Professionalism
Eric S. Davis, Lt Col, CAP

Wyoming Wing Director of Cadet Programs
Since re-starting the Wyoming Wing Cadet Advisory Council back the end of July, I have experienced some degree of frustration with the council members.  Each one of them without exception is a “good person” in his or her own right. However some have not stepped up to the challenges of being the CAC Representative. Whether it has been setting up the meetings, participating either by telephone or in person, or submitting Unit Reports, virtually all of the members have fallen down in one way or another.  I have had to make many more phone calls and send many more e mail messages, and in some cases contact squadron commanders more times than I would have liked to try to keep the CAC going.

I believe in the value of the Cadet Advisory Council, which is why I will do my best to prevent it from dying a quick death.  The CAC provides an opportunity for the cadets to interact with senior Wing and Region leaders, an opportunity most cadets don’t get.  The CAC provides cadets an opportunity to practice leadership in a setting different from their home units, and any leadership experience is valuable experience.  The CAC affords the cadets an opportunity to influence Wing, Region and National policy, something few cadets get to do. So in spite of my frustration, which I believe to be a leadership failure on my part, I refuse to let it die without a good fight.

Like most leaders, when I experience a leadership failure, I look at my actions to see if there are things I could do differently or better.  Also like most leaders at any level, I’m my own worst critic.  So I took some time to analyze what had transpired and what was happening, and I consulted other CAP and Air Force leaders I know in Colorado, California and Wyoming. I drew one unmistakable conclusion from my analysis: I failed to let the CAC Representatives know exactly what I expected from them.  In a word, what I expect from them is that all-encompassing, poorly defined concept of “Professionalism.”
So I laid down my expectations of professionalism to the CAC Representatives who participated on 15 October.  If you look up the word “professionalism” in the dictionary (Webster’s anyway), you’ll get a long convoluted definition that doesn’t mean much.  I think there is a very simple definition and it’s what I passed along to the cadets. To me, it simply means doing what you’re supposed to do in all the things you have agreed to do as CAP members.  Those things include but are not limited to wearing your uniform correctly, not wearing an Air Force uniform if you don’t meet weight and grooming standards, following appropriate customs and courtesies and doing what you’ve been asked or volunteered to do.  

Since at the time I was mainly concerned with the Cadet Advisory Council, I laid out some specifics of what I expect from them.  My expectations for the CAC are pretty simple.  The representatives need to do what they’ve been asked to do or what they have volunteered to do.  Let me take a moment to break down what the CAC members are charged with.

ALL CAC Representatives need to check their e-mail regularly & respond to it. By “respond to it” I mean the CAC representatives need to reply with “I received it and if it applies to me, I will take action on it.”  Then they need to actually take that action on it. All of the Representatives must submit their squadron reports on time.  On time means hand it to the Chair at the opening of the meeting if they are attending in person or e-mailing it to me the NIGHT BEFORE a meeting if they are participating via telephone conference.  If the primary cannot participate, he/she needs to be sure the alternate is able to participate.  If neither can participate, then the primary needs to coordinate with the unit commander to have someone attend or call in. Finally, all representatives should be talking to their unit at least once per month about what is going on in the CAC; activities, problems, etc.
The CAC Chair needs to set up the meetings, arrange the phone conference & ensure directions are out to those representatives attending in person. Additionally the Chair must get an agenda out BEFORE the meeting and ensure the Recorder gets the minutes out in a timely manner.  If the Chair cannot attend or call in, he/she MUST coordinate with the vice-Chair and me to be sure the Recorder/vice-Chair is attending and taking charge of the meeting.

The Recorder/vice-Chair must take accurate notes, type them up as “minutes,” and forward the minutes to me - spell checked and logical - BY THE DATE I’VE SET.  The Recorder/vice-Chair must be ready to fill in if the Chair cannot attend, and must have someone ready to take the Recorder function if he/she is either filling in for the Chair or if he/she is unable to attend.
I then stressed that in the event a CAC Representative cannot fulfill his/her duty for some reason, he/she MUST notify someone.  If it is something I am expecting, such as the Minutes from the meeting or status of a project, he/she needs to notify me.  If it’s simply inability to attend a meeting, then the Alternate Representative and the Squadron Commander are generally the appropriate people to notify. The exception to this would be if the Chair is unable to attend, then he/she needs to inform me, the vice-Chair and their Unit Commander.  Failing to inform people - “blowing it off” is not cool and constitutes an error of omission.

Let me talk a bit about errors now.  In my mind there are two types of errors.  There are “errors of commission” and the “errors of omission” alluded to above.  What are they and what is the impact?  Let me explain it to you as I see it.
Errors of commission are mistakes people make when they are trying to do the right thing.  These errors are made by people with the best of intentions, people taking initiative to DO something to better themselves or the organization.  However, through lack of knowledge,    lack of experience, lack of training, lack of judgment, lack of ability or any other reason, there is a “screw up.” To me these are errors of commission and in a great many cases they are perfectly acceptable.  Our cadets should be expected and ENCOURAGED to take the opportunity to make these mistakes when appropriate.  

