NASA Speech:  Mentoring

As I suspect most of you know, I, like Dan Carpenter – who introduced me – spent 20 years in the Marine Corps.  During my time in the Corps, I came to know one Marine Colonel who always said that when he retired from the Marine Corps, all he wanted to do was to buy a farm.

Now, this was a man who had never seen a farm before in his life – but he had a goal; he had a vision . . . like we are all supposed to have nowadays.

Time came.  He retired; he found a good-looking little farm; he put his money down and he got busy getting things in order.  Each of the first three Saturdays, he went to the local life-stock store.  On each trip there, he bought a dozen baby chicks.  After the third such purchase, the owner of the live-stock store looked at him and said, “How’s it going out there, Colonel?”

The Colonel looked back at him and said, “You know, not that well.  I think I’m planting them too deep.”

There is an excuse for telling that terrible joke – and the excuse is the moral of the story.  The moral of that story is that having a goal, having a vision, is not enough by itself – no matter how worthy or well-stated the goal is.  You have got to understand what you are trying to do and you have got to have a reasonable plan for getting from here to there.

The same is true with leadership in general and with mentoring in particular.  It isn’t enough to simply announce that you want to be a good leader – or a student of leadership – or a mentor of a student.  You need to understand leadership and you need to have a specific plan for getting from here to there.

But, should people need help being leaders?  Aren’t people either leaders – or not?  Well, here at the Johnson Space Center, you don’t expect folks to show up and be “natural” astronauts . . . so why would you expect someone to be a “natural” leader?  Both roles require a combination of natural skills and learned skills – and what counts is not how much of a person’s leadership skills are natural and how much is learned or acquired; what counts is the grand total of the person’s skills at the particular moment.

Let me offer this example.  Before you go to your next high school reunion, think about the guys and gals who were the natural leaders during your senior year; the ones who were virtual people-magnets.  Then, when you go to the reunion, pay attention to who shows up and who doesn’t.  Don’t be surprised is someone who you remember as a real leader isn’t there – and your questions uncover that he or she “never really found his/her feet”; that they’ve been through a long series of jobs and aren’t particularly well thought-of.  On the other hand, you will find yourself enjoying conversations with folks who you barely remember, who are quite obviously successful leaders in their chosen professions and their communities.  And when you check the blown-up versions of the senior-year high school yearbook to see who that successful person was back then, you will be amazed that, “THAT geek became THAT person?!”

What happened?  Well the natural leader in this case figured he or she didn’t have to learn how to lead; leadership was easy.  The problem is that, at age 48, he or she is possibly still very capable of leading 17-year olds.  That is, however, not a particularly useful skill for a 48-year old.  The second person may not have exhibited much in the way of natural skills back then but he or she knew it and worked – worked hard – to acquire leadership skills.  This stuff can be learned.

OK, to get from here to there, we need to know where “there” is, we need a definition.  Let me offer a definition that will, at least, let you know how I am looking at this thing:  

“Leadership is the creation of an environment in 

which others can self-actualize in the process of 

completing the job.”

Now, no matter what definition makes the most sense to you, there is one characteristic that, I think, runs through all good definitions of leadership and it is what I just referred to in my remarks about high school reunions – that leadership is the combination of natural and learned skills; just as it is both rational and emotional.

The connections between people are, after all, not just a matter of provable facts and cold, solid logic.  In fact, I will go so far as to say that leadership is a sub-set of love – something else that is a wonderful and changing mixture of things rational and things emotional. This may well be the primary difference between “leadership” and “management”:  the willingness to lovc and the willingness to be loved.  Of course, that willingness is also a major part of what makes leadership so difficult.

A couple of examples from the military.  Oh, yes, I do think that the military is a very rich, and, for the most part, under-appreciated, benchmark source of information about leadership – information that is not military-specific but, rather, human-specific.  I am not suggesting that we all wear the same clothes, walk in straight lines and carry weapons.  I am saying that the military is the only profession that has made a formal study of leadership for over 2500 years and that they have examples and lessons to offer that are of use.

Anyway, a couple of examples.  When I was writing my book, Five-Star Leadership, I happened to be in San Diego to give a speech on quality so I arranged to go over to the Marine Corps Recruit Depot – that’s Boot Camp to most folks – to talk with some of the Drill Instructors about leadership.

First of all, please understand that it is a kick for a former Marine to sit down at a table with five highly starched, lean, mean, D.I.’s.  All they knew about me was that I was a former Marine and that I was writing a book.  I turned to the senior one, Gunnery Sergeant William Hazlewood, and said – with no preamble – “Gunny, talk to me about leadership, please.”  His immediate response:  “You do realize, sir, the leadership is all about caring.”  It wasn’t a question; it was a statement of fact – one that he didn’t expect any challenge on.  He’s right.  Leadership is all about caring.

Another example.  I assume a few of you, at least, have heard the name Joshua Lawrence Chamberlain.  Civil War.  Union general.  Featured in the book Killer Angels and in the movie – a few years ago – “Gettysburg.”  A marvelous man and one who is a wonderful example of the idea that leadership can be learned:  He went from being a Professor of Rhetoric at Bowdoin College in Maine to being perhaps the finest citizen soldier in American history.

At Gettysburg, his regiment – which he had assumed command of only a few weeks before – had responsibility for holding the left-most position of the Union lines.  The first day of the Battle of Gettysburg, his position was the object of repeated assaults.  Between the 3rd and 4th assaults, he was walking the line, talking to his people, getting them ready for the inevitable next attack, when he came upon a young soldier who was obviously mortally wounded.

