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Your First Sergeant

You may not know it yet, but your first sergeant clearly can make or break your squadron from every vantage. You may be the squadron’s formal leader, but he or she, not you, is the most important informal leader of your squadron. In addition, as such, this area deserves a great deal of attention. I’ve elected to use the framework of Col John G. Meyer’s book, Company Command—The Bottom Line, to discuss the important role of the first sergeant and his or her relationship to the commander.

Day One with Your First Sergeant. The most important meeting with your first sergeant is the first one immediately after you assume command. Here, the two of you will establish the plan to command and run your squadron. Having this meeting soon after the change of command sends a powerful signal to the unit on the importance of the commander/first sergeant relationship. Give your Shirt a week’s notice about the meeting. Explain your agenda and ask him or her to be ready to discuss what the squadron’s goals should be and other matters you consider important. Schedule a firm time and permit no outside interruptions. Try to accomplish the following: 

1. Get the first sergeant’s ideas on command philosophy.

2. Develop and agree on unit goals, standards, and objectives. Specify and publish them. You and your first sergeant must be on the same priority frequency to en-sure fairness across the board.

3. Discuss your expectations of a first sergeant. You may not have any experience with a first sergeant yet; to develop expectations, you’ll need to talk to other squadron commanders, or your group commander, for advice. 

4. Seek the first sergeant’s expectations of you.

5. Emphasize open, two-way communication. For example, guarantee the first sergeant his or her day in court.

6. Determine the first sergeant’s role in UCMJ and administrative separation procedures. For example, the first sergeant should advise, recommend, initiate, check (to ensure you have all details and supporting documents to make a fair and just decision), protect your airman’s rights, and supervise any punishment imposed. 

7. Define a general division of labor. You should have a division of labor because neither of you can do everything yourself. You and your first sergeant must agree on what areas each will emphasize and then keep each other to-tally informed. You alone are responsible for what goes on in the squadron; however, you can better accomplish the mission if you and your first sergeant share the workload. The number one responsibility of any first sergeant is to ensure that the health, morale, welfare, and discipline of the squadron are the best they can be. He or she must have your confidence to do so, and you, in turn, must give him or her the full range of authority you can muster. You may think your highest ranking SNCO or chief is your conduit to the enlisted corps but that is not so—it’s your first sergeant who carries that banner. That is not to say that his or her position violates the formal chain of command, but the

“Shirt” is your link to the entire squadron, especially the en-listed personnel. Your first sergeant plays many roles in your squadron, wears many hats, and carries many issues forward for you and for your review. Every commander interviewed agreed that the effectiveness of the first sergeant, and his or her relationship to the squadrons, is critical to morale and function. Without question, the relationship between your first sergeant and you as the commander is essential to any success. “Within 30 minutes of taking the guidon I had my first closed door meeting with my First Sergeant. We shared each other’s vision and goals. And then I stepped out of the office with him by my side. Every member of the squadron knew the First Sergeant had my complete trust and confidence, which came in handy later down the road,”7 said Lt Col Kurt Klausner.

SMSgt Walter Lilley Jr., an instructor at the USAF First Sergeant Academy, Maxwell AFB, Alabama, offered this perspective:  “The relationship between the commander and his First Sergeant is perhaps the most critical relationship in the squadron—it has to be. It’s almost like a marriage between the two. The First Sergeant must understand and share the commander’s vision for the squadron and he must embrace it with fervor. And the commander must trust the First Sergeant and give him the authority and responsibility he needs to carry out his many responsibilities.”8

Lt Col Dennis Jones commanded the 551st Special Operations Squadron (MH-53), Kirtland AFB, New Mexico. A large squadron (more than 300) consisting of personnel in rank from airman basic to major, and in age from 18 to 40, gave a new appreciation for the first sergeant and the significance of his leadership at the squadron level. “My First Sergeant was the best thing that ever happened to the 551st. We had an MH-53 flying training mission, with a portion of the squadron changing faces every couple of months. He was the glue that kept it all together,”9 remembered Colonel Jones. He also stressed the importance of having the right commander-first sergeant bond for things to go well, for without it, things could sour quickly: “Our relationship ‘clicked’ right away, which is the way it needs to be. If things aren’t working out between you and the Shirt, then either fix it immediately or find a new First Sergeant. It was up to me to clearly identify my vision of where I wanted the squadron to go, and to make sure the Shirt not only understood me, but was on the same sheet of music. He was, and our squadron did very well.”10 Unfortunately, not all squadron commander-first sergeant relationships work out for the betterment of the squadron—or each other. 