That doesn’t mean all errors of commission are equal and that there won’t ever be sanctions for these mistakes. Obviously if a member steals a CAP airplane, some misguided individuals may try to describe it as an error of commission but is not something we can tolerate.  On the other hand, if a cadet is trying to set up an activity and fails to coordinate with someone, shouldn’t that cadet be praised for trying, trained about how to coordinate properly and forgiven for not doing it right the first time?  There are other instances where a member may need to be punished for an error of commission but that member can still be trained and forgiven.
I have a much harder time forgiving the other type of error, the errors of omission.  These errors are easy to spot, as they are simply the result of not doing (omitting) a task you are supposed to do.  In layman’s terms, this is the “blow off.”  There is a little more to it in that there are times when ALL of us have to bail out of something we’ve signed up to do.  The blow off comes into play if the person has no VALID excuse and has not made every effort to mitigate the impact of the lack of completion, before it is due.  Simply asking someone else to do the job for you is not enough if that person blows it off. The original person who volunteered or who was tasked still retains responsibility for completion of the job.
Of course, there are valid circumstances when it’s OK not to do a job you’ve been given or volunteered to do.  A sudden death in the family or other sudden, unexpected and emergency situation are valid reasons for not completing a job.  Even then, a PROFESSIONAL will still do his or her best to contact the person he or she is working for to let them know what’s going on and why he/she cannot complete the job.  If time allows, a PROFESSIONAL will also do his or her level best to mitigate the situation by finding a responsible person to take on the job and will follow up to be sure the job is completed.  Simply passing off the job is never enough for a true professional.
When I talk about professionals and professionalism, I hear two common responses.  About the cadets I hear, “They’re kids and you can’t expect that much from them!”  About everyone, cadets and seniors I hear “I am a volunteer and I shouldn’t have to do that.”  I’d like to share some thoughts on both of those points, starting with the cadets.

“They’re kids and you can’t expect that much from them!”  The very sound of it makes me cringe.  I have at times expected too much too soon from the cadets, but I don’t believe I’ve ever expected too much from them.  I was a cadet once upon a time and remember some of the things I used to be responsible for on a weekly basis.  Looking back on those things through the haze of 25 years, there may be some tendency to believe right now that I did more back then than what I actually did. It’s what is often termed, “the older I get, the better I was” syndrome and most of us get it.  
Putting the syndrome aside though, in seven years I have seen hundreds of examples of cadets of all grades and ages stepping up and doing things that many senior members are not capable of doing or just won’t do.  I believe in our cadets and their abilities! I believe in them much more than I do many of our senior members.  Our cadets are willing to learn new things, they police their own actions and the cadets junior to them, they are not above doing just about anything, they follow the rules as they understand them and are willing to take constructive criticism if they’ve learned something incorrectly. How many of our senior members can you say that about?  When I hear seniors say “they’re kids!” I believe it is an offensive statement and almost every cadet out there should take it as a slap in the face.
When it comes to the notion of “This is a volunteer organization,” I have some thoughts about that too. First off, I believe CAP is what a former California Wing Commander used to call it, “A volunteer organization, staffed by professionals.”  That’s what it’s supposed to be by design, that’s the ideal situation.  As many of us know, we often fall way short of that ideal.

We fall short most often because we allow less than professional behavior from our members. When people join CAP they need to understand there are rules and regulations that govern the operation of almost every facet of the organization. There are rules and regulations for everything from wearing the uniform to using CAP communications equipment to flying search missions.  Following the rules is just something professionals do - it doesn’t matter if the profession is medicine, accounting, engineering or the military. Professionals have rules they follow and following those rules, as much as you may disagree with them, is part of the price of admission.  But all of us have been made aware of the basic rules of conduct through our training and if you have heartburn with those rules, it may be time to re-evaluate your participation in CAP. I’m not arguing you have to follow every single rule every single time. There are exceptions to everything but the circumstances when someone thinks an exception is OK need to be evaluated carefully.  
The second thing I believe about volunteering is that in CAP, you have two opportunities to volunteer.  The first opportunity is when you join and when you renew your membership every year.  The second time you volunteer is when you volunteer to quit.  In between those times, you have professional responsibilities.  You agree to those professional responsibilities every time you send your money to National Headquarters to renew your membership.  The rules are available for all CAP members to review, so there should be no surprises. There are no CAP members who were brought into this organization through a draft board, so if you don’t agree with the rules you can quit or work to change the rules.  If you are going to work to change them, you still have a professional responsibility to follow those rules until they are changed.
So those are my thoughts on professionalism, summed up by the statement, “do what you’re supposed to do, when you’re supposed to do it.”  I am sure they will spark some discussion and even argument. I’m sure some will tell me this won’t work in Wyoming.  I don’t buy that and I think it sells the organization and its members short.  Think about where your loyalty lies: Does it lie with those who won’t follow professional standards or with those who will? 

If you think professional behavior does not matter, let me quote something I got recently from a fairly senior Air Force leader.  I won’t say who to protect his/her identity.  

“Eric, 

Glad to see you’re involved with CAP here in Wyoming.  I’ve seen some of the members out in some of the communities and was less than impressed with both the kids and adults.  I was a cadet from ’68 to ’74 and I hope we didn’t look or act like that.  Best of luck!”

I can tell you that’s not the first time I’ve experienced that kind of reaction or worse.  The professional behavior or lack of it from our members has a very real impact on the organization.  Will your impact be positive or negative?

