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 Introduction                  

Introduction  

This chapter starts off easy, with some rules to 
follow, and rapidly becomes more complex, as much of 
leadership is things like people skills. People are compli-
cated and people skills are even more complicated. 

We’ll start with some simple rules to follow, and if 
you follow these rules, you’ll be able to lead a team with-
out any problems. 

Well, no, not really. Sorry. Simply following rules 
won’t work. 

It takes different skills, including decision-making 
skills and what we call people skills to lead a team, so if 
you want to be a a really good field team leader, a search 
manager, or lead a SAR organization, you’ll should keep 
reading on to the end of the chapter to learn more peo-
ple skills. But simply knowing the rules and following 
them will get you to a level of baseline competence as a 
field team leader, so we’ll start there. 

First, you need to consider The Rules with a capital 
“R” versus rules with a small “r.” Rules with the capital 
R are established by someone above you and are invio-
lable, at least when the person above you is looking. 
Sometimes those above you make so many Rules that 
no matter how hard you try, you can’t follow them all. 
When you have such big set of Rules that conflict with 
each other so that you can’t possibly follow them all and 
get your job done, the error literature disparagingly calls 
“mutually incompossible rules.” (A common related 
term is the double bind.) From the viewpoint of those 
above you, this has a great advantage: if something bad 
happens, they can always find a Rule that you violated 
and blame you. In the human error literature, this is dis-
paragingly called “blame and train.” 

Which is why it’s better to empha-
size best practices, which are good 
things to do when you have the time 
and resources to do them, which is 
what the Appalachian Search and 
Rescue Conference (ASRC) has 
espoused for decades. 

Sometimes it’s safer to skip a best 
practice, and that’s why we call it a 
“best practice” instead of a “rule-
with-a-capital-R.” We would all 
agree that not running with a litter is 
a pretty reasonable best practice. But 
if you are carrying a litter and see 
an avalanche of large rocks coming 
down towards you, maybe you could 
skip this best practice, just this once. Without being 
blamed for violating The Rules. This chapter sets out 
best practices but few if any Rules. 

Followership, field team management and leadership 
are not simple, easy-to-learn skills like rigging and using 
a 3:1 haul system that can be converted to a lowering 
system and back, or even rigging a highline/Tyrolean 
traverse. They are vastly more complex, and the best we 
can understand them is at the level of the blind monks 
examining their first elephant. See the sidebar at the 
bottom of the page.

We will look at how experts from the past several 
thousand years address issues of followership, manage-
ment and leadership. You’ll find certain themes recur-
ring over and over again, sort of like convergent evolu-
tion in biology, like how squids and mammals indepen-
dently developed similar eyes. Even if you discount what 

Blind Monks Examining an Elephant, an 1888 
ukiyo-e print by Hanabusa Itcho

public domain via US Library of Congress

 

The Elephant and the Monks

There are 10,000 published works on leadership. By Sturgeon’s Law, 90% is crap, 
but the remaining 10% have insights from humanity’s best and brightest.

There’s a parable found in Jain religious/philosophical texts from two thousand 
years ago, and in many other traditions as well. Six blind monks were asked to 
tell what an elephant looked like by feeling different parts of the elephant’s body. 
The blind monk who feels a leg says “the elephant is like a pillar!”; the one who 
feels the tail says “the elephant is like a rope!”; the one who feels the trunk says 
“the elephant is like a tree branch!”; the one who feels the ear says “the elephant 
is like a hand fan!”; the one who feels the belly says “the elephant is like a wall!”; 
and the one who feels the tusk says “the elephant is like a solid pipe!”

As you read, you will encounter different views of leadership. I hope you can 
combine them to reach some appreciation of the beast as a whole.

 

It is appropriate to draw 
clear distinctions between 
leadership, command and 
management. All three 
are significant and interre-
lated but without effective 
leadership command and 
management will fail to 
provide a quality of service 
required of any SAR 
operations.

—Leadership in Land 
Search and Rescue, by 
Tony Jones, Rick LaValla 
and Chris Long
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Introduction        Field Team Management          

I and the contributors tell you, perhaps you will take the 
word of famous leaders and teachers from across the 
millenia. 

In addition to this Introduction and a brief Clos-
ing section, this chapter contains four major levels of 
information. 

Followership: Everyone 

The first major level is the section Being an Effective 
Follower. It’s primarily for those who are new to wilder-
ness search and rescue. But the followership skills you 
learn should follow you through your time in wilderness 
search and rescue (sorry for the pun). The most impor-
tant lesson in this section is learning to speak truth to 
power.

Even if you are a leader, you still have one or more 
bosses, even if it’s the membership of your organization. 
If you are out on a wilderness search and rescue opera-
tion, you will certainly have a boss. So dealing with a 
boss, especially if and when you think your boss might 
be wrong, is essential. 

At the leadership levels of a big SAR operation, or a 
SAR organization, being a good subsidiary leader is, in 
essence, being a good follower. Everyone in wilderness 
search and rescue should read the followership section.

In response to the first draft of this chapter, Ben 
and Audrey McCandless came with the following set 
of questions. They guided much of the revision of this 
second draft. I have edited them only lightly. They are 
a good guide to what you should have in mind as you 
read through the followership section. You could state 
these as “thou shalt” commands, but they are better as 
questions to be answered, often with a “Well, it depends 
on…”1

* * *

Followership – or – ugh, they made _____ a leader - 
what do I do now?

• How do I support the group as a follower?
• Responsibilities – what are mine?
• Motivation – do I know my own motivations?
• Expectations:

 ◆ Taking directions: should I give leaders the benefit 

1  In the bestselling books and cult-phenomenon BBC TV series, The 
Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy, suspense builds as the protagonists 
search for the ultimate answer, about life, the universe and everything. 
Once they finally find out the answer – “42” – they are then left try-
ing to figure out which precise question to which this is the answer. 
Which just goes to show that sometimes the questions are more 
important than the answers. Certainly for this chapter that’s true.

of the doubt?
 ◆ Do I need to understand the rules before I break 

them?
 ◆ Should I accept statements blindly, or apply criti-

cal thinking? When should I ask questions up the 
chain of command?

 ◆ Should I assume that I am being asked to do 
things for the right reason until proven otherwise?

 ◆ How do I start developing my own leadership 
skills?

 ◆ How do I recognize and manage a problem leader, 
including criticism and corrections?

Field Team Management: ASRC Field III  

The second major level, the section Managing a Field 
Team, focuses on the job of being a wilderness search 
and rescue field team leader: managing the team. It’s 
mostly about the mechanics of leading the team. If you 
plan to be a field team leader, it’s essential reading. It 
does, at the end, include a little bit of people-skills, as 
regards maintaining morale and dealing with the sub-
ject’s/patient’s family.

If you’re studying for ASRC Field III2 or one of the 
state government or state SAR council “field team mem-
ber” credentialing, you need to learn this stuff. Even if 
these are entry-level credentials, sooner or later you’ll 
be the most knowledgeable available SAR person and 
will be assigned to lead a team composed of people who 
know basically nothing about wilderness search and 
rescue.

You should also scan through all the Important Points 
boxes for each of the remaining sections of the chapter. 
This will get you at least a birdseye overview of people 
skills.

Again, Ben and Audrey McCandless provide a list of 
questions to keep in mind as you seek answers in your 
reading throughout the rest of the chapter.

* * *

Leadership – or – hey, I’ve just been made a “leader” – 
what do I do now?
• Power – what sort do I have, and what can I do with 

it?
• Authority – What the bleeping bleep is this, and what 

can I do with it?
• Responsibility - what the b… see previous.
• Trust - Surely this doesn’t drive everything about 

2  The Appalachian Search and Rescue Conference train-
ing and credentialing program is described in the 
ASRC Training Guide, available at http://archive.asrc.
net/#IDASRC-Training-ASRC-Training-Guide-Standards-

http://archive.asrc.net/#IDASRC-Training-ASRC-Training-Guide-Standards
http://archive.asrc.net/#IDASRC-Training-ASRC-Training-Guide-Standards
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 Introduction        Decision-Making, Human Nature, Leadership Strategies         

leading a volunteer organization…
• Motivation: why do SAR team members do what 

they do? And how can I direct it to the best effect for 
the team?

•  What do people expect of me as a leader? Is it:
 ◆ Concise direction?
 ◆ Delegating authority, responsibility, credit?
 ◆ Distilling and distributing information?
 ◆ Assessing technical abilities and temperament?
 ◆ Recognizing contributions? 
 ◆ Giving context (value, meaning) to tasks?
 ◆ Making decisions?
 ◆ Seeking advice?
 ◆ Managing problem followers?
 ◆ Addressing criticism from followers?
 ◆ Correcting followers errors? How?
 ◆ Address status-seeking followers?

• And, looking ahead: how do I build a culture that can 
survive my departure?

Decision-Making, Human Nature, Leadership 
Strategies: Field I, Search Manager  

The third major level consists of three sections. The first 
section, Decision-Making, is about decision-making 
under time pressure and with incomplete information. 
Science is just now getting some good ideas about how 
our minds really work in such situations. Learning how 
we make such decisions may not in itself make you a 
better decision-maker. But it will teach you how to bet-
ter train to be able to make such decisions wisely. 

The next section, Human Nature, scours history, 
literature and science to learn what we can about how 
people’s minds work, which is the base knowledge for 
developing “people skills,

The next and final section for Field I and Search 
Manager students, Leadership Strategies and Manage-
ment Styles, is liberally strewn with bits of history. That’s 
because people have been thinking about leadership, 
and writing about it, since near the beginnings of writ-
ten languages. And every age has observant, smart 
people, some of whom made good observations about 
leadership. I’ve picked the best of the best for you.

It is also liberally strewn with bits of science. That’s 
because science is a good method for finding out things 

that are true but not obvious. And some of these new, 
true-but-not-obvious scientific findings apply to search 
and rescue leadership; knowing about them will make 
you a better leader. 

If you don’t know much about 
science or history, you’ll learn a few 
things about them. If you already 
know a lot about history or science, 
you may make new connections 
between what you know about them 
and leading field teams and SAR 
organizations. 

This section also surveys the busi-
ness and military and fire service 
literature on leadership for lessons 
applicable to wilderness search and 
rescue. 

If you are working towards your 
Field I, you need to read these three 
sections. If you are working towards 
your Search Manager IV, you need 
to reread these sections. If you are 
working towards your Search Man-
ager III, you need to reread these 
sections again. If you are working 
towards your Search Manager II, 
you need to reread these sections yet 
again. If you are working towards 
your Search Manager I, you need to 
reread these sections and then come 
up with corrections and improve-
ments to the entire chapter. 

* * *

Don’t worry. It may seem long, but 
this is the Readers’ Digest Condensed 
Wilderness Search and Rescue Lead-
ership. You don’t have to read any 
of the referenced material (though 
it’s not a bad idea to read some of 
them). We’ll give you the important 
points from each.

If you want to be a better leader, 
read on! 

 

What Makes 

a Leader?

When someone says 
“search and rescue 
leader” you get a mental 
image of a very buff, 
muscular guy. (It’s 
always a guy.) Based 
on movie portrayals, 
this guy has serious 
emotional issues, but 
can climb 5.11 (very hard) 
cliffs with one hand tied 
behind his back. He’s 
crabby but can order 
people around very well, 
occasionally punching 
out an uncooperative 
team member.

But real life is not like 
the movies. Good SAR 
team leaders may be 
assertive… but most SAR 
team members are that 
way. Instead of punching 
out obstreperous mem-
bers, good leaders work 
around the problems 
and gently redirect mem-
bers, getting them to 
contribute to the group 
effort. What sets good 
SAR leaders apart is their 
ability to get respect and 
trust from SAR team 
members, to encourage 
them to do their best, 
and to be cool, calm and 
collected when the shit 
hits the fan. 

Chris Ruch says: good 
judgment is one of the key 
attributes of a leader. It is 
okay to be assertive about 
doing the right thing – 
even if you are the only 
person advocating to do 
the right thing. But if you 
are wrong or inconsider-
ate or looking out only 
for yourself and still being 
assertive, then you are just 
being a jerk.

A lot of this is what we 
call people skills. 
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Being an Effective Follower        Stalin and Kruschev          

Being an Effective Follower  

Stalin and Kruschev 

After the Russian Revolution of 1917, the Georgian1 
Josef Jughashvili built up the Soviet Union (successor 
to the Russian Empire) with brutal methods that killed 
millions and created a police state that rivaled that of 
the same-era German Nazis. He took the name Stalin 
(steel). Until his death in 1953, he ruled this empire with 
an iron fist with absolute power that prior “Czars of all 
the Russias” would have envied. Not an iron fist in a vel-
vet glove. An iron fist in a steel knight’s-armor gauntlet. 
With spikes on it.

In February 1956, three years after Stalin’s death, 
Nikita Kruschev, one of Stalin’s lieutenants and his suc-
cessor as leader of this continent-spanning empire, gave 
a secret talk to the leaders of this empire. Kruschev 
accused Josef Stalin of massacre, torture of children, and 
a personal reign of terror.

When he concluded this earthshaking address, there 
was a deafening silence in the room. Then, from the 

1  That the in-the-Caucasus -Mountains, between-Europe-and-Asia 
Georgia, not the one in the southern USA.

back of the room: “…and where were you during this, 
Nikita?” More silence. 

Kruschev’s face flushed. His eyes narrowed, and his 
gaze traveled around the room. “Who said that?” 

Silence.
He started breathing heavily as his penetrating gaze 

swung around the room again. “Who said that?!” 
Silence. 
With spittle flying from his lips. he screamed “Who 

said that?!?!” 
Silence. 
In a quiet tone, Kruschev said, “That’s where I was.”2

In wilderness search and rescue, criticizing your 
leader isn’t likely to end up with you exiled to Siberia or 
summarily liquidated with a bullet to the back of your 

2  There are different variants of this story, many of which appeared 
in the press during the 50th anniversary of the speech in 2006. This 
is as I heard it from my father in the 1960s. When I was a boy, he 
explained to me about communism, and how it contained many 
good elements, but that the Soviet Union was not really communist 
but a dictatorship using communist ideology and leader-worship as 
a religion. I am not sure where he got the story. He did work for the 
National Security Agency (back in those more secretive days, “No 
Such Agency”) at Fort Meade, so I suspect he heard it there. 

Josef Stalin, leader of the Russian empire (“Soviet Union”) 1917-1953
public domain via Wikimedia Commons

Nikita Kruschev, leader of the Russian empire (“Soviet Union”), 1953-1963
public domain via Wikimedia Commons 
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head. Nonetheless, confronting a superior can be anxi-
ety-producing. The remainder of this section will try to 
alleviate that anxiety by providing best practices for rais-
ing concerns. And try to persuade you that, sometimes, 
seeming to criticize your leader is the right thing to do. 

The Right Attitude 

What is the right attitude1 to take when you’re a field 
team member or a subsidiary person in Base?

You could follow the King Louis XIV, World War 
II Russian Army, autocratic, “command and control” 
model and simply carry out your orders without ques-
tioning them. Do or die. 

Return with your shield or on it. That’s an ancient 
Greek phrase from Sparta, which was a completely 
military polis (city). Women would say this to their hus-
bands when they left for a battle. It translates to “Either 
come back alive and well enough to carry your shield, 
or die heroically so that your comrades bring back your 
body using your shield as a litter.” 

Not that SAR people would likely tolerate this, but it 
is one of the possibilities. 

Even if some people might think it is the right way 
for a SAR team to operate, there is good evidence it is 
not. One of the lessons of Crew Resource Management 
(CRM) is that an unquestioning, do-or-die followership 
style kills people.

There are times where the pilot is probably making 
a mistake, by missing something. Sometimes, this is 
something subtle. Other times, the copilot should say 
something like, “Captain, do you know that we’re flying 
at 8000 feet in a grid with 10,000 foot mountains?”

But in certain cases (which led to Cockpit Resource 
Management, which became Crew Resource Manage-
ment = CRM) the copilot, steeped in the “don’t chal-
lenge authority” culture of the airline, which was also 
the crew’s national culture, said nothing. And the plane 
crashed via “controlled flight into terrain” (i.e., flying 
into a mountain). The co-pilot’s Catch-222 is sometimes 
stated as: “You are damned if you ignore the Captain’s 

1  Did you see the movie The Right Stuff? “The story of the original 
Mercury 7 astronauts and their macho, seat-of-the-pants approach to 
the space program” (as IMDB puts it), which won 4 Oscars? As Robert 
Greenberg points out in one of his Teaching Company podcasts, the 
triumphant music celebrating these macho American astronauts was 
stolen directly from Peter Ilyich Tchaikovsky, changing just a few 
notes so there wouldn’t need to credita Russian. A gay Russian. I’m 
not sure what this shows, but I just had to put it in here. And if you 
want to listen to the very best lecturer I know, and pick up some of his 
techniques, buy some of his podcasts from The Teaching Company. 
2  “Catch-22” is the title of a novel by Joseph Heller from 1961. It’s also 
a modern equivalent of the term “double bind.” In the novel, people 
who were crazy were not allowed to fly missions; but anyone who 
requested to stop flying was considered sane. 

mistakes and you are damned if you 
do something about them.”

An article in Vanity Fair discusses 
what led to the development of 
CRM.3 It talks about John Lauber, 
a private pilot and psychologist, 
who studied why some commercial 
aircraft crashes seem to occur with 
experienced pilots but no mechani-
cal failures. This brief excerpt from 
the article encapsulates what Lauber 
found, and that led to CRM: 

Lauber told me about one occa-
sion, when he entered a Boeing 727 
cockpit at a gate before the captain 
arrived, and the flight engineer 
said, “I suppose you’ve been in a 
cockpit before.” 

“Well, yes.”
“But you may not be aware that 

I’m the captain’s sexual adviser.”
“Well, no, I didn’t know that.”
“Yeah, because whenever I speak 

up, he says, ‘If I want your f***ing 
advice, I’ll ask for it.’ ”

Given my medical background, I 
give medical examples to illustrate 
many topics. Here is one, which 
illustrates both followership and 
leadership. I won’t draw any conclu-
sions, though, and so, as they say, 
that will be left as an exercise for the 
reader. 

Once upon a time, the head of the 
Department of Internal Medicine 
at the University of Pittsburgh, who 
shall remain anonymous here but 
whose nickname was Black Jack, was 
rounding in the hospital with medi-
cal students and residents. 

He led them into a patient room, 
ready to talk with and examine 
the patient and discuss the case 
with his followers. But there was 
a full bedpan sitting on the bed. 
A woman from housekeeping was 
in the room. He turned to her and 
said, “Would you take care of this 
for us?” She replied, “I’m sorry, but 

3  https://www.vanityfair.com/news/
business/2014/10/air-france-flight-447-crash

 

The lessons of followership: 
self-discipline, stress- and 
time management.

—Larry Donnithorne, 
The West Point Way of 
Leadership

 

Daring is fine! 

Reckless impetuosity is 
stupid! 

It is therefore wise to dis-
cover and learn from the 
experience of others and to 
match boldness to mature 
consideration, ability to 
good sense. 

True courage is shown only 
by one who is fully aware 
of all the consequences of 
his actions. 

—Wilhelm 
Paulcke, Hazards in 
Mountaineering

 

Every leader is a follower. 
No one commands an 
organization without 
restraints. For every leader, 
no matter how “supreme,” 
there is always a higher 
authority who must be 
answered. The Chairman 
of the Joint Chiefs of 
Staff is responsible to the 
Commander in Chief. 
In turn, the President of 
the United States must 
answer to the Congress 
and the American people. 
Even the CEO of a multi-
national corporation has 
to respond to the board, 
the stockholders, the 
customers. Their success 
depends in a large part 
on how well they have 
learned to follow.

—Larry Donnithorne, 
The West Point Way of 
Leadership

https://www.vanityfair.com/news/business/2014/10/air-france-flight-447-crash
https://www.vanityfair.com/news/business/2014/10/air-france-flight-447-crash


10  4: Leadership and Followership

Being an Effective Follower        Graded Assertiveness          

that’s the nurse’s job, not my job.” 
He thought for a second, and then 
dumped the contents of the bed-
pan and then the bedpan on the 
floor. “Now it is.”

Graded Assertiveness 

A 2010 study of 6,500 nurses and 
nurse managers in the USA found 
that 84% of respondents reported 
that more than 10% of their col-
leagues took dangerous shortcuts 
and 26% said these shortcuts had 
actually harmed patients. However, 
despite these risks, only 17% shared 
their concerns with the colleague 
in question.1

Now that is about nurses, and 
nurses work with physicians. 
And surgeons. And surgeons are 
known in the medical field for 
sometimes having what is called a 
“surgical personality.” The “surgical 
personality” is a set of behaviors, 
not exhibited by the majority of 

1  Maxfield, D., et al. (2011). “The silent 
treatment: why safety tools and checklists 
aren’t enough to save lives.” VitalSmarts, 
AORN & AACN, www. silenttreatment 
study. com/silencekills.

surgeons, but exhibited by enough surgeons (and car-
diologists, and other medical physicians) that the term 
“surgical personality” is still widely-understood. Anyone 
who has had kids and have had to deal with the “terrible 
twos” (which is actually the “terrible 1-4s peaking about 
3”) know what it is. Think “continuous temper tantrum.”

Here’s an example from where I work. Once upon a 
time, a surgeon in the operating room got upset over 
something most of us would think trivial, and he picked 
up the tray of surgical instruments and threw it across 
the room. One of the surgical residents held up his hand 
to protect his face from the flying instruments. A bloody 
scalpel went through his hand.

Here’s another. My hospital developed a program 
to deal with out-of-control surgeons in the OR. There 
was a special code they called over the overhead speak-
ers in the OR – I wish I could remember what it was 
called –which meant “every free person of to operating 
room number ##.” Usually some 10-20 people go to the 
designated room as required, and stare at the asshole 
surgeon.” This was back about 1990; by 2000 or so, they 
discontinued it, as this kind of surgical behavior, at 
least in its severest form, had died out. Did surgeons in 
ancient Greece and Rome acted the same way? Maybe 
we’re making progress. Finally. 

Lest it seem that I’m just dissing surgeons, let me give 
you another true story. Once when working overnight 
in the ED, I got a paramedic call about a patient with 
crushing substernal chest pain radiating to the left arm 
associated with shortness of breath and diaphoresis. 
(To you non-medical types, diaphoresis is just sweat-
ing. Remember that academic doctors get paid by the 
syllable, with extra credit for Latin and Greek roots.) 
The EKG they sent to the in the ED looked like an acute 
anterior myocardial infarction (“MI,” “heart attack”; the 
other thing that’s often called “heart attack” is sudden 
cardiac arrest). I called in the cardiologist on call for 
urgent cardiac catheterization in accordance with our 
formal policies. It was in the middle of the night, so the 
cardiologist was pretty grumpy. 

He did the cardiac cath, which turned out to be 
normal despite the classic MI presentation. He came 
down to the ED, pulled me into an empty patient room, 
grabbed the front of my shirt, pushed me up against 
the wall, and spent a couple of minutes cussing me out 
for calling him in for a normal cardiac cath. Despite 
the fact that he had agreed that we should always call 
in the doc on call for cardiac cath whenever we see this 
presentation.

I was good. I didn’t kill him. I didn’t even take him 
down and cuff him and call 9-1-1 to report an assault. (I 
worked summers during college as a National Park Ser-
vice Ranger and I still always carry a pair of disposable 
cable-tie style handcuffs just in case.) I did my best to 

 

Executives have substan-
tial power, but still must 
function within boundar-
ies. It is easy to forget 
that, despite being the 
highest leaders in their 
organizations, they are 
still followers. If they don’t 
have a direct boss, they 
have to report to some 
kind of leader—be it the 
board, the clients, or the 
shareholders.

—Larry Donnithorne, 
The West Point Way of 
Leadership

 

Leadership is the ability 
to influence individuals or 
groups toward the achieve-
ment of a goal.

B e i n g  a n  E f f e c t i v e  F o l l o w e r

 ▸ If you are just serving as a field 
team member or low-level 
person in Base, you should still 
exercise critical thinking and 
independent judgment. Don’t 
just say befehl ist befehl (“orders 
are orders”) and unquestioningly 
do what you’re told. 

 ▸ If you see a safety concern, or 
even a better way to do some-
thing, you should (respectfully) 
speak up. 

 ▸ If a leader ignores or dismisses 
your safety concerns, CRM (crew 
resource management) says you 
should, nay you must, use graded 
assertiveness to bring up your 
concern again. 

 ▸ Even as the most junior person 
present, during a wilderness 
search and rescue operation 
you have stop work authority: if 

you see something you believe 
is unsafe, you have authority to 
say “Stop!” and the operation 
should stop until your concern is 
addressed.

 ▸ When you’re on an operation, 
use people’s first names (except 
maybe on the radio where the 
ICS says to use last names or 
positions). Don’t use titles like 
“Captain” or “Chief” or “Doctor.” 
This improves safety.

 ▸ If you’re the most experienced 
leader, but you have special 
expertise, such as medical or 
technical rescue, it may be better 
for someone else to act as a Field 
Team Leader. This frees you to 
use your special expertise. You 
can still mentor and support the 
“apprentice” FTL.

 

A genuine leader is not a 
searcher for consensus but 
a molder of consensus.

—Martin Luther King Jr.
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calm him down. He finally stomped out without physi-
cal harm to either of us. 

I formally complained to the hospital administration 
about this, and the answer was “well, he’s better than he 
used to be.” If you bring lots of money to the hospital, 
the administration doesn’t seem to care about collateral 
damage.

He never apologized to me, but he’s been nice to me 
ever since, even calling me for advice from time to time. 
If you have a surgical personality this is the equivalent 
of an apology. 

We were talking about nurses, so you can imagine 
what it’s like for a nurse to work under a surgeon who 
has a surgical personality. But who also brings hundreds 
of thousands of dollars to the hospital, so the hospital 
administrators will bend over backwards to forgive him 
for even the most outrageous behavior. (Almost but not 
always it’s a “him,” though I have known a couple of 
female surgeons who have surgical personalities.)

So the nurses, who are a lot worse off than SAR team 
members, have come up with suggestions how to deal 
with such problems, or better, to deal with someone 
with a surgical personality who’s about to make a bad 
mistake.

There are a variety of suggestions for how to speak up 
when you’re a subordinate of someone with a surgical 
personality or flight-captain or just high-D/choleric per-
sonality search and rescue person. You will find more 
on personality types, including what high-D/choleric 
means, in Personality Typing on page 79. 

The basic idea for a follower to raise an issue with a 
leader is called “graded assertiveness.”1 A 2003 publica-
tion of the International Association of Fire Chiefs, 
Crew Resource Management: a positive change for the fire 
service, provides a five-step approach:
 • Opening or attention getter: Address the individual. 
“Hey Chief,” or “Captain Smith,” or “Bob,” or however the 
name or title that will get the person’s attention.
 • State your concern: Express your analysis of the situation 
in a direct manner while owning your emotions about it. 
“I’m concerned that we may not have enough fuel to fly 
around this storm system,” or “I’m worried that the roof 
might collapse.”
 • State the problem as you see it: “We’re showing only 40 
minutes of fuel left,” or “This building has a lightweight 
steel truss roof, and we may have fire extension into the 
roof structure.”
 • State a solution: “Let’s divert to another airport and 
refuel,” or “I think we should pull some tiles and take a 
look with the thermal imaging camera before we commit 
crews inside.”

1  Lewis, G. H., et al. (2011). “Counterheroism, common knowledge, 
and ergonomics: concepts from aviation that could improve patient 
safety.” Milbank Q 89(1): 4-38.Besco, R. (1999). 

 • Obtain agreement (or buy-in): “Does that sound good to 
you, Captain?”

The most common summary of graded assertiveness 
I have found uses the PACE mnemonic:2

 • Probe: “I don’t understand why we’re not using a sepa-
rate belay line to a second anchor when this slope is so 
steep.
 • Alert: “I’m concerned that, if there is a shock load, this 
anchor might fail.”
 • Challenge: “This is really question-
able as a single anchor.”
 • Emergency: “STOP. There is a major 
life safety problem. This anchor is 
unsafe and we should not continue 
until it is changed or backed up.”

Groupthink (Peer-
Group Syndrome) 

On the website of the Mountain 
Rescue Association (mra.org), you 
can find a 2002 PDF pamphlet titled 
Field Team Leadership in Search and 
Rescue Operations, by Leonard R. 
Daughenbaugh.

He discusses different leadership 
styles, focusing closely on the dan-
gers of groupthink, which is defined 
by Wikipedia thus:

Groupthink is a psychological 
phenomenon that occurs within a 
group of people, in which the desire 
for harmony or conformity in the 
group results in an irrational or 
dysfunctional decision-making out-
come. Group members try to mini-
mize conflict and reach a consensus 
decision without critical evalu-
ation of alternative viewpoints, 
by actively suppressing dissenting 
viewpoints, and by isolating them-
selves from outside influences.

Daughenbaugh, writing with what 
sounds like the voice of experience, 
says

2  “PACE: Probe, Alert, Challenge, and 
Emergency Action.” Business and com-
mercial aviation 84(6): 72-74. This not a 
peer-reviewed scientific publication, it’s a free 
“throwaway” magazine. Surprising where you 
can find good ideas.

 

It takes a village…

Above the level of a field 
team, it’s rare to have a 
single person running 
things. 

If you’re the search man-
ager, you have a whole 
host of command staff 
helping to run things. 
And you will hand off 
things off to someone 
else for the next opera-
tional period. 

Running a SAR organiza-
tion is also a joint leader-
ship effort. There is the 
chair/president/chief/
commander, but there 
are a number of officers, 
and usually a board of 
directors. 

There are many leader-
ship roles and many 
ways to be a leader. 

They all work together 
to help lead, teach 
and mentor volunteer 
members. 

—Chris Ruch

 

If everyone is thinking 
alike, no one is thinking.

—General George S. 
Patton

If the leader is not getting 
conflicting stories or opin-
ions, it should be a danger 
signal.

—Larry Donnithorne, 
in The West Point Way of 
Leadership
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It becomes groupthink at its worst if a cohesive 
in-group is combined with an authoritarian, char-
ismatic leader who is not impartial or amenable to 
having his/her point of view challenged, and is not 
willing to voluntarily accept accountability for his/her 

actions or inactions. The most 
identifiable characteristic of 
this type of leader is that he/
she will bring up an issue, 
then immediately express a 
personal opinion concern-
ing it. [emphasis added] At 
that point, any argument tends 
to revolve around whether or 
not the leader is right, rather 
than whether the leader’s pre-
ferred alternative is the best 
one. Effective decision-making 
procedures go by the wayside. 
The group experiences “tunnel 
vision.” Other alternatives will 
not be explored, or will only 
be superficially evaluated. The 
search for information will be 
cursory and incomplete, and 
the only information gathered 
will support the leader’s pre-
ferred decision(s). Hazards, 
consequences, costs, etc will 
be minimized, or maybe not 
even mentioned. The possibil-
ity of positive outcomes will be 
overstated. The goal of concur-
rence will supersede the prag-
matic evaluation of alternative 
courses of action. Further, if the 
group is operating in a stressful 
situation, such as under time 
pressure, the leader’s solution 
will usually be adopted more 
quickly because group members 
will want to minimize their 
stress by having the decision 
made as soon as possible. Since 
the solution was technically 
the leader’s idea, the group will 
then transfer accountability to 
the leader. But, since the deci-
sion was “ratified” by the group, 
the leader will usually consider 
the group accountable.

Maintaining unanimity 
(or at least the appearance 
of unanimity), along with 

amicable (no arguing), congenial (be nice) relation-
ships with fellow group members becomes consciously 
or subconsciously more important than arriving at 
good decisions. Therefore, group members begin to 
“self censor.” A group member may initially exhibit 
skepticism, resistance, disagreement, etc., but, when 
confronted with opposition from the group leader 
and/or a significant number of others, he/she will be 
expected to conform. Conformity is measured either 
by agreement or silence. Individuals who persistently 
express a different view from that of leadership and/
or a majority of the group will be labeled as unco-
operative and made to feel at least uncomfortable. 
It becomes easier to conform to the group and then 
complain to individuals both in and outside the 
group afterward rather than continue the fight.

Perhaps the solution to this kind of problem is to 
have more whackers (discussed in Whacker Manage-
ment on page 134) in the group? Naaah. That just 
results in chaos.

The solution is to have members who are willing to go 
along with authority, but who are also willing to speak 
up and maintain their opinions despite authority or peer 
pressure, at least when life-or-death decisions must be 
made. In a word, good followers. 

Daughenbaugh suggests that, when a leader is solicit-
ing input on a decision, that he or she should not voice 
his or her opinion until the member’s opinions have been 
heard, so as not to sway opinion, and so as not to intim-
idate members into not speaking. And an experienced 
leader speaking an opinion, no matter how softly or 
tentatively, can be intimidating even if there is no intent 
to intimidate. He also points out that sometimes it’s wise 
to postpone a decision for a while, if you can; second 
thoughts can be useful. 

So, if you are a follower and see (hear) a leader doing 
this, how do you respond? For a small group, like a 
field team, perhaps by saying, “For an important issue 
like this, I think that we should hear from everone here 
before we come to a decision [turn to the person to your 
right] John, what do you think?” For a larger group, 
you can do the same thing, but pick one person from 
the audience who you know can be outspoken when 
needed. This will break the ice and start allowing free 
discussion.

Or, you can deliberately play advocatus diaboli (Latin 
for Devil’s Advocate), saying that you are doing this, and 
offer an alternative plan, even if it’s not one you would 
agree with, saying you are just doing it to get discussion 
going. 

Another thing you can do is make sure your orga-
nization develops a culture of retrospective review. 

 

Take Me to 
Your Leader

Much literature about 
leadership focuses on 
the current business 
world. An excellent 
overview of this literature 
is a book from Oxford 
University Press, called 
simply Leadership, by 
Marian Iszatt-White and 
Christopher Saunders. 
It is the go-to place for 
anyone wishing to go 
beyond this chapter, for 
instance to learn more 
about being a good 
administrative leader for 
a SAR team. Here is the 
very first part of the first 
chapter:

There was a very silly joke 
one of the authors (MIW} 
remembers hearing in 
her childhood about a 
Martian landing on Earth 
and the first thing he 
saw was a petrol station. 
Mistaking the petrol pump 
for the resident life form 
of the planet, he went up 
to it and said ‘take your 
finger out of your ear, and 
take me to your leader!’ 
This childish play on the 
‘anatomical’ features a 
human might have in 
common with a petrol 
pump nonetheless dem-
onstrates the prominence 
which leadership as an 
idea has in our minds, 
even from an early age. 
Indeed, it is a measure of 
the ubiquity of leadership 
in our lives that even the 
average 5-year-old will 
have some concept of 
what it is: as children in 
school we have all had the 
experience of lining up for 
class, in the playground 
or on a school trip, and so 
recognize ‘the leader’ as 
‘the one in front’. 



4: Leadership and Followership 13

 Being an Effective Follower        First Names         

Discuss operations and training sessions openly and 
discuss how we can make them better next time.

The Greek historian Herodotus (c. 484–425 BC) 
pointed out that the Persians used to reconsider their 
major decisions after getting drunk together. Perhaps 
this is not the best model for SAR team decision-mak-
ing, at least in the field.

Stop Work Authority 

As a good follower, if you start along this path, and the 
leader repeatedly refuses to listen to your concerns or 
discounts them unreasonably, then you should not fol-
low your leader’s orders. Perhaps simply saying “you 
have lost the Mandate of Heaven” (discussed in The 
Mandate of Heaven on page 86) will be enough to 
confuse and distract your leader so you can take appro-
priate corrective action directly. Regardless, befehl ist 
befehl (“orders are orders”) is not an adequate defense 
for doing something you know is wrong, as we saw after 
World War II in war crimes trials.

The industry-standard language for worker-bee 
employees being able to stop work despite the wishes of 
their boss is stop work authority. And for safety reasons, 
government or credentialing regulations require many 
industries to give their lower-level workers stop work 
authority. In simple terms, as per my long-time SAR 
colleague Ken Chiacchia, it is: “the principle that all 
SAR team members have the right and responsibility to 
immediately call for a stop in activities that are danger-
ous and the right and responsibility to refuse tasks that 
are dangerous.”

The ASRC’s Mountaineer Area Rescue Group gives 
this advice to its members: 

MARG members are not required obey orders to 
do things they are either not trained to do or are not 
comfortable doing with reasonable safety. “I haven’t 
been taught that” or “I don’t feel safe doing that” are 
appropriate responses and will not result in disciplin-
ary action. 

To this we should add this quote from Donnithorne, 
whose work on leadership is discussed in West Point 
on page 123. “It is the duty and responsibility of an 
indirect leader who disagrees with a policy to privately 
[emphasis added] voice his objections and doubts about 
the policy to his leader. However, if his leader refuses to 
change the policy, then he should publicly support the 
final decision and make every effort to ensure the suc-
cess of the leader’s decision.” That means that if you’ve 
raised an issue that is not a major safety concern that 
requires you to invoke your stop work authority, but 

your leader has thoughtfully ruled against your sugges-
tion, “shut up and soldier.”

Bottom line: if you have a concern about safety, you 
have to speak up. 

If you have a suggestion for how to do the job better, 
you should speak up. But be ready 
to have your suggestion dismissed, 
either with a reason why, or maybe 
out of hand as the leader’s too busy 
or preoccupied to provide you the 
detailed reasoning why to not follow 
your suggestion. Unlike when you’re 
raising a safety concern, this is a 
time to “shut up and soldier” and 
bring up your suggestion and why it 
wasn’t followed later or with another 
leader. 

As long as you observe the above 
principles, you are unlikely to get 
you in trouble, unless maybe you’re 
in North Korea. And besides, if we’re 
telling you this is the right thing to 
do, and you believe us, you should 
do it even if you get in trouble.

First Names 

It’s good that Pittsburgh is pretty 
much a first-name sort of place. 
Seems to me I’m also lucky to work 
in an Emergency Department where 
nurses, even if at my urging, call me 
by my first name, and feel free to 
question my orders.1 And my choice 
of food for lunch. This has probably 
made me less prone to medical error, 
though as far as lunch we have had 
to agree to disagree. 

And indeed, some CRM training 
insists that teams like our ED medi-
cal team, a flight team, or a SAR 
team should operate on a first name 
basis, as the social leveling effect 
tends to break down barriers and 
allow junior personnel more latitude 
to voice their concerns, improving 
overall safety. You might not think 
this is a big problem on a field team, 
but what if you have a fire chief on 

1  If one of the new nurses forgets and calls 
me “Dr. Conover,” yes I do put my fingers in 
my ears and say, “la, la, la…” It always gets a 
laugh, which is a good thing in a busy ED.

 

Sometimes you lead, 
sometimes you follow.

If you want to lead them, 
you must place yourself 
behind.

Accomplish but don’t 
boast.

Accomplish without show, 
arrogance, grabbing, or 
forcing.

Then, when the work is 
complete and the job is 
finished,

Everybody says: “We did 
it!”

—Lao Tzu, 
 the Tao Te Ching

 

It’s fine to celebrate suc-
cess but it is more impor-
tant to heed the lessons of 
failure.

—Bill Gates

 

If you don’t have anything 
nice to say, don’t say 
anything at all.

 —my mother

 

My definition of a leader 
…is a man who can per-
suade people to do what 
they don’t want to do, or 
do what they’re too lazy to 
do, and like it.

—Harry S. Truman,  
1884-1972, Thirty-third 
President of the United 
States
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the team who expects you to call him chief? Just call 
him by his first name and let him deal with it. Tell him it 
is a safety measure and part of your training and consid-
ered a best practice. 

In certain cities – London and Boston come to mind 
– physicians expect to be addressed by their title, “Dr. 
This” or “Professor That,” and get peeved if they aren’t 
accorded to this token of respect. This is exactly what 
CRM wants to get away from. Using my first name 
seems to make my relations better, and patients are 
more willing to voice their concerns. “Hi, my name 
is Keith Conover, I’m one of the supervising doctors, 
emergency medicine specialist.”1 By this, I’m encourag-
ing them to call me by my first name, and some indeed 
do. I prefer to rely on authority from the fact that I’m 
doing a brilliant job of diagnosing and treating their 
problems, and seem to be a generally nice guy interested 
in their problems, as opposed to any titles or degrees I 
might have. 

Competing Roles 

I’ve been doing search and rescue for more than 45 
years. I’ve acted as Incident Commander on some large 
searches. I’ve led teams on difficult rescues. But that 
was a long time ago. I still do searches and rescues, and 
sometime I serve in Base, but as I’m not certified as a 
Search Manager any more, I mostly go into the field. 
I’ve done a number of rescues over the more recent 
decades, none of them I’d really call difficult. But some 
time ask me about the operation on Old Rag Mountain 
in Shenandoah National Park where we got an official 
commendation from the Director of the National Park 
Service. Or the Crossroads Cave rescue.

As I was finishing my undergraduate degree at the 
University of Virginia, I decided go to medical school, 
and to become a specialist in Emergency Medicine, 
which wasn’t even a recognized specialty then. Up until 
then, I had been vigorous in keeping up with the lat-
est in technical rescue, search management and other 
search and rescue disciplines. 

 But my commitment to medical school, residency 
and academic emergency medicine practice would take 

massive amounts of time. Yes, I’d 
be a lot better at wilderness first 
aid. But I would have to relinquish 

1  In medical school, I was taught to say 
“My name is Doctor Conover.” That is just 
so wrong. And I speak very informally, 
saying “…supervising doctors, emergency 
medicine specialist” rather than “…super-
vising doctors, I am an emergency medicine 
specialist.”

my position at the cutting edge of technical rescue and 
search management. I wouldn’t be able to respond to 
operations very often. I would have to give up my Inci-
dent Commander certification. 

So, despite my long background being a leader in 
search and rescue, I needed to learn followership. It 
wasn’t easy. Learning followership is hard for any SAR 
team member, and the more of a whacker (see Whacker 
Management on page 134) you are, the harder it is. 

A quick bit of advice to the increasing ranks of search 
and rescue doctors out there: you’ll often need to do 
doctor stuff. That’s what the non-medical SAR people 
call it. So even if you know lots about other search and 
rescue disciplines, you need to train up other non-doctor 
leaders who can take charge when you suddenly aban-
don your leadership role to do doctor stuff. That’s how 
others in the team see it, and how you should see it, too.

In addition to search and rescue, I sometimes 
respond to disasters. I’ve served as Chief Medical Offi-
cer/Team Medical Director (the title seems to change 
from time to time) for the National Disaster Medi-
cal System’s PA-1 Disaster Medical Assistance Team 
(DMAT). And in both disaster and SAR responses, I 
sometimes find myself in a leadership role, based on my 
experience and non-medical training. 

But. For either disaster or SAR being a physician and 
serving as a leader is an invitation to problems. I was 
going to say an invitation to disaster but sometimes this 
occurs during disasters. During our Katrina response, I 
suddenly had to transition from leading a team to doing 
doctor stuff. The sudden transition of leadership to the 
second in command was painful for all involved. 

On subsequent disaster deployments I’ve deliberately 
stayed away from leadership roles, except perhaps as the 
chief of the physicians within a team. This works much 
better than suddenly having to abandon a leadership 
role to do doctor stuff.

So let’s assume you’re the best medical person on a 
large search. You’re acting as Ops Section Chief, as there 
is nobody else with the right training and experience to 
do this job right now. You also don’t have an assistant to 
whom it will be reasonable to turn over the Ops Chief 
job. Suddenly, the search subject is found a half-mile up 
the hill from Base. A team with a litter is heading out 
from Base. The field team leader who found the subject 
says the patient is critically ill and requests that Base 
send out a medical kit and the best medical personnel 
available. 

Do you go with the team to treat the patient? How 
can you refuse this request? What if you refuse to go 
and the patient dies? How would you feel? What would 
the jury decide?

But if you leave, what happens to the rest of the teams 
in the field? What if your abandonment of the Ops 

 

Knowledge is knowing 
the rules.

Understanding is know-
ing how to break the 
rules.

Wisdom is knowing when 
to break the rules.
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position means that a Field Team ends up getting stuck 
out overnight and a member dies?

I’ve been talking about being a physician, and if 
you’re not a physician you may think this doesn’t apply 
to you. But this also applies if you’re an Advanced Prac-
tice Provider (APP is the new “in” term for Physician’s 
Assistants and Nurse Practitioners; however, nobody 
can tell me what a “Basic Practice Provider” is), or a 
paramedic or a Wilderness EMT. Whenever you’re in a 
leadership position and you’ve got the best first aid or 
medical credentials around, this applies to you. 

What if we’ve got a search with a possible difficult 
technical rescue? And you’re the best-qualified tech-
rescue person at Base, serving as Ops Section Chief? 
What happens if your expertise is suddenly needed in 
the field?

I don’t have any magic answers to this dilemma. I will 
say, however, that each time something similar has hap-
pened to me, I have responded to the field.

There are (at least) two proactive approaches to this 
kind of situation. One is to make sure you have an assis-
tant Ops Section Chief who is ready to take over when 
you suddenly run out of Base. 

Perhaps a better approach is for you to simply not 
accept the role of Ops Section Chief. Instead, you pick 
a trainee Search Manager as Ops Section Chief and you 

mentor that person. It makes the transition smoother if 
you suddenly disappear from Base. I’ve done this mul-
tiple times in both SAR and disaster settings and found 
it to be both rewarding and effective. Mentoring is dis-
cussed more in Leading by Mentoring section near the 
end of the chapter.

This example used the Ops Section Chief, but you can 
apply this to other positions such as field team leader. 
Indeed, this principle of having trainees officially in a 
leadership position, with an experienced person along 
to mentor, is something we should probably do more 
often. If you’re experienced, you should, when someone 
asks you to assume a leadership role, say “Why don’t you 
appoint someone else and let me serve as a mentor?”

If you’re an experienced leader – especially if you’re 
an experienced leader – it’s important to develop your 
followership skills. If you don’t like the idea of being 
a “follower,” think about it as “giving less-experienced 
members a chance to lead while you mentor from the 
rear.” Or perhaps “developing depth in the team’s leader-
ship bench.” Regardless of how you rationalize it, it’s the 
right thing to do. 

Even if you buy into this idea of followership, learn-
ing to actually do it right isn’t necessarily easy. Practice.

And read the section Leading by Mentoring at the end 
of the chapter.
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Managing a Field Team   

Field Team Management in Context 

It is said that good generals are masters of tactics, 
better generals are masters of strategy, and great gener-
als are masters of logistics. Let’s apply this to search and 
rescue.

Leading a Field Team on a search task is tactical. 
(Not tactical in the SWAT sense of shooting people lots 
of people, but tactical as in dealing with small mobile 
units.) Your tasks as a field team leader might include:
 • Manage a small group of people, who are not themselves 
supervising other people.
 • Execute the Field Team’s assigned tactics effectively and 
safely, both search tasks and semi-tech rescue tasks.

 • Communicate effectively with 
higher management.

Let’s contrast this with some 
Base tasks. Serving as Ops Section 
Chief on a medium-sized search is 
strategic. Your tasks as Ops might 
include:
 • Convert the Incident Commander’s 
goals into a detailed strategic plan.
 • Establish specific tasks to carry out 
this strategy.
 • Assign these tasks to Field Teams, 
then brief the Field Teams how 
to carry out their assigned tactics 
effectively and safely.
 • Communicate effectively with Field 
Teams and with the IC.
 • Analyze the varous Field Teams’ 
findings and adjust the strategy 
accordingly.

Serving as Plans Section Chief, 
or as Incident Commander (IC) or 
as an Agency Representative (AR; 
someone who closely coordinates 
with the Incident Commander) 
is logistics. Not perhaps logistics 
in the sense of the ICS Logistics 
Section, but in a broader sense. 
Typical things you might need to 
consider, including: 
 • How likely will we need to keep 
going tomorrow?
 • If so, how many people will be 
leaving tonight, and how many do 

we need to replace them? 
 • Will we need to expand the operation? 
 • If so, how many more people will we need, both in Base, 
and in the field?

If you lead a small team of two or three members, you 
can pretty much do everything yourself. But if you are 
field team leader (FTL) of a big team, managing it will 
be a bigger job. There will be lots of things to do, and 
if you try to do everything yourself, you won’t get it all 
done. So you will have to delegate. 

Delegating is a task itself, and being able to delegate 
lots of tasks well (and not micromanage them) is a 
requirement for a good field team leader. 

There is an art to delegating. To quote a leading MBA 
textbook on leadership:1 Task involves telling people what 
they are supposed to do with great clarity, including how, 
where, and when to do the task, and whose responsibility 
the task is. The relationship aspect is measured by the way 
a leader communicates to both individuals and groups, 
and how well they listen to and support their people. 

A leader also needs to provide a “why.” As in, “This 
is why you should do this.” If you are a good leader, you 
have enough credibility that followers will take it on 
faith that you have a good reason, and your followers are 
willing to defer the explanation until later. Bad leaders 
say, “Because I said so. Do it or else I will…”

Leading a team in the field is one thing, managing an 
operation at Base is another thing, and administrating 
a SAR team (or an organization as large as the Appala-
chian Search and Rescue Conference, with hundreds of 
members in multiple states) is quite a different kettle of 
fish. Or perhaps “herd of cats” is a better metaphor.

We will study Ulysses S. Grant and Julius Caesar later. 
As with them, you might be good at leading armies in 
the field, or maybe good at
 • Leading a team in the field, or
 • Organizing a large search and rescue operation, or
 • Serving as leader of a search and rescue group, or
 • Being the leader of a large assemblage of SAR teams, 
such as one of the various state SAR Councils or a 
multi-state organization such as the ASRC

But that doesn’t mean you can automatically do 
a good job in one of the other leadership positions. 
They’re all somewhat different skill sets. But being good 
at any one of them probably gives you a leg up on doing 

1  Iszatt-White, M. (2014). Leadership. New York, NY, Oxford Univer-
sity Press.

 

Delegation

A leader must: 
 · Possess authority 
 · Assume responsibility 
 · Account for his or her 

actions

Authority can and 
should, when appropri-
ate, be delegated.

Responsibility means 
“liable to be called on to 
answer.”
Responsibility cannot be 
delegated. Even if you 
demand responsibility 
of your subordinates, it 
is still ultimately your 
responsibility to make 
sure they do their jobs. 

Accountability means 
you must bear the 
consequences if you do 
not accomplish tasks for 
which you are respon-
sible. “Called to account” 
implies possible punitive 
actions for failure. You 
can hold your subordi-
nates responsible and 
accountable, and can 
discipline them, but still 
you are accountable 
for their actions and 
inaction. 
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one of the other ones, and in the ASRC, the first one 
most people learn is to be a good field team leader. 

It’s not clear where to draw the dividing line between 
“management” and “leadership.” But as US Supreme 
Court Justice Potter Stewart said about hard-core por-
nography, “I know it when I see it.” And much of SAR 
management, including much that people call “Base ICS 
stuff ” will be covered in the Incident Management chap-
ter. But for leading a field team, the line is blurrier, and 
so we’ll start with things that most would agree is man-
agement more than “people-skills leadership” but does 
include a bit of that. Let’d consider a bit about the peo-
ple-skills bit before we get into field team management. 

Leading one field team is not necessarily like leading 
a different field team. If you are FTL (field team leader) 
for a team of members of your own SAR group, you 
generally know a lot about your field team members, 
their skills and limitations, and how to deal with them.

If you lead a field team of members of different SAR 
teams, you have the challenge of leading people you 
may or may not know, and you may not know, at least at 
the outset, their skills, limitations and how to deal with 
them.

What if you lead a field team of people who are not 
members of a SAR team? What if your team is com-
posed of firefighters, medics, and local volunteers? Your 
challenges are multiplied many-fold. If you want to 
serve as a field team leader (FTL) and figure that you 
can just read just the Managing a Field Team part of this 
chapter, think again – about having to lead such a non-
SAR field team – and consider whether finishing the 
chapter and learning more about people skills will help 
you lead such a team. 

Delegating Field Team Positions 

One of the keys to getting a lot of work done is to get 
others to do some of the work for you: being a supervi-
sor (that hated term) and telling others what to do. 

The later parts of this chapter try to help you make 
people happy to do what you ask them to do. Or, from a 
more cynical view, and in the words of David Fifer, get 
better at “pissing off people at a rate they can tolerate.” 
This applies to pissing off people both below and above 
you in the chain of command. 

But right now, related to being an FTL, we will focus 
on what to tell your field team members to do. 

It seems to be a general principle that when you del-
egate things, they never get done as well as you could 
do it yourself, or at least it often seems that way. C’est la 
vie.1 When there is more stuff to be done than you can 

1 An expression much-used when I was a kid; French for “that’s life.” 

do by yourself, you’ll have to delegate it and live with 
the results. If you don’t like the results, you can (a) suck 
it up and live with it, (b) spend the time to teach the 
person how to do it right, or (c) reassign the task – tact-
fully – to someone who has at least a chance of doing a 
better job of it.

On a field team, delegation to ASRC-credentialed 
members (regardless of the results) should be fairly 
easy. “Aiesha, you’re assistant team leader. Beth, you’re 
Medic. Lars, you handle the radio and comms in gen-
eral. Jeff, you get to navigate us on the GPS, and make 
sure we have a good track on the GPS, and that there are 
waypoints for clues, or other things like decision points 
along the trail, anything we need to report to Base.”

The advantage of delegating like this, at least to 
people with appropriate training and experience, is that 
being handed a title like Medic immediately tells you 
your responsibilities are. As in the 
example above, for someone like Jeff 
who has plenty of outdoor experi-
ence and knows how to use a GPS, 
but is relatively new to SAR, you 
may have to spell things out and 
monitor him closely. But doing just-
in-time on-the-job training is part of 
your job as FTL.

If you are a field team leader, 
resist the temptation to assign all 
field positions to people. Delegate 
only when you need to. If you 
have a hasty team with just two of 
you, there is probably no point to 
assigning any positions, except for 
one of the two of you designated 
as field team leader on the Task 

It embodies a certain resignation that some 
things we can’t change, and that we should 
move on to focus on those things we can 
change, good advice for any leader. 

M a n a g i n g  a  F i e l d  Te a m

 ▸ Managing is tactical in the sense 
of leading a small group of 
people.

 ▸ As a field team leader, your jobs 
are to:
 ▸ Manage a small group of 
people, who are not themselves 
supervising other people.

 ▸  Execute the Field Team’s 
assigned tactics effectively and 
safely, both search tasks and 
rescue tasks.

 ▸  Communicate effectively with 
higher management.

 ▸ Leading a team of members of 
your own organization is not that 
hard. Leading a team of mem-
bers of other SAR organizations, 
or people who are not trained in 
SAR, is much harder.

 ▸ This section discusses mostly the 
mechanics of managing a field 
team. The more you know about 
decision-making and people 
skills (covered in later sections in 
this chapter) the more effective 
you will be as a field team leader.

 

Leadership vs. 
Management

Management is: 
 · Control
 · Structures and policies
 · Setting goals
 · Formal roles
 · Making assignments
Leadership is:
 · Setting an example
 · Demonstrating 

initiative
 · Taking risks
 · Accomplishing tasks
 · Dealing with change 

and ambiguity

If you are a leader, you 
should also be a good 
manager. If you are a 
manager, you should also 
be a good leader. 



18  4: Leadership and Followership

Managing a Field Team        Delegating Field Team Positions          

Assignment Form. And if you are on an evidence search 
for a body in a relatively flat area, there’s not much point 
in appointing a Rescue Specialist, though appointing 
a Medic might be appropriate in case someone on the 
team get hurt or becomes ill.

Even with a somewhat larger Field Team, a member 
may fill multiple positions. “Beth, you’re Medic and 
assistant team leader.”

Not all functions may be needed on a particular task; 
assigning titles to team members is just a quick-and-
dirty way to assign some of the tasks. If it’s just a small 
team, you can head out to the field and assign tasks, 
with or without titles, only as needed.

So, what are the titles and duties for Field Team posi-
tions? Certainly you can make them up anew for each 
task, but there are certain ones that are pretty standard, 
even across different SAR organizations and in different 
regions. Here is a bullet-list of the function, and the title 
of the position, and specific duties, based on 45+ years 
of ASRC tradition:
 • Leading: field team leader (FTL)
• You fill a place in the chain of command.
• You receive your briefing from Base, make notes, and 

use them to brief your field team. If it’s a reflex hasty 
task, the best you may get in the way of a briefing is 
“See that trailhead right there? Follow that trail. Take 
a radio and we’ll give you more information over the 
radio once we’ve got it.” More commonly, you receive 
your Task Assignment Form (TAF) and task map 
(either printed or electronic), and clarify anything 
you need to, before leaving Base. 

• You have some independent decision-making 
authority, limited by your assignment and team 
members’ right to refuse to do something they regard 
as unsafe. 

• You are responsible for the safety and well-being 
of your team members, including those from other 

agencies and spontaneous volunteers, similar to the 
responsibility of an outdoor-recreation trip leader.

• You are responsible for completing your task pro-
vided it can be done safely, and something more 
pressing, such as a searcher injury, doesn’t take 
precedence. 

• Once back at Base, you assess the capacity of your 
team and of the individual team members for further 
tasks, and communicating this to Base.

• Especially with a bigger team, you designate an 
assistant team leader in case something happens 
to you, and delegate other field team positions as 
appropriate. 

• After completing your task, you debrief your team 
and provide this debrief information to Base.

• If you’re unable to complete your task as assigned 
– for example, because part of your assigned area is 
now underwater from a new beaver dam, and you 
can’t reach Base – you’ll have to decide what to do, 
likely to complete as much of your task as you can, 
then head back, notifying Base when you can reach 
them. 

 • Backup: assistant team leader (ATL)
• If you’re assistant team leader, you have no specific 

duties unless your field team leader assigns them, 
which is pretty likely. On a big line search task, as an 
assistant team leader, you may be on one end of the 
line. For such a task, especially given the Incident 
Command System says the maximum span of control 
is seven per supervisor, there may be two assistant 
team leaders, one for each end of the line. Your job 
then is to keep an eye on the condition of the team 
members on your end of the line.

• If you’re part of a large team traveling along a trail, 
your field team leader might ask you to stay at the 
end of the line and take the sweep position. Point 
and sweep positions are explained in the section Trip 
Leadier Skills in a few pages.

 • Navigating: navigator (Navs)
• Even in this electronic age, it’s still pretty standard to 

be handed a paper Task Assignment Form and paper 
task map. If you’re field team leader, you rip apart 
the TAF and the task map (they tend to be stapled 
together), keep the TAF and hand the map to some-
one on the team and say “Tag, you’re it! You get to be 
navigator.”

• You carry the task map, and find a plastic bag or map 
case to keep it dry. Your get the team to the task area, 
keep it on track during the task, and get it back to 
Base without getting lost.

• You usually save the team’s track on a GPS or smart-
phone GPS app, so that you can upload it once you 
get back to Base.

• When Base asks for a GPS position, you should be 

D e l e g a t i n g

 ▸ You can and should, when appro-
priate, delegate authority and 
accountability, but you cannot 
delegate your responsibility.

 ▸ You need to think about when to 
delegate and what to delegate.

 ▸ Only delegate when you need to.
 ▸ Shared knowledge about 
standard position titles makes 
delegation easier. 

 ▸ There are many possible field 
team positions that you can use 
to quickly delegate authority and 
accountability, including:
 ▸ Field team leader
 ▸ Assistant team leader

 ▸ Navigator
 ▸ Radio operator
 ▸ Medic
 ▸ Rescue specialist
 ▸ Safety officer
 ▸ If you have specialists on your 
team, such as paramedics or 
police officers, who don’t have 
any wilderness search and 
rescue background, you are 
responsible for providing what 
they need to counter that lack 
of background, including equip-
ment, supplies, and situational 
awareness.
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able to provide it immediately. (Hint #1: the smart-
phone USNG app is perfect for this. Hint #2: if you’re 
navigator, make sure the person with the radio has 
this app so they don’t have to bother you each time 
Base wants a position.)

• You use your GPS or cellphone GPS app to save way-
points for clues, for decision points (places where the 
subject could easily have made a wrong turn), and 
other important locations. Once back at Base, you 
can mark them on a map or upload them to a laptop. 

• You keep the FTL apprised as to how the team is 
doing as far as completing the task as marked on the 
task map.

 • Communications: radio operator (Comms)
• You obtain a radio and spare battery (and maybe an 

optional high-gain extendable whip antenna, see the 
Communications chapter for more on this) from 
Base before your team heads out.

• As comms, you may need to obtain a communica-
tions briefing from Base, including getting the Base 
cellphone numbers and giving Base cellphone num-
bers of the team’s members.

• You check the radio to make sure it’s functional and 
do a radio check with Base before leaving. (“Base, 
this is team Echo for a radio check, over.”)

• Along the way, you advise the FTL of potential or 
existing communication issues, for instance, after 
looking at the task on the map, noting areas where 
you suspect or know there will be no radio or cell-
phone coverage.

• You should set a cellphone or watch alarm, or just 
remember, to check in with Base as per the schedule 
on the TAF.

 • First Aid/Medical Care: medic
• “Medic” just means the person assigned to deal with 

first aid/medical issues; to be medic you don’t have 
to be a military medic, a paramedic or a doctor. Even 
if you just have first aid training, you can still be “the 
medic” for the team.

• As medic, you may not be the member with the 
highest medical qualification on the team, as that 
member may have other duties, such as being field 
team leader.

• As medic, you decide what kind of first aid/medical 
kit/gear to bring on the task, and deal with medical 
problems as they arise.

 • Rescue: rescue specialist
• As rescue specialist, you decide what rescue gear the 

team carries.
• As rescue specialist, you manage rescue operations 

by the team until relieved by someone higher in the 
command chain.

 • Safety: safety officer
• Safety is the FTL’s job unless the FTL designates a 

specific safety officer.
• FTLs usually will assign you to be safety officer if 

there’s a high-risk situation or when there is a big 
field team, multiple field teams are working together, 
or it’s a training exercise.

• If the FTL appoints you as safety officer, it’s standard 
to free you from other duties to concentrate solely on 
safety. On some exercises, you get to wear a safety-
green fluorescent reflective armband or some other 
designator.

Specialists 

I’m going to tell you something about emergency medi-
cine which might seem unrelated to managing a field 
team. But bear with me. At the end, when I pull the rab-
bit out of the hat, it will all make sense. (Pay no atten-
tion to what that other hand is doing.)

In the Emergency Department where I’ve worked for 
about 35 years, most patients walk in or are brought by 
ambulance from the scene or from home or work. 

But a few are transfers from another hospital or 
Urgent Care Center. Sometimes those patients are 
“accepted” by an emergency physician – a physician 
from another hospital, or sometimes an Urgent Care 
Center, calls and speaks with me or one of my emer-
gency physician partners about a patient they’re sending 
to the ED.

But sometimes, one of the specialists at the hospital 
– a plastic surgeon, or an ENT (Ear, nose and throat) 
or an eye doctor – accepts the patient for transfer. And 
occasionally, that accepting physician is in the Emer-
gency Department seeing the patient on arrival, before 
one of us emergency medicine doctors have a chance to 
get in and see the patient. 

But we always have to see the patient. It’s both a Rule 
and a best practice. Why?

Because if the accepting doctor is a plastic surgeon, 
he or she is a specialist in plastic surgery. Someone who 
does nothing but plastic surgery. 

If transferred from an urgent care center, the patient 
may a mangled ear after a trip and fall while hiking, 
which without doubt, needs the attention of a plastic 
surgeon. But the patient might have something else, 
some other injury the plastic surgeon is not keyed into 
searching for. 

We emergency physicians call ourselves “emergency 
medicine specialists.” Which is true but may be mislead-
ing. We are actually “emergency medicine generalists.” 
We know a bit about plastic surgery, a bit about trauma 
surgery, a bit about internal medicine, endocrinology, 
pediatrics, ophthalmology and so forth. And all of 
those bits include something about the problems in that 
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knowledge domain that may cause 
serious badness if you don’t pick 
up on them. We don’t know much 
about more chronic problems in 
those domains, but then there are 
other doctors to deal with those 
issues, so we’re happy with that.

And the reason we see all those 
patients, even if the plastic surgeon 
is already getting ready to work on 
the ear, is because of our general-
ist background and our situational 
awareness that might pick up 
something that might cause bad-
ness down the line. 

It may be as simple as a septal 
hematoma. That’s a blood clot 
under the mucosa (lining) inside 
the middle of your nose. If you 
don’t detect it and drain it surgi-
cally, then when your body absorbs 
the blood clot, it tends to absorb 
the cartilage in the middle of your 
nose, and then your nose collapses 
inwards on itself.

Plastic surgeons do surgery on 
noses all the time, and I’m sure 
they are all better at draining a 
septal hematoma than we emer-
gency physicians are. But, since 
they’re used to seeing patients who 
have been examined first by an 
emergency physician or a trauma 

surgeon, they may not have the situational awareness to 
check for one before working on the ear. So after a trip 
and fall with an injury to the face, I always look in the 
patient’s nose.

What might be more concerning is that the patient’s 
left upper quadrant of the abdomen might have landed 
on a big rock. And that means the patient might have 
slow internal bleeding from the spleen. And that can kill 
someone. So I might say, “I’m going to do an ultrasound 
of her belly while you keep working on that ear.”

What does this have to do with leading a field team? 
(I show you the hat is empty.)

First, the upside. There are times when specialists 
are a great addition to your team. For example, dur-
ing an extended cave rescue, your most valuable and 
scarce resource is experienced cavers. Even if your SAR 
organization officially does cave rescue, like the ASRC’s 
Allegheny Mountain Rescue Group and Mountaineer 
Area Rescue Group, and has some people with cave 
rescue experience, cave rescues absorb and use up cave 
rescuers rapidly. 

Many experienced cavers, ones who are not members 
of an organized search and rescue team, do have cave 
rescue training and are often credentialed in cave rescue 
by the National Cave Rescue Commission. Recognizing 
this, some search and rescue groups, like the ASRC’s 
Allegheny Mountain Rescue Group, have a cooperative 
agreement with local caving clubs to provide experi-
enced cavers, many of which are NCRC-credentialed, to 
help with cave rescues in the area.

Now, the downside of having specialists on your 
team. You are the generalist and you may have special-
ists on your field team whose situational awareness and 
domain knowledge outside of their specialty may suck. 

You may have a local paramedic whose medical skills 
and experience are far better than anyone else on your 
team. You may have a firefighter who has been teaching 
and doing rope rescue for 20 years. You may have a law 
enforcement officer. Or a coroner with neither outdoor 
nor search and rescue experience.

Sometimes, these specialists will have some outdoor 
experience wilderness search and rescue training. Don’t 
depend on it. 

You are the generalist. You need to make sure they 
don’t miss a septal hematoma or a Grade 2 splenic lac-
eration. You need to supplement their situational aware-
ness. You need to monitor them closely to make sure 
they’re doing their jobs effectively. 

Abracadabra! The rabbit pops out of the hat.  
One final thought about specialists. Do you remem-

ber the rescue of the thirteen students and their soccer 
coach from the flooded cave in Thailand in 2018?1 It 
wasn’t a military or civilian rescue team that got them 
out. It was a cave diver from Australia. When you have 
specialists on your field team or SAR operation, you 
may have to coddle support them, but they may be the 
key to making the save.

Trip Leader Skills 

Field Teams do a lot of hiking on trails to get to tasks. 
Frequently your team will have firefighters or EMS per-
sonnel or spontaneous volunteers, often with little or no 
backcountry hiking experience. So, part of being a field 
team leader is the same being a good outdoor recreation 
trip leader. 

Search and rescue training is great for being an 
outdoor-recreation trip leader. But there are non-SAR 
trip-leader skills that are worth using whenever leading 
a large group.

The best-known mountaineering text, Mountaineer-
ing: The Freedom of the Hills, which is worth reading 

1  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tham_Luang_cave_rescue

 

NSA Delegation

On 2/22/16, National 
Public Radio interviewed 
Michael Hayden, who 
was US National Security 
Agency head during the 
Iraq war, the September 
11 attacks, and the NSA 
scooping up phone 
metadata. He had a new 
memoir out, Playing 
to the Edge. He said to 
blame the intelligence 
community for these 
failures of intelligence, 
not the White House. 

If you are head of a SAR 
team, you can delegate 
authority for information-
gathering to others; that 
is, provided you don’t 
tell them to violate the 
Fourth Amendment of 
the Constitution, or to 
use interrogation tech-
niques that violate inter-
national treaties to which 
the US is signatory. 

