The Changing of the Guard — A Commentary

by Commander John McCann, ’79, Commanding Officer, USCGC Reliance
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At the end of a recent day at sea, I was standing on the bridge wing contemplating the many duties required of Reliance’s fine crew. The faces of the crew are not unlike those from my earlier years, and in fact in many ways these crew members are far superior to the shipmates I served with (including myself.) They work hard, and they work long. They have a great deal to be proud of. Yet I am troubled. Something is missing.


Life in the Coast Guard, especially for those serving at sea, has become progressively more demanding. The annual days away from homeport standard remains 185. At the same time, the in port workload is increasing. For example, during Reliance’s current in port period we are overhauling the Motor Surf Boat Davits, the Rigid Hull Inflatable crane, performing a top end overhaul on #2 Main Diesel Engine, replacing all the ovens in the galley, installing a new trash compactor (big enough to need its own “compartment” on the fantail), renewing the .50 caliber gun mounts, pouring new “wet decks” in berthing areas, replacing all the watertight doors on the main deck, undergoing three important inspections (Weapons Systems Review, a Communications Security inspection, and Flight Deck Certification), preparing for Navy Refresher Training, painting much of the superstructure and both air castles, as well as performing the never-ending preventive maintenance on machinery, weather decks and interior spaces. While some of this work has been contracted (or done by our faithful friends at the Boston Maintenance Assistance Team), most of it is being done with ships force. This level of work is typical. In fact, I often hear the crew say they look forward to getting underway because it’s less stressful and demanding!


Reliance is able to maintain our rigorous underway and in port schedule because crew members are willing to sacrifice family and personal life in support of the Coast Guard. It has always been so; Coast Guard people are remarkable for their commitment to the service and our missions. But there are cracks in the armor. 


Most of us were drawn to the Coast Guard by the variety and importance of our missions. The thought of saving a life, catching a drug smuggler, or preventing an environmental disaster is pretty appealing to people. It’s an exciting life because it has meaning. It’s easy to see and understand the impact we are having. Or, at least, it was. Ironically, at a time when Coast Guard people are superbly professional, and our cutters are able to maintain a consistently high optempo, tangible results are declining.


We are victims of our own success. Many of the SAR cases we previously handled are now done by commercial salvors. In Law Enforcement, the big drug seizures are largely a thing of the past. We still get them; they are just few and far between. The fishing industry is down around the country. Consequently, far fewer fishermen ply their trade. Further, we are now able to track fishermen electronically. We have the ability to make a fisheries case based solely on position information obtained by satellite. In each of these examples, the role of the cutter is lessened. This isn’t a bad thing. Our objectives of reducing loss of life, minimizing drug traffic, and enforcing fisheries laws are all being met. In fact, they are being met much more effectively than in the past. So what is the problem?


The problem is a perceived loss of meaning. The underway schedule remains arduous, and cutter crews are working much harder during the in ports than ever before. Only now we don’t have the tangible results we saw in the past. It is common for a cutter to return from a 42-day patrol with only 4 boardings and no SAR cases. While there is certainly a deterrence factor at play here, from the crew’s perspective they bored holes in the ocean for six weeks. This is followed by a grueling in port period to get the ship ready for the next patrol. 


Here’s an interesting comment I saw on a recent After-Action Report from another LANTAREA WMEC: “The diversity of missions and areas of responsibility in this patrol was outstanding. What started out as a Windward Pass migrant interdiction/counter drug patrol ended up being a Windward Pass, Gulf of Mexico, Florida Straits, and Yucatan patrol with plenty of counter-drug, SAR, migrant interdiction, living marine resources and international engagement mixed in to spice things up. Judging by what I’ve seen and heard, sea duty became a lot more attractive for the sailors of this ship as a result of this patrol.”


In other words ... they worked like dogs and enjoyed it thoroughly because they could see the value of their work.


There is nothing the Coast Guard can do about fewer SAR cases or reduced opportunity for significant law enforcement cases. What we can do is take a closer look at the underway and in port requirements we put on our crews. We have wisely started to do this Coast Guard-wide by pursuing workload reduction initiatives. I believe true workload reduction for cutters would have only two facets:


1) Reduce the number of underway days pending the inevitable surge operations.


2) Significantly change the way we work and lead.


While I can’t do much about the first one other than offer my opinion, I own the second one.


If we don’t do these things we will “rob the pillars.” At one time, northeastern Pennsylvania was one of the richest coal mining areas in the world. The coal veins were so thick that earth-moving equipment could go right underground to mine the coal. The overheads were supported by leaving pillars of coal behind. As the mines started to play out, some mining companies began to “rob the pillars.” Rather than continue the hard work of mining ever deeper, they simply took the high grade, readily accessible, coal from the pillars. One day, one of the pillars collapsed. The pillar was directly beneath the Susquehanna River, which flowed into the mine. All attempts to block the hole were ineffective and the entire inter-connected mine system was flooded. This disaster essentially ended coal mining in the area.


