
 
 

 

Dissertation on 

How to Excel 

Submitted to the JARVIS Wardroom, CPO Mess and Others 
in support of the honorary degree 

Doctorate of Philosophy in XO-ology 

By: CDR Richard R. Houck 
April 1995 

Updated February 2001 

Limited to Two Pages 
Swiped from various sources 



How to Excel 

1 of 2 

11..  UUnnddeerr  pprroommiissee,,  oovveerr  ddeelliivveerr..  

• Never commit to something you cannot deliver. When negotiating deadlines or deliverables–be 
100% confident that you will meet or exceed expectations. Deliver before your deadline. 

• Do more than expected–include value added touches (executive summary, talking points, 
implementation plan, slick packaging, present complex data graphically, etc.). 

22..  VVoolluunntteeeerr  aanndd  sseeaarrcchh  ffoorr  ggoooodd  ooppppoorrttuunniittiieess..  

Throughout your career, you will be assigned many special projects, collateral duties, and odd jobs. Be 
proactive. Volunteer for collateral assignments where you can excel or from which you will grow and 
learn. Look for opportunities–let your supervisors know that you are interested in special projects that 
will help you grow. 

33..  AAsskk  ffoorr  hheellpp..  IItt  iiss  aa  ssiiggnn  ooff  ssttrreennggtthh,,  nnoott  wweeaakknneessss..  

Whatever your current task, someone else has already done a similar project–and has learned from the 
inevitable mistakes/wrong approaches. Find these people so they can help you avoid pitfalls and 
improve your project. Look outside your unit and the Coast Guard–experience may reside in a 
neighbor who works for another office, unit, agency, or in the private sector. 

44..  CChhoooossee  yyoouurr  bbaattttlleess  wwiisseellyy..  

Remember the song about spitting on Superman’s cape–nothing is more futile than fighting a lost 
cause. If you choose to fight for something, make it worth your effort–don’t choose insignificant 
battles. 

CCoorroollllaarryy::  CChhoooossee  yyoouurr  eenneemmiieess  wwiisseellyy  

Inevitably we all elect to make someone our enemy–either by taking an opposing position on an issue 
or just because we don’t like them. Either way, make sure that you are willing to have that 
person/organization as an enemy–be ready to defend yourself next time you face off (which will be on 
your enemy’s turf and timeframe). 

55..  IIff  iitt’’ss  bbrrookkee——ffiixx  iitt  ssoo  iitt  wwoonn’’tt  bbrreeaakk  aaggaaiinn..  

When you find something broken (a process, organization, or piece of equipment), find out why it 
broke, and fix it so it won’t break again. Take the opportunity to dissect the process and find ways to 
improve it. Leave it in the best condition you can. 

66..  KKnnooww  yyoouurr  ssttrreennggtthhss  aanndd  ttaalleennttss..  

Exploit them. Choose assignments where you will excel. Seek help from those who have different, but 
complementary talents.  Design your workplace to exploit your strengths. 

CCoorroollllaarryy::  KKnnooww  yyoouurr  wweeaakknneesssseess..  

Improve them through classes, reading, special assignments, and challenges. 
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77..  FFoorr  eetthhiiccaall  oorr  ddiiffffiiccuulltt  ddeecciissiioonnss,,  aannsswweerr  tthheessee  tthhrreeee  qquueessttiioonnss::  

• Would I want my Mom and Dad to know what I did? 

• What will I say to millions of viewers (and my neighbors) when questioned on 60 Minutes? 

• Is this how I want to spend my tax dollars? 

88..  MMeeeett  eevveerryy  ddeeaaddlliinnee..  

Assignments don’t get easier or go away if you procrastinate. Late work is career suicide. Remember: 
there are 24 hours in a day and seven days a week or you may be able to enlist help form others. If 
there is no possible way you can meet a deadline, let your supervisor know and renegotiate it as soon as 
you know it might be late. 

99..  AAss  aa  ssuuppeerrvviissoorr,,  yyoouu  aarree  ssuucccceessssffuull  wwhheenn  yyoouurr  mmoosstt  iimmppoorrttaanntt  
jjoobb  iiss  wwrriittiinngg  aawwaarrddss  aanndd  rreeccoommmmeennddaattiioonnss  ffoorr  yyoouurr  ccrreeww..  

Your job is to ensure your subordinates excel–and that they have whatever money, materials, time, 
training, and direction needed to do their jobs. Help them achieve their goals by giving them 
opportunities to learn and grow. 

1100..  YYoouurr  bboosssseess  sshhoouulldd  hhaavvee  iitt  eeaassyy..  

Give them what they want–before they know what it is. Make your bosses look good. If your bosses 
can take leave anytime they want, you’re succeeding. Unwanted surprises are bad–pass bad news as 
soon as possible with a plan for mitigating the damage. 