You still must have 
responsibility for making 
sure the information is 
accurate, and whatever 
you do based on this 
information, you are still 
accountable to the team 
for it. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tham_Luang_cave_rescue
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from cover to cover, identifies the following roles for 
trip leaders, to which I’ve added some SAR-specific 
notes:
 • Guardian of Safety: An outdoor recreation trip 
leader is by default the trip’s safety officer. Sometimes a 
field team leader will delegate the safety officer role to 
another team member. But it’s the FTL’s job to delegate 
to someone who has the capacity to fulfill the role, and 
the FTL still has supervisory/oversight responsibility for 
the safety officer doing his or her job correctly.
 • Anticipator: An outdoor recreation trip leader needs 
to plan ahead for what might happen: an injury, getting 
lost, getting stuck out after dark, team members getting 
in a fight or refusing to follow instructions. This chapter 
and the chapter on Survival and Wilderness Travel are 
pretty much devoted to those issues.

When I was a kid, we used the term “worry-wart”: 
a person who tends to dwell unduly on difficulty or 
troubles. As an FTL, you need to be a worry-wart, but 
to dwell duly on possible problems ahead. Unlike a real 
worry-wart, as an FTL, you need to think about lots of 
potential bad things but stay optimistic and cheerful, as 
if preparing for bad things is just a routine part of your 
job. It’s just standard procedure, and you’re good at it. 
Tell people it’s just like carrying an umbrella so it won’t 
rain on you. 

It’s always a good idea for any trip leader to prepare 
for emergencies by bringing some extra gear such as
• A bit of oversized spare clothing
• A first aid kit suitable for a larger group
• Some extra leaf bags to hand out for emergency shel-

ter/clothing (which is why the ASRC has tradition-
ally expected not two but five leaf bags in your pack)

• A spare map and compass, and
• Extra water and a water purification system suitable 

for larger groups; see the Survival and Wilderness 
Travel chapter for which systems are recommended.

 • Planner: an outdoor recreation trip leader is respon-
sible for planning the trip, including routes and logis-
tics. An FTL gets handed a Task Assignment Form and 
a map with the route he or she is expected to follow, but 
like an outdoor recreation trip leader, needs to consider 
logistics. For example: do my fire department team 
members have adequate food, water and clothing?

One consideration for planning an outdoor recreation 
trip (or a search task): what is the minimum number of 
people on a trip/task for safety? For outdoor recreation, 
this is a much-discussed question, and despite elite out-
door athletes who accept the risk and do solo climbs1 
(and sometimes die in the attempt), the most common 
answer is “four.”

1  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Free_solo_climbing

T r i p  L e a d e r  S k i l l s

 ▸ There are many roles for an out-
door recreation trip leader:
 ▸ Guardian of safety
 ▸ Anticipator
 ▸ Planner
 ▸ Expert
 ▸ Teacher and coach
 ▸ Initiator
 ▸ Arbiter
 ▸ Guardian of the environment
 ▸ Delegator

 ▸ There are tricks to pacing a group 
traveling along a trail or off-trail, 
as to a remote task. You need 
to keep the group from being 
separated, deal with rest and 
other stops, and understand and 
when appropriate appoint team 
members as point and sweep.

 ▸ You need to assess your team 
member’s fitness for the task, 
including:
 ▸ Outdoor experience
 ▸  Aerobic condition
 ▸  Muscular strength
 ▸  Mental strength
 ▸  Nutrition, hydration, fatigue
 ▸ Any medical conditions that 
might affect the team’s function

 ▸ You must challenge yourself and 
your team members to improve 
situational awareness of things 
such as:
 ▸ Hazards from terrain, weather, 
flora and fauna

 ▸ Ongoing changes in health and 
fitness in you and your team

 ▸ Progress completing the task
 ▸ Thinking ahead to potential 
problems during the task and 
planning how to cope with 
them.

 ▸ Sources for authority for leading 
small groups = tactical authority, 
= “street cred,” must be earned. 
Ways to earn it include 
 ▸ Being task-oriented and 
collegial

 ▸ Gently sharing your SAR experi-
ence in a self-deprecating way 
so as not to represent yourself 
as an “expert” 

 ▸ Especially in the mid-Appala-
chian region with teammates 
not from your SAR organization, 
sharing some personal informa-
tion with your teammates to 
provide a social leveling effect.

Table from Leading in the Wildland Fire Service
public domain, US National Wildfire Coordinating Group

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Free_solo_climbing
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Why? Because if one member gets injured or ill, you 
have one healthy member to stay with the injured/ill 
member and two to go for help. The thinking is that two 
is the bare minimum for safety: the “buddy system” that 
is a safety principle in many sports and other activities.

You can argue that, in a search where Base is moni-
toring your team’s progress, it’s reasonable to send out 
teams of two for a hasty task, and it’s a fairly standard 
practice. Indeed, you can argue that a team of two dur-
ing a search is safer than a team of four with no backup; 
if you get lost or injured, you have an entire wilderness 
search and rescue operation already there ready to look 
for you.

Here is a real-life example of why this, like many 
things, should be a best practice and not a rule-with-
a-capital-R. Once upon a time, Chuck Hemple, a long 
time cave rescue person and long-time Coordinator 
for the Eastern Region of the National Cave Rescue 
Commission, got a call for a cave search. A group of 
three people had gone to a Bowden Cave, a well-known 
cave just a few minutes’ drive from where he lived. The 
entrance is an impressive opening right next to the road, 
and is high walking passage (minimum ceiling height 
10 feet) for about 400 feet (120 m); light from outside 
penetrates that far. Then the passage narrows to a small 
crawlway just a few feet high; that goes for about 50 feet 
(15 m), that then opens out into a larger room, unsur-
prisingly named the Big Room. The Big Room leads 
to six miles of passage. However, on the way back, the 
narrow crawlway out of that almost-to-the-entrance Big 
Room is not at all obvious. 

They did not come out; their truck was found at the 
cave the next morning. Chuck instituted a full callout of 
local and regional cave search and rescue people to head 
to the cave. He got to the cave entrance and thought for 
a moment. In about an hour, a large contingent of cave 
rescue people would be there, so… if he went in by him-
self… he would be rescued faster than if he’d been on 
a recreational caving trip and needed to send for help. 
(Remember, you can’t call for help from a cave: cell-
phones don’t work underground.)

So Chuck let his second-in-command know what 
he was doing, put on his caving gear and headed into 
the cave. He walked four hundred feet of the entrance 
passageway, got into the 50-foot-long crawlway, belly-
crawled for a few minutes, then came out into the Big 
Room. 

He found the three of them there, shivering and 
mildly hypothermic and miserable. They had been 
unable to find their way out of the Big Room and then 
their flashlights failed. They were using a cigarette 
lighter to burn bits of their clothing to keep warm.

Chuck said, “Follow me!” and led them the 50 
feet through the crawlway, where they could see the 

entrance with its daylight and warmth. Before the rest 
of the cave rescue people arrived. It probably takes the 
record for the fastest cave rescue and the one requiring 
the least amount of resources.

And that is why four people for an outdoor recreation 
trip, and two people for a hasty search team, are best 
practices and not a rule-with-a-capital-R
 • Expert: if you’re a field team leader, then people will 
look to you as the expert. Perhaps, the expert on every-
thing. You may well have people on your team who 
are better at a particular skill, such as land navigation, 
rescue, or emergency medicine. It’s good leadership to 
acknowledge this expertise and to consult your experts 
when needed, and generally defer to their expertise, but 
balance it with the team’s needs; as FTL, you may have 
a better view of the team as a whole. And as FTL, you’re 
supposed to be the overall expert at leading. So, if you 
want to be a more than adequate FTL, you should not 
stop reading at the end of this Managing a Field Team 
section but read all the way to the end of the chapter! 
 • Teacher and Coach: Mentoring is covered close 
to the end of this chapter in the section Leading by 
Mentoring. Coaching, in this context, means providing 
encouragement and help getting past obstacles, as much 
as teaching. 
 • Initiator: As FTL, especially when you are out of con-
tact with Base, the buck stops with you.1 And sometimes 
the buck should start with you: 

What if it gradually seems more and more like the 
field team should stop and head back to Base? Maybe 
the weather is much worse than expected and some of 
your team members are poorly-prepared. Maybe your 
search area is inundated under a beaver-dam lake that 
wasn’t on the map and you can’t reach Base. (That has 
happened to me. Twice.) 

For whatever reason, it’s your job to bring up the need 
to make a decision at the appropriate time. And to com-
municate the need for such a decision, and the appro-
priate factors to consider in making such a decision in 
a way that gets the buy-in of your team members. You 
should certainly get team members’ thoughts about 
turning back, but the ultimate decision is yours.
 • Arbiter: Given the strong personalities and strong 
feelings of emergency services people, especially if 
there are members from various different agencies, you 
should expect some conflict. Dealing with such conflict 
is covered in detail in the section Discipline and Conflict 

1 Wikipedia says: Buck passing, or passing the buck, or sometimes 
(playing) the blame game, is the act of attributing to another person 
or group one’s own responsibility. It is often used to refer to a strategy 
in power politics whereby a state tries to get another state to deter or 
fight an aggressor state while it remains on the sidelines.… “The buck 
stops here” is a phrase that was popularized by U.S. President Harry S. 
Truman, who kept a sign with that phrase on his desk in the Oval Office.
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Resolution on page 101.
 • Guardian of the Environment: When I first 
started backpacking as a kid in the 1950s and 1960s, 
I was taught how to make a pine bough bed out of 
branches cut off a pine tree. It was the standard way to 
sleep before Ensolite and later Therm-a-Rest pads. It’s 
no longer acceptable in this Leave No Trace era, empha-
sized by the motto:

Leave nothing but footprints,
Take nothing but pictures,
Kill nothing but time
I taught this ethic when I developed and taught the 

National Park Service’s first backpacking course at 
Shenandoah National Park back in the 1970s. It was 
called Wilderness Interpretive Living Demonstration or 
WILD. We even gave out patches to those who took the 
course.

Even if I have discarded bough-bed skills as a routine 
part of my backcountry camping, it’s still a useful sur-
vival skill and I’m glad I know how to do it for an emer-
gency bivouac. 

While those of you reading this with a backpacking 
background may think “of course we need to minimize 
damage to the environment.” If you come from another 
background, you may not know much about it. Simply 
do a web search for Leave No Trace and you’ll quickly 
update your understanding of this movement.

While we certainly may be willing to damage the 
environment more when trying to save a life than finish 
a hiking, hunting, fishing or climbing trip, we still need 
to be conscious of the damage we’re doing and try to 
minimize it. 

If you’re doing tree wrap belays, do it on trees with 
thick bark so you don’t kill them. It will take 50-100 
years for a big tree to grow back. If you’re doing a cave 
rescue, be obsessively careful that you don’t damage cave 
formations; they take 50-100 thousand years to grow 
back. (Roughly.)
Delegator: See the previous section on field team 
positions; SAR teams focus more tightly on delegation 
than trip leaders, but if you’re leading an outdoor recre-
ation trip, it’s still something you should consider. But 
there are two positions that are not usually delegated on 
a SAR field team, but used with a large outdoor hik-
ing group, and this might be appropriate when you’re 
leading a group of teams to a place where you split, or 
a large team for a saturation (line) search: point and 
sweep. We will discuss these in the next section on:

Pacing, Stops, Point and Sweep

Pacing is as much an art as a science. The goal is to keep 
the group together, without losing anyone, and keep 
moving at a reasonable pace with a minimum of stops. 

A National Park Service Ranger trick for leading 
nature hikes: put the fittest people at the front and the 
slowest behind, and start off from a stop at a fairly good 
clip. The group naturally spreads out. You’ll need to 
make sure that the group, even though spread out, is 
still not too far apart. A couple of minutes before the 
next stop, start slowing down, so that when it’s time to 
stop, the group is already bunched together, ready to 
look at the flowers nearby, or perhaps a review of the 
briefing information before starting the search task. 

If you look at your map and see that you’ll be leading 
your group along a long relatively-level hike then a rela-
tively-long uphill, stop before heading up the hill. Warn 
people that this will require exertion and, unless they’re 
already very cold, to shed an insulation layer.

When hiking with a group, someone always needs to 
stop for this or that: an untied bootlace, a rock in a boot 
or to adjust a packstrap. If someone near the back stops, 
the whole group really needs to stop. Otherwise you 
may lose the tail-end of your group when they wander 
off on a side trail without you knowing about it. 

With larger groups, planning ahead for some stops 
may be appropriate. At the scheduled stops, remind 
people to check their bootlaces and adjust their packs 
to decrease the need for unscheduled stops. Whilst hill-
walking and taking a scheduled stop, the British have a 
tradition of “gentlemen forwards”: this allows the ladies 
to stay back out of sight of the men to water the trailside 
flowers. The men head ahead out of sight, and water 
some other flowers. The group can start once the ladies 



24  4: Leadership and Followership

Managing a Field Team        Trip Leader Skills        Pacing 

have caught up. The British also always seem to stop at 
about 11 AM for a few minutes: it’s time for elevenses, 
with scones and tea and polite conversation for a few 

minutes, even if you’re on a nar-
row ledge with a thousand feet of 
exposure. (That was my first expe-
rience with this practice, on a ledge 
on the side of the peak Tryfan in 
North Wales.) 

This degree of social grace may 
not be needed during search and 
rescue operations. But on a long 
hike to the search area or rescue, 
a brief stop to take on some water 
and eat a little snack may in actu-
ally speed the group to its desti-
nation. It’s hard to get people to 
do it, but having people lie down 
and elevate their feet on a rock or 
stump really decreases the sore feet 
that can slow people down. My 
whole family tends to do this and 
when others laugh at us we just 
ignore them. At the end of the hike 
when the others are complaining 
about their feet hurting we just 
laugh at them. 

When leading a large group 
along a trail, it’s a good idea to 
appoint one person Point and 
another Sweep.

Point has to select the route and 
navigate, so those with knowledge 
of the local area, or extensive out-
door experience in similar areas, 
or the field team navigator, tend to 
make a good point. Often the FTL 
takes point.

Sweep has to make sure nobody gets left behind. A 
sweep may also have to deal with medical issues (e.g., 
blisters, dehydration), since these people tend to lag 
behind. So, having someone with good wilderness first 
aid or medical skills as sweep may be a good idea. The 
sweep may have to speed up to catch up with the group 
after a stop or in an emergency, so should to be in fairly 
good aerobic condition.

For a large team, if the team has enough radios, point 
and sweep and leader can keep in communication that 
way. Or, they may be able to use their smartphones to 
keep in touch; even if there is no cellphone signal, a 
Bluetooth communications app such as TIKL may allow 
point and sweep to keep in touch. 

Young fit people, especially, like to run ahead just for 
the exhilaration of the exercise, but then stop to catch 
their breath or wait for the slowpokes to catch up. And 
a group can only go as fast as the slowest member. On 
the other hand, some slow people can go slow for a 
long time without stopping; this may just be a matter of 
preference and the slowpokes may not want to stop. The 
challenges are to get the people charging uphill to stay 
with the group when it’s going slowly, and to keep the 
slowpokes from continuing on past a stop. Making sure 
that everyone knows they have to stay behind the point 
and in front of the sweep helps keep the group to a more-
or-less slow but steady pace, and together.

A common trip-leader trick is to pick out the young, 
aerobically-fit members of the group who have trouble 
staying back with the group, and load them down with 
heavy gear. Sometimes this gear can come from those in 
worse aerobic shape, or be the team equipment, or some 
of the your extra emergency gear. It’s particularly easy to 
pull a rope off your pack and strap it to the pack of those 
run-ahead people. 

If your team is going up a steep slope with heavy 
packs or gear, consider getting everyone to use the rest 
step. It’s used mostly with heavy packs at altitude. But 
it’s good any time you need to slow down to keep from 
getting exhausted going up a hill, especially a steep one, 
or if you have team members who are aerobically out of 
shape. Every time you move a leg and foot uphill, you 
lock your downhill knee and rest that leg’s muscles for a 
half-second or more. It takes practice but can improve 
a team’s efficiency: slow and steady is usually faster than 
rush and stop. Remember that rope rescue adage: “Slow 
is smooth. Smooth is fast.”

If you’re getting ready to go up a long hill with a big 
team, it’s tempting to divide the team in half, fast-fit and 
slow-unfit. But it’s dangerous, in the sense that the two 
halves of the team take a different route at a fork in the 
trail. The best solution is to make it apparent to all team 
members that nobody is to pass the point member, and 

 

The attitude – com-
mon in large American 
corporations – that a good 
leader can be effective in 
any industry should be 
anathema to all leaders. 
Leaders need to know the 
particulars of the jobs they 
are responsible for.

—Larry Donnithorne, 
The West Point Way of 
Leadership

 

Domain Expertise

As with any domain, 
the more experience, 
knowledge, understand-
ing, skills and wisdom 
you’ve developed (say, 
in survival, wilderness 
travel, land navigation, 
comms, search and res-
cue: all the things in the 
ASRC Training Standards 
and Training Guide) the 
better you will be able 
to lead. 

Simply having “lead-
ership skills” is not 
enough. To be a good 
leader, you have to be 
able to make good deci-
sions, and that requires 
domain expertise.
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make sure that the point member, even if quite fit, is 
going very slowly.

You may want to stop your team to have them tighten 
their boots before heading down a long hill (decreases 
toe blisters), to take off a layer of clothing before head-
ing up a long hill, or for a toilet break, to eat, or you 
may need to stop simply because Base told you to stop. 
If it’s at all cold out, and you’re stopping for more than a 
couple of minutes, watch for members who immediately 
pull out some clothing to put on; this probably points 
out those with more outdoor experience. Remind the 
other team members that they aren’t generating as much 
heat as before, and to put on warm clothes, now, before 
they get chilled.  

Assessing the Task and the Team

Trip leaders assess the hike/climb in terms of aerobic 
and muscular difficulty, hazards, time to accomplish the 
hike/climb and length of available light given the cloud 
cover, terrain (ridge? deep valley?) and time of sunset, 
and compare with their assessment of trip participants; 
you should do the same with your task and your team.

Generalizations may be misleading due to the rare 
exception. But whether you call them generalizations, 
stereotyping, rules of thumb or heuristics, generaliza-
tions are right more often than wrong. And they are 
useful when time and attention are limited. For exam-
ple, fat people are generally not very aerobically fit and 
are carrying extra weight and thus are slow going uphill. 
And thin people don’t have much insulation and are 
thus more likely to get hypothermia. 

Trip leaders usually “eyeball” those participating in 
the trip, apply these rules of thumb, then may refine 
their opinions by querying the trip participants briefly 
about their:
• Outdoor experience,
• Aerobic condition,
• Muscular strength,
• Mental strength,
• Nutrition, hydration, fatigue, and
• Any medical conditions that might affect the team’s 

function.
As a field team leader, you need to do this assessment, 

compare against the expected demands of the task, and 
use it in your SAR GAR assessment of risk, as detailed 
in Risk Assessment: SAR GAR on page 35.

Situational Awareness

As a field team leader, you must challenge your team 
members to stay in a heightened state of situational 
awareness: searching for clues, but also being continu-
ally conscious of things such as changes in temperature, 
vegetation, terrain, weather, and hazards such as poison 
ivy, brambles, dead trees that might fall, trip hazards, or 
any other dangers out there.

You need to challenge yourself to stay in a heightened 
state of situational awareness, not only for the same 
things as your team members, but also as far as the 
status of team members: hydration, nutrition, fatigue, 
aerobic condition, and mental state. 

Your situational awareness encompasses the task, too: 
how are you progressing time-wise? How are you pro-
gressing coverage-wise? And what about local environ-
ment, not only in terms of hazards but in terms of plan-
ning ahead for emergencies? As the team progresses, 
where are good storm-shelter and bivouac sites? Where 
are water sources? How are we progressing relative to 
the sun’s course across the sky and the cloud cover and 
terrain? Are we going to be longer than we expected and 
have to finish after dark, which comes earlier than what 
your smartphone says in a valley on a cloudy day? Has 
the wind direction changed, indicating a change in the 
weather? Is the water in the stream rising?

Situational awareness, far as the hazards and micro-
climate around you, will be discussed in detail in the 
chapter on Survival and Wilderness Travel.

You can read more about the psychological aspects of 
situational awareness in Psychology of Situational Aware-
ness on page 57.

November 2015: Slippery Rock Creek Gorge, McConnells Mill State Park, PA. The mid-
Appalachians have many valleys and small ravines filled with evergreen eastern hemlock 

trees; above stream flood level but under these trees the microclimate is much better 
protected from wind, snow and rain than the flatter areas above the deep-cut ravine.
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“Street Cred”

One issue that comes up in leading an outdoor recre-
ation trip or a field team, especially when the team is 
made up of people you don’t know, such as people from 
other SAR groups, or especially if they’re firefighters and 
medics and police and other emergency services work-
ers: street cred. We will discuss this in Authority and 
Power on page 125, but right now it’s worth discussing 
authority for leading small groups, tactical authority.

While the term street cred comes from urban gangs, 
the principle has been around for thousands of years. 
It’s worth talking about the issue of establishing author-
ity. Given the psychological makeup of emergency 
services workers – more about that later in this chapter 
and in the psychological first aid section of the chapter 
on Survival and Wilderness Travel – they aren’t going to 
accept your authority to tell them what to do unless you 
establish it.

That’s not to say you should pretend you’re in the 
military and since you are field team leader they had 
better follow your orders or else. In the military, the 
“or else” might be KP (“kitchen patrol”: cleaning up 
the kitchen), cleaning out the latrines, or some other 
punishment detail. But in a volunteer search and rescue 
effort, that’s not something you can impose on your field 
team members. 

Besides the fact that you can’t really punish your 
team members if they don’t do what you want, such an 
authoritarian leadership model doesn’t work well even if 
you did have a way to punish team members. People will 
mumble “arragant bastid” and then quit listening to you 
and do whatever they want. Appearing arrogant or self-
centered are good ways to fail as a field team leader.

A better way to lead is to be task-oriented (“Hey, 
they appointed me as leader for this particular task, 
but this is a team effort”) and collegial (“I may be team 
leader but that doesn’t mean the rest of you can now 
quit thinking; keep an eye out for dangers and for ways 
to do our task better and then speak up”). Whenever 
it’s time to make a big decision, like when there is an 
impenetrable tangle of rhododendron in the center of 
your search area and you can’t reach Base by radio or 
cellphone, solicit input from the other team members 
but then make the decision. 

And to get people to follow your direction, you need 
that street cred. This means that they accept that you 
have some expertise in the area of SAR and it’s probably 
a good idea to accept your decisions.

This problem has been around in the military for 
thousands of years. Military fiction (and real life) is full 
of situations where an officer from a rich family with 
connections has to depend on his sergeant to learn what 
to do. 

How do you create the impression that you may have 
more than some book-learning expertise? Well, you 
have to slip it in without seeming to be boasting. Being 
a bit self-deprecating always helps. If you have some 
qualifications or experience that you can mention in a 
passing way, it might help. “This reminds me of a search 
we had maybe five years ago…” And if you have com-
petence in leadership in other fields, you could mention 
this, perhaps ask others about their backgrounds, and 
then offer the fact that you’ve been a medic or firefighter 
or disaster team member or whatever. Knowing your 
team members’ training and experience is always a good 
idea, and people like it when you ask about them. If you 
are newly-credentialed in SAR, perhaps you can gripe 
about how hard the practical test was, giving some spe-
cifics about being tested on things that non-SAR trained 
emergency services workers probably don’t know about.

Some leadership theorists have held that leadership is 
a skill unrelated to the task at hand. For example, they 
say, someone who has spent 30 years leading a company 
making toilets to become the dominant toilet-making 
company is therefore qualified to take over a company 
that made and markets and manages a popular dating 
app. BS. Many leadership skills carry over, but you need 
some domain knowledge to be able to lead an organiza-
tion specializing in that domain. If you know nothing 
about the jobs your workers do, you won’t understand 
some of the problems they confront. The business lead-
ership news gives many examples of companies that 
were successful in their domain, then were taken over 
by venture capitalist “leaders” with little or no under-
standing of the domain and drove the company into 
decline and sometimes failure. 

If you become a leader in a SAR organization, it’s 
important that you maintain your street cred.

Experienced members may not come to as many 
trainings as they should and not get to know new mem-
bers – but still expect to be seen as leaders and make key 
decisions for the organization and hold officer positions. 
Experienced search managers who don’t show up much 
at meetings or training, may show up at a search expect-
ing to be in charge and run things. These search manag-
ers may be surprised to find a large number of “new” 
members – who have been coming to every meeting and 
training for months. They who have no idea who these 
search managers are, what their capabilities are, or why 
they should be in charge. The may have street cred with 
the older member, but none with the new members.

It might also be the organization’s officers or board 
members who aren’t showing up at meetings or train-
ing. They may hear about problems and inefficiencies at 
trainings and want to offer opinions on how to address 
them. Since they aren’t actually coming to the training 
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to see what is happening, their suggestions are out of 
sync with what’s happening at training. 

It might also be experienced officers who don’t trust 
newer people to take officially take over leadership posi-
tions because they are inexperienced – even though the 
person is already doing all the work because they filling 
the gaps for officers who aren’t doing their jobs. 

In order to have respect in the eyes of the active 
members, leaders have to be there. They have to be 
teaching new members, and mentoring them. They need 
to come, not just to high-level training (vertical rescue, 
cave rescue, high-level search management or the like), 
but to the “boring stuff.” If the organization has dogs, 
they need to go hide for the dogs. They need to go and 
sleep out with them at the overnight bivys. Not because 
they have to get a check-off, but because in order to lead 
people, you have to understand them, have shared expe-
riences with him, and know who they are. You can’t lead 
if you don’t show up. 

There is a parallel in my “day” job. I’ve worked in the 
ED at the same hospital for on the order of 35 years. 
During that time, we have multiple top administrators. 
Some of them have shown interest in what is happening 
in the ED. Some of them have not. 

Back when I started working there in the 1980s, only 
a fraction of the hospital’s admissions came through the 
ED. Now it’s up to about 3/4 of the admissions coming 
through the ED; this is the same across the country. The 
ED is now the hospital’s front door. You would think 
that hospital presidents and other top administrators 
would therefore be very interested in what’s going on in 
the ED, and wanting to know this on a deep and per-
sonal level. But it has varied.

Some top administrators have come down to the ED 
in a high-end 3-piece suit with a bevy of top administra-
tors to walk through the ED every few months. Some 
top administrators have spent time in the ED, wearing 
one of the red jackets that signify the person is a volun-
teer – and done just like the other volunteers, getting 
pillows and blankets and food for patients, and chatting 
with them. While carefully observing what goes on in 
the ED. 

Who do you think did a better job of managing the 
part of the hospital that provides most of their paying 
customers?

This brings up the business idea of the “Gemba Walk.” 
Wikipedia defines it thus:

Gemba walks denote the action of going to see the 
actual process, understand the work, ask questions, 
and learn. It is also known as one fundamental part 
of Lean management philosophy. [see “Lean” on 
page 111]

Taiichi Ohno, an executive at Toyota, led the 
development of the concept of the Gemba Walk. The 
Gemba Walk is an opportunity for staff to stand 
back from their day-to-day tasks to walk the floor of 
their workplace to identify wasteful activities. The 
objective of Gemba Walk is to understand the value 
stream and its problems rather than review results or 
make superficial comments. Along with Genchi Gen-
butsu or “Go, Look, See”, Gemba Walk is one of the 
5 Lean guiding principles that should be practiced by 
Lean leaders on a daily basis.

The Gemba Walk is an activity that takes manage-
ment to the front lines to look for waste and opportu-
nities to practice gemba kaizen, or practical shopfloor 
improvement.

So, even if you get to be a top leader in your SAR 
organization, you should every now and then put on a 
red jacket and get blankets for the new members. (That 
might be highly appreciated during the winter bivvy.1)

Thanks to Chris Ruch of the ASRC’s Allegheny 
Mountain Rescue Group for some of these insights 
about participation, and in particular suggesting men-
tion of the Gemba Walk.

Task Assignment 

If you’re a field team leader, then you need to know, in 
detail, what your task is. Given the number of details 
Base might load you down with, how are you going to 
remember them all? The answer is… a form. A task 
assignment form, the Task Assignment Form (TAF; 
everyone calls it a TAF, pronounced as the three sepa-
rate letters: “T” “A” “F”). 

The Appalachian Search and Rescue Conference 
(ASRC) invented the Task Assignment Form in ~1973, 
mostly due to the work of Yorke Brown of Allegh-
eny Mountain Rescue Group, with the help of others, 
including yours truly, who typed up the first one on a 
mimeograph-type master. 

Since then, the TAF has grown and mutated into 
many different yet similar forms, including the standard 
ICS 204 form (yes, the TAF predated the ICS), which 
started out being specific for wildfires, but has gradu-
ally moved towards a more generic form similar to the 
original ASRC TAF. Most SAR teams find the ICS 204 
inadequate for their needs, so they use a purpose-built 

1  The winter bivouac (“bivvy”) used to be a requirement for certain 
levels of ASRC field credentialing, and is still a requirement for some 
ASRC Groups. A rite of passage, the winter bivvy requires you to 
spend the day out in the field doing winter training, and then, using 
only what you’ve been carrying around in your pack all day, spend the 
night in the field.
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search and rescue TAF. There are lots of different fla-
vors of TAF, the example on the next couple of pages 
is a generic one that shares most of the features of SAR 
TAFs.

The TAF will be the focus of much discussion in a the 
incident management chapter, but you need to know a 
bit about it to be a good field team leader (FTL), which 
is why we’re discussing it in a chapter on leadership. 

The TAF is where the Base staff write down useful 
things like where you are supposed to search. And how 
you’re supposed to search. And who’s on the team, and 
maybe what their positions are. And with what you are 
supposed to communicate with Base, on what channel 
or by what cellphone number, and how often, and when. 
And what gear you need with you. 

If you’re an FTL, you can also use the TAF to take 
notes during your search task, so that you can remem-
ber it all when you are debriefed when you return to 
Base. 

Speaking of debriefing, briefing and debriefing are 
essential skills for any FTL. 

Sometimes, the Base staff will provide a mass brief-
ing for everyone at Base; this is where your waterproof 
notebook comes in handy.

Before heading out into the field, you will also get 
a briefing from someone at Base – also a good time to 
make notes on the TAF – or better yet in your water-
proof notebook. 

Everyone doing SAR needs a supply of little water-
proof notebooks. Some people like the ones with rings 
on top (usually the Rite In The Rain 135 All-Weather 
Yellow Notebook 3-Inch x 5-Inch, 10-Pack for $43.63 on 
amazon.com as I type this) but I prefer the even-smaller 
Rite in the Rain Weatherproof Mini-Stapled Notebook, 
3 1/4” x 4 5/8”, Yellow Cover, Universal Pattern, 3 Pack 
(No. 371FX-M), available on amazon.com for $8.13 or 
directly from riteintherain.com as a 12-pack for $14.25 
(plus shipping) as I type this. 

Even if you have a waterproof notebook for notes, 
having a ziplock bag for your (usually non-waterproof) 
TAF is a good idea, and a second ziplock bag or 

waterproof case for the map that accompanies the TAF 
is also a good idea. That way you can hand off the map 
and let someone else navigate while you hang onto the 
TAF. 

If you’re great at navigating, it might be good to hand 
off the map and then mentor the person navigating as a 
bit of on-the-job training. And, of course, since ziplock 
bags sometimes die, a couple of backup ziplock bags 
in the pack is a good idea as well. The gallon size seem 
popular as you can fit a TAF or task map in it without 
folding the map or TAF proper. But these big bags are a 
bit bulky and don’t fold that well, so a lot of people use 
the quart size and then fold up the TAF or task map to 
fit inside.

As a field team leader you will get a briefing from 
Base. The amount of information you get depends on 
how much information is available and the urgency 
of your task. If you are being sent out on a hasty task 
along a trail right at the beginning of a search, it may be 
nothing but “You’re looking for a teen-aged girl named 
Marie, that’s all we’ve got at this point, and you’re the 
first team in the field. See that trail sign right there? 
Just head down that trail and look for her. We’ll get you 
more information as we get it.”

But more commonly, when you as FTL go into Ops to 
get a briefing, more information will be available; take 
detailed notes, as you’ll need to pass this information 
on to your team members. Look at the front page of the 
sample TAF: there is a section to check off what you’ve 
been briefed on. The list is an aspirational, best-of-all-
worlds briefing. On the other hand, it is all reasonable 
information to ask about before they send you into the 
field.

If you’re stuck in Base briefing teams (happens to the 
best of us), then you might want to get as much of this 
information together as you can before you start briefing 
teams.
 • The expected duration of your task
• This would also be a good time to quickly discuss the 

difficulty of your task, and the abilities of your team 
members, or lack thereof.

• Make note of the expected duration. If you get out of 
contact, which often happens, Ops will get worried; if 
you’re not back in the expected timeframe, they will 
get very worried. It you’re out of contact for a while, 
it might be a good idea to send someone up a hill to 
get a good signal and get word back to Base before 
they do something drastic. Like sending another 
team out to look for you (very embarrassing).

 • Specific clues to seek
• For example; “subject wearing a blue baseball-type 

hat with Clem’s Cafe on the front in white text”
 • Expected POD (Probability of Detection) for a sub-
ject and clues

Ta s k  A s s i g n m e n t

 ▸ You must know how to receive a 
task briefing at Base, and what 
information to ask for if your 
TAF does not provide enough 
information

 ▸ You must know how to use this 
information to brief members 
of your team, including such 
things as:
 ▸ The expected duration of your 
task

 ▸ Specific clues to seek
 ▸ Expected POD (Probability of 
Detection) for a subject and 
clues

 ▸ Subject information
 ▸ Teams nearby
 ▸ Hazards/safety
 ▸ Terrain/weather
 ▸ Press/family plans
 ▸ Find/Rescue Plans
 ▸ Previous Efforts in Area
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• Is this flat open parklike woodland where it is easy 
to see almost everything, or overgrown fields inter-
spersed with impenetrable rhododendron that could 
hide dozens of bodies? 

• You may not know that until you get there, but once 
you know, make a note for your debriefing when you 
return to Base. 

 • Subject information
• In addition to simple demographic information 

(name, age, sex and the like) this sometimes includes 
medical conditions. This may help your Medic pre-
pare in case your team finds the subject.

• If you get information on the type of shoes the sub-
ject was wearing, this can help you ID prints you find 
as likely or not likely the subject’s. 

 • Teams nearby
• Situational awareness is good, and knowing about 

nearby teams is good situational awareness.
• Specifically, if you hear someone yelling off in the 

distance and there are no nearby teams, that clues 
you in that it really might be the subject.

• If you are on a air-scent dog team, you would very 
much like to know that there is another team upwind 
of you.

 • Hazards/safety
• If there are unusual hazards in an area, you should 

get a briefing about it.
• For example, there might be reports of an infesta-

tion of Giant Hogweed (see www.conovers.org/ftp/
Poison-Ivy.pdf).

• Or, the weather in this area has been very wet for the 
past few days and streams that are normally easy to 
cross may be dangerous. 

• Or there may be vicious feral pigs in the area.
• Or there may be lots of multiflora rose and brambles 

ready to shred your team members’ skin.1

 • Terrain/weather
 • Especially in areas with no cellphone coverage, Base 
may have information on thunderstorms and lightning, 
a high heat index, or a cold front coming through.
• If, for example, recent aerial photos of the area or 

UAV (drone) overflights show new beaver dams 
flooding some of the trails, it’s nice to know ahead of 
time. 

 • Press/family plans
• If there are special considerations related to family 

or friends or the media – such as family right in the 
middle of Base where they can hear anything because 
the county emergency management head brought 

1  Blackberry bushes with their thorns can be a significant hazard, 
and a good reason to have leather gloves even for summer searches. 
Blackberry bushes can also be an attractive nuisance; once on a search 
exercise one of our teams reported that they would be delayed, as they 
had fallen into a blackberry patch and would have to eat their way out.

them into Base and is not going to go away any time 
soon, argh – you might want to be even more cir-
cumspect than usual about what you say over the 
radio. And maybe use your cellphone to text mes-
sages to Base as a preferred alternate comms channel.

 • Find/Rescue Plans
• If the police have high suspicions of foul play, this 

might be useful to know and to reinforce to the team 
to treat a find as a crime scene

• If the patient has known medical issues, there may 
plan be a plan to send out medical team in advance 
of a litter team, and you may be asked to assess a 
found subject specifically for that medical issue; your 
medic might use this information to decide what wil-
derness first aid/medical stuff to bring.

 • Previous Efforts in Area
• If you are searching a trackless wilderness segment, 

but a large field team just tromped through your area 
last night, you know not to be excited when you find 

 

FTL-Candidate 360° Assessment (ASRC’s 
Shenandoah Mountain Rescue Group)

The evaluator should lead a 
360° field team leader candidate 
assessment guided by asking the 
following questions: 
 · To the team members: 
 · Did you feel that the TL was 

confident in leading the team? 
 · Did you feel that the task was 

accomplished as required (as 
you understood it)?

 · Did you notice any safety con-
cerns during the task that were 
not adequately handled? 

 · Did you feel the TL had ade-
quate command and control of 
the team?

 · Would you be willing to be 
assigned to another, possibly 
more difficult task, with this 
FTL-candidate as its leader? 

 · START. What things weren’t 
done and should have been 
done? Why?

 · STOP. What things did you 
think should not have been 
done? Why?

 · CONTINUE. What things 
worked well and should be 
repeated? Why?

 · To the ICP staff: 
 · Did the TL demonstrate an 

adequate understanding of the 
task assignment? 

 · Did the TL ask questions to 
clarify any misunderstanding or 
shortcomings in the briefing? 

 · Did the TL provide adequate 
answers during the debriefing? 

 · Did the TL complete the task as 
assigned? 

 · Where there areas of the 
debriefing where the TL was 
unsure of facts or information 
needed during the debriefing? 

 · To the TL: 
 · How well did you think the task 

went? 
 · START. Were there activities in 

the task where you might do 
things differently? Why? 

 · STOP. Were there things that 
you did that did not help or 
even hindered the safe execu-
tion of the task that you might 
not do again? Why?

 · CONTINUE. Where there 
activities that you thought went 
well. Why?

The purpose of these assess-
ments is to strengthen the FTL-
candidate as a leader and ensure 
that the assessment process is a 
rich learning experience for ALL 
concerned.

As such, it is expected that all 
participants will offer collegial-
style comments that are friendly 
and courteous.

http://www.conovers.org/ftp/Poison-Ivy.pdf
http://www.conovers.org/ftp/Poison-Ivy.pdf
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lots of tracks.

If you’re a field team leader who just got briefed, now it’s 
your turn to gather your team and review the informa-
tion with them. This is also a good time to do a quick 
assessment of your team members. If they haven’t 
worked together, maybe some introductions and a bit 
about their training past experience are in order. 

First on Scene 

Someone has to be first. First member of your SAR 
organization on-scene, usually at Base, that is. What you 
do as first on-scene depends on many things. 
• What state are you in? Different states have different 

rules (or no rules) about who does what during a 
search. 

• Does your SAR organization have rules or best prac-
tices about what you should do in this situation?  

• Is another organized SAR team running things 
already?  

• What is your level of training?
If you are an ASRC Search Manager I (the highest 

credentialing level) or equivalent, you either know how 
to assess the situation and take appropriate action, or 
you shouldn’t be a Search Manager I. For those with 
other levels of Search Manager credentialing, it’s still 
pretty easy to figure out what to do based on your train-
ing and experience.

But if you’ve just joined an ASRC Group, and have 
just Field III credentialing (the lowest non-Trainee field 
level for the ASRC), or a similar level of credentialing 
in another SAR organization, it’s not going to be so 
obvious. 

Regardless of your credentialing and experience, the 
first two things to do once you’re on-scene are to (a) 
let your SAR organization dispatch know that you’ve 
arrived, and (b) sign in on the sign-in sheet. And if the 
search is not organized enough to have a sign-in sheet, 

find a piece of paper, a pen or pencil, and something 
that will work as a clipboard, and start a sign-in sheet.

After that, it really depends on the specific situation. 
If it’s a well-organized search, and being run by people 
you know to be competent, and you have at least some 
field experience, and your organization allows it, it may 
make sense to let them assign you to a field team and 
head out into the field. But if the people running the 
search are unknown to you, or you have any concerns, 
or don’t have much experience, it’s probably best to 
wait until someone more experienced from your SAR 
organization arrives or you can contact such a person to 
discuss what to do.

One thing that is always appropriate is to try to gather 
more information and have it ready for those who arrive 
after you. Having a couple of pens (two in case one dies) 
and a pocket waterproof notebook (or two, in case you 
lose one) to jot down notes makes this much easier. 

Find Management 

Once a search team makes a find, the whole operation 
changes. And if you are leading the team that makes 
the find. most of the changes occur right where you are 
standing. 

Chain of Command Changes

This is one of those times when that ICS principle of 
span of control is quite important. You suddenly have 
way too much to do. Time to do some rapid delegation! 
That way you don’t get quite as swamped with people 
demanding your attention. 

If you haven’t already done so, appoint an assistant 
team leader to help with the management tasks. An 
ideal role for the assistant team leader is to concentrate, 
not on the find itself, but on managing safety and well-
ness of your team members, and all of the other team 
members when they show up. That means, especially 
for the emergent volunteers, that they are safe, watered, 
fed, and protected from heat or cold, and particularly 
in the cold and particularly for those who don’t know 
better, insist that they get all their spare clothes out of 
their packs and put them on right now before they get 
cold. And keep them out of the way, especially if there 
might be a crime scene involved. You or your assistant 
team leader still have to  establish a safe area for your 
team, and any incoming teams, a bit away from the find. 
Look for a microclimate sheltered from wind and rain, 
and enough flat places for people to rest. You probably 
need to keep this mini-Staging Area relatively close to 
the find scene. 

F i r s t  O n  S c e n e

 ▸ If you are first on-scene from 
your search and rescue organiza-
tion, your actions hinge on the 
answers to these questions:
 ▸ What state are you in? Different 
states have different rules (or 
no rules) about who does what 
during a search. 

 ▸ Does your SAR organization 
have rules about what you 
should do in this situation?

 ▸ Is another organized SAR team 

running things already? 
 ▸ What is your level of training?

 ▸ Some best practices include:
 ▸ Let your SAR organization’s 
dispatch know that you have 
arrived at Base.

 ▸ Find the signin sheet, and sign 
in. If the Base isn’t organized 
enough to have one yet, start a 
signin.

 ▸ Gather more infomation.



4: Leadership and Followership 33

 Managing a Field Team        Find Management        Crime Scene Preservation

When a search team makes a find, Base usually 
directs other nearby teams to the site, where they tend 
to aggregate into one big team.

Assume you are leader of Field Team Romeo which 
made the find. When you call Base to report the find, 
it’s a best practice to request the team designator for the 
new team that will be composed of all of the teams that 
arrive at the find location. You may be instructed to 
merge all arriving teams into Field Team Romeo, or bet-
ter yet, you may be instructed to merge all the arriving 
all arriving teams into a new Field Team Uniform. 

And your should get Base’s endorsement of who will 
be in charge of the combined team. It may be you, or 
maybe Base will want the leader of one of the other 
teams, someone with more experience, to take over. 

This assures authority for the leader, whoever it is, 
over all those people soon to arrive.

If Base doesn’t give you this direction right away, 
enlightened self-interest suggest prodding them a bit 
with another quick call on the radio or cellphone. 
Which suggests another bit of delegation: if you’ve been 
carrying the team radio yourself, quickly designate 
someone as radio operator (it can be the same person 
as the assistant team leader) and hand off the radio with 
instructions to discuss merging teams with Base. 

Another delegation you should make right away is 
that of a rescue specialist (that’s the official ASRC term, 
other organizations use different names), sometimes 
called an on-scene rescue coordinator or other terms. 
Regardless of the title, this is who starts planning the 
evacuation, and if needed, coordinates with Base to cre-
ate a new field team, or field teams, to scout evacuation 
routes.

Depending on how many people are arriving at the 
find site, and how many patients or bodies you have, 
you may want to talk with Base about an expanded ICS 
staff at the site.

If you are on a team that didn’t make the find, you 
will usually be told to stop your task and “hold in place.” 
That usually translates into “Those of us in Base aren’t 
sure what we want you to do yet. We may want you to 
go to the find site, or we may tell you to head back to 
Base. We’re working on it.” As a field team leader, this 
means to tell your team that old military adage of “eat 
when you can, pee when you can, and sleep when you 
can, because who knows when you’ll get to do it again?” 
You should also make sure that your team members 
are taking measures to adequately protect themselves 
from heat, cold, wind, rain, whatever the environment is 
throwing at you. 

If it’s cold out, and you’re in an unsheltered place on 
a ridge, and if you just passed through a protected val-
ley filled with eastern hemlock trees (not that uncom-
mon in the mid-Appalachians), consider heading back 

to it. That’s close enough to “in place” for government 
work (or search and rescue work) and safer for your 
team. Being in such a valley under some hemlocks, or 
for that matter spruces or white pines, provides a great 
microclimate for protection from wind, rain and snow. 
You can read more about microclimate in the chapter on 
Survival and Wilderness Travel.

If it is a Status III1 find, your people may be there for 
quite a while, If so you, might want to do things to make 
your mini-Staging Area more comfy. In the summer, 
your could send someone to get water if it’s nearby. In 
winter, see if anyone has a stove to start heating up some 
water for hot drinks. If someone has a tarp, then you 
might want to get it up for more shelter.

Crime Scene Preservation

A piece of universal advice to FTLs is “if there is any 
possibility you’re at a crime scene, secure the scene.” 

Figuring out how to “secure the scene” is not neces-
sarily easy. Have you heard the military joke about 
“secure a building?” 

One reason the Armed Services have trouble oper-
ating jointly is that they have very different meanings 
for the same terms.

1  The ASRC uses a three-stage classification for found subjects: Sta-
tus I = able to walk out, Status II = needs a carryout and maybe medi-
cal attention, Status III = dead.

F i n d  M a n a g e m e n t

 ▸ If you don’t already have one, 
delegate an assistant team leader 
to help manage the safety and 
well-being of the team and other 
arriving teams (food, water, area 
sheltered from environment 
stresses).

 ▸ Coordinate with Base to discuss 
who will be in charge of all the 
personnel arriving at the scene 
of the find.

 ▸ As other teams start arriving, 
think about span of control and 
possible need for an expanded 
ICS staff at the scene.

 ▸ Assess the scene for hazards, 
including but not limited to: 
firearms, weapons on military air-
craft, aircraft fuel, sharp debris, 
or booby traps.

 ▸ If the scene might be a crime 
scene, preserve it:
 ▸ “Secure the scene” if any possi-
bility of being a crime scene.

 ▸ If question of “alive or dead” 

medic alone goes in first to 
assess.

 ▸ All travel into crime scene along 
the medic’s path.

 ▸ Use flagging tape to mark off 
the potential crime scene.

 ▸ Start a chain of custody for the 
scene with appointed guards 
with log of guards and written 
log of guard shifts, guards 
making sure that nobody unau-
thorized enters scene without 
documentation (e.g., cellphone 
videos) of those who ignore 
requests to not enter scene.

 ▸ Take careful notes (two copies, 
one to give to law enforce-
ment), take cellphone pictures 
with disposable size-reference 
object in all photos (e.g., dollar 
bill) of the scene.

 ▸ Keep a log of all people at scene 
and when they were there (two 
copies).
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 The Joint Chiefs once told 
the Navy to “secure a building,” 
to which they responded by 
turning off the lights and lock-
ing the doors. The Joint Chiefs 
then instructed Army personnel 
to “secure a building,” and they 
occupied the building so no one 
could enter. Upon receiving the 
exact same order, the Marines 
assaulted the building, captured 
it, and set up defenses with 
suppressive fire and amphibi-
ous assault vehicles, established 
reconnaissance and communi-
cations channels, and prepared 
for close hand-to-hand combat 
if the situation arose. But the 
Air Force, on the other hand, 
acted most swiftly on the com-
mand, and took out a three-
year lease with an option to 
buy.

So let’s try to understand what 
“secure the scene” means in the 
wilderness search and rescue 
context.

Any time you make a find, there 
are certain priorities. The very first 
is to quickly assess for scene safety, 
looking for hazards, including but 
not limited to:
• Firearms
• Weapons on military aircraft
• Aircraft fuel
• Sharp debris
• Booby traps

A good general principle is that 
your medic alone goes in first to 
assess if the subject or subjects are 
alive or dead. Why? It might be 
a crime scene so you don’t want 
people tromping all over the area, 
and if the patient is alive your 
medic can start first aid/medical 
assessment and treatment and ask 
for more help if needed.

As an FTL, you should note, and 
likely mark with flagging tape, the 
path your medic takes, and make 
sure that anyone else who goes to 
the subject follows this path only. 
Mark off the entire scene (use 

your best judgment as to how much around the subject 
is “the scene”) with flagging tape, if you can, to keep 
people from tromping through it. Post guards around 
thecrime scene or route into crime scene to warn 
incoming people away. You cannot use force to prevent 
people from entering the crime scene, unless you hap-
pen to be a sworn law enforcement officer. You can warn 
people not to enter. You can take cellphone video of 
people entering crime scene and at least a couple of still 
photos of their faces. And if they attack you, you can 
certainly defend yourself.

If you have any suspicion that you are at a crime 
scene, start documenting the scene. Cellphone pictures 
are helpful to investigators, written notes and sketches 
are good as well. Remember that you will have to give 
up whatever you write on; prepare to rip pages out of 
your waterproof notebook (you do have your spare 
waterproof pocket notebook with you, right?) 

Prepare a list of team members and their contact 
information to give to the coroner, medical examiner or 
law enforcement when they arrive or when you get back 
to Base.

When taking pictures of evidence at a potential crime 
scene, it’s important to include something in the picture 
to provide scale. A ruler is standard for police work, but 
it’s not common to find a ruler in a SAR pack. On the 
other hand, it’s not a good idea to use a personal item 
such as your notebook or glove or camera or phone 
or sunglasses case, as it may end up impounded as 
evidence. 

A good alternative is a dollar bill, because there is no 
question about the size of a dollar bill. Remember also 
to include the dollar bill in every single picture. This is 
very important to those later analyzing the evidence. A 
single picture without the dollar bill may ruin the series 
of pictures as evidence.

Right after learning about this, I pulled out my wallet 
and didn’t find anything smaller than a $10 bill. And, in 
this increasingly cashless society, and especially since 
only a few ATMs will give you dollar bills, I realized I 
probably wouldn’t have a dollar bill when I needed one.

I thought about putting a lightweight 6” ruler from 
my desk into my pack. But then I realized that a dollar 
bill is cheaper, has multiple uses, is lighter, sturdier, and 
less bulky. So I asked my wife, who found a dollar bill in 
her purse (and laughed when I told her what I wanted it 
for). I folded it up and put it into a small plastic bag and 
threw it in the top flap compartment of my SAR/dayhik-
ing pack. 

Thanks to Drew Ballard of the ASRC’s Allegheny 
Mountain Rescue Group, whose day job is in a major 
metropolitan Medical Examiner/forensic lab, for this tip.

If the subject is Status III, aka dead, you will need 
to coordinate with local law enforcement, the coroner 

 

Rulers

A ruler or tape measure 
is handy for measuring a 
footprint. 

I tried an ultralight 
disposable paper tape 
measure. The are used 
by medical personnel 
measuring wounds, and 
at Ikea; but, if it’s raining 
– I checked this myself – 
they dissolve in about 5 
seconds.

So then I bought and 
weighed:
 ·  Dritz Vinyl Tape 

Measure with Metal 
Tip, 5/8 by 60 Inch 
(White): slightly less 
than an ounce (about 
26 g) 

 ·  Funny Shatterproof 
Flexiable [sic] Ruler 12 
inch (30 cm): slightly 
more than an ounce 
(about 32 g)

 ·  Westcott Non-Shatter 
Ruler, Clear, 12 Inches 
(13862): slightly less 
than an ounce (about 
26 g)

 ·  Westcott 8ths 12-Inch 
Beveled Transparent 
Ruler (B-70): definitely 
less than an ounce 
(~25 g)

I tested all by putting 
them in the deep freeze 
for a couple of hours and 
then seeing if they would 
shatter when cold. All 
passed with flying colors, 
I could bend them 
enough to touch the two 
ends together without 
shattering. 

I think the Westcott B-70 
ruler will show up best in 
cellphone pictures of a 
footprint, it’s the lightest, 
and I’ve loved C-THRU 
rulers since I was a kid, 
so there is now one of 
them in my daypack’s 
water bladder pouch. A 
bonus: if people make a 
bad mistake during train-
ing, I can hit them on the 
wrist with a ruler.



4: Leadership and Followership 35

 Managing a Field Team        SAR GAR         

or the medical examiner via radio/cellphone, likely 
through Base, as far as what they want you to do. Some-
times they will tell you to organize an evac to bring the 
body back to Base. Other times they will tell you to 
“secure the scene” (now you see why this section started 
with that joke) and they will send someone to the scene 
for an investigation. “Secure the scene” in this context is 
not the Army, Navy or Air Force method, but to keep a 
constant guard on the area, what is known as a Chain of 
Custody in legal parlance.

For a piece of evidence, including both physical 
objects and a crime scene until the scene investigation 
is concluded, a Chain of Custody means that the evi-
dence has either been securely locked up (hard to get 
a big enough lock box to fit a crime scene), or under 
continuous guard to know if someone tampers with the 
evidence, meaning in this case the crime scene. 

This means there has to be a documented continu-
ous chain of responsibility, which means a log showing 
the names and contact information of all custodians 
(people who can testify that nobody tampered with the 
crime scene) from discovery until the investigation is 
complete.

“Guard” means, not like a military sentry where you 
can shoot people who try to enter the scene, or even like 
a law enforcement guard who can use force to prevent 
people from entering the scene. Even if you’re not a law 
enforcement officer, or officially temporarily deputized 
as one, you can still tell people not to enter the crime 
scene. If they insist on entering, you can certainly ask 
for ID, and take cellphone pictures of them or videos of 
what they are doing for later use. You can also defend 
yourself against them if they physically attack you. I’ve 
never heard of a situation where a SAR team member 
told someone not to enter the crime scene and they did 
so anyway, but it’s at least theoretically possible.

Usually, you just need a log of all the primary guard’s 
names and contact information, and the times when a 
new guard takes over. And this is usually boring enough 
that you will have no problem finding time to make 
two copies of the log, one for you or whoever takes over 
from you, and one to hand in to the coroner, medical 
examiner or law enforcement when they relieve you.

Risk Assessment: SAR GAR 

Risk is a part of life. It’s a bigger part of life on wilder-
ness search and rescue tasks. 

In search and rescue, we emphasize safety – but 
sometimes we take risks when the benefit outweighs 
the risks. It’s like cost-benefit analysis in business. There 
have been attempts to quantify risk and we’ll get to them 
in a minute. But let’s start with the benefits, as they’re 

harder to quantify. In the chapter on Nontechnical and 
Semi-Tech Evacs, towards the end, is an Eastern Region, 
National Cave Rescue Commission (NCRC) urgency 
chart that is particularly nice. Others have come up with 
urgency charts for above-ground search and rescue as 
well. 

In most lost-person search, there’s a great degree of 
uncertainty to any urgency calculations: is the subject 
still alive? If so, it’s high urgency. If the subject’s dead, 
it’s low urgency. If the subject was lost in a wooded sub-
urban area a month ago, you’re looking for a body, so 
it’s low urgency. If you’re looking for an elderly person 
with dementia, or a toddler, who wandered away from 
home a few hours ago, and the weather’s quite cold, the 
urgency is higher.

There also seems to be a general human tendency 
to value the life of children over adults. Some of this is 
likely genetic and we can think Darwin’s evolution by 
natural selection and Dawkin’s selfish genes for this – 
both discussed in Authority and Power on page 125 
– and we can try to rationalize this by not saying “this 
toddler hasn’t had a chance to pass on his genes yet” 
and instead saying “she has her whole life ahead of her.” 
Regardless of how you look at it, we tend to emotion-
ally, rationally or with a combination of the two value 
younger lives more and tend to be willing to accept 
higher risks for kids.

We also are more willing to risk ourselves for family 
members and close friends. Darwin and Dawkins might 
talk about how many genes we share, or at a higher level 
how altruism is good for the species. Regardless, this 

R i s k  A s s e s s m e n t :  S A R  G A R

 ▸ Everything we do, including 
search and rescue tasks, have a 
potential benefit and a potential 
risk.
 ▸ To estimate search and rescue 
tasks, we can use urgency 
calculations, such as in the 
chart used by the Eastern 
Region, National Cave Rescue 
Commission, reproduced in 
the Nontechnical and Semi-Tech 
Evacs chapter.  

 ▸ We need a standard way to 
assess risk, and SAR-GAR fits 
that need.

 ▸ SAR GAR (search and rescue 
green-amber-red risk assess-
ment) is a best practice before 
any wilderness search and rescue 
task.

 ▸ The most important part of SAR 
GAR is to hold a discussion 
about the risks before starting 
the task.

 ▸ To do a SAR GAR, every member 
must independently rate the task 
Green (OK), Amber (concern) or 
Red (significant deficiency) in six 
respects:
 ▸ Supervision
 ▸ Assignment complexity
 ▸ Fitness of team
 ▸ Environment & hazards
 ▸ Team
 ▸ Improvisation or planned?

 ▸ Important principles of SAR GAR 
include:
 ▸ Each member discusses each 
SAR GAR element following a 
Reverse Authority Gradient pro-
cess: least senior speaks first, 
next least-senior next…

 ▸ A member red becomes a team 
red; a member amber becomes 
a team amber.

 ▸ If unable to mitigate a red to 
amber or green, team leader 
contacts higher authority,
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Risk Calculation Worksheet - Calculating Risk Using GGAARR  Model 
(GREEN-AMBER-RED) 

Assign a risk code of 0 (For No Risk) through 10 (For Maximum Risk) to each of 
the six elements below: 

Element Description of Element Risk Score 

Supervision 
How closely do you need to supervise the crew/unit? The 

higher the risk the more a supervisor must focus on 
observing and checking. 

Planning How much information is available, how clear is it, how 
much time is available to plan/execute the mission? 

Crew Selection 
Consider the experience of the crews performing the 

mission. If individuals are replaced during the mission, 
assess their experience level and ensure proper turnover. 

Crew Endurance Refer to published crew fatigue standards. 

Weather 

Environment should include all contributing factors; time of
day, lighting atmospheric/oceanic conditions, chemical 

hazards, proximity to other external and geographic 
hazards/barriers, among other factors. 

Case Complexity 
Event or evolution complexity considers both time and 

resources required to conduct the mission. Generally, the 
longer the exposure to a hazard, the greater the risk. 

Total Risk Score: 

The mission risk can be visualized using the colors of a traffic light. If the total 
risk value falls in the GREEN ZONE (1-23), risk is rated as low. If the total risk 
value falls in the AMBER ZONE (24-44), risk is moderate and you should 
consider adopting procedures to minimize the risk. If the total value falls in the 
RED ZONE (45-60), you should implement measures to reduce the risk prior to 
starting the event or evolution. 

GAR Evaluation Scale 
Color Coding the Level of Risk 

0 23 24       44 45 60 

GREEN (Low Risk) AMBER (Caution) RED (High Risk) 

The ability to assign numerical values or “color codes” to hazards using the 
GAR Model is not the most important part of risk assessment. What is critical 
to this step is team discussions leading to an understanding of the risks and 
how they will be managed.

CLEAR FORM

2

US Coast Guard GAR (Green-Amber-Red) Worksheet, Page 1.
public domain, US Coast Guard
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 RISK ASSESSMENT  WORKSHEET (BACK)  

WX CONDITIONS (Add pts to total for night):     

Sea Conditions:____________     Visibility__________  Winds_________ 

6-8’  4-6’  2-4’  <2’  <1mile  1-3 miles  >3miles  >20kts 15-20kts 10-15kts <10kts        __________ 

TIDAL CONDITIONS AND CURRENT: 
State of Tide___________________ Speed and Direction of Current_________________ 

>3kts       2kts       1kt    <1kt

US Coast Guard GAR (Green-Amber-Red) Worksheet, Page 2.
public domain, US Coast Guard
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means that family and friends may be willing to take 
risks that are not acceptable for other SAR team mem-
bers, which is something field team leaders with family 
or friends on the team must keep in mind. More on 
dealing with family and friends in wilderness search and 
rescue in a few pages.

Assessing urgency is a complicated and controver-
sial topic, which is likely why there are no generally-
accepted objective tools to assess urgency.

Many US Federal agencies, for the assessment of risk, 
use a standardized system. It’s sort of like the Mattson 
consensus method, discussed in the Incident Manage-
ment chapter, for assigning Probability of Area (POA; 
or maybe Probability of Containment = POC if you’re a 
search-theory dweeb). It forces you to make subjective 
assessments of risk in several categories, then average 
them. The general term is GAR for Green–Amber–Red.

Have you heard the saying about computer mod-
els: garbage in, garbage out? This applies to GAR 
calculations. 

Let me tell you a story. Stories are good, we learn 
from them and remember them, which is why Aesop’s 
fables are still current 2,500 years later.

A big deal in the ER is to rate a patient’s pain on a 
1-10 pain score. Some call it the “fifth vital sign.” (Or is it 
the sixth? Or the seventh? What about pulse oximetry, 
or maybe end-tidal capnography? Or… ) Anyway, ER 
nurses are usually required to put down a number as 
part of their vital signs. They usually say something like 
“A one is something you can barely feel and a ten is the 
worst pain you’ve ever felt.”

I once saw a young girl who had smashed her finger 
in a door a bit, and her pain she rated as a 10/10 on 
the nurses’ notes though she didn’t look to be in much 
distress. It just looked slightly bruised, but I did order 
an X-ray. We gave her some ibuprofen and acetamino-
phen and sent her off for some X-rays. the X-rays were 
negative. And by the time I saw her again to give her 
the good news about the X-rays, she said the pain was 
entirely gone. I asked her about the 10/10 pain rating. 
She said, “I don’t think I’ve ever really hurt myself that I 
remember, so this was the worst pain I’ve ever felt, even 
though it wasn’t that bad.”

The next day, I saw a woman in her 30s who was gray, 
gritting her teeth, sweating bullets as they say, had just 
vomited from the pain, and was probably passing a kid-
ney stone, which is known to be exquisitely painful. The 
nurses had documented a pain level of 6/10. I said, “You 
look like you’re in a lot of pain. You look like you’re in 
10/10 pain. You know the scale is supposed to go from 1 
which is almost nothing to 10/10 which is like getting hit 
by a Mac truck.”

“Last year I was a pedestrian who was hit by a Mac 
truck and spent 6 weeks in the trauma unit. My pain is 

SAR GAR Risk Determination

Assess personal or team perception; assign green 
(OK), amber (concern) or red (significant deficiency).

Mitigate amber and red. If unable to mitigate 
a red to amber or green, consult with higher 

authority before accepting assignment.
See reverse for more

The text of and illustrations in this document are licensed 
by the ASRC under a Creative Commons Attribution-
NonCommercial-ShareAlike 4.0 license (“CC BY-NC-SA”). 
The ASRC name, acronym, logo and all other associated 
marks are protected trademarks of the ASRC. 

Supervision

Assignment complexity

Fitness of team

Environment & hazards

Team

Improvisation or planned?
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Green Amber Red 

SAR GAR card, Front

SAR GAR Card, back

SAR GAR Process

Team has been assigned task:
• Each member discusses each SAR GAR element 

following a Reverse Authority Gradient process: 
least senior speaks first, next least-senior next…

• Each member assigns a color for each element
• A member red becomes a team red; a member 

amber becomes a team amber
• Team tries to mitigate red and amber elements
• If unable to mitigate a red to amber or green, team 

leader contacts higher authority

Team currently conducting task (re-assessment)
• A team member recognizing a change potentially 

affecting a SAR GAR element is expected and 
empowered to inform team leader

• Team leader convenes team to review SAR GAR 
when  leader or team member believes an element 
has changed

• Team follows Team has been assigned task bullets
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a 6.” The only legitimate use of pain scores is to track an 
individual’s pain response to treatment, not to compare 
individuals. 

Ratings for a green-to-red scale for risk are probably 
just as subjective. 

The US Coast Guard’s GAR worksheet is shown in the 
figure. Although there is some yellow highlighting and 
there are bright colors in the chart, the most important 
part of this worksheet is the black-and-white text at the 
very bottom:

The ability to assign numerical values or “color codes” 
to hazards using the GAR Model is not the most impor-
tant part of risk assessment. What is critical to this step 
is team discussions leading to an understanding of the 
risks and how they will be managed.

For wilderness search and rescue task, an abbreviated 
version of this process, called SAR GAR, is now in fairly 
common use. A pocket card for this is shown here.

As with the Coast Guard process, the most impor-
tant part of this card, other than simply forcing a team 
discussion of risk, is this: Each member discusses each 
SAR GAR element following a Reverse Authority 
Gradient process: least senior speaks first, next least-
senior next…

One use of the GAR idea for communicating between 
field team leader and debriefer when you get back to 
search Base is qualitative and involves no numbers or 
calculations. “We’re green for another hard task.” “We’re 
green for an easy task but amber for a hard one.” “We’re 
exhausted. Put us down as red for anything except for 
food and a rest.”

Think risk/benefit 
Risk a lot to save a life 

Risk a little to save a little 
Risk nothing to save nothing  

Everybody goes home

There are sayings that encapsulate the idea of man-
aged risk, such as, “Take care of yourself first, your team 
second, and the victim third.” 

And this from fire chief Alan Brunacini: “Think risk/
benefit, risk a lot to save a life, risk a little to save a little, 
risk nothing to save nothing. Everybody goes home.”

Patience and Morale 

The latter parts of this chapter deal extensively with 
people skills. But there are two very basic people-skill 
things that everyone who leads a field team should 

know, and those are imbuing patience and maintaining 
morale. We’ll start with patience.

Imbuing Patience

You probably already know what patience is, even if 
as a SAR person you’re statistically-speaking not likely 
to have a lot of it. Imbuing is a fancy word for creating 
something in others. 

As a team leader, you should consciously exhibit the 
behavior you expect of other team members: courtesy, 
concern for others’ welfare, and not complaining. We 
call this modeling. One way you can make modeling 
more effective is to pick the best time to exhibit good 
behavior: usually when most or all of the team can see 
or hear you doing it. Modeling is a great way to imbue 
patience: even if you’re feeling impatient, act as though 
you’re patient ,and do it when and where everyone can 
see you doing it.

SAR team members, especially new ones, are gener-
ally go-getters, eager to get the job done. Since we are 
searching for someone who is lost, stranded or injured, 
or rescuing someone, a sense of urgency is always 
appropriate. But as an FTL you need to make sure that 
the team’s urgency is tempered with patience. 

The characteristics of emergency services workers, 
including not only search and rescue group members 
but firefighters, EMS personnel and law enforcement 
(remember you may be leading teams made up of such 
people) make this hard. Emergency services workers:
• Have obsessive/compulsive personality traits; the 

ones who don’t have such traits seldom last long
• Like to be in control; are used to being in control; 

and do not tolerate not being in control
• Are risk oriented; they are careful risk takers, but risk 

P a t i e n c e  a n d  M o r a l e

 ▸ Imbue patience by modeling it; 
keep the team’s level of urgency 
where you want it. Model that 
level of urgency to your team 
members. 

 ▸ Show patience with the “hurry up 
and wait” of field operations with 
a sense of humor and express 
sympathy for those in Base.

 ▸ Maintain field team morale by 
attention to:
 ▸ Field team members’ feelings 
of meaning, autonomy, growth, 
impact, and connection with the 
search and rescue operation.

 ▸ Team members’ need for 
recognition. 

 ▸ Team members’ need for trust 
in their leaders.

 ▸ Supporting team members 
physically: pacing, dealing with 
hydration, nutrition, fatigue, 
cold, or heat.

 ▸ Supporting team members in 
psychological ways, such as: 
(“We’ve been given a par-
ticularly difficult task but I’m 
pleased with how well we’re 
handling it.”)

 ▸ Tempering complaints about 
operation management: (“I’d 
still rather be here in the field 
than dealing with the chaos in 
Base.”)
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takers nonetheless
• Are action-oriented; they have little tolerance for 

inaction, indecision, or prolonged discussion
• “Need to be needed”; they do not like to be in situa-

tions where they need help from others
• Are dedicated

Many of these characteristics are laudable and even 
required character traits for an emergency service 
worker, yet they are seldom consciously acknowledged, 
and may complicate dealing with psychological prob-
lems. Especially following directions with which they 
don’t agree. (Reminds me of my beagle.)