What do you do when you can’t get along with your first sergeant? This can be touchy, but as you’ll read in more detail in chapter 4, being up front and deadly honest is the only path to take regarding this issue. 

In the majority of USAF wings today, the overall responsibility of wing first sergeant manning and squadron placement falls under the wing’s command chief master sergeant. He or she does the best he can to shuffle the first sergeants to a different squadron every year or so for a variety of reasons: their experience and growth, an occasional personality clash between a commander and the Shirt, a first sergeant promotion offering the greater responsibilities of a larger squadron, new first sergeant acquisition, Shirt PCS moves, and the like. Consult with your command chief on these issues.

Again, what do you do if you have a personality clash with your first sergeant? What if you and your shirt don’t see eye to eye on key issues? What if the first sergeant doesn’t share your vision for the squadron? There are several options. Here is a couple of ideas offered by a few squadron commanders who faced such a situation:

1. Be brutally honest about your concerns. The first sergeant deserves the truth, and you must not be shy in talking about it.

2. Try to win him or her over. The first sergeant will go through many more commanders during his or her tenure than you will. The more experienced shirts will know how to refocus their priorities if you give them the chance.

3. Look in the mirror. Are you the one causing the friction? Confide in your secretary, section commander, or executive officer (someone who has witnessed you together). It’s entirely possible that you don’t see a personal weak-ness that can easily be corrected if known.

4. Ask your boss or fellow squadron commanders for ad-vice. They’ve all been in your position and may have great words for you.

5. Fire him when all else fails. Visit the command chief master sergeant immediately to have him or her either replaced as soon as possible, or go without one if you have to. The one area that all commanders and first sergeants interviewed agreed on was this: a bad relationship between the commander and his first sergeant is much, much worse than having no first sergeant at all. It’s not good for you; it’s not good for the Shirt; and it’s definitely not good for your squadron. As one commander put it, “Make every attempt to rectify the situation quickly and if it still doesn’t work out, cut the umbilical cord, now!”

The first sergeant literally is available 24/7 to take care of your squadron’s personnel. As a matter of experience, his or her time away from the squadron working issues on your behalf may exceed the time spent in the squadron. This can easily cause burnout in even the most energetic first sergeant.  Remember that as a squadron commander, your command tour usually will last two years, something you can sprint through. But your first sergeant likely will have spent a couple of years wearing the diamond before your arrival and will stay on for another several years. The first sergeant must learn to pace himself or herself, and your responsibility as the commander is to ensure the first sergeant does this.

Taking Care of Your First Sergeant. The first sergeant is responsible for taking care of everyone in your unit, so whose responsibility is it to take care of your first sergeant? Without question, it’s your responsibility! It is easy to forget to take care of those closest to you while you spend a great deal of effort taking care of others. As such, your first sergeant often falls off the radar scope. Take time daily to sit down behind closed doors, with no outside interference, and talk with your Shirt. Schedule it. Stick to the schedule. The mentoring that each of you receives from one another will prove extremely valuable day in and day out.

Many commanders interviewed admitted that this area was one of their weakest during their commands. Ask some helpful questions: How is his or her family? When is he or she going to take some time off? Does he or she need a break? What about his or her professional career? Has he completed any Community College of the Air Force (CCAF) advanced academic courses or appropriate professional military education (PME) courses, and so on? All admitted that in their efforts to sprint through their command tours, they failed to recognize the first sergeant needed to be on a steadier pace to avoid supernova burnout.

A standard practice most squadron commanders used to help mitigate the first sergeant’s burnout was to personally take the Shirt’s phone and responsibilities from him or her every other weekend or so, or, better yet, to seek others in the squadron to volunteer to do so. Your section commander or any of your other SNCOs throughout the unit may be a good substitute. Try to make this a standard practice. It not only gives your Shirt a much-needed break, but it also allows other SNCOs the opportunity to take on added responsibilities, get a taste of first sergeant duties, and have the opportunity to interface directly with you as the commander.

What a Commander Wants in a First Sergeant. Expect the first sergeant to be the best airman in the unit—your en-listed corps certainly does. Some attributes of an effective first sergeant include the following:

1. A Strong Leader. You want a first sergeant who’s motivated—a person who takes charge. He or she should demonstrate confidence not only to you but also to the troops. He or she adjusts his or her leadership style de-pending on the situation: he or she knows when to chew out and when to console.

2. A Leader by Example. Just as a first sergeant wants a squadron commander to lead by example, you want your Shirt to do the same. A first sergeant who leads by example establishes high standards that are not just enforce-able but infectious to everyone in the unit.