People are the pillars of the Coast Guard. They are getting tired. We are continuing to maintain a high optempo in the face of diminishing tangible results. We are compounding the problem by maintaining our aging cutters primarily with ships force using a leadership model based on control. As will be discussed throughout this article, our control-based leadership model reduces both efficiency and effectiveness. Despite ourselves, we are getting great results. These results are equivalent to getting high quality coal from the pillars. The pillars of the Coast Guard are its people, and I’m afraid if we don’t change the way we work and lead, one day a pillar will collapse and the river will flow in. And we will scratch our heads and wonder what happened to us.


As the Coast Guard changes, so does our leadership role. Previously, it was possible to be an average leader and still get good results. People were so drawn to the mission and the tangible results that flowed from it that they put up with a lot. Many are no longer willing to do that. They expect excellence from their leaders. People complain about their leaders much more often these days. As senior members of the Coast Guard we look outside of ourselves for the reason. We blame “the Generation X mentality” and talk about how things were different when we were young members of the Coast Guard. I contend that things weren’t much different regarding what we expected from our leaders. It’s just in a time when SAR cases and drug seizures were plentiful we put up with a lot. In order to attract and retain the same caliber of people who currently serve this great organization, we need to modify our behavior. As a commanding officer, I need to find ways to articulate the meaning in our work at a time when that meaning is growing unclear. I need to find ways to keep the crew focused on being fully mission ready at all times. Since it’s becoming harder to find meaning in the outcome of the work, we must find meaning in the conduct of the work.


Many of the traditional things we now do aboard ship are focused on controlling what takes place. The ability to control events in order to achieve a satisfactory outcome is the goal of most of our internal policies. I believe this focus on control serves to lessen the meaning our crewmembers find in their work. It also ensures that while a high state of readiness will be maintained, there will be little innovation. A commanding officer’s focus shouldn’t be on control. It should be on creating the most effective and efficient multi-mission cutter possible. We don’t get that through control. We get that through the commitment and support of our crews.


Every crewmember wants believe their work has value and contributes to mission success. When they believe that, and when they are given the chance to make choices about how to accomplish that work, their commitment to the unit and the Coast Guard increases dramatically. With the decrease in tangible results, leaders can no longer rely on “the mission” to motivate the crew. Extrinsic motivation is diminishing; intrinsic motivation is needed. 

In my experience, meaningful work has two components:


• It is in support of specific, mutually established, unit goals focused on increasing readiness.


• Individual crewmembers and teams have the ability to make choices about how the work will be accomplished.


What follows are some ways we have shifted from a control focus in order to provide meaning for Reliance crewmembers in the accomplishment of their work.

Inspections

I do not conduct material inspections aboard Reliance. We know the standard routine for material inspections. On Saturday morning the Captain walks around with Department Heads and points out items he wants cleaned, fixed, corrected, etc. This is developed into a Material Inspection work list. Since people want to please the Captain this work list gets high priority. No one wants the Captain to come back the next week and find the same thing wrong. It’s embarrassing.


Unfortunately, the Captain is not the best qualified member of the ship to develop these work lists. Here’s a simple example. The Main Propulsion Chief has a work list for his division. Accomplishment of these items will keep the engineering plant fully operational and ready to respond to tasking. Unfortunately, the Captain’s Material Inspection gave the Chief a work list that may or may not be aligned with the Chief’s. 


If the Chief (or the Engineer Officer) has a good relationship with the CO some of the Material Inspection work list items get deferred to focus on more pressing matters. But they don’t go away. Essentially, the CO, several chain of command levels (not to mention knowledge levels) removed from the daily work has decided what’s important for the Chief to do. This isn’t just inefficient. It distracts the Chief from important tasks and sends an implicit message that he isn’t capable of balancing engineering concerns with material condition concerns.


On Reliance, divisions do their own material inspections. Each Chief/1st Class Petty Officer develops his own work list. We compile those to make a master list. I get around the ship everyday, not just on Saturday. If I see something that concerns me I talk to the division chief or Department Head about it and it ends up on the list. I’ve probably added specific tasking to the material inspection work list four times during the past year. Otherwise it has been at the supervisor level where it belongs.


What did I give up? Control. What did I get? A ship with a markedly improved material condition. Which is, after all, the purpose of material inspections.

Work Policy

Throughout the Coast Guard (indeed, in most of the American workplace) work is managed by the clock. We do this despite our knowledge that the quality of a job is only loosely tied to how much time we invest in it. When you last bought a car, did you ask the salesman how long it was on the assembly line? Of course not; we don’t care how long it took to build it. We care how it drives, how safe it is, how reliable it is, etc. Yet we put aside this common sense understanding and manage by the clock rather than by the product.