Thus, patience is particularly hard for the type of 
people who volunteer to join SAR teams; see Emergency 
Services Workers on page 68 for more on our person-
ality traits, which lead us to impatience, something we 
have to always work to overcome.

In the military, “hurry-up-and-wait” is the expecta-
tion. SAR team members need to learn it’s the same for 
SAR operations. And it’s your job as a leader to imbue 
other members with the patience that you are (at least 
outwardly) showing so as to model good behavior. (You 
are showing patience, right?) 

As a field team leader, or for that matter in any lead-
ership position in a search and rescue operation, you 
need to ride herd on impatient members. It may help to 
tell stories about how many times you have been called 
out only to end up spending a lot of time sitting on your 
butt or standing out in the field, in the rain, waiting for 
Base to get their act together. As in the military, some 
amount of griping about leadership is inevitable. 

Listing the number of times you were alerted and 
never got to do anything may help, with a comment 
about how it’s all part of what you have to go through to 
be able to help others with a set of hard-to-find skills.

At my age, and with my decades of emergency 
response experience, I have a wealth of tales about how 
many times I was:
• Alerted for a SAR operation only to get called off as 

soon as I got in my vehicle and started it. 
• Alerted for a SAR operation only to get called off 

while driving halfway to the scene.
• Alerted for a SAR operation only to get called off as 

soon as I reached the scene.
• Alerted for a SAR operation only to reach the scene 

and be told to stand by at Base, wait for a few hours, 
and then drive home. 

• Activated by the National Disaster Medical System 
and sent to a Federal disaster area and then sat at a 
slightly-damaged 4-star hotel, or on the floor of an 
abandoned small airport terminal with a leaking 
roof, and having to “stage” for 2-3 days with nothing 
to do except an hour-long meeting in uniform each 
morning. 

It is your job as a field team leader to make sure that 
this griping doesn’t get out of hand, and that it’s done 
with some sympathy for those in Base who are doing the 
best they can to keep things moving. When needed, a 
cutting comment like “would you rather be in Base with 
everyone griping at you?” might be needed. It might be 
necessary to say that “For those at Base, doing the best 
they can to run the search properly, and save someone, 
is more important than keeping all of the field team 
members entertained.”

There are modern search planning concepts that can 
help get search teams out in the field faster, including 
reflex tasking and using remote support to get the TAFs 
(Task Assignment Forms) and maps ready faster. But 
even with these aids, SAR still involves a certain amount 
of hurry-up-and-wait.

It is also true that it’s hard to keep up motivation to 
prepare when you don’t get called out very often. This 
seems to be a fairly-common problem for some SAR 
teams: getting enough calls to maintain member’s inter-
est and commitment. This is true for Federal Disaster 
Medical Assistance Team (DMAT) teams as well; while 
DMAT members get paid when they deploy, which 
helps motivation, not being deployed for a couple of 
years at a time makes it hard to deal with all the Federal 
bureaucracy. But, as with SAR teams, being prepared 
for something that happens rarely but uses your unique 
skills to help others is, in itself, an honorable pursuit. 

Another thing that can cause frustration for your 
field ream members is not knowing what is going on. 
The desire to know what’s going on is, in general, to 
be encouraged. (More about this in Psychology of Situ-
ational Awareness on page 57.) A desire to know what 
is going on is healthy and appropriate and a good sur-
vival skill, as it improves your situational awareness and 
makes you less likely to make a mistake. You need to 
keep your team members from bothering those in Base 
with questions, but those in Base also need to make sure 
that everyone gets an adequate briefing. 

Military theorists talk about The Fog of War. It always 
seems to be spoken of With Capital Letters. The term 
dates back to the late 1800s, when Carl von Clausewitz 
introduced the analogy of looking through fog to char-
acterize the lack of information and uncertainty of that 
information during war, when things change rapidly 
and communications move slowly.

This concept applies equally to search and rescue, as 
we often have to send teams out with little information 
(reflex tasks) and very commonly what we learn about 
the situation and start using for our search strategy 
turns out to be wrong. One of your jobs as a field team 
leader is to reassure your team members, especially if 
the team’s task is suddenly cancelled and the team is 
assigned to a new task elsewhere, that they understand 
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The Fog of Search cannot be avoided, it can only be 
managed, and that those in Base are doing the best they 
can with the information they have, which changes over 
time.

There is an optimal amount of rushing and feeling of 
urgency in any situation. It is your job as a field team 
leader to nudge people to turn this dial in the right 
direction, usually but not always down. The dial setting 
depends on many things: environmental stressors such 
as weather, terrain, or darkness; internal stressors such 
as fatigue, energy levels, and amount of cold or heat 
stress; the medical condition of patient (and team mem-
bers), rescuers’ adrenaline levels, how much people have 
worked together, and how much people have practiced 
what they are doing together. When in doubt, turn the 
dial down a bit, it’s usually the right way to turn it. See 
Confidence on page 137 for more on confidence and 
how to project it, which is one of the best ways to dial 
down the adrenaline level.

One final thought about patience: as with anything, 
too much of it can be bad, for, as we in SAR are fond of 
saying, “Search is an Emergency.” If you don’t respond 
urgently, you may miss a chance to save a life. 

Morale

The beatings will continue until morale improves! goes 
the old saying. 

But morale is such a… a… 1940s term!  
Indeed, if you use scholar.google.com to search for 
“morale,” the top hits are indeed all from around 1940.

Esprit de corps is even older (1780). 
Employee engagement seems to be the current man-

agement-consultant-speak buzzword.
They all mean the same thing. 
When thinking about a title for this section, I thought 

I should be modern about it and considered the term 
member engagement. But then I thought about the five 
couples that I personally knew who met in an ASRC 
Group and got engaged and then got married. Including 
me and my wife. And engagement is too, too… manage-
ment-consultant-speak. I really liked esprit de corps but 
I thought it sounded too elitist. So, no 2010s, no 1780s, 
let’s stick with the 1940s. Morale it is. 

Morale in a conscript army of cannon-fodder is 
likely to be pretty bad. Morale in a volunteer wilder-
ness search and rescue team is likely to be pretty good. 
Nonetheless, you may be leading a team including law 
enforcement officers or other paid public safety workers 
who, while not cannon-fodder, may not be as motivated 
as your volunteer comrades. And even SAR team vol-
unteers’ morale may droop at times. So, as part of your 

field team leader situational awareness, keep an eye and 
ear out for evidence of how your team’s morale is doing.

Morale in Business 

In the book Dying for a Paycheck: How Modern Man-
agement Harms Employee Health and Company Perfor-
mance—and What We Can Do About It, Jeffery Pfeffer 
writes, “When we talk about people at business, we 
often use terms such as human resources and human 
capital.”

“Human resources” conjures up dealing with admin-
istrative issues of employment, including lots of paper-
work and sometimes disciplinary actions. But “human 
capital” is a bit more helpful. It’s about knowledgable 
employees being a business’s most important capital 
asset. For SAR groups, there is no question that knowl-
edgable members are by far our most important asset. 

In a famous 2016 white paper for the management 
consulting firm The Clearing, entitled $319B In Lost 
Productivity: Why Employee Engagement is More About 
Survival Than Success,1 Ron Ivey writes, 

70% of American employees – almost 70 million 
people – are disengaged in their work, leading to $319 
billion in lost productivity and a $450 billion negative 
impact to the economy. Even worse, 19% of employees 
are actively sabotaging their employers.

In his book Engagement Magic: Five Keys for Engaging 
People, Leaders, and Organizations, Tracey Maylett lists 
five key principles for keeping employees engaged:
• Meaning: Your work has purpose beyond the job 

itself.
• Autonomy: The power to shape your work and 

environment in ways that allow you to perform at 
your best.

• Growth: Being stretched and challenged in ways that 
result in personal and professional progress.

• Impact: Seeing positive, effective, and worthwhile 
outcomes and results from your work.

• Connection: The sense of belonging to something 
beyond yourself
If you have paid employees on your field team, such 

as police officers or paid firefighters or medics, you as a 
field team leader need to consider those bullet points, 
not as they apply to their “day” jobs, but as they apply to 
your field team’s efforts.

Note that there is nothing here about the perks of 
upper-level employees at tech giants, such as yoga stu-
dios, cooking classes, massage therapists, a full gym, 

1  https://theclearing.com/ideas-and-insights/319b-in-lost-productiv-
ity-why-employee-engagement-is-more-about-survival-than-success/

https://theclearing.com/ideas-and-insights/319b-in-lost-productivity-why-employee-engagement-is-more-about-survival-than-success/
https://theclearing.com/ideas-and-insights/319b-in-lost-productivity-why-employee-engagement-is-more-about-survival-than-success/
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pinball games, free designer coffee and free high-end 
food.

Those bullets above seem like good guidelines for 
SAR groups and field teams. But volunteer organizations 
are a bit different than businesses, so we need to con-
sider a few other topics that are, proportionately, a bit 
more important than for paid employees. And there are 
some special considerations for morale of unpaid volun-
teers on a field team, whether members of a volunteer 
SAR organization or spontaneous volunteers.

Recognition 

Management consultants tell us that salary is not a 
major determinant of job satisfaction, which is closely 
related to employee engagement, which is the same as 
morale. Salary has to be adequate, and not a lot lower 
than similar jobs in the area pay, but as long as it’s 
adequate, higher salaries are not nearly as important as 
other determinants of job satisfaction. 

Volunteer SAR organizations pay their members 
in wages of knowledge, prestige and satisfaction, and 
just like business employees, your “employees” expect 
regular pay. And in SAR organizations, and field teams, 
we need to make sure that the pay is at least adequate. 
(That need for knowledge is one main reason for this 
textbook.)

If you cut a member’s pay by verbal beatings, or 
especially by starting disciplinary proceedings against a 
member, the member may just quit. Unlike most jobs, 
where having money to pay for rent and food makes 
workers willing to suffer in silence, this is not the case 
with volunteer SAR teams. 

Sometimes SAR team leaders use verbal beatings 
and term it “constructive criticism.” This is not likely to 
improve morale. Unless, perhaps, you’re verbally beat-
ing a bully who you want to resign from the team rather 
than having to expel the member… rare, but it has 
happened.

The same thing applies when you’re leading a field 
team: even when someone does something wrong, there 
is never a place for a verbal beating when you’re on a 
team in the field. Instead, gently correct the field team 
member and then use it as an opportunity for a bit of 
just-in-time training for the entire team.

Handling situations in a patient, non-strident, under-
stated and supportive way, while a good idea for any 

business, is an even better idea for 
any volunteer SAR group. Mem-
bers can just walk away from the 
group (or a field team) and then 
publicly diss the group (or the field 
team leader), and there’s not much 
you can do about it.

You need to be encouraging and praise people for 
what they do right. On the other hand, you can’t let even 
a hint of falsity enter, else they will figure you’re a used-
car salesman or a politician.

The ASRC recently moved from a three-level system 
of field credentialing to a four-level system; this adds 
another level of recognition. The ASRC also has a sys-
tem of other awards, including years-of-service awards, 
outstanding achievement awards, and fellowship. If you 
are one of the leaders of a SAR organization, and you 
don’t have something similar, maybe your SAR orga-
nization should start doing it. Details are in the ASRC 
Administrative Manual at asrc.net.

Trust

An untrustworthy leader or leadership team is a great 
way to piss off members or employees. 

Members may not trust you because you’re incom-
petent. Leadership skills won’t do much for you if you 
don’t know how to do search and rescue. If that’s your 
problem, go back and read the other chapters of this 
book and practice your skills, and solicit feedback from 
those who know more SAR than you. But most trust 
issues are not related to technical competence. 

Once upon a time, a company started off with high 
levels of employee trust in the leadership. It got bought 
out by a large corporation. About the same time, the 
company cut back on collegial meetings and started 
blasting out frequent one-way propaganda about how 
great the company was. For example, when the company 
opened a new location, it was trumpeted in glowing 
terms with lots of explanations. When a location was 
closed, though, there was never any official communi-
cation about this. The only way to find out about such 
things was through the employee-to-employee gossip 
grapevine. 

When the company started, employees were all 
engaged and enthusiastically supportive of the compa-
ny’s plans. But after the buyout of the employees became 
disengaged and dissatisfied, and many left for other 
companies. 

Truthfulness in leaders is essential for search and 
rescue: do you want work for someone who lies to you, 
even if just lies of omission?

Seek SAR group or field team members’ input for 
major decisions; don’t let a single person or clique make 
all the decisions in a smoke-filled back room, even if it’s 
on the side of a mountain.

SAR organizations and field team leaders need to 
acknowledge publicly to their members when some-
thing bad happens: group members being disciplined, 
members quitting the group, a field team member not 
being able to complete the task; tell the truth, maybe not 

 

Don’t let being given 
a title make you feel 
entitled.

—anon

http://archive.asrc.net/#IDASRC-Admin-ASRC-Admin-Manual-
http://archive.asrc.net/#IDASRC-Admin-ASRC-Admin-Manual-
http://asrc.net
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the whole truth (to protect the person(s) involved), but 
nothing but the truth. If you lie or shade the truth you 
may suddenly lose any trust in your leadership that you 
have built up. And then quickly move beyond the bad 
news to more positive things.

Have concern for the welfare of team members. With-
out being smarmy about it, let team members know you 
have that concern.

Have interest in team members and their opinions. 
Ask them about themselves, and when appropriate, 
solicit their opinions.

Trust creates organizational prestige and makes rec-
ognition by that organization mean more. 

Build trust. Maintain trust: remember that as with 
buildings, trust is easy to destroy but takes lots of pains-
taking work to create. Follow Google’s motto up until 
2018, don’t be evil; do good, and be genuine and caring. 

Pride and Prestige 

An organization’s “morale” is more than, or at least dif-
ferent than, the sum of the current members’ individual 
morale. Or the members’ pride in the group. Or the cur-
rent members’ engagement, or esprit de corps, though 
all these things contribute to it.

If an organization, as opposed to its members, has a 
“morale,” it’s more in the sense of the organization’s pres-
tige and reputation.

Whatever you call it, members’ pride in the organiza-
tion, and its prestige to those outside the group or field 
team, gradually develop from lots of little interpersonal 
interactions between members and between members 
and those outside the organization. 

Independent of all the other emotional and physical 
and political factors we’ve considered, this organiza-
tional reputation and prestige has its own value for the 
morale of members. 

When an organization passes some sort of milestone, 
it not only raises the morale of all the members, it also 
increases the prestige and reputation of the organiza-
tion. Some recent examples include the 45th anniversary 
of the ASRC, and the ASRC’s Allegheny Mountain Res-
cue Group passing a winter snow and ice rescue recre-
dentialing for the Mountain Rescue Association.

Although this section has been talking about endur-
ing organizations such as a SAR group, it applies even to 
short-term groupings such as a field team. When a field 
team completes a particularly challenging task, it gives 
field team members a boost in morale. But more than 
that, it reflects glory on others involved in the operation 
who played a supporting role

Before we delve deeper into considering field team 
morale, let me say that the best morale-builder is a 
technically-competent leader who is also competent 

with people skills – and the rest of this chapter is about 
those people skills. Don’t stop reading at the end of the 
morale section!

Morale Factors

Morale in a field team is a function of many things. 
Many factors affect an individual’s morale. If the day 

job or home life are going badly, that emotional baggage 
comes along with the field team member. If a member’s 
not feeling well after just getting over the flu, that’s going 
to affect that member’s physical performance and men-
tal outlook.

External physical factors affect the whole team. If it’s 
a miserably cold, rainy and windy day with lots of mud 
mixed with tasks through thickets of blackberry bushes, 
multiflora rose and other thorny undergrowth, it will 
affect the whole team. There’s not much you can do 
about this except keep an eye on people’s physical condi-
tion, keep the pace right and plan rest stops as needed. 
And before you head out on such a tasks, throw some 
extra chocolate or maybe a thermos of hot bouillon in 
your pack to share. 

While you’re sharing food or drink, you are providing 
physical support to your team. You’re also showing that, 
like any good leader, you’re planning ahead, and you 
have concern for your member’s wellness.

If you have a chance to speak with team members 
about personal issues, just lending an ear can provide 
significant emotional support, as discussed in the sec-
tion on psychological first aid in another chapter. Even 
if you don’t get into deep emotional issues, an occasional 
understated encouragement will help morale. (“We’ve 
been given a particularly difficult task but I’m pleased 
with how well we’re handling it.”)

External political and management factors affect the 
whole team. Complaining about leadership has been 
considered a military art form since the first armies, 
probably since well before the advent of written lan-
guage. If the Base staff, often due to no fault of their 
own, are slow in getting tasks out in the field, field team 
morale suffers and they blame it on those in Base. If 
briefings are poor, or field team members think that the 
leadership in Base is incompetent (which is sometimes 
the case, though more often this impression is just plain 
wrong), field team morale suffers and they blame it 
on those in Base. If Base changes your field team’s task 
without explanation, or just tells you “stand by” and 
then leaves you sitting there for an hour, morale suf-
fers, and they blame it on those in Base, whether those 
overworked people in Base deserve it or not. And such 
negativity, even if deserved, spills over into the morale 
of your field team.
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For dealing with this in the field, those members 
who’ve served in Base may be your allies. They can 
relate the challenges of working in Base, supporting the 
good intent and competence of those Base who are deal-
ing with a difficult situation as best they can. 

The best way to instill good morale in your field team 
is to (a) know your business, and (b) hone your people 
skills… which is what the later portions of this chapter 
are about. 

One simple basic people-skills tip for building morale 
in a field team right now: names. This applies whether 
you’re the field team leader or a member. Learn your 
teammates’ first names. If you’re terrible with names like 
I am, quickly write them down in your pocket water-
proof notebook (you do have your waterproof pocket 
notebook with you, right?) Use people’s names. They 
like it. Don’t overdo it or you’ll sound like a smarmy 
politician, but use people’s names on a regular basis. 
It shows you are interested enough to learn his or her 
name. Read the rest of this chapter for other tips to pro-
mote better team morale.

While people skills are important for a field team 
leader, they are even more important for administrative 
SAR group leaders. Administrative leaders with better 
people skills save lives. Think about it. If the SAR group 
doesn’t prosper, then it won’t field any teams. That’s why 
the later people-skills parts of this chapter are so long.

Dealing with Family 

Dealing with friends and family of a lost-person search 
subject or an injured patient may be difficult. When the 
subject or patient is critically ill or dying or just died, it’s 
very difficult. It’s gut-wrenching. 

I know this for a fact. From deep personal experience. 
For ~35 years my day job has been as an emergency 

physician. At a big-city urban tertiary care hospital 
that is a trauma and burn center. I’m also a professor 
and teach medical students and emergency medicine 

residents. And that includes teaching how to deal with 
friends and family of those who are critically ill or dying 
or just died. And being there and coaching them as they 
deal with the family.

Family Liaison Role

The National Cave Rescue Commission has a long tradi-
tion of appointing a family liaison, responsible directly 
to the Incident Commander. The IC is usually a rep-
resentative of the Agency Having Jurisdiction (AHJ)/
Responsible Agent (RA), often a police officer. But quite 
often the family liaison is a volunteer cave rescue person. 
The ASRC tends to do this as well, but it’s not as strong a 
tradition, although perhaps it should be.

Why are you reading this in a section on field team 
management designed for field team leaders? Because 
it’s usually some at the field team member or leader 
level, not a search manager, who gets stuck with this. 
When someone picks a family liaison, it’s usually some-
one known for his or her people skills, not for his or her 
field team leadership, rescue, medical or search manage-
ment skills.

The family liaison provides physical support, and 
emotional support to the family and friends, as well as 
providing them a trusted information channel. 

Physical support: try to find a sheltered and some-
what private place for the family, make sure they have a 
place to rest, food, water, and know where to go to the 
bathroom.

Emotional support: simply being there and being 
willing to talk with them, and not running away all the 
time to get out of the emotional hotseat. Serving as the 
interface between the family and the rest of the search 
effort. Not hiding information from the family, so that 
they develop trust in you. 

And, as we will discuss in the next section, that trust 
is very important. 

Dealing with a lost friend or family member who may 
be dead, or who is known to be ill or injured and needs 
to be rescued, is the perfect incitement for an immedi-
ate stress reaction. And if the subject or patient is found 
dead or dies, for a full-blown grief reaction.

That’s the bad news. The good news is that I’m going 
to give you tips for how to manage such situations, 
developed over years by many people smarter than me 
about such things.

D e a l i n g  w i t h  F a m i l y

 ▸ The family liaison role includes 
providing for the physical and 
emotional needs of family and/
or friends.

 ▸ It also includes breaking bad 
news, such as of death, by com-
municating this clearly, using the 
“D” word (“We found David but 
he is dead.”)

 ▸ It includes being supportive 
regardless of the family reaction, 
mostly just staying near and 

saying nothing, and not aban-
doning the family.

 ▸ You also need to keep yourself 
emotionally healthy; you may 
need breaks during or after a 
family liaison role.

 ▸ In the field with family, recognize 
the therapeutic benefits as well 
as the risks of them being with a 
loved one who is dying or seeing 
a loved one’s body.
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To Tell of Death 

We will start with the hardest and then move to easier 
things. 

Use The “D” Word

If you need to tell someone a friend or family member 
is dead, it is vital that you use the “D” word. This is the 
first and most important part of your interaction. “I’m 
sorry, but David is dead.”

Don’t say “David has moved on.” What? He’s outside 
the search area? 

Don’t say “David is gone.” Gone where? 
“David is no longer with us.” Well, who is he with 

now? 
“David has passed.” Past what? 
“David is in a better place now.” Where? New York 

City? The Bahamas?
Say, “David is dead.” Use the “D” word. 

Use the “D” word

If you have go in cold, without any previous interac-
tion with friends and family, you may introduce your-
self. But don’t talk about anything else before you use the 
“D” word. They want to know if David is dead or not. 
Let them know, first thing.

Don’t Blather

Don’t go on with, “We did everything we could.” 
Don’t talk about the causes of the person’s death. 
Don’t talk about technical details about the search or 

rescue efforts.
Don’t say anything. Let the silence drag on. It’s OK. 
If they have questions, answer them to the best of 

your ability. But don’t offer information until they ask 
for it. 

Don’t say “I understand your loss. Just two years ago I 
lost…” They don’t care.

You can say something like “I realize this is very hard 
for you. I am here for you.” 

And do that… be there. Just hang out with the family 
for a while, maybe up to a half hour. Unless they want to 
be left alone, which is OK, but I’ve never had that hap-
pen to me.

If there are things that you need to take care of, like 
having the family talk with the coroner or medical 
examiner, once the family has had some time to get over 
the initial shock and grief, get those things done. Before 
and after those things: just be there. You can say “I’ll 
stay here with you.” Or say nothing and just be there 
with them. But be there. 

Do not say “I have to go back to Ops now” just to get 
yourself out of an emotionally-uncomfortable place. 
There are very few things that should make you leave 
the friends and family. Maybe CPR in progress in Ops, 
but other than that, stay there. 

Be Supportive

People are different. Personality types, cultural upbring-
ing; everyone is different. When learning of a friend or 
relative’s death, people react differently. 

Some people become angry and rage at everyone 
within range. The may even try to assault you as the 
bringer of bad news. (Have a backup nearby just in 
case.)

Some, even manly-men, break down and can’t stop 
crying.

Some seem shocked and show almost no reaction.
Whatever reaction they show, it’s important that you 

stay there with them. Even if it’s not obvious to you that 
staying there with them is doing anything, being there is 
a form of support. It shows that you care.

You’ll have to use your judgment on the next one: 
touching. Depending on how much rapport you have 
developed with friends and family, you may want to 
put a hand on someone’s shoulder, or even give them a 
hug. If you’re an older man and it’s a young girl, it might 
be taken the wrong way, so you’ll have to think about 
this, so use caution. Or if you’re a guy and it’s a guy who 
might be homophobic you might need to use caution. 
But most people in North America, when faced with 
such news, appreciate a physical touch. 

If for some reason, you’re the Search Manager and 
you had to tell the friends or family about the death, and 
you really have to get back to work to get people safely 
out of the field – well, in the first place you should have 
talked to the IC and appointed a family liaison so you 
wouldn’t be in this situation – but find someone else 
to stay with friends and family, and say “I have to get 
back to my other duties to make sure the people in the 
field get back safely. But Gemma here will stay with you, 
and I will be available to answer any questions that you 
have.” And make sure that you thought to bring Gemma 
along with you, and that she’s got good people skills.

Or, if you have a local minister, priest, rabbi, mullah, 
or other person with experience dealing with death, 
especially someone who has a connection with the fam-
ily, use that person instead of Gemma. 

Finally, physical support. If you’re family liaison, make 
sure there is a private place for family at Base. Make sure 
there are chairs to sit in wherever you put the family in 
Base, or at least the room or outdoor area where you are 
going to tell of death. They may need to sit down, sud-
denly.  Keep an eye out for people who might faint, and 
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be ready to ease them down to the ground and elevate 
their feet.

Keep Yourself Healthy

Doing family liaison work when the subject is found 
dead, or if the rescue patient dies, can be very stressful. 

Make sure that that you chat with your peers about 
your experience. Not only does it help teach these skills 
to others, but it gives you emotional support too. If you 
get an immediate stress reaction from this experience, 
review the information on immediate stress reactions in 
the chapter that discusses psychological first aid, real-
ize that an immediate stress reaction is the reaction of 
a normal mind to an abnormal situation, and that very 
much most likely you’ll get through it and be a better 
person for it. And that if you don’t get through it, or it’s 
disabling, you get counseling to help you through it so 
you don’t get full-blown post-traumatic stress disorder 
from it. 

Family at Base

Often the family stays at Base. Find a good place for 
them. Seldom do you have an ideal place for them any 
more than you have an ideal place for your ops center. 
Try to find someplace nearby but a bit isolated from the 
hubbub of the ops center. Someplace comfortable, or as 
comfortable as you can find. Make sure they have chairs 
to sit in. Make sure they get food and water.

You don’t want them right in the ops center any 
more than you want searchers there getting in the way. 
But keeping them informed is a good idea. When time 
permits… like when all the tasks are in the field in the 
morning… is a good time to bring them into the ops 
center, show them the maps and where the tasks are 
going. Who knows? Maybe this will prompt one of them 
to say, “You know, I forgot about it until now, but there 
is a place where David used to go all the time when he 
was a kid, right here [points to place on the map].”

If you’re Search Manager (or Incident Commander), 
make sure you appoint a suitable person as family liaison.

Family in the Field 

Everyone worries about family members going into the 
field. What if they find David’s body?

Well, as long as there are SAR group members along 
with them to make sure that they are safe if they have 
an immediate stress reaction rather than a normal grief 
reaction, it’s not a bad thing. Why?

Because we think that seeing a loved one’s body has 
therapeutic value. That’s one reason why body recovery 
and identification are such a thing.

That’s why we have a big industry supporting view-
ings and funerals. They bring closure and help people 
through healthy grieving rather than developing long-
lasting problems dealing with the death. 

In the Emergency Department, we usually bring fam-
ily and friends to see the patient’s body before it goes 
to the morgue. If the coroner has released the body to 
a funeral home, we clean up things a bit, removing an 
endotracheal tube for example. If not cleared by the 
coroner, we bring family back anyway.

For that matter, if it looks as though someone is 
dying, and it’s just a matter of a short time and family is 
there, I have family come back and hold hands with the 
patient as the he or she dies. 

Even if we’re in the middle of a resuscitation, and 
family is there, and they want to be there at the bed-
side, though not all of them do. I let them be there, and 
maybe even lend a hand with non-technical things. This 
is a good thing. There’s medical literature on it.1

So the idea of not including family on a field team 
due to this worry about them finding David’s body is 
way overblown.

There may be other reasons to keep family off of a 
field team… they’re out of shape, they don’t have out-
door experience, they’re already exhausted… the same 
reasons to keep our SAR group members off a field 
team… but the psychological aspect is not a reason to 
keep them off the team.

I have been part of the management team for multiple 
cave rescues for an injured or ill caver, where some of 
the experienced cavers in the caving party got out. And 
after they rested (and in a couple of instances napped 
for an hour or two), ate and drank, they then pitched 
right back in with the rescue. 

The same thing applies above ground. If friends or 
family members are experienced outdoorspeople, fit 
and rested, and we don’t have enough fit searchers, then 
put them on field teams! Especially if they know the 
area well, use their expertise. Just make sure you have a 
bunch of less-emotionally-involved SAR group mem-
bers with them to protect them if they make a find and 
have a temporary emotional breakdown.

Family at Base is good for them. Family in the field, if 
they’re fit for it, is good for the search as well.

1  Meyers, T. A., et al. (2000). “Family Presence During Invasive 
Procedures and Resuscitation: The Experience of Family Members, 
Nurses, and Physicians.” AJN The American Journal of Nursing 
100(2): 32-43. 
Researchers conclude that the benefits justify implementing family 
presence programs.
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Decision-Making   

Once you get beyond movie stereotypes and you 
start thinking deeply about SAR leadership, you prob-
ably get quickly to a simple proposition: If I’m a leader, 
how do I avoid making bad mistakes?

There are few things that can do more to demolish 
your self-confidence, and the confidence of those you 
are trying to lead, than an obvious blunder.

Abraham Lincoln once said “If the end brings me out 
all right, then what is said against me won’t matter. If 
I’m wrong, ten angels swearing I was right won’t make a 
difference.”1

No bones about it, making the right decision under 
time pressure and in a chaotic environment is one of the 
hardest things humans  do. People often join SAR teams 
to better handle emergencies in other parts of their lives, 
whether at work or at play in the outdoors. While learn-
ing self-rescue skills is OK, perhaps the most valuable 
thing SAR team members learn is how to make good 
decisions in bad situations.2

Every decision we make carries a risk of bad things 
happening, and a potential benefit of good things hap-
pening. Sometimes we have enough information to 
calculate the risk/benefit ratio fairly precisely. Other 
times, we don’t have enough information to calculate 
the potential risks and benefits more than very roughly. 
Things we don’t know or can’t predict can change the 
risk/benefit ratio; worst of all are things we know to be 
true but that are really not true.

Here are is a medical example. If you have a head-
ache, should you take some acetaminophen (e.g., Tyle-
nol) or ibuprofen (e.g., Motrin)? Everyone knows that 
either one will make you better. But is that true in all 
situations?

Most people don’t know that if you have influenza 
(“the flu”) and that’s why you have a headache, and you 
take acetaminophen, it will likely, even if only a bit, 
make you sicker, sick longer and more likely to give 
it to others. If you take ibuprofen when you have the 
flu, it will increase your risk of a heart attack (myo-
cardial infarction) – which is already doubled because 
of the flu – by an additional three (3) times. If you 
would like to see the references and learn other things 
about the flu, check out http://www.conovers.org/ftp/

1  This quote will also appear later in this chapter. It’s on purpose, and 
the quote is worth repeating. 
2  We might want to define “good” but it is notoriously hard to define 
as laid out in Plato’s dialogue Meno from 380 BCE: http://classics.mit.
edu/Plato/meno.html

The-Common-Cold.pdf. How many other things that 
you and I know to be true really aren’t?

Extend this to search management. Do I send a team 
into this segment even though it’s getting dark? Maybe I 
should recheck the weather forecast to see if it’s changed 
from when I checked it yesterday; maybe what I know 
about the weather forecast for tomorrow is no longer 
true. 

In this major section on decision-making and the 
following major sections on human nature and leader-
ship styles, we will look for understanding in history, in 
science, and in the governing, business, and firefighting/
EMS literature on leadership. 

Psychology of Decision-Making 

Sources of Power

Until recently, the scientific study of decision making 
was quite bogus:3 empty theorizing that didn’t fit the 
facts. Psychologists came up with all sorts of elegant sto-
ries about how we make decisions, and then each was in 
turn demolished.

There continues to be lots of literature on decision-
making, some of which is esoteric academic work, and 
some of which is directed at the general public, and 
most in both categories is bogus. 

A non-bogus work comes from psychologist Gary 
Klein: his 1998 book Sources of Power. If you want to be 
a SAR field team leader or even just a field team mem-
ber, you should read this book.

Klein rejected the traditional 
academic ivory-tower methods of 
bringing subjects into a lab, present-
ing them with information and then 
seeing what decisions they make. 
Instead, he wanted to study real 
decision-making in the real world.

Starting in 1974, he worked for 
the Air Force, studying how pilots 
develop expertise. In 1985, he started 
studying how firefighters make 

3  Sometimes, while sitting in the back row 
at a scientific presentation, attendees will 
whisper to each other: “The bogons are fly-
ing.” This apparently refers to the elementary 
particles of bogosity.

fair use per Wikimedia guidelines 

http://www.conovers.org/ftp/The-Common-Cold.pdf
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life-and-death decisions under 
extreme time pressure. That led to 
other studies, with pilots, nurses, 
military leaders, nuclear power 
plant operators, chess masters, 
and experts in a range of other 
domains. This showed that tradi-
tional decision-making models 
were quite useless in explaining 
how these people actually made 
decisions when stressed, and in 
particular, how they usually made 
the right decisions. For instance, if 

you are commander of an AWACS1 plane, how do you 
make a split-second decision about that aircraft incom-
ing on radar? Is it hostile and you should order your 
fighters to shoot it down, or is it a commercial-carrier 
aircraft full of civilians? He calls this naturalistic deci-
sion making. 

Klein came up with a new model called Recognition-
Primed Decision-making (RPD), which is much more 
successful at describing real-life decision-making, espe-
cially the kind you will have to do in the field on search 
and rescue operations. A better understanding of how 
we make these decisions will help you learn better, and 
do a better job of teaching others to make the right deci-
sions when you need to make a critical choice now. 

Klein identifies traditional decision-making sources 
of power: 
• Deductive logical thinking
• Analysis of probabilities 
• Statistical methods

We certainly use these methods in search planning, in 
Base, or increasingly, via remote planning. 

But the sources of power that you need in a field 
search and rescue setting are usually not analytical at all. 
Klein identifies these other sources of power:
• Intuition
• Mental simulation 
• Metaphor
• Storytelling 

Klein says: 

The power of intuition enables us to size up a situ-
ation quickly. The power of mental simulation lets us 
imagine how a course of action might be carried out. 
The power of metaphor lets us draw on our experi-
ence by suggesting parallels between the current situ-
ation and something else we have come across. The 
power of storytelling helps us consolidate our experi-
ences to make them available in the future, either to 
ourselves or to others.…

Our results seem to hold even when there is not 
much time pressure 

One suspects expert search managers use intuition as 
much as statistical search data. 

Here are a few more quotes from the book that will 
give you a flavor of what this means:

We try to understand how people handle all of the 
typical confusions and pressures of their environ-
ments, such as missing information, time constraints, 
vague goals, and changing conditions.

1  Airborne early Warning And Control.

P s y c h o l o g y  o f  D e c i s i o n - M a k i n g

 ▸ Every decision you make has a 
potential benefit and a potential 
for harm, and you will have to 
make decisions in situations 
where you have incomplete infor-
mation and time pressure. 

 ▸ For decision-making under time 
pressure, and much other deci-
sion-making, older rationalistic 
academic theories of decision-
making are mostly bunk. “Better 
decision-making in 30 days or 
your money back” books are 
mostly bunk, too.

 ▸ Deductive logical thinking, analy-
sis of probabilities and statistical 
methods have their place, mostly 
in Base or for remote planning. 
Most time-pressured decisions 
are not, and should not be, done 
this way. 

 ▸ Time-pressured decisions in the 
field, and even many decisions 
without time pressure in Base, 
are made based on intuition, 
mental simulation, metaphor, 
and storytelling. This is mostly a 
good thing.

 ▸ An expert psychologist argues 
against training in formal meth-
ods of analysis; instead, he says, 
train people in what people call 
“high-fidelity” simulations. 

 ▸ He also argues for good story-
telling for training. Hang out with 
experienced SAR people and get 
them to start telling stories. It’s 
some of the best training you’ll 
ever get.

 ▸ Most of the time, our minds 
work by heuristics: rules of thumb 
that usually (but not always) lead 
to the right answer quickly. 

 ▸ Heuristics kill: heuristics are use-
ful rules of thumb but can lead 

you into:
 ▸  Premature closure or attribution 
bias. These are closely linked to 
satisfaction of search: once you 
find a cause for something you 
quit looking, even if there may 
be other, additional causes.

 ▸ Confirmation bias means you 
tend to look for, and pay atten-
tion to, only information that 
supports your current thinking. 

 ▸ Any of these may lead you 
into error by not considering 
alternate explanations for what’s 
going on. 

 ▸ There is a heuristic best known 
as familiarity breeds contempt: 
when we’re in a familiar area, 
we tend to mentally minimize 
hazards.

 ▸ Another dangerous heuristic is 
social proof: when lots of others 
dismiss the risk, so do we. 

 ▸ The commitment heuristic 
minimizes dangers when we are 
quite committed to the goal, 
such as finishing the climb, or 
the hike, or the search task.

 ▸ The scarcity heuristic makes 
us minimize dangers when we 
only have a narrow window 
of opportunity, whether it’s 
the first nice spring day or the 
rapidly-diminishing chance to 
find someone still alive.

 ▸ Hindsight bias, also known as 
retrospectoscope bias, plagues 
after-action reviews; only 
someone blinded to (not 
knowing) the outcome is free 
from this bias. This can be used 
creatively to do a pre-mortem for 
a planned project; assume the 
plan failed, and look for reasons 
why. 

 

Good decisions come from 
experience. Experience 
comes from making bad 
decisions.
—Mark Twain (Samuel 
Clemens) 

 

Train hard, fight easy.

—Alexander Suvorov
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…be skeptical of courses in formal methods of 
decision making. They are teaching methods people 
seldom use.

…we do not make someone an expert through 
training in formal methods of analysis. Quite the 
contrary is true, in fact: we run the risk of slowing the 
development of skills. If the purpose is to train people 
in time-pressured decision making, we might require 
that the trainee make rapid responses rather than 
ponder all the implications.…

The part of intuition that involves pattern match-
ing and recognition of familiar and typical cases can 
be trained. If you want people to size up situations 
quickly and accurately, you need to expand their 
experience base. One way is to arrange for a person 
to receive more difficult cases.

Another approach is to develop a training pro-
gram, perhaps with exercises and realistic scenarios, 
so the person has a chance to size up numerous situa-
tions very quickly. A good simulation can sometimes 
provide more training value than direct experience. 
A good simulation lets you stop the action, back up 
to see what went on, and cram many trials together 
so a person can develop a sense of typicality. Another 
training strategy is to compile stories of difficult cases 
and make these the training materials.1

Klein does like after-action debriefs/critiques: 

Cognitive critiques help the squad leaders reflect 
on what went well and not so well during an exercise, 
and to use this reflection to increase how much they 
learned from experience. The critique is a simple 
exercise, consisting of questions about how the squad 
leader had estimated the situation (Was it accurate?), 
uncertainty (Where was it a problem, and how was it 
handled?), intent and rationale (What was the focus 
of the effort?), and contingencies (reactions to what-if 
probes).

A bottom line take-home message: we learn to make 
the right decisions not so much from lectures, and cer-
tainly not from reading chapters like this or self-help 
books. Klein says: 

One application of the RPD model is to be skeptical 
of courses or books about powerful methods for mak-
ing effective decisions, thirty days guaranteed or your 
money back.

1  You will note in the other chapters tales from my and others’ expe-
rience. This is a deliberate attempt to follow this advice. 

Klein’s conclusions are hard to 
argue with. Nonetheless, this ques-
tion of two different mechanisms of 
thinking has engendered much con-
troversy and several very interesting 
books looking at these two systems.

Malcom Gladwell, who wrote the 
book Outliers that we will discuss 
in the next major section on Nature 
versus Nurture, wrote another 
interesting and controversial book 
called Blink: The Power of Thinking 
without Thinking. Wikipedia says, 
“It presents in popular science for-
mat research from psychology and 
behavioral economics on the adap-
tive unconscious: mental processes 
that work rapidly and automatically 
from relatively little information. It 
considers both the strengths of the 
adaptive unconscious, for example 
in expert judgment, and its pitfalls, 
such as prejudice and stereotypes.” 
Gladwell is, probably unfairly, seen 
as a proponent of rapid intuition-
style thinking over slower rational 
thinking.

In his book Thinking, Fast and 
Slow, Nobel laureate Daniel Kahne-
man says:“Malcolm Gladwell does 
not believe that intuition is magic. 
He really doesn’t... But here his story 
has helped people, in a belief that 
they want to have, which is that 
intuition works magically; and that 
belief is false.” Kahneman gives us 
terms for the two systems: “System 
1” is fast, instinctive and emotional; 
“System 2” is slower, more delibera-
tive, and more logical.

Gladwell is somewhat on the side 
of intuitive thinking, Kahneman is 
somewhat on the side of deliberative 
thinking, but both provide much 
food for thought about the two 
modes of decision-making and are 
worth reading.

In The Heat of the Moment on 
page 130, another psychologist will 
recommend using a quick rational, 
system 2 procedure as check on 
intuitive, system 1 decisions.

A question. We speak of “winning 
hearts and minds” which references 

 

Metaphor 

(metÆÃ fôrÅ, -fÃr), n. 

1. a figure of speech 
in which a term or 
phrase is applied to 
something to which it 
is not literally appli-
cable in order to sug-
gest a resemblance, as 
in “A mighty fortress 
is our God.” Cf. mixed 
metaphor, simile (def. 
1). 
2. something used, 
or regarded as being 
used, to represent 
something else; 
emblem; symbol. 
[1525–35; < L meta-
phora < Gk metaphorá 
a transfer, akin 
to metaphérein to 
transfer.]

fair use per Wikimedia guidelines 

fair use per Wikimedia guidelines 
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the divide between our emotional 
and intellectual commitment to 
ideas, government or people. Is 
that the same divide as our intui-
tive take on something and our 
rational decision-making?

Chris Ruch points out that Klein 
also introduced the Pre-Mortem 
approach to risk management, 
which he uses in his day job as 
a management consultant, and 
is also very applicable to SAR 
planning.

In a 2007 article in the Harvard 
Business Review,1 Klein says:

Projects fail at a spectacular 
rate. One reason is that too 
many people are reluctant to 
speak up about their reserva-
tions during the all-important 
planning phase. By making 
it safe for dissenters who are 
knowledgeable about the 
undertaking and worried about 

1  https://hbr.org/2007/09/
performing-a-project-premortem

its weaknesses to speak up, you can improve a proj-
ect’s chances of success.…

Unlike a typical critiquing session, in which proj-
ect team members are asked what might go wrong, 
the premortem operates on the assumption that the 
“patient” has died, and so asks what did go wrong. 
The team members’ task is to generate plausible rea-
sons for the project’s failure.

Klein goes on to provide detailed instructions on how 
to conduct a premortem. 

This is a creative use of what is called retrospectoscope 
bias, also known as hindsight bias, which is a form of 
framing bias, all of which are terms that relate to char-
acteristics of our human minds that predictably lead to 
error, which we can collectively call:

Mind Traps

Klein rightly emphasizes the roles of intuition, pattern-
matching and mental simulation to support good deci-
sion-making under pressure. 

However, a Pennsylvania College of Emergency 
Physicians colleague of mine, an emergency physician 
named Doug McGee, gives a lecture where he talks 
about the mental traps that can lead an emergency 
physician to error. The lecture is about emergency phy-
sicians and sick2 patients, but the lessons can be gener-
alized to anyone dealing with critical decisions under 
time pressure. 

There is a saying “When you hear hoofbeats, think 
horses, not zebras.” Most of the time, in the USA, it 
holds: “common things are common.” However, you 
might be wrong, especially if there was a zebra breakout 
at a nearby animal park.

A heuristic is a rule of thumb, something that you 
use as a general rule for taking care of common issues 
in your work or even in your daily life.3 They make 
our mental life more efficient, which in general a good 
thing. 

But Doug says “heuristics kill.” He gives three exam-
ples: premature closure, attribution bias, and confirma-
tion bias. I’ll give examples using common search and 
rescue situations. 

You see something that you’ve seen many times 
before, and you deal with it the way you always have. 
You quickly check the wrap-3-pull-2 webbing anchor 

2  Emergency physicians tend to divide emergency department 
patients into three categories: not-sick, sick, and sick-sick. 
3  There also is a “rule of two thumbs” in search planning: on a 
standard USGS topographic map, a good size for a search segment to 
assign to a field team is the area covered by your two thumbs.

 

Group decisions do 
not always come 
easily. There is a 
strong temptation for 
the leading officers 
to make decisions 
themselves with-
out the sometimes 
onerous process of 
discussion.

—Alfred Sloan
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Potential anchor tree, downhill 
side. Beagle for scale.
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on a tree, and the angles are right, the knot’s tied cor-
rectly, and backed up properly. The tree is large and 
well-rooted. The direction of the belay is fine. You give a 
thumbs-up to the relatively-new member who is going 
to be using this anchor for belaying a litter coming up 
a steep slope. But you didn’t check the uphill side of the 
tree where there is a very large hole with rotten wood 
inside. This problem was premature closure.

Klein would tell us that enough experience would 
lead you to have the intuition to check the other side of 
that tree. True, but maybe there are ways to avoid these 
errors as you’re working toward that level of experi-
ence. Crew resource management (CRM), previously 
discussed in The Right Attitude on page 9, is a gift 
to the rest of the world from the massively-safe aircraft 
industry.  CRM says you should use a checklists when-
ever possible, and one of those checklist items in your 
mind for setting up a tree anchor should be “check the 
tree completely.”

To avoid premature closure, you need to cultivate the 
attitude of “Yes, this is very much most likely, but what 
could I be missing? And what are the consequences if 
I miss it? What’s the worst thing I could be missing? Is 

there anything here that doesn’t quite fit?” Cultivate sec-
ond thoughts. Don’t let them paralyze you with “analysis 
paralysis,” but let them, briefly, have their say. 

Another heuristic-type error comes from attribution 
bias.

Let’s say you are inspecting a rope as you coil it up 
after a training session. As you learned in the Nontech-
nical and Semi-Tech Evacs chapter, you are running 
it through your hands as you coil it up. As it slides 
through your hand, you feel a bump, and stop coiling 
to look at the rope. You see a bit of mud sticking to 
the rope. Having found the cause, 
you use your finger to flick off the 
lump of mud. You continue coiling 
the rope. However, what you didn’t 
realize was that under that lump of 
mud was a partial break in the rope’s 
core and the lump wasn’t just a bit 
of mud, it was also an effect of the 
bunched-up core. You attributed it 
to the lump of mud, but it was really 
from the damage to the core under-
neath that made the mud stick right 

Map of part of southern section, Shenandoah National Park; junction of Rockytop and Appalachian Trail (paralleling Skyline Drive) at bottom right
public domain via US Geological Survey 
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there. Another concept that applies in this example of 
both premature closure and attribution bias is satisfac-
tion of search: once we have found an answer to what-
ever confronted us (mud), we are satisfied and don’t dig 
deeper (feel the area of the rope again to check for core 

damage).
Once we have come to a conclu-

sion, we tend to ignore informa-
tion that refutes that conclusion. 
We call this confirmation bias. 

Let’s assume that you’re look-
ing for a hiker named Sean with 
an injured ankle. Sean has a map 
and a cellphone but no GPS. And 
because of all the reflections in the 
mountains, you can’t get a location 
fix from cellphone towers. Sean 
says “I started at the Appalachian 
Trail right next to Skyline Drive, 
and then turned down the Rocky-
top Trail. I went, I don’t know, 
maybe a half mile or a mile and 
then turned right on the Big Run 
trail. I was walking down this for 
another half mile or mile when I 
twisted my ankle, heard a pop, and 
now I can’t walk. I’m right on the 
trail.” However, a hasty team hiked 
the entire Big Run Trail, down to 
the old shelter then back up the 
northern half of the Big Run Trail 
and then back up to the Appala-
chian Trail, with no sign of the 
hiker. 

You contact Sean again. “That 
first right turn that you made, did 
you look at the trail signpost?” “I 
don’t remember. I think so.” “Did 
you turn just a little bit right or a 
sharp right.” “Let me look at the 
map. It was a sharp turn, I’m pretty 
sure.” “Have you been going down-
hill since you turned right?” “A 
little bit, not too much.” “Are you 
on a ridge or on a valley?” “Oh, 
I’m definitely on a ridge, it’s sort of 
breezy up here.” “How far downhill 
have you gone since the turn?” 
“Not very much downhill, mostly 
level with a bit of downhill.” 

You send a hasty team along 
the Rockytop Trail and find the 
injured hiker about 2/3 of a mile 
down that trail. This is an example 

of confirmation bias: you (or in this case, the search sub-
ject) tend to ignore incoming information that doesn’t 
quite jive with your mental model of the situation. This 
is also poor situational awareness.

Some psychologists might point at this also as an 
example of anchoring or an anchoring bias: you stick 
with your initial mental model and are reluctant to 
move away from it until the evidence becomes over-
whelming that you must; or sometimes not even then. 
(Engineers and physicists: think of this as mental 
hysteresis.1)

Another heuristic trap, specific to the outdoors, has 
been identified by Ian McCammon of the National Out-
door Leadership School. In a paper presented at a 2002 
conference about snow, he points out the psychological 
effects of, among other things, a winter day with deep 
powder snow, blue skies and sun.2 While he was talking 
specifically about recreational skiers’ perception of ava-
lanche danger, it is reasonable to extend this insight to 
any outdoor recreation or ground SAR setting. He cites 
other research that shows that 83% of avalanche acci-
dents were caused by decision-making errors

We should reasonably be concerned that this figure 
may be influenced by retrospectoscope/hindsight bias.
This tends to occur with every after-action critique. 

When we look at the past, it seems as if it could not 
have happened any other way. If something bad hap-
pens, an action that seemed the best option at the time 
will later seem a terrible mistake in our mind’s retros-
pectoscope-influenced eye. We’re hard-wired to see the 
past this way, and no amount of trying to avoid it will 
work.

In medicine, the informal term for this is retrospecto-
scope bias. A more formal term is hindsight bias, which 
in turn is a type of framing bias.

There is good evidence that the only way to avoid 
this bias is to have a critique by people blinded to the 
outcome (having no knowledge of the outcome).3 This 
brings to mind two common sayings: 

“Be not the first to cast a stone.”
“It takes a thousand good words to offset a single bad 

word.” 
McCammon specifically identifies four heuristics that 

affect our perception of risk in the outdoors:
• Sleep

1  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hysteresis
2  McCammon, I. (2002). Evidence of heuristic traps in recreational 
avalanche accidents. Proceedings ISSW. Another recent study by Ross 
Otto shows that blue skies and your favorite sports team winning 
makes you more likely to take risks, specifically buying Lotto tickets: 
Otto, A. R., et al. (2016). “Unexpected but Incidental Positive Out-
comes Predict Real-World Gambling.” Psychol Sci: 0956797615618366.
3  See Fischhoff, B. and R. Beyth (1975). “I knew it would happen: 
Remembered probabilities of once—future things.” Organizational 
Behavior and Human Performance 13(1): 1-16.

 

Retrospectoscope 
(re-trǝ-’spek-tǝ-
skōp), n. Optics.

an imaginary optical 
device for looking at bad 
things that happened 
in the past. Distorts the 
view such that one can 
always pin the blame on 
one at least one person, 
even if the real problem 
is a system issue. 

 

heu·ris·tic  
(hyōō-rǐs’-tǐk ), adj.

1. serving to indicate 
or point out; stimu-
lating interest as a 
means of furthering 
investigation.
2. encouraging a per-
son to learn, discover, 
understand, or solve 
problems on his or her 
own, as by experi-
menting, evaluating 
possible answers or 
solutions, or by trial 
and error: a heuristic 
teaching method.
3. of, pertaining to, or 
based on experimen-
tation, evaluation, 
or trial-and-error 
methods.
4. Computers, Math. 
pertaining to a trial-
and-error method 
of problem solving 
used when an algo-
rithmic approach is 
impractical.
–n.
5. a heuristic method 
of argument.
6. the study of heuris-
tic procedure.
[1815–25; < NL 
heuristicus, equiv. to 
Gk heur(#skein) to 
find out, discover + L 
-isticus -ISTIC]

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hysteresis


4: Leadership and Followership 53

 Decision-Making        Psychology of Decision-Making        Idols of the Mind

 • Mental
 • Temperature
 • Visual
 • Sleep
 • Mental
 • Temperature
 • Visual
 • Sleep
 • Familiarity: the tendency to believe that our behavior 
is correct to the extent that we have have done it before. 
If you’ve been out hiking in this area before, and never 
had an accident or been forced to bivvy in a storm, 
then even on a SAR operation in this area, you believe 
you’re not going to have an accident or have to bivvy in 
a storm. McCammon found that familiar terrain tended 
to make people discount even known risks, more so 
than unfamiliar terrain.
 • Social proof: the tendency to believe that a behavior 
is correct to the extent that other people are engaged 
in it. Here is an example from a Blue Ridge Mountain 
Rescue Group summer training on Old Rag Mountain 
in Shenandoah National Park. We had been on the sum-
mit, which is quite exposed. We saw a summer thun-
derstorm with lots of lightning heading right towards 
us. We quickly gathered our gear and headed down the 
Saddle Trail to lower and safer elevations. As we went 
down the trail, we passed recreational hikers heading up 
the trail. We pointed out that, if a hard-core mountain 
rescue team was heading away from the summit, maybe 
they should follow us down. “No, there are lots of people 
who are doing the circuit hike today, we’ll be fine.”
 • Commitment: is the tendency to believe that a behavior 
is correct to the extent that it is consistent with a prior 
commitment we have made. “We came here to make 
the summit, and we’re going to make the summit, no 
matter how late we get back.” “We drove three hours to 
do the Old Rag Ridge Trail, and we’re doing to do this 
hike regardless of the weather.” Many outdoor disasters 
with multiple deaths have been attributed to this sort 
of heuristic trap, which becomes ingrained in people’s 
minds at the subconscious level, and can be very hard to 
even consciously notice, much less to counter. 
 • Scarcity: if you want to go backcountry powder skiing, 
you have to do it when the powder is fresh. If you want 
to do the Old Rag circuit hike on the first warm, sunny 
day of spring, then when that day arrives, you really, 
really want to take advantage of it. You could say that 
this applies to your recreational pursuits and not your 
SAR pursuits. But if you’re going out on a search, you do 
want to find the person while he or she is still alive, so 
actually it applies in spades.1

1  This phrase, from the early 20th century in North America, reflects 
the craze then for card game contract bridge, in which cards of the 
spades suit rank highest. 

Perhaps more appropriate to wilderness search and 
rescue is something called affective bias. This is when 
you are some combination of tired, unhappy, hungry, 
dehydrated, feeling sick, think there are mean people 
around you: you basically “don’t give a shit” anymore. 
Our motivation to help others helps counteract affective 
bias, but it has its limits.

Any discussion of decision-making in the outdoor 
setting, whether outdoor recreation or search and res-
cue, has to mention the classic 1973 book Hazards in 
Mountaineering.2 If a bit dated, and oriented to climbing 
in the Alps, the whole book is worth a read for anyone 
who ventures into the great outdoors. 

The most important enduring lesson appears in the 
first pages of the introduction: dividing hazards into 
objective and subjective hazards. 

Objective hazards are those in the environment. 
Rockfall, avalanches, slippery rocks or ice, swift-run-
ning streams, steep slopes and cliffs, stinging nettles and 
poison ivy, and sharp branches just waiting to poke out 
the eye of a nighttime searcher.

Subjective hazards are those we bring with us: 

These hazards emanate from the mountaineer and 
his spiritual and bodily shortcomings, such as over-
estimation of his powers of orientation, of his capac-
ity of observation and his knowledge of elementary 
alpine experience, combined with lack of efficiency 
and underestimation of difficulties or overestimation 
of his own skill. The right choice of a climbing com-
panion is also of supreme importance. 

Whereas purely objective hazards are the same for 
every mountaineer, subjective hazards vary accord-
ing to the individual. They can, however, be reduced 
to a minimum or eliminated altogether by resolute 
self-control. 

The authors go on to point out that most mountain-
eering disasters require a combination of not only objec-
tive but subjective hazards. 

Idols of the Mind

Sir Francis Bacon is widely recognized as the father of 
the modern scientific method. He did acknowledge a 
debt to Aristotle and William of Occam of Occam’s 
Razor fame.3 

Bacon worked to move academia from blindly fol-
lowing authority to clear thinking about evidence from 

2  Paulcke, W. and H. Dumler (1973). Hazards in Mountaineering. 
New York, Oxford University Press.
3  That’s entia non sunt multiplicanda praeter necessitatem, which 
translates into modern English literally as “entities should not be 
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observation, natural experiments1 or contrived labora-
tory experiments.

In his 1620 book Novum Organon, he laid out four 
common fallacies in human reasoning. These are ways 
that our preconceptions can lead us astray. He wanted 
us to recognize these biases and consciously counteract 
them. 

Bacon called these “idols.” English usage has changed 
a lot since 1620, and I suspect Bacon wrote in an old-
fashioned way even for 1620. 

Idols of the Tribe are preconceptions that are near-
universal to the human race; cognitive errors that we 
make because that’s the way our brains are wired. He 
mentions our tendencies to exaggeration, distortion, 
and disproportion.

Idols of the Cave are preconceptions that you, indi-
vidually, have in your cave-of-a-mind. They come 
from your personal experience, which is different for 
everyone. If you’re a chemist out in the woods, you see 
chemistry everywhere, in the soil, in the rocks, and in 
the plants and animals. If you’re a meteorologist, you see 
signs of climate change everywhere, and scan the sky to 
look for changes in weather. “To a hammer, everything 
looks like a nail.”

Idols of the Marketplace are errors caused by words. 
Different people mean different things when they use 
the same word. The meanings we ascribe to a word may 
be very similar, for example for “chair,” but if we use 
terms like “democracy” our internal definitions may 
vary widely. 

Idols of the Theater are those created by groups of 
people, often with a political agenda behind. “Pro-
choice” and “pro-life” are good current examples.

I don’t know about you, but I have to do a lot of 
online training every year for my job, things like fire 
safety, blood-borne pathogens, data security and the 
like. Most of these courses seem to be the same every 
year <yawn>. I was speaking about this at dinner with 
a colleague of mine, Knox Walk, who not only served 
for years as a Disaster Medical Assistance Team com-
mander, but is now the safety director for my employer. 
I observed that some of these courses, especially when 
repeated without change every year, are the worst edu-
cational experiences of my life. Knox said, “Keith! This 
is not about education! This is about checking boxes for 
government and other credentialing agencies.” Hmph.

multiplied beyond necessity” but more colloquially as “the simplest 
explanation is usually the right one.”
1  “A natural experiment is an empirical study in which individu-
als (or clusters of individuals) are exposed to the experimental and 
control conditions that are determined by nature or by other factors 
outside the control of the investigators. The process governing the 
exposures arguably resembles random assignment. Thus, natural 
experiments are observational studies…” https://en.wikipedia.org/
wiki/Natural_experiment

But one of those courses is about unconscious bias. It 
gets boring having to go through the same course every 
year, but Bacon would approve of the basic idea that 
we need to be reminded of our unconscious biases on a 
regular basis. And about many more unconscious biases 
than race, gender and the like. 

You can find a more detailed summary of Bacon’s 
idols at 

http://www.sirbacon.org/links/4idols.htm

Meetings

This chapter is primarily about leadership and decision-
making during search and rescue operations, either in 
the field or at Base. Some of you who are reading this 
will go on to fill administrative leadership positions 
with search and rescue organizations, making important 
decisions, not under time pressure, and with much bet-
ter information than available during an actual search 
and rescue operation. Perhaps you will serve on the 
Board of Directors of your SAR organization or a state 
SAR council. That said, this chapter is not the place to 
learn how to be such an administrative leader. 

On the other hand, if you’re a Search Manager, and 
you’re involved in managing a large search, you may 
need to be a participant or even a leader in meetings. 
The ICS says nothing about Robert’s Rules, or how to 
run such meetings. But since others in the meetings 
may well know Roberts’ Rules and some principles of 
how to run meetings, you should not be surprised when 
they try to use bits and pieces of what they know. After 
all, what is a Mattson Consensus (a search planning tool 
discussed in the Incident Management chapter) but a 
way to get people to voice their opinions without being 
shut down by others or being in danger of groupthink?

You may pick up ideas from this chapter for how to 
be a better follower or leader in administrative decision-
making meetings. However, there are other things, not 
really covered in this chapter, that you need to learn to 
be a better administrative leader. . 

One technical thing you need to learn is American-
style parliamentary procedure. Almost every non-
governmental organization in the US has Articles of 
Incorporation and Bylaws that specify how the organi-
zation is governed. Almost all of those Bylaws say that 
for situations not covered in the Articles or Bylaws, 
the organization uses Robert’s Rules of Order Newly 
Revised current edition (RRONR). So you will need a 
copy of RRONR, either electronic or print. The elec-
tronic version is hard to buy, is only on CD though you 
can load onto a laptop’s hard drive, and the interface 
is very clunky… jus’ sayin’… Your print copy will get 
enough use that the hardback version is probably worth 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Natural_experiment
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Natural_experiment
http://www.sirbacon.org/links/4idols.htm
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it, and used ones are cheap. Electronic versions of older 
editions are available for free on the internet and likely a 
better choice than the official CD version. There are lots 
of “Robert’s Rules Simplified” booklets but it’s better to 
have the real thing.

There are lots of guides how to use interpersonal 
skills (some of which are discussed in the following sec-
tions of this chapter) to participate in and run business 
meetings. And to come to major administrative deci-
sions. Michael Hansen, a long-time search and rescue 
leader and one of the contributors to this chapter, says 
that one of the best is a book by Andrew Grove, the 
long-time CEO of the computer chip maker Intel, called 
High Output Management.

In particular, we would point you at Chapter 4 on 
meetings and Chapter 5 on decision-making. Here are a 
few quotes from Chapter 5 that will give a flavor of the 
advice you will find there.

Let me quote from a news account relating to the 
woes of a certain American automobile company: 
“In the meeting in which I was informed that I was 
released, I was told, ‘Bill, in general, people who do 
well in this company wait until they hear their supe-
riors express their view and then contribute some-
thing in support of that view.’ ” This is a terrible way 
to manage. All it produces is bad decisions, because if 
knowledgeable people withhold opinions, whatever is 
decided will be based on information and insight less 
complete than it could have been otherwise. 

… when we know a decision is controversial we 
want to obscure matters to avoid an argument. But 
the argument is not avoided by our being mealy-
mouthed, merely postponed. People who don’t like 
a decision will be a lot madder if they don’t get a 
prompt and straight story about it.

… an organization does not live by its members 
agreeing with one another at all times about every-
thing. It lives instead by people committing to support 
the decisions and the moves of the business.

… anybody who makes a business decision also 
possesses emotions such as pride, ambition, fear, and 
insecurity.

… This is how John, an Intel software engineer, 
sees things: One of the reasons why people are reluc-
tant to come out with an opinion in the presence of 
their peers is the fear of going against the group by 
stating an opinion that is different from that of the 
group. Consequently, the group as a whole wanders 
around for a while, feeling each other out, waiting for 
a consensus to develop before anyone risks taking a 
position. If and when a group consensus emerges, one 
of the members will state it as a group opinion (“I 
think our position seems to be…”), not as a personal 

position. After a weak statement of the group posi-
tion, if the rest of the mob buys in, the position 
becomes more solid and is restated more forcefully.

… One thing that paralyzes both knowledge and 
position power possessors is the fear of simply sound-
ing dumb.

… one of the manager’s key tasks is to settle six 
important questions in advance: 

• What decision needs to be made? 
• When does it have to be made? 
• Who will decide? 
• Who will need to be consulted prior to making 

the decision? 
• Who will ratify or veto the decision? 
• Who will need to be informed of the decision?

Sounds like important questions for any leader to 
answer, whether a field team leader who has to decide 
whether to modify the team’s assigned task, or a Search 
Manager who needs to jointly decide with others 
whether to suspend a search.

Having just discussed meetings, which are famous for 
causing fatigue in those who have to attend too many of 
them, it’s time to discuss:

Decision Fatigue

One thing that often happens, in lost person search 
Base in particular, is that people have to work very long 
hours without enough sleep. The ASRC’s Remote Sup-
port Corps is helping with this, but still, adequate sleep 
for those in Base is often scarce.

And the fatigue that those in Base feel is not physi-
cal fatigue like those in the field. It’s not even just sleep 
deprivation, though that is certainly part of it. People 
in Base are taking in information and making decisions 
about it. 

Have you ever heard someone say, of some complex 
subject, “That makes my brain hurt”? Well, there is fairly 
good evidence that having to make too many decisions 
for too long makes your brain hurt. For real, in physi-
ologic terms. There is likely a buildup of waste products 
in the decision-making areas of your brain. There is a 
term for it: decision fatigue.

An article in the New York Times1 says this: “Decision 
fatigue helps explain why ordinarily sensible people get 
angry at colleagues and families, splurge on clothes, buy 
junk food at the supermarket and can’t resist the dealer’s 
offer to rustproof their new car.” Wikipedia defines it 

1  Do You Suffer From Decision Fatigue? By John Tierney, Aug. 17, 
2011. https://www.nytimes.com/2011/08/21/magazine/do-you-suffer-
from-decision-fatigue.html

https://www.nytimes.com/2011/08/21/magazine/do-you-suffer-from-decision-fatigue.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2011/08/21/magazine/do-you-suffer-from-decision-fatigue.html
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thusly: “the deteriorating quality of decisions made by 
an individual after a long session of decision making.”1

The Times article goes on to say, “It’s different from 
ordinary physical fatigue – you’re not consciously 
aware of being tired – but you’re low on mental energy. 
The more choices you make throughout the day, the 
harder each one becomes for your brain, and eventu-
ally it looks for shortcuts, usually in either of two very 
different ways. One shortcut is to become reckless: 
to act impulsively instead of expending the energy to 
first think through the consequences. (Sure, tweet that 
photo! What could go wrong?) The other shortcut is the 
ultimate energy saver: do nothing. Instead of agonizing 
over decisions, avoid any choice. Ducking a decision 
often creates bigger problems in the long run, but for 
the moment, it eases the mental strain.”

This is not just theory: there is good scientific evi-
dence this happens. Frequently. For example, in a study 
of decisions by tired judges: “We find that the percent-
age of favorable rulings drops gradually from ≈65% to 
nearly zero within each decision session and returns 
abruptly to ≈65% after a break.”2

If you have ever worked a long shift in Base, this 
should sound familiar. If so, you have some insight into 
the problem, and, as with a CISM-type immediate stress 
reaction, recognition is key.

What can you do about decision fatigue? 
To get rid of the waste products in the decision-

making areas of your brain, there is only one solution… 
resting the decision-making parts of your brain: sleep, 
or taking a nap, or perhaps doing something physical 
that involves almost no decision-making, like taking a 
walk. Sleeping and napping are discussed in detail in the 
Survival and Wilderness Travel chapter. From a leader-
ship perspective, if you’re really sleep-deprived and rec-
ognize that you’re suffering from decision fatigue, you 
need to make a decision: is it better to keep working or 
is it better to take a nap or a walk? As with any decision 
(with thought towards how your decision-making about 
this might be impaired), there are costs and benefits. But 
certainly a 10-20 minute nap or walk may improve your 
decision-making abilities.

There is something else you can do.
If you read the Times article in the footnote, you’ll 

note that there is some recent evidence that part of deci-
sion fatigue is not just fatigue, which is often equated 
with buildup of waste products, but also exhaustion, 
which is usually equated with depletion of available 
energy. 

1  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Decision_fatigue
2  Danziger, S., et al. (2011). “Extraneous factors in judicial decisions.” 
Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences of the United States 
of America 108(17): 6889-6892. https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/
articles/PMC3084045/

Your brain runs on glucose, a simple form of sugar. 
Glucose is in your blood when you absorb it from food. 
If you haven’t had food for a while, your body can pump 
glucose out into the blood by breaking down glycogen 
(“animal starch”) stored in your liver and muscles. But 
these stores are limited. 

When your glycogen is exhausted, your body can 
mobilize fat to provide energy. But unlike your muscles, 
your brain can’t run on fat that’s mobilized when you’ve 
used up your available stores of glycogen. Your body can 
turn protein into glucose, but it’s not an easy process, 
and it takes a while to ramp up.