3. An Impartial Observer. Rarely will you get honest, negative feedback from your squadron. Create an environment with your first sergeant that encourages him or her to shut the door and say, “Sir, you’re wrong on this matter.”

4. A Competent Leader. You need a first sergeant who’s technically and tactically proficient and a self-starter who gives you the best advice—in other words, a competent leader. You should count your blessings (and not be intimidated or jealous) if your first sergeant is one of your squadron’s pivotal

leaders.

5. A Good Communicator. A squadron commander needs someone who can speak and write effectively. Good communication also includes listening. The first sergeant must be able to articulate both sides of a problem to you. He or she can’t do it without first hearing both sides of the situation.

6. A Dedicated Leader. A squadron commander wants a first sergeant who cares for the airmen 24 hours a day. The job mandates total dedication—nothing less.

7. A Loyal Supporter. Loyalty is a two-way street. A single breach of loyalty can destroy a good relationship. You have the right to expect fierce and dedicated loyalty from your first sergeant, because that loyalty is fundamental and foremost to you as a squadron commander—not to you as an individual. Loyalty to you as an individual will take time and may come later in the relationship. 

What a Commander Doesn’t Want in a First Sergeant.

You may know what you don’t want in a first sergeant. You’ve been in a squadron for a long time, and you probably have been in several leadership positions. You’ve undoubtedly formed ideas of what you don’t want in a first sergeant:

1. A First Sergeant Who Doesn’t Listen. Some first sergeants have their own agendas and suffer from the dreaded tunnel-vision disease. Your Shirt may not be receptive to new ideas, but you’re the decision maker. Be direct, honest, and confident. Help your first sergeant understand that he or she must listen to you as well as advise you.

2. A First Sergeant Who Doesn’t Keep the Commander In-formed. Yes, you’ll both be busy, but you’re never too busy to let each other know what’s going on. Your division of the workload demands daily and frequent communication. Insist on it. Schedule it.

3. A First Sergeant Who Doesn’t Support the Commander. Such statements as, “The commander said . . . . I tried to talk him out of it, but he said . . .,” don’t promote unity or teamwork. A commander and first sergeant must sup-port each other. When they don’t work together, one of them must leave. The first sergeant should feel free to disagree and voice his or her opinion at the outset; but once the commander makes the final decision, both individuals must be in accord. (The same is true of your relationship with the group commander. Don’t return from the group meeting and say, “He said we’ll do it this way.” The correct response is, “Here’s the new procedure we’re following—period!”).

4. A First Sergeant Who Doesn’t Lead by Example. How can you give an airman extra physical training (PT) to pass the PT test if no one has ever seen your first sergeant take it? How can you expect an airman to shine his boots if your first sergeant’s boots always need a shine, and the uniform looks like he or she slept in it? Get rid of double standards.

5. A First Sergeant Who’s a Desk Rider. Most good first sergeants delegate appropriately, so they spend little time behind the desk—they don’t want to be deskbound. If you have a desk jockey, assign projects that can’t be done at a desk. If the problem continues, talk it out. One heart to heart is all it should take.

What a First Sergeant Wants in a Commander. Meeting the expectations of a first sergeant isn’t easy, especially if you haven’t had any type of relationship before taking command. But certain qualities will help you. Here’s a composite of ad-vice from several first sergeants and instructors from the USAF First Sergeant Academy. These are some of the attributes any good first sergeant wants in a commander:

1. A Confident Leader. The first sergeant doesn’t need a faint-hearted weakling at the helm. He or she wants a commander who exudes confidence in action, in bearing, and in thinking—one who leaves no doubt who’s in charge. Remember, you must be a doer; get out from behind your desk, and check training, maintenance, administration, and your troops. It’s better to be a decisive hard-charger who makes an occasional mistake than an indecisive leader who doesn’t.

2. An Officer Who Leads by Example. This is not the first time you’ve heard this saying, right? Lead by example in everything you do—everything!

3. A Leader Who Cares for the Airmen. Your first sergeant wants a commander who respects, loves, and protects every airman in the squadron. This quality seems to develop (or fail to develop) early in life. You can’t fake it.

4. A Cool-Headed Leader. Don’t show your hind end. Be mature and deal with difficult problems in a determined manner. Those who yell and scream are ineffective. A first sergeant wants a patient commander who employs common sense and uses practical application. Agree with your first sergeant to tackle the early signs and warnings that if attacked now, will prevent major problems down the road. Agree with your first sergeant to tackle your most difficult problems first. Sometimes, just your determination to want the hard problems solved first breeds confidence. For some reason, confident leaders have a way of getting lucky.

