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24th Air Force
Command Chief

NOTAM
Right 10, Left 32, Right 18


One evening on the night shift as a young NCO, I approached my supervisor looking for some advice on how to better communicate with my subordinates.  I was having an incredibly difficult time connecting with or getting through to my Airmen.  I had no clue why every one of them responded entirely differently to my attempts to engage with them.  I was hoping for answers, an explanation, or at least some sound advice.  Instead what I got was another one of those cryptic responses my supervisor was famous for delivering to me.  He said “right 10, left 32, right 18.”  And I said “what?”  I was struggling to connect with my Airmen and he was quoting the combination to the lock on our storage closet.


“Kevin, he said, every one of your Airmen is an individual.  Each has differences in personality, hopes, aspirations, and dreams.  Each one values things differently.  Your Airmen may all look the same, much like combination locks look the same when hanging on a shelf in the hardware store, yet each Airman will respond differently to different motivators, much like a lock responds only to its own combination.  Dialing right 10, left 32, right 18 on every lock in this building will only open this one lock (the one on our unit’s storage closet).  If you try to dial in to every Airman in exactly the same way, you may get through to one of them, but you almost certainly won’t get through to all of them.”


“Why would you expect to get the same response from every one of your Airmen using the same approach?  People are as different as combination locks.  What one person values highly another loathes, what one aspires to, another is indifferent to.  If you’re going to get the most from each of your Airmen, you’re going to have to learn what makes them tick and then exercise situational leadership.  You’re going to have to figure out the combination which works for each of your Airmen.  What may get one to open up may get absolutely no response at all from another.”

And now for the epiphany:  He said, “It’s not your Airman’s responsibility to open up to you when he doesn’t recognize the “combination” you’re dialing.  It’s up to you to discover which “combination” motivates your Airman.”  If you truly want to get the most from your Airmen, you’re going to have to invest in learning as much as you can about them.  What do they value?  Why are they here?  What are their hopes, aspirations, and dreams?  Most importantly though, how are you going to tie their goals to unit and Air Force goals?  How are you going to find out their combination?  Are you going to try to crack them like a safe (using a stethoscope and some C4 is not a likely path to success) or will you adapt your communication methods well enough to cause them to willingly disclose their combination to you?

KEVIN G. SLATER, CMSgt, USAF
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