 Once your glycogen is used up, your blood glucose 
drops. And since the decision-making parts of your 
brain have been using up lots of glucose, the level of 
blood glucose in those areas is probably lower than in 
the other parts of your brain. 

Glucose is delivered to your brain via your blood. If 
your blood pressure is low, as when you’re dehydrated 
from neglecting to eat and drink, your blood pressure 
may be low. If your blood pressure is low, then less 
blood delivered to your brain means less glucose get-
ting to your brain. And if that blood has a low glucose 
level… that means even less glucose getting to your 
brain.

You can’t cure dehydration by just drinking water, 
or even Gatorade: it will go through you and you will 
just pee it out. Most of the salt we get comes in the food 
we eat. If you’re not eating that much, you’re not get-
ting enough salt. And salt is what holds water in your 
blood. If your salt level is low, and you drink water to 
rehydrate, it will go right through you, and you won’t get 
rehydrate. Gatorade or similar electrolyte drinks have a 
bit of salt in them, but not nearly enough if you’re not 
eating food with salt in it.

If you’re in Base, it’s likely you’re not eating healthy 
meals on a regular basis. So - and yes, this is a doctor 
telling you this - if you are in Base and start getting deci-
sion fatigue, you need to take a break and eat and drink 
water, salt, and sugar, for at least a temporary fix to your 
decision fatigue. Caffeine may help your state of alert-
ness but it’s not going to do anything to get more blood 
glucose to the decision-making areas of your brain.

P.S., after lying them flat and elevating their legs, this 
“water, salt, sugar” is good advice for most people who 
have fainted or almost fainted, because that’s usually a 
result of not enough blood glucose to the brain.

Eating simple sugars and short-chain carbohydrates 
may bump your blood glucose up temporarily, but an 
hour or two later your blood sugar tends to “crash,” 
“bottom out” or whatever you term you like to use for 
hypoglycemia (low blood sugar). So make sure you eat 
some low-glycemic foods along with them to provide 
sustained energy. A higher ratio of protein and fat to 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Decision_fatigue
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3084045/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3084045/
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sugar makes food low-glycemic. Meat and nuts have 
lots of protein and fat. Low glycemic foods and the role 
of insulin are discussed in the chapter on Survival and 
Wilderness Travel.

Decision fatigue is related to analysis paralysis, which 
we briefly touched on in Sources of Power The more 
fatigued the decision-making parts of your brain are, it 
is reasonable to assume that they are more likely to suc-
cumb to analysis paralysis, if they are indeed separate 
things.  

Analysis paralysis is also related to something called 
Chinese Menu Syndrome: the more choices your are 
faced with, the harder it is to reach a decision and the 
more likely you will make a mistake.1 

So when decision fatigue strikes, take a brief nap or 
go for a walk, optimize delivery of blood glucose to your 
brain with water, salt and sugar, and see if you can con-
solidate your list of potential choices down to a small list 
to make it easier to make the right decision.

Psychology of Situational Awareness 

Decision-making depends on information. And the 
information we have to work with depends on what our 
minds attend to: those things that get our attention. And 
it’s sometimes surprising what important things in our 
environment don’t get out attention, at least in certain 
circumstances. And that is why situational awareness is 
such a key concept in the literature of human error. 

Doug McGee, an emergency physician colleague of 
mine from the Pennsylvania College of Emergency Phy-
sicians, in his “heuristics kill” presentation, talks about 
three levels of situational awareness:
 1 Perception: If you are leading Field Team Bravo, you 
know how many members are in your team. You know 
where they are at all times. This is often called account-
ability, and when you can report that all your team 
members are present, you can say “Team Bravo has par.” 
The term “par” or more properly PAR comes from the 
fire service, not golf, but is used in other domains as 
well. When a team leader says “Team Bravo has PAR” 
this means that your Personnel Accountability Report 
doesn’t have to report anyone missing. 

If you’re the Ops Chief in Base on a search, you know 
how many teams you have out, and roughly where they 
are. You know if any are late in reporting their status.
 2 Comprehension: If you’re FTL for Team Bravo, you 
know, at least roughly, members’ capabilities and 
vulnerabilities. If you’re out on a search task, you know 
who you are looking for, and have at least some ideas on 
why he or she might be lost. 

1  http://ed-informatics.org/2012/07/10/menu/

One team member is lagging. You investigate, and 
decide he is simply in poor aerobic condition after the 
flu last week, nothing more serious. You decide there is 
no need to abort the task, you can just slow the pace a 
bit. 

If you’re the Ops Chief in Base, you have a feel for the 
overall strategy and goals, and how well your teams are 
likely to accomplish them.
 3 Projection to the Future: For Team Bravo, you’re keep-
ing an eye on the condition of your team members. 
Another member who is lagging, on investigation, 
is recovering from a sprained ankle. You are con-
cerned about getting the task done before dusk and an 
approaching storm. When you stop for lunch, you use 
your wilderness first aid knowledge and some duct tape 
to tape up his ankle, after which he can keep up with the 
team without difficulty. 

As Ops Chief, you are keeping track of the progress 
of your teams, and projecting when they might be done, 
given the approaching sunset and the storm coming in 
from the northwest. One team seems particularly slow, 
and so you are considering shortening their task over 
the radio, and assigning another team to quickly get out 
and do the second half of their task. If there is a find, 
you know which teams are strong enough you can direct 
to the find, and which teams you should probably get 
out of the field before tonight’s predicted storm.

For efficiency and safety, regardless of what your role 
might be, your goal, for you and all others around you, 
should be Level 3 Situational Awareness: perception, 
comprehension and projection to the future. 

To support this, you can
 • Change the environment:2 
2  Most typesetting manuals and style guides recommend italics for 
emphasis instead of bold. Using bold text instead of italics is consid-
ered gauche. But bold does grab your attention better, at least if it’s not 
overused. So for points this important, I used gauche bold instead of 
suave italics.

747 cockpit, which is easy to learn compared to SAR leadership.
licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution-Share Alike 2.0 Generic 

license, via Wikimedia Commons, courtesy Darryl Wilkins 

http://ed-informatics.org/2012/07/10/menu/
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• Make sure every member of team Bravo has a copy 
of the Task Assignment Form (good luck with that, 
there usually aren’t enough TAF forms) and a map 
with the task marked on it (ditto), or at the least a 
map of the area, even if it’s just on their smartphones. 
And maybe a compass and/or GPS or cellphone GPS 
app. Base tends to give the team just one copy of the 
map and the TAF, but you can let each member of 
the team use their cellphones to take a picture of 
them.

• Make sure Base has maps and ICS briefing forms 
posted up where anyone can easily read them. 

 • Directly improve team member and staff awareness: 
For your Field Team Members, you can brief them with 
all that stuff that’s running through the back of your 
head, not just the official briefing: “Looking at the map, 
and talking with Ginny here who knows the area, we 
have a pretty hard and potentially dangerous task. It’s a 
straight shot down this single rocky trail, which goes the 
length of this small wilderness area. It’s a long way from 
one end to the other. And once we reach the halfway 
point. the fastest way out is forwards. And we only have 
– let’s see – 6 hours until sundown. And here [showing 
everyone the weather map on your phone] is this big 
storm heading this way, predicted to hit us about 8 PM. 
So as much as we want to move fast, I think it’s better if 
we load up with some extra warm clothing and shelter. 
I know we talk a lot about bivouacs and rarely do it, but 

ever there’s ever a time to prepare for a bivvy, this is it. 
And if we make a find, even if Base decides to order a 
night evac in a storm, I’ll give odds that we’ll have to 
bivvy for a fair while until a full evac team can get to us.”

You can also insist, when you are leading a combined 
Teams Bravo, Alfa, Charlie, and Foxtrot on a mixed 
semi-technical and nontechnical evac, that all belay 
team and litter rotation calls are shouted quite loudly, 
and echoed loudly, so everyone has better awareness of 
what’s going on from minute to minute. 

Most of the members on this combined team are 
from your SAR group, which makes this fairly easy. 
During group trainings, you’ve kept in mind the maxim 
“old habits die hard,” and you’ve been a stickler for 
members calling out those calls nice and loud, so as to 
make it an “old habit.”

In Base, you can make sure that you carefully monitor 
all teams’ progress, provide them with updated weather 
forecasts about the storm, and prepare contingency 
plans in case any of the teams need to bivvy.
 • Monitor for slow deterioration: Have you every heard 
how to boil a lobster or a frog humanely? You put it in 
water, then slowly bring the water to a boil. The lobster/
frog never notices the gradually increasing heat until it 
quietly dies of heatstroke. Turns out this is totally bogus 
– actually it seems to make the lobsters/frogs suffer 
more – but it’s such a great analogy for a “slow disaster,” 
I’m going to use it. I’m not going to give examples for 

P s y c h o l o g y  o f  S i t u a t i o n a l  A w a r e n e s s

 ▸ Work to maintain level three situational 
awareness.
 ▸ The first level of situational awareness is 
perception: how many in my team? Where 
are they now?

 ▸ The second level of situational awareness 
is comprehension: you know your team 
member’s capabilities, the general search 
strategy, and where your team’s task fits in.

 ▸ The third level of situational awareness is 
projection to the future: imagine what things 
are likely to occur to your team in the near 
future, and which events are unlikely, but 
serious enough you should still prepare 
for them. 

 ▸ Work to bring all in your team to level 3 
situational awareness through briefings and 
discussion of “what ifs.” 

 ▸ You can improve situational awareness in 
multiple ways:
 ▸ Change the environment: for example, 
have all of your field team members take a 
cellphone picture of the TAF and the task 
map.

 ▸ Directly improve situational awarness 
through briefings and updates.

 ▸ Monitor the situation and look out for 

subtle signs of change.
 ▸ Pay attention to times that may affect you, 
such as dusk, and how they may change 
by the day becoming cloudy or your task 
leading through a deep ravine.

 ▸ Look for alternative explanations of things 
so you don’t get trapped by heuristics: 
consider a wide differential diagnosis of the 
situation’s causes.

 ▸ Maintain situational awareness, and in 
particular monitor for slow but important 
changes in the situation; don’t be the lob-
ster in the slowly warming water who gets 
boiled without knowing it.

 ▸ When people are stressed, their attention 
narrows, sometimes to the point of missing 
the gorilla in the room. This narrowing of 
attention is both good and bad. The inexpe-
rienced may narrow their attention so much 
that they lose situational awareness, miss 
important clues, and make bad decisions, 
from inattentional blindness.

 ▸ Consider the Charley Shimanski’s  list of fac-
tors that decrease situational awareness:
 ▸ Insufficient or poorly communicated 
information

 ▸ Fatigue and stress

 ▸ Task underload
 ▸ Task overload
 ▸ Group mindset
 ▸ “Press on regardless” philosophy
 ▸ Degrading operating conditions
 ▸ Complacency at the highest level
 ▸ Overconfidence based on experience

 ▸ “Multitasking” is rare; mostly what we do is 
better termed task-switching.

 ▸ Interruptions make task-switching neces-
sary, and make error more likely. 

 ▸ It takes extensive practice to move skills 
into “muscle memory,” but that allows true 
multitasking, such as walking while talk-
ing, or perhaps tying a Figure 8 knot while 
discussing the evacuation route. 

 ▸ Some people have a natural facility for task-
switching and are suited for jobs such as 
working in a busy Emergency Department, 
helping to run things at a busy search 
Base, or managing a complex rescue. Some 
people don’t.

 ▸ Stressful drills requiring task-switching 
may improve members’ task-switching 
capabilities.
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slow deterioration, as the stories are too long and com-
plicated for a short teaching story. Talk to me or other 
long-time SAR people sometime when you aren’t in a 
hurry. A suggestion, though: as you’re about a third of a 
way through your task in the field, or your shift in Base, 
just ask “lobster? frog?” and see if it applies.

Suggestions for assessing for slow deterioration:
 • Learn to appreciate subtle signs: if your heart rate goes 
up a bit and it’s not from exertion, or you see signs of 
anxiety in your team members or Base staff, that might 
indicate that the temperature of the water you’re in is 
increasing.
 • Value the right data point at the right time: if the time 
for the storm’s arrival moves up from 8 PM to 7 PM, you 
might want to start planning in case it moves up to 6 
PM or even 5 PM.
 • Avoid harmful heuristics: especially as the water gets 
hotter, start looking at alternate explanations for things.
 • Consider a “broad differential”: Differential diagnosis 
is a medical term that indicates different possible causes 

for signs and symptoms. When you are out on a SAR 
task or in Base and you are “getting in the weeds” (to use 
a golf metaphor), think about all the different possible 
causes, not just the common ones. 

In the airline industry, training called cockpit resource 
management, later called crew resource management 
or simply CRM, is designed to reduce errors and has 
been shown to help reduce them.1 This kind of training 
has been used in many other situations to reduce error. 
Much of this is focused on increasing situational aware-
ness in the 747 cockpit, the nuclear power station con-
trol station, or in our case, in Base or in the field. 

Situational awareness is improved by requiring subor-
dinates to speak up, especially when from a culture that 
almost worships authority. This has been a source of 
airplane tragedies: copilots not speaking up when they 
perceive a hazard because “it’s simply not done.” Think 

1  Helmreich, R. L., et al. (1999). “The evolution of crew resource 
management training in commercial aviation.” The international jour-
nal of aviation psychology 9(1): 19-32.

CT scan of the chest: can you find the white cancer nodule?
Courtesy Trafton Drew, used with permission

https://www.semanticscholar.org/paper/The-evolution-of-Crew-Resource-Management-training-Helmreich-Merritt/b91d2354302da4db06841a474ce37ee98656bcda
https://www.semanticscholar.org/paper/The-evolution-of-Crew-Resource-Management-training-Helmreich-Merritt/b91d2354302da4db06841a474ce37ee98656bcda
https://www.semanticscholar.org/paper/The-evolution-of-Crew-Resource-Management-training-Helmreich-Merritt/b91d2354302da4db06841a474ce37ee98656bcda
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of North Korea, or other authoritarian societies. We will 
discuss this in more detail later.

And when in the field, getting to second-level and 
third-level situational awareness of the surrounding 
environment – weather, geography and terrain, flora 
and faun – requires a deep understanding of these top-
ics, which is why the chapter on Survival and Wilderness 
Travel treats them in detail.

The Gorilla in the Room

Later work by Gary Klein and others has focused on 
selective attention. The most famous example of this is a 
psychology experiment carried out by Christopher Cha-
bris and Daniel Simons. They asked subjects to watch 
a short video in which teams, wearing black and white 
t-shirts, pass a basketball around. Subjects were asked to 
count the number of passes made by one of the teams. 
In one of the videos, a woman in a gorilla suit walks 
through the room. Subjects were closely focused on 
the basketball, and half of them didn’t even notice the 
gorilla in the room. Check out the video on YouTube.1

Radiologists are really, really good at finding small 
cancers and the like. Can you find the small cancer 
nodule in the CT scan at the top of the previous page? 
Good. 

But did you know that over two thirds of radiologists 
missed the gorilla at the top right? You did see it, right?

Trafton Drew and his colleagues published a study in 
2013 that used this image to test radiologists. Here’s the 
abstract of his study:

Researchers have shown that people often miss the 
occurrence of an unexpected yet salient event if they 
are engaged in a different task, a phenomenon known 
as inattentional blindness. However, demonstrations 
of inattentional blindness have typically involved 
naive observers engaged in an unfamiliar task. What 
about expert searchers who have spent years honing 
their ability to detect small abnormalities in specific 
types of images? We asked 24 radiologists to perform 
a familiar lung-nodule detection task. A gorilla, 48 
times the size of the average nodule, was inserted in 
the last case that was presented. Eighty-three percent 
of the radiologists did not see the gorilla. Eye track-
ing revealed that the majority of those who missed 
the gorilla looked directly at its location. Thus, even 
expert searchers, operating in their domain of exper-
tise, are vulnerable to inattentional blindness.2

1  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vJG698U2Mv
2  Drew, T., et al. (2013). “The invisible gorilla strikes again: sus-
tained inattentional blindness in expert observers.” Psychol Sci 24(9): 
1848-1853.

Narrowing of attention and “inattentional blind-
ness” can lead to decreased situational awareness, miss-
ing important but subtle clues. And when people are 
stressed, their attention narrows. 

Which means that people who are comfortable in the 
outdoors, and not stressed by the outdoors, make the 
best search and rescue team members. If you’re leading 
a search team of untrained volunteers who are not com-
fortable in the woods, then you should assume that they 
might not see as many clues as trained SAR team mem-
bers, solely due to the narrowing of attention from the 
stress of being in the great outdoors. They also might 
not be as safe at rescue tasks. My favorite story about 
this (although I have several) is a cave rescue in south-
western Pennsylvania years ago. 

Laurel Caverns is partly commercial and partly 
wild. The management offers tours along the lighted 
and graded paths, but also offers guided tours into the 
wilder sections of the cave; visitors can rent gear at the 
cave entrance building. 

The cave is predominantly horizontal, but there’s 
some scrambling over large rocks and up and down 
steep slopes, and people can and do fall. As it relates to 
the technical aspects of the rescue, I’ve described this 
story in the chapter on Nontechnical and Semi-Tech 
Evacs. But now let’s look at it from a different view.

A National Cave Rescue Commission Orientation 
to Cave Rescue class was going on in the cave, when 
a 17 year old girl nearby climbed up and then fell off a 
rock at a place called The Post Office. There was no field 
phone wire strung that far back, and the cave rescue 
paramedic who responded sent out a note to the surface. 
The note said the patient had fallen onto her head, had 
altered mental status, was bleeding from the mouth, had 
one unresponsive pupil, and had injured her hip/thigh 
and right leg. The above-ground coordinator thought it 
would be appropriate to have a physician at the scene, 
so my emergency medicine resident Eric Swanson (who 
had mountain rescue experience) and I flew out to the 
cave on our medical helicopter.

Though everything in that note was precisely accu-
rate, it turned out she wasn’t as badly injured as first 
appeared. We even cleared her cervical spine and took 
her out of the cervical collar and SKED-Ked which 
made her much more comforable. Quoting directly 
from the chapter on Nontechnical and Semi-Tech Evacs:

However, rescuers, mostly from the local fire 
department, started grumbling about how the doc-
tors were interfering with the rescue. And despite our 
entreaties for them to take their time as the urgency 
was now much lower, the fire department members 
kept rushing things. And one sprained his ankle badly 
enough he had to be helped out of the cave. And 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vJG698U2Mvo
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another fell and injured himself somehow, not too 
seriously as I remember, but I don’t remember the 
details.

Perhaps this was due to some of the rescuer’s nar-
row mindset: “our job is to get the patient out of 
the hazardous environment to an ambulance and 
anything that interferes with this job is bad.” No real 
thoughts that the overall goal is the well-being of the 
patient. Note, that’s “patient” and not “victim” even if 
you’re a first-aider or just a non-medical rescuer. 

Perhaps they had narrowing of attention because of 
being in such an unfamiliar environment and being 
stressed? The experienced cavers on the rescue were not 
grumbling about the doctors getting in the way, were 
not rushing, and had no injuries.

In terms of the cognitive biases we discussed earlier, 
this could be seen as an example of confirmation bias or 
anchoring: “No matter what those doctors say, we need 
to get this girl out of here ASAP! She’s badly injured!” 

Their fear of the environment also led to a narrowing 
of focus: only able to focus on urgently getting the vic-
tim out of the cave. Since the cave passage there looked 
a lot like a tunnel, it’s hard to resist using the popular 
term “tunnel vision.”

Bottom line: 
 • We learn from seeing things happen, good or bad, and 
from hearing stories about other similar situations. As 
Khalil Gibran said, “It has been said that next to hunger 
and thirst, our most basic human need is for storytell-
ing.” And that is because we learn from those stories. 
And remember them. Which means you’ll learn some 
from reading and from classes, but more from realistic 
field practices, and even more from sitting around at 
dinner or at a bar or a campfire socializing with experi-
enced SAR people. 
 • Initially, learning works best in a less stressful setting, 
but practicing in realistically stressful simulations means 
better decision-making, less narrowing of attention, and 
better performance on real operations.
 • People may get narrowing of attention so severe that 
they miss the big picture, or even dangers that are 
right in front of them. And, if narrowing of attention 
is a problem for radiologists who have had years of 
postgraduate training in radiology, and are sitting in a 
warm, dry room with no distractions, just imagine what 
that means for you, regardless of your experience, when 
you’re cold, tired, hungry, thirsty, and sleep-deprived. 

Charley Shimanski has a pamphlet on situational 
awareness which, although copyrighted, is available 
for free reading on the Mountain Rescue Association 
website at https://mra.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/05/
Situational-Awareness.pdf. He illustrates his points with 

true stories about the role of situational awareness in 
mountain rescue. 

In it, he quotes the Navy’s list of seven key factors that 
decrease situational awareness:
 1 Insufficient or poorly communicated information
 2 Fatigue and stress
 3 Task underload
 4 Task overload
 5 Group mindset
 6 “Press on regardless” philosophy
 7 Degrading operating conditions

He gives examples of each of these, most of which we 
have discussed or will discuss. It is worth, however, a 
brief mention here of “task underload” and “task over-
load.” Anyone can see how “task overload” can keep you 
from maintaining a high level of situational awareness, 
but “task underload”??? 

It certainly makes sense if you are a military sentry, or 
flying over trackless seas looking for a life raft for hours, 
but for wilderness rescue?

But consider this scenario. Your field team (Juliet) has 
just found an overdue hunter, or rather, you found his 
body. He appears to have died of natural causes. How-
ever, the coroner asks you (via the Base radio operator) 
to “secure the scene” (no jokes about which military 
service you’re supposed to emulate, please; if you don’t 
get the reference, see Crime Scene Preservation on page 
33. Base tells you to “hold” at the scene until Field 
Team Oscar arrives with the coroner they are escorting 
to the scene, which will be about three hours. You’ve 
followed all of the advice in the prior Managing a Field 
Team section. 

It’s two hours later; it’s a nice summer day out, and 
your field team members are mostly sitting around in 
the shade comfortably doing something engrossing on 
their phones. The shifting wind has come up quite a bit 
which is a blessing on a hot day like today. You can hear 
the leaves rustling in the wind, and a bit of thunder far 
away, but by checking on your phone (surprisingly you 
have a good data connection here on top of the ridge), 
you see that there are no thunderstorms approaching 
you, and no lightning strikes nearby. 

Suddenly there is a loud >crack< and an 18 inch 
diameter dead tree that you hadn’t noticed before falls 
into the middle of your field team. After a second of 
shocked silence, you realize that the only casualty is a 
large candy bar that one of your members had put on a 
nearby rock for a minute. It is, unfortunately, a total loss.

Your entire team vows to be more situationally aware 
of slowly changing conditions in the future. And to 
scout better for dead trees even if there is no wind.And 
to put a 15-minute timer on their smartphones with the 
title “Situational Awareness?” until the coroner’s Team 
Oscar arrives (which takes five-and-a-half hours, not 

https://mra.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/05/Situational-Awareness.pdf
https://mra.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/05/Situational-Awareness.pdf
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three). And you wonder: do you have to file an insur-
ance claim for the member’s candy bar? 

Shimanski adds two more factors that he thinks play 
a role in mountain rescue.
 8 Complacency at the highest level

Shimanski says:

One factor that seems to be prevalent in many 
SAR organizations is complacency among those most 
experienced members of the team. It seems that as 
members of SAR teams acquire ten or more years’ 
experience, they can tend to develop a perception that 
they are the teachers in the organization, and that 
there is little left for them to learn. Still, as the world 
of SAR evolves, there is more for these experienced 
members to learn.

 9 Overconfidence based on experience
Shimanski says:

Familiarization, and prolonged exposure without 
incident, leads to a loss of appreciation of risk.

 This can be especially true in SAR organizations, 
where leaders can tend to stay with the organization 
for a long time. The longer and more frequently that 
one is successful and error-free, the easier it is for 
that person to lose sight of the risks associated with 
the particular activity.

Task Switching and Multitasking

Task Switching 

From cognitive science observations of emergency 
physicians in busy Emergency Departments, we know 
that being interrupted makes you more likely to make 
errors.1 Since the chaos in a busy ED is not that different 
from that of a busy search Base or rescue scene, it’s rea-
sonable to generalize this to SAR personnel.2

With rare exceptions for well-practiced tasks, 
humans can’t really multi-task… what we really do is 

1  Chisholm CD, Collison EK, Nelson DR, Cordell WH. Emergency 
department workplace interruptions: are emergency physicians “inter-
rupt-driven” and “multitasking”? Acad Emerg Med 2000;7:1239-43.
2  This comes not only from my own decades of both SAR and emer-
gency medicine practice, but also from the medical literature. One 
article says “ … 9 core emergency medicine nontechnical skills were 
identified. These were communicating, managing workload, anticipat-
ing, situational awareness, supervising and providing feedback, leader-
ship, maintaining standards, using assertiveness, and decisionmaking.” 
Although I would contend that these are all aspects of the also-listed 
“leadership,” it sounds very much like what is needed for SAR. Flow-
erdew, L., et al. (2012). “Identifying nontechnical skills associated with 

termed task-switching; we switch back and forth rapidly 
between tasks.3 And no matter how good you think you 
are at “multitasking,” task switching makes you more 
likely to make a mistake, as it involves interruption, 
even if just self-interruption, although some people are 
better at task switching than others. 

It’s common knowledge in Emergency Departments 
that some people are suited for working there and some 
aren’t.4 The majority of interns going into the specialty 
of Physical Medicine and Rehabilitation (Physiatry, 
PM&R) dislike their ED rotations, and perform poorly, 
as they can’t task-switch very well. The practice of phys-
iatry/PM&R doesn’t require much in the way of task-
switching, so the fact that they don’t fit well into the ED 
is not an impediment to their career plans. Their time 
in the ED may just solidify their choice of physiatry as 
a specialty. A couple of PM&R interns who excelled at 
task switching and excelled in their ED rotations. This 
talent will likely not be needed much in their rehab 
practice, but will serve them well in emergencies and 
when dealing with multiple small children.

Some people excel at task-switching. One of my 
ex-residents and then emergency medicine partners, 
Michael Turturro, once was sitting at a computer typing 
one of his ED notes. At the same time he was listening 
to a paramedic report on a handheld radio, and without 
stopping his typing or his listening to the paramedic 
report, turn to the nurse who was standing there waiting 
to talk to him: “Well? What do you need?” 

Not all of us will have such a talent for task-switching. 
Only those who have facility with task switching enjoy 
(or at least tolerate) the busy ED environment, or the 
busy SAR environment, with their requirements for fre-
quent task switching.5

Multitasking 

We also know that humans can only truly multitask 
when one of the processes is practiced so much that it 
becomes automatic. An example is walking and talk-
ing at the same time. A good example of where true 

safety in the emergency department: a scoping review of the litera-
ture.” AnnEmerg Med 59(5): 386-394. 
3  Skaugset LM, Farrell S, Carney M, et al. Can You Multitask? Evi-
dence and Limitations of Task Switching and Multitasking in Emer-
gency Medicine. Annals of Emergency Medicine 2015.
4  Perina DG, Brunett CP, Caro DA, et al. The 2011 model of the clini-
cal practice of emergency medicine. Academic Emergency Medicine 
2012;19:e19-e40.
5  There have been a few exceptions, including one PM+R intern 
who liked the ED so much he came back for an elective. I suspect if 
there is a mass shooting at his office he is likely to be one of the best 
responders. 
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multitasking doesn’t occur is driving and texting on your 
phone. 

 People popularly talk of repeated practice moving a 
task such as tying a Figure 8 knot to “muscle memory.” 
Even if the memory isn’t really in the muscle but still 
in the brain, the phrase is succinct and gets the idea 
across.1 

Interestingly, the most likely error during task switch-
ing, especially late in the task, is to not complete the last 
subtask. For example, you are interrupted as you are 
tying a Figure 8 knot and you forget to tie the backup. 
Which is one of the reasons for the best practice of 
always having someone else check any rigging or tie-
ins. But once you practice enough to move into muscle 
memory not only the Figure 8 knot. but backing it up 
as well, you’re much less likely to forget to back up your 
knot, even if you’re interrupted while tying it. 

For true multitasking, you need to do something 
often enough that you aren’t conscious of yourself doing 
it. Which also means that it’s hard to then consciously 
remember if you’ve done it or not, which is still an argu-
ment for always having someone check your Figure 8 
knots and other rigging.

And if “practice makes perfect,” also it’s true to that 
“practice makes automatic,” meaning task-switching 
and multitasking are easier, especially in stressful envi-
ronments with many interruptions. But it takes a lot of 
practice!

Given the forgoing discussion of the psychology of 
task-switching, consider an educational strategy that 
supports learning task-switching. Have trainees practice 
tying Figure 8s and backing them up (or other skills) in 
a nice, comfortable environment with no distractions. 
Drill both trainees and older members in their skills 
with gradually increasing environmental distractions of 
weather, noise and interruptions until the skills move 
into “muscle memory.” Drill not only simple psychomo-
tor skills like Figure 8 knots, but more complex psycho-
motor skills such as belaying, and cognitive skills such 
as land navigation or leadership decisions, in progres-
sively more stressful situations. 

After a drill with interruptions and stressors, discuss 
multitasking and task switching and have members 
reflect on their experience with this during the drill. 
This may not make members better multitaskers in 
itself, but it may raise consciousness of the need for 
drill, and make members more aware of the risks of 
task-switching.

1  Neuroscientists and psychologists call this procedural memory. If 
you’re interested, this seems to be stored in what are called the basal 
ganglia, below the cerebral cortex.

Managing Your Task-Switching

As a leader, try to minimize the 
amount of task switching you have to 
do. Part of leadership is delegating 
tasks to others; while this increases 
your span of control, it also frees 
your mind and decreases your need 
for task switching, making you less 
likely to make an error.

Chris Ruch, a longtime leader in 
the ASRC’s Allegheny Mountain 
Rescue Group and in the Mountain 
Rescue Association, says the fol-
lowing (my paraphrase). From a 
softskills, people leader perspective, 
when you are talking with someone, 
especially if it is about learning a 
new skill or dealing with an issue, 
the student or member or RA or 
family member wants to feel like you 
are focusing on them, even if you 
are actually multi-tasking or respon-
sible for many other things at that 
moment.

And perhaps, if a PM&R intern 
joins your team and is obviously 
flailing,2 it might be best to point 
this person at other opportunities 
for public service in the outdoors, 
such as trail maintenance.

2  “Flailing” in the metaphorical intellectual sense, not in the physical 
sense: (flail flāl/ verb; gerund or present participle: flailing; 1. wave or 
swing or cause to wave or swing wildly. “his arms were flailing help-
lessly” synonyms: wave, swing, thrash about, flap about: “he fell head-
long, his arms flailing”)

 

Gedankenexperiment

Albert Einstein 
coined the term 
Gedankenexperiment 
(German for “thought 
experiment) to describe 
his imagined scenarios. 

At age 16, he imagined 
himself riding on a light 
wave. He imagined look-
ing at another light wave 
running parallel to his. 
The implications of this 
led him to develop his 
theory of special relativity. 

Einstein used another to 
begin building his theory 
of general relativity. He 
seized on an insight that 
came to him in 1907. 
In a 1922 lecture, he 
described how another 
Gedankenexperiment in 
1907 led to his theory of 
general relativity:

I was sitting on a chair in 
my patent office in Bern. 
Suddenly a thought struck 
me: If a man falls freely, 
he would not feel his 
weight. I was taken aback. 
This simple thought 
experiment made a deep 
impression on me. This 
led me to the theory of 
gravity.
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Human Nature  

We’ve just discussed field team management and 
decision-making under time pressure and uncertainty. 
We discuss how to manage searches in the Incident 
Management chapter, and discuss managing rescues in 
the Nontechnical and Semi-Tech Evacs chapter. 

Those are all certainly important parts of SAR lead-
ership, but there is another part that is probably more 
important. These are people skills: how to understand 
people, how to interact with people, how to get them to 
do what you want without complaining, how to defuse 
conflicts and the like. 

In order to approach this large, ill-defined subject, we 
will look at it from many different but complementary 
aspects, like the story of the elephant and the monks 
from the first page of this chapter. 

At the outset, we learned that management and lead-
ership are not like learning to rig a 3:1 haul system with 
a load releasing hitch that can be switched to lower and 
back to raise. A 3:1 is really simple to learn, though you 
have to practice to keep it in your muscle memory. And 
managing a field team is many orders of magnitude 
more complex, as you have discovered if you read the 
previous sections. But leadership… leadership is much 
more complex; We don’t understand leadership nearly 
as well. We’ll have to look at it from many different 
directions to get even a basic understanding.

Because there is no such thing as leadership.
That is, there is no one character or personality trait, 

there is no one skill, that is “leadership.”
The ability to lead effectively requires a combination 

of aptitudes, character traits, skills, experience and luck. 
And the particular combination of those things depends 
on the setting.

The ability to lead effectively requires 
a combination of aptitudes, character 

traits, skills, experience and luck.

Leading a wilderness search and rescue field team, 
or leading a large wilderness lost-person or downed-
aircraft search, or leading a wilderness search and rescue 
organization, is not like leading a city, state or national 
government. It is not like leading a business corpora-
tion. Nor is it like leading a military unit, or a military 
operation. Nor is it like leading a fire department or 
leading the effort to fight a structure fire, or running 
an EMS agency or managing a multi-casualty incident. 
But we should take what lessons we can from these 

knowledge domains, as we should from history and sci-
ence, and see how they apply to wilderness search and 
rescue. 

After reading this and the following section, you will 
– one hopes – find yourself with at least a basic grasp of 
this complex topic, and better able to integrate the ideas 
you’ve gleaned from your reading into your personal 

leadership style.
First, we will look at the human nature of leaders: 

what characteristics do leaders possess? Can we learn to 
be good leaders?

After that, we will delve into human nature in gen-
eral. Developing “people skills” means learning specifics 
of how to better interact with other people. But more 
importantly, it involves developing a deeper under-
standing of human nature. That way you can learn to 
better interact with different types of people in different 
contexts.

Nature versus Nurture 

There is a long-running argument about whether our 
personality development is primarily a product of our 
genes, or primarily a product of our upbringing: the 
nature versus nurture controversy. 

Nature 

Ulysses S. Grant was a very highly regarded general in 
the Civil War. An aggressive and competent military 
leader, he won the crucial battles of Shiloh and Vicks-
burg. Abraham Lincoln then gave him overall command 
of the Union Army which, heretofore struggling, even-
tually won the war for the Union. His strategies are still 
studied in military academies across the world.

He became President in 1869, and in this role was 
not highly regarded. His ratings have crept up in recent 
decades, based mostly on his strong support for civil 
rights. But his ratings started from a very low point: in 
1948, Arthur Schlesinger Sr., writing in Life magazine, 
rated him as #28 of 29 presidents. 

We can look back further, to Rome’s Gaius Julius 
Caesar, widely regarded as one of the greatest generals 
of all time: Veni, vedi, vici (“I came, I saw, I conquered.”) 
But when he returned his army from Gaul (today’s 
France) to Rome, he decided to continue across the 



4: Leadership and Followership 65

 Human Nature        Nature versus Nurture        Nature 

Rubicon River despite the edicts of the Roman Senate.1 
This precipitated a civil war that he won. But he ended 
up getting assassinated for his excesses as a ruler. (Et tu, 
Brute?2) 

You can argue that if he wasn’t assassinated he would 
have been a great civil leader, but part of being a great 
leader is making sure you don’t get killed by your erst-
while allies. 

Based on the above, we might suspect that someone 
who is a great field team leader might not necessarily 
do as well as the administrative head of a SAR group. 
The skills of a leader-of-people are not sufficient to be 
a leader-of-leaders. Being a leader-of-leaders requires 
more and different people skills. You have to be able to 
assess and deal with subsidiary leaders who report to 
you. You also need different evaluative and decision-
making skills. That’s so that you can assemble their 
reports into situational awareness when you are remote 
from your field team members. 

But a more general parallel is: leadership in one role 
or knowledge domain doesn’t necessarily translate into 

1  The Rubicon was the traditional boundary of Rome proper, as 
opposed to the provinces of the Empire, and armies weren’t allowed in 
Rome proper. They should have put up a marker; today nobody knows 
what river corresponds with the Romans’ Rubicon.
2  “and you, too, Brutus?” Marcus Junius Brutus the Younger was one 
of the group that assassinated Caeser. The words come from Shake-
speare’s play Julius Caesar, but there is no evidence Caesar actually 
said this. 

another role or domain. If you are a business leader 
joining a SAR organization, you will bring some people 
skills with you. But that doesn’t mean you know enough 
about wilderness SAR to supervise a field team or a 
whole SAR organization.

Since we considered Grant and Julius Caesar, we must 
review Scottish philosopher Thomas Carlyle’s theory of 
history. In the 1840s, he proposed that only great men,3 
such as Napoleon, who was defeated by Wellington at 
Waterloo just a few years prior (1815), could shift the 
powerful currents of history. Due to their charisma, 
intelligence, wisdom or political skill, they can make 
lasting changes to history. And certainly Napoleon, 
though finally defeated, made major changes to the 
political geography of Europe and the USA that persist 
today.4

But in the 1860s, Herbert Spencer, an English philos-
opher, challenged this. He posited that such “great men” 
were a product of their times, and that if Napoleon had 
never existed, some other person would have filled his 
role. These days, more historians believe Spencer than 

3  Sorry, no great women; this was 1840s Europe. Perhaps this is 
an example of confirmation bias, to be discussed later; they ignored 
examples such as Boudicca, Queen Nefertiti, Cleopatra, Joan of Arc, 
Catherine the Great, and Empress We Zetian.
4  Napoleonic law is still a major influence in Louisiana. See https://
slate.com/news-and-politics/2005/09/is-louisiana-under-napoleonic-
law.html

Ulysses S. Grant
public domain via Wikimedia Commons 

Jean Fouquet: Julius Caesar crossing the Rubicon, starting a civil war
public domain via Wikimedia Commons 

https://slate.com/news-and-politics/2005/09/is-louisiana-under-napoleonic-law.html
https://slate.com/news-and-politics/2005/09/is-louisiana-under-napoleonic-law.html
https://slate.com/news-and-politics/2005/09/is-louisiana-under-napoleonic-law.html
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believe Carlyle, but as with most things, the true answer 
is probably somewhere between the two extremes. 

Nurture 

Can you learn how to be a good leader? Malcom 
Gladwell probably thinks so. He has authored mul-
tiple best-selling popular books, including 11-week #1 
bestselling Outliers: The Story of Success, which posits 

that “genius” is really just experi-
ence. As the popular joke goes: A 
man walking on West 59th Street 
in New York, bordering Central 
Park, asked another man on the 
street, “How do you get to Carn-
egie Hall?” The man answered, 
“Practice.” 

We’ll now go off on a tangent 
about music, because it has better 
historical examples than wilder-
ness search and rescue, which alas, 
doesn’t figure much in history 
books. Your job as you read this is 

to figure out how to apply the prin-
ciples you learn to the field of wilder-
ness search and rescue.

Gladwell, after his research, con-
tended that great musicians were 
great simply because they practiced 
so much; if you just practice the vio-
lin 10,000 hours, you, too can solo at 
Carnegie Hall. That’s about 5 years of 
full-time work practicing. 

But Gladwell’s contention has been 
called into question. Harvard profes-
sor Steven Pinker, of whom Wikipedia 
says, “Pinker has been named as one 

of the world’s most influential intellectuals by various 
magazines,” wrote in the New York Times, “The reason-
ing in ‘Outliers,’ which consists of cherry-picked anec-
dotes, post-hoc sophistry and false dichotomies, had me 
gnawing on my Kindle.” 

But there is more to it than that. The Declaration of 
Independence says “All men are created equal…” How-
ever, the founding fathers were thinking about equality 
before the law, not equality in the sense of equal abilities. 

If you were in an industrial accident, and lost both 
hands, it is unlikely that 10,000 hours of trying to the 
play the violin would lead to a solo appearance at Carn-
egie1 Hall. Perhaps, in 50 years, prosthetics will advance 
and prove this wrong, but for right now, we can all prob-
ably accept this statement. More subtle physical dis-
abilities may lead to the same result: if you have cerebral 
palsy and weak hands, you won’t be able to make it all 
the way through the Tchaikovsky Violin Concerto.

And it’s not just physical disabilities that bar you from 
Carnegie Hall. If you have Alzheimer’s dementia, you 
may not be able to remember the notes. What if you’re 
tone deaf? 

So, to get to Carnegie Hall, you need 10,000 hours of 
practice, but also the underlying physical and mental 
capabilities to allow that practice to be effective.

At the other end of the spectrum, there are other 
people who, rather than lacking the essential physical or 
mental characteristics for a skill, have them in excess.

“How do you get to Carnegie Hall?” “Practice!”

To continue with the violin-playing analogy (about 
as far from SAR as you can get, but nonetheless useful; 
I have to do something with that undergraduate music 
major), let us consider the case of Tartini, a rockstar-
level violinist of the 1700s. His level of playing was so far 
beyond others that it was rumored – nay, bruited about 
widely – that he was in league with the Devil himself. 
Tartini himself supported this contention by relating a 
dream, a story which became embedded in the popular 
culture of the time:

One night, in the year 1713, I dreamed I had made 
a pact with the devil for my soul. Everything went 
as I wished: my new servant anticipated my every 
desire. Among other things, I gave him my violin to 
see if he could play. How great was my astonishment 
on hearing a sonata so wonderful and so beautiful, 
played with such great art and intelligence, as I had 

1  I didn’t realize this until I moved to the Pittsburgh area, where 
Andrew Carnegie lived, and where you find Carnegie-Mellon Univer-
sity, and the small borough of Carnegie, just outside the Pittsburgh 
city limits, where I now live. The correct pronunciation is not CAR-
neg-ie, it’s Car-NEG-ie. That’s the way Andrew pronounced his name.

N a t u r e  v s  N u r t u r e

 ▸ Leadership expertise in one field 
may not transfer to another field; 
a great FTL may not make a good 
team administrative leader, and 
vice versa. This may be due to 
innate abilities or lack thereof, or 
due to practice and experience or 
lack thereof.

 ▸ Some of us have physical or 
mental abilities or disabilities 
that make us more or less 
suited for anything, includ-
ing leadership. Nonetheless, 
practice can make us better at 
those leadership tasks we must 

assume – sometimes regardless 
of whether we want to – such as 
leading a search team of sponta-
neous volunteers. 

 ▸ “Practice makes perfect”: In 
Outliers, Malcom Gladwell says 
it takes 10,000 hours of practice 
to become a “genius” (expert) 
at whatever you want to do, for 
instance, playing the violin. This 
may apply to leadership, too: 
if you have the innate ability to 
lead, you still may need many 
hours of practice to be a great 
leader.

fair use per Wikimedia guidelines 

 

Give me anyone, 
anyone except a 
schizophrenic, and 
I’ll turn him into a 
leader.

—General Dave 
Palmer, a former 
Superintendent of 
West Point.
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never even conceived in my boldest flights of fantasy. 
I felt enraptured, transported, enchanted: my breath 
failed me, and - I awoke. I immediately grasped my 
violin in order to retain, in part at least, the impres-
sion of my dream. In vain! The music which I at this 
time composed is indeed the best that I ever wrote, 
and I still call it the “Devil’s Trill”, but the difference 
between it and that which so moved me is so great 
that I would have destroyed my instrument and have 
said farewell to music forever if it had been possible 
for me to live without the enjoyment it affords me.

Another violinist of the next century was such a great 
violin player that, still today, his name is almost a syn-
onym for “virtuoso”: Niccolo Paganini.

Paganini gives us no story of a dream-like meeting 
with the devil. When we look at the case of Paganini, we 
find some evidence of physical characteristics of Ehlers-
Danlos Syndrome or Marfan Syndrome: tall, thin, with 
long and double-jointed1 fingers. If we accept this – and 
there is fairly persuasive evidence – then Paganini had a 
natural endowment that set him far above other violin 
players. But in a sense, this really was a deal with the 
Devil. Those with Ehler-Danlos or Marfan Syndrome 
tend to suffer from a variety of life-shortening illnesses, 
not the least of which is a tendency for the aorta, the 
main blood vessel coming out of the heart, to rip asun-
der (“aortic dissection”). Paganini died in 1840, at age 
57. As of 2012, the cause of his death is still in dispute,2 
but his burial in consecrated ground was delayed for 36 

1  “Double-jointed” is a common term for finger (or other) joints that 
are quite lax: they are much more flexible than those of the average 
human.
2  Kijewski, H., et al. (2012). “[Illness and death of the violin virtuoso 
Nicolo Paganini--interpretation based on new hair investigations].” 
Arch Kriminol 229(1-2): 11-24.

years due to suspicion that the Devil 
had indeed taken his soul. 

If Paganini had certain inborn 
advantages for a player of the vio-
lin, he certainly studied music hard 
from his earliest childhood – and 
if you start early, it’s easier to get to 
the 10,000-hour level. The combina-
tion resulted in level of virtuosity 
not seen before. In concert, Paga-
nini famously could break a violin 
string, and keep playing the piece on 
the remaining three strings; break 
another string, and continue play-
ing on the two remaining; and when 
the third string broke, finish the 
piece playing on one string. Even if 
you’ve never tried to play the violin, 
you should appreciate the mastery 
this requires. One also suspects he 
did quite a bit of preparation for 
this trick, and there are accusations 
he deliberately made small cuts in 
some of his strings. Nonetheless, 
showmanship is a skill like leader-
ship, and is likely also built from 
both natural talent and practice. 
No violinist since has been able to 
reproduce this feat.

The same principles apply to 
both violin-playing and search 
and rescue. Your particular inborn 
physical and mental aptitudes and 
character traits will condition your 
capabilities. What does this say for 
SAR abilities? As George Orwell 

Statue of Giuseppe Tartini by 
Antonio Dal Zotto in Piran, Slovenia

via Wikimedia Commons; GNU Free 
Documentation License, Version 

1.2, courtesy Stephen Turner

Louis-Léopold Boilly (1761–1845): Le Songe de 
Tartini par Louis-Léopold Boilly 1824
public domain via Wikimedia Commons

Paganini Tomb, Parma, Italy
public domain via Wikimedia Commons

public domain via Wikimedia Commons

 

Supernatural Music?

Paganini is not today considered as being in the first rank of composers. However, one 
of his works, the Caprice No. 24 in A minor, is considered the most difficult ever written 
for violin. Not only is it difficult, it has a haunting quality that has fascinated other 
composers to this day. It lives on in many works by later and more famous compos-
ers, many of which are considered among those composer’s best works. It’s a real 
ear-worm. 

Some contend that this one tune, like his virtuosic skill, resulted from a deal with the 
devil. There is  at least suggestive evidence to support the supernatural nature of this 
theme: Wikipedia lists 33 works based on Caprice No. 24 which is more than any other 
theme, as far as I can tell. Here are a few particularly worth a listen:
 ·  Johannes Brahms – Variations on a Theme of Paganini, Op. 35
 ·  Franz Liszt – the sixth and last of his Études d’exécution transcendante d’après 

Paganini for solo piano, S.140 (1838) – revised and republished in 1851 as Six 
Grandes Études de Paganini, S.141

 ·  Sergei Rachmaninoff – Rhapsody on a Theme of Paganini, Op. 43 
 · Andrew Lloyd Webber – Variations (1977), for cello and rock band
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famously said in Animal Farm, we are all equal, but 
some of us are more equal than others.

Let’s not give up on Gladwell entirely. Perhaps 10,000 
hours of practice is not sufficient for expertise. But per-
haps it is necessary. 

No matter your level of natural talent for leadership 
or followership, practice will make you better. And since 
search and rescue missions don’t happen that often: 
train and practice, including practicing your follower-
ship, management and leadership skills. And you don’t 
need to practice these skills during search and rescue 
training or missions; you can practice them in your 
everyday life, to get to your 10,000 hours.

Critique yourself regularly so as to improve: wake 
up in the middle of the night worrying about how you 
might have done better during a simulation or real 
search and rescue operation, or in any difficult interper-
sonal people-skills encounter. (That last just might be 
based on my personal experience.)

Emergency Services Workers 

If you want to lead SAR team members, it’s best if you 
develop at least a basic understanding of people in gen-
eral, and SAR team members in particular. The more 
you know about human nature, the more likely you’ll 
avoid mistakes when trying to lead people. Human 
nature changes but slowly over historical time, and so 
there is value in looking at modern but also ancient 
views of human nature. We’ll start with some recent 
history.

Critical Incident 
Stress Management

Back in the same year that the 
Appalachian Search and Rescue 
Conference was incorporated, 1974, 
modern Critical Incident Stress 
Management (CISM) was born.

Jeff Mitchell is largely respon-
sible for bringing the idea of criti-
cal incident stress to the emergency 
services world. Those of us in 
emergency services who deal with 
really bad stuff, like the death of 
children, or multiple deaths with 
dismemberment, get hit really 
hard, emotionally. An acute stress 
reaction from this stress can be 
as disabling as a broken leg. But 
we don’t talk about our emotional 

stress. It’s just not done. So the emotional stress just fes-
ters. Until something gives. You might quit your SAR 
team as a result. Some ASRC members who dealt with a 
plane crash with no survivors quit right afterwards. Or, 
it might result in symptoms of chest pain that lead you 
into a long series of medical tests. Or it might lead to 
marital stress leading to divorce. Or even suicide. When 
it gets that bad we call it post-traumatic stress disorder.

Being a firefighter and a clinical psychologist gave 
Jeff a unique perspective on this. He realized that many 
standard psychotherapy methods would not work with 
emergency services workers. (Police officer: “This is 
bullshit.” [exits room]) 

He put together a list of psychological characteristics 
of emergency services workers to help figure out inter-
ventions that might actually work. Jeff says1 that emer-
gency services workers:
• Have obsessive/compulsive personality traits 
• Need to be in control 
• Are risk oriented 
• Are action-oriented 
• Need to be needed 
• Are dedicated

If you are a clinical psychologist, this list is intimidat-
ing. Jeff developed techniques to deal with these kind of 
people, not the least of which is to use “peers” to provide 
psychological interventions. Peers in this context means 
people with street cred: other emergency services work-
ers, people who have “been there, done that.”

For emergency services workers, those personality 
traits are not necessarily a bad thing. They are pretty 
much survival traits. But if you’re a clinical psychologist 
trying to help them… they’re a total pain. If you aren’t 
willing to accept some element of risk, you won’t be able 
to handle the vertical rescue portion of your training. If 
you aren’t at least a bit obsessive-compulsive, you’ll for-
get to back up that knot and you will go splat and die.

But these traits also sometimes lead to:

Contentiousness

Slime molds are interesting creatures. They usually 
consist of microscopic individual cells in amoeba form, 
which go their separate ways. But when food or water 
become scarce, they aggregate together as a visible 
organism. This syncytium (many cells joined together; 
basically a large bag of cytoplasm with many nuclei) is 
better at finding scarce food, and can, if conditions are 

1  http://archive.asrc.net/ASRC-CEM-WEMSI-WEMT/19-Stress-
Management.pdf

 

A good executive is 
born when someone 
with some natural 
endowment (intel-
ligence, vigor and 
some capacity for 
interacting with his 
fellow men) by dint 
of practice, learn-
ing and experience, 
develops that endow-
ment into a mature 
skill.

—organizational 
theorist H. A. 
Simon

http://archive.asrc.net/ASRC-CEM-WEMSI-WEMT/19-Stress-Management.pdf
http://archive.asrc.net/ASRC-CEM-WEMSI-WEMT/19-Stress-Management.pdf
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bad enough, produce spores that can survive prolonged 
drought or food scarcity.

Some (including dog handlers) have compared SAR 
dog organizations to slime molds. They say that, given 
their druthers,1 dog handlers, like the individual cells of 
a slime mold, would tend to go their own way. They say 
that under pressure from outside sources that want to 
see organizations rather than individual handlers, they 
temporarily join into teams, the half-life of which is just 
a few years.

Russ Sarver, one of the members of my Allegheny 
Mountain Rescue Group, once told me “If you have 
three dog handlers in a room, the only thing you’ll be 
able to get two of them to agree to is that the third one is 
wrong.” There seems to be something about SAR organi-
zation members, particularly dog handlers, that makes 
them prone to start growling at each other.

Indeed, voluntary associations of whatever type tend 
to grow and prosper but many of them wither and die, 
although the problem seems a bit more acute for SAR 
teams.

Even if this is told to me by dog handlers, it is unfair. 
Full disclosure and reality check: there are many highly-
respected dog-based search teams that have flourished 
for many decades, and when I hear that they are partici-
pating in a large search, I breathe a deep sigh of relief; 
this includes organizations such as Blue & Gray, DOGS 
East, and Mid-Atlantic Dogs. 

Why is this?
Perhaps because of contentiousness. 
Do you know the term frenemy? How about coopeti-

tion? Both get across the idea that our associates are nei-
ther purely friends, or purely enemies, but somewhere 
in between. And sometimes we cooperate with others, 
and sometimes we compete with them.

A major theme of the later sections of this chapter is 
how to move frenemies more towards the friend end 
of the spectrum, and to foster more cooperation than 
competition. Not just because it’s the nice thing to do, 
but because it makes people and organizations work 
better. It’s almost always a good idea to slide the lever a 
bit towards “friend” and “cooperation.”

In any organization from a field team to a five-state 
regional search and rescue organization, some disputa-
tion is good. It leads to better engagement of members, 
and decisions, and you should encourage it. To a degree.

However, these personality traits we listed above also 
present issues for the cohesiveness of groups. Imagine a 
room full of people who all “need to be needed” and are 
really, really dedicated to the group; who are all “I’m in 
charge” control freaks who insist on things being their 
way; who are very action-oriented and not hesitant to 

1  “druthers” comes from the phrase “I’d rather do this than that.”

speak their minds… actually, you probably don’t need 
to imagine this, you can probably just remember the last 
meeting of your SAR organization. In such a room, the 
opportunities for conflict are rife.2

I once chaired a very contentious meeting of the 
Board of Directors of the Appalachian Search and Res-
cue Conference. At that meeting, as I was addressing 
the large group of directors and others in the room, I 
said “Have you seen that video of herding cats? Well, I’m 
looking out at a room full of alpha-males,3 and I include 
all the women in that.” [laughter] “But getting a room 
full of such people to work together for a common cause 
is a great thing.” 

Stress management is a topic for another chapter. But 
Jeff ’s insight into the personalities of emergency services 
workers, including SAR team members, can be useful in 
other ways. 

Given his insights, what can we do to prevent conflict, 
and allow such groups to work smoothly, despite the 
confrontational personalities of the members? There’s 
an old saying that you can catch more flies with honey 
than vinegar, so we can work, both at the group and 

2  If you didn’t have a good feeling for the meaning of “rife” perhaps 
now you do.
3  “Alpha-male”: “In studies of social animals, the highest ranking 
individual is sometimes designated as the alpha.” (Wikipedia) In 
mammals, it is more often an alpha male, but it can sometimes be an 
alpha female or an alpha pair.

E m e r g e n c y  S e r v i c e s  W o r k e r s 

 ▸ Critical Incident Stress 
Management teaches us that 
emergency services workers, 
including SAR team members, 
tend to: 
 ▸ Have obsessive/compulsive 
personality traits, 

 ▸ Need to be in control, 
 ▸ Are risk oriented, 
 ▸ Are action-oriented, 
 ▸ need to be needed, and 
 ▸ are dedicated.

 ▸ Some level of disputation is 
useful, to avoid groupthink. SAR 
team members tend to be out-
spoken and contentious, some-
times to an unhelpful extreme. 
 ▸ Some view our SAR colleagues 
from other organizations as 
frenemies, and see their organi-
zations in coopetition with those 
other organizations.

 ▸ It’s almost always better to 
move the lever from enemy 
towards friend, and from compe-
tition to cooperation.

 ▸ When someone is escalating 

and getting louder and louder, 
and refusing to let others speak, 
the “beatings will continue 
until morale improves” method 
of shouting louder than the 
contentious person will prob-
ably make things worse instead 
of better.

 ▸ Instead, calmly and quietly 
insist that the contentious and/
or long-talking person stop and 
let others have a chance. 

 ▸ In less formal and one-on-one 
settings, you can use a tech-
nique called tracking: ramping 
up the speed and intensity of 
your speech to almost match 
that of the other, and then, over 
a minute or two, decrease the 
speed and intensity of your 
speech and see if the other fol-
lows along. 

 ▸ In a formal meeting, you can 
invoke your Bylaws or Robert’s 
Rules of order to control some-
one who is out of control or 
won’t stop talking.
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individual level, to interact better 
with others.1 

The “beatings will continue 
until morale improves” method of 
shouting louder than the conten-
tious person will probably make 
things worse instead of better. 
Instead, calmly and quietly insist 
that the contentious or long-
talking person stop and let others 
have a chance. In the meeting 
mentioned above, I had to do this 
several times, including to one of 
my oldest and best friends. I use a 
fictitious name. “John—” “John—” 
“John—” “John, you’ve gone over 
your three minutes.” “John, you 
need to let someone have the floor 
now. Please sit down. When you 
are leading a group discussion and 
one person keeps speaking up, 
hitting the same point over and 
over, it may be necessary to cut this 
person off. But not at the knees. 
The nice way to do this is to spend 
a couple of minutes summarizing 
this person’s points, and then say 
something like “and now I’d like to 
hear from some other people.” 

There is a related technique that 
I use to de-escalate encounters; I 
first learned about this from a law 
enforcement perspective when I 
was a National Park Service Ranger 
back in the 1970s. I’ve used it over 
and over in my practice as an 
emergency physician, dealing with 
distraught patients and family. 

It’s called tracking, at least that’s 
the name I was given when I first 
learned it. When dealing with 
someone who has pressured speech 
(faster and louder than usual, indi-
cating strong emotion), you match 

them in the speed of your speech, and then gradually 
slow down your speech over a minute or so. 

When I teach this to medical students and residents, I 
demonstrate by both raising the loudness and pitch and 
speed of my voice, at the same time rapidly raising my 
hand in the air. Then, as I slowly lower my hand, I also 
slowsly decrease the loudness and pitch and speed of my 

1  Actually, vinegar works better than honey for catching fruit flies. 
Add a drop of dish detergent to a saucer of vinegar, so the flies get 
stuck in the vinegar and drown. 

speech over about 30 seconds. (I might take a minute 
or two in real life, but 30 seconds is enough to teach the 
point.)

You may need to do this several times to get the 
person to calm down. You increase the loudness and 
pitch (use a higher muscal tone) of your speech a bit, 
but you’re not trying to out-shout the person, indeed 
your loudness should stay a bit less than the person your 
addressing. It requires a bit of patience and a lot of self-
control. It doesn’t always work, but it often works. If it 
fails, and there are verbal or physical threats violence, 
then a whole bunch of pile on the patient, place the 
patient in wrist and ankle restraints and then – I so wish 
this had been available to me as a Ranger – we sedate 
the patient, often with 8 mg of intramuscular mid-
azolam (Versed) in the thigh. I hope we never get to that 
point in a search and rescue meeting.

A more formal way to deal with this is to note that, 
given limited time and the need to hear different points, 
you’ll now follow at least the spirit of parliamentary 
procedure as set forth in Robert’s Rules of Order. This 
means people get to speak once on the issue, and for no 
more than three minutes (or whatever). 

Those of us in wilderness search and rescue tend to 
be very convinced of the correctness of our position on 
a topic. Or more likely our position on many topics. We 
tend to not have much patience with contrasting view-
points. We tend to speak out right away with what we 
think. 

Non-SAR people sometimes say, “those people 
don’t have any filters.” “They’re the kind of people who 
start flame wars all the time.” While these phrases are 
very modern, the idea that some people’s thoughts are 
directly connected to their mouths (or their email-
typing or -texting fingers) has likely been around since, 
well, human beings. 

And for us and others with contrasting viewpoints, 
combined with the previous section about emergency 
services workers’ personality traits, disputation and con-
flict are almost inevitable. We tend to be self-righteous, 
and to have little empathy for those with contrasting 
viewpoints. Most of us don’t have good diplomatic 
people skills for dealing with such situations, though of 
course there are some exceptions. For time-pressured 
decisions in life-safety situations, these personality traits 
are probably good. But most of our lives are not like 
that.

If you get in arguments on a regular basis, or even if 
you don’t, it may be worthwhile to “develop some filters” 
– to pause, think, and try to appreciate the reasons for 
the non-filtered speech or text you just heard or say – 
before replying by talking, typing or texting. 

Fruiting bodies of slime molds. 
“Haeckel Mycetozoa” by Ernst 

Haeckel - Kunstformen der Natur 
(1904), plate 93: Mycetozoa.

public domain via Wikimedia Commons 

 

Contentiousness  
(\kǝn-’ten(t)-
shǝs-nes\), adj.

 1 tending to argument 
or strife; quarrelsome: 
a contentious crew.
 2 causing, involving, 
or characterized by 
argument or contro-
versy: contentious 
issues.
 3 Law. pertaining to 
causes between con-
tending parties.
[1400–50; late 
ME contenciose 
< L contentiōsus, 
equiv. to contenti(ō) 
CONTENTION + -ōsus 
-OUS]
—con·ten’·tious·ly, 
adv.
—con·ten’·tious·ness, 
n.
—Syn. 1. disputatious, 
argumentative.
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Team leaders can learn techniques for managing by 
consensus and developing trust, discussed later in this 
chapter.

As an individual member, you can learn to temper 
your inner whacker. (Skip ahead to Whacker Manage-
ment on page 134 if you want to learn more about 
what a whacker is.) For most, working to become a 
kinder, gentler and less-assertive (at least a bit less 
overtly assertive) SAR person makes you a better asset 
to the team. 

Learning more about effective interpersonal relation-
ships will also help.

There are many ways to improve yourself in this way. 
Reading the Jefferson Bible is a good place to start. It’s 
Thomas Jefferson’s excerpts from the New Testament 
with Jesus’s moral teachings, without what he regarded 
as religious superstition. Reading (or seeing on stage) 
all of Shakespeare’s plays can give you an excellent over-
view of human nature.

Let’s go on to consider what history and literature can 
teach us about human nature in general. 

History and Literature 

Classical Greece

Both selfish-gene-ology and evolutionary psychology 
(discussed next) scientifically support what classical 
Romans and Greeks could have told you millennia ago: 

adolescents and young adults, 
especially in times of stress, 
are willing to take big risks but 
usually in anticipation of a big 
payoff in the end. This can be 
bad, as in “testosterone poison-
ing” (discussed in a few pages) or 
good, if tempered by intelligence 
and empathy, as in producing a 
world-class leader.

An ancient Greek teacher 
tells us, as an example of this, 
about a kid he tutored, named 
Ἀλέξανδρος ὁ Μέγας. At age 
8 this kid saw a horse that his 
father’s trainers had given up on 
as too wild; he dove right in, and 
in the end, managed to tame that 
horse. 

Starting at age 20, this kid and 
his horse Bucephalus conquered 
the known civilized world. We 
call him Alexander the Great. The 
teacher was Aristotle. 

Alexander
by shakko, CC BY-SA 3.0 via 

Wikimedia Commons

Aristotle; Marble, Roman copy 
after a Greek bronze original 

by Lysippos from 330 BC
public domain via Wikimedia Commons 

Map of Greek Empire
CC-BY-SA-3.0, via Wikimedia Commons, courtesy Generic Mapping Tools
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The Art of War

Round about 500 BCE, Sun Tzu wrote a book called The 
Art of War.

Most of what he says about leadership deals with 
defeating an enemy in battle, and doesn’t apply to search 
and rescue, though Forbes magazine seems to think 
they apply to competitive business.1 However, a few 

quotes seem applicable:

A leader leads by example, not 
by force.

You have to believe in yourself.
Keep your friends close, and 

your enemies closer.
Strategy without tactics is the 

slowest route to victory. Tactics 
without strategy is the noise 
before defeat.

1  https://www.forbes.com/
sites/ericjackson/2014/05/23/
sun-tzus-33-best-pieces-of-leadership-advice/

The greatest victory is that which requires no 
battle.

Treat your men as you would your own beloved 
sons. And they will follow you into the deepest valley.

I paraphrased part of Sun Tzu’s The Art of War as 
The Art of Search (www.pitt.edu/~kconover/the_art_
of_search.htm), which will mostly be of interest in the 
incident management chapter.

Artes Liberales

There are many sources of information about human 
nature in world literature. Getting a Bachelor of Arts 
(BA) college degree is not a bad way to get familiar 
with some of this literature. The “arts” of a Bachelor of 
Arts degree refers to The Liberal Arts – literally, the arts 
appropriate to a free person, as opposed to a slave.

The Latin term artes liberales dates to the Roman 
Empire, though the concept dates back to Classical 
Greece. It means those skills needed to participate in 
civic life: serving on juries, defending yourself in court, 
and serving in the military. Grammar (writing), rheto-
ric (which in classical terms included not only public 
speaking, but understanding human nature and being 
able to organize and express thoughts) and logic formed 
the core of the classical liberal arts. Interestingly, during 
Roman times, roughly equal numbers of boys and girls 
were educated in the Liberal Arts. Things have changed 
over the past 2500 years or so, but the core ideas of 
being able to participate in public life, and the implicit 
understanding that this will prepare you to be a leader, 
continues to this day. And with what is available free 
online, you don’t have to go to college to get this kind of 
education, you just need to seek it out.

The Prince

Smart people have been pondering human nature 
for millennia, and many have set down their ideas in 
books. If you ask people about leadership books, many 
will come up with the 1532 book The Prince by Niccolò 
Machiavelli. You can’t go wrong reading it. It’s available 
free online (thanks to Project Gutenberg) in an excel-
lent English translation, and it’s an easy, fast read, so no 
excuses. 

The SAR team environment may not be as violent 
as 16th century Renaissance Italy (dog teams possibly 
excepted). So some of his advice, such as assassinating 
all your rivals immediately upon taking power, should 
be taken with a grain of salt. Nevertheless, some of 
Machiavelli’s advice is worth taking to heart. 

H i s t o r y  a n d  L i t e r a t u r e

 ▸ The ancient Greeks knew that 
adolescents and young adults, 
especially in times of stress, 
are willing to take big risks but 
usually in anticipation of a big 
payoff in the end. See: Alexander 
the Great.

 ▸ Sun Tzu, writing in The Art of 
War, says:
 ▸ A leader leads by example, not 
by force.

 ▸ You have to believe in yourself.
 ▸ Keep your friends close, and your 
enemies closer.

 ▸ Strategy without tactics is the 
slowest route to victory. Tactics 
without strategy is the noise 
before defeat.

 ▸ The greatest victory is that which 
requires no battle.

 ▸ Treat your men as you would your 
own beloved sons. And they will 
follow you into the deepest valley.

 ▸ The Liberal Arts in classic and 
Mediæval civilization were the 
skills needed to participate 
in civic life: serving on juries, 
defending yourself in court, and 
serving in the military. 

 ▸ The primary liberal arts were 
three: 
 ▸ Grammar (reading and writing) 
 ▸ Rhetoric (which in classical 
terms included not only public 
speaking, but understanding 

human nature and being able to 
organize and express thoughts 
verbally)

 ▸ Logic (Logical thinking)
 ▸ Great writers of the past have 
good advice for us now, such as 
in Machiavelli’s The Prince and 
The Discourses:
 ▸ A question arises: whether it be 
better to be loved than feared or 
feared than loved? 

 ▸ It may be answered that one 
should wish to be both…

 ▸ In the SAR leadership context, 
you might consider this to 
mean that your members 
should fear to disappoint you 
and love to do well and thus 
make you happy. 

 ▸ Much can be learned about 
human nature from great 
literature, such as the plays of 
Shakespeare, which include 
quotes like:
 ▸ The fool doth think he is wise, but 
the wise man knows himself to 
be a fool.

 ▸ Wisely and slow; they stumble 
that run fast.

 ▸ The better part of valour is 
discretion.

 ▸ Be not afraid of greatness: some 
are born great, some achieve 
greatness and some have great-
ness thrust upon them.

The Art of War
Creative Commons Attribution 

2.0 Generic license via Wikimedia 
Commons, courtesy vlasta2 

https://www.forbes.com/sites/ericjackson/2014/05/23/sun-tzus-33-best-pieces-of-leadership-advice/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/ericjackson/2014/05/23/sun-tzus-33-best-pieces-of-leadership-advice/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/ericjackson/2014/05/23/sun-tzus-33-best-pieces-of-leadership-advice/
http://www.pitt.edu/~kconover/the_art_of_search.htm
http://www.pitt.edu/~kconover/the_art_of_search.htm
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“Machiavellian” is now seen as a synonym for being 
a manipulative leader, an autocrat, a tyrant. “The end 
justifies the means.” “It is better to be feared than loved 
if you cannot be both.” 