5. A Leader Who Trusts the Noncommissioned Officers. Words do not accomplish this feat of trusting your non-commissioned officers (NCO)—actions do. Show trust for your NCOs by giving mission-type orders to demonstrate their ability. Make your goals, vision, and standards clear, then let your NCOs perform. Listen carefully to your senior enlisted personnel. They, more often than not, have been performing the mission of the squadron longer than you have. Show them respect by listening to what they have to say. Don’t clobber them the first time they make a mistake.

6. A Leader Who’s a Buffer. Be the buffer between the group/wing, staff, and your unit. Filter out any detractors and unimportant community details—but in a positive way: “We’d love to help with that project, but we’re two days away from deploying to the field for a month,” said one security forces squadron commander. Commented another: “We were the only squadron in the entire wing chosen for the task. When we return, let’s get together, review the bidding, and maybe we can help then.” In other words, keep the mission first and protect your people against the peripheral stuff and the “nice ifs.”

7. A Leader Who Admits Mistakes. No one’s infallible. With the powers you have as a squadron commander, you may begin to think you’re incapable of error, but you will make mistakes. Be big enough to admit you’re wrong and learn from it. Then don’t make the same mistake twice. Admit mistakes to your troops; it will encourage honesty and candor in them, and they’ll respect you for showing you’re human! 

What a First Sergeant Doesn’t Want in a Commander.

A normal, healthy first sergeant “ain’t bashful.” He or she will quickly tell you what qualities guarantee failure in a squadron commander. These examples relate to all members of your squadron as well:

1. A Commander Who Won’t Listen. Your first sergeant wants and needs to be heard. First sergeants may not always be right (but neither are you), but their experience and position warrant your listening. You don’t have to agree with every recommendation, but you should listen. Ensure they have unfettered access to you 24 hours a day. 

2. A Commander Who’s Too Ambitious. This commander accepts every task regardless: “Bring on the world . . . we can handle it” is the credo by which this type of commander lives. Expectations of the unit are unrealistic, and the resulting pressure on the unit causes low morale and inefficiency. Know when to say no!

3. A Commander Who’s Indecisive. A commander who can’t, or won’t, make a decision keeps a unit in the cellar forever. A first sergeant usually can live with a mediocre decision more easily than with no decision at all. When you’ve considered the alternatives, the options, the “on-the- other-hands”—decide. Don’t think out loud in front of your NCOs and unit personnel. What they need from you are the magic words, “Okay, here’s what we’re going to do.” And, then do it.

4. A Commander Who Wings It. The commander who wings it acts first and thinks second. The unit has no direction and no standards because everything’s spur of the moment. If you tend to make decisions that way, force your-self to hold planning sessions. Tell your first sergeant to schedule a planning meeting—say once a month; do nothing else but review your current situation and plan where you want to be by a specific time. Sometimes, a commander won’t have time to plan but must decide based on the best available information at the time. As a team, you and your first sergeant can do it!

5. A Commander Who Micromanages. Micromanagement drives any first sergeant up the wall, and it’s especially tough on good first sergeants. A micromanaging commander doesn’t know how to give a mission-type order. He sends an unfortunate signal to his subordinates: “I don’t have confidence in you.” Delegate and give mission-type orders. Your subordinates won’t grow if you don’t.

6. A Commander Who’s a Desk Rider. A commander who is most comfortable at a desk never will survive. Paperwork and correspondence are important but not at the expense of your unit’s personnel. You can’t know the pulse of your squadron if you never leave your desk. Visit most often the areas of your squadron you feel least comfortable with. Tell your first sergeant to feel free to remove you from your chair if necessary. And, promise to return the favor: This desk-riding disease is contagious; first sergeants also can contract it. My first sergeant would bust in my office occasionally and say, “Let’s go walk the line, sir.” And, we did. Remember, routine paperwork usually can be done more quickly and efficiently early or late in the day, with fewer interruptions.

Depending on the size of your unit, you may not be authorized a first sergeant. As such, you’ll likely share a Shirt with one or more squadrons in your group. These group-level first sergeants are equally effective, but you may not enjoy the same commander-first sergeant relationship as you would if one were assigned solely to you. “Do not worry,” mentioned LtCol David Hudson, “This turned out not to be a big deal. Because I didn’t have that many folks assigned to my squadron, and the fact that the average age of the personnel was older than most, I fortunately didn’t have very many discipline problems. I was also able to control morale issues as well. When I did need the services of a First Sergeant, getting attention from the air base squadron Shirt was not difficult at all.”12
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