He sat down on the ground and laid the young man’s head in his lap – just to be with him until he died.  The young man opened his eyes, looked up, saw that it was the Colonel, and told him that his only regret was that his mother would think he had died dishonored.

Chamberlain, who knew his men well, knew what the man meant.  A month or so previously, when he had been out of the area and before he, Chamberlain, took over as Commanding Officer of the regiment, the man had been falsely accused and convicted at a court marshal and been busted from sergeant to private as well as fined.  Chamberlain knew that an injustice had been done and had already determined to right this wrong, once the battle was over.  But now, here they were.

Chamberlain looked down at the young soldier and promoted him to sergeant.  The young man acknowledged the promotion and died.

Think for a moment about Chamberlain’s action.  How can you explain it?  To be blunt, a dead sergeant is of no more use to you than a dead private.  What Chamberlain did can only be explained as an act of love. He made it possible for the young man to die at peace.  It was an act of love.  Leadership is a subset of love.

OK, so where does one turn to learn this stuff – both leadership itself and then how best to go about sharing the lessons with others?  As you have most likely guessed by now, I do suggest the military as a rich benchmark source.  At a general knowledge – and, to a degree, emotional – level, Joshua Lawrence Chamberlain can be a marvelous source of information about leadership, about how to learn to be a leader, and on the intimate relationship between leadership and love.

On a more rational level, the military provides lots of lists that can be great starting places for mentoring or for self-improvement.  For instance, understanding the priorities of leadership – which indicate the relative priority of mentoring – is essential for long-term success.

The priorities?  To be honest, the first two are a direct lift from the military while the third one is implicit in the military but my co-author – who happens to be my wife – and I added it to the “official” list for our book.  They are:  (1) Accomplish the mission, (2) Take care of your people, and (3) Create more leaders.

The first, “Accomplish the mission,” assures today; the second, “Take care of your people,” takes care of tomorrow.  The third priority, “Create more leaders,” is there to take care of the organization and its future.  It is that third priority – Create more leaders –  and one of the important ways in which that is done, mentoring, that I intend to focus on for the rest of my brief time with you today.

Mentoring, both formal and informal, is how we teach each other to be effective leaders as well as effective followers and teammates – with leadership, followership, and teamship being the three primary forms of leadership.

Now, you can, perhaps through your HR department, establish a formal mentoring framework with specific people assigned to mentor named individuals and those sort of arrangements can have great value.  But never forget informal, specific occasion-driven mentoring as a piece of what happens.  For one thing, formal mentoring is usually a senior-junior thing, while informal mentoring is often a peer-to-peer sort of thing or even a junior-to-senior relationship.  Informal mentoring can go in any direction as one person helps another become comfortable and/or competent at any point along the followership-teamship-leadership continuum.

Being a mentor, in formal or informal settings, requires time and effort on a person’s part . . . so why bother?  Well, in addition to helping your organization get stronger, you learn more about yourself because it forces you to think about what makes you successful, why certain approaches work for you.  And, of course, mentoring is a form of love.

All of this should fit easily here at NASA.  You are a marvelous blend of starry-eyed idealists – quite literally – and hard-nosed pragmatists.  So the idea that skills and accomplishments, including leadership, are both rational and emotional, is already a part of your culture . . . as is the idea of the importance of passing lessons on from those who have gone before to those who are coming up the ladder.  And if this is true of one set of skills, why not of leadership too?

As I said at the outset, anyone who is intent on becoming a leader – or a better leader – will need a plan.  They will need to understand what leadership is and they will need a plan for getting from here to there.

This plan, ideally, will be written out with specific objectives in the form of things to do and with deadlines – which might very well include “Find a Mentor” and/or “Be a Mentor.”  In fact , another of the lessons from the military about leadership that is applicable to all professions is the need for career-long learning in leadership.  This plan is one form of extending that learning experience.

Where to start?  Get a hold of the lists of Leadership Principles and Leadership Traits that the military  has defined.  Where do you find such lists?  Well, ask a friend in the military for them . . . or check any book on leadership, regardless of whether or not it has military roots since all leadership books have lists . . . or, and I admit some bias in this suggestion, borrow a copy of Five-Star Leadership from a friend or a library – because it not only has the military lists, virtually everyone else’s lists are in an appendix.

Once you have a list of the points that together make up a good, effective leader – and it is a list that makes sense to you – it will be time for a self-assessment.  Go through the points and rate yourself.  The first time through is easy:  “Yep, I’m good at that . . . yes, got that one covered . . . yep, I do that . . . well, I’m a little weak there but it’s not important . . . yep, another strength of mine . . . etc.”

Here’s where the mentor comes in.  The mentor brings some honesty, some blunt honesty if need be, to the discussion.  Go back through that list again with your mentor – who is probably senior to you in the organization but who may be a peer but who should know you, know your job, and know the people you are working with.  After the more pointed assessment, it will be time for the mentor and the student to decide on a small number – perhaps only two – of the points on the list that will be worked on.

A specific plan.  With specific actions.  And deadlines.  If, for instance, the student – either you or the person for whom you are the mentor – needs to work on “keeping my people informed,” the action might be, “Meet with them from 10:00 to 10:15 every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday.”

Follow-up meetings, re-setting of tasks, more discussions will follow as the student works his or her way up and down the list.

I urge each of you to ask for help in your own self-improvement efforts and to be a mentor – both in formal settings and in informal settings.  Whichever role you play can be a valuable learning experience for both the student and the mentor.

Success as a leader – as a leader of one or as a leader of many – is one of the greatest gifts you can give yourself; leading someone well is one of the greatest gifts you can give others . . . mentoring is a gift you give both to yourself and to the other person

Thank you.
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