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Looking for a Few Good Team 
Members? 

By Thomas R. Yeoman, director of 
auricula development, media pro-
duction. and staff development in the 
Economic Development Division of 
the State Board for Technical and 
Comprehensive Education. Ill Exec-
utive Center Drive. Columbia. SC 
29210; 803/73 7-9338. 

The team of six had just sweated 
through a series of events. The 
facilitator gazed at the tired and 

dirty team members and led them to 
the site of their next team activity. He 
described the task, showed them the 
materials they were to work with, and 
explained the ground rules. 

The team activity cons i s ted of 
crossing a pond that was broken up 
by blocks that rose from the water. 
The only tools were several planks— 
none of which were long enough to 
span the distance between any two 
blocks—and some lengths of rope. 
The facilitator appointed no leader 
and gave no further directions. 

The clock started. So did the team. 
The faci l i ta tor looked on silently 
whi le mark ing on his c l ipboard . 
When the team had successfully com-
pleted the task, the facilitator led its 
members on to the next team activity. 
Not just another ropes course. H o 
hum. li sounds like another adven-

"DON'T HIRE MILITARY 

VETERANS. A l l THEY 

KNOW HOW TO DO 

IS TAKE ORDERS" 

lure-learning team-building program, 
of the kind so popular with corporate 
managers of the nineties. 

Bui the time was August 1972— 
years before corporate America be-
came accustomed to climbing, jump-
ing, and rappelling its way through 
outdoor experiential programs. And 
the place was Quantico, Virginia—at 
the U.S. Marine Corps base. 

The water-crossing activity was pan 
of what's known as the Speed March 
Reaction Course. The team members 
taking part in it were mostly college 
juniors nearing completion of the cur-
riculum at the Marine Corps Officer 
Candidate School. 

1 was one of the team members. 
We had just slogged through a timed 
double run of the obstacle course and 
a timed three-mile run—all in full 
gear, including a pack and a rifle. The 
t e a m — w h o s e m e m b e r s had been 
randomly se lec ted—were to com-
plete the each activity within a pre-
scribed time limit. But the team had 
to finish the course as a unit. If even 
one team member failed to make it 
through, then none of the participants 
would pass. 

And successful completion was a 
requirement for graduation. 
Cornerstones of the Corps. D e s p i t e 
the Marine Corps's long-standing em-
phasis on team activities, many busi-
ness people'—including many trainers 
and human resource developers— 

believe that military trainers 
and armed-forces veterans re-
sist efforts at teamwork. 

Recently I visited a team 
assessment center at which 
people work through practi-
cal. experimental, and written 
bus ines s p r o b l e m s to test 
how they will perform in a 
team-based organization. 

I was amazed to hear an 
assoc ia te exp re s s surpr i se 

Do military people blindly 

follow orders? Do they resist 

empowerment? Not at all! 

Here are some examples 

of teamwork and initiative 

in a setting where some 

people don Y expect to find it: 

the U.S. Marine Corps. 
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that such a large number of those 
w h o were successful at the assess-
ment center were former military per-
sonnel. As an officer in the Marine 
Corps Reserves, 1 took exception to 
my c o l l e a g u e ' s skep t ic i sm. I ex-
plained that 1 could not speak for the 
other services, but that teamwork and 
problem solving are cornerstones of 
the Marine Corps's culture. 

After all, if a team in the Marine 
Corps fails while in combat, the cost 
can be quite a bit higher than the cost 
of failure in the business world. 

Unfortunately, the incident at the 
assessment center was not an isolated 
case. 
More than order-followers. At a recent 
training conference, I participated in 
a session that told trainers and con-

"THOSE CONTROL FREA 

MIGHT NOT HAVE BEEN 

GREAT PERFORMERS IN 

MI LI T A R Y, EITHER" 

sultants how to help managers under-
stand, accept , and master the new 
requirements of managing in a total-
quality organization. 

The w o r k s h o p was supe rb . But 
during the question-and-answer peri-
od. 1 was struck by a question from a 
well-meaning participant: 

"My organization has some military 
officers in positions of authority," ex-
plained the questioner. "How can I 
overcome their resistance to team-
work and participative management, 
so that TQM can work?" 