However, it is better to see The Prince as a reaction 
to the moralistic exhortations to leaders common in 
Machiavelli’s time and before. If it’s possible to summa-
rize his contention in a phrase: don’t try to be a saint; for 
the good of your people, acknowledge the imperfections 
of human nature, and concentrate on being an effective 
leader. Here is just a snippet that will give the flavor of 
Machiavelli’s advice:

As for the ways a prince can form an opinion of 
his servant, there is one test that never fails. When 
you see the servant thinking more of his own interests 
than of yours, and seeking inwardly his own profit in 
everything, such a man will never make a good ser-
vant, nor will you ever be able to trust him. He who 
has the state of another in his hands ought never to 
think of himself, but always of his prince, and never 
pay any attention to matters in which the prince is 
not concerned.

On the other hand, to keep his servant honest, the 
prince ought to study him, honoring him, enriching 
him, doing him kindnesses, sharing with him the 
honors and cares; and at the same time let him see 
that he cannot stand alone, so that many honors not 
make him desire more, many riches not make him 
wish for more, and that many cares may make him 
dread changes. When, therefore, servants and princes 
are this way, they can trust each other; but when it is 
otherwise, the end will always be disastrous for either 
one or the other.

Now read that excerpt again, and replace “prince” 
with “leader” and “servant” with “subordinate.”

It is worth mentioning that, despite the ruthlessness 
advised in The Prince, in his other book Discourses on 
the First Ten Books of Titus Livy, (AKA The Discourses) 
Machiavelli states this is only justified in the service of 
the greater good of your people, and states “... the gov-
ernments of the people are better than those of princes.”

If you are a SAR team leader, you have to recognize 
that you have less power than a Italian Renaissance 
prince. You also have less power than a military general. 

If you become a leader-of-leaders, read Machiavelli’s 
advice carefully. For example, about “it’s better to be 
feared…”: what he actually said, translated into modern 
English, is: “A question arises: whether it be better to 
be loved than feared or feared than loved? It may be 
answered that one should wish to be both, but, because it 
is difficult to unite them in one person, it is much safer 
to be feared than loved, when, of the two, either must be 

dispensed with.” And in the SAR context, perhaps being 
“feared” is not “feared” in the sense of getting killed, but 
“feared” in the sense of people are afraid to disappoint 
you by doing something wrong and making you look 
sad. 

On the other hand, think about this “love/fear” bit 
as applied to individuals. Assume you’re leading a field 
team doing a rescue, and you’ve done your best to make 
your team members love (or at least respect) you. But 
this is this one member of your field team who you’ve 
never met before and is a TUWD. (That’s “Totally 
Unprepared Whacker Dude”; see the section Whacker 
Management on page 134). He is about to do some-
thing criminally stupid, and he doesn’t have the knowl-
edge, insight or situational awareness to know that he’s 
about to kill himself or someone else. 

At that point, it is important that he fear you when 
you say “STOP!” And if he ignores you (TUWDs tend 
to do that), you have to hope that you have engendered 
enough love/respect in the rest of the team that they will 
act quickly and unhesitatingly when you tell them to 
restrain the TUWD. 

The Bard

What if you’re not interested in 
spending lots of money and four 
years of your life to get a BA to 
become a better field team leader? 
Or perhaps you already have a BA, 
and feel like you forgot everything 
you learned in undergraduate 
school? And you want to learn a bit 
more about human nature? Simple. 
Attend or read Shakespeare’s plays. 
All of them. 

Much of the English language 
we use today we owe directly to his 
plays, and his aphorisms are some of 
the most-quoted in any language. 
• The fool doth think he is wise, but 

the wise man knows himself to be 
a fool.

• Cowards die many times before 
their deaths;  
The valiant never taste of death 
but once. 

• Though this be madness, yet there 
is method in ‘t.

• Wisely and slow; they stumble that 
run fast.

• Some rise by sin, and some by 
virtue fall.
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• The better part of valour is discretion. 
• Be not afraid of greatness: some are born great, some 

achieve greatness and some have greatness thrust upon 
them.

• Love all, trust a few, do wrong to none. 
• All the world’s a stage, 

And all the men and women merely players; 
They have their exits and their entrances; 
And one man in his time plays many parts, 
His acts being seven ages. 

• It is not in the stars to hold our destiny but in 
ourselves.

• Better three hours too soon than a minute too late.
• God has given you one face, and you make yourself 

another.
• Ignorance is the curse of God; knowledge is the wing 

wherewith we fly to heaven. 
• There is nothing either good or bad but thinking makes 

it so. 
• To thine own self be true, and it must follow, as the 

night the day, thou canst not then be false to any man.
Now that we have looked at what history and litera-

ture can tell us about human nature, it’s time to look 
to science to see what new things it can tell us about 
human nature.

Science 

The Selfish Gene

Over the past few decades, there 
are (at least) two scientific develop-
ments that may help us understand 
human nature better. Both are 
based on the the theory of evolu-
tion by natural selection, made 
famous by Charles Darwin’s 1859 
book On the Origin of Species. One 
of the terms that encapsulates the 
lessons of this foundational book is 
Herbert Spencer’s phrase “survival 
of the fittest” from his 1864 Prin-
ciples of Biology. But fittest what? 
Fittest individual? Fittest group 
of individuals? Fittest species? 
Most recently the emphasis has 
been on the fittest genes, which are 
the individual units of inherited 
characteristics. 

Gene selection was made famous 
by Richard Dawkins’ bestsell-
ing 1976 book, The Selfish Gene. 

Dawkins, very persuasively, laid out the concept that 
selection operates not at the level of the species, but at 
the level of the gene: thus, the selfish gene. 

Dawkins explained altruistic behavior (such as people 
volunteering for SAR teams) in terms of genes. By vol-
unteering to help others, our genes are protecting other 
copies of those same genes, and making it more likely 
that those genes will survive and prosper, even at the 
cost of time and effort, and some risk to our own copies 
of those genes. This may correspond to what psycholo-
gists refer to as the “need to be needed.” And in some 
SAR people (whackers; see Whacker Management on 
page 134) this gene-driven motivation can become 
overwhelming. 

Gene selection also helps explain why individuals 
are competitive as well as cooperative, the degree of 
cooperation depending on how many genes you share. 
Your peers share some of your genes, and your family 
shares even more of your genes. But none of them share 
all your genes, and those few individual genes lead you 
to assure their survival by driving you to compete. By 
achieving higher status, you will more likely reproduce 
and pass on all your genes. So our genes drive us to 
excel at difficult things and stand out from our peers. 
As with the gene-driven “need to be needed,” this gene-
driven “need to succeed” is likely strong in SAR team 
members. In a comment on this last sentence in the first 
draft, Michael Hansen said, “Are you saying folks are 
genetically predisposed to do SAR based on their genes 
or SAR work is likely to select for folks for are geneti-
cally predisposed to succeed?” To which my answer is 
simply, “Yes.”

Sociobiology

Another related concept is that of the evolution of 
behavior. If Gregor Mendel could, in the 1850s, trace the 
inheritance of the characteristics of pea plants, why can’t 
we trace the evolution of our own psychological charac-
teristics? Indeed, people are trying to do this. 

Have you heard the slang term testosterone poisoning? 
Do you think it might play a role in certain emergency 
services workers, particularly those non-SAR people 
who might be assigned to your search field team? Read 
on to learn its scientific basis.

We can look back to the study of animal behavior, 
and in particular how this behavior evolved in response 
to evolutionary pressures. Charles Darwin studied ani-
mal behavior in the late 1800s, but ethology as the sci-
ence of animal behavior, really got started in the 1930s 
with Nikolaas Tinbergen, Konrad Lorenz and Karl von 
Frisch. 
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In 1975, biologist E.O. Wilson published the book 
Sociobiology: The New Synthesis, with an emphasis on 
the evolution of human behavior from a social perspec-
tive. Wilson’s term hasn’t taken root, and the term evo-
lutionary psychology seems more in vogue today. None-
theless, his book remains one of the central, though 
controversial, pillars of this science, and is certainly the 
most famous. 

To relate this to SAR, there has been some sociobio-
logical1 focus on certain psychological traits that develop 
in adolescence and persist through young adulthood 
and possibly even further. One of those is risk-taking. 
“Everyone knows” that teenagers engage in risky behav-
ior like driving too fast, drinking alcohol to excess, and 
maybe joining a SAR team. (At least in parent’s eyes, 
who don’t understand that SAR team members are some 
of the most safety-focused people around).

Until evolutionary psychology came along, most 
researchers saw risk-taking by adolescents as maladap-
tive, a bad thing. But the evolutionary psychologists 
(evolved psychologists?) have had an insight: if this 
behavior is pervasive, maybe it has adaptive value. 
Maybe it’s actually a good thing. 

There is increasing evidence to support this conten-
tion. For example: it turns out that adolescents are actu-
ally more averse to known risks than adults. But they are 
attracted to the unknown: to explore, in many meanings 

1  I am very happy I finally got to use this word in a sentence. 

of the word “explore.” And kids raised in stable, nurtur-
ing environments tend to be more risk-averse, while 
those raised in poorly-supportive environments take 
more risks. There is also some evidence that the ado-
lescent and young adult brain may also be hard-wired 
to learn certain things, those with rapid rewards, faster 
than older adults. This probably provides some survival 
benefits, and suggest that your younger members will 
probably learn at least simple things faster than older 
members.2 

Margo Wilson (no relation to E.O. Wilson) was a pro-
fessor in the Department of Psychology, Neuroscience 
and Behaviour at McMaster University in Hamilton, 
Ontario. Her particular interest was investigating the 

2  Davidow, Juliet Y., et al. “An Upside to Reward Sensitivity: The 
Hippocampus Supports Enhanced Reinforcement Learning in Adoles-
cence.” Neuron 92(1): 93-99. “Adolescents are notorious for engaging 
in reward-seeking behaviors, a tendency attributed to heightened 
activity in the brain’s reward systems during adolescence. It has been 
suggested that reward sensitivity in adolescence might be adaptive, 
but evidence of an adaptive role has been scarce. Using a probabilistic 
reinforcement learning task combined with reinforcement learning 
models and fMRI, we found that adolescents showed better reinforce-
ment learning and a stronger link between reinforcement learning 
and episodic memory for rewarding outcomes. This behavioral benefit 
was related to heightened prediction error-related BOLD activity in 
the hippocampus and to stronger functional connectivity between the 
hippocampus and the striatum at the time of reinforcement. These 
findings reveal an important role for the hippocampus in reinforce-
ment learning in adolescence and suggest that reward sensitivity in 
adolescence is related to adaptive differences in how adolescents learn 
from experience. 

S c i e n c e

 ▸ In The Selfish Gene, Richard Dawkins 
explains altruistic behavior by pointing out 
that natural selection works not on individu-
als or species, but on genes: gene selection. 
Our genes drive us to help others who share 
our genes, in rough proportion to how many 
genes we share.

 ▸ Evolution through natural selection applies 
not only to physical characteristics of spe-
cies but also to their behavior. Ethology 
looks at the behavior of animals and how it 
has evolved. Sociobiology (now more com-
monly called Evolutionary Psychology) does 
the same for humans.

 ▸ The adventurous (and during times of 
stress, violent) behavior of young humans, 
especially males, is probably good for their 
extended gene pool, leading them to find 
new hunting grounds or better social situ-
ations. When extreme, it’s known as adult 
male syndrome or, colloquially, as testoster-
one poisoning.

 ▸ Rural people in the mid-Appalachians – for 
example somoene you are interviewing 
during a search, or local members of your 
field team – are (justifiably) suspicious of 

outsiders, and are best approached with a 
culture-sensitive indirect approach, using 
first names, chatting about things other 
than the search to establish a bit of com-
mon ground, and  revealing something of 
your self, before getting to your point.

 ▸ Charisma is something we can’t explain. 
Unless you want to turn your SAR team 
into an evangelistic religious order, or take 
over the known world, you can probably do 
OK without loads of it. But there’s nothing 
wrong with having a bit of it, and you can 
cultivate your charisma with “the three 
pillars”:
 ▸ Presence: center yourself in the moment, 
focus fully on the person or people in front 
of you.

 ▸ Power: when interacting with people, no 
self-doubt; save it for later

 ▸ Warmth: like the people with whom you’re 
interacting; care for them and feel what 
they feel. 

 ▸ There are many schools of personality 
typing; like religious sects, they all say they 
have the one true answer. The ancient four 
personality types find precise echoes in 

some modern methods of personality typ-
ing. The DISC method compares nicely with 
the ancient types:  
Dominance = Choleric,  
Influence = Sanguine,  
Steadiness = Melancholic, and  
Compliance = Phlegmatic.  
Learning about these personalities may help 
you better understand and lead people.

 ▸ Psychopathy is traditionally a personal-
ity disorder characterized by persistent 
antisocial behavior, impaired empathy 
and remorse, and bold, disinhibited, and 
egotistical traits. Psychppaths are likely 
rare in volunteer SAR, but you may run into 
them when you work with paid emergency 
services workers or officials.

 ▸ Some people are more analytical and 
methodical in their thinking, and we tend to 
call such people left-brained. Or Sheldon.

 ▸ Beware of arguments from authority, 
including this one. Pretend you’re a Fellow 
of the Royal Society, and consider a variety 
of evidence before coming to a tentative 
conclusion. 
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social and psychological basis of murders, particularly 
in nearby Detroit, Michigan. As a result of these inves-
tigations, she produced a landmark paper titled Com-
petitiveness, Risk Taking, and Violence: The Young Male 
Syndrome.1 The first line of the paper’s abstract reads: 

Sexual selection theory suggests that willingness 
to participate in risky or violent competitive interac-
tions should be observed primarily in those age-sex 
classes that have experienced the most intense repro-
ductive competition (fitness variance) during the 
species’ evolutionary history, and in those individuals 
whose present circumstances are predictive of repro-
ductive failure.

An evolutionary explanation goes something like this. 
Groups of humans that had adolescents who were eager 
to explore found more and better foraging and hunting 
grounds, so more of them survived. And groups that 
had adolescents who, when the group was under higher 
stress, became more adventurous, also survived bet-
ter. And when the tribe was in particularly bad straits, 
aggressive young males would adventure farther and kill 
the competitors, providing an evolutionary benefit to 
the tribe and their selfish genes. The same may apply in 
inner-city gang-ridden areas. Given the prestige of being 
part of a wilderness search and rescue organization, per-
haps this provides an attractive way for young adults to 
move out into a new area and distinguish themselves in 
a safe and morally-superior way.

When this “adult male syndrome” occurs to excess 
in an individual, though, it can be maladaptive, at least 
for a search and rescue team. The popular term for this 
is “testosterone poisoning.” There is some research evi-
dence (as well of lots of anecdotes) that young males are 
more likely to get in trouble in the mountains.2

1  This is not “irritable male syndrome,” 
which is related to seasonal testosterone 
decreases in rams (male sheep). Some have 
opined this may be seen with human “male 
menopause” = andropause. Which brings up 
a question; if we can use the term “irritable 
male syndrome” for human males, should we 
call PMS (PreMenstrual Syndrome) “irritable 
female syndrome”?
2  Amarowicz, J., et al. (2019). “Age and Sex 
Are Strongly Correlated to the Rate and Type 
of Mountain Injuries Requiring Search and 

Rescue Missions.” Wilderness & Environ-
mental Medicine. 

Personality Types

As a leader – or just as a social human being – you may 
need to adjust your interaction style to suit the person 
with whom you are interacting.

The most obvious example is talking with tod-
dlers and little kids. But it applies to interacting with 
adults too. Everone is different: some people speak 
quickly, some speak slowly. It’s natural – and help-
ful – if you match your speech speed and pattern with 
someone with whom you’re trying to do a good job of 
communicating. 

I’m originally from Virginia, and went to college at 
the University of Virginia in Charlottesville. But for the 
past 35 years I’ve lived in western Pennsylvania. When 
in Virginia, especially in rural Virginia or West Virginia, 
my speech slows down and regains a bit of that South-
ern drawl from my days in Virginia. It’s unconscious, 
but that doesn’t mean its wrong. in fact it helps in com-
municating with the locals. It’s not so much that you 
need to adopt the local accent, or pretend to be someone 
you aren’t, but you need to note the local culture of how 
people speak: the patterns and rhythms of speech, and 
even more how people introduce themselves and how 
they talk about things.

There is a great book by Colin Woodard called Ameri-
can Nations: A History of the Eleven Rival Regional Cul-
tures of North America. In it, he lays out the eleven cul-
tural “nations” that lie within and across official national 
boundaries. Each one has its own manner of speaking. 

Even within one of the “eleven nations” of North 
America, there are differences between urban and rural 
cultures, with the rural cultures being a more pure and 
less cosmopolitan example of the regional culture.

Even within a particular culture, people are different. 
People have different personality types, and learning a 
bit about those personality types will raise your con-
sciousness (I usually don’t like that phrase but it really 
works here) about those different types. That way you 
can be conscious of the different personalities of those 
with whom you interact, and help you develop effective 
means of communicating with people of different per-
sonality types. 

If you’re “not from around here,” or “you’re from the 
city, ain’t you?” it can be hard to get rural mountain 
local inhabitants to confide in you when you run into 
them and you’re trying to ask about a lost subject. Those 
who live in the Appalachian Mountains have culture of 
distrust of others, with good reason. An article from the 
American Counseling Association provides some back-
ground on this:

Perhaps because of a history of isolation and out-
side exploitation, people of Appalachian culture tend 
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to be distrustful of outsiders and outside organiza-
tions. In Albion’s Seed, the author attributes this 
distrust to the history of the majority of migrants 
who peopled Appalachia. These were the clansmen 
who inhabited the English-Scotch border for many 
years in a state of perpetual warfare. Shifting loyal-
ties and infighting meant trust could be given only to 
the immediate clan members; all others might turn 
on them at any time. A large number of these people 
came to the Appalachian areas of the U.S.1

The article also gives some suggestions for how to 
approach such people for counseling them:

When meeting clients, it is considered polite to first 
engage in small talk (e.g.,the weather, community 
events) before beginning the therapy session. A cer-
tain amount of self-disclosure is also recommended. 
This would be of a general nature; “I love fresh straw-
berries!” or “I prefer watching basketball over foot-
ball.” This is a way of demonstrating egalitarianism; 
that you consider the client your equal. While some 
theorists frown on self-disclosure, it can be a valuable 
tool for working with these clients. Egalitarianism is a 
basic component of Appalachian culture and is also a 
good reason for the therapist not to set him/herself up 
as an “expert” in the counseling relationship. In the 
same vein, it is best to avoid technical jargon, which 
is a way of “putting yourself above” your clients. Cli-
ents who do not feel respected will not return. This 
is probably true of most clients, but it is especially 
important when working with Appalachians.

1  https://www.counseling.org/resources/library/vistas/2010-v-
online/Article_69.pdf

 If you interpret this interacting with rural mountain 
people as a general rule you will find interactions with 
them, and likely many others as well, smoother. 

Importantly for field team leaders: this also applies to 
leading search teams of local EMS, firefighters and other 
local people. Bottom line: don’t come across as a know-
it-all city-slicker.

My day job2 is that I’m a physician. That means I deal 
with people one-on-one, often when they’re stressed. I 
think that the above advice applies pretty well to almost 
anyone in the USA. For example, if I’m treating some-
one with a migraine, I’ll share something about myself; 
I’ll tell my patient that I, my wife and my daughter all 
suffer from migraines, and how we deal with them. As 
with using my first name, which we discuss elsewhere 
in this chapter, this provides a social leveling effect and 
improves my communication and “bonding,” even with 
such a brief encounter, with the patient. So when you 
interact with Appalachian locals, ask about them and 
share something personal of your own, preferably some-
thing they can relate to, before getting down to business 
about the search subject or the team’s task.

Thanks to Lee Fuell of the ASRC’s Mountaineer Area 
Rescue Group in Morgantown, WV for sharing this 
mid-Appalachian people-skills information.

There’s nothing wrong with learning a bit about your 
personality type, either. That way you can be conscious 
of it and nudge your communication style this way or 
that way to better communicate with others. So, let’s 
learn about personality types, starting with: 

2  Well, I’m an emergency physician so it’s a shift job, with day shifts 
that start at 6 and evening shifts that sometimes go until 3 or 4 AM 
and a rare overnight shift.

 

The Three Pillars of Charisma

The first pillar, presence, involves residing in 
the moment. When you find your attention 
slipping while speaking to someone, refocus 
by centering yourself. Pay attention to the 
sounds in the environment, your breath and 
the subtle sensations in your body – the 
tingles that start in your toes and radiate 
throughout your frame.

Power, the second pillar, involves break-
ing down self-imposed barriers rather than 
achieving higher status. It’s about lifting the 
stigma that comes with the success you’ve 
already earned. Impostor syndrome, as it’s 
known, is the prevalent fear that you’re not 
worthy of the position you’re in. The higher 
up the ladder you climb, the more prevalent 
the feeling becomes. 

The key to this pillar is to remove self-doubt, 
assuring yourself that you belong and that 
your skills and passions are valuable and 
interesting to others. It’s easier said than 
done. 

The third pillar – warmth, is a little harder 
to fake. This one requires you to radiate a 
certain kind of vibe that signals kindness and 
acceptance. It’s the sort of feeling you might 
get from a dose relative or a dear friend. It’s 
tricky, considering those who excel here are 
people who invoke this feeling in others, even 
when they’ve just met. 

To master this pillar, Ms. Cabane suggests 
imagining a person you feel great warmth 

and affection for, and then focusing on what 
you enjoy most about your shared interac-
tions. You can do this before interactions, or 
in shorter spurts while listening to someone 
else speak. This, she says, can change body 
chemistry in seconds, making even the most 
introverted among us exude the type of 
warmth linked to high-charisma people.

—Olivia Fox Cabane, The Charisma 
Myth, summarized in What Makes People 
Charismatic, and How You Can Be, Too, by 
Bryan Clark in the New York Times, August 
15, 2019

https://www.counseling.org/resources/library/vistas/2010-v-online/Article_69.pdf
https://www.counseling.org/resources/library/vistas/2010-v-online/Article_69.pdf
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Charisma

Sometimes we talk about a “cult of personality” for 
someone with great charisma, that is, the ability to 
highly-motivate many followers. Examples abound. An 
Indian man, inspired by British ideals he likely learned 
in law school in London, led India to independence 
from the British Empire through peaceful means. A 
German man, reacting to the humiliating terms of 
the Congress of Vienna at the end of World War I, led 
poverty-stricken Germany to greatness, and then to 
ruin, through decidedly non-peaceful means. Both were 
noted for their charisma. 

As brought to us by Shakespeare, on Friday, 25 Octo-
ber 1415, King Henry V of England gave his St. Crispin’s 
Day speech, probably the most famous motivational 
speech in English, whereupon his highly-motivated men 
went out to win the Battle of Agincourt. 

For a more recent example, think of Ronald Reagan 
acting in the 1940 film Knute Rockne, All American 
urging the Notre Dame football team to “win one for 
the Gipper” as he is dying. Or of Reverend Jim Jones 
and his Peoples Temple religion, who moved en masse 
to Jonestown, Guyana. In 1978 he shot and killed a 
U.S. Senator and then poisoned a thousand followers, 
including three hundred children. This left us the doubt-
ful legacy of the phrase “drink the Kool-Aid.”

The modern use of the term charisma can be traced 
to sociologist Max Weber, who in his 1925 book 
Wirtschaft und Gesellschaft (Economy and Society) said 
(translated from the German): 

Charisma is a certain quality of an individual 
personality by virtue of which he is set apart from 
ordinary men and treated as endowed with supernat-
ural, superhuman, or at least specifically exceptional 

Mohandas Karamchand (“Mahatma”) Gandhi during the Salt March, 1930
public domain via Wikimedia Commons 

Adolph Hitler, speaking before the Bundestag, declares 
war on the United States, 11 December 1941

 Bundesarchiv, Bild 183-1987-0703-507 / unbekannt / CC-BY-SA 3.0

fair use per Wikimedia guidelines 
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powers or qualities. These are such as are not acces-
sible to the ordinary person, but are regarded as of 
divine origin or as exemplary, and on the basis of 
them the individual concerned is treated as a leader.

Weber distinguished charisma, which had definite 
religious overtones, from legal authority in a bureau-
cracy or command structure, or a leadership role 
steeped in tradition, as in a primitive tribe. 

There have been attempts to analyze charisma, and to 
reproduce it. None are all that persuasive. 

In the 2007 book It, Joseph Roach, a professor of 
English and theatre at Yale, notes that Marcus Fabius 
Quintilianus (Quintilian), the Roman rhetorician from 
Hispania, thought “It was ethos, the compellingly singu-
lar character of the great orator,” and for Baldassare Cas-
tiglione, author of the best-selling 1528 book Il Corteg-
iano (The Book of the Courtier) “It was sprezzatura, the 
courtly possessor of which turned every head when he, 
and he alone, suavely entered a room.” The phrase “stage 
presence” comes to mind, but while this ability to rivet 
attention may be necessary to highly-motivate masses of 
people, it is probably not sufficient. 

Some say that charismatic speakers tend to use a lot 
of metaphors and use words to create images, but is this 
cause or effect? Others say that the charismatic use non-
verbal communication to exude their charisma, and cite 
the need for good posture, a smile 
that touches the eyes, and physically 
touching people.

Overwhelming charisma is prob-
ably not required to be a good SAR 
leader, but having a modicum of 
it will help. If you want to increase 
your charisma quotient, taking a 
public-speaking or acting course 
will help. Maybe. But if charisma is 
just good people skills taken to the 
nth degree, perhaps just reading this 
chapter will help. 

Personality Typing

There’s that old adage “know thy-
self.” On the Internet, you can 
find many (too many) ways to test 
yourself and learn what kind of 
personality you have. There are 
multiple well-accepted personality-
assessment tools. There are the 
Minnesota Multiphasic Personality 
Inventory (MMPI), the Myers-Briggs 
Type Indicator, the Herrmann Brain 
Dominance Instrument, the Keirsey 

 

The greatest of all faults 
in a politician, and in any 
leader, is the failure to 
recognize that charisma 
has nothing to do with 
ability, excellence, or 
goodness. In fact, cha-
risma enables far more 
the evils of the universe 
than great and worthy 
accomplishments. Give 
me pedestrian accom-
plishment over charisma 
any day.

—L. E. Modesitt Jr.,  
Solar Express

 

Charisma is a bright 
flashlight in a dark 
room. Useful if applied 
carefully, annoying to 
others if you just wave it 
around.

—Ben McCandless

 

WESTMORELAND. O that we now had here
But one ten thousand of those men in England
That do no work to-day!
KING. What’s he that wishes so?
My cousin, Westmoreland? No, my fair cousin; 
If we are mark’d to die, we are enow
To do our country loss; and if to live,
The fewer men, the greater share of honour.
God’s will! I pray thee, wish not one man more.
By Jove, I am not covetous for gold,
Nor care I who doth feed upon my cost;
It yearns me not if men my garments wear;
Such outward things dwell not in my desires.
But if it be a sin to covet honour,
I am the most offending soul alive.
No, faith, my coz, wish not a man from England.
God’s peace! I would not lose so great an honour
As one man more methinks would share from me
For the best hope I have. O, do not wish one more!
Rather proclaim it, Westmoreland, through my host,
That he which hath no stomach to this fight,
Let him depart; his passport shall be made,
And crowns for convoy put into his purse;
We would not die in that man’s company
That fears his fellowship to die with us.
This day is call’d the feast of Crispian.
He that outlives this day, and comes safe home,
Will stand a tip-toe when this day is nam’d,
And rouse him at the name of Crispian.
He that shall live this day, and see old age,
Will yearly on the vigil feast his neighbours,
And say “To-morrow is Saint Crispian.”
Then will he strip his sleeve and show his scars,
And say “These wounds I had on Crispin’s day.”
Old men forget; yet all shall be forgot,
But he’ll remember, with advantages,
What feats he did that day. Then shall our names,
Familiar in his mouth as household words-
Harry the King, Bedford and Exeter,
Warwick and Talbot, Salisbury and Gloucester-
Be in their flowing cups freshly rememb’red.
This story shall the good man teach his son;
And Crispin Crispian shall ne’er go by,
From this day to the ending of the world,
But we in it shall be remembered-
We few, we happy few, we band of brothers;
For he to-day that sheds his blood with me
Shall be my brother; be he ne’er so vile,
This day shall gentle his condition;
And gentlemen in England now-a-bed
Shall think themselves accurs’d they were not here,
And hold their manhoods cheap whiles any speaks
That fought with us upon Saint Crispin’s day.
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Temperament Sorter and the Hartman Personality Pro-
file, just to name a few. 

There’s a saying in medicine that if there are multiple 
ways to treat a condition, either they all work or none 
of them work. Personality typing is like that. All the sys-
tems work to some degree.

Knowing something about your own personality type 
will probably help you be a better follower or leader. 
Knowing that the members of your field team, your 
incident staff or your search and rescue organization 
have different personality types, and something about 
these different personality types, will probably help you 
interact with them better. It’s impossible to give specific 
advice for a specific personality type in a specific situa-
tion. There are way too many possible combinations of 
personality type and situation. But having some basic 
knowledge of the different personality types at least 
gives you a fighting chance. 

One of the most popular personality typing method is 
called DISC.1 I had to do it for our Department of Emer-
gency Medicine Retreat as I was writing the first draft of 
this chapter, so that’s why I picked it for a more detailed 
look. As far as I can tell, the Myers-Briggs is the other 
most popular one, though there are more criticisms of 
Myers-Briggs than DISC. 

All of these methods have their proponents and 
detractors. My take is there is probably some truth in all 
of them, and none are completely true. (Sounds a little 
bit like an ecumenical/interfaith2 view of religion, which 
is a good analogy.) 

Some insist that the four-element DISC model is just 
plain wrong, and that the only one that really fits the 
observed data is a five-axis system, the Big Five person-
ality traits, also known as the five factor model (FFM).3 
On the other hand, there are also those who insist that 
Aristotle, instead of categorizing the world into four 
elements as most people think, originally categorized 
the world into five elements: earth, air, water, fire and 
tzatziki sauce.4 

1  If you spell it with a small i, thus: DiSC® it’s a registered trademark 
of a company marketing this testing, one which is used by many com-
panies, and indeed this is the version I had to complete.
2  The adjective ecumenical refers to interdenominational initiatives 
that encourage greater cooperation among Christian churches and 
their members, generally saying that “we all worship the same God 
in slightly different ways.” Interfaith refers to the same reconcilia-
tion between different religions. This is sometimes contrasted to the 
alternative “YOU ARE ALL HERETICS AND YOU WILL BURN IN 
HELL FOR ALL ETERNITY!” The dialogue between proponents of 
these different personality theories is, unfortunately, still at the “you 
are all infidels” stage. 
3  For a parallel example in religion, read up on Monophysitism.
4  Americans know this as gyro sauce, but any proper Greek (and 
Aristotle was the proper Greek) know’s it’s tzatziki sauce. 

The DISC theory is that people’s personalities can be 
measured along four different axes (D, I, S and C) and 
that the results can then be used to classify you into 
personality types based on how you score on each of the 
axes. 

DISC theory was invented by William Moulton 
Marston, a Renaissance man who was a psychologist, 
invented the modern lie detector, and was an artist for 
DC Comics; he created the character Wonder Woman. 

Marston, in his 1928 book Emotions of Normal People, 
called the four axes 
• Dominance: produces activity in an antagonistic 

environment
• Inducement: produces activity in a favorable 

environment
• Submission: produces passivity in a favorable 

environment
• Compliance: produces passivity in an antagonistic 

environment.
Today, with a somewhat more positive slant, we call 

these dominance, influence, steadiness, and compli-
ance; in this case, unlike many Bowdlerized and politi-
cally-correct terms,5 this is probably a justifiable change.

Lest we think this is something new under the sun, 
we should note that the classical Greeks also used a 
4-axis system, but also came up with more poetic names 
for the axes: sanguine (optimistic and social), choleric 
(short-tempered or irritable), melancholic (analytical 
and quiet), and phlegmatic (relaxed and peaceful).

The Greek physician Hippocrates (c. 460 – c. 370 BC 
wrote about these four axes, and suspected they related 
to four main types of body fluids, which gave us their 
names: 
• Yellow bile (Greek: χολή, chole): choleric

5  I’m sure you can think of many examples. One of my favorites, 
from a street near my house: the yellow diamond-shaped warning 
sign used to say “DEAF CHILD” which is perfect for quick recogni-
tion by a passing motorist. The sign now says “HEARING IMPAIRED 
CHILD.” Sigh. Perhaps if we want to be even more precise, the sign 
could say “MILDLY-TO-MODERATELY HEARING IMPAIRED 
CHILD.” But then the lettering on the sign would be so small that 
people would be distracted by trying to read it as they drove by, and 
hit the deaf child. There is a parallel with a problem in science and 
engineering when precision gets confused with accuracy. For an EMS/
medical example, let’s consider blood pressure. A blood pressure 
of 119/81 is more precise than a blood pressure of 120/80. Is it more 
accurate? Probably not. BP cuffs wrap slightly differently each time, a 
BP changes depending on whether you’re leaning to the left or to the 
right, and how your arm is twisted. Does the difference matter clini-
cally (which means in terms of patient care, as opposed to research)? 
Probably not. There’s also a question here of information design: which 
is easier to comprehend? Especially when you’re driving by at 35 miles 
per hour? MILDLY-TO-MODERATELY HEARING IMPAIRED 
CHILD or DEAF CHILD? Which is easier to read and comprehend 
when you’re cold, tired, and slightly hypothermic, 119/81 or 120/80? As 
Sir Francis Bacon observed back his 1620 Novum Organon (Book II), 
We are more likely to reach the truth through error than through confu-
sion (translated from the Latin).
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• Black bile (Greek: µέλαινα χολή, melaina chole): 
melancholic

• Phlegm (Greek: φλέγμα, phlegma): phlegmatic, and 
• Blood (Greek: αἷμα, haima): sanguine.

We’ve moved on from this biochemical theory, but 
we really haven’t moved on from the four-axis theory of 
personalities, and these four terms for describing people 
are still current. Here are the equivalencies:

Dominance: Choleric
Influence: Sanguine

Steadiness: Melancholic 
Compliance: Phlegmatic

The four classical temperaments have figured in art 
and literature for thousands of years. Continuing our 
musical sub-theme, the Danish composer Carl Nielsen 
wrote of his Symphony #2, Op. 16, composed in 1902: 

The idea for the symphony The Four Tempera-
ments came to me many years ago in a village hos-
telry in Zealand. In the parlour where I was having 
some beer with my wife and some friends there hung 
a most comical picture; it was divided into four parts, 
representing the four temperaments and provided 
with titles: “the Choleric”, “the Phlegmatic” “the 
Melancholic” and “the Sanguine.” The choleric man 
was on horseback; he had a sword in his hand with 
which he was fencing fiercely at the empty air, his 
eyes were nearly rolling out of his head, his hair was 
flowing wildly round his face, which was so full of 
fury and devilish hate that I involuntarily burst into 
laughter. The other three pictures were in the same 
style and my friends and I were greatly amused at 
their naïvety, their exaggerated expressions and their 
comic gravity. But how oddly things can often turn 
out! I who had laughed so loudly and derisively at 
these pictures found my thoughts constantly return-
ing to them and one fine day it became clear to me 
that these humble pictures had a sort of essence or 
idea and - mark well - even some musical potential 
into the bargain! A little later I began to work out the 
first movement of the symphony, but I had to be care-
ful that it didn’t fence at empty air, and I naturally 
hoped that my listeners wouldn’t turn the tables and 
laugh at me…

For a later concert, he wrote:

The four movements of the symphony are built on 
the concept of the four human character types: the 
Impetuous (Allegro collerico), the Indolent (Allegro 
flemmatico), the Melancholy (Andante malincolico) 

and the Cheerful or naïve (Allegro sanguineo). – But 
the impetuous man can have his milder moments, 
the melancholy man his impetuous or brighter ones 
and the boisterous, cheerful man can become con-
templative, even quite serious; but only for a little 
while. The lazy, indolent man, on the other hand, 
only emerges from his phlegmatic state with the 
greatest of difficulty, so this movement is both brief 
(he can’t be bothered) and uniform in its progress.

It is said that our personality types really don’t change 
much if at all over our lives, unless we experience some 
sort of life-altering experience. Those include things 
like losing a job, getting a better or at least different job, 
changes in marital status, births or deaths of loved ones, 
and participating in psychologically-critical incidents.

Being a SAR team member is probably a good way to 
collect life-altering experiences. If you are reading this, 
your personality is probably more likely to change than 
the average person. There is also some evidence that 
personality types can change throughout your adult life, 
usually for the better; and, that a happy and fulfilling life 

The Four Temperaments: Lavater, Johann Caspar. Essays on physiognomy, designed 
to promote the knowledge and the love of mankind. ... Illustrated by more than eight 

hundred engravings ... Executed by, or under the inspection of, Thomas Holloway. 
Translated from the French by Henry Hunter. Vol. 1. London: Printed for John Murray; H. 

Hunter; and T. Holloway, 1789-98. Original at Eighteenth Century Collections Online
public domain via Wikimedia Commons 
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may help this happen (a good argument for joining a 
SAR team).1

Most proponents of this method insist that they are 
not measuring personality types, but our behaviors at 
work. Indeed, if you look at the questions you have to 
answer on a DISC test, most tests ask something like In 
my work environment, it is most important to me… and 
In my work environment, it is least important to me… or 
When you are at work, which of the following four words 
best and least describe you?

A fair number of people say this is bunk and DISC 
really is a good test of your personality.

In our emergency physician and advanced practitio-
ner2 group, we had a variety of personality types. The 
leaders tended to have high scores on the D axis (duh); 
most of our staff had high C ratings, and I had a high I 
rating which is probably why I’m writing this chapter. 

Earlier in my life, like when I and three others 
founded the Appalachian Search and Rescue Confer-
ence, or back when I helped start the Virginia Search 
and Rescue Council, Pennsylvania Search and Rescue 
Council, Blue Ridge Mountain Rescue Group, Shenan-
doah Mountain Rescue Group, and the Allegheny 
Mountain Rescue Group, maybe my D scores would 
have been higher. Or perhaps others would have 
ascribed me higher D scores. Now that I’m an old fart 
I try to temper my D-ness, emphasizing more teaching 
and mentoring and supporting. And writing textbook 
chapters.

Related to this, the biblical rule of “do unto others as 
you would have them do unto you” (Matt. 7:12), given 
different personality types, should probably be “do unto 
others as they would have you do unto them.” Tailor 
your interactions to people’s personality types, even if 
you can’t provide a detailed analysis of their personality.3 

1  Roberts, B. W. and D. Mroczek (2008). “Personality Trait Change in 
Adulthood.” Current Directions in Psychological Science 17(1): 31-35.  
 Soto, C. J., et al. (2011). “Age differences in personality traits from 10 
to 65: Big Five domains and facets in a large cross-sectional sample.” 
Journal of personality and social psychology 100(2): 330. 
 Hudson, N. W. and R. C. Fraley (2015). “Volitional personality trait 
change: Can people choose to change their personality traits?” Journal 
of personality and social psychology 109(3): 490. 
 Soto, C. J. (2015). “Is Happiness Good for Your Personality? Concur-
rent and Prospective Relations of the Big Five With Subjective Well-
Being.” Journal of Personality 83(1): 45-55. 
 Specht, J., et al. (2013). “Examining Mechanisms of Personality Matu-
ration: The Impact of Life Satisfaction on the Development of the Big 
Five Personality Traits.” Social Psychological and Personality Science 
4(2): 181-189. 
2  For a long time, Physician Assistants (PA-C) and Nurse Practitio-
ners (CRNP) were jointly referred to, at least informally, as midlevel 
providers or just midlevels. Now, the politically correct term seems to 
be Advanced Providers, Advanced Practice Practitioners, Advanced 
Practitioners, or since we’re talking slang here, just APs. This leaves 
unanswered the question of “What is a Basic Practitioner?” 
3  Thanks to Chris Ruch of the ASRC’s Allegheny Mountain Rescue 

Adrian, an emergency physician who ran the retreat 
session discussing our DISC results, pointed out that 
there is no correlation whatsoever between DISC scores 
and how fast we saw patients in the ED. That’s a big deal 
these days: rating ER docs on their efficiency at seeing 
patients. It’s probably reasonable to extend this to SAR 
in general, so there is no reason to assume that high or 
low scores on one of these axes means anything about 
your abilities at common SAR tasks, though high D 
types tend to seek out leadership positions. 

He pointed out the advantage of knowing people’s 
personality type: if you go to Mike, the head of physi-
cian and AP staff at my Emergency Department, and 
who is a high D person, and he’s short with you, don’t 
take it personally, that’s just the way he is. (He’s a very 
personable and likeable guy, even if, as he says, he slams 
the phone down a lot.4)

A few of the things said of a high D (choleric) person:
• An extrovert
• A doer
• An optimist
• A born leader
• Dynamic and active
• Compulsive need for change
• Must correct wrongs
• Strong-willed and decisive
• Unemotional
• Not easily discouraged
• Independent and self-sufficient
• Exudes confidence

but also
• Little tolerance for mistakes
• Doesn’t analyze details
• Bored by trivia
• May make rash decisions
• May be rude or tactless
• Manipulates people
• Demanding of others
• End justifies the means
• Team may become his or her religion
• Demands loyalty in the ranks

This sounds like a lot of SAR people, right? Does that 
mean that SAR teams tend to have too many chiefs? 
Perhaps so, and perhaps learning to control one’s 
D-ness/choleric temperament is one of the keys to long-
term success for your SAR team. 

If you buy into the DISC concept, though, high-D 
people may also be distinguished by the amount of I, S 
and C that they have. 

Group for this golden observation.
4  I did see him once punch a computer monitor. But this was in the 
early days of speech recognition, and I agreed that the computer was 
asking for it.
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It is worthwhile to know that leaders tend to have 
high D scores. It is also worthwhile for leaders to know 
that their members have different personality types, and 
that different personality types respond differently to 
different leadership tactics. 

People who are high-D tend to end up in administra-
tive positions with SAR teams, but you probably have 
to have a high score in more than D to tolerate all the 
administrivia involved in helping to run a SAR team. 

Some have tried to map these axes to an x,y plot on a 
graph; others assign a score on each axis and then match 
them with one of the fifteen classic patterns, identified 
by those who turned Marston’s theory into practical 
testing instruments. These are: 

Achiever Developer Persuader

Agent Inspirational Practitioner

Appraiser Investigator Promoter

Counselor Objective Thinker Result-oriented

Creative Perfectionist Specialist

My profile fits the Practitioner type. Given this is an 
assessment of my behavior while working in the Emer-
gency Department as an emergency physician, I guess 
that’s OK. If I answered the questions related to what 
I do in SAR and disaster work, my profile might have 
matched a different type.

Details of these personality types are beyond the 
scope of this chapter, but if you’re interested, search the 
Web for “DISC fifteen patterns” and you’ll quickly find 
the characteristics of each of these personality types. 
Doing so is probably a worthwhile home-study project, 
but trying to memorize this material seems to be a lot of 
work for not much benefit. Book learning on this scale 
probably doesn’t make you a better leader. But recogniz-
ing that there are different personalities, and what works 
with one personality type sometimes doesn’t work with 
a different personality type, is an important lesson.

In emergency services training, we tend to group 
training and certification into several ascending levels:
• Awareness
• Operations
• Technician
• Specialist

Reading here about different personality types, and 
perhaps browsing a website that explains some about 
the DISC personality types, gets you to the Awareness 
level. You can’t go beyond this from book- or Web-
learning; you’ll have to interact with people on training 
or real operations.

Lest this DISC stuff seem a worthless academic exer-
cise, it’s worth noting that many large companies, rightly 

or wrongly, use DISC profiles to screen applicants for 
suitability for various jobs.

Competence and Commitment

We can graph two dimensions of followership: compe-
tence and commitment. 

You can create an x,y graph in your mind or draw it 
out on a bit of paper yourself. Blanchard1 describes four 
interesting places on this x,y graph:
• Low competence, high commitment: the enthusiastic 

beginner.
• Moderate competence, low commitment: the disil-

lusioned learner.
• High competence, low commitment: the reluctant 

contributor.
• High competence, high commitment: the peak 

performer. 
If you’re a leader, you could use this Cartesian2 analy-

sis to tailor your leadership style for each of these 
archetypes. If you’re a follower, you can use it for to 
analyze yourself and figure out what you need to be a 
better follower. If you’re a follower, you can also use it 
to analyze your fell0w-followers (say that fifteen times 
quickly, it’s good public speaking practice) and figure 
out how best to support their becoming better followers 
and leaders. 

One final and critically important point about good 
followership: you are responsible for bestowing The 
Mandate of Heaven, and when necessary, withdrawing 
that mandate. Iszatt-White in Leadership sees followers 
as “constructors of leadership,” but Mandate of Heaven is 
much more poetic.

1  Blanchard, K. H., et al. (2005). Self-leadership and the one minute 
manager : discover the magic of no excuses! : increasing effectiveness 
through situational self leadership. New York, W. Morrow.
2  Plotting things on x,y graphs was a favorite pastime of René 
Descartes; indeed we call these x/y plots The Cartesian Plane in his 
honor, and it has contributed massively to understanding of alge-
braic relations by those who are visual learners, and sleepless nights 
before math tests for those who are not. The power of this method 
of analysis is shown by its use for graphing two variables that may or 
not exist, and certainly can’t be measured with anything approach-
ing scientific certainty. We also have to mention that Mssr. Descartes 
is most famous for something he said in his 1637 Discourse on the 
Method: Cogito, ergo sum. (“I think, therefore I am.”) Sometimes this 
is mistranslated from the Latin as “I think, therefore, I am hungry for 
Chinese Dim Sum.” He built a philosophical house of cards based on 
this (given his name, this was expected) but later empirical scientists, 
notably those in The Royal Society that we will discuss in a page or 
two, knocked it over.
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Psychopaths and Sociopaths

Part of dealing with volunteers is dealing with people as 
they come. And some of the people who come to a SAR 
team may have something seriously wrong with them. 

Psychopaths likely make up a bit less than 1% of the 
population, but maybe 25% of the prison population. 
People talk about “the criminal mind” and likely they 
mean psychopaths.

What is a psychopath? Wikipedia says “Psychopathy 
is traditionally a personality disorder characterized by 
persistent antisocial behavior, impaired empathy and 
remorse, and bold, disinhibited, and egotistical traits. It 
is sometimes considered synonymous with sociopathy.” 
My take is that a psychopath is someone who has little 
or no interest in the happiness or unhappiness of others.

As far as the term sociopath, Wikipedia says, “Hare 
contended that the term sociopathy is preferred by those 
that see the causes as due to social factors and early 
environment, and the term psychopathy preferred by 
those who believe that there are psychological, biologi-
cal, and genetic factors involved in addition to environ-
mental factors. Hare also provides his own definitions: 
he describes psychopathy as not having a sense of empa-
thy or morality, but sociopathy as only differing from 
the average person in the sense of right and wrong.”

But psychopaths can be, given the right conditions, 
very successful. Some say that psychopaths tend to end 
up as CEOs of companies given their ability to manipu-
late others. At a recent South by Southwest conference, a 
panel estimated that Silicon Valley has many psychopath 
CEOs, maybe 4-8%. As someone else pointed out, given 
the stresses on your health, your friends and family, and 
likely your marriage, who in their right minds wants to 
be the CEO of a Silicon Valley startup? Maybe psycho-
paths have a leg up there, since they don’t care about 
such things. Silicon Valley venture capitalist Bryan Stolle 
said “it’s an irrational act to start a company. You have to 

have a tremendous amount of ego 
[and] self-deception to embark on 
that journey.”

As quoted on LiveScience,1 clini-
cal psychologist Joseph Newman 
at the University of Wisconsin 
says “Psychopaths are often big 
trouble for those around them … 
Although not all psychopaths are 
violent, their kind of behavior is 
very destructive socially, and hurts 
our trust of other people.”

1 https://www.livescience.com/7859-psy-
chopath-answers-remain-elusive.html

The quote from Wikipedia mentions the name Hare, 
who was one of the authors of Snakes in Suits: When 
Psychopaths Go to Work. It is a 2006 non-fiction book 
by industrial psychologist Paul Babiak and criminal psy-
chologist Robert D. Hare. It’s an interesting read.

It’s said that you can identify psychopaths by their 
frequent use of “er” or “um,” and their limiting their dis-
cussion to low-level needs as opposed to ideals. I have 
no idea if this is true or not.

Do SAR teams attract psychopaths? Probably not. But 
you certainly may need to deal with pschopaths in other 
public safety agencies; in particular, police or other gov-
ernment work might attract an occasional psychopath. 

This might be a good time to discuss humility. There 
is pretty good evidence that humble leaders (or at 
least those who act humble) perform better than self-
promoting leaders for their organizations.2 There is also 
good evidence that rudeness in leaders is bad.3

These patterns of behavior might not be directly cor-
related with being a sociopath or psychopath – imagine 
charismatic psychopaths who act humbly and are never 
rude but they still eventually stab you in the back – but 
there may be mild forms of sociopathy and psychopathy 
that manifest as just being mean. 

Left-Brained, Right-Brained?

Before we move onto leadership strategies, let’s sum 
up our study of human nature with a few observations 
about emotional intelligence and social skills, which are 
not “hard” science, but aren’t pseudoscience either. 
Since a lot of the meaning of emotional intelligence 
comes from popular culture… have you ever seen the 
TV show Big Bang Theory? 

When someone you know says something socially 
inept, have you said, “Yes, Sheldon,” to him or her? 
My wife sometimes says that to me but more often she 
or my daughter will tell me, “you are so left-brained!” 
Which, in popular-culture terms, is probably about the 
same. 

These concepts get at the fact that some people are 
more analytical and methodical in their thinking, and 
we tend to call such people left-brained, referring to the 
fact that the left cerebral hemisphere is thought to be 
the major seat of these functions. And if those type of 

2  Owens, B. P. and D. R. Hekman (2016). “How Does Leader Humil-
ity Influence Team Performance? Exploring the Mechanisms of Con-
tagion and Collective Promotion Focus.” Academy of Management 
Journal 59(3): 1088-1111. https://journals.aom.org/doi/abs/10.5465/
amj.2013.0660
3  Riskin, A., et al. (2017). “Rudeness and Medical Team Perfor-
mance.” Pediatrics 139(2). https://pediatrics.aappublications.org/
content/139/2/e20162305
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thoughts dominate in your brain, then people will call 
you left-brained. Or Sheldon.

Science Supports Democracy

And now for something completely different: science 
against pride and authoritarianism. A book about the 
development of the calculus of infinitesimals might 
seem a strange place to look for advice for leading a vol-
unteer SAR team, but it is what it is.1

One can say that the Royal Society of London was the 
first organization devoted to the pursuit of Science with 
a capital S. They observed that the experimental method 
was pluralistic and democratic: once you publish the 
method of a scientific experiment, anyone can repeat it 
and see if it gets the same results. The Royal Society had 
a keen interest in applying science to society as well, and 
recommended a pluralistic basis for nation-states. They 
were opposed to the dogmatic, autocratic philosophy of 
Thomas Hobbes (of Leviathan fame, extolling the ben-
efits of an absolute monarchy) and René Descartes, 

In his book Infinitesimal, Amir Alexander traces the 
influence of the method of infinitesimals (in modern 
terms: “calculus”) on modern society, including the 
musings of Thomas Sprat, the Royal Society’s Historian: 

In his writings, Descartes purported to dismantle 
all unsubstantiated presuppositions, reducing all 
knowledge to a single unshakeable truth: “I think, 
therefore I am.” From this rock of certainty he then 
recreated the world through rigorous step-by-step 
reasoning, accepting the validity of only clear and 
distinct ideas. And since his reasoning was flawless, 
Descartes (and his followers) argued, his conclusions 
must inevitably be true.

The problem with dogmatic philosophy, Sprat 
explained in his History of the Royal Society, “is that 
it commonly inclines such men, who think themselves 
already resolv’d, and immovable in their opinions, to 
be more imperious, and impatient of contradiction.” 
Such an attitude is detrimental to science because “it 
makes them prone to undervalue other men’s labours, 
and to neglect the real advantage that may be gotten 
by their assistance. Lest they should seem to darken 
their own glory.” It “is a Temper of mind, of all oth-
ers the most pernicious,” Sprat continued, and one to 
which he attributes the “slowness of the increase of 
knowledge amongst men.” Even worse, this kind of 
arrogance easily leads to the subversion of the state: 
“The reason of men’s contemning all Jurisdiction and 

1  Amir Alexander, Infinitesimal: How a Dangerous Mathematical 
Theory Shaped the Modern World, pp 251-3.

Power proceeds from their idoliz1ng of their own Wit 
... they suppose themselves infallible.” This leads inev-
itably to sedition, because “the most fruitful parent 
of Sedition is Pride, and a lofty conceit of men’s own 
wisdom; whereby they presently imagine themselves 
sufficient to direct and censure all the Actions of their 
Governors.”…

The alternative to the dogmatic rationalism of Des-
cartes and Hobbes, the founders of the Royal Society 
believed, was experimental philosophy. Instead of 
pride, experimentalism bred humility, and whereas 
the rationalist philosophies led to pettiness and envy 
of rival philosophers, experimentalism fostered coop-
eration and mutual trust. Most important, instead 
of sedition and subversion, “the influence of experi-
ments is Obedience to the Civil Government.” Unlike 
the rationalist philosopher, the experimentalist never 
claims he has discovered the only true system or 
that his results are absolutely and irrefutably true. 
Instead, making no assumptions about what he will 
find, he humbly proceeds from experiment to experi-
ment, trying to make sense of what he finds. His 
conclusions are always the best that he can supply 
at the moment, but can always be overturned by the 
next experiment. Not for him are Hobbes’s bold pro-
nouncements about matter, human nature, and the 
only viable commonwealth: To the 
contrary he proceeds slowly, con-
ducting many different experiments 
many times over, and only then will 
he venture, carefully and somewhat 
reluctantly, to provide a provisional 
interpretation of the results.

So, practicing how to control your 
hubris (or in terms of prior sections, 
your choleric or high-D nature) 
leads to better performance. 

The implications for wilderness 
search and rescue, whether at the 
field team level, search management 
level, or organizational level, are 
pretty clear. And this topic, “science 
supports democracy,” is a nice segue 
(musical term for a smooth transi-
tion: keeping on with the musical 
sub-theme whenever possible) to 
a section where autocracy versus 
democracy is a recurring theme.

fair use per Wikimedia guidelines 

 

As for the best leaders, 
the people do not notice 
their existence. The next 
best, the people honor 
and praise. The next, the 
people fear; the next, the 
people hate.

—Lao Tsu, 604-531 BCE, 
Chinese philosopher and 
founder of Taoism
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Leadership Strategies and Management Styles  

There are many different styles of leadership, 
management, or command, whichever you want to call 
it. Regardless of which of those four temperaments or 15 
DISC personality types fit, you can adopt different styles 
to fit different leadership situations. 

None of these management styles we will discuss 
are likely observed in nature in pure form. They are 
an attempt by academics and management consul-
tants to characterize features of real-life management 
in ways that can be easily understood. (Maybe just 
“understood.”) 

If you are inciting a mob of peasants with torches and 
pitchforks to go after Dr. Frankenstein’s monster, you 
might adopt one style of leadership/management. If you 
are trying to get together a small group to sneak into the 

castle and put a wooden stake in 
Dracula’s heart, you might adopt a 
somewhat different style.

As with personality analysis, 
there are many different competing 
scholarly theories about leader-
ship/management styles, each with 
its own proponents, some of whom 
view those with other views as 
heretics. We will look at some of 
these leadership/management-style 
theories, those that seem to offer 
useful insights.

There are some themes that pop 
up over and over again, perhaps 
in different words and from dif-
ferent viewpoints, and your job as 
a reader and as a leader/manager 
is to appreciate and then internal-
ize them: make them part of your 
regular practice of leadership.

Lessons from Government 

The Mandate of Heaven 

Francis Fukuyama is a well-known 
American historian and politi-
cal and economic theorist. His 
politics are hard to classify; he was 
considered a neoconservative and 
was associated with the Reagan 

administration, but more recently was critical of the 
Bush administration’s aggressive military policies. He 
also believes that unequal distribution of wealth is what 
has caused South America to lag behind North America 
in development.

From our viewpoint, what matters more is his histori-
cal analysis of government in general, presented in two 
widely-acclaimed books, The Origins of Political Order 
in 2011, and Political Order and Political Decay: From the 
Industrial Revolution to the Present Day in 2014. 

Anyone who wants to be in charge of a SAR organi-
zation should read both of these books, as governing 
a SAR organization is not unlike governing a small 
country. One particular concept that Fukuyama details 
comes from classical China: the Mandate of Heaven. 
This concept originated over 3000 years ago and has 
guided Chinese society ever since. 

The emperor or empress could only rule as long as he 
or she had this mandate. Although it sounds religious, 
it was more cultural and philosophical. Wikipedia 
says “The Mandate of Heaven depends on whether an 
emperor is sufficiently virtuous to rule; if he does not 
fulfill his obligations as emperor, then he loses the Man-
date and thus the right to be emperor.” 

Fukuyama points out that the mandate was a nebu-
lous approbation of society, and that there was no Pope 
or Grand Mufti or Caliph to award this distinction. It 
was based on the Confucian ideal of Rectification of 
Names: if you’re the Emperor, you have to act like other 
good Emperors or you really aren’t an emperor and you 
no longer have the Mandate of Heaven. 

If you’re leading a field team, or a SAR team, then 
you, too, need the Mandate of Heaven. It is given to you 
by your team members.

For those who don’t live in China, it’s probably better 
to talk about the consent of the governed, which is found 
in Article 21 of the United Nation’s 1948 Universal Dec-
laration of Human Rights: “The will of the people shall 
be the basis of the authority of government.” Perhaps 
more importantly for US residents, the Declaration of 
Independence states:

We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all 
men are created equal, that they are endowed by 
their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that 
among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of 
Happiness.

That to secure these rights, Governments are insti-
tuted among Men, deriving their just powers from 

 

Rectif ication 
of Names

A superior man, in regard 
to what he does not 
know, shows a cautious 
reserve. If names be not 
correct, language is not in 
accordance with the truth 
of things. If language be 
not in accordance with the 
truth of things, affairs can-
not be carried on to suc-
cess. When affairs cannot 
be carried on to success, 
proprieties and music do 
not flourish. When pro-
prieties and music do not 
flourish, punishments will 
not be properly awarded. 
When punishments are 
not properly awarded, the 
people do not know how 
to move hand or foot. 
Therefore a superior man 
considers it necessary that 
the names he uses may be 
spoken appropriately, and 
also that what he speaks 
may be carried out appro-
priately. What the superior 
man requires is just that 
in his words there may be 
nothing incorrect.

—Confucius, Analects, 
Book XIII, Chapter 3, 
verses 4-7, translated by 
James Legge.



4: Leadership and Followership 87

 Leadership Strategies        Lessons from Government        The Sun King

the consent of the governed, That whenever any 
Form of Government becomes destructive of these 
ends, it is the Right of the People to alter or to abolish 
it, and to institute new Government, laying its foun-
dation on such principles and organizing its powers 
in such form, as to them shall seem most likely to 
effect their Safety and Happiness.

Revolutions do occur in SAR organizations from time 
to time. But, unlike residents of an autocratic country, 
SAR organization members can leave without having to 
leave their homes and travel to a foreign country. A type 
of revolution for SAR organizations is for lots of mem-
bers to leave. They then form a new team that eventually 
supersedes the original team. 

You may also see the opposite: when an organization’s 
members don’t deal well with change, or the exigencies 
of dealing with a volunteer organization, the leader or 
leaders may get fed up and leave. 

To misquote Shakespeare’s Hamlet: in both cases ‘Tis 
a consummation, Devoutly not to be wished. 

The Sun King

There are ways of classifying leadership styles. 
One style of leadership is sometimes termed auto-

cratic or command and control, and this is often ref-
erenced as the military model. However, in its purer 
form, think of the divine right of kings in early modern 
Europe, culminating in Louis XIV of France, “The Sun 
King.” At the time of his reign in the late 1600s and early 
1700s, France was by far the most powerful nation in 
Europe, and Louis famously said “L’État, c’est moi.” (The 
state, that is me.) Louis had absolute power, and his 
word was law. Literally. 

It was only later, particularly in England, that the idea 
of a parliamentary monarchy really took hold, which 
required a different style of leadership. 

After his military victory over Napoleon at Waterloo 
in 1815, Arthur Wellesley received the title of Duke of 
Wellington. In 1828, he became Prime Minister. After his 
first Cabinet meeting, he was reported to say “Extraor-
dinary! I gave them their orders and they wanted to sit 
there discussing them.” 

As far as the military/“command and control” model, 
we might consult military historians – who will talk 
your ear off about this given half a chance – about the 
different leadership styles of the German and Russian 
armies during World War II. Although the Russian 
army eventually won, historians say this was solely 
because the Russians had more resources. Considered 
as individual units, the German army essentially always 
outfought the Russian army. 

 
L e s s o n s  f r o m  G o v e r n m e n t

 ▸ Academics have named dif-
ferent leadership styles; there 
are probably no examples of 
someone using solely one type of 
leadership, as we use a mixture, 
and change our styles to suit the 
situation. 

 ▸ Economic and political theorist 
Francis Fukuyama talks about 
how rulers cannot rule without 
the Mandate of Heaven, which 
is an ancient Chinese term 
roughly meaning “consent of the 
people.”

 ▸ Autocratic, “command-and-
control,” military, and Louis XIV 
are terms applied to a very 
top-down hierarchical approach 
to leadership. This is useful in 
very bad SAR situations that you 
should never get into, otherwise 
leave this to Kim Jung-il of North 
Korea.

 ▸ Autocratic governance requires 
blind obedience to orders. As 
shown by war crimes trials after 
World War II, even in the military, 
following orders is not an excuse 
for doing something you know 
is wrong.

 ▸ Distributed leadership is the 
opposite of autocratic command-
and-control leadership. 

 ▸ Distributed decision-making, also 
known as distributed leadership, 
collective leadership, shared leader-
ship, collaborative leadership, and 
participative leadership, all refer 
to the idea that those down the 
chain should be expected to 
exercise a fairly high degree of 
independent judgment. Zappos 
made it work impressively well.

 ▸ For distributed leadership, those 
at all levels are expected to 
interpret their orders based on 
their understanding of shared 
goals and principles and changes 
unforeseen by their initial orders, 
and show initiative. 

 ▸ Wilderness search and rescue 
needs distributed leadership.

 ▸ As the Mediæval shaded into the 
early Modern period of history, 
western European lords freed 
their peasants, which led to the 
Industrial Revolution and thence 
to the western European domina-
tion of the world. Lords had to 
stop being autocratic and had 

to understand and support their 
peasants. If you want to succeed 
as a SAR leader, care for your 
“peasants.” 

 ▸ High-D/choleric or charismatic 
leaders may drive away (or kill) 
rival claimants to the throne. 
Resist this. Assure a line of suc-
cession, whether on a Field Team 
or in a SAR team as a whole. 
Have a designated replacement 
for essential positions. 

 ▸ A SAR organization’s governance 
can be graded on its concentra-
tion of power.

 ▸ SAR organizations can be an 
autocracy: do what the chief says 
or get kicked out (“my way or the 
highway”).

 ▸ A SAR organization can be a pure 
democracy, in which the members 
vote on all issues. This can 
hamper the ability to make quick 
decisions.

 ▸ SAR organizations can be a 
republic: elected representatives, 
such as Board of Directors, 
doing most of the governing. 
Sometimes they do all the gov-
erning, in which case we might 
call it a clique, cabal, or oligarchy. 

 ▸ SAR organizations can be 
democratic, where the members 
have more or less control over 
the Board of Directors or chief, 
and there are distinct advantages 
to governance which is relatively 
democratic.

 ▸ Executing your admirals will get 
famous French authors to make 
fun of you in public; driving away 
team members who disagree 
with you may destroy your SAR 
team. It’s the same thing.

 ▸ Even if some see them as evil 
viziers or powers-behind-the-
throne, older members like 
me can serve as mentors and 
coaches.

 ▸ Charismatic leadership can lead 
to the empire of Alexander, the 
destruction of Germany, or the 
freedom of India from the British 
Empire. When a charismatic 
leader eliminates all the competi-
tion that also eliminates poten-
tial successors, which can lead 
to a power vacuum and chaos. 
Ensure continuity be grooming 
successor-leaders.
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Most ascribe this to different “command and con-
trol” models. The Russians followed the “my word is 
law” Louis XIV model: commanders were supposed to 
simply carry out their orders and not exercise any inde-
pendent judgment: do or die. Quite often they died in 
massive numbers. 

The German military, however, expected command-
ers to exercise judgment in carrying out their orders, 
and to adapt tactics and even sometimes strategy as 
needed to deal with changing situations in the field. This 
is also sometimes called distributed decision-making.1 
Other somewhat-similar terms used in the leadership/
management literature are collective leadership, shared 
leadership, collaborative leadership, servant leadership 
and participative leadership.

Another example from the emergency services world 
is police, where individual officers are given wide dis-
cretion what they do in the field, versus the fire service 
during a fire, where individual firefighters are very 
closely controlled by their superiors.

It is said that “no battle plan survives contact with 
the enemy” and this is true in search and rescue as well, 
where the enemies are terrain, weather, and poor com-
munications, as well as shifting information; we learn 
things, and more importantly, some of what we know 
turns out to be false. A field team leader needs to exer-
cise independent judgment to protect team members 
and carry out the goals of the mission, even when the 
task on the Task Assignment Form has been completed 
or turns out to be impossible, and there’s no contact 
with Base. This is particularly true of cave search and 
rescue operations where voice communications with 
Base are the exception rather than the rule.

One of the more extreme versions of this kind of 
distributed leadership in the business community is the 
online shoe an’ ’at2 retailer Zappos. A brief excerpt from 
Wikipedia will explain:

On average, Zappos employees answer 5,000 calls 
a month, and 1,200 e-mails a week (except in the 
holiday season, when call frequency increases sig-
nificantly). Call center employees don’t have scripts, 
and there are no limit on call times. The longest call 
reported is 10 hours 29 minutes.

Zappos employees are encouraged to go above and 
beyond traditional customer service. In particular, 
after a late night of barhopping and closed room 

1  Yes, Adolph Hitler gave some really stupid orders which contrib-
uted to the German defeat. Nonetheless, the generalization about 
leadership styles still stands. 
2  A contraction of “and that.” Commonly used in the Pittsburghese 
dialect of English (see http://www.pittsburghese.com/). True Pittsbur-
ghers also liberally sprinkle this throughout their conversation, where 
those from other areas might say “um.” Also sometimes spelled n ‘at.

service, Hsieh bet a Skechers rep that if he called the 
Zappos hotline, the employee would be able to locate 
the nearest late-night pizza delivery. The call center 
employee, although initially confused, returned two 
minutes later with a list of the five closest late night 
pizza restaurants. Inc. Magazine notes another 
example when a woman called Zappos to return a 
pair of boots for her husband because he died in a car 
accident. The next day, she received a flower delivery, 
which the call center rep had billed to the company 
without checking with her supervisor. 

With volunteer SAR teams, the Louis XIV “my word 
is law” variant of the “command and control” leadership 
method is unlikely to be tolerated, except briefly in cer-
tain field situations where rapid unquestioning action 
is essential. One of the goals of any field team leader 
should be to never get into such a situation, but as the 
saying goes, shit happens.

The German-army variation, where there is a hierar-
chical leadership structure, but sub-leaders are expected 
to exercise broad judgment in carrying out their orders, 
is much more common for SAR teams, and this is as it 
should be. 

Indeed, unless you’re a soldier in North Korea, sol-
diers are expected to exercise some judgment in carry-
ing out orders from above. Even in the military, it is a 
crime to carry out criminal orders. Wikipedia states:

Superior orders, often known as the Nuremberg 
defense, lawful orders or by the German phrase 
Befehl ist Befehl (“only following orders”, literally “an 
order is an order”), is a plea in a court of law that 
a person, whether a member of the armed forces or 
a civilian, not be held guilty for actions which were 
ordered by a superior officer or a public official.

