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24th Air Force
Command Chief

NOTAM
My Favorite Questions

I’ve often wondered how many things I might have done differently as a young supervisor if I’d known then what I know now.  One thing is for sure, I would have definitely reacted differently to some of the questions my Airmen were asking me.  In fact, two questions I wish I was better at answering back then are now my favorite questions to be asked; my two favorite questions?  ‘Why’ and ‘How Come’.
As a first-time supervisor and inexperienced leader, I completely misunderstood these two questions.  I thought ‘why’ and ‘how come’ were indicators of whining Airmen rather than of Airmen interested in better understanding the data, background, or intent behind a decision.  I wasn’t equipped yet to understand that our most invested Airmen ask ‘why’ or ‘how come’ as a way of exhibiting strong followership behavior.  My Airmen needed to know ‘why’ or ‘how come’ in order to provide timely, constructive feedback to me, to take responsibility for supporting the decision, and to effectively explain the decision to their subordinates and peers.

I completely misunderstood the opportunity my Airmen were giving me when asking me these two great questions.  By misinterpreting these questions as noise or nuisance, I didn’t clearly see then what I now understand as the two guaranteed benefits answering these questions is sure to deliver.  I was either going to gain Airmen more committed to the decision by taking the time to help them to better understand it or I was going to realize my decision might need adjustments if/when I found myself unable to adequately explain ‘why’ or ‘how come’.

I know I’ve learned many leadership lessons over the years as I’ve grown from a young, first-time supervisor to a seasoned Chief Master Sergeant.  One of my most important lessons learned is “listen to our people, especially when they ask questions.”  Our people will often provide us with all we need to make the best decisions for our unit and for our Air Force.  They often make us stronger leaders by fulfilling their number one responsibility as a follower: ask great questions like ‘why’ and ‘how come’.
KEVIN G. SLATER, CMSgt, USAF

Command Chief Master Sergeant
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