1111..  EEssttaabblliisshh  yyoouurr  oowwnn  ppeerrssoonnaall  ssuuppppoorrtt  ssyysstteemm..  

We all need emotional support, a safe place to blow off steam and be heard. Keep your personal life 
healthy–including spouse, children, friends, and family. Don't be afraid to seek professional help early 
(marriage counseling is better than divorce proceedings). Good health, proper diet, and routine exercise 
are requirements to be effective at work. 

1122..  AAiimm  aass  hhiigghh  aass  yyoouu  ccaann..  

Even if you don’t hit your target, you’ll still be higher than most everyone else. 

1133..  EEssttaabblliisshh  ppeerrssoonnaall  ggooaallss  aanndd  pprriioorriittiieess..  

Set your own daily, weekly, annual, tour, and career/life goals. Set daily priorities that support your 
goals and answer the question “What is the most important thing that I can do right now?” 

1144..  UUssee  rreettrroossppeeccttiioonn  aanndd  iinnttrroossppeeccttiioonn  lliibbeerraallllyy  aanndd  rreegguullaarrllyy..  

Sit back and ponder…know your values, goals, and mission.  
Be sure your work is congruent with your beliefs. 

1155..  NNeevveerr  uussee  aabbssoolluutteess  lliikkee  aallwwaayyss  aanndd  nneevveerr..  

It’s much easier to eat your words or soften the blow when you use phrases like  
“It appears that” and “I don’t understand how this will work.” 
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Extra Credit Page (Remember #1–Under Promise, Over Deliver!) 

AA..  IIff  yyoouu  tthhiinnkk  yyoouu’’rree  ggoooodd……  

Try supervising in a volunteer organization. 

BB..  RReeaadd  aallll  aabboouutt  iitt..  

Keep learning and growing. Find new interests and skills. 

CC..  FFiinndd  aa  mmeennttoorr//bbee  aa  mmeennttoorr——tthheeyy  aarree  iinnvvaalluuaabbllee  ttoo  ggrroowwtthh..  

A mentor will help you through the four growth cycles: 
1. Apprentice–Learning about your organization and job. Establishing effective work practices and high 

work standards.  
2. Technical expert–Becoming a master of your work specialty.  
3. Mentor–Assisting others in their first two cycles. Helping your organization grow new talent.  
4. Organization director–Charting a course for the organization. Searching for new opportunities and 

challenges.  Positioning your organization for the future. 

DD..  IIff  yyoouu’’rree  nnoott  hhaavviinngg  ffuunn,,  ssoommeetthhiinngg’’ss  wwrroonngg..  

Figure out why and correct this problem (which could involve changing your career,  
but more often requires shifting your attitude). 

EE..  ““JJuussttiiccee  pprreevvaaiillss””  aanndd  ““lliiffee  iiss  ffaaiirr..””  

Don’t try to ensure justice is served…in the long run, everyone gets what they deserve (good and bad). 
You just have to wait sometimes. Justice happens, even though you may not be aware of it. 

FF..  LLeeaarrnn  ttoo  ttrruusstt  yyoouurr  iinnttuuiittiioonn——iitt’’ss  uussuuaallllyy  rriigghhtt..  

Intuition is probably your most underused talent. When used, it will be your best sounding board and 
an early warning system. 

GG..  IInnnnoovvaattee,,  iinniittiiaattee,,  eexxpplloorree,,  ddiissccoovveerr,,  qquueessttiioonn..  

Don’t be afraid to jump into the fray. Push the envelope. Feel free to tell the emperor that he has no 
clothes on (but don’t tell anyone that their baby is ugly). 

HH..  WWhheenn  ddeeffeeaatt  iiss  iinneevviittaabbllee,,  ccuutt  yyoouurr  lloosssseess  aanndd  ppeerrffoorrmm  ddaammaaggee  ccoonnttrrooll..  

You can’t win’em all–know the losers–admit defeat. Retreat to fight another day. 

II..  CCoonnsseennssuuss  ddeecciissiioonn  mmaakkiinngg  iissnn’’tt  nneecceessssaarriillyy  uunnaanniimmoouuss..  

Consensus requires everyone to understand the reasons behind the decision…they can still disagree with 
the decision. If you ask people to vote on a decision, be ready to accept the majority’s decision. 

JJ..  IIff  yyoouu  wwaanntt  ttoo  bbee  aa  bbiigg  ddoogg,,  yyoouu  hhaavvee  ttoo  ggeett  ooffff  tthhee  ppoorrcchh  aanndd  cchheecckk  oouutt  aa  lloott  ooff  hhyyddrraannttss  

(Success is a result of hard and sometimes unpleasant work). 

AAlltteerrnnaattee  AAxxiioomm  
Don’t sit at home waiting for Lady Luck to knock on your door…turn to and make your millions (or 
achieve whatever goal you have). 
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