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24th Air Force
Command Chief

NOTAM
Expectation not Reward
“Congratulations SSgt Slater, you’ve been selected for promotion to TSgt.”

I have vivid memories of my commander visiting me to deliver this message in the Operations Training office at RAF Chicksands, England 20 years ago.  Man, was I stoked; selected to TSgt with just six years in service.  To be honest, humility took a serious backseat at that moment.  I thought I was the man!  Fortunately, I had a supervisor who knew better.  As soon as the commander left, my supervisor invited me to step outside for a mentoring moment.

I’ll never forget what he told me that day.

“Kevin, congratulations on your selection … you’ve earned it and I’m proud of you.  Now, I want you to go home and thank your wife for the sacrifices she made by allowing you to trade family time for study time (he knew I’d been studying many hours after duty and on weekends for many months)—you couldn’t have done this without her.  Then we’ll see you at the club this afternoon where the entire base will ‘tip one’ in your honor on ‘your dime’ (his way of reminding me to bring money to put on the bar—an act I had zero heartburn with performing—it was the most appropriate way to thank my teammates for the constant support they’d given me).”

He continued, “Before you go, I just want to be sure you understand exactly what you’ve earned today.”  Understand what I’d earned?  Of course I understood.  I’d earned promotion to Technical Sergeant, a reward for my knowledge, skill, and performance.  I didn’t know it at the time, but I wasn’t as smart as I thought I was.  Fortunately, my supervisor wasn’t going to allow me to remain dumb for long.

He shook his head, “Kevin, your promotion isn’t a reward.  It’s an expectation.”  What … an expectation … not a reward?  Once again my supervisor was speaking a language he and I did not share (this happened often).  In fact, people often ask me if learning to speak Russian was difficult.  I usually responded, “yes, but not nearly as difficult as learning to speak ‘supervisor’.”
“Kevin, your promotion isn’t a reward for yesterday’s knowledge, skill, or performance.  It is an expectation that you will fulfill your potential to perform tomorrow’s broader set of tasks to an ever-increasing standard.   Should you feel good about your selection?  Absolutely!  I just don’t want you to mistake the Air Force’s motives.  The Air Force didn’t promote you because you are awesome.  They promoted you because they expect you to become awesome, rising to meet the challenges sure to come with the responsibilities and authorities of your next grade.”

I’ve carried this mentoring moment with me ever since.  Promotion isn’t a reward for past performance.  It’s an expectation of future performance.  Confusing the two could prove disastrous for my Airmen and my organization.  If I thought it was a reward for past performance, I might be tempted to take the promotion, consider me and the Air Force even, and rest on my laurels.  I might think I no longer owed my subordinates and superiors the best I had to offer.  I’m glad my supervisor set me straight, because I wouldn’t want someone with that attitude on my team, would you?

KEVIN G. SLATER, CMSgt, USAF

Command Chief Master Sergeant
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