A typical ship’s in port workday is 0700 to 1300. Often the workday is extended due to an operational necessity or some other pressing issue. On rare occasions liberty is granted early. But it is a shipwide liberty policy controlled by the Executive Officer.


Why? What makes the XO the most knowledgeable individual aboard ship regarding work progress in the various divisions? Similar to the thoughts regarding material inspections, it is the chiefs and 1st class who have the best sense of work in progress and what needs to be accomplished by when. If they don’t have that sense it is probably because we haven’t communicated well enough either our expectations or upcoming commitments facing the ship.


On Reliance we have established a markedly different policy. The key elements are:


• Department Heads and Division Officers meet with Chiefs and 1st Class Petty Officers to establish goals for the in port period.


• Chiefs and 1st Class then work with members of their divisions to plan the in port schedule and establish goals for each week.


• There is a weekly Chiefs Call to review the next week’s effort, de-conflict work in progress, ask for support as needed, and otherwise share information.


• When a division’s weekly goals are accomplished, crew members go home. There is no set workday and there are no liberty pipes. Liberty is managed by the Chiefs and 1st Class.


We have Quarters once a week. This allows for presenting awards, passing information, and holding any required all hands training.


We no longer determine how productive we are by seeing how long we are able to keep the crew busy. We determine our productivity by seeing what goals are accomplished.


Here is a simple example. It’s time to update charts. In the past, the Chief Quartermaster would have given the task to the Second Class Quartermaster (QM2) and told him it was his work for the day. Since the QM2 knows he isn’t going anywhere till 1300 he settles down to stretch what is really a two-hour job into six. He knows his “reward” for finishing early is to get another task from the Chief, and maybe the next one doesn’t involve sitting on the air-conditioned mess deck. At the end of the day, even though the task was approached very inefficiently, everyone is happy. The Chief’s goal was accomplished and the QM2 had a pretty easy day of it.


There’s a better way. If the QM2 knows his job is to correct charts, and he can go home when he’s produced a quality product, he’s motivated to get it down as efficiently as possible. In fact, it’s in his (and the ship’s) best interest to find new and better ways to do the work. Productivity and morale both rise, and the QM2 feels far more in control of his work.


The objective here is not increased liberty. It’s increased readiness, and it’s to help crewmembers find meaning in their work. Granted, it’s hard to find meaning in correcting charts. It’s pretty straightforward work. But extrapolate this simple example to the hundreds of shipboard tasks accomplished each day and you build real ownership and commitment. When people have the ability to make choices about their work, whether that work is overhauling engines, laying non-skid, or processing brown sheets, they end up with a sense of pride and accomplishment. They also take personal responsibility for the results of their choices. Since they made the choice they fully own their successes — and their failures. 


I’m convinced we wouldn’t accomplish all our in port work without this approach. Further, we’ve found several serendipitous benefits. First, this policy requires much more communication between divisions. Everyone needs to know what’s happening aboard ship in order to effectively coordinate tasks. That communication is taking place at the supervisor level, where agreement can be quickly reached and conflict minimized, rather than at the Department Head level. Second, the level of planning is now much higher. Supervisors can no longer count on having a contingent of people aboard to handle the daily work. Work is being done in a much more methodical manner, and “crises” are greatly diminished. Now, when a real crisis arises, the crew is ready to quickly respond because they aren’t worn out responding to crises brought about by poor planning. 


What did this new policy require on my part? Faith. Faith the crew wants to be productive. Faith they have the same goals for Reliance as I do. Faith they are smarter than me regarding their daily work.

Use of Teams

We take teams for granted in the Coast Guard. We are so used to improving readiness through the use of teams we forget how hard it is to build effective teams. This is particularly true for teams chartered to perform a specific task. If we want teams to be successful we need to be very clear about the goal and the boundary conditions they will work under. Failure to identify those two things sets up a team for failure.


Aboard Reliance, we made particularly effective use of a team to look at our duty rotation. Last year LANTAREA gave permission for cutters to reduce duty section size significantly. The duty section on a 210’ WMEC, previously consisting of up to fourteen people, can now be as few as eight. Reliance’s senior leadership (CO, XO, Department Heads and Command Chief) felt we could get to a one-in-six duty rotation. But we really didn’t know how to do that.


The people who did know were those who stood duty. We put together a team of watch standers and provided them a charter for building the new duty sections. It identified the team’s goal as establishing a one-in-six duty rotation. It also clearly identified twenty-three expectations the command had of a duty section. These expectations ranged from “answering the phone” to “taking initial action to combat fire and flooding.” 


