different approach: the
welfare of the Marines should be fo-
cused on tough, realistic training that
builds mental toughness and resiliency
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to the sometimes harsh realities of life
in the Marine Corps. I often tell my
Marines, “Being a Marine is hard, and
it is supposed to be hard; if it were
casy, everyone would be doing it.” That
mindset helped me continue to develop
my leadership skills by challenging me
to seck out my imperfections instead of
focusing on my strengths. The Marine
Corps has given me more than I could
have ever dreamed, and T am forever
grateful; that is why I believe whole-
heartedly that the situation is not too
dire for us to recover. If we acknowledge
there is an issue, we can start to develop
proper solutions.

One of the many organizational ap-
proaches the Marine Corps can use to
its benefit is the forward thinking ability
of its members. Whenever faced with
advetsity, the Marine Corps has risen
to the occasion and made the required
changes to ensure Marines have the
highest quality training and leader-
ship available. The winning solution
1s as simple as going back to the funda-
mentals and realizing that the “whole
Marine” concept is not unattainable. As
professionals, Marines should wake up
every day and strive to better themselves.
That sirnply means rnaking a conscious
decision to be a better Marine, leader,
and student. If we as Marines do this
every day, we will be the embediment
of the whole Marine concept, and that

will prevent the development of bad
habits that create ineffective leaders.

In closing, to reach the limits of
your potential, make a decision every
day to develop your leadership ability,
build the resiliency it takes to focus on
your weaknesses instead of strengths,
be willing to hear new ideas, and let
that naturally translate to the growth of
subordinates. | wish to remind all Ma-
rines that you chose the life of a Marine.
Now do something with it. You made
the decision to enlist in our beloved Ma-
rine Corps for a specific reason, and it
was not to take the easy road in life.
You purposefully selected the military
Setvice with the most discipline, finest
leaders, and hardest physical standards
because you wanted a challenge. There
was sornething about the way Marines
cartied themselves, how sharp their uni-
forms were, or just the fact that you were
not sure if you could make it through
boot camp that made you raise your
hand and volunteer.

Now that you have carned the title
of United States Marine, do not waste
it; rather, uphold those traditions and
exemplify what a Marine should be.
Lead your Marines and carry yourself
with pride. This comes with being part
of the most distinguished and selec-
tive military force in the world. Good
leadership traits and habits should move
through our Corps fluidly, holding any
and every leader accountable from the
bottom up as much as those leaders are
eXpected to effectiveiy influence Ma-
rines from the top down.

Remember to aiways strive to have a
true impact on those you lead, and let
that be your legacy.

Note

1. Justice, judgment, dependability, initiative,
decisiveness, tact, Integrity, enthusiasm, bear-
ing, unselfishness, courage, knowledge, loyalty,
endurance.
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