One of the most noted uses of this plea, or 
“defense”, was by the accused in the 1945–46 Nurem-
berg Trials, such that it is also called the “Nuremberg 
defense”. The Nuremberg Trials were a series of 
military tribunals, held by the main victorious Allied 
forces after World War II, most notable for the pros-
ecution of prominent members of the political, mili-
tary, and economic leadership of the defeated Nazi 
Germany. It was during these trials, under the Lon-
don Charter of the International Military Tribunal 
which set them up, that the defense of superior orders 
was no longer considered enough to escape punish-
ment; but merely enough to lessen punishment.

Given this is a matter of international law, it gets 
much more complicated. The take-home lesson is that “I 
was ordered to do it” isn’t much of a defense in a court 
of law. 

http://www.pittsburghese.com/
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A whacker (see Whacker Management on page 134) 
or simply a very contentious member can mess up dis-
tributed leadership by trying to dominate the discussion 
by being the loudest, or at least the most repetitive, in 
the room (or forest, or cliff, or cave). However, an expe-
rienced leader can usually at least contain such a mem-
ber so he or she doesn’t cause any major harm to the 
operation. Cave rescue people sometimes (jokingly?) say 
to “flat rock” him: hit him in the head with a flat rock. 
Pointy rocks cause too much external bleeding and is a 
safety hazard. 

Free the Peasants

Have you seen the YouTube video of herding cats? If 
not, take a look at it before you read this section.1 

In western Europe, the Mediæval period gradually 
shaded into the early Modern period. The next thing 
you know, there’s the Industrial Revolution, and then 
western Europe takes over the entire world.

One of the things that shaped that western European 
transition was that peasants were no longer tied to the 
land. If the baron next door offered more or better land, 
or lower taxation, you were free to move. It was hun-
dreds of years more before peasants were freed from the 
land in eastern Europe, and as a result, there were no 
Polish or Ukrainian colonies in Africa, the Americas, or 
the Far East.2

1 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vTwJzTsb2QQ
2  An article in the New York also blames plagues like the Black 
Death and COVID-19 for killing off low-level workers, raising wages 
and increasing competition for low-level workers. https://www.

This isn’t a perfect analogy to SAR, but it’s educational 
and let’s continue.

If you’re a baron in eastern Europe, you can tax your 
peasants until they starve. There is no penalty for the 
leader’s hubris. If you’re a baron in western Europe, and 
you tax your peasants too much, they just move over to 
your more-inviting next-door neighbor baron. 

If you’re leader of a volunteer SAR team and you has-
sle your officers and members too much, they leave and 
join another SAR team, or form a new one. And then 
bad-mouth you for years. In volunteer SAR, there is a 
big penalty for hubris. If you’re a SAR team leader, you’ll 
need to care for your peasants so they don’t head over to 
the neighbor baron. 

Bottom line: as a volunteer SAR team leader, you 
need to be a baron who uses more carrots than sticks, or 
your team members will leave. 

There is a difference between leaders and supervi-
sors/managers.3 If you’re a supervisor or mid-level 
manager, then you’re responsible to your superiors for 
the performance of your inferiors. Classic examples 
of these sort of “leaders” are the bureaucrats of the 
Chinese, Byzantine and Ottoman Empires and the US 
government civil service. These people seldom meet our 
ideals of a “leader”; yes, you might have the power to 
have your inferiors executed for non-performance, but 
your job is to ensure performance, not to be a charis-
matic motivational leader. 

nytimes.com/2020/04/09/opinion/coronvairus-economy-history.html
3  Michael Hansen made me make this bold. He’s right.

European Colonies, 1914. Note that Central and South America were, prior to this date, Spanish and Portuguese colonies, and the USA was a British colony. 
Creative Commons Attribution 3.0 Unported via WikiMedia Commons, courtesy Andrew0921.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vTwJzTsb2QQ
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/09/opinion/coronvairus-economy-history.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/09/opinion/coronvairus-economy-history.html
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Those who cannot remember history are 
doomed to repeat the 10th grade.1

Assume you are a mid-level manager in a factory. 
Assume further that you have been directed to decrease 
the failure rate of your assembly line. There will be no 
increase in pay or benefits. You develop a program with 
posters in the lunch room, and weekly meetings with 
your workers, review progress, and speak loudly and 
passionately about the importance of this new corporate 

goal. 
This probably won’t go over 

that well. In the meetings, there 
may be mutters of “mickey-mouse 
bullshit.” If this is not in the US, 
but in China during the Cultural 
Revolution, you will send those 
who mutter to a re-education 
camp, some never to return. If you 
try this in a volunteer group, they 
won’t be soft mutters, and people 
will simply stand up and leave.

Related to this is the idea of 
concentration of power. Some SAR 
groups are very democratic (not in 
the political-party sense, but in the 
Greek sense), so that major deci-
sions are presented to the member-
ship who get to vote on them. 

Other groups are more repub-
lican (not in the political-party 
sense, but in the Roman Republic 
sense): a Board of Directors or 
something similar is elected by 
the membership and then runs 
the group. This has the advantage 
of being able to make quicker 
decisions, but the disadvantage 
that the peasants may feel left out 

1  The original was ‘Those who cannot 
remember the past are condemned to 
repeat it,” from American philosopher, 
essayist, poet, and novelist Jorge Agustín 
Nicolás Ruiz de Santayana y Borrás, known 
as George Santayana (December 16, 1863 
– September 26, 1952). (Yes, he was from 
Spain but he lived in the USA and wrote 
in English.) But after this much history I 
figured we needed some comic relief so I 
tweaked it slightly. There is also a corol-
lary: History doesn’t repeat itself but it often 
rhymes. —attr Mark Twain After 45+ years 
of volunteer wilderness SAR leadership 
positions, I heartily endorse this observa-
tion: history doesn’t repeat itself exactly, but 
certain patterns occur over and over.  

of decision-making and revolt or leave. Some groups 
have a modified republican form of government with 
the Board of Directors running things, but offer the 
membership an easy way to recall (vote out of office) 
any director at whom they get pissed-off. The ASRC’s 
Shenandoah Mountain Rescue Group is a good example 
of such an organization. 

The pure republican form, where the membership 
has little control over the Board of Directors other than 
periodic elections, usually yearly or with staggered 
terms, sometimes goes by other and less-respected 
names. Clique. Cabal. Oligarchy. 

In an oligarchy, there may not be a cult of personality 
like with the Russian empire’s Joe Stalin and Vladimir 
Putin, but a small number of people hold the power and 
the citizens/members have basically no say in the gov-
ernment. Good recent examples of this include China, 
where the “Communist”2 Party controls the citizens, 
who have no power to control the government, and if 
the protests, it leads to the Tiananmen Square massa-
cre of 1989, where hundreds or more likely thousands 
of mostly-non-violent citizen/member protesters were 
slaughtered, by the orders of the ruling cabal, and by the 
rifle fire of their army. Or more recently, Hong Kong, 
where mostly-peaceful protests of a large portion of the 
population have been going on for almost a year. In this 
case, the ruling cabal’s army has not tried to slaughter 
the protesters, perhaps because there are just so many 
of them. Indeed, science seems to support the idea that 
protests, if of a large enough fraction of the population/
membership, may be able to topple a dictatorship or 
dictatorial cabal.3 There may really be safety in numbers.

On May 20, 1756, the French and British navies bat-
tled near the island of Minorca. The French won. After 
this, the British lost their garrison on Minorca. The Brit-
ish then executed Admiral John Byng for “failure to do 
his utmost” to relieve the garrison on Minorca. In the 
play Candide, Voltaire had a character speak admiringly 
of the British tendency to kill an admiral from time 
to time pour encourager les autres (“to encourage the 
others.”) 

But these are just the wrong models for volunteer 
SAR teams. Executing your admirals, or publicly sham-
ing your SAR team members or subsidiary leaders, is 
unlikely to “encourage the others” – it’s more likely to 
make the ones you publicly shame, and maybe others, 
quit.

There are, however, multiple reasons people leave a 
SAR organization:
• People may leave for an organization with lower 

2  We need a typographic symbol for “air quotes.”
3  https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/worldviews/
wp/2013/11/05/peaceful-protest-is-much-more-effective-than-vio-
lence-in-toppling-dictators/

 

There are many, varied 
styles that leaders use to 
influence their followers. 
Some are soft-spoken 
while others shout; some 
are dramatic, or under-
stated, or dour, or funny. 
But with any of these 
styles of interaction it is 
still possible for leaders to 
show that they care—or 
that they don’t. The 
greatest challenge leaders 
face is to show that they 
care deeply about both 
accomplishing the mis-
sion and the people who 
accomplish it.

—Larry Donnithorne, 
The West Point Way of 
Leadership

 

Elected vs Unelected

We talk about tyrannical 
leaders who abuses their 
subordinates. And rightly 
so, as this is a major and 
common problem. 

It is important to think 
about the differences 
between elected versus 
unelected leaders. 

Elected leaders who abuse 
their members won’t get 
reelected. 

There is a great danger in 
appointed officers abusing 
their charges or not fulfill-
ing their duties. They must 
be closely supervised and 
receive regular feedback. 

—Chris Ruch

https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/worldviews/wp/2013/11/05/peaceful-protest-is-much-more-effective-than-violence-in-toppling-dictators/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/worldviews/wp/2013/11/05/peaceful-protest-is-much-more-effective-than-violence-in-toppling-dictators/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/worldviews/wp/2013/11/05/peaceful-protest-is-much-more-effective-than-violence-in-toppling-dictators/
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standards, one that requires less of them, or one with 
a specialty that aligns more with their interests.

• People leave and join another organization to avoid 
disciplinary actions after being accused of having 
done something wrong, whether rightly or wrongly.

• People may be ejected from an organization, but due 
to concerns about liability, the organization may keep 
this ejection confidential, which enables them to join 
another SAR organization, one that might not have 
accepted them if the organization had heard about 
the prior ejection.

• Leaders who have lost their position or have been 
voted out of office may join another organization 
rather continuing to serve with their former team 
mates and having to transition into a different type 
of role. 
Having multiple members leave and become 

respected members of another SAR team may well indi-
cate some failure of leadership. It might just an under-
standable but regrettable inability to deal with high-D, 
choleric and contentious whacker members, who none-
theless have much to contribute. It might be an inability 
to manage the situation when someone who is dealing 
with a major life issue cannot participate fully for a time.

If this happens, it may be time to rethink the team 
leadership strategies and perhas consciously adopt a 
kinder, gentler and more inclusive approach to team 
leadership. Provide understanding and support to those 
whose temporary personal or work life interferes with 
their volunteer commitments. Modify the Bylaws to 
provide a more democratic and less republican form 
of government. Or perhaps suffer the fate of Captain 
Bligh.1 

When the number of members/citizens is in the hun-
dreds, hundreds of thousands, or millions, pure Greek/
Periclean democracy is unworkable, so some form of 
republican government is needed. When the members/
citizens are less than a hundred – like most SAR organi-
zation – something closer to a Greek/Periclean democ-
racy is not only workable but probably the ideal.

If, after reading all of the prior material, you still favor 
the command-and-control, autocratic, dictatorial, oli-
garchic leadership model, consider this string of three 
aphorisms.

A benevolent despotism is the best form of govern-
ment, but the ruler must be a philosopher-king

—paraphrase of Plato The Republic, 5.473d, using 
terminology from the European Enlightenment

1  Watch the 1935 movie The Bounty, starring Charles Laughton. In 
1789, Acting Lieutenant Fletcher Christian and the crew set captain 
William Bligh and 18 of his officers adrift in the ship’s boat in the 
middle of the South Pacific.

…democracy is the worst form of government 
except for all those other forms…

—Winston S Churchill, 11 November 1947
Power tends to corrupt; absolute power corrupts 

absolutely. 
—John Emerich Edward Dalberg-Acton, 1st Baron 
Acton, 13th Marquess of Groppoli 

Evil Viziers

One thing you can do if you want to destroy your 
enemies is to get others to do your dirty work. It’s best 
if you make sure there is no written or email record of 
your directions to your henchmen. This way, you have 
plausible deniability: it’s hard for people to prove your 
guilt for what others have done on your behalf, as long 
as they don’t rat on you.

In literature and in real life, this hasn’t worked out 
for many leaders; ask New Jersey governor Chris Chris-
tie what his henchmen doing his dirty work did to his 
presidential ambitions, regardless of the lack of proof 
he personally ordered the partial closing of the George 
Washington Bridge. Search for “bridgegate” to learn 
more.

There is a trope2 in the European monarchial tradi-
tion, likely derived from the divine right of kings, which 
holds that kings can do no wrong. If you don’t like what 
the king is doing, but you’re not allowed to attack the 
king himself, you blame his top advisors and call them 
evil advisors who led the king astray. And in English legal 
tradition, you impeach them in Parliament, take all their 
livelihood and titles and money, and sometimes order 
them executed.

There is another trope in literature: the idea of The 
Power Behind the Throne. This is reflected in the history 
of political handlers, from Boss Tweed (William M. 
Tweed) in 1800s New York City, who basically invented 
“machine politics,”3 to Karl Rove, regarded as the 
late-20th-century Republican “kingmaker.” 

And who could leave these related topics without 
considering that archetypal figure, the Evil Vizier?4 

2  Trope: a commonly recurring literary or rhetorical device, motif, 
or cliché.
3  Read Machine Made: Tammany Hall and the Creation of Modern 
American Politics by Terry Golway to get a better picture of this ulti-
mately tragic figure who actually did much to create today’s political 
world, and in the eyes of this author, saved us from having a more 
oligarchic republic than we would otherwise have. 
4  Vizier is a term that originated in the Abbasid Caliphate in about 
800 AD, and continued to be used by its successor empires up until 
the dissolution of the Ottoman Empire in the early 1900s. “Top advi-
sor to the President” is an equivalent term in American English and 
politics. The Evil Vizier character features in Arabic and Persian 
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Much of this character has to do with good political 
spin by reigning monarchs, who after all had to have 
someone to blame for the occasional bad thing that hap-
pened. The term “scapegoat” comes to mind.1 As does 
the term “fall guy.” 

As does the name Mohammed bin Salman of Saudi 
Arabia, who may have arranged the execution of some 
of his “evil viziers” for the government-sanctioned 
murder and dismemberment of regime critic and Wash-
ington Post columnist Jamal Kashoggi. Many think he 
personally ordered it, even if by saying, in the hearing of 
his viziers, the Arabic equivalent of “Will no one rid me 
of this troublesome priest?” 

That was what King Henry II of England said. It 
prompted four of his knights to proceed to Canterbury 
Cathedral and there murder Thomas Becket, the Arch-
bishop of Canterbury. This was back in 1170, when Eng-
land was still associated with the Catholic Church; not 
long after his murder, the Pope made Becket a saint.

A fun source for learning the character of the Evil 
Vizier is the 2000 Disney film The Emperor’s New 
Groove. The emperor’s advisor Yzma,2 while she is indu-
bitably evil and loses in the end, gets all the best lines. 
If you’re got to be the evil advisor, at least you deserve 
some good lines.

Speaking of getting all the best lines, one of the tropes 
that appears in Western literature is that the devil gets 
the best lines. Perhaps the most important example 
of this is Goethe’s3 Faust, in which Mephistopheles 

literature for the past thousand years or more. And, as with many 
things in modern Western culture and science (algebra, algorithms), 
as a result of interaction between the West and the great Islamic 
empires of the past 1500 years or so, this trope of the Evil Vizier has 
come into Western literature. One example is the fairytale of Aladdin: 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Aladdin. Since this chapter has a musi-
cal sub-theme, Die Entführung aus dem Serail (The Abuction from the 
Seraglio), is an opera by Mozart that features the evil vizier Osmin, 
whose evil is finally stopped by the wise and generous Turkish leader 
(Pasha) Selim. 
1  From Leviticus, the third book of the Hebrew Bible, the third of the 
five books of the Torah (or Pentateuch), and the third book of the Old 

Testament of the Christian Bible. In Leviticus 
16:8, a goat is to be cast into the desert with 
the sins of the community. More modern 
methods involve casting the blame on a 
convenient person who is then driven out of 
the company, leaving the company pure and 
unadulterated with the evil that had hereto-
fore spread its tentacles throughout the entire 
leadership structure. Yes, that is sarcasm. 
2  Pronounced EASE-ma.
3  Goethe set out to prove that German was 
a language of world-class literature and sci-
ence. He succeeded so well, not only have 
no German writers or scientists been able to 
truly match his contributions, but also those 

of us who speak other languages have to 
consider him right up there with the best 

(another name for Satan or the devil) is a somewhat 
sympathetic character, and Faust, though he sells his 
soul to obtain knowledge, uses that knowledge for the 
betterment of humanity. 

I don’t know about other search and rescue orga-
nizations, but in the Appalachian Search and Rescue 
Conference and its Groups, leaders sometimes die, but 
many of them just fade away slightly, sticking around 
to assist here and there and guide their Groups and the 
Conference for years after they have completed their 
formal leadership roles. I’m not sure what to call them. 
The Loyal Opposition? The collective subconscious of 
the organization? Whatever you call them, these lead-
ers who stick around still provide leadership or fol-
lowership or a combination of both, a most valuable 
resource. In primitive societies, these “village elders” 
would have a standard role; in SAR teams, this is not so 
clear-cut. The ASRC, and one of its Groups (Allegheny 
Mountain Rescue Group) have instituted a Fellowship 
status to recognize such status. We may consider these 
people mentors-at-large, or perhaps we should call them 
coaches. I am one such. And even if some see us as Evil 
Viziers, we still get the best lines.

Charismatic Leadership and Power Vacuum

Again consider the issue of pure charismatic leadership, 
not backed up by other adequate leadership skills. A 
great example is the recent government of Venezuela. In 
1998, Hugo Chavez, a very charismatic leader who had 
the support of most of the population, took control after 

in our native language, for instance, in English, Shakespeare. Many 
SAR teams are in college towns or cities (my own Pittsburgh metro 
area has some 27 four-year colleges or universities), and colleges and 
universities have proliferated over the past 50 years. Thus holding 
your own in an academic conversation may be important to you. 
I remember walking into an ASRC Board meeting at Shenandoah 
National Park and finding those who had already arrived chanting 
Beowulf together. Another time, while sitting at the top of a cliff eating 
lunch during a vertical training session, several of us, including two 
who were self-educated rather than college-educated, had a spirited 
conversation about whether Justinian’s actions were good or bad for 
the later Roman empire. You don’t need to hold multiple Ph.D.s in 
different disciplines to hold your own, though. For example, just drop 
a comment like “Well, as William says, non sunt multiplicanda entia 
praeter necessitatem” (Occams Razor: the simplest explanation is likely 
the best) implying that you and the English philosopher William of 
Ockham (1287–1347) are friends on Facebook and text each other all 
the time. That’s the literary equivalent of cutting the others off at the 
knees. Or saying “Just last week I was thinking about the subtext of 
knowledge leading to environmental degradation in Goethe’s Faust.” 
But to pull this off you have to learn how to pronounce Goethe’s name. 
It contains two vowel sounds that are not normally found in English 
unless you’ve just been punched in the stomach. There is a link in 
Wikipedia to the pronunciation. Practice. This is the literary equiva-
lent of slaughtering everyone and the room and piling up their severed 
heads in a pyramid, just so.

fair use per Wikimedia guidelines 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Aladdin
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an election in 1998. He stayed in control until his death 
in 2013. His massive reforms did attack concentrations 
of wealth and worked to better the lives of the poor, but 
his programs were economically unsustainable. After his 
death, the much-less charismatic Nicolás Maduro took 
over. He had much less popular support. The results of 
Chavez’s economic mismanagement combined with the 
drop in oil prices (the country’s main source of wealth) 
plunged Venezuela into economic and political chaos. 

Even charisma backed up by performance may not 
hold things together past the charismatic leader’s death. 
After Alexander the Great died, his charismatic generals 
took over different parts of his empire and then warred 
with each other. 

Some claim that Steve Jobs of Apple was such a 
leader. The term “cult of personality” comes to mind, 
but that term in my mind applies better to Reverend Jim 
Jones who could persuade hundreds of followers to go 
with him to a steaming jungle and then commit suicide 
via grape Kool-Aid. 

Lest this seem empty historical detail, can you think 
of any SAR teams that might have had similar occur-
rences? Well, not the grape Kool-Aid, but falling apart 
after the loss of a charismatic leader. 

Iszatt-White in her Leadership suggests three ways for 
the organization to survive loss of a charismatic leader:

1. By transferring charisma to a designated suc-
cessor through rites and ceremonies. The problems 
here are that it is seldom possible to find an equally 
extraordinary successor for an extraordinary leader 
and that the existing leader may be unwilling to 
identify a strong successor early enough to ensure a 
smooth transition.

2. By creating administrative structures that will 
continue to implement the leader’s vision. This can 
be difficult to sustain when a vibrant, living vision is 
replaced by a bland, bureaucratic set of rules. It can 
also strangle the organization as the vision becomes 
tired through lack of personal renewal.

3. By perpetuating the leader’s vision by embedding 
it in the organizational culture. This requires fol-
lowers to be persuaded to internalize the vision and 
feel empowered to implement it. Of the three, this 
approach is probably the most likely to be successful, 
though it is not without its pitfalls and limitations, 
not least of which is the fact that sooner or later a 
new leader with ideas of their own is likely to be 
required.

One problem with high-D/choleric people is that 
they can end up in leadership positions and then drive 
other high-D people out of the tribe/team/government/
whatever. If this loss is bad enough, the organization 

may disintegrate. For members of 
an organization that oppose such a 
leader, the choice may be leave or to 
try to stage a coup d’etat to unseat 
the leader, or work for democratic 
changes that limit the leader’s power. 

But with SAR teams, if we accept 
that SAR can change peoples’ per-
sonalities, it may be possible for 
such a leader to reform him- or her-
self, and to learn better leadership 
skills, which is probably the best 
outcome.

A hypothetical Martian observer 
would consider this alpha-male 
behavior, and the behavior of rac-
coons screaming at each other in the 
night to see who gets the territory, 
and deer stags clashing their antlers 
to see who gets to mate with the doe, 
and lump them all together.

If the alpha-male leader chases 
away or kills all potential competi-
tors and then dies, and has not yet 
produced descendants, who will 
take over? Who will be sub-leaders? 
What if there are three potential suc-
cessors, none of which has an iron-
clad claim to the throne?

The question of succession to 
power has plagued all human societ-
ies, and some of our most famous 
wars were over succession struggles. 
The bloody book and video series 
Game of Thrones is based fairly 
closely on The Wars of the Roses for 
the Plantagenet throne of England in 
the 1400s. The contest was between 
the House of Lancaster, whose sym-
bol was the red rose, and the House 
of York, whose symbol was the white 
rose. 

A less-famous but still famous 
war was the War of the Spanish Suc-
cession in the 1700s; but if you search 
Wikipedia for “war of succession” 
you get a list of twenty-three (23) 
wars of the xxxx succession, and a 
list of another thirteen (13) wars of 
succession that have a name other 
than “war of succession.” One of the 
reasons primogeniture (succession 
of the eldest male child) took hold in 

 

Lines of Succession

 · War of the Succession 
of Champagne 
(1216–1222)

 · War of the Flemish 
Succession 
(1244–1257)

 · War of the Thuringian 
Succession 
(1247–1264)

 · War of the Euboeote 
Succession 
(1256–1258)

 · War of the Limburg 
Succession 
(1283-1289)

 · Wars of the Rügen 
Succession (1326–
1328, 1342–1354)

 · War of the Breton 
Succession 
(1341–1364)

 · War of the Brabant 
Succession (fr) 
(1356-1357)

 · War of the Lüneburg 
Succession 
(1370–1388)

 · War of the Guelderian 
Succession (1371–1379)

 · War of the Succession 
of Stettin (1464–1472)

 · War of the Castilian 
Succession 
(1475–1479)

 · War of the Burgundian 
Succession (1477-1482)

 · War of the Succession 
of Landshut 
(1503–1505)

 · War of the Portuguese 
Succession 
(1580–1583)

 · War of the Polish 
Succession (1587–88)

 · War of the Jülich 
Succession 
(1609–1614)

 · War of the Montferrat 
Succession (fr) 
(1613-1617)

 · War of the Mantuan 
Succession 
(1628–1631)

 · War of the Spanish 
Succession (1701–1714)

 · War of the Polish 
Succession (1733–1738)

 · War of the Austrian 
Succession 
(1740–1748)

 · War of the Bavarian 
Succession 
(1778–1779)
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Europe was that it cut down on those “wars of the xxxx 
succession.”1

Over the decades, across North American, there have 
been several SAR organizations with “wars of the xxxx 
succession.”

Most non-governmental organizations have an 
elected President rather than a monarch who believes 
in the divine right of kings (a few SAR organizations 
excepted). Some of these organizations have also 
adopted an elected position of President-Elect; the Pres-
ident-Elect may also serve as Vice-President. At the end 
of the President’s term, the President steps down and the 
President-Elect takes over.2 This prevents a “war of the 
xxxx succession” and also allows a more gradual transfer 
of power, with the President-Elect serving what is basi-
cally an apprenticeship for one term.

If you’re acting as a field team leader, it’s a good idea 
to appoint a successor so if you get disabled, there is no 
war of succession. To put this in more modern terms, 
make sure you designate an assistant team leader before 
you head out.

If you’re a Search Manager in Base, make sure you 
have a relief lined up. If you’re administratively in 
charge of a SAR organization, try to line up a succes-
sor or two for each of your leadership positions. Avoid 
the War of [Insert Your SAR Organization Name Here] 
Succession. 

Next, let’s look at some business leadership styles, 
no, let’s call them management styles, no, let’s call them 
anti-management styles… yes, I’m foreshadowing some 
techniques you should not use. Iszatt-White gives these 
in her book Leadership.

Lessons from Business 

What to (Mostly) Not Do

Management by Exception

Iszatt-White says: 

 …this type of leadership involves corrective criti-
cism, negative feedback, and negative reinforcement 
activities by the leader in response to follower activi-
ties. It can take two forms: active and passive. Active 
management by exception requires the leader to 
watch followers closely for mistakes, rule violations, 
and other shortcomings and to take corrective action 

1  Royal succession seems a good reason for a war. But people don’t 
need much excuse to start a war. For example, the War of Jenkin’s Ear. 
2  In some organizations, the immediate past-President also stays on 
as an officer for a year. 

on each occasion. Passive management by exception 
occurs when the leader intervenes only after certain 
standards have not been met or certain goals have 
been missed, with smaller or less significant contra-
ventions being allowed to pass uncorrected. 

This method of dealing with error is known in the 
literature on human error as blame and train or blam-
ing the person on the sharp end.3 It is universally decried 
as an ineffective method to reduce error. Instead, the 
experts say, you need to do a root-cause analysis, look-
ing for failures in the system and making changes in the 
system to make such errors less likely. It’s a great way to 
piss off all your subordinates if the only time they hear 
from you it’s about something bad: “Being called to the 
principal’s office.” And “they” say that, for every unkind 
word you say, it takes a thousand kind words to make 
up for it.4

It is true that some managers are so strapped for time 
that they only have time to “put out fires”: deal with 
problems as they occur. That means lots of negativity 
and not much positivity, at least as seen by subordi-
nates. Even if it isn’t primarily the manager’s fault, and 
it’s more themanager’s manager’s fault, it’s still a major 
leadership failure: being forced into management by 
exception.

Transactional Management

Iszatt-White says transactional management is the 
same as management by exception except that you give 
rewards as well as punishment. 

This sounds like something from B.F. Skinner and 
Operant Conditioning from the 1930s. In a quick sum-
mary, Skinner’s idea was not to worry about underlying 
psychological features that you can’t measure, such as 
trust, just look at whether you get the results you want

Not good for managing humans. Maybe it’s good if 
you’re a lion-tamer, perhaps. Or on second thought, 
probably not, or not as an unalloyed strategy, if you 
want to be able to turn your back on the lions. One sus-
pects lion tamers need to engender trust as well.

It’s telling that the last section head of the Wikipedia 
article on operant conditioning is Workplace culture of 
fear.

Iszatt-White also gives us:

3  See, for example, James Reason’s book Human Error for more about 
this.
4  Really, 1,000 ± 12 according to unnamed scientific experts.
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Laissez-Faire Management

She says it is:

…effectively the absence of leadership, represent-
ing behaviours that are non-transactional such as 
abdicating responsibility, delaying decisions, giving 
no feedback, and so on. The name comes from the 
French phrase meaning ‘hands off ’ or to let things 
ride, and hence this kind of approach is unlikely to 
result in the meeting of organizational goals or the 
development of individuals within the organization.

A good take on these three mismanagement styles 
for wilderness search and rescue is limited to “don’t do 
that.”

Failure of Delegation

Failure of delegation is a problem in SAR organizations 
and in a search Base more than in field teams, 

This is when someone in a position of responsibility 
drops the ball, isn’t doing their job and hasn’t delegated 
it or asked for help. This may be because the position 
simply has too much work to do – but that’s then a situ-
ation in which to delegate, or if you can’t delegate, tell 
your superior and ask for help. In volunteer organiza-
tions, this can be due to a sudden increase in the work 
of one’s day job, or due to a life event such as a serious 
illness or death in the family.

Sometimes a volunteer steps in to fill the void. The 
volunteer has not been delegated the task. The volunteer 
doesn’t have responsibility or authority for the task.The 
volunteer is doing the job because it is the right thing 
for the organization or the search. 

This situation can get worse – when the person who 
is supposed to be doing the job, but isn’t, gets pissed off 
at the person who has stepped up to fill the gap, because 
“you are stepping on my turf.” 

If you are a volunteer leader-of-leaders, and this hap-
pens to one of your subordinates, there is a great chal-
lenge ahead: to deal with this firmly but tactfully, gently 
and respectfully.

The Rules

One of the rules is that leaders and managers make the 
rules. We discussed rules a bit at the beginning but now 
it’s time to look at it, not from the view of someone hav-
ing to follow others’ rules, but as someone who makes 
the rules.

Making a long list of “thou shalt” and “thou shalt not” 
rules might not be the best idea. Do you know how big-
rig truck drivers do a work slowdown when they are not 

allowed to strike? They follow the rules. All of the rules. 
All of the time. They never exceed the speed limit. They 
come to a complete stop for a couple of seconds at every 
stop sign. They follow driving time 
rules to the second. Efficiency drops 
drastically. 

From the human error literature, 
we know that the response to bad 
things is, first of all, to blame it on 
“human error” rather than a system 
failure, as we talked about with cri-
tiques and retrospectoscope (hind-
sight) bias in the previous section 
Mind Traps. We discussed the mal-
adaptive “blame and train” “blaming 
those on the sharp end” responses 
to this as part of a management by 
exception leadership (or anti-leader-
ship) style. 

But the response to “human 
error” can be to set up more and 

 

A leader should possess 
human understanding and 
consideration for others. 
People are not robots and 
should not be treated 
as such. I do not by any 
means suggest coddling. 
But people are intelligent, 
complicated beings who 
will respond favorably to 
human understanding and 
consideration. By these 
means their leader will 
get maximum effort from 
each of them. He will also 
get loyalty.

—General Omar Bradley

L e s s o n s  f r o m  B u s i n e s s :  W h a t  N o t  t o  D o

 ▸ Management by exception is like 
being a nun-teacher with a ruler, 
and not being afraid to use it.

 ▸ Transactional management is 
“You scratch my back, I’ll scratch 
yours” or quid pro quo (Latin for 
“this for that”) or a nun-teacher 
with both a ruler and a bag of 
candy. See also: Workplace culture 
of fear.

 ▸ Laissez-fair leadership means not 
worrying. About anything, even 
important things.

 ▸ Failure of delegation means being 
overloaded and not delegating 
some of your duties or asking for 
help from above. Share your turf 
rather than defending it. 

 ▸ Rigid Rules-with-a-capital-R 
can destroy both efficiency and 
safety; best practices are better. A 
best practice is a recommenda-
tion, not a rule. Rigid rules do 
make it easier to find someone 
to blame after the fact if that’s 
your goal.

 ▸ Dealing with perceived bad 
behavior should focus on quiet 
remediation (praise in public, 
admonish in private) and, before 
invoking a disciplinary process, 
even if with due process, consider 
whether a stepwise conflict-resolu-
tion approach might be better:
 ▸ Define the source of the 
conflict.

 ▸ Look beyond the incident.
 ▸ Request solutions.
 ▸ Identify solutions both dispu-
tants can support.

 ▸ Agreement.
 ▸ How would you feel if you got a 
speeding ticket for driving one 
mile per hour over the speed 
limit? In enforcing SAR organiza-
tion rules, it’s best to exercise 
some prosecutorial discretion 
and emphasize quiet, one-on-
one remediation rather than 
punishment.

 ▸ People talk about task-oriented 
leadership (task-focused leader-
ship) vs relationship-oriented 
leadership (relationship-focused 
leadership). The argument 
against task-focused leadership 
is that it works better for robots 
than for human beings who have 
needs and feelings, especially in 
volunteer organizations. 

 ▸ Task-focused leadership and 
relationship-focused leadership 
are two ends of a spectrum, or 
two coordinates on an x,y graph 
called “the management grid.”

 ▸ Groupthink is when the members 
of the group are willing to go 
along with others, especially 
authoritative-seeming others, 
and not voice their concerns. 
This is bad. 
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more “safety rules” as a response, and the human error 
literature quite clearly classes this as, for the most part, 
maladaptive. Why?

“Safety” rules made in response to a single unusual 
incident tend to be over-broad. And you progressively 
get more and more of these “safety” rules, so many that 
it’s impossible to observe them all and get anything done 
with any reasonable degree of efficiency. So people start 
skimping on the rules to get their work done, because 
they’re also being pressured to be efficient. In the 
extreme case, you get what error theorists call an n-tuple 
bind.1 This is when you are presented with enough rules 
that it is simply impossible to observe them all. This is 
also known by the term: a set of mutually incompossible 
rules. Error academics like James Reason (his book 
Human Error is the essential textbook on error) point 
out that it’s not often just two incompossible Rules, it’s 
many at the same time, so rather than “double bind” 
that’s why they talk about “n-tuple” binds.

A classic example of this is the Wells Fargo bank 
account fraud scandal.2 To grossly 
oversimplify: Wells Fargo manag-
ers set impossible sales goals for 
their sales reps, threatening their 
jobs → sales reps illegally created 
thousands of accounts and signed 
up customers, without their knowl-
edge, for car insurance they didn’t 
need → billion dollar fine and 
criminal investigations of Wells 
Fargo managers. (We shouldn’t call 
them leaders instead of managers 
after they did that.)

This is a good time to mention 
the Swiss-cheese error-prevention 
model. The model is simple. No 
matter what safety best practices 
or Rules you have, no best practice 
or Rule is enough to prevent error. 
Every best practice or Rule is like 
a slice of Swiss cheese. It will block 
many errors, but there are some 
holes in the slice that will let a few 
errors through. So as you’re build-
ing your ham sandwich, place sev-
eral slices of Swiss cheese on top of 
the ham with holes that don’t line 
up; that way the mayonnaise from 
that top slice of bread won’t get 

1  I would think that the term “multiple 
bind” might make more sense, but then I’m 
not an academic error theorist.
2  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Wells_Fargo_account_fraud_scandal

on your ham.3 And if you layer best practices this way, 
fewer bad things will happen. Some common sayings 
reflect this idea: “defense in depth,” and “don’t put all 
your eggs in one basket” and “design to prevent system 
failures from a single point-source failure.”

This is not to say that we should have no safety rules. 
It’s hard to argue that those who work next to high-
speed traffic on a highway don’t really need high-visibil-
ity clothing. 

Once upon a time, in a place far, far away, a SAR team 
member fell in a raging river without a flotation vest 
and drowned. Therefore your team now has a rigid rule 
that “During a search or rescue task, no team member 
may go within 10 feet of a body of water unless wearing 
a flotation vest.” However, the team also has a rule “All 
assigned search segments shall be searched completely, 
no exceptions.”

So you are an FTL of a team out searching in an area 
you know well from prior searches and your own hik-
ing. There are no rushing streams or large bodies of 
water so you are not carrying flotation vests. You come 
to a foot-wide stream that the trail crosses. Can you per-
mit your team to go across it without their vests on?

It’s time for a rest stop and for some hydration. One 
of your team members pulls out a Nalgene water bottle 
and opens it to drink. Is she allowed near this “body of 
water” without a vest on? (The term for this rhetorical 
technique, BTW, is reductio ad absurdum: following the 
reasoning until you get an absurd result, disproving the 
original argument.)

You come across a small pond a few feet off the trail. 
You’d like to search the edges for footprints, but then 
there’s that rule. You know that this pond is no more 
than three feet deep in the middle, because you’ve been 
here before and found that wading into it in the summer 
can be refreshing. Do you have your team search the 
edge of the pond?

You make a careful calculation of the risk versus 
benefit of allowing your team to search the edges of the 
pond. As would any reasonable FTL, you think “screw 
the rule” and have your team search the edge. You find 
multiple footprints matching the unique sole pattern of 
the subject, heading away to the east. You call this in, 
the LKP (Last Known Point) is updated, and a dog team 
is sent out to the east of your task. The dog team quickly 
finds the subject on another trail with a broken ankle, 
dehydrated and hypothermic but still alive. Your team 
joins the dog team and starts treating the patient; soon 
a litter arrives from Base, and you get the patient out. 
The patient survives, and your field team is, by unofficial 

3  Please don’t blame me for this analogy. It’s James Reason’s fault. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Swiss_cheese_model

 

Pournelle’s Iron Law 
of Bureaucracy

In any bureaucracy, the 
people devoted to the 
benefit of the bureaucracy 
itself always get in control 
and those dedicated to the 
goals the bureaucracy is 
supposed to accomplish 
have less and less influ-
ence, and sometimes are 
eliminated entirely.

…in any bureaucratic 
organization there will 
be two kinds of people: 
those who work to further 
the actual goals of the 
organization, and those 
who work for the organiza-
tion itself. Examples in 
education would be 
teachers who work and 
sacrifice to teach children, 
vs. union representatives 
who work to protect any 
teacher including the 
most incompetent. The 
Iron Law states that in all 
cases, the second type of 
person will always gain 
control of the organiza-
tion, and will always write 
the rules under which the 

organization functions.

—Jerry Pournelle

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wells_Fargo_account_fraud_scandal
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wells_Fargo_account_fraud_scandal
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Swiss_cheese_model
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acclamation of the rest of the SAR team’s members, 
credited with a save.

However, at the next business meeting, the head of 
your SAR team, who is an authoritarian “command and 
control,” management by exception, Louis XIV style 
leader, starts a disciplinary hearing against you for vio-
lating team safety rules. I made up this scenario but I 
know of very similar ones I can’t relate here. 

It’s attractive to make up a long list of “thou shalt” and 
“though shalt not” safety rules. But do you really think 
you are smart enough, and imaginative enough, to think 
of all the times and places where these rules might actu-
ally might have to applied? Including situations where 
those rules might be incompossible, or actually make 
things less safe?

And if you can imagine a single exception, or even if 
you can’t, make it a “best practice” instead. 

In medicine, we sometimes distinguish between 
protocols (things you have to follow to the letter; rules-
with-a-capital-R) and guidelines (which equate to best 
practices).

At the hospital at which I worked for ~35 years, we 
used to deal with critically-injured patients arriving 
in the Emergency Department with a senior general 
surgery resident and an emergency medicine attending 
running the resuscitation, with an on-call (at home at 
night) attending general surgeon to help take care of the 
patient, either during the initial resuscitation or later, in 
the OR (Operating Room) or in the ICU (Intensive Care 
Unit) or on the floor.

Eventually, the hospital established a Division of Mul-
tisystem Trauma, with dedicated trauma attendings in 
the hospital 24 hours a day. The new director of the divi-
sion, Dr. Larry Jones, took charge by setting up proto-
cols for when those of us in the Emergency Department 
had to call a “trauma alert”: a mixture of mechanism 
of injury, vital signs, and apparent injuries where we 
should mobilize surgical personnel and other ancillary 
medical personnal from other areas of the hospital to 
respond to the ED to help assess and treat the patient. 

In the meeting where he introduced these, I asked, 
“Are these rigid protocols, or are they guidelines? In 
other words, are we supposed to follow them to the let-
ter or use our judgment in applying them?” “You should 
follow them to the letter.” 

The very first day the trauma alert criteria went into 
effect, I saw a patient, looked at the trauma alert crite-
ria, looked at the trauma alert criteria more closely, and 
realized I should send out a trauma alert page for this 
patient. 

Instead, I paged Larry. “Larry, just checking again, 
the new trauma alert criteria, are they rigid protocols or 
guidelines?” 

“Rigid protocols.”

“OK, hang on and let me tell the unit secretary to 
send out the trauma page…”

There was a thoughtful pause.
“Why don’t you tell me about the patient first…”
“Well, the guy I just saw was in his garage working 

on his motorcycle, and it fell over and the handlebar 
hit his little toe. There’s no break in the skin, and clini-
cally it’s broken, and I didn’t order any X-rays because it 
wouldn’t change treatment, but the “rigid protocols” call 
for a trauma alert ‘for any accident involving a motorcy-
cle’ and so I’m going to get the trauma page sent out…”

(interrupting, with a sigh): “They’re guidelines.”
Don’t be guilty of rule-making hubris. 
Wikipedia says “A best practice is a method or tech-

nique that has been generally accepted as superior to 
any alternatives because it produces results that are 
superior to those achieved by other means or because 
it has become a standard way of doing things, e.g., 
a standard way of complying with legal or ethical 
requirements.”

My take, at least as applied to wilderness search and 
rescue: “A best practice is a recommendation as to the 
generally best way to do something, with the proviso 
that when and where to apply this best practice depends 
on the situation. A system that uses best practices rather 
than rigid rules requires education of members about 
these best practices, and independent judgment by 
members. But the gains in efficiency and morale, com-
pared to rigid Rules, are significant.”

Michael Hansen also says we should consider the 
liability issue – if you have a Rule that isn’t followed, 
and someone gets hurt, then a lawyer can fairly easily 
prove liability in a civil suit. If you have a best practice 
that isn’t followed, you will have a much better defense 
against such a civil suit. He says: Rules are for things you 
absolutely have to do and guidelines or best practices 
are for everything else.

Finally, to show why some independent judgment 
is required of any leader, an example from my own 
experience.

I was helping to teach a National Cave Rescue Com-
mission Orientation to Cave Rescue class a few years ago. 
The first day we were in class or practicing carrying lit-
ters around an obstacle course aboveground. 

The second day we were Pieper’s cave doing a mock 
cave search and then rescue. This was not only for the 
students’ benefit, but also an exercise for the student 
cave rescue leaders running the 
exercise.

Important cave rescue knowledge 
domain point: there were no wired 
field phone in the cave yet, and 
radios and cellphones don’t work in 
caves.

 

Praise in public, admonish 
in private.

—General Douglas 
MacArthur
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I was accompanying a team, mentoring as an instruc-
tor. The student leader instructed the team, “Search the 
Catacombs section but be back at the entrance at 1015 
hours.”  

None of us had been in this 
cave, so of course so we had trou-
ble, even with the map, finding the 
Catacombs section. (The passage 
leading to it is very hard to find, a 
little hole at the bottom of a twisty 
keyhole-type passage.) So at 1015 
we were just getting started search-
ing the Catacombs. Our leader 
asked me what she should do.  

We simply couldn’t do both, so 
which one should we do? After 
some thinking about it, the group 
decided to go ahead and search the 
Catacombs section and be late to 
return to the entrance. As it turns 
out, we later ran into a team with 
field phones and assured Base 
that we were OK, and that we had 
found one of the search subjects. 
Advice for leaders: if you’re assign-
ing a team a task, with potentially 
incompossible objectives, give 
some guidance on which are most 
important. 

Discussion of “The Rules” with 
a capital R leads inescapably to the 
question of how to enforce them 
which leads to a discussion of:

Constructive Criticism

Part of being a leader – at any level 
– is helping others to do their tasks 
better. That means, especially with 
new members, sometimes cor-
recting mistakes. The trick is to do 
this without (a) making the person 
burst into tears and walk off, never 
to return; or, (b) making the per-
son say “F*** you!” and walk off, 
never to return. 

The member’s mistake could be 
tying a knot wrong. Or, it could be 
that someone is not carrying out 
the duties of a position to which 
he or she was appointed. This last 
is a very common problem in vol-
unteer organizations, of whatever 
type. Medical or family issues, a 

new child, work issues, or personality conflicts with 
other team members can all play into this.

It’s pretty clear that there are wrong ways to correct 
someone:
• “That is sooo wrong!”
• “Don’t you have any idea how to tie a Figure 8?”
• “Not like that, like this!”
• “You took over as team xxxxxx officer a year ago, but 

for the past three months you haven’t done squat. 
Why not?”

• A ruler-slap across the knuckles.
• A dope-slap to the head.

The right way to correct someone depends on the 
person and the situation, and may be much harder to 
identify. Depending on the person’s personality type, 
you may want to adopt different techniques. 

There is an old Appalachian folk tale that goes sorta 
like this:

Once upon a time, a farmer sold a mule to his neigh-
bor. He told the neighbor “This here mule is good. He’ll 
do anything you ask. So treat him nice.” So the neighbor 
took that mule, and hitched him to a plow, and spent a 
half hour trying to get that mule to pull. He talked until 
he was blue in the face. And that mule just sat there. He 
asked over the farmer who’d sold the mule to him, and 
said “This mule won’t do nothin’!” The farmer went over 
to the mule, hit it in the head with the walking stick he 
was carrying, and then whispered in its ear. The mule 
then started cheerfully plowing the field. “You just gotta 
get his attention first.”

Perhaps with very high-D/choleric members, you’ll 
need to use this approach; subtle hints may not work. 
But for the vast majority of members, hitting them over 
the head with a stick, physical or verbal, is likely not the 
best technique.

One of the contributors suggested changing the title 
of this section to “Feedback.” The term “positive feed-
back” implies things like “That’s pretty good, but you 
can make some improvements by…” and negative feed-
back includes the bullet points listed above. Its still at 
“constructive criticism” as that combines both positive 
and negative in one widely-known term. And for giving 
feedback, you need to balance the positive and negative; 
you can’t make everything positive, especially if there is 
an immediate life-safety issue. But you can, and should, 
trend towards the positive.

Here are a few suggestions:
• “Can I show you what I think is an easier way to do 

that?”
• “Close, but I don’t think you’ve got it quite perfect 

yet. Let’s spend a few minutes practicing.”
• “I have a few ideas I’d like to discuss with you, some 

things that might help you in doing that.”
• “Your job with the team takes a lot of work, and I 

 

Mistrust doubles the cost 
of doing business.

—Columbia Business
School Professor John 
Whitney

 

The Peter Principle

In 1969, Laurence J. 
Peter and Raymond Hull 
published a book entitled 
The Peter Principle: Why 
Things Always Go Wrong. 
The basic idea is that 
employees only stop 
being promoted once 
they can no longer 
perform effectively, 
and “managers rise 
to the level of their 
incompetence.”

In time, every post tends 
to be occupied by an 
employee who is incompe-
tent to carry out its duties.

… work is accomplished by 
those employees who have 
not yet reached their level 
of incompetence.

Alessandro Pluchino, 
Andrea Rapisarda, and 
Cesare Garofalo cre-
ated a computer-based 
model where the Peter 
Principle was an invari-
able rule. They found 
that one of the two best 
ways around the Peter 
Principle was to promote 
people randomly. The 
other best method was 
to promote the best and 
the worst members.

For this work, they won 
one of the 2010 Ig Nobel 
Prizes. 

Google it and then draw 
your own conclusions. 
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know that sometimes family and work issues inter-
fere with our ability to do stuff for the team. Do you 
think you need someone to help with your position?”
Chris Ruch of the ASRC’s Allegheny Mountain Res-

cue Group shares some thoughts about these issues, 
which I have only lightly edited:

Timely feedback is critical. Letting things go and 
hoping that they will get better on their own just 
doesn’t work. They don’t get better unless you tell the 
person there is a problem. You also can’t wait and 
hope that someone else will have that uncomfortable 
feedback conversation. No one else will do it. Lead-
ers step up and help people by providing them with 
feedback. 

As a leader, you very likely will have to provide 
feedback about things you have not directly wit-
nessed: things you’ve heard about from other mem-
bers. This is especially true if you are running an 
independent or semi-independent part of the orga-
nization, and in particular, managing the training. 
In such cases, when you have to provide constructive 
feedback, consider that members, especially newer 
members, often find it hard to bring up and talk 
about their concerns. 

In the organization’s hierarchy, they may be on 
the bottom rung and feel powerless to bring about 
change. They may feel that their advancement to 
higher credentialing levels might suffer if they com-
plain – that more senior members will penalize them 
or hold them back if they complain. They may also 
feel like outsiders – all of the senior members and 
leaders have known each other for years and are 
friends – they may feel like their concerns or ideas 
will fall on deaf ears as a result. 

Good leaders create an environment where every-
one, regardless of their position or length of member-
ship with the organiztion, can voice their concerns. 
Members should always feel free talk to leaders. If 
you are a senior leader, you should have an open 
door policy: any member can come to you with 
concerns at any time. Not only should you tell people 
that you have an open door policy, you should do 
your best to allay fears members may have about 
coming to you. This chapter is full of advice such as 
“praise in public, admonish in private” that will help 
to allay these fears, as members shouldn’t feel that it’s 
dangersous to talk with you. They should also not feel 
that they have to channel concerns only through one 
supervisor, who may well be the one they are having 
a conflict with. For serious infractions, violations of 
policy, or inappropriate or illegal behavior, members 
should always be able to report those issues to senior 
leadership immediately. 

But even more than just an “open door policy,” if 
you’re a leader, you should be asking your members 
for feedback regularly. You should not be waiting for 
complaints, you should be proactively soliciting ideas 
and feedback – and acting on that feedback and 
doing something about it. You can do this through 
individual conversations, reviews of training sessions, 
or surveys. Whatever your approach, make it clear 
that you want feedback on how you and others are 
running things. This can go a long way to avoiding 
complaints in the first place. 

If you are a leader and members come to you with 
a complaint about someone, ask if they have talked 
to that person about it. Have they offered sugges-
tions for improvements or changes or voiced their 
concerns? In a high-performing organization, it is 
best for people to provide direct and timely feedback. 
Escalating issues to you or another leader should be a 
follow-up action if the direct feedback didn’t work or 
was ignored. 

The first time a member hears that there are issues, 
or realizing there are issues, should 
not be from a supervisor who has 
received formal complaints from 
other members. 

In a SAR organization, leaders 
(yes, this probably includes you) 
are usually very action-oriented. 
(This is discussed further in 
Emergency Services Workers on 
page 68)We often feel we need 
to take immediate action to solve 
the problem. We may start talk-
ing with other leaders about what 
to do about the problem. We may 
start to draft solutions or ways of 
dealing with it, organizing meet-
ings with other leaders to address 
the problem – all of which might be 
happening before the person being 
complained about even knows that 
there is a problem. This is really 
bad, especially in a volunteer, col-
laborative organization. 

Instead of going down that path, 
ask the complaining members what 
they would like to see happen. Do 
they have ideas for how things 
could be improved? 

Try to get the complaining 
members to talk directly with the 
member with whom they have a 
concern. Give them advice on how 
to address it directly with him or 

 

In a West Point leadership 
course, instructors offer 
cadets research psycholo-
gist Douglas MacGregor’s 
metaphor of touching a 
hot stove to teach simple, 
effective punishment: the 
stove is swift in its mes-
sage, relatively intense, 
impersonal (does not 
lose its temper), singles 
out precisely the errant 
behavior, consistent (the 
result is always the same), 
and offers an alterna-
tive behavior. Employed 
within these guidelines, 
the following forms of 
punishment can be effec-
tive: Verbal chastisement. 
After a discussion of the 
facts of the situation with 
the subordinate—to make 
sure that the leader’s 
understanding is valid—a 
verbal reprimand is a 
good first-level response. 
It should reinforce the 
expected behavior and the 
understanding that the 
person’s behavior—not 
the person himself—is the 
problem.

—Larry Donnithorne, 
The West Point Way of 
Leadership
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her. Or, if they are reluctant, offer to facilitate a dis-
cussion between them. 

For most issues, you should not escalate the issue 
to a discussion among your leaders, or initiate your 
organization’s formal complaint process, before the 
member being complained about knows about the 
issue and has a chance to address it. 

There are exceptions: serious policy violations, 
unsafe practices, or unethical/illegal processes where 
you should take immediate action to stop the situa-
tion. But those are rare.

Most complaints are more in the nature of long 
term annoyances – “poor organization,” “not fulfill-
ing their responsibility,” “rudeness that is putting off 
other members of the team,” so you can take time to 
address them in a nuanced way. 

If the complaining members have already talked to 
directly to the person they are complaining about, or 
if they are not comfortable having the conversation 
directly, or if there have been complaints from mul-
tiple people over time, you need to discuss it directly 
with the member being complained about. 

Particularly in the case of junior members com-
plaining about a more senior member or about a 
supervisor, they may be very uncomfortable talking 
about the issue directly, especially if the supervisor 
has not been actively soliciting feedback. They may 
also want to stay anonymous in order to avoid con-
flict or retribution. 

In such situations, your job is to represent and pro-
tect your team members, and remove impediments to 
their progress. It is especially true of junior members 
or less high-D members. They need your backing in 
order to have their voices heard over the stronger or 
louder voices of others. 

Providing feedback to a member based on com-
plaints they have received from other members, 
and not things you have directly observed, will be 
a particularly difficult conversation. You need to 
gather as much information as you can before the 
conversation. 

If you can, try to get first-hand information by 
observing the situation or behavior yourself. 

In the Toyota method and “Lean,” this is called 
a Gemba Walk (which in Japanese means “the real 
place”). Other management methods have manage-
ment by “wandering about.” Both have an underlying 
meaning for us that leaders should be out at train-
ings, on missions, and at other team events seeing 
and participating in things first hand. And you 
shouldn’t be awaiting for someone to complain to do 
this. 

As W. Edwards Deming said: “If you wait for 
people to come to you, you’ll only get small problems. 

You must go and find them. The big problems are 
where people don’t realize they have one in the first 
place.” 

Not only does this give you first-hand informa-
tion for addressing issues and making improvements, 
it also gives you credibility in the eyes of the team 
members you are giving feedback to. In volunteer 
organizations, leaders who don’t come to trainings 
or to missions may find themselves lacking the moral 
authority to provide feedback to those who are doing 
the work in the organization. 

Once you have gathered all the information and 
meet with the person to discuss the feedback, consid-
erin how to start the conversation:

“I have a few ideas I’d like to discuss with you, 
some things that might help you in doing that.” Or:

“Your job with the team takes a lot of work, and I 
know that sometimes family and work issues interfere 
with our ability to do stuff for the team. Do you think 
you need someone to help with your position?”

“Are there issues we need to discuss?”
“Are you aware of the complaints some members 

are making?”
During the conversation, be direct with your feed-

back. Direct doesn’t mean harsh, but it also means 
not sugar-coating things. In volunteer organizations, 
many problems come from poor communication, as 
much by things not being said as by the things that 
are being said. Make sure that you are not contrib-
uting to communication problems by being unclear 
or beating around the bush. If the member leaves 
the conversation not realizing you were providing 
feedback or if you don’t have agreement on the plan 
forwards, you missed the mark. 

Be prepared for the member to get defensive – ask-
ing to know who made the complaint, asking for 
more specifics or saying things like “I can’t change my 
behavior without knowing much more detail about 
the specific complaint.” 

It may be hard to respond if you haven’t prepared 
yourself by acquiring detailed information. 

That’s why it’s better to have members with com-
plaints address them directly to the member con-
cerned, perhaps with you being present as a mediator 
and observer. Or, going to training (if that is where 
it is happening) and observing what is happening 
yourself.

Don’t let these concerns prevent you from provid-
ing feedback. Focus on your expectations for behavior 
in the future and ask the member involved to think 
why the complaints were made to you instead of 
directly to the member involved. 

Has the member involved been asking for feedback 
or doing reviews of his or her performance? If not, 
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offer suggestions on how to do this. Be supportive and 
offer your help in making the situation better, facili-
tating change, or mediating a discussion between the 
parties involved. Work with them to come up with a 
plan and next steps for addressing the situation. 

Follow up. Make sure everyone involved is aware of 
the plan and the next steps. It may be appropriate to 
let the entire membership know part or all of what is 
going on; sometimes privacy concerns limit what you 
say to the entire membership. Regardless, follow up 
with the members who made the complaint so they 
know what steps you (often a collective “who” includ-
ing your organization’s whole leadership team) have 
taken and are planning to take. 

Continue to follow up in the succeeding days and 
weeks. Make sure that the member concerned is 
following the plan and that you are seeing improve-
ments. If things are not going according to plan, or 
if the member refuses to acknowledge there was a 
problem or implement changes, or if new complaints 
arise, or if the person refuses to even talk about 
the situation with you as a leader, then you have a 
real problem that needs a more formal, and wider, 
approach:

Discipline and Conf lict Resolution

Sometimes, people do things that are not mistakes, but 
actual bad things. (Or at least some in your organization 
think they are “bad things.”) Part of being a leader is 
sometimes acting as a judge. And a jury. (But not, one 
hopes, an executioner.)1 

The “bad things” might not be illegal or fattening, 
but you may find them immoral or at least unethical, 
perhaps in terms of your unit’s written code of conduct, 
or perhaps just in terms of your team’s traditions and 
values.2 For some leaders, the immediate response to 
this is to invoke the unit’s disciplinary policy. However, 
that is a big hammer, and should be your last resort. A 
disciplinary hearing almost always tears apart an orga-
nization, to at least some degree. From a team welfare 
position, more subtle ways to deal with the problem are 
usually better. 

When you’ve got a new member who has turned 
out to be a bad whacker (see Whacker Management on 
page 134), sometimes it’s possible to get the person to 

1  The first instance in English of someone serving as “judge, jury and 
executioner” is apparently Daniel Defoe’s 1717 “Memoirs of the Church 
of Scotland.” See https://english.stackexchange.com/questions/148910/
first-use-of-judge-jury-and-executioner
2  Alexander Woolcott famously said “All the things I really like to do 
are either illegal, immoral, or fattening.” https://en.wikiquote.org/wiki/
Alexander_Woollcott

resign from the team, perhaps with some sort of a face-
saving rationalization. 

As with beauty, “bad” is in the eye of the beholder. 
Usually this is when someone comes to you with a 
report that “he was bad” or “she was bad.” (Yes, there is a 
similarity with elementary school here.) Get some other 
officers or members to review the questionable behavior, 
and see if they agree with the complainant’s assessment 
of the degree of badness. If you’re the one making the 
complaint, especially if you are in a position of power, 
make sure that they make an independent assessment, 
and they’re not just reviewing your take on things. And 
make double sure that you’re not revealing, even by 
facial expression or body language, your take on the 
degree of badness.

If your team has a disciplinary policy, it’s very impor-
tant that it be fair, and that it is seen as fair. 

There cannot be special rules for some people or 
some groups of people treated more harshly that other. 
You can’t hold new people to a higher standard than 
more experienced people. There can’t be any “Oh, that’s 
just old Billy Bob – he’s been here forever, don’t pay 
attention to him.” If someone is doing something or 
wrong, they need to be held accountable and not let off 
the hook because they’ve a member for a long time or 
because they are friends with the other officers. We also 
can’t treat people who come to trainings regularly more 
harshly then people who only come occasionally. “Billy 
Bob barely comes to trainings, its not worth the trouble 
of dealing with the problems he causes on the rare occa-
sions he is here.”

Modeling your disciplinary process after the US 
judicial system has the advantage of 
making it both fair and seen as fair. 
On the other hand, it has the disad-
vantage of invoking an adversarial 
process, where lots of “he said” “she 
said” tends to inflame emotions, 
regardless of the final outcome. 

To model it after the US judicial 
process, base it on the presupposi-
tion that the Fourteenth Amend-
ment of the U.S. Constitution 
may apply to your disciplinary 
proceedings. 

The Fourteenth Amendment 
states: 

No State shall make or enforce 
any law which shall abridge the 
privileges or immunities of citizens 
of the United States; nor shall any 
State deprive any person of life, 
liberty, or property, without due 

 

Leaders accept honest 
mistakes by subordinates. 
We all learn from our 
mistakes—unless leaders 
create an atmosphere in 
which mistakes cannot 
be survived. A story about 
Thomas Watson, Jr., dra-
matizes this point. IBM 
lost $10 million due to the 
mistake of a subordinate, 
who immediately handed 
in his resignation in 
shame. Watson rejected it 
categorically. “Not on your 
life!” he said. “You think 
I’ll let you go now after 
spending $10 million on 
your education?”

—Larry Donnithorne, 
The West Point Way of 
Leadership

https://english.stackexchange.com/questions/148910/first-use-of-judge-jury-and-executioner
https://english.stackexchange.com/questions/148910/first-use-of-judge-jury-and-executioner
https://en.wikiquote.org/wiki/Alexander_Woollcott
https://en.wikiquote.org/wiki/Alexander_Woollcott
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process of law; nor deny to any person within its 
jurisdiction the equal protection of the laws.

Black’s Law Dictionary provides the following under 
“due process”: 

…Due process of law implies the right of the per-
son affected thereby to be present before the tribunal 
which pronounces judgment upon the question of 
life, liberty, or property, in its most comprehensive 
sense; to be heard, by testimony or otherwise, and to 
have the right of controverting, by proof, every mate-
rial fact which bears on the question of right in the 
matter involved. If any question of fact or liability be 
conclusively presumed against him, this is not due 
process of law.

A fundamental requisite of “due process” is the 
opportunity to be heard, to be aware that a matter 
is pending, to make an informed choice whether to 
acquiesce or contest… 

Embodied in the due process concept are the basic 
rights of a defendant… and include, timely notice 
of a hearing or trial which informs the defendant of 
the charges against him or her; the opportunity to 
confront accusers and to present evidence on one’s 
own behalf before an impartial jury or judge; the 
presumption of innocence under which guilt must be 
proven by legally obtained evidence and the verdict 
must be supported by the evidence presented…

The hardest part of this in a small group like a SAR 
team is to obtain an impartial jury or judge. Sometimes, 
you may need to invite in someone who is not on the 
team, but a respected regional SAR person.

An alternative to invoking the organization’s disci-
plinary policy, especially if your independent investiga-
tors are not unanimous in recommending a disciplinary 
hearing, is to consider it to lie more in the area of con-
flict resolution.

The AMA –not the American Medical Association 
but the American Management Association – recom-
mendes a five-step process for conflict resolution.1

 1 Define the source of the conflict.
They recommend asking questions like, “When did 

you feel upset?” “Do you see a relationship between that 
and this incident?” “How did this incident begin?”
 2 Look beyond the incident.

By this they mean that the two sides in the dispute 
have different points of view of the situation; you need 
to fully understand not just the facts but how they are 
viewed by both sides. Ask questions like, “What do 

1  https://www.amanet.org/articles/
the-five-steps-to-conflict-resolution/

you think happened here?” or “When do you think the 
problem between you first arose?”
 3 Request solutions.

The AMA says you should ask questions like, “How 
can you make things better between you?” using active 
listening and paying attention to body language: You 
want to get the disputants to stop fighting and start coop-
erating, and that means steering the discussion away from 
finger pointing and toward ways of resolving the conflict.
 4 Identify solutions both disputants can support.

Strive to find a plan of action accetable to both sides. 
As you discuss various plans, make both sides consider 
how the plan will benefit not just their side but the orga-
nization, or organizations, as a whole.
 5 Agreement.

Ask, “What action plans will you both put in place to 
prevent conflicts from arising in the future?” and “What 
will you do if problems arise in the future?” Once you 
have agreement, try to get it in writing and get both 
sides not only to agree verbally, but to the actual writing.

A few final miscellaneous thoughts, based on my per-
sonal experience. 
 • Sometimes you lose bad people from SAR, and that may 
be somewhat of a good thing. But sometimes you lose 
good people from SAR, and that’s a bad thing. If you’re 
about to lose a good person from SAR, you should try 
to intervene. It may not work, but it’s worth a shot.
 • For interpersonal conflicts, sometimes it’s best to try 
to intervene and bring people together, but sometimes 
it’s best to let bygones be bygones and let time heal all 
wounds.
 • Sometimes, directly intervening in the dispute, espe-
cially in the “he-said, she-said” details, can make things 
worse. If there’s a formal complaint, you may not be able 
to stay out of the details, but trying to stay out of them 
might be a good idea. But lending a sympathetic ear 
to all those involved, and encouraging other voices of 
reason and plans of reason, almost always is appropriate.
 • Even people who do a lot of good for SAR and whose 
hearts are basically in the right place can get into a fight. 
In such a case, sometimes them moving apart and doing 
their own things separately is best.

To end on a positive note, I will report the interesting 
and positive outcome of a disciplinary action I had to 
help adjucate and had to carry out. This was from back 
in 1988. 

An ASRC member – one who had been active and 
valuable – was alleged to be misrepresenting himself 
as an ASRC officer and interacting with Responsible 
Agencies on behalf of the ASRC in an unauthorized and 
deleterious fashion. The (painful, at least for me) inves-
tigation supported all of the allegations. I didn’t have to 
act as the jury, but I did have to act as the judge and the 
executioner. Let me quote from my letter to him:

https://www.amanet.org/articles/the-five-steps-to-conflict-resolution/
https://www.amanet.org/articles/the-five-steps-to-conflict-resolution/
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Dear Xxxx:
I am writing this letter at the request of the ASRC 

Board of Directors, as I was asked to do at the April 
Board meeting. While you have been an active and 
valued member of the Conference, the Board has 
been concerned with your inability to work within 
the constraints that the Board has established for 
all members. In particular, documentary evidence 
was presented at the Board meeting of two instances 
where you disregarded Board directives that were 
specifically for you and that you understood.

No one doubts your intelligence, energy, or dedica-
tion to search and rescue, and your contributions to 
the ASRC have been important. However, “free-lanc-
ing” by members causes many problems. In your case, 
the problems have been many, and they continue to 
occur despite attempts by the Board to control them. 
The Board can no longer tolerate such activity by a 
member.

However, the Board is reluctant to lose a member 
with your skills and dedication. Rather than simply 
asking for your resignation, we would like to offer 
an alternative that might benefit both you and the 
ASRC. (I am writing this, not only as a long-time 
member of the Board charged with this particular 
task, but also as a friend and as a physician with 
psychiatric training.) Your obvious energy and pro-
ductivity, combined with your inability to follow 
Board direction, suggests that you might suffer from 
bipolar illness (previously known as manic-depressive 
illness). If you will submit evidence of an evalua-
tion by a psychiatrist (M.D. or D.O.) that you have 
completed an initial evaluation, and are involved in 
ongoing counseling or other treatment, we would be 
happy to have you stay as a valued ASRC member.

Please understand. This is not entirely altruistic on 
the part of the Board, nor is it simply a fancy way to 
make you resign. If, with some simple intervention, 
we can retain one of the ASRC’s most productive 
members, it will benefit the ASRC as a whole.

Please provide written documentation, by certified 
letter to the main ASRC address (on the letterhead), 
of your psychiatric evaluation and ongoing treatment 
by August 1, or the Board will assume that you have 
resigned your membership. If you would like to dis-
cuss this with me personally, please give me a call.

He saw a psychiatrist. He contacted me after this, and 
said he was not going to continue as an ASRC member. 
But he said that he had been diagnosed with bipolar dis-
order, and was being treated for it. He also said my letter 
and the actions of the ASRC Board of Directors prob-
ably saved his life.

My main regret, in retrospect, is this: Do you think 
that, if we had intervened earlier, before this became a 
formal disciplinary matter, could we have kept him as a 
valuable ASRC member?

This leads to a discussion of:

Prosecutorial Discretion

Related to the “command and control” style is a style 
of management in search and rescue teams and similar 
organizations best termed “hard-ass.” Perhaps we could 
call it the “my way or the highway” management style, 
but that’s too long. 

This is the “command and control” method carried 
to an extreme. People who violate one of the rules, even 
if it’s questionable that they really broke the rule, and 
it might have been an honest error, are punished by 
disciplinary hearings, public shaming, and often either 
ejected from the organization or leave under duress, 
possibly to join a more welcoming group. The leader(s) 
are more interested in punishment than remediation. 