The implicat ion was clear. The 
speaker was convinced that former 
military people just stand in the way 
of all team-based improvements. The 
stereotype is that military people will 
go along with change—but only as 
long as the ideas come from a top-
d o w n , h ierarchy- type l eade r w h o 
dictates policy. 

Even worse was the message to all 
trainers, training directors, and per-
sonnel types in at tendance: "Don't 
hire military ve terans ; they won ' t 
be team players; they won't be inno-
vative; all they know how to do is 

KS 
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give and take orders." 
I'm sure that the questioner was 

not intent ional ly f eed ing the pre-
judices of the uninformed. But the 
notion that Marines aren't team play-
ers is absolutely incorrect. 

My response to the questioner: "It 
is just possible that the control-freak 
former military persons to whom you 
refer might not have been great per-
formers in the military, either." 

Small-unit leaders in the Marines 
have always been trained to take the 
initiative and to be innovative. One of 
the advantages we have had is that 
our small-unit leaders always under-
stood the mission and objectives. If 
contact with higher-ups is lost, team 
leaders can continue problem solv-
ing—meeting the objectives and ac-

complishing the mission. 
How d i f fe ren t is that 

f r o m wha t we expec t of 
our teams in a nonmilitary 
environment? 
Participatory problem solv-
ing in action. T h e a i r c a m -

paign in Kuwait du r ing 
Desert Storm depended on 
the use of frontline Marines 
ca l led fo rward air con-
trollers. FACs are Marine 

aviators, special ly trained and as-
signed to the infantry. Their job is to 
ensure that the most efficient and ef-
fective use is made of the strike aircraft 
in the support of the ground forces. 

FACs use a MULE (modular, uni-
versal laser emitter) to mark selected 
targets for the strike aircraft. Using 
a MULE increases the probabil i ty 
of a f i r s t - round hit to bet ter than 
90 percent. 

The MULE is an effective piece of 
gear. But it is heavy, bulky, and diffi-
cult to cany. Once in the target area, 
it must be set up on a three-legged tri-
angular mount and stabilized. This 
can be a time-consuming process— 
not very convenient during combat. 

A Marine FAC. Captain Murtha. de-
t e rmined that a m o r e e f fec t ive 
method would mount and stabilize 
the MULE on a vehic le . No such 
mount ing device exis ted. Captain 
Murtha took the problem to the ma-
chine shop. Together, he and a young 
metal fabricator who was a Marine 
corporal designed and built a mount 
and a receiving unit that could be 
used on top of a vehicle. 
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The two had designed what the 
commandan t of the Marine Corps 
would later call the universal spot-
ting vehicle . Marines refer to this 
innova t ive dev ice as the Murtha 
Mount. 
Qual i ty and t h e Corps. A n o t h e r i l l u s -

tration of the Marine Corps's commit-
ment to teamwork and leadership is 
its current move to total-quality lead-
ership in installations all around the 
country. This improvement process is 
based on W. Edwards Deming's work 
and is similar to the more familiar to-
tal-qua 1 ity management. 

"The point of TQL is not to man-
age the conduc t of war." said J. 
Daniel Howard, undersecretary of the 
Navy, in 1992. "It is to improve the 
way we prepare for it." 

With all the downsizing and reor-
ganizing of our military, many high-
performing people from the armed 
services are becoming available to 
join the civilian workforce. Many of 
these p e o p l e are accus tomed to 
working in teams. They are creative 
problem solvers. They are success 
oriented. They have spent a lot of 
time in training, and they know its 
value. 

The idea of "command and con-
trol" leadership from the top levels of 
the armed services is a stereotype. 
Former military personnel can share 
coun t l e s s s tor ies of t e a m w o r k , 
process improvement, and creative 
problem solving. And they can build 
teamwork and team leadership into 
their nonmilitary roles. • 

(Yeoman is a lieutenant colonel in the 
Marine Corps Reserve. He thanks Joe 
Conforti, a retired Marine Corps 
major, for the story about the Murtha 
Mount.) 
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