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24th Air Force
Command Chief

NOTAM
   If You’ve Never Failed,

   You’ve Accomplished Nothing
Rickey Henderson spent 25 years in professional baseball stealing a major league record 1406 bases.  If you know a little about base stealing, you know it involves risk … calculated risk.  Rickey’s managers accepted the risk of failure in order to improve their team’s chances of scoring runs, ultimately improving their team’s chances of winning more and losing less.

Did you know Rickey Henderson was also caught stealing 335 times, yet another major league record?  I often wonder what would have happened had any one of Rickey Henderson’s managers failed to support him, chastised him, or instructed him to no longer take risks after any one of his 335 failures.  Had his managers established a culture of “failure is not an option”, do you think he would have ever stolen 1406 bases?  More importantly, do you think his teams would have lost more and won less?

I believe accepting calculated risk is the only way we’ll improve who we are, what we do, and how we do it (the Wright Brothers would still be on the ground if risks were never taken)—and when risks are taken, mistakes will happen (they trashed a lot of materiel before they ever got off the ground).  Keep in mind, risk does not disregard safety and a mistake is an action undertaken with the best of intentions from which we learn and do not repeat—it’s quite different than an immoral, unethical or illegal act like ignoring technical orders because you think you “know better.”

So, why are so many of us averse to risk-taking?  In my experience, we’re unsure our leaders will support us if/when we fail.  Why?  Because we’ve seen previous risk-takers get their proverbial head handed to them when their risk-taking proved unsuccessful.  What’s the bottom line?  I believe leaders must do more to cultivate a culture more tolerant of failure (failure as an act of commission NOT omission).  By creating a risk-averse environment, leaders doom Airmen and our organizations to operate devoid of the creative, innovative solutions we’ll need to advance our next generation Air Force and the Airmen it will require to fly, fight, and win in air, space, and cyberspace.
President Theodore Roosevelt summed up risk-taking perfectly.  “… credit belongs to the man who is actually in the arena, whose face is marred by dust and sweat and blood, who strives valiantly, who errs and comes up short again and again, because there is no effort without error or shortcoming, but who knows the great enthusiasms, the great devotions, who spends himself for a worthy cause; who, at the best, knows, in the end, the triumph of high achievement, and who, at the worst, if he fails, at least he fails while daring greatly, so that his place shall never be with those cold and timid souls who knew neither victory nor defeat."

Today, Air Force leaders are taking calculated risks focused on five priorities:  strengthening the nuclear enterprise, partnering with Joint and Coalition forces to win today’s fight, modernizing air and space inventories, recapturing acquisition excellence, and developing and caring for Airmen and their families.  Mistakes will be made.  Success is not assured.  Is our future worth the risk?  You bet!

Airmen – take calculated risks to improve our newly-formed Numbered Air Force, your wings, and our Air Force—speak up if you see something that can be done better.  Leaders – please support our Airmen’s calculated, mission-focused risk-taking efforts—embrace AFSO 21 and encourage our Airmen to critique our business practices, never settling for the status quo.  Our Air Force is the best on and above our planet, but will only continue to be so if we’re willing to take the risks necessary to improve who we are, what we do, and how we do it!

KEVIN G. SLATER, CMSgt, USAF

Command Chief Master Sergeant
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