This is not to say that major infractions such as sexual 
harassment or something the law would view as a crime 
should not receive appropriate investigation and if 
needed sanctions. This is major punishment for less-
serious potential infractions of the organization’s rules, 
not for repeated or serious offenses.

In the US legal process as far as things that might be 
or might not be seen as minor crimes, there is discretion 
involved at all levels of the criminal justice system.

There is law enforcement discretion: it’s not very often 
police officers issue citations for littering or other trivial 
offenses. 

There is prosecutorial discretion: prosecuting attor-
neys only take cases to court when they have a reason-
able chance of a conviction, and the crime seems serious 
enough to warrant their attention instead of other cases 
they might pursue instead.

There is also judicial discretion: except in a few cases 
of mandatory sentences, for minor crimes, the judge 
may decide, instead of fines or jail time, to do remedia-
tion: impose a period of supervised parole, community 
service, or for minor first offenses, a public apology. 

Hard-ass leaders show no such discretion.
While there are probably some pure hard-ass leaders 

out there, most leaders fall along a spectrum of hard-
assedness from little to a lot. 

For a volunteer group that depends on its talented 
members and its reputation, too much hard-assedness 
may cause the group to suffer or even fold. 

Here is a story from my own past. I worked summers 
as a National Park Service ranger throughout a six-year 
stint in undergraduate school. (I tell people that I kept 
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changing majors until they finally handed me a degree 
and kicked me out.)

As Rangers, we took offenses like littering or trying 
to harm the wildlife a bit more seriously than inner-city 
police because, well, that’s our job. Like city police but 
kinder and gentler. 

In National Parks, the only people allowed to shoot, 
trap or otherwise molest the wildlife are National Park 
Service employees who are doing it for the protection of 
the park or the park visitors. 

When I would see a guy (it was always a guy) trying 
to commit a minor infraction such as chasing a fleeing 
snake and trying to kill it with a big stick, I would accost 
him. Seldom would there be any need to resort to any 
sort of force. I would inform the guy that all the wildlife 
in the park is protected, even the rattlesnakes (and cer-
tainly the harmless black snake that one guy was going 
after) and that his trying to kill the snake was a violation 
of Title 36 of the Code of Federal Regulations and was 
considered a crime.

I would then pull out a thick pad of what looked like 
traffic summons, maybe 4” x 8”, very official-looking 
NCR-type forms that I could write on so that the infor-
mation would be recorded in triplicate. I would ask for 
ID, copy the appropriate information into the form, ask 
a few questions, and then rip off the top of the three-
part form, give it to the guy, say “Don’t let me catch you 
doing this again.” There was all sorts of very dense legal-
ese written on the form in very tiny print. It was very 
scary, at least all the guys I gave them to looked scared.

We called them Courtesy Tags. They got filed, and 
unless someone got a whole bunch of them, absolutely 
nothing happened to the guy after this. No fine, no need 
for court appearance. Nothing. Except for being scared, 
and having to take a long time to read all that fine print 
on the back and finally figure out that nothing else bad 
was going to happen to you.

If you’re tempted to be a real hard-ass, give this tech-
nique a try. Consider an official-sounding warning, ver-
bally, one-on-one, in private, one that doesn’t go into the 
person’s record, without any sort of investigation other 
than a warning. But when in your one-on-one, your 
goal should be remediation: to make sure the member 
learns from this and doesn’t do it again, but still feels 
trust in you and the organization and continues to 
participate.

But if the person gets three or more Courtesy Tags for 
the same problem, then it’s time to invoke your group’s 
disciplinary process. 

Exercise prosecutorial discretion. It will probably 
make your group and the back of your mind both hap-
pier places. Would you like a speeding ticket for driving 
one mile per hour over the speed limit?

Task-Oriented Leadership

Every couple of decades there seems to be a renewed 
interest in looking at leadership from a task-oriented 
viewpoint instead of, or compared to, a people-oriented 
viewpoint. In the English literature, you can easily trace 
this back to the 1950s. If you are really interested you 
could probably trace this back to Roman times and fur-
ther to the Greek empire of Alexander the Great. (“Gen-
eral, if you don’t capture that city within three days, then 
you will lose your head!”)

The current buzzwords for this debate include
• Task-oriented leadership
• Task-focused leadership
• Relationship-oriented leadership
• Relationship-focused leadership

In the main, this is an attempt to classify different 
types of leadership styles along a spectrum from pure 
relationship-oriented leaders to pure task-oriented lead-
ers. Or perhaps different strategies adopted by leaders at 
different times.

The term Management by Objectives fits in here some-
where, off to the side; the idea is that you give people a 
list of objectives and then grade them on how well they 
accomplish those objectives. This is perhaps also a for-
malization of transactional management: if you accom-
plish your objectives, you get a reward; if you don’t you 
get punished. The “Fourteen Points for Management” 
in W. Edwards Deming’s 1982 book Out of the Crisis, 
discussed in Management Consultants in a few pages, 
trashes this concept.

It might be worthwhile to consider some examples, to 
get a better feeling for this dimension of leadership. The 
examples in the literature are terribly boring so I made 
up my own.

Examples of people who we would expect to be task-
oriented leaders include:
• A mid-level official in the Chinese Zhou dynasty 

imperial bureaucracy in 500 BCE (which bureau-
cracy some say invented the idea of the Mandate of 
Heaven).

• A mid-level official in Constantinople during the 
Byzantine (later Roman) empire in 964 AD (where 
else do you think the phrase “Byzantine bureaucracy” 
originated?)

• A supervisor of auditors in the U.S. Internal 
Revenue Service who is looking at your tax return 
right now.
These sound like caricature-ish unfeeling, fussy, 

OCD1-ish middle-manager characters from fiction, 

1  Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder: an example is the compulsive 
need to read all the footnotes in a document. 
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don’t they? But those archetypes,1 even if exaggerated, 
do come from real life. 

Here’s three more task-oriented leader caricatures:
• The owner of a small Internet startup company. 

Drives himself (or herself) and the five other part-
ners/subordinates to the point of illness with too 
much work, not enough sleep, and a diet of nothing 
but Jolt Cola, pizza and very large chocolate chip 
cookies. For more, read the book Accidental Empires: 
How the Boys of Silicon Valley Make Their Millions, 
Battle Foreign Competition, and Still Can’t Get a Date 
by the pseudonymous Robert X. Cringely. 

• An academic involved in cut-throat competition 
for the prestige of being the P.D.Q. Bach Chair of 
Philogenetic Semiotics at the University of Southern 
North Dakota at Hoople. If you don’t think that aca-
demic competition can be as bad as competition for 
money, read the literature on it, both real-life stories 
and fiction. My favorite is from Jack Vance, back in 
the Golden Age of science fiction. In 1954, he wrote 
a short story called First Star I See Tonight, a chill-
ing academic murder mystery. Another great recent 
book, which also involves selfish genes, is David 
Brin’s The Giving Plague, available in Kindle format at 
amazon.com.

• An MBA student. As previously noted, his scores 
on an ethical dilemma test are the same as convicts 
in a minimum-security prison. Task: “He who dies 
with the most toys wins!” Collateral damage to any 
and all others entirely acceptable. Thinks Warren 
Buffet of Berkshire-Hathaway (CEO of fifth largest 
public company in the world, third-richest person 
in the world, respected investment guru) is a wimp. 
Jeffrey Skilling of Enron2 and Martin Shkreli of 

1  Archetype = original pattern from which copies are made. First 
entered English in ~1540. From the Latin noun archetypum, lati-
nisation of the Greek noun ἀρχέτυπον, Can refer to (1) a Platonic 
philosophical idea (just can’t get away from those Greek philosophers) 
referring to pure forms which embody the fundamental characteristics of 
a thing; (2) for those believe in Carl Jung’s bizarre but attractive idea of 
a collective unconscious, a collectively-inherited unconscious idea, pat-
tern of thought or image that is universally present in individual psyches; 
or (3) a constantly recurring symbol or motif in literature, painting, or 
mythology.
2  Enron was an American energy, commodities, and services com-
pany based in Houston, Texas. It employed 20,000 people and claimed 
revenues of nearly $111 billion during 2000. Fortune magazine called 
it “America’s Most Innovative Company” for six consecutive years 
(thanks, guys). Due to cheating, lying and stealing by top leadership, 
most notably Jeffrey Skilling and Andrew Fastow, the company went 
bankrupt in 2001, taking their auditor, “Big 5” accounting firm Arthur 
Anderson, down with them. Tens of thousands of people lost their 
jobs, and investors lost gobs of money. Skilling is scheduled to get 
out of Federal prison in 2020. Fastow forfeited $23.8 million in family 
assets and was released from Federal prison in 2011. He now lectures 
on corporate ethics; he charges $10,000-$20,000 per lecture per an 
online booking agent. Not mentioned are any extra fees for audience 
members throwing rotten fruit. 

Turing Pharmaceuticals3 would be his heroes except 
they got caught. Recognizes his need for a more 
well-rounded personality, so has started studying 
history. Particularly interested in efforts in Mongolia 
to rehabilitate the reputation of Temüjin, who created 
the greatest contiguous empire of all time. While 
acknowledging how Temüjin (Genghis Khan) unified 
his empire by promoting religious toleration and a 
uniform written language, was particularly interested 
in how Genghis used to slaughter an entire city and 
make a vast pyramid of severed heads, bringing the 
art of intimidation to its highest point, ever. 
Here are a couple of almost-pure relationship-ori-

ented leaders:
• A pastor or parish priest in a poor inner city 

neighborhood. 
• The owner of a family business struggling with 

competition from big-box retailers.
Both value relationships with “their people” over reg-

ulations of the Church or the city government. They will 
break the law if they need to, to protect “their people.”

One example of such a two-axis leadership/manage-
ment model is that of Robert R. Blake and Jane Mouton, 
published in 1964 in The Managerial Grid: The Key to 
Leadership Excellence. The basic model analyzes leader-
ship styles along an x,y graph (above), with the x axis 
being concern for production (for SAR, perhaps substi-
tute mission performance) and the y axis being concern 
for subordinates. This sounds very like the linear-spec-
trum task-oriented versus people-oriented discussion, 
but now in a two-dimensional x.y grid. 

As you can see from the graph on the next page, they 
give names to the extreme cases. There are some value 
judgments here, as the “team style” (high on both axes) 
is almost always described with positive terms. 

Kim Jong-il, the dictator of North Korea, pointed out 
that he is a good example of a “team style” leader. If you 
disagree you will be summarily executed, which leaves 
only “team players,” and which proves his point.

Some extend this model noting that opportunistic 
managers may switch among the strategies as needed for 

3  Martin Shkreli founded Turing Pharmaceuticals in February 
2015. The company bought the rights to Daraprim (pyrimethamine)
to the main drug used to treat toxoplasmosis, a relatively rare infec-
tion that affects those with HIV infection but also some who are not 
immunocompromised. He jacked up the price 5000%, and was very 
surprised when people complained; after all, he was just socking it to 
rich insurance companies. He’d forgotten about those without insur-
ance. Despite his attempts to deal with this after the fact, it brought 
him more unwanted attention than quick profits. On December 17, 
2015, Shkreli was arrested by the FBI on charges of securities fraud and 
released on bail. He was brought to testify to a House of Representa-
tive panel to which he basically said “screw you, I’m not telling you 
anything” and afterwards Tweeted “Hard to accept that these imbe-
ciles represent the people in our government.” I keep waiting for him 
to be hit by a lightning bolt from Zeus. 
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personal gain. Others note that, when stressed, manag-
ers may switch models. Or, as perhaps with most things 
in life, a little bit of both. A good leader has internalized 
different management and leadership styles and uses 
them appropriately for the situation, but with the best 
interests of followers and the group’s goals in mind. 

Proponents of this management model (and most 
of the others) seem to be cast from the “my way is the 
one TRUE way!” mold, or perhaps the “buy ALL my 
books!” mold. 

There are other leadership grid models with different 
leadership characteristics on the x and y axes. Some say 
that creating an x,y grid with new axes is a rite of pas-
sage1 for new leadership researchers. Later work build-
ing on the managerial grid model adds an additional 
motivation axis to form a three-dimensional grid. Some 
others add even more axes to form n-dimensional grids. 
This, like some of those personality theories, makes my 
brain hurt but doesn’t seem to make me appreciably 
more knowledgable, wiser or a better leader.

What to Maybe or Sometimes Do

Sometimes, as a leader, you have to ask people to do 
things they would prefer not to do. Part of your job is to 
persuade them that it’s worth doing. As David Fifer says, 

1  A rite of passage is a celebration of the passage which occurs when 
an individual leaves one group to enter another, such as moving from 
childhood to adulthood. 

part of being a manager or leader is getting the job done 
by pissing off people at a rate they can tolerate. 

Sometimes people leave because they get really pissed 
off. What pisses off members (or employees) so much 
that they leave or sabotage the organization or the field 
team? The previous section of this chapter discussed 
mostly bad leadership things we need to recognize when 
they happen, and guard against. 

The following section describes how to do things 
right… so, instead of pissing off SAR group or field 
team members, we make them willing and maybe even 
eager to perform their tasks, and proud of what they 
accomplish.

This section consists of leadership things mostly 
to think about, and see if they apply in particular 
situations. 

Temporary

Given the volunteer nature of our SAR groups, our abil-
ity to participate hinges on other aspects of our lives. A 
new job, a busy period at work, a new baby – many life 
events can impact someone’s participation. Often (but 
not always) this gets better and the member becomes 
active again. Sometimes an injury or chronic illness or 
simply old age can limit what someone can do with the 
group, and people move away, develop other interests, 
or die. This applies to leaders as well. 

I told you, in Competing Roles on page 14, how I 
had to step back from leadership roles for a while due to 
my life circumstances, and Chris Ruch, long-time head 
of the ASRC’s Allegheny Mountain Rescue Group, who 
notes that he had to step down from the Commander 
position and all of his leadership roles in AMRG and 
ASRC for a few years when he was in grad school and 
starting a new job, says:

Different people will take different roles based on 
the situation and the events and people will move in 
and out of leadership roles. Especially in a volunteer 
organization, the people who are showing up and 
doing the work need to be recognized and rewarded 
with progressive responsibility. If someone is checked 
out and not putting in the effort any more and there 
are other enthusiastic and capable people to take 
over, there should be no shame and no problem with 
transitioning back to a follower role. 

There is a Harvard Business Review article that 
I use in a professional management role that talks 
about this leadership as a temporary endeavor from a 
multi-player video gaming perspective that illustrates 
this way of thinking well. https://hbr.org/2008/05/
leaderships-online-labs.

A graphical representation of the managerial grid model
public domain via Wikimedia Commons, by Khalid A. Al-Abbad for Wikipedia

https://hbr.org/2008/05/leaderships-online-labs
https://hbr.org/2008/05/leaderships-online-labs
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But at the same time, it is totally cool for people to 
take time off and not show up to everything! In fact, 
if you are going to be in volunteer SAR for a long 
career, you will go through times of more activity and 
less. The key is, if you need to dial back your partici-
pation, then you need to transition your leadership 
to other people – which means trusting other people 
to take over. And it also means not creating a scene 
or stomping off in a huff or refusing transition into a 
follower role when you don’t have the time or avail-
ability to be a leader any more. 

Leadership as a Task

A couple of pages back, we discussed task-oriented lead-
ership; it is now time to talk about leadership as a task, 
which is an entirely different kettle of fish.

We just talked about leadership being temporary. 
Sometimes leadership is very temporary, as in “a few 
hours.” For example: you are in Base for a lost-person 
search, waiting to go out in the field. One of the Base 
staff looks you in the eye, and says, “You are field team 
leader for Team Charlie.” You may only be FTL for the 
one task, but for that task, you are a leader. Leading 
Field Team Charlie is a task, and – tag – you’re it. Your 
task is now to lead Team Charlie on your assigned task.

In my Emergency Department, there is a position 
called “Charge Nurse.” It is a task, it’s not a position you 
hold – until someone puts your name in that slot on the 
schedule, and only for that shift. Yes, it usually goes to 
a more experienced nurse, but that’s not much differ-
ent than being assigned to by FTL for Charlie: someone 
decided that, from the available people, you’re best-
suited for the task.

The idea is simple: that leadership is a task, and peo-
ple can take turns leading. 

And perhaps, for certain small tasks, one person is 
better, and for another kind of small task, another per-
son is a better leader. In an article in the Harvard Busi-
ness Review about teams of online gamers: “Put simply, 
online games can be informal but realistic simulators for 
contemporary leadership training ... Perhaps the most 
striking aspect of leadership in online games is the way 
in which leaders naturally switch roles, directing others 
one minute and taking orders the next. Put another way, 
leadership in games is a task, not an identity – a state 
that a player enters and exits rather than a personal trait 
that emerges and thereafter defines the individual.”1 

The same thing may apply on a field team, in a search 
Base, in an organization or even during a meeting. Psy-
chological Safety and Shifting Leadership on page 121 

1  https://hbr.org/2008/05/leaderships-online-labs

discusses the idea of shifting leadership: how, when 
there is a high level of trust, leadership during a meeting 
(or maybe during a rescue?) can pass from one person 
to another frequently and easily. And why that is a very, 
very good thing. 

Change and Transformation

One big topic in corporate leadership-speak over the 
last several decades has been “change.” Chapter 9 in 
Iszatt-White’s Leadership is entitled Leading change: 
Leadership’s natural habitat?

Corporate leaders, according to this emphasis, are 
responsible for guiding “change.” As with other man-
agement fads that come and go, this leads to corporate 
managers talking a lot about how they need to lead the 
organization through “change.” While organizations 
that don’t change with the times wither and die, this 
emphasis on “change” seems to me to be a bit overdone. 
Corporate mangers sometimes feel they aren’t doing 
their jobs unless they find things to change, sometimes 
for change’s sake, not in response to real pressures on 

L e s s o n s  f r o m  B u s i n e s s : 
W h a t  t o  M a y b e  D o

 ▸ Especially in volunteer organi-
zations, or when assigning a 
leader for a field team, leadership 
positions are temporary. Life 
events affect what we positions 
we can fill. Gracefully moving in 
and out of leadership positions is 
a leadership skill, and preparing 
successors is required of leaders 
and organizations.

 ▸ Transformational leadership, also 
known as change leadership, is 
a way to shake up an organiza-
tion and make a big name for the 
leader, even if only for damaging 
or destroying the organization. 
Change is always needed, but 
usually in smaller doses than a 
“transformational” leader thinks.  
The best changes usually come 
from bottom up rather than top 
down: the Toyota Method.

 ▸ Management consultants have 
many theories about how to 
better run a business or a SAR 
team. A few are worth paying 
attention to.

 ▸ Relevant to SAR, Frederick 
Winslow Taylor says to: 
 ▸ Employ science and technology to 
make your job easier

 ▸ Set standards, and use them to 
establish an efficient training 
program.

 ▸ Read the book or atch the 1950 
movie Cheaper by the Dozen.

 ▸ Some of W. Edwards Deming’s 
famous Fourteen Points for 
Management apply to wilderness 
search and rescue, specifically:

 ▸ Improve constantly…
 ▸ Institute training on the job.
 ▸ Institute leadership… The aim 
of supervision should be to help 
people and machines and gadgets 
to do a better job. 

 ▸ Drive out fear, so that everyone 
may work effectively…

 ▸ Eliminate slogans, exhortations, 
and targets … and management 
by objective. 

 ▸ Remove barriers that rob 
people … of their right to pride of 
workmanship.

 ▸ Institute a vigorous program of 
education and self-improvement.

 ▸ The Toyota method of Taiichi 
Ohno was a major change that 
incorporated many different 
management techniques. The 
one most appropriate to SAR is 
of short feedback loops: listen to 
all your members, especially the 
newest, and get their ideas on 
how to improve things.

 ▸ Leaders should value transpar-
ency and collaboration.

https://hbr.org/2008/05/leaderships-online-labs
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the organization. Sometimes, people call this transfor-
mation or transformational leadership as if this means 
something different than change. It doesn’t. The shorter 
word “change” is better, if just because it’s shorter. 

Some like the word “transformation,” as it implies 
change for the better, almost a religious rebirth, and this 
helps justify an outrageous CEO salary. However, the 
effect on the worker-bees, especially minimum-wage 
employees who take out the trash, may be negligible. 
Even on employee-doctors, the effects of this “trans-
formation” may be minimal compared to incremental 
changes brought about through Toyota-like efforts 
(explained below) from the bottom of the hierarchy. 

As I write this, it is Presidential primary season in the 
USA, and every candidate talks about “change.” Take all 
this talk with a grain of salt. Sometimes, corporate lead-
ers are satisfied with giving new names to old things and 
calling it “transformation.” This causes minor confusion, 
and wastes time and money, but the real harm is that 
this attention to superficial “transformation” can distract 
from actual changes that need to be made. Rather than 
changing names, it’s better to tweak the existing organi-
zation in ways that make it more adaptive to evolution-
ary pressures. 

Do I seem cynical about this? Am I belaboring the 
point? Several times top leadership for an organiza-
tion for which I worked talked about “transformation” 

and “change.” As far as I can tell, 
the only benefits accrued to the 
top leadership who seem to be 
DOING SOMETHING BIG as 
opposed to the incremental change 
and transformation that is the life-
blood of any organization.

Perhaps this is a good place to 
talk about the Toyota Method. This 
is sometimes mistakenly taken to 
mean Lean (see “Lean” on page 
111) but it is really more than 
that. A maverick engineer named 
Ohno Taiichi (lastname, firstname 
in the Japanese style) came up with 
a bunch of ideas that transformed 
Toyota from a fourth-rate also-ran 
company to one of the biggest, and 
in some ways best, companies in 
the world. The story is told in the 
book The Machine That Changed 
the World: The Story of Lean Pro-
duction: Toyota’s Secret Weapon in 
the Global Car Wars That Is Now 
Revolutionizing World Industry.1  

1  My family’s cars all have names, and my 

Although most of the Toyota method focuses on 
industrial production… and the “lean” is very tightly 
focused on that… one of the other innovations of Ohno 
sometimes gets lost in the shuffle: short feedback loops. 
Any repetitive process – searching is a good example – 
works better if everyone, at every level, is encouraged to 
keep an eye out for how to make things better: improve 
the Task Assignment Form, improve dispatch proce-
dures, whatever. And leaders at all levels need to make 
the time to solicit these ideas, and then when appropri-
ate, act on them. Those who are being briefed and sent 
out into the field on a regular basis are actually better 
experts on search tactics than the Base weenies (that’s 
a technical SAR term), and are more likely to come up 
with ideas for improving things. That’s the essential ele-
ment of the Toyota method. 

Chris Ruch, of the ASRC’s Allegheny Mountain Res-
cue Group, and who does management consulting for a 
day job (nice lead-in to the next section), says:

Knowing that the people doing the work will have 
the best ideas for how to improve it means that lead-
ers need to regularly ask for feedback and ideas from 
members. And do something with the feedback. 

One of the areas that I see organizations most con-
sistently fail at is 1) not asking for feedback and 2) if 
they get feedback, not doing anything with it, which 
causes frustration and ultimately conflict. 

 Members will improve and optimize processes of 
which they have direct control. Leaders must take 
their ideas, the ones that span multiple positions/
parts of the organization, or that impact organiza-
tion processes, or the way leaders act, and act on that 
feedback.

Management Consultants

Management consultants probably vied to advise the 
manager supervising the construction of the pyramids 
of Giza in Egypt (constructed about 2580–2560 BCE). 
I’m sure that despite their best efforts, the project lasted 
longer than expected and was over-budget. None of the 
scrolls expounding their management theories have 
survived, likely due to the Great Fire at the Library of 

used 2006 Scion xA (Scion is a Toyota brand) is named Taiichi. It’s 
my city car, it gets 37 MPG on the open road. I picked his first name 
because the car is small and friendly and we seem to be on a first-
name basis with it. My SAR truck is a 2011 Toyota Land Cruiser Series 
200; we call it Shingo after Shingo Shigeo (lastname, firstname; we 
use his last name just because this kind of truck is more dignified and 
should go by his last name) who brought the Toyota Method to the 
USA. It gets 16 mpg on the open road if I’m lucky, but I can drive com-
fortably at highway speeds to a SAR operation then just keep going 
off-road if I need to. 

 

Pareto Principle

The Pareto
Principle, also known 
as the 80-20 rule, states 
that 80% of the
work is done by 20% of 
the volunteers. 

A study conducted on 
volunteer firefighter 
burnout and
organizational con-
nectedness, indicated 
emotional demands and
home life as the two 
leading reasons firefight-
ers become
disconnected with volun-
teer service

—Candice McDonald, 
The Missing Volunteers: 
Preventing Firefighter 
Burnout
& Discontentedness, 
Pennsylvania Fire & 
Emergency Services 
Institute newsletter, 
August 11, 2015
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Alexandria, so you can relax, you won’t have to read 
about them here. 

But, since SAR leaders are expected to be managers as 
well as charismatic leaders, you will have to read about 
(but not read) Frederick Winslow Taylor, M.E., Sc.D., 
and his 1911 book The Principles of Scientific Manage-
ment. They call him the “The Father of Scientific Man-
agement.” Indeed, scientific management is also some-
times called “Taylorism.”

He made his point by documenting increased effi-
ciency moving pig iron at Bethlehem Steel after they 
followed his advice. He did point out, however, that 
the principles of scientific management also applied to 
other organizations, including philanthropic ones (such 
as SAR teams). 

His guiding principle was to maximize the prosperity 
of both managers and workers. He noted that factory 
workers tended to “soldier” or work minimally, as there 
was no incentive to work harder. He argued to incen-
tivize workers. In SAR, as discussed in Heroic Efforts 
on page 135 Heroic, we pay people in intangibles, 
but those are still incentives we pay members, and we 
should always be conscious of that and pay our workers 
promptly and fully. Michael Hansen says, “Volunteering 
makes you a better employee, especially if you are a sala-
ried employee - you end up learning to value complet-
ing the task over watching the clock.”

Taylor established four principles for managers, and 
I’ll give examples of them in practice from my personal 
search and rescue experience with the Appalachian 
Search and Rescue Conference (ASRC). I did substitute 
the word “member” where appropriate:
 1 They should develop a science for each element of a mem-
ber’s work, which replaces the old rule-of-thumb method.

A good example of this quest for “Scientific Manage-
ment” efficiency is the ASRC’s 1970s standardization of 
rope team rotations for semi-tech evacs (low-angle rope 
rescue) that makes multi-pitch evacuations in our tree-
rich mountains much more efficient. 

Another example is the ASRC’s 1970s invention of the 
Task Assignment Form and the associated task assign-
ment procedure for managing search teams.

A more recent example is the ASRC’s development 
of a Remote Support Corps (RSC) where ASRC RSC 
members from across the globe can support a local 
search. RSC members can prepare task maps and Task 
Assignment Forms from home while those at the scene 
are getting some sleep, or while local ASRC members 
are still en route to the scene. 
 2 They should scientifically select and then train, teach, and 
develop the members, whereas in the past he or she chose 
his own work and trained himself as best he could.

Back in the 1970s, the ASRC developed detailed train-
ing standards.1 It works to keep these updated and has 
added a new regional credentialing system.2

 3 They should heartily cooperate with the members so as to 
ensure all of the work being done in accordance with the 
principles of the science which have been developed.

The ASRC’s simple fact of existence… a regional 
assemblage of search and rescue teams across multiple 
states that use the same training standards, operational 
guidelines and uniforms, and meet regularly to dis-
seminate the latest and best in wilderness search and 
rescue such as the annual ASRC Winter Retreat, and the 
SAREX at the ASRC General Membership Meeting, are 
good examples, as are the state SAR councils. 
 4 There is an almost equal division of the work and the 
responsibility between the management and the members. 
The management take over all work 
for which they are better fitted than 
the members, while in the past almost 
all of the work and the greater part of 
the responsibility were thrown upon 
the members.

The ASRC’s division of its train-
ing standards into Field levels and 
Search Manager levels is an eerie 
echo of this principle.

Reading Taylor’s principles, espe-
cially after I substituted “members” 

1 see, for example, http://archive.asrc.net/
ASRC-Training/ASRC-Training-Guide-
Standards/1983-07-00-ASRC-Training-
Guide-3-0.pdf
2 see: http://archive.asrc.net/ASRC-Training/
ASRC-Training-Guide-Standards/2019-10-05-
ASRC-Training-Guide-1.0.pdf

Ben McCandless of ASRC Remote Support Corps working 
from home in Kona, Hawai’i, December 2019.

Courtesy Ben McCandless, used with permission

fair use per Wikimedia guidelines 

http://archive.asrc.net/ASRC-Training/ASRC-Training-Guide-Standards/1983-07-00-ASRC-Training-Guide-3-0.pdf
http://archive.asrc.net/ASRC-Training/ASRC-Training-Guide-Standards/1983-07-00-ASRC-Training-Guide-3-0.pdf
http://archive.asrc.net/ASRC-Training/ASRC-Training-Guide-Standards/1983-07-00-ASRC-Training-Guide-3-0.pdf
http://archive.asrc.net/ASRC-Training/ASRC-Training-Guide-Standards/1983-07-00-ASRC-Training-Guide-3-0.pdf
http://archive.asrc.net/ASRC-Training/ASRC-Training-Guide-Standards/2019-10-05-ASRC-Training-Guide-1.0.pdf
http://archive.asrc.net/ASRC-Training/ASRC-Training-Guide-Standards/2019-10-05-ASRC-Training-Guide-1.0.pdf
http://archive.asrc.net/ASRC-Training/ASRC-Training-Guide-Standards/2019-10-05-ASRC-Training-Guide-1.0.pdf
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for “workmen,” certainly makes me feel better think-
ing back on all the time I’ve put in on developing and 
implementing ASRC, ASTM and other SAR standards 
over the past 45+ years. 

If we’re talking about famous management consul-
tants, we have to mention the husband-and-wife team 
of Frank and Lillian Gilbreth, who dual-handedly 
originated the term “efficiency expert.” They famously 
invented the time-and-motion study of assembly-line 
workers by filming them; some of their movies are 
posted on Wikipedia.1

One of the most famous management consultants of 
more recent times was W. Edwards Deming, an engi-
neer and management consultant. His famous Fourteen 
Points for Management first appeared in his 1982 book 
Out of the Crisis. These are principles for significantly 
improving the effectiveness of a business. Below is a 
condensation of the 14 Points for Management as they 
appeared in the book.

Not all of these apply to wilderness search and rescue, 
but as you read through them, try to pick out which 
ones might be relevant. More importantly, see if there 
are any themes across them that you can apply to wil-
derness search and rescue management. 
 1 Create constancy of purpose toward improvement of prod-
uct and service, with the aim to become competitive and 
to stay in business, and to provide jobs.
 2 Adopt the new philosophy. We are in a new economic 
age. Western management must awaken to the challenge, 
must learn their responsibilities, and take on leadership 
for change.
 3 Cease dependence on inspection to achieve quality. 
Eliminate the need for inspection on a mass basis by 
building quality into the product in the first place.
 4 End the practice of awarding business on the basis of 
price tag. Instead, minimize total cost. Move toward a 
single supplier for any one item, on a long-term relation-
ship of loyalty and trust.
 5 Improve constantly and forever the system of production 
and service, to improve quality and productivity, and thus 
constantly decrease costs.
 6 Institute training on the job.
 7 Institute leadership (see Point 12). The aim of supervision 
should be to help people and machines and gadgets to 
do a better job. Supervision of management is in need of 
overhaul, as well as supervision of production workers.
 8 Drive out fear, so that everyone may work effectively for 

1 They even applied such studies to their family life including their 
kids, resulting in their kids’ 1948 book Cheaper by the Dozen, the 1950 
movie of the same name, and their sequels and remakes. Not much 
application to SAR, but if we’re mentioning famous management con-
sultants, we have to mention the Gilbreths. And we should note that 
their practices may have increased the incidence of repetitive-motion 
injuries among workers and decreased job satisfaction.

the company.
 9 Break down barriers between departments. People in 
research, design, sales, and production must work as a 
team, to foresee problems of production and in use that 
may be encountered with the product or service.
 10 Eliminate slogans, exhortations, and targets for the work 
force asking for zero defects and new levels of productivity. 
Such exhortations only create adversarial relationships, as 
the bulk of the causes of low quality and low productiv-
ity belong to the system and thus lie beyond the power of 
the work force. Eliminate work standards (quotas) on the 
factory floor. Substitute leadership. Eliminate manage-
ment by objective. Eliminate management by numbers, 
numerical goals. Substitute leadership.
 11 Remove barriers that rob the hourly worker of his right 
to pride of workmanship. The responsibility of supervisors 
must be changed from sheer numbers to quality.
 12 Remove barriers that rob people in management and in 
engineering of their right to pride of workmanship. This 
means, inter alia,2 abolishment of the annual or merit rat-
ing and of management by objective.
 13 Institute a vigorous program of education and 
self-improvement.
 14 Put everybody in the company to work to accomplish the 
transformation. The transformation is everybody’s job.

Sounds like really good advice for anyone running a 
factory business. But what is more important than those 
factory-specific details is the attitude underpinning these 
points. It is a good one for wilderness search and rescue 
field team leaders and administrative leaders. 

To phrase this in the vernacular dialect of where I 
live: “Hey, yinz, none o’ dat mickey-mouse BS an’ ‘at. Be 
honest an’ respec’ people.”3

Ben McCandless notes: “There’s an interesting com-
parison to be made between Taylor and Deming: Taylor 
saw workmen as his inferiors in the process of seeking 
efficiency, while Deming saw them as his peers.”

Chris Ruch, a long-time leader in the ASRC’s Allegh-
eny Mountain Rescue Group, has a day job as a manage-
ment consultant. He suggested that you should at least 
know what management consultants’ basic vocabulary 
is these days, and glean a basic understanding of these 
management concepts. Below is a list of common terms 
he and others with management experience suggested 

2  To show off your knowledge of Latin. Means “among other things.”
3  “Yinz” in Pittsburghese is the rough equivalent of “youse” in New 
York dialect, “y’all” in mid-southern dialect, and “all’ y’all” in deep 
southern dialect. Likely a contraction of “you ones,” it is so archetypi-
cal of Pittsburghers that older people who speak with a strong local 
dialect are called “yinzers.” “An’ ‘at,” a contraction of “and that,” is a 
frequently used interjection meaning roughtly “et cetera, et cetera.” 
Check out pittsburghese.com for more about this charming local dia-
lect. Many proud Pittsburgh natives have small bumper sticks saying 
“yinz” or “an’ ‘at” “an@.”
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that you should at least have heard about. For each, I’ve 
included capsule summaries of each from Wikipedia.
 • Self-Organizing Teams (Holacracy): Holacracy is a 
method of decentralized management and organizational 
governance, in which authority and decision-making are 
distributed throughout a holarchy of self-organizing teams 
rather than being vested in a management hierarchy. 
Holacracy has been adopted by for-profit and non-profit 
organizations in several countries.
 • Gemba Walks: Genba (also romanized as gemba) is a 
Japanese term meaning “the actual place.” … The Gemba 
Walk, much like Management By Walking Around 
(MBWA), is an activity that takes management to the 
front lines to look for waste and opportunities to practice 
genba kaizen, or practical shop floor improvement.
 • Theory of Constraints: The theory of constraints (TOC) 
is a management paradigm that views any manageable 
system as being limited in achieving more of its goals by 
a very small number of constraints. There is always at 
least one constraint, and TOC uses a focusing process 
to identify the constraint and restructure the rest of the 
organization around it. TOC adopts the common idiom 
“a chain is no stronger than its weakest link”. This means 
that processes, organizations, etc., are vulnerable because 
the weakest person or part can always damage or break 
them or at least adversely affect the outcome.
 • Re-Engineering: Business process re-engineering (BPR) 
is a business management strategy, originally pioneered 
in the early 1990s, focusing on the analysis and design of 
workflows and business processes within an organization. 
BPR aimed to help organizations fundamentally rethink 
how they do their work in order to improve customer 
service, cut operational costs, and become world-class 
competitors.
• BPR seeks to help companies radically restructure their 

organizations by focusing on the ground-up design of 
their business processes. According to early BPR propo-
nent Thomas H. Davenport (1990), a business process 
is a set of logically related tasks performed to achieve 
a defined business outcome. Re-engineering empha-
sized a holistic focus on business objectives and how 
processes related to them, encouraging full-scale recre-
ation of processes rather than iterative optimization of 
sub-processes.

• Business process reengineering is also known as busi-
ness process redesign, business transformation, or busi-
ness process change management.

 • Six Sigma: Six Sigma (6σ) is a set of techniques and tools 
for process improvement. It was introduced by American 
engineer Bill Smith while working at Motorola in 1986. 
Jack Welch made it central to his business strategy at 
General Electric in 1995. A six sigma process is one in 
which 99.99966% of all opportunities to produce some 
feature of a part are statistically expected to be free of 

defects.
 • Agile Software Development: Agile software develop-
ment comprises various approaches to software develop-
ment under which requirements and solutions evolve 
through the collaborative effort of self-organizing and 
cross-functional teams and their customer(s)/end user(s). 
It advocates adaptive planning, evolutionary develop-
ment, early delivery, and continual improvement, and it 
encourages rapid and flexible response to change.
 • Toyota Method: The Toyota Production System (TPS) is 
an integrated socio-technical system, developed by Toyota, 
that comprises its management philosophy and practices. 
The TPS is a management system that organizes manu-
facturing and logistics for the automobile manufacturer, 
including interaction with suppliers and customers. The 
system is a major precursor of the more generic “lean 
manufacturing”. Taiichi Ohno and Eiji Toyoda, Japanese 
industrial engineers, developed the system between 1948 
and 1975. Originally called “just-in-time production”, it 
builds on the approach created by the founder of Toyota, 
Sakichi Toyoda, his son Kiichiro Toyoda, and the engi-
neer Taiichi Ohno. The principles underlying the TPS are 
embodied in The Toyota Way.
 • Lean: Lean manufacturing, or lean production, is a 
production method derived from Toyota’s 1930 operating 
model “The Toyota Way” (Toyota Production System, 
TPS). The term “Lean” was coined in 1988 by John 
Krafcik, and defined in 1996 by James Womack and 
Daniel Jones to consist of five key principles; ‘Precisely 
specify value by specific product, identify the value stream 
for each product, make value flow without interruptions, 
let customer pull value from the producer, and pursue 
perfection.
 • Disney: The Disney Method, developed by Robert Dilts 
in 1994, is a complex creativity strategy in which a group 
uses four specific thinking styles in turn. It involves paral-
lel thinking to analyse a problem, generate ideas, evaluate 
ideas, construct and critique a plan of action. 
• The four thinking styles are – outsiders, dreamers, 

realisers and critics.
• In the first thinking style the group think as outsiders 

to gain an analytical, external view of the challenge. 
• They then act as dreamers to brainstorm ideal solu-

tions. They use divergent thinking to conceive creative 
and radical ideas.

• In the next mode the group adopt a realiser viewpoint. 
They act as pragmatic realists and use convergent 
thinking to review the ideas left by the dreamers. They 
select the best idea and construct a plan for it.

• The fourth viewpoint is that of critics. They review the 
plan made by the realists in order to identify weak-
nesses, obstacles or risks. They seek to improve the 
plan.

• The method is comparable to and an alternative to de 
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Bono’s method of the Six Thinking Hats. The difference 
is, that in the Disney method the sequence is constant, 
whereas the Six Thinking Hats can be used in any 
appropriate order.

When Chris sent comments on the first draft of this 
chapter, and gave me a bullet list of things he thought 
should be added here and expanded on, it’s striking 
that two of these bullet points were not management 
strategies but principles or values (which leads in very 
well to the next section). These are transparency and 
collaboration.

Let’s discuss transparency first. A lack of transpar-
ency destroys trust, which is a major focus of the next 
section. 

Let me give an example. I know about a startup 
company that provided a retail service. At first, leader-
ship were transparent about their communications 
with employees, employee engagement was high and 
employee morale was excellent; most employees were 
enthusastic supporter of the leaders’ vision. The com-
pany grew rapidly, opening many new locations and 
sometimes closing a location. There were regular meet-
ings of employees to share concerns with leaders: short 
feeback loops as espoused by Taiichi Ohno and others 
in the Toyota method discussed above. Leaders shared 
good and bad information with employees and sought 
their imput.

The startup got bought out by a larger company. 
Employee meetings were stopped. Leadership stopped 
being collaborative and started being autocratic and 
punitive. Rather than sharing both good and bad news 
through the chain of command, the new company relied 
on an email newsletter to all employees. This email 
newsletter loudly trumpeted positive things, such as 
new locations opening. But it never said anything about 
locations closing due to lack of business. Employees 
found out about locations closing through “the grape-
vine”: from other employees. Employees lost trust in 
everything leadership told them, and employee engage-
ment plummeted. Many valuable employess became 
disgruntled and quit.

To engender trust, leaders must tell the truth, the 
whole truth (as much as allowed by moral and ethi-
cal and legal principles), and nothing but the truth: 
transparency. There is nothing wrong with trying to be 
reasonably positive in your communications, but overdo 
it or hide bad news, and your peasants will leave for 
another baron. 

Collaboration is defined by Wikipedia as: the process 
of two or more people or organizations working together 
to complete a task or achieve a goal. Collaboration is 
similar to cooperation. Most collaboration requires leader-
ship, although the form of leadership can be social within 

a decentralized and egalitarian group. Teams that work 
collaboratively often access greater resources, recognition 
and rewards when facing competition for finite resources.

State search and rescue councils are great examples of 
organizational collaboration, as are regional associations 
such as the ASRC. Within state SAR councils and the 
ASRC, groups of individuals from across different SAR 
groups work together to address shared issues.

Given the psychological characteristics of emergency 
services workers (see Emergency Services Workers on 
page 68), and organizations of emergency services 
workers, some element of disputation between individu-
als and teams is to be expected. The honorable thing, 
and likely the best for our search subjects and rescue 
patients, is to work hard to set aside those differences 
and then to bend over backwards to collaborate amica-
bly in their best interests.

What to Definitely Do

Playing a Doctor on TV on a SAR team

One of my goals is to be a good doctor, not only in 
terms of technical expertise but also in terms of inter-
acting well with my patients. Part of my day job is 
teaching both of these things to medical students and 
residents.

Focusing on the latter (interactions), there are many 
simple, easy things that can make a doctor’s (or medic’s, 
or SAR person’s) interaction with patients better. Here 
are some tried and true techniques.
 • People complain that a doctor never spends enough 
time with them. But if the doctor sits instead of stand-
ing, their subjective impression of the amount of time 
they had together is twice as long. If you need to have an 
important discussion, sit. It conveys that you’re willing 
to take the time to listen.
 • Learn people’s names and use them. Don’t be like 
President Trump who called up the mother of a soldier 
killed in combat and couldn’t remember the soldier’s 
name. I’m terrible with names, so I cheat: even if I’m just 
seeing a patient for a couple of minutes (unfortunately, 
very common in the ED), I write down the patient’s 
name on the list of patients I’ve seen that day, and glance 
at it right before I go into the room.
 • Use first names. This is a lesson from crew resource 
management from the airline industry. As we discussed 
previously, if you’re on a first-name basis with the pilot, 
you’re more likely to say “Jay, we’re about ready to fly 
into a mountain!” as opposed to “Captain Hardesty, 
could I speak with you a moment?” “Um… yes, I think 
it’s sort of urgent… “ <end of cockpit audio recording> 
This is sometimes referred to as a leader having, not The 
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Right Stuff, but The Wrong Stuff.1 I introduce myself to 
patients: “Hi, my name’s Keith Conover, I’m one of the 
supervising doctors, emergency medicine specialist.” 
First names provide a social leveling effect, and I find 
that using my first names means that patients give more 
reliable information.2

 • Ask about the patient, not just the injury or illness. “You 
have an interesting last name. Is that Turkish?” “Do you 
hike in this area often? What’s your favorite trail here?” 
It is audible evidence of your interest in the person as a 
person.

Hint: these things work with your patients, even if 
you’re just working at the wilderness first aid level, but 
they also work with members of your field team or SAR 
organization.

1  This is a reference to Tom Wolfe’s bestselling book The Right Stuff, 
and the 1983 movie of the same name that was a box-office flop; but 
when I checked Rotten Tomatoes, the movie got five stars and a 96% 
rating.
2  Frosch, D. L., et al. (2012). “Authoritarian physicians and patients’ 
fear of being labeled ‘difficult’ among key obstacles to shared decision 
making.” Health Aff (Millwood) 31(5): 1030-1038.
https://blogs.bmj.com/bmj/2016/01/12/suzanne-gordon-does-the-use-
of-medical-titles-have-an-impact-on-patient-safety/
https://www.bmj.com/content/340/bmj.b5132

Expectation Management and Service Recovery

Have you ever responded to a search or a rescue where 
you know that at least one of the people at the scene – 
from a rival search and rescue group, from a local fire or 
EMS agency, or from the Responsible Agency – is biased 
against you or your group? 

One of the very first search calls the ASRC had was 
near Covington, Virginia. A hiker was lost after hik-
ing along one of those long Appalachian ridges. The 
ridge he was hiking on had a jeep trail along the top, 
and a trail that lead sidehill from the jeep trail on the 
top pretty much straight south down to the valley to 
the southeast. Since the sides of these long ridges have 
lots of small valleys, this trail down off the ridge went 
up and down a bit as it climbed in and out of these little 
valleys. Apparently the southeast side of the ridge was 
the highest-probability area.

The county Sheriff had called us in. When we arrived 
at a nearby campground that was what there was of 
Base, we met with the Sheriff. Before we could say any-
thing, he said in an angry tone, “I was forced to call you 
in, I don’t want you here, and I don’t want you doing 
anything except waiting here at the campground in case 
we find him and you can help with the rescue.” And 
then he stalked off. So we sat there at the campground.

L e s s o n s  f r o m  B u s i n e s s :  W h a t  t o  D e f i n i t e l y  D o

 ▸ Spend time listening to people; sit down, 
learn their names, and use your and their 
first names.

 ▸ When speaking with a search subject or 
injured or ill patient, don’t just ask about 
being lost or the injury or illness, ask about 
the person as well.

 ▸ Practice good expectation management: 
don’t over-promise and under-deliver. In 
particular, over-estimate evac times so the 
victim is pleased when they are out in less 
than your estimate.

 ▸ When a victim or colleague is irate with you 
or your team’s work, work towards service 
recovery: 
 ▸ Remain calm, and don’t take it personally.
 ▸ Actively sympathize and use your best 
listening skills. 

 ▸ Apologize gracefully, and offer to try to fix 
problems, but don’t blame others.

 ▸ Show concern and try to help in whatever 
ways you can. 

 ▸ Find a solution, and later, follow through 
on it.

 ▸ Take some on your own afterwards to 
recover your mental energy.

 ▸ If a patient is not just irate but has impaired 
decision-making, as with mental illness, 
intoxication, head injury or illness, you must 
act in loco parentis under the doctrine of 

medical restraint, and, using force if needed, 
protect the patient from self-harm and from 
harming others. 

 ▸ Read the sidebars summarizing Dale 
Carnegie’s How to Win Friends and Influence 
People, and internalize his lessons

 ▸ Practice Stephen Covey’s recommended 
habits:
 ▸ Be Proactive
 ▸ Begin with the End in Mind
 ▸ Put First Things First 
 ▸ Think Win/Win
 ▸ Seek First to Understand, Then to Be 
Understood

 ▸ Synergize
 ▸ Sharpen the Saw

 ▸ The best teams have psychological safety: 
shared belief held by members of a team 
that the team is safe for interpersonal risk 
taking. Google found this was the most 
important factor in creating high-perfor-
mance teams. Stephen Covey fils agrees, 
and specifies thirteen techniques to create 
trust:
 ▸ Talk Straight. 
 ▸ Demonstrate Respect. 
 ▸ Create Transparency.
 ▸ Right Wrongs.
 ▸  Show Loyalty. 
 ▸ Deliver Results.

 ▸ Get Better. 
 ▸ Confront Reality.
 ▸ Clarify Expectations.
 ▸ Practice Accountability. 
 ▸ Listen First.
 ▸ Keep Commitments.
 ▸ Extend Trust.

 ▸ Leaders may be managers of meaning AKA 
thought leaders. Leaders may create memes 
(the mind equivalent of the selfish gene) 
that may assume an independent existence 
and spread, like a religion. Volunteer SAR is 
such a meme.

 ▸ If you are a leader, internalize the concept of 
servant leadership: you lead primarily to meet 
the needs of your subordinates.

 ▸ In meetings or teams, psychological safety 
means where: 
 ▸ …people perceive the career and interpersonal 
threat as sufficiently low that they do ask for 
help, admit errors, and discuss problems.

 ▸ Such teams perform better than teams 
without psychological safety. 

 ▸ Psychologically safe meetings or teams are 
the opposite of group cohesiveness/group-
think/Peer Group Syndrome.

 ▸ Thought leaders create memes (not the trivial 
YouTube type) that spread and affect others 
indirectly.

https://blogs.bmj.com/bmj/2016/01/12/suzanne-gordon-does-the-use-of-medical-titles-have-an-impact-on-patient-safety/
https://blogs.bmj.com/bmj/2016/01/12/suzanne-gordon-does-the-use-of-medical-titles-have-an-impact-on-patient-safety/
https://blogs.bmj.com/bmj/2016/01/12/suzanne-gordon-does-the-use-of-medical-titles-have-an-impact-on-patient-safety/
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Some of the locals did stop by to chat with us from 
time to time, which is how we learned as much as we 
did.

The Sheriff ’s strategy for the search was simple. He 
used four-wheel drive vehicles to run about a hundred 
people up to the jeep trail on top of the ridge. He lines-
dthem up almost shoulder-to-shoulder and then told 
them to walk down the side of the ridge until they got to 
the bottom. He repeated this over and over.

Some of the searchers told us that the searchers 
bunched up into clumps in the ravines on the side of 
the ridge, and nobody every searched those subsidiary 
ridges coming down to the southeast from the main 
long ridge.

After waiting for about several hours, our team from 
the ASRC’s Blue Ridge Mountain Rescue Group told the 
Sheriff that we were heading back to our home town of 
Charlottesville, Virginia, and that we could respond a 
team via helicopter if he wanted us for a rescue. 

The search was suspended a day or two later with no 
find.

A month or two later, a hiker was coming down that 
trail from the jeep trail on the ridge south to the valley, 
and up and down those subsidiary ridges and valleys. 
Right where the trail crossed one of those ridges, the 
hiker found his body, with his leg trapped between two 
rocks. The coroner said he’d died about 2-3 days after he 
became trapped.

To this day, I wonder  – had we known more about 
service recovery – could we have persuaded that Sheriff 
to let us do a hasty search of that trail?

Wikipedia defines service recovery: 

Service recovery is a company’s resolution of a 
problem from a dissatisfied customer, converting 
them into a loyal customer. It is the action a ser-
vice provider takes in response to service failure. By 
including also customer satisfaction into the defini-
tion, service recovery is a thought-out, planned, pro-
cess of returning aggrieved/dissatisfied customers to a 
state of satisfaction with a company/service. 

Service recovery differs from complaint manage-
ment in its focus on service failures and the com-
pany’s immediate reaction to it.

Complaint management is based on customer 
complaints, which, in turn, may be triggered by 
service failures. However, since most dissatisfied 
customers are reluctant to complain, service recovery 
attempts to solve problems at the service encounter 
before customers complain or before they leave the 
service encounter dissatisfied.

That’s fine as far as it goes, but service recovery seems 
to me more of an interpersonal skill. As an attending 

emergency physician in a teaching Emergency Depart-
ment, I have to deal with irate patients on a regular 
basis. Sometimes, for example, they are pissed off about 
the long wait for a CT scan or X-rays. 

An article in Forbes Magazine entitled 7 Steps For 
Dealing With Angry Customers1 (which is key to service 
recovery) lists the following steps:
• Remain calm.
• Don’t take it personally.
• Use your best listening skills.
• Actively sympathize.
• Apologize gracefully.
• Find a solution.
• Take a few minutes on your own.

Let’s expand on “remain calm.” Yelling back at a 
patient in the ED or the litter is an obvious no-no. Well, 
it should be obvious, but I have certainly seen plenty 
of doctors and nurses and SAR people yelling back at 
patients. 

That’s just wrong, especially with patients who are 
drunk or who have an altered level of consciousness 
from other substances or their illness, which is a situa-
tion that overlaps with “angry customer.” It doesn’t make 
the patient behave better, and doesn’t even make you 
feel better. 

There is saying in business that “the customer is 
always right.” But in medicine or search and rescue, in 
the immortal words of George Gershwin’s Porgy and 
Bess (another music reference, sorry), it ain’t necessarily 
so.

Consider the patient who is an “angry customer” but 
who also has impaired decision-making.

In law, the person in charge of such a patient – you – 
are required to act in loco parentis. Translated from the 
law Latin: Patients with such impaired decision-making, 
even if temporary and due to a temper tantrum, have to 
be treated as if they are children, and you are the par-
ent. If you are the person there with the most medical or 
wilderness first aid training, you have to make decisions 
for the patient. 

Giving firm and somewhat loud direction is fine. 
“Lay down in the bed and stay there or we will have 

to restrain you and sedate you.” 
“I’m a murican citizen! I got rights! Lemme go!” 
“You are intoxicated enough that if you leave you 

might walk in front of a bus and die. The law requires 
me to make decisions for you while you are impaired. 
If you don’t lay down in the bed and cooperate, we 
are going to restrain and sedate you. This is your last 
warning.” 

[patient tries to get up again]

1  https://www.forbes.com/sites/
thesba/2013/08/02/7-steps-for-dealing-with-angry-customers/

https://www.forbes.com/sites/thesba/2013/08/02/7-steps-for-dealing-with-angry-customers/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/thesba/2013/08/02/7-steps-for-dealing-with-angry-customers/
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[patient put in four-point leather restraints and 
sedated]. 

Sometimes, if the patient is uncooperative and needs 
to hold still, for example for a CT scan of the brain after 
a head injury, we paralyze and intubate the patient.1 
You might not have this capability in the backcountry, 
but – even if you just have first aid training – certainly 
restraining people who have impaired decision-making 
and are a danger to themselves or others is within your 
purview under that in loco parentis doctrine. A litter 
and tie-in makes a dandy restraint device. For more 
about this doctrine of medical restraint, see http://www.
conovers.org/ftp/AMA-302-Medical-Restraint.pdf.

So what if the patient is not intoxicated or head-
injured, but a firefighter litter bearer told the patient “1-2 
hours to get out,” and that was three hours ago? And 
now the patient (who might not have good social skills 
at the best of times) is well and truly pissed off at the 
situation,  himself, and anything and anyone close to 
him, including you. He is screaming at the litter bearers 
(with lots of f-bombs and other cursewords) about how 
long it is taking to get the him out. 

How do you deal with that? How badly do you want 
someone else, anyone else, to talk with the patient and 
try to calm him or her down? Even though as field team 
leader you know it’s your job to do it?

If you’re doing a backcountry evacuation, and some 
of your team are local EMS and firefighters, without any 
wilderness rescue experience, they may tell the patient 
“it’ll only take us an hour or two to get you out of here.” 
Most people experienced with wilderness rescue usu-
ally take such estimates and at least double if not triple 
them. Disney would recommend to triple it and say, “…
and that’s if we don’t run into any problems along the 
way.”

How do you approach such a situation?
Not with a 10-foot pole. You have to get up close and 

personal with the person throwing out those f-bombs. 
Unless you are a sworn law-enforcement officer, you 
have no obligation to risk your personal physical safety, 
but you do have an ethical obligation to risk your per-
sonal mental state. 

If you’re stuck with what that inexperienced-at-SAR 
firefighter already told the patient? You apologize, 

As far as apologizing – which you have to do – you 
must walk a fine line. You must sympathize and apolo-
gize – “I’m sorry you got an inaccurate estimate of how 
long your rescue will take.” 

Without blaming, you can gently explain as best you 
can that the firefighter doesn’t have a lot of experience 

1  Intubate means to put an endotracheal tube into the patient’s tra-
chea, and hook the patient up to a ventilator since he is paralyzed and 
cannot breathe by himself.

with estimating the time needed for a wilderness rescue. 
And you will do your best to educate that firefighter 
about estimating wilderness rescue times. And that you 
think a more reasonable estimate, which you’ve dis-
cussed with the experienced members of the team, is it 
will take another couple of hours to get the him out to 
the road. You need to reset his expectation. 

And then see what else you can do to help him. 
Sympathize: “Dealing with this injury must be really 

hard for you.”
Show concern and try to help the patient: “Do you 

think some padding under that leg would help? What 
else might make you more comfortable for the next 
couple of hours?”

The person you might have to do some service recov-
ery with might not an irascible litter patient, but some-
one from another SAR organization, or a representative 
of the Responsible Agency, who is yelling at you, yelling 
back will not help. Really. 

 “I’m sorry our prior work for/with your agency 
hasn’t been our best.” But mollify without blame. And 
then, with the person, formulate a plan to make things 
better. It might be something simple. “Do you think a 
search exercise together – where we have more time to 
figure out how to work more smoothly together – would 
help?”

The Forbes article suggests “I’m sorry you’re not 
happy with our product. Let’s see what we can do to 
make things right.” So this doesn’t need to be a long 
apology, and neither does formulating the plan.

One of the ways to prevent angry customers/patients/
colleagues is expectation management. Think of expecta-
tion management as proactive service recovery: doing 
things up front that keep people from being pissed off. 

Disney is clearly the world expert on managing wait 
times: some of the best parts of going to Disney is what 
they’ve done with the waiting lines.2 And they have wait 
times posted as you enter the waiting line. 

When they consulted in our hospital, they pointed 
out that a best practice is to estimate the wait time for 
something and then add 10 minutes. That way, if things 
go as expected, the patient waits less than the expected 
time. But if an off-service intern3 first says “the CT scan 

2  It is the the considered opinion of my wife and daughter that the 
waiting line (they call it queue) for the Haunted Mansion is the best 
for adults (I like the queue for the Tower of Terror, but they point it it’s 
not interactive), and the Winnie the Pooh queue is best for small kids. 
My wife adds “don’t lick the honey wall!”
3  Intern = first-year resident: someone who has completed medical 
school and been awarded an M.D. or D.O. degree, but is in the first 
year of a minimum of three years of postgraduate residency training 
required to practice medicine in the USA. Off-service: in the ED, a 
resident from some other specialty other than emergency medicine 
who is “rotating” in the ED for a month; this is primarily for the 
intern’s educational benefit, as they aren’t usually as much help in the 

http://www.conovers.org/ftp/AMA-302-Medical-Restraint.pdf
http://www.conovers.org/ftp/AMA-302-Medical-Restraint.pdf
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will just take a few minutes” and there is a 2-hour wait 
to get the CT scan done, the patient will be pissed off. 
When I see the patient and order a CT scan, I say, “We’ll 
get the CT done as quickly as we can. But your possible 
kidney stone may lose its place in line for someone with 
a stroke, or someone from a bad car accident. This is a 
level I trauma center and a comprehensive stroke center, 
and so we do get a lot of such patients. I’d guess it’ll take 
an hour or two for your scan, but I can’t promise that. 
I will try to keep an eye on how things are going and, if 
I can, let you know where you are in line. But if we get 
a cardiac arrest or some other critical patient I may be 
somewhat distracted by that.”

Most of the patients I see in the ED, and most of the 
people you rescue, will be grateful for your help. Oth-
ers will be angry at me or you and be abusive, especially 
those with substance abuse or other mental illness, or 
who are just having a really, really bad time. It’s just a 
fact of life. Some people are just like that. Still, we are 
obliged to take the bad with the good, and take care of 
people even if they don’t like us or are abusive.

They may just be scared, worried, and thinking that 
the care by my medical team or your SAR team is sub-
standard, whether it is or not. And it’s usually what we 
call a “communication issue.” I have to review patient 
complaints from the ED all the time, and the majority of 
them come, not from substandard care, but from poor 
communications.

And trying to deal with this, not after-the-fact, but 
during-the-fact, is painful but necessary. Whether it’s 
a patient in the litter, a hostile RA, or someone from 
another SAR organization in Base, it’s a best practice.

That’s why we should think of service recovery as an 
interpersonal skill, a people skill, more than a business 
strategy.

You should use all the people skills you learn in this 
chapter, including especially the next few sections, to 
help you with this. Here are some guidelines.

Don’t blame others for whatever made the person 
mad. Don’t blame the off-service intern or the firefighter 
litter bearer. When people are acting mad at you, espe-
cially if they have good reason to be mad, there is a 
natural tendency to shift the blame to others. Don’t. 

Even if you think that that intern or firefighter made 
a mistake, it still doesn’t mean that blaming them to 
the patient will make the patient like you any better. 
Remember that old adage from Douglas MacArthur, 
“Praise in public, admonish in private.” And your con-
versation with the patient is most definitely public, and 
may go viral if the patient publishes his or her version of 
it on social media.

ED compared with an emergency medicine intern.

There is nothing wrong with agreeing with the patient 
that what the intern or firefighter said was wrong, as 
that’s clearly the case. But that’s not the same as “blam-
ing” which includes something like “…and therefore 
the intern/firefighter is a bad person who deserves to be 
punished.” 

If you carefully explain that the intern/firefighter 
doesn’t have much expertise in this setting, and promise 
you will do what you can to educate the intern/fire-
fighter about better ways to deal with questions about 
“how long will this take?” to those with more knowl-
edge, such as to say, “I’m not sure but I will ask and get 
back to you,” then that may be accepted by your patient 
and help defuse the situation.

Bottom line: don’t over-promise and under-deliver.
And if the plan is to do something like a joint train-

ing exercise – because you never want to go through 
something like this again – make sure you follow up on 
that plan.

Dale Carnegie

Perhaps the best-known self-help book is by Dale 
Carnegie, the classic How to Win Friends and Influ-
ence People. Dale Carnegie wrote this in 1936, but it is 
as appropriate today as the day it was written. Having 
sold 15 million copies, it is one of the best-selling self-
help books ever written. A slightly updated version was 
published in 1981. Our emergency medicine residency 
program has used this as required reading for residents 
(medical doctors in required postgraduate training) in 
their second year of training. This was with an evening 
dinner discussion of how to apply it in the Emergency 
Department. 

When puzzling out how to get across the vision and 
importance of this book, I finally realized that simply 
copying the summary from Wikipedia would do a per-
fect job. See the sidebar that starts below and finishes on 
the next page. The book’s a small paperback of 288 pages 
(also a Kindle eBook), and sells for just a few dollars 
used. If you have read this far in this chapter, you’re a 
candidate for buying and reading the book. 

In each of the books we discuss in this chapter, I try 
to pick out which particular lessons apply to wilderness 
search and rescue. In the case of Dale Carnegie’s book, 
they all do.

A Pair of Coveys

In 1989, Stephen R. Covey published the book The 7 
Habits of Highly Effective People: Powerful Lessons in 
Personal Change. We also have used this as required 
reading for leadership sessions for our emergency 
medicine residents. The amazon.com blurb for it notes 
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How to Win Friends and Inf luence People, by Dale Carnegie. 1936, revised 1981 (Wikipedia Summary) Part 1

Fundamental Techniques in Handling People
 · Don’t criticize, condemn, or complain. 

Human nature does not like to admit fault. 
When people are criticized or humiliated, 
they rarely respond well and will often 
become defensive and resent their critic. To 
handle people well, we must never criticize, 
condemn or complain because it will never 
result in the behavior we desire.

 · Give honest and sincere appreciation. 
Appreciation is one of the most powerful 
tools in the world. People will rarely work at 
their maximum potential under criticism, 
but honest appreciation brings out their 
best. Appreciation, though, is not simple 
flattery, it must be sincere, meaningful and 
with love.

 · Arouse in the other person an eager want. 
To get what we want from another person, 
we must forget our own perspective and 
begin to see things from the point of 
view of others. When we can combine 
our desires with their wants, they become 
eager to work with us and we can mutually 
achieve our objectives.

Six Ways to Make People Like You
 · Become genuinely interested in other 

people. “You can make more friends in two 
months by being interested in them, than 
in two years by making them interested in 
you.” The only way to make quality, lasting 
friendships is to learn to be genuinely inter-
ested in them and their interests.

 · Smile. Happiness does not depend on out-
side circumstances, but rather on inward 
attitudes. Smiles are free to give and have 
an amazing ability to make others feel won-
derful. Smile in everything that you do.

 · Remember that a person’s name is, to that 
person, the sweetest and most important 
sound in any language. “The average per-
son is more interested in their own name 
than in all the other names in the world 
put together.” People love their names 
so much that they will often donate large 
amounts of money just to have a building 
named after themselves. We can make 
people feel extremely valued and important 
by remembering their name.

 · Be a good listener. Encourage others to 
talk about themselves. The easiest way 
to become a good conversationalist is 
to become a good listener. To be a good 
listener, we must actually care about what 

people have to say. Many times people 
don’t want an entertaining conversation 
partner; they just want someone who will 
listen to them.

 · Talk in terms of the other person’s interest. 
The royal road to a person’s heart is to talk 
about the things he or she treasures most. 
If we talk to people about what they are 
interested in, they will feel valued and value 
us in return.

 · Make the other person feel important – 
and do it sincerely. The golden rule is to 
treat other people how we would like to 
be treated. We love to feel important and 
so does everyone else. People will talk to 
us for hours if we allow them to talk about 
themselves. If we can make people feel 
important in a sincere and appreciative 
way, then we will win all the friends we 
could ever dream of.

Twelve Ways to Win People to Your Way of 
Thinking
 · The only way to get the best of an argu-

ment is to avoid it. Whenever we argue 
with someone, no matter if we win or lose 
the argument, we still lose. The other per-
son will either feel humiliated or strength-
ened and will only seek to bolster their own 
position. We must try to avoid arguments 
whenever we can.

 · Show respect for the other person’s 
opinions. Never say “You’re wrong.” We 
must never tell people flat out that they 
are wrong. It will only serve to offend them 
and insult their pride. No one likes to be 
humiliated; we must not be so blunt.

 · If you’re wrong, admit it quickly and 
emphatically. Whenever we are wrong we 
should admit it immediately. When we fight 
we never get enough, but by yielding we 
often get more than we expected. When we 
admit that we are wrong people trust us 
and begin to sympathize with our way of 
thinking.

 · Begin in a friendly way. “A drop of honey 
can catch more flies than a gallon of gall.” 
If we begin our interactions with others in a 
friendly way, people will be more receptive. 
Even if we are greatly upset, we must be 
friendly to influence people to our way of 
thinking.

 · Start with questions to which the other 
person will answer yes. Do not begin by 
emphasizing the aspects in which we and 

the other person differ. Begin by emphasiz-
ing and continue emphasizing the things 
on which we agree. People must be started 
in the affirmative direction and they will 
often follow readily. Never tell someone 
they are wrong, but rather lead them where 
we would like them to go with questions 
that they will answer “yes” to.

 · Let the other person do a great deal of the 
talking. People do not like listening to us 
boast, they enjoy doing the talking them-
selves. Let them rationalize and talk about 
the idea, because it will taste much sweeter 
to them in their own mouth.

 · Let the other person feel the idea is his or 
hers. People inherently like ideas they come 
to on their own better than those that are 
handed to them on a platter. Ideas can best 
be carried out by allowing others to think 
they arrived at it themselves.

 · Try honestly to see things from the other 
person’s point of view. Other people may 
often be wrong, but we cannot condemn 
them. We must seek to understand them. 
Success in dealing with people requires a 
sympathetic grasp of the other person’s 
viewpoint.

 · Be sympathetic with the other person’s 
ideas and desires. People are hungering 
for sympathy. They want us to recognize all 
that they desire and feel. If we can sympa-
thize with others, they will appreciate our 
side as well and will often come around to 
our way of thinking.

 · Appeal to the nobler motives. Everyone 
likes to be glorious in their own eyes. 
People believe that they do things for noble 
and morally upright reasons. If we can 
appeal to others’ noble motives we can 
successfully convince them to follow our 
ideas.

 · Dramatize your ideas. In this fast-paced 
world, simply stating a truth isn’t enough. 
The truth must be made vivid, interesting, 
and dramatic. Television has been doing it 
for years. Sometimes ideas are not enough 
and we must dramatize them.

 · Throw down a challenge. The thing that 
most motivates people is the game. 
Everyone desires to excel and prove their 
worth. If we want someone to do some-
thing, we must give them a challenge and 
they will often rise to meet it.