We often charge teams with completing a task and don’t provide a clear goal and/or sufficient guidance. We feel that, somehow, being too specific will limit the team’s effectiveness. Nothing could be further from the truth. No one is empowered to act if they don’t know the conditions under which they will be working. You are blindfolding your team if you don’t make your expectations explicit. And you are giving them freedom to act when you do.


It was made clear in the duty section team charter that the answer they provided had to meet every expectation, or their work would not be accepted. Conversely, if the plan addressed all the expectations, then it would be accepted without change. The team successfully fulfilled its charter and we are now in a one-in-six duty rotation in homeport.


One thing we had to continually emphasize to the team was not to provide recommendations. They were expected to provide the solution. We often go in the wrong direction as leaders when we give a team a task and but limit their product to recommendations. This reduces the team’s effectiveness in several ways, including:


• Deferring the tough calls to the CO. When the team has conflict on how to proceed they don’t work to resolution. They have a convenient escape clause that allows them to avoid the conflict. “Put it in a recommendation and let the Captain decide.” This shifts responsibility for coming up with the best answer from the team to the CO. Why have a team if we don’t let them come up with the answer? If they know they are responsible for finding the best answer they work a lot harder to reach resolution.


• Providing recommendations implies the CO is not only the smartest person on the ship, he’s smarter than entire groups of people. What hubris!


We’ve all seen this happen (and even been victims of it): A team is chartered to find the solution to a complex and difficult problem. They work diligently for a long time (perhaps months) to come up with a solution. They examine the problem from all angles, collect reams of data, they understand the problem better than anyone else, and using this knowledge they provide a solution to the problem. Except it’s not a solution, it’s only a list of recommendations distilled into an executive summary or a thirty-minute brief. The decision maker then sits in judgment and picks and chooses from the list (or rejects them altogether). What a waste of time, effort and talent. 


If we want team members to feel ownership for their work, and find meaning in it, we need to ensure we do the following:


• Invest the majority of our effort at the beginning of the project. We need to clearly identify the goal the team is to accomplish. Additionally, the guidelines and boundary conditions the team will operate under must be spelled out. Are there any solutions that are unacceptable? Identify them clearly in the charter. Don’t make them guess; no one likes the “wrong rock” game. When we take time to do these things, we don’t limit a team’s options; we increase their freedom to find a good solution.


• The team searching for a solution should be the one to implement it. Having one team find a solution only to hand it to another to implement decreases the ownership for both teams. There is nothing like knowing you will have to implement a new program to keep you keenly interested in finding a workable solution.


• Ensure the team knows their solution will be accepted and implemented without change. This is the scary part for us as leaders. What if they come up with something way out of line? How do we ensure the solution is reasonable and feasible? The answer lies in the goals and guidelines we provide to the team up front.


If you have faith the team is working hard to find a workable solution, and they come up with something you are uncomfortable with, it may mean your guidance up front was flawed. It could also mean they have come up with a tremendous answer no one thought of before. Now you’ve got a decision to make. Do you override their solution or take it and live with the discomfort? Tough call. All things being equal ... have faith and allow them to implement their solution. If you override it, and it fails ... who’s fault is it?

Conclusion

Leadership is no longer about getting other people to accomplish my goals. It’s about helping other people accomplish their goals. It’s about faith those goals are the same as mine.


This isn’t blind faith. This faith comes from a focus on three key areas:


• Clarity around purpose: Identifying what we are trying to accomplish.


• Strong relationships: Building trust by dealing with one another in accordance with our core values.


• Free flow of information: Ensuring everyone has the information needed to make good decisions.


All these things take considerable effort and time. Much of that time is invested in conversations with crewmembers. When we take the time to listen carefully to what our crews are telling us, we become much better leaders. We learn how closely aligned our values are with our crews and that, with rare exceptions, they deeply want the ship to be successful. That’s exactly what we want as leaders. So what’s getting in the way? Sadly, I think it’s us.


Hopefully this article will be a starting point for discussion about the changing role of leaders and commanding officers. Leadership is much harder now than it’s ever been. Thank God, because the reason it’s harder is our crews are smarter and more capable. We must take advantage of that.


Coast Guard people are searching for meaning. They want to believe they are making a difference; they want to believe their work has value. In the past, that value was far more obvious because we had tangible results from our hard work. Despite the diminishment of tangible results, our missions remain compelling and important. In order to retain the best people we need to show the importance of both the missions and the work necessary to accomplish those missions. Meaning must be found both in the results and in the conduct of work. Coast Guard people have the courage to ask for more responsibility and more control over their daily work. Do we have the courage as leaders to allow that? If we don’t, we are robbing the pillars. We’ll drive away our finest people and doom the Coast Guard to mediocrity. If we do have the courage to let go of control, and trust in the commitment of our crews, a bright future is assured.
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