118  4: Leadership and Followership

Leadership Strategies        Lessons from Business        What to Definitely Do 

that it has sold over 25 million copies in 40 languages, 
but even more impressive is that on amazon.com the 

25th anniversary edition has 3,408 
reviews and a 4.5-star rating, on 
one of the few websites where you 
can (usually) trust those star rat-
ings. If you’re looking to move 
up in the corporate world, this is 
pretty much required reading, and 
probably a good idea to read if you 
want to assume a leadership posi-
tion in a SAR team. Even if you 
just want to be a field team leader 
or ar Search Manager, you should 
know the seven habits.1

The first three habits, Covey tells 
us, move us from dependence to 
independence through a process of 
self-mastery. 
• Sleep
 • Habit 1: Be Proactive: Take 
responsibility for your reaction to 
your experiences, take the initiative 
to respond positively and improve 
the situation.
 • Habit 2: Begin with the End in 
Mind: Envision what you want in 
the future so you can work and 
plan towards it.

1  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
The_7_Habits_of_Highly_Effective_People

 • Habit 3: Put First Things First: Distinguish what is 
important and what is urgent, and divide your to-do list 
into four quadrants. What is urgent and important, do 
right away. What is important but not urgent, make a 
plan to do it. For things that are urgent but not impor-
tant, delegate if you can. And eliminate things that are 
neither urgent nor important.

The next three habits are those that help you interact 
well with others. 
 • Habit 4: Think Win/Win: Look for mutually beneficial 
solutions or agreements in your relationships
 • Habit 5: Seek First to Understand, Then to Be 
Understood: Use empathetic listening to genuinely 
understand a person, which compels them to recipro-
cate the listening and take an open mind to be influ-
enced by you.
 • Habit 6: Synergize: Combine the strengths of people 
through positive teamwork.

The final habit is to continuously re-invent yourself; 
analyze your behavior and your team’s performance and 
improve. Invest in yourself and your team.  
 • Habit 7: Sharpen the Saw: The Japanese word kaizen 
means “change for better,” and is a central business tenet 
for any business.

The book’s not that long, used copies are cheap, and 
electronic versions are available. 

Perhaps even more relevant to the current discussion 
about leadership of volunteer SAR teams is a book by 
his son, Stephen M.R. Covey: The Speed of Trust: the 
One Thing That Changes Everything. It’s aimed at busi-
nesses, but the lessons apply quite well to SAR leaders 
as well. 

 

How to Win Friends and Inf luence People, by Dale Carnegie. 1936, revised 1981 (Wikipedia Summary) Part 2

Be a Leader: How to Change People Without 
Giving Offense or Arousing Resentment
 · Begin with praise and honest appreciation. 

People will do things begrudgingly for criti-
cism and an iron-fisted leader, but they will 
work wonders when they are praised and 
appreciated.

 · Call attention to people’s mistakes 
indirectly. No one likes to make mistakes, 
especially in front of others. Scolding and 
blaming only serve to humiliate. If we 
subtly and indirectly show people mistakes, 
they will appreciate us and be more likely 
to improve.

 · Talk about your own mistakes before criti-
cizing the other person. When something 
goes wrong, taking responsibility can help 
win others to your side. People do not like 
to shoulder all the blame and taking credit 
for mistakes helps to remove the sting 
from our critiques of others.

 ·  Ask questions instead of giving direct 
orders. No one likes to take orders. If we 
offer suggestions, rather than orders, it will 
boost others’ confidence and allow them to 
learn quickly from their mistakes.

 · Let the other person save face. Nothing 
diminishes the dignity of a man quite like 
an insult to his pride. If we don’t condemn 
our employees in front of others and allow 
them to save face, they will be motivated to 
do better in the future and confident that 
they can.

 · Praise every improvement. People love to 
receive praise and admiration. If we truly 
want someone to improve at something, 
we must praise their every advance. 
“Abilities wither under criticism, they blos-
som under encouragement.”

 · Give the other person a fine reputation 
to live up to. If we give people a great 
reputation to live up to, they will desire to 

embody the characteristics with which we 
have described them. People will work with 
vigor and confidence if they believe they 
can be better.

 · Use encouragement. Make the fault seem 
easy to correct. If a desired outcome seems 
like a momentous task, people will give up 
and lose heart. But if a fault seems easy to 
correct, they will readily jump at the oppor-
tunity to improve. If we frame objectives as 
small and easy improvements, we will see 
dramatic increases in desire and success in 
our employees.

 · Make the other person happy about doing 
what you suggest. People will most often 
respond well when they desire to do the 
behavior put forth. If we want to influence 
people and become effective leaders, we 
must learn to frame our desires in terms of 
others’ desires.

fair use per Wikimedia guidelines 

fair use per Wikimedia guidelines 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_7_Habits_of_Highly_Effective_People
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_7_Habits_of_Highly_Effective_People
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In the Foreword, Covey père1 writes:

 This book shows that while ethics is [sic]2 funda-
mentally important and necessary, it is absolutely 
insufficient.…

 Financial success comes from success in the mar-
ketplace, and success in the marketplace comes from 
success in the workplace. The heart and soul of all of 
this is trust.…

Low trust causes friction, whether it is caused by 
unethical behavior or by ethical but incompetent 
behavior (because even good intentions can never 
take the place of bad judgment).

… as Stephen points out, the greatest trust-building 
key is “results.” Results build brand loyalty. Results 
inspire and fire up a winning culture. The consis-
tent production of results not only causes customers 
to increase their reorders, it also compels them to 
consistently recommend you to others. Thus, your 
customers become your key promoters, your key 
sales and marketing people. In addition, results win 
the confidence of practical-minded executives and 
workforces.…

Trust is like the aquifer – the huge water pool 
under the earth that feeds all of the subsurface wells. 
In business and in life, these wells are often called 
innovation, complementary teams, collaboration, 
empowerment, Six Sigma, and other expressions of 

1  Père is a high-falutin’ way to impress people with your knowledge 
of French. It just means “father”; it’s often paired with fils, meaning 
son, a word you will encounter very soon. Pretentious use of French 
in English dates back at least to the 1700s, when French was the lingua 
franca of international diplomacy. The famous Baroque composer 
Georg Philipp Telemann (1681–1767) published his famous Tafelmusik 
in 1733; tafelmusik is German for music to be played at a formal court 
dinner (“table music”); his publisher persuaded him that it would sell 
better with a (pretentious) French title so they published it as Musique 
de Table. Lingua franca is neither pretentious nor French, it is the 
proper name (in English) of an international trade language in Late 
Antiquity and the early Mediæval period, roughly 400-900 AD/CE, 
simplified and derived from the language used in the Kingdom of the 
Franks, which consisted of today’s France and large parts of Germany 
and Italy. The most famous Frankish king was Charlemagne (pro-
nounced SHAR-le-main) who became Emperor of the Romans in 800 
AD. Now, English is the lingua franca of the world. I figured it was OK 
to use something pretentious if I explained it in a footnote, as it would 
protect you when you run across it in other pretentious writing that 
doesn’t have explanatory footnotes. If these tangential enrichment-
footnotes bore you, quit reading the footnotes.
2  [sic] in a quote means that you’re quoting the author precisely, even 
if you know your high school English teacher would not approve of 
the original wording. In this case, ethics is considered singular when 
referring to a field of study, but plural for a person’s or company’s 
moral standards. If he had written while ethics are fundamentally 
important and necessary, they are absolutely insufficient he would have 
not been downgraded by his English teacher. Hey! Didn’t I tell you 
that if you find this extraneous material distracting and useless you 
should stop reading the footnotes?

Total Quality Management, brand loyalty, or other 
strategic initiatives.

At the very beginning of the book, Covey fils says: 

While corporate scandals, terrorist threats, office 
politics, and broken relationships have created low 
trust on almost every front, I contend that the abil-
ity to establish, grow, extend, and restore trust is not 
only vital to our personal and interpersonal well-
being; it is the key leadership competency of the new 
global economy.

Covey points out that ethics and 
trust should be a big deal for busi-
ness people: MBA students and 
convicts in a minimum-security 
prison score the same on an ethi-
cal dilemma test. One would hope 
that SAR team members score a bit 
higher.

Covey gives numerous anecdotes 
that illustrate how trust can decrease 
cost and increase the speed of busi-
ness operations, or on the other 
hand, distrust can slow things and 
make them more expensive. For 
example, consider how, since 9/11, 
the speed of air travel has decreased 
due to distrust of airplane passen-
gers. The airplanes go at the same 
speed, but the TSA screening pro-
cess slows everything down. And, 
we pay an extra security tax on every 
airline ticket.

Covey gives a positive example: 

Consider the example of Warren 
Buffett – CEO of Berkshire Hatha-
way (and generally considered one 
of the most trusted leaders in the 
world)—who recently completed a 
major acquisition of McLane Dis-
tribution (a $23 billion company) 
from Wal-Mart. Warren Buffett 
wrote: “We did no ‘due diligence.’ 
We knew everything would be 
exactly as Wal-Mart said it would 
be – and it was.” Imagine – less 
than one month (instead of six 
months or longer), and no “due 
diligence” costs (instead of the mil-
lions typically spent)! High trust, 
high speed, low cost.

 

Trust is the glue that holds 
a team together. A leader 
forgets this at his own 
peril. If we can make it 
perfectly clear to leaders-
in-training that there are 
many instances in life 
where you must entrust 
your destiny to someone 
else, we’ve taught them 
more about teamwork 
than any assignment or 
joint project will ever teach 
them.

—Larry Donnithorne, 
The West Point Way of 
Leadership

 

Effective listening to 
others is a skill that 
must be acquired by 
thoughtful practice. A few 
fundamental techniques 
can make a big differ-
ence: Ask subordinates 
open-ended questions in 
which a yes or a no won’t 
do for an answer, in the 
hopes of drawing them 
out. Let them complete 
their thoughts. Maintain 
eye contact. Repeat or 
rephrase what they’ve said 
and carry it to the next 
question, especially reflect-
ing your understanding 
of the emotion that they 
are feeling as they talk. 
For example, “You mean 
you’re feeling frustrated by 
this situation?”

—Larry Donnithorne, 
The West Point Way of 
Leadership
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Most of the book is devoted to techniques to create 
and maintain trust.

Covey identifies 13 behaviors that engender trust. 
First are five character behaviors:
 1 Talk Straight. Be honest. Tell the truth. Let people know 
where you stand. Use simple language. Call things what 
they are. Demonstrate integrity. Don’t manipulate people 
nor distort facts. Don’t spin the truth. Don’t leave false 
impressions.
 2 Demonstrate Respect. Genuinely care for others. Show 
you care. Respect the dignity of every person and every 
role. Treat everyone with respect, especially those who 
can’t do anything for you. Show kindness in the little 
things. Don’t fake caring. Don’t attempt to be “efficient” 
with people.
 3 Create Transparency. Tell the truth in a way people 
can verify. Get real and genuine. Be open and authentic. 
Err on the side of disclosure. Operate on the premise of, 
“What you see is what you get.” Don’t have hidden agen-
das. Don’t hide information.
 4 Right Wrongs. Make things right when you’re wrong. 
Apologize quickly. Make restitution where possible. 
Practice “service recoveries.” Demonstrate personal humil-
ity. Don’t cover things up. Don’t let personal pride get in 
the way of doing the right thing.
 5 Show Loyalty. Give credit to others. Speak about people 
as if they were present. Represent others who aren’t there 
to speak for themselves. Don’t badmouth others behind 
their backs. Don’t disclose others’ private information.

Next are five competence behaviors:
 6 Deliver Results. Establish a track record of results. Get 
the right things done. Make things happen. Accomplish 
what you’re hired to do. Be on time and within budget. 
Don’t overpromise and underdeliver. Don’t make excuses 
for not delivering.
 7 Get Better. Continuously improve. Increase your capa-
bilities. Be a constant learner. Develop feedback systems 
– both formal and informal. Act upon the feedback you 
receive. Thank people for feedback. Don’t consider yourself 
above feedback. Don’t assume your knowledge and skills 
will be sufficient for tomorrow’s challenges.
 8 Confront Reality. Take issues head on, even the “undis-
cussables.” Address the tough stuff directly. Acknowledge 
the unsaid. Lead out courageously in conversation. 
 Remove the “sword from their hands.” Don’t skirt the real 
issues. Don’t bury your head in the sand.
 9 Clarify Expectations. Disclose and reveal expectations. 
Discuss them. Validate them. Renegotiate them if needed 
and possible. Don’t violate expectations. Don’t assume 
that expectations are clear or shared.
 10 Practice Accountability. Hold yourself accountable. 
Hold others accountable. Take responsibility for results. Be 
clear on how you’ll communicate how you’re doing – and 
how others are doing. Don’t avoid or shirk responsibility. 

Don’t blame others or point fingers when things go wrong.
Finally, three behaviors that partake of both character 

and competence:
 11 Listen First. Listen before you speak. Understand. 
Diagnose. Listen with your ears…and your eyes and 
heart. Find out what the most important behaviors are to 
the people you’re working with. Don’t assume you know 
what matters most to others. Don’t presume you have all 
the answers – or all the questions.
 12 Keep Commitments. Say what you’re going to do. 
Then do what you say you’re going to do. Make commit-
ments carefully and keep them at all costs. Make keep-
ing commitments the symbol of your honor. Don’t break 
confidences. Don’t attempt to “PR” your way out of a 
commitment you’ve broken.
 13 Extend Trust. Demonstrate a propensity to trust. Extend 
trust abundantly to those who have earned your trust. 
Extend trust conditionally to those who are earning your 
trust. Learn how to appropriately extend trust to others 
based on the situation, risk, and character/competence of 
the people involved. But have a propensity to trust. Don’t 
withhold trust because there is risk involved.

Read the book. It’s not that long, used copies are 
cheap, and electronic versions are available. Besides 
that, Ben McCandless says, “the role that trust plays in 
a volunteer organization, and how to nurture it is THE 
MOST IMPORTANT THING RELEVANT TO LEAD-
ERSHIP THAT WE COULD POSSIBLY DISCUSS IN 
THIS CHAPTER.”

As with Dale Carnegie, every bit of what the Coveys 
père and fils say are good advice for any search and res-
cue leader.

Servant Leadership

The concept of servant leadership has become very 
popular through the agile movement, including agile 
software development1 and agile manufacturing.

Servant leadership is particularly apropos for leading 
volunteers, such as wilderness search and rescue organi-
zation members. 

What does servant leadership mean? In a nutshell, 
that leaders stand up for and protect their subordinates, 
especially newer and meeker members. Those subordi-
nates may struggle to stand up against stronger-willed 
members who might, metaphorically, walk all over 
them. 

A servant-leader: 
• Serves others before yourself • ; puts others’ needs 

first
• Doesn’t lead by title
• Helps members develop and perform as highly as 

1  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Agile_software_development

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Agile_software_development
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possible
• Promotes the feeling that members own the team
• Builds a foundation of trust
• Empowers team members
• Provides transparency
• Encourages collaborative engagements
• Is an un-blocker: removes obstacles so others can 

better perform their tasks
• Listens with empathy and caring
• Always acts ethically

Psychological Safety and Shifting Leadership

In the February 25, 2016 edition of The New York Times, 
Charles Duhigg provides an article “What Google 
Learned From Its Quest to Build the Perfect Team: New 
research reveals surprising truths about why some work 
groups thrive and others falter.” The article goes on in 
some detail about Google’s Project Aristotle (there he 
is again), which looked at factors that made some work 
groups, committees, teams, or whatever you call them, 
work better than others. The reported research is quite 
interesting, but we will skip to the bottom line. 

…on the good teams, members spoke in roughly 
the same proportion, a phenomenon the researchers 
referred to as ‘‘equality in distribution of conversa-
tional turn-taking.’’ On some teams, everyone spoke 
during each task; on others, leadership shifted among 
teammates from assignment to assignment. But in 
each case, by the end of the day, everyone had spoken 
roughly the same amount. ‘‘As long as everyone got a 
chance to talk, the team did well,’’ Woolley said. ‘‘But 
if only one person or a small group spoke all the time, 
the collective intelligence declined.’’

Second, the good teams all had high ‘‘average social 
sensitivity’’ – a fancy way of saying they were skilled 
at intuiting how others felt based on their tone of 
voice, their expressions and other nonverbal cues. 
One of the easiest ways to gauge social sensitivity is 
to show someone photos of people’s eyes and ask him 
or her to describe what the people are thinking or 
feeling – an exam known as the Reading the Mind 
in the Eyes test. People on the more successful teams 
… scored above average on the Reading the Mind in 
the Eyes test. They seemed to know when someone 
was feeling upset or left out. People on the ineffec-
tive teams, in contrast, scored below average. They 
seemed, as a group, to have less sensitivity toward 
their colleagues.

One lesson here, perhaps, is to simply have people sit-
ting so they can all see each other’s eyes. Another is for 
anyone who is running a meeting – whether a business 

meeting of a search and rescue organization, a large-
search planning staff meeting, or a field team discussion 
of a difficult decision – try to meet the eyes of those who 
are being quiet, and tacitly or expressly asking them 
to contribute to the discussion. For those of certain 
personality types, or who are new to SAR and reticent 
to speak, you can even say something inviting and non-
threatening like “Sarah, I’d be interested in your take on 
this.”

Psychologists refer to these features as conversational 
turn-taking and social sensitivity. These in turn create an 
atmosphere of psychological safety. In an oft-cited 1999 
article,1 Amy Edmondson defines psychological safety as 
shared belief held by members of a team that the team is 
safe for interpersonal risk taking. She specifically says:

…learning behavior consists of activities car-
ried out by team members through which a team 
obtains and processes data that allow it to adapt and 
improve. Examples of learning behavior include seek-
ing feedback, sharing information, asking for help, 
talking about errors, and experimenting.

…those in a position to initiate learning behavior 
may believe they are placing themselves at risk; for 
example, by admitting an error or asking for help, an 
individual may appear incompetent and thus suffer a 
blow to his or her image. In addition, such individu-
alism may incur more tangible costs if their actions 
create unfavorable impressions on people who influ-
ence decisions about promotions, raises, or project 
assignments.

…in some environments, people perceive the career 
and interpersonal threat as sufficiently low that they 
do ask for help, admit errors, and discuss problems.

… Team psychological safety is not the same as 
group cohesiveness, as research has shown that 
cohesiveness can reduce willingness to disagree and 
challenge others’ views, such as in the phenomenon 
of groupthink, implying a lack of interpersonal risk 
taking. The term is meant to suggest neither a careless 
sense of permissiveness, nor an unrelentingly positive 
affect but, rather, a sense of confidence that the team 
will not embarrass, reject, or punish someone for 
speaking up.

Going back to the New York Times article, Duhigg 
writes “Google’s data indicated that psychological safety, 
more than anything else, was critical to making a team 
work.” He goes on to tell a story about a team leader 
who improved the performance of his team by disclos-
ing some personal health data: he had Stage IV cancer 

1  Edmondson, A. (1999). “Psychological safety and learning behavior 
in work teams.” Administrative science quarterly 44(2): 350-383.
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and didn’t have all that much longer to live. You prob-
ably don’t have to be dying of cancer to be willing to dis-
cuss at least some personal struggles and vulnerabilities. 
This may help create that feeling of psychological safety 
that leads to trust and better team performance.

On the other hand, it might get the other high-D/
choleric people in the room to dismiss you as a total 
wimp. Naaah, won’t happen. Probably.

This echoes some of the comments about the effects 
of trust by Stephen Covey fils that we discussed earlier. 
And maybe, if we’re getting this from two such different 
sources, Stephen Covey and Google, we in wilderness 
search and rescue should pay serious attention. 

Let’s close with some comments from Matt Benson, a 
long-time leader with the ASRC’s Allegheny Mountain 
Rescue Group. While the Coveys and Google talk about 
trust in the context of business, Matt was thinking about 
trust in the context of wilderness search and rescue. In 
this context, trust doesn’t extend to business dealings. It 
extends to those on the other end of the rope, who you 
are trusting with your life.

Matt says:

I think a lot about how you have to trust your 
team. A leader can’t do everything. They need help 
whether it’s on a search, IC, or to administratively 
run the team. At some point, as a leader, I have to sit 
back and trust someone to do their job. 

I then think about what I can do to help me trust 
others in various SAR scenarios. Is it watching them 
train? Is it training them? Is it briefing? Is it just a 
relationship?

Chris Ruch of ASRC’s Allegheny Mountain Rescue 
Group emphasizes the importance of shifting leadership. 

Whether in a SAR organization’s meeting, on in Base 
on a search, we tend to think of leadership in rigid, 
hierarchical ICS terms. But when there is a leadership 
team, not in the sense that someone says to a few people 
“you’re now a team,” but when the team has a high level 
of psychological safety and mutual trust, then members 
of the team can pass around leadership like a ball. 

If you’re a leader on the ICS or organizational table of 
organization/org chart, one of the things you can do is 
to, by the techniques described above, enable leadership 
to shift among the team. You act more as a referee and 
coach than as a dictatorial commander. When talk turns 
to a topic which you know is a particular teammate area 
of expertise, toss the leadership ball his or her way for a 
bit.

Memes and Meaning

A quite meaningful analysis of leadership styles focuses 
on leaders as managers of meaning or thought leaders. 
This is the rule in politics; if you can get other people to 
accept the labels you put on things, half the battle’s won. 
Pro-life. Pro-choice. (It’s never good to label your group  
as “anti-”; that’s such a negative word.) The War on Ter-
rorism. Ben McCandless says, foreshadowing our later 
discussion on rhetoric, “These are sophistry – selecting 
language to prevent rational discussion of opposing 
views.” Of course, with any definition like this, people’s 
definition of such vague terms may reasonably differ. As 
I typed this, a cease-fire was due to go into place in the 
Syrian civil war, except for attacks on “terrorists” – and 
the US and Russia disagreed on who are the “terrorists.”

We considered Richard Dawkins’ idea of the self-
ish gene before. Dawkins also posits the idea of selfish 
memes. Genes are the elements of genetic heredity; 
memes are elements of thought, ideas that can spread 
through a society. Have you ever had a song you 
couldn’t get out of your head? An “earworm?” That’s a 
strong meme. So is idea of “the selfish gene.”

In popular culture, the word “meme” has been 
demeaned to mean minor and silly ideas becoming 
suddenly popular for their 15 minutes of fame.1 You just 
might have have heard of a YouTube video meme going 
viral. But the underlying scientific theory of memes still 
has value beyond this. Unlike the idea of thought lead-
ers, memes exist separately from people, and can spread 
among large swathes of the population. 

How about a thousand years ago, the spread of Islam? 
Or a thousand years before that, the spread of Christian-
ity across the Roman Empire and beyond?2

1  Andy Warhol, who grew up not far from where we now live and 
has a museum dedicated to his work in Pittsburgh, was responsible for 
this meme. See https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/15_minutes_of_fame
2  Some, for example Gibbon in The Decline and Fall of the Roman 

Spread of Christianity to AD 325 colored in dark blue, to 600 colored in light blue.
Creative Commons Attribution-Share Alike 3.0 Unported via Wikimedia Commons, courtesty Geuiwogbil

http://archive.asrc.net/#IDASRC-Training-ASRC-Training-Guide-Standards
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Memes mutate as do genes, which is why we have 
Sunni and Shia, each of which has separate sub-sects; 
also Catholic and Orthodox and all flavors of Protestant 
Christianity.1

These memes had charismatic leaders to start with, 
but then the memes became self-propagating.

The final meme we should consider is of volunteer 
SAR teams. It probably is a mutation of volunteer fire 
companies, but with its own unique story. In some 
areas, the Sheriff ’s deputies do SAR as part of their job, 
but even in these areas, the meme of the volunteer SAR 
team springs up. It would be a fascinating research proj-
ect to try to figure out where this meme began.

Lessons from the Military 

West Point

As far as military leadership, we will not study Geng-
his Khan, who created an empire far greater than the 
Roman Empire. That’s because his idea of performance 
art is no longer acceptable. After conquering a city that 
resisted him, he would slaughter every man, woman and 
child and arrange their heads in giant pyramids. But it 
did seem to be an effective communication tool. 

And while we will briefly look at Julius Caesar as a 
political leader, we will not study his military leadership 
style, as it’s probably not acceptable in this day and age, 
either. Especially punishing under-performing military 
units by decimation. That means randomly killing one 
out of every ten men in the unit.

Similarly we won’t look at the long-famed West Point 
(US Military Academy) hazing of plebes – first-year 
students – but we will look at how West Point develops 
military leaders now.

Empire, hold that Christianity weakened the Roman Empire and 
caused its fall. However, even after the fall of the Western Roman 
Empire, traditionally dated to 476 AD, (a) nobody at the time thought 
it had fallen, and (b) the Eastern Roman Empire, headquartered in 
Constantinople, previously Byzantium and subsequently Istanbul, 
lasted for about another thousand years. Some also consider that the 
spread of Christianity, and saving ancient Latin and Greek texts in 
far-flung monasteries, preserved Roman and Greek ideas that later 
became the basis of things like the Renaissance in Europe from the 
1300s to the 1600s. See, for example, the book How the Irish Saved Civ-
ilization. And for the required classical music examples, consider these 
questions. Why do Americans stand up when listening to the “Hal-
lelujah” Chorus from Handel’s Messiah, for which a king of England 
stood up? In 1743? And why do Austrians invariably clap whenever an 
orchestra plays the Radetsky March of Johann Strauss, Jr., celebrating a 
Czech general’s victory?
1  Wikimedia Commons has a nice animated GIF of the spread of 
these and other religions at https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/
commons/a/af/Religion_spread_animation_slow.gif

However, over the past few decades, West Point has 
reformed its treatment of plebes, limiting hazing to that 
which contributes to creating better leaders. In essence, 
West Point is now a kinder and gentler place… for a 
given value of “kinder and gentler” appropriate to the 
world’s top military academy. And the results of that 
process has lessons for wilderness search and rescue.

But first we must make a distinction between good 
military leaders and good wilderness search and rescue 
leaders. 

If a wilderness search and rescue field team rescues a 
person and saves that person’s life, but a member of the 
team is killed in the process, we regard that as a failure 
of leadership. There will be an inquest, or more likely, 
multiple inquests. There will be critical editorials in the 
newspapers. “Think risk/benefit, risk a lot to save a life, 
risk a little to save a little, risk nothing to save nothing. 
Everybody goes home.”

But for military leaders it’s different. The mission 
is the priority, not the safety of the team. If a military 
squad goes out on an important mission during war-
time – for example, to take out a machine-gun nest by 
killing enemy soldiers there – and is successful, but one 
member of the squad gets killed, then that’s an accept-
able loss, and the squad leader may well get a commen-
dation, and the soldier who died will likely get a medal 
and a posthumous promotion. 

For the military, the mission is more important than 
individual team members’ lives. It is drilled into military 
leaders. It is part of their ethos. 

With that caveat in mind, let’s look at the “new” West 
Point. There are several good books about how West 
Point new creates military leaders, but as recommended 
by my colleague Don Scelza, an accomplished leader in 
business, EMS and both urban and wilderness search 
and rescue, the one that best fits our needs is The West 
Point Way of Leadership by Larry Donnithorne.

Donnithorne starts out by distinguishing the West 
Point system from business leadership training: “At 

Mongol Empire at its peak
Creative Commons Attribution-Share Alike 4.0 International, via Wikimedia 

Commons, courtesy user Canuckguy and many others

https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/a/af/Religion_spread_animation_slow.gif
https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/a/af/Religion_spread_animation_slow.gif
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every Fortune 500 institution in America, people are 
taught ethics. At West Point, people are taught charac-
ter.” He goes on to explain:

“Leader of character” is the phrase the Academy 
uses to describe the kind of leader it wants its cadets 
to become. A leader of character has all of the quali-
ties we normally associate with leaders—ambition, 
confidence, courage, intelligence, eloquence, respon-
sibility, creativity, compassion—and one thing more 
which we unfortunately overlook too frequently 
among civilian leaders: A leader of character is abso-
lutely trustworthy, even in times of great stress, and 
can be depended upon to put the needs of others—the 
organization, the community—above personal con-
siderations—not now and then, or when the spirit 
moves him, or when it will look good on his resume—
but in every instance.…

The roots of sound leadership—be it civilian or 
military—are in ideals: moral principles (such as 
justice and beneficence), high-minded values (loyalty, 

integrity, consideration for others), and selfless 
service.

Donnithorne gives advice about what not to do:

There are four classic pitfalls that many leaders are 
unfortunately prone to: s

The autonomy syndrome. Many leaders believe 
that they alone must have the solution to every prob-
lem, the answer to every question. Not only do they 
thus create impossible pressure on themselves, they 
cheat themselves out of the valuable input of their 
subordinates. Simply by definition, the autonomous 
manager clearly discourages teamwork. 

The paranoia syndrome. Many leaders jeal-
ously guard management data as if they were TOP 
SECRET Pentagon documents, for fear that someone 
will exploit the information against them. For man-
agers to be able to elicit from their subordinates the 
knowledgeable and complete input that will make 
them high-performance team members, a clear flow 
of information is necessary. 

The bully syndrome. Some managers believe they 
have to “rough people up” verbally or emotionally to 
get them to perform. While this may work on a few 
employees, many more will become overly stressed or 
panicked, and ultimately alienated. If these problems 
are prevalent among a team’s members, the progress 
of the entire team will be impeded and discouraged. 

The “every man for himself ” syndrome. A manager 
may naively believe that if every employee simply 
does his job, everything will work out fine—no mat-
ter how his work affects the big picture, or his col-
leagues. This approach can never achieve synergy. 
Only when each individual feels a part of a distinct, 
more meaningful goal can high performance be 
achieved.

He also emphasizes that leadership styles must be tai-
lored for interaction with different kinds of people:

General Creighton Abrams advised, “Build on 
what a man is, don’t tear him down.”

… 
 “Building on what a man is” implies on the part 
of leaders their undertaking to become thoroughly 
acquainted with their subordinates, to figure out 
what strengths they each possess. Roughly, subordi-
nates can be divided into three groups, each of which 
requires a different approach from their leader. 

Knows her job well and is motivated to do it well. 
By the end of plebe year, most plebes—like many 
employees—have become very good at managing 
their tasks with minimal supervision and they need 

L e s s o n s  f r o m  t h e  M i l i t a r y

 ▸ For military leaders, the mission 
is more important than human 
lives; for wilderness search and 
rescue leaders, human lives 
are more important than the 
mission.

 ▸ “Think risk/benefit, risk a lot to 
save a life, risk a little to save a 
little, risk nothing to save noth-
ing. Everybody goes home.”

 ▸ Famous generals and the West 
Point military academy say things 
like:
 ▸ Strengthen and encourage your 
subordinates

 ▸ Don’t lose your temper at 
individuals

 ▸ Give subordinates as much 
responsibility as they can stand

 ▸ Use a calm voice and manner
 ▸ Be a good example
 ▸ Leaders assist subordinates 
in learning how to meet … 
expectations, provide feedback 
to subordinates on performance 
and, finally, hold subordinates 
responsible to perform. 

 ▸ Leaders take the initiative 
in fostering open, two-way 
communication. 

 ▸ Leaders provide subordinates 
the rationale for tasks.

 ▸ Leaders promote self-esteem in 
subordinates.

 ▸ Leaders accept mistakes, afford-
ing subordinates opportunities 

to learn through experience.
 ▸ Subordinates work for the 
success of the leader’s deci-
sions (assuming they are 
legal and ethical), providing 
honest advice before a deci-
sion is reached and working 
wholeheartedly to support it 
afterward. 

 ▸ Praise in public, admonish in 
private.

 ▸ Build on what a man is, don’t 
tear him down.

 ▸ Never tell people how to do 
things. Tell them what to do and 
they will surprise you with their 
ingenuity.

 ▸ Authority and power are very 
similar concepts. 
 ▸ They come from your position 
in the chain of command, from 
your expertise, or from your 
prior personal relations with 
others. 

 ▸ Legitimate authority or power 
means those under you accept 
your authority, for whatever 
combination of the above 
reasons. 

 ▸ Along with authority comes 
responsibility and accountability.

 ▸ Command presence is getting 
people to pay attention to you, 
and to do what you want them to 
do, even though they really don’t 
want to do it.
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little management, frequently, nothing more than a 
bit of guidance and occasional praise. These are the 
employees who make an organization hum. 

Motivated to succeed but job skills are below 
par. Although this kind of subordinate, often a new 
employee, requires additional time and attention, his 
eagerness to do well is more important than his lack 
of skill. While he needs patient and detailed training, 
and his work will have to be checked frequently—at 
least in the beginning—there is good reason to believe 
that, shown a little patience, he will develop into a 
high performer. 

Job knowledge and skills are clearly acceptable, but 
lacks motivation to succeed at job. It has been said 
that leaders spend 90 percent of their time attending 
to the problems of 10 percent of the work force. Sub-
ordinates with motivational problems are the most 
difficult for a leader to work with.

One advantage we have over the military: those who 
are not motivated simply quit so we don’t have to deal 
with them. Maintaining motivation, so they don’t quit, is 
more of a problem for us. 

Authority and Power

On the website of the Mountain Rescue Association 
(https://mra.org/), you can find a 2002 PDF pamphlet 
titled Field Team Leadership in Search and Rescue Opera-
tions, by Leonard R. Daughenbaugh. He says

In a military hierarchy or chain of command, FTLs 
would be the sergeants.

… once troops get into the field and the bullets 
start flying, sergeants must carry out the plan, make 
alterations, etc., which generally involves making 
life or death decisions under extreme time and situ-
ational pressure for both themselves and their people. 
As with SAR FTLs, it takes years to accumulate the 
specialized knowledge, experience, and judgment to 
become a good sergeant. A newly promoted sergeant 
might immediately be put in charge, but, because of 
the wealth of refined skills it took to reach that rank, 
it could easily be justified.…

General George Patton was probably a difficult 
person to work for, but he would have been an excel-
lent SAR manager. He clearly understood his limita-
tions as a manager when he said, “Never tell people 
how to do things. Tell them what to do and they 
will surprise you with their ingenuity.” (Theodore 
Roosevelt was a little more explicit when he said, 
“The best executive is one who has sense enough to 
pick good people to do what he wants done, and self 

restraint enough to keep from meddling with them 
while they do it.”)

This pamphlet is a good read for anyone aspiring to 
be a FTL or higher; it contains much 
wisdom. As far as leadership styles, 
Daughenbaugh says

It seems to be generally accepted 
that, to be consistent, a leader must 
adopt one, and only one, of the 
available leadership styles. In SAR, 
this is patently untrue and unwise. 
All aspects of SAR leadership activ-
ities, including leadership styles, are 
driven by the presenting situation.

Daughenbaugh discusses analyti-
cal methods for field team decision-
making, but this should be taken 
with a grain of salt. The earlier sec-
tion in this chapter, Sources of Power, 
discusses how this is probably not 
the best decision-making method, at 
least under time and other pressures. 

In their book Leadership in Land 
Search and Rescue, available free in 
PDF form at http://www.eri-intl.
com/, Tony Jones, Rick LaValla and 
Chris Long write:

It is appropriate to draw clear 
distinctions between leadership, 
command and management. All 
three are significant and interre-
lated but without effective leader-
ship command and management 
will fail to provide a quality of 
service required of any SAR opera-
tions. Ultimately the safety of all 
may be compromised.

We can perhaps equate relation-
ship-based leadership with their 
“leadership” and task-oriented 
leadership with their command and 
management. Or perhaps we can use 
the x,y “management grid” approach 
and equate their “leadership” with 
“Concern for People” and their 
“command and management” with 
“Concern for Production.”

 

Leaders of character serve 
the public good, and go 
beyond not only their 
personal horizons, but 
even past the horizons of 
their colleagues, to serve 
everyone whose interests 
are affected.

—Larry Donnithorne, 
The West Point Way of 
Leadership

 

Authority vs 
Responsibility

This is not only about 
terminology. It applies 
mostly to rigidly-struc-
tured organizations, 
which SAR teams may 
aspire to but certainly 
aren’t. 

If you have responsibil-
ity for something, your 
superior – and for search 
and rescue, likely all the 
members of organization 
– will hold you account-
able for getting it done. 
Your superior has the 
power to compel you to 
do something.

One of the tenets of 
modern management 
and especially self-orga-
nizing teams is that we 
all should provide direct 
feedback to each other 
and hold each other 
accountable.

If you have authority for 
something, your superior 
has delegated the power 
(albeit limited for volun-
teers) to compel those 
beneath you to do what 
you tell them.

A terrible situation is to 
have responsibility but 
no authority. 

https://mra.org/
http://www.eri-intl.com/
http://www.eri-intl.com/
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Authority

Jones, LaValla and Long talk about 
authority. By this they mean the power to 
get others to do what you say and follow 
your lead. They distinguish four sources 
of authority:
 • Authority from a leader’s position in 
the chain of command. They call this 
“legitimate” authority. Others call this 
“positional” authority.

Chris Ruch points out that in SAR 
teams we have two forms of positional 
authority. One is elected – leadership 
chosen by the membership for a specific 
leadership task for a specific period of 
team. This is most of the organizational 
leadership. 

The others are appointed positions, 
often lower level organizational leader-
ship and, during a search and rescue 
operation, all of the on-scene leadership. 

These two situations are very differ-
ent, especially in terms of being viewed 
as “legitimate” or “not legitimate” by 
subordinates. 

If an individual or small group of 
people rejects or declares “not legitimate” 
a leader elected by the membership, they 
are really calling the decision of the entire 
membership illegitimate, calling the orga-
nizational processes for voting on and 
removing leaders illegitimate, and ques-
tioning the whole democratic process. 

Most everyone reading this has at least 
heard of someone in a position of com-
mand who is not “legitimate” in terms of 
subordinates’ trust, or perceived compe-
tence. It’s a theme, a trope, in literature 
and movies, especially those about the 
military.

In combat, this can lead to subordi-
nates killing their superior officers; the 
term “fragging” (from fragmentation 
grenade) evolved to describe this practice 
during the Vietnam War. 

Chris points out that, in historical 
terms, fragging can only be considered 
ethically justifiable in a situation where 
someone was drafted against their will 
and put under the command of an abu-
sive officer. In a unit that elects its offi-
cers, this kind of action would only be 
taken by an individual or minority trying 

 

P r i n c i p l e s  o f  L e a d e r - S u b o r d i n a t e  R e l a t i o n s h i p s 

(from U.S. Military Academy Frameworks for Understanding Leadership)

 · Leaders make clear to subordi-
nates, early in the relationship, 
their commitment to the highest 
values of the military profession. 
Leaders abide by those values 
and encourage subordinates to 
do the same. 

 · Leaders make clear their expec-
tations of subordinates, knowing 
that demanding but achievable 
standards are expressions of 
confidence in subordinates. 
Leaders assist subordinates 
in learning how to meet those 
expectations, provide feedback 
to subordinates on performance 
and, finally, hold subordinates 
responsible to perform. 

 · Leaders seek to foster within 
subordinates a motivation to do 
the job well, based on the sub-
ordinates’ respect for and trust 
of their leaders. Leaders seek 
to earn that trust by consistent, 
respectful treatment of others 
and by adherence to high stan-
dards of personal conduct. 

 · Leaders attempt to satisfy 
subordinates’ needs so that the 
subordinate can contribute pro-
ductively to the accomplishment 
of the mission. 

 · Leaders take the initiative 
in fostering open, two-way 
communication. 

 · Leaders provide the subordi-
nates the rationale for tasks 
—thus building a foundation of 
trust on which to require perfor-
mance without such rationale 
should this become necessary. 

 · Leaders promote self-esteem in 
subordinates by providing posi-
tive feedback, by enabling sub-
ordinates to experience success, 
by building on subordinates’ 
strengths, by avoiding situations 
in which subordinates cannot 

succeed, by refusing to demean 
subordinates, and by assisting 
subordinates in setting realistic, 
meaningful goals. 

 · Leaders seek more from subor-
dinates than mere compliance, 
drawing out when appropri-
ate their knowledge, initiative, 
skills, understanding, and 
judgment to advance mission 
accomplishment. 

 · Leaders do not seek to gain priv-
ilege or comfort at the expense 
of subordinates and suffer hard-
ship along with subordinates 
when called upon to do so. 

 · Leaders accept mistakes, afford-
ing subordinates opportunities 
to learn through experience; 
subordinates, in turn, strive to 
learn the lessons well. 

 · Leaders praise in public and 
admonish in private. 

 · Leaders punish when necessary, 
while insuring that the punish-
ment is swift; is suited in kind 
and amount to the subordi-
nate’s failure; is directed at the 
behavior, not the person; and 
is designed to help the subor-
dinate avoid the behavior in the 
future. 

 · Both leaders and subordinates 
respect one another’s value and 
personal dignity and manifest 
that respect in their actions. 

 · Subordinates work for the suc-
cess of the leader’s decisions 
(assuming they are legal and 
ethical), providing honest advice 
before a decision is reached and 
working wholeheartedly to sup-
port it afterward. 

 · Subordinates do not withhold 
cooperation from leaders who 
sometimes fail to practice the 
above principles.
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to overturn the will of the majority who selects their 
leader.
 • Expert authority. This comes from competence, as 
judged by subordinates: the leader has the requisite 
knowledge, experience and judgment. 
 • Personal authority. This comes from prior interper-
sonal relations with members, and from charisma.
 • Referent authority. They state this is the leader’s accep-
tance by other team or party members. Seems to me 
that this is the product of the first three types of author-
ity. There also seems to be a close relationship between 
“referent authority” and Fukuyama’s Mandate of Heaven 
discussed in The Mandate of Heaven on page 86.

Iszatt-White’s book Leadership lists several types 
(or perhaps views) of leadership power in similar but 
slightly different terms, and using the word “power” 
instead of “authority”:

Informational power is the ability to provide 
information about a subject or task in such a way 
that the recipient will accept that information and 
behave in the way the influencing agent is suggest-
ing. Raven argues that this type of power can create 
socially independent change, change in a behaviour 
that continues even without future supervision or 
intervention. 

Reward power and coercive power are both said 
to lead to socially dependent change. This is due to 
the dependence on the ability to reward (in terms of 
pay, promotion, extra leave, etc.) or to threaten (with 
disciplinary action, dismissal, etc.). Raven argues 
that where this type of power is used, the target is 
only compliant if they think the influencing agent 
is watching them, measuring them and so having 
evidence from which to reward/punish them. Hence, 
surveillance is necessary if a leader chooses to use 
this form of power. More recently Raven updated the 
Reward and Coercive Power idea to go beyond the 
obvious, tangible elements to more intangible ones, 
such as approval or rejection from a well liked boss. 

Legitimate, expert, and referent power are all also 
classed as leading to socially dependent change, but 
Raven argues that this change would not require 
surveillance. 

Legitimate power means the person being influ-
enced accepting that the influencer has the right to 
direct, request, or demand a change. This right is 
usually associated with the position of a person in 
the hierarchy, or with the job title that the person 
possesses. 

Expert power is where the agent possesses, or is 
believed to possess, knowledge or insights that are 
accepted as superior and therefore influence the tar-
get to change behaviour. 

Finally, referent power is where 
the target holds the agent in high 
regard, admiring their behaviour 
and trusting their judgement, and 
so is happy to emulate them.

It is clear to anyone who has 
served under more than one leader/
manager/commander/boss, that 
there are different styles of leader-
ship. Despite all of the academic 
attempts to classify leadership styles, 
the most prominent of which we 
have discussed in this chapter, lead-
ers don’t see themselves in these 
terms. Leaders use a bit of this, a bit 
of that, and that they change their 
leadership styles over times with 
experience and observing other 
leaders, and may change them to 
suit different situations. 

Iszatt-White’s book Leadership 
recommends seeing the 1998 movie 
Saving Private Ryan, nominated for 
11 Academy Awards, to appreciate 
different styles of leadership by the 
same person:

In the film Saving Private Ryan, 
after storming the beaches of 
Normandy in the Second World 
War, Captain John Miller and his 
unit are sent on a mission behind 
enemy lines to find and extract an 
American soldier, Private Ryan. 
On their journey they encounter 
a machine gun emplacement, and 
this becomes the backdrop for 
Miller to demonstrate an ability 
to adapt his leadership to different 
situations. First the need to storm 
the emplacement is contested by 
the troops, and Miller uses his posi-
tional power, and his communica-
tion skills to force the completion 
of the task. During the action a 
member of the team is killed, lead-
ing to arguments after the event 
between the soldiers, first on what 
to do with a German prisoner they 
capture, and secondly on whether 
they will follow Miller again after 
he decides to release the prisoner. 
In an emotionally charged scene, 

 

General Freiherr von 
Hammerstein-Equord, 
the present chief of the 
German Army, has a 
method of selecting offi-
cers which strikes us as 
being highly original and 
peculiarly un- Prussian. 
According to Exchange, 
a Berlin newspaper has 
printed the following as 
his answer to a query 
as to how he judged his 
officers: “I divide my offi-
cers into four classes as 
follows: The clever, the 
industrious, the lazy, and 
the stupid. Each officer 
always possesses two of 
these qualities.

Those who are clever and 
industrious I appoint 
to the General Staff. 
Use can under certain 
circumstances be made 
of those who are stupid 
and lazy. The man who is 
clever and lazy qualifies 
for the highest leader-
ship posts. He has the 
requisite nerves and the 
mental clarity for difficult 
decisions. But whoever 
is stupid and industrious 
must be got rid of, for he 
is too dangerous.

—Army, Navy & Air Force 
Gazette (Great Britain), 
January 1933

 

To gain power, the 
most effective leaders 
give it away. By giving 
away some power to 
team members, leaders 
actually increase their 
influence and strengthen 
their ability to lead.

Leaders also use dif-
ferent leadership styles 
as appropriate for the 
level of experience of the 
people involved and the 
situation.

—Leading in the Wildland 
Fire Service
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Miller appeals to the troops in a relational way, 
describing his job before the war, and how he wants 
to return there knowing he has done the right thing. 
The difference from the first task-focused approach 
to the second relationship-focused approach is stark. 
The task itself can be seen to change, and with it the 
degree of relationship-focus needed by the leader.1

Research on this topic, and 45+ years of search and 
rescue experience both as a leader a follower, leads me 
to think SAR team leaders do a really, really good job 
for no pay except for recognition from their peers and a 
feeling of doing good for others. 

If there is any trend for which SAR leaders should 
try to avoid, it’s the tendency to resort to the Louis XIV 
authoritarian “command and control” mode when it’s 
not needed. If you find yourself wanting to use this 
mode, analyze the cause of your stress, and make a con-
scious effort to be a kinder, gentler leader. Bend over 
backwards to listen to others, validate their concerns, 
and then move on.

One hopes that even experienced leaders learned a bit 
from the forgoing discussion of different styles. Mix this 
with your observations of other leaders, perhaps colored 

1  Chris Ruch says: There is another clip from Saving Private Ryan 
about chain of command that I’ve seen used in a professional set-
ting a couple times. Gripes go up: https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=dKbdE5LOGNQ

by what you learned here, and keep updating your own 
unique leadership style, which is fitted to your personal-
ity type and the needs of those you lead.

Command Presence

The military and police talk about “command pres-
ence.” Command presence is getting people to pay atten-
tion to you, and to do what you want them to do, even 
though they really don’t want to do it.

If you’re a police officer, and you have a gun in your 
hand, and you say to the person in front of you “Drop 
the gun! Drop the gun NOW!” you are using command 
presence. On the other hand, if the person is very stu-
pid, very psychotic, or full of various intoxicants, com-
mand presence doesn’t work, and you just have to shoot 
at the center of mass.

Command presence is a mixture of many things:
• Your charisma
• Your confidence
• The confidence, trust and respect of those to whom 

you are speaking
• Your posture and body language
• Your positional power
• Your public-speaking ability
• Your rhetorical expertise

The ultimate command presence is to get people to 
follow you into battle despite almost-certain death. If 
you are standing in front of a group of soldiers, and you 
declaim in a booming voice,

 Once more unto the breach, dear friends, once 
more; … 

Follow your spirit, and upon this charge
Cry ‘God for Harry, England, and Saint George!

you are using command presence.2 On the other 
hand, when I have a piece of steak in my hand, I have 
command presence, says my dog.

2  Henry V’s speech from Act III, Scene I of the play Henry V by Wil-
liam Shakespeare; I recommend watching Kenneth Branagh’s movie 
version of this speech.

 

Douglas MacArthur ’s Principles of Leadership

 · Do I heckle my subordinates 
or strengthen and encourage 
them? 

 · Do I use moral courage in 
getting rid of subordinates who 
have proven themselves beyond 
doubt to be unfit? 

 · Have I done all in my power by 
encouragement, incentive and 
spur to salvage the weak and 
erring? 

 · Do I know by name and char-
acter a maximum number of 
subordinates for whom I am 
responsible? Do I know them 
intimately? 

 · Am I thoroughly familiar with 
the technique, necessities, 
objectives and administration 
of my job? 

 · Do I lose my temper at 
individuals? 

 · Do I act in such a way as to 
make my subordinates want to 
follow me? 

 · Do I delegate tasks which 
should be mine? 

 · Do I arrogate everything to 
myself and delegate nothing? 

 · Do I develop my subordinates 
by placing on each one as much 
responsibility as he can stand? 

 · Am I interested in the personal 
welfare of each of my subordi-
nates, as if he were a member 
of my family? 

 · Have I the calmness of voice 
and manner to inspire con-
fidence, or am I inclined to 
irascibility and excitability? 

 · Am I a constant example to 
my subordinates in charac-
ter, dress, deportment and 
courtesy? 

 · Am I inclined to be nice to 
my superiors and mean to my 
subordinates? 

 · Is my door open to my 
subordinates? 

 · Do I think more of position than 
job? 

 · Do I correct a subordinate in 
front of others?

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dKbdE5LOGNQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dKbdE5LOGNQ
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Lessons from Fire and EMS 

Command Climate

The federal government publication Leading in the 
Wildland Fire Service has the following advice which 
sounds as though it will apply quite well to a wilderness 
search and rescue Base:

Command climate refers to the environment 
within the influence of a particular leader or chain of 
command.

Team members develop a perception of the com-
mand climate based on their understanding of how 
they are expected to perform, how they are treated, 
and how they must conform to their leader’s indi-
vidual style and personality.

Fire leaders strive to create command climates 
based on trust in which people feel comfortable rais-
ing issues that may be problems and engaging in 
healthy debate over potential courses of action.

Establishing a positive command climate dem-
onstrates respect for our teams and subordinates 
and generates far-reaching benefits: unity of effort, 
increased initiative among subordinates, and more 
timely error mitigation.

A positive command climate not only helps to 
avoid error but also enhances the team’s ability to 
recover from error when it occurs. Direct communi-
cation with open interaction among teams and their 
leaders—a key attribute of an effective command cli-
mate—is the first line of defense against error chains.

Good command climate is characterized by open 
communication, mutual trust and respect, freedom 
to raise issues and engage in debate, clear and attain-
able goals, and teamwork.

Levels of Leadership

Leading in the Wildland Fire Service (free, online, and 
public domain: https://www.nwcg.gov/sites/default/files/
publications/pms494-2.pdf) has lots of quotable bits so 
let’s quote directly from it again:  

Leaders provide purpose, direction, and motiva-
tion to those they lead. Although these leadership 
requirements are similar for the leaders at different 
levels of an organization, the challenges faced and the 

perspective required to meet the challenges are con-
siderably different at each level.

Those in the role of a follower have a number of 
responsibilities: to become competent in basic job 
skills; to take initiative and learn from others; to ask 
questions and develop their communication skills.

Leaders of people have increasing challenges. They 
accept responsibility, not only for their own actions, 
but for those of their team. Leaders of people act 
to develop credibility as leaders: placing the team 
ahead of themselves, demonstrating trustworthiness, 
mastering essential technical skills, and instilling the 
values of the organization in their teams.

For a leader of leaders, the distance between the 
leader and the led increases the challenges of leading. 
Subordinate leaders frequently work in other loca-
tions, so face-to-face communication is not always 
possible.

As a result, the circumstances for building trust are 
more complex; but even so, the trust must withstand 
the pressures of time and distance, enabling leaders to 
confidently communicate intent and delegate respon-
sibility. These leaders act as the conduit between the 
organization and the people on the ground, interpret-
ing the vision into mission, translating abstract ideas 
so that subordinate leaders can take definitive action.

For leaders of organizations, the challenges grow 
to looking both more broadly and further ahead. 
These leaders manage the most complex and high-
profile emergency incidents.

Our organizational leaders plan for future opera-
tions as well as mentor promising 
people for key roles in our organi-
zations. They represent the face of 
the wildland fire service to coopera-
tors, stakeholders, and the general 
public. Decisions made by these 
leaders have significant and far-
reaching effects.

A Bias for Action

Leading in the Wildland Fire Service 
also says:

Leaders in the wildland fire ser-
vice are not only empowered but 
also duty-bound to act on a situ-
ation that is within our power to 
affect, even without direction from 
above.

 

The authority to lead 
is established by law. 
Whether this author-
ity is based on federal, 
state, or local law, we are 
legal agents exercising 
authority on behalf of 
our organizations.

The ability to lead is a 
different matter; it is 
something that cannot 
be legislated. To be effec-
tive, leaders must earn 
the trust and respect of 
others. A leader’s journey 
is a perpetual cycle of 
acquiring, shaping, and 
honing the knowledge 
and skills of leadership. 
The leadership journey is 
never finished.

—Leading in the Wildland 
Fire Service

https://www.nwcg.gov/sites/default/files/publications/pms494-2.pdf
https://www.nwcg.gov/sites/default/files/publications/pms494-2.pdf
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This empowerment is not intended to encourage 
freelancing. In a high-risk environment, freelancing 
is a dangerous and unpredictable element, causing 
more harm than good. Ultimately, leaders are always 
accountable for their actions.

Here let’s quit quoting directly and ask a pointed 
question: What’s the difference between “exercising initia-
tive” and “freelancing”? 

For an eminently-quotable publication with such 
great advice, this is a major oversight. We will have to go 
with the Justice Potter Stewart “I know it when I see it”: 
that freelancing is in the eye of the beholder. 

Leading in the Wildland Fire Service goes on to say:

A bias for action acknowledges wildfire as an envi-
ronment where events do not always go according to 
plan. At times during an incident, one person may 
be the only one in a position to see what needs to be 
done and to make it happen. Time may not permit 
informing the chain of command before an opportu-
nity is lost.

In these time-critical situations, fire leaders use 
judgment, act within the intent of their leaders, work 
in unison with others, develop and communicate a 
plan, and then inform leaders of actions as soon as 
safely possible.

On a chaotic and rapidly developing wildfire, one 
person taking the initiative can make all the differ-
ence in seizing and taking advantage of an oppor-
tunity. Being hesitant, risk-averse, or indecisive can 
expose firefighters to greater long-term risks and 
translate into a waste of time, opportunity, energy, 
and money.

This seems more an argument for independent action 
than against freelancing. Different people will judge dif-
ferently where an indendent action lies on the spectrum 
from “independent action” to “freelancing.” 

When, after the fact, we try to place an action some-
where along this spectrum, we should bend over back-
wards to avoid retrospectoscope bias (see Mind Traps on 
page 50) and not blame those on the sharp end. Give 
the benefit of doubt to anone in the field who had to 
make a difficult decision to take independent action. 

The Heat of the Moment

Despite its length, this chapter is designed to be the 
“Readers Digest condensed version,” sparing you from 
having to read primary sources, including books, 

L e s s o n s  f r o m  t h e  W i l d l a n d  F i r e  S e r v i c e

 ▸ The command climate in Base 
must be one of trust and psycho-
logical safety, as this supports 
unity of effort, increased initiative 
among subordinates, and more 
timely error mitigation.

 ▸ Good command climate is 
characterized by open com-
munication, mutual trust and 
respect, freedom to raise issues 
and engage in debate, clear and 
attainable goals, and teamwork.

 ▸ Each level of leadership has its 
own challenges:
 ▸ Follower: basic competence, 
show initiative, learn from 
others, ask questions, learn 
communication skills.

 ▸ Leaders of people: responsibil-
ity for the team as well as self, 
develop credibility, place the 

team ahead of themselves, 
demonstrate trustworthiness, 
and instill organization values.

 ▸ Leaders of leaders: build 
trust in subordinate leaders 
despite time and distance, 
enable subordinates to com-
municate intent and delegate 
responsibility.

 ▸ Have a bias for action, as things 
in wilderness search and rescue 
do not always go according to 
plan, and you may be the only 
one in a position to see what 
needs to be done and to do it.

 ▸ We value independent action but 
not freelancing; it’s hard to tell the 
difference, but after the fact, we 
should give the benefit of doubt 
to the member: avoid retrospec-
toscope/hindsight bias.

Table from Leading in the Wildland Fire Service
public domain, US National Wildfire Coordinating Group
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newspaper articles and scientific journal articles to learn 
about leadership and followership.

While many of those primary sources are worth a 
read (there is a recommended reading list at the end), 
there is one book that you just have to read. It’s good 
enough that you might stay up late at night reading it. 
It’s well-written, scientifically respectable and as engag-
ing as a good novel.

Written by a fireground commander who is also 
a research psychologist, The Heat of the Moment: A 
Firefighter’s Stories of Life and Death Decisions covers 
many topics we have discussed in this chapter – analysis 
paralysis, trust, confirmation bias and the like – in a 
connected way and with a gripping personal narrative.

Here is an example of her clear and simple writing, 
here about the effects of stress on decision-making:

The more stress you are experiencing, the less pro-
cessing capacity is available. 

Imagine your mind as a jug filled to the brim with 
water. As you become stressed, some mud is tipped 
into the jug. First, it discolours the water, affecting 
your thought processes and your ability to make 
rational decisions. Then, if you keep adding more 
mud, the jug will overflow as more and more of the 
water – the useful space – is overtaken by, mud: your 
response to stress. 

The result is human error. 

She introduces some terms and concepts that we have 
not covered thus far, at least not overtly.

Operational empathy is not a commonly-used term. 
The author, Sabrina Cohen-Hatton, uses it to describe 
how we feel when we care, at a gut-level emotional way, 
about the situation of someone we are searching for or 
trying to rescue. 

We need to have some level of professional detach-
ment to do our jobs. But if we don’t have any empathy 
for the victim (and that word is specifically appropriate 
here, instead of “subject” or “patient”), we should prob-
ably be in some other business. There needs to be a bal-
ance between professional detachment and empathy for 
the victim to be able to do our jobs. 

If the victim is one of our own loved ones, that bal-
ance may shift to the point where we make bad deci-
sions. When dealing with the family of a victim, it is 
worth keeping this skewing of decision-making in 
mind.

Decision inertia is what Cohen-Hatton terms what 
popular culture calls analysis paralysis. Her term fits 
better into the lexicon of scientific terms but we should 
treat them as synonyms. Except… except… she applies 
the concept specifically to time-pressured life-or-death 

decisions, and the psychological factors that come into 
play in such situations.

You are the fire service Incident Commander, and 
there has just been a terrorist bombing in a very long 
commuter tunnel. You have some firefighters doing 
search and rescue in it. There are entrapped victims 
including a nine-year-old girl, and it will probably take 
half an hour or longer to free her, You just got somewhat 
reliable information that a secondary bomb is in the 
tunnel and will likely go off in about fifteen minutes. 
After agonizing on it for a bit, you decide to withdraw 
all firefighters with as many victims as they can, leaving 
those entrapped in place, as will take much longer than 
15 minutes to free those entrapped in the tunnel. The 
firefighter with the 9-year-old refuses to leave her.

What is your decision?
In the context of decision inertia, she talks about 

having to choose the least worst option from among a 
bunch of options, all bad. She uses the title of the book, 
in the heat of the moment, which neatly encapsulates 
the concept that we explored earlier 
when we discussed Klein’s book 
Sources of Power: decision-making 
under conditions of uncertainty and 
time pressure.

She explores the idea of account-
ability for the decision, and how 
high levels of accountability may 
contribute to decision inertia: “what 
are people going to say?” And how 
decision inertia can lead to decision 
omission: simply being frozen and 
unable to decide, but as they say, 
“not to decide is to decide.” And it 
can also lead to attempt to defer the 

T h e  H e a t  o f  t h e  M o m e n t

 ▸ Stress decreases mental process-
ing capacity and makes error 
more likely.

 ▸ We have operational empathy for 
the victims we are trying to help, 
but if the victim is one of our 
loved ones, it can intefere with 
our judgment.

 ▸ A high level of accountability may 
interfere with our decision-mak-
ing, and combined with other 
factors may result in decision 
intertia. 
 ▸ It may be in the form of decision 
omission: simply being frozen 
and unable to decide, and then 
bad things may happen.

 ▸ This may also be in the form 
of choice deferral, either to later 

or to someone else; though, as 
they say, and especially when 
time is of the essence, not to 
decide is to decide, and bad 
things may then happen.

 ▸ Our intuitive decision-making 
comes into play in time-pres-
sured situations; before acting 
on an intuitive decision, a best 
practice is to engage your ratio-
nal decision-making faculty to 
answer the three questions of the 
Decision Control Process:
 ▸ Goal – what do I want this deci-
sion to achieve?

 ▸ Expectations – what to expect to 
happen as a result?

 ▸ Risks versus benefits – how do 
the benefits outweigh the risks?

fair use per Wikimedia guidelines 
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decision, either to later, or to another person: choice 
deferral.

Cohen-Hatton gives many examples of her real-life 
fire command that have lessons for search managers, 
who are leaders-0f-leaders. A summary here won’t 
suffice – you should read the book to appreciate these 
lessons. 

One bullet point is that leaders-of-leaders have to 
rely on the reports of others to put together the jigsaw 
puzzle that is a major fire, or a large lost person search. 
Due to of imperfect communications, lack of full situ-
ational awareness, or perhaps confirmation bias on the 
part of your subordinates, the information you get is 
not as dependable as what you get from a direct, first-
hand look at the fire or the weather and terrain in the 
field. You must take those second-hand and third-hand 

reports with a grain of salt, and 
keep your mind open to alternate 
ways to put the jigsaw puzzle 
together. And the further separated 
you are from those “at the sharp 
end” in the field, either by poor 
communications or layers of inter-
mediaries, the fuzzier those jigsaw 
puzzle pieces will be.

Based on the work of Gary 
Klein that we discussed earlier 
(Sources of Power on page 47), 
Cohen-Hatton focused her 
Ph.D. research on the interaction 
between intuitive and analytical 
decision-making. 

One of her major (and success-
ful) crusades after completing 
her Ph.D. is to get people, even if 
making a decision by intuition, to 
pause for just a few seconds and 
engage the rational, analytical deci-
sion-making parts of their brains 
to ask three questions:
• Goal – what do I want this deci-

sion to achieve?
• Expectations – what to expect 

to happen as a result?
• Risks versus benefits – how do 

the benefits outweigh the risks?
She calls this Decision Control 

Process. It is taught to emer-
gency services workers through-
out Britain, both in classrooms 
and in high-fidelity, high-stress 
simulations.

Decisions that have to be made by a committee1 are 
in danger of groupthink (discussed in Groupthink (Peer-
Group Syndrome) on page 11). To address this, the 
UK Joint Emergency Services Interoperability Principles2 
include a pocket card (text reproduced in the table here) 
that encourages members of the committee or other 
decision-making group to critically analyze group deci-
sions and speak up when appropriate.

You’ve gotten some bullet points from the book here. 
It is full of engaging, memorable stories that will imbue 
you with some major people skills, especially if you are a 
leader-of-leaders. Just to give you a flavor of her writing 
and the lessons she imparts, here are a few quotes from 
one of her stories:

The lorries are nearly extinguished; but the fire 
is still spreading through the building. Thick, black 
smoke pulses from cracks in the walls and the flames 
have breached the roof. I’m concerned about the 
missing people. I turn up my radio but they haven’t 
yet been found.…

The rear entrance is on the right-hand side of the 
building, opposite the burning lorries. I step over 
the three red hose-lines – fully charged with water 
– leading in through the door. Each represents a 
crew of at least two firefighters. I glance at the entry 
control point where a plastic board is standing on a 
metal tripod. The entry control officer is adding criti-
cal information to the board, logging the times at 
which the crews entered, how much air they had at 
that point and how long until it runs out. He does it 
quickly and deftly, simultaneously taking radio mes-
sages from the crews inside.

There is an emergency team ready with breathing 
apparatus in case one of their colleagues begins to 
struggle. The emergency team is always the same size 
as the largest crew in the building, so that they can 
match any crew that might need rescuing. There are 
three firefighters in this emergency team, so I know 
that at least one of the crews inside is a team of three. 
So there is a minimum of seven firefighters inside, but 
possibly as many as nine.

I approach the sector commander, who has his 
back to me. The crew commander is now talking 
to a firefighter operating a pump. I don’t recognize 
either of them. The crew commander’s arms are 
crossed defensively and his brow is furrowed. He 
looks thoroughly pissed off. I can’t hear much of their 
conversation over the noise of the pump, but I make 
out something like, ‘If he ever speaks to me like that 
again, I swear I’ll…’

1  http://www.cynical.ws/definition/committee
2  https://www.jesip.org.uk/

 

Leadership is defined 
as the act of influenc-
ing people in order to 
achieve a result. The 
leadership environment 
is made up of those criti-
cal elements that a suc-
cessful leader considers 
in planning for effective 
action.

The first element is you, 
the leader, who is ulti-
mately responsible for all 
action and results.

The second element is 
your people, those that 
you are responsible for.

The third element, the 
situation, is comprised 
of the many unique 
variables that influence a 
leader’s decisions such 
as objectives, conditions, 
resources available, orga-
nizational influences, 
and others affected by 
the action.

The last element is the 
consequences—the 
short- and long-term 
effects of your actions.

The one predictable 
factor of the leadership 
environment is that any 
or all of the elements will 
change.

—Leading in the Wildland 
Fire Service

http://www.cynical.ws/definition/committee
https://www.jesip.org.uk/
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It doesn’t sound good. Then the sector commander 
turns around and I understand the problem imme-
diately. Saul Mortimer is in charge of Sector 3. There 
are very few people in this world who I really, genu-
inely, cannot abide. He is one of them.

He is a renowned bully rumoured to have strong 
sponsors – senior officers with influence – who people 
say cover for his bad behaviour. Many believe that if 
they challenge him, their life will get harder or their 
career will be limited in some way.…

I sigh and walk over, bracing myself for the tirade 
that will inevitably follow.

‘Saul,’ I say, smiling. ‘How are things?’
Deep acne scars mark his face like a lunar land-

scape. Small and stout, he reminds me of a Russian 
doll. He grimaces and holds my stare, expecting – or 
perhaps hoping – for a confrontation. However, now 
is not the time. Not when a business is burning down 
and people are missing. So I continue to smile and 
offer my hand, knowing it will wrongfoot him.

He is visibly startled and contorts his grimace 
into a feeble smile. He stutters as he begins brief-
ing me and he struggles to hold my gaze, always 
shuffling and looking between his hands and the 
scene. He speaks formally, loudly – he’s clearly 
very uncomfortable. I can’t help but feel a little 

amused. I resist the temptation to play with him fur-
ther, though.…

I run through my usual questions, confirming his 
understanding of the situation and checking his jig-
saw and his situational awareness. He interrupts the 
briefing several times to bark orders into his radio.

‘Where’s that crew? Listen! I told you I wanted 
another crew!’ I watch his face contort as he bares his 
teeth. His language isn’t just abrupt – which is quite 
normal over the radio – but antagonistic.

Communication is an important skill, but it does 
require a lot of brain power. This is even more the 
case for effective communication. Excessive amounts 
of stress reduce your ability to perform, so when 
you’re under pressure, your communication worsens 
and you’re less able to convey your meaning clearly. 
This means that your listener – in this case, a fire-
fighter about to risk their life in a dangerous, burning 
building – will be less able to understand what it is 
you want of them.…

Saul is failing to communicate effectively. Not only 
is his language and tone aggressive over the radio, but 
he isn’t listening to me at all. He talks over me every 
time I speak, failing even to hear, let alone acknowl-
edge my contributions. It is a frustrating combination 
of mansplaining and verbal domination, and he is 

Why are we doing this?

• What are the goals linking to this decision?

• What is the rationale, and is that jointly agreed?

• Does it support working together, 

saving lives and reducing harm?

What do we think 
will happen?

• What is the likely outcome of the action; in particular 

what is the impact on the objective and other activities? 

• How will the incident change as a result of these 

actions, what outcomes do we expect?

In light of these 
considerations, is the 

benefit proportional 
to the risk?

• Do the benefits of proposed actions justify 

the risks that would be accepted?

Do we have a common 
understanding 

and position on:

• The situation, its likely consequences 

and potential outcomes? 

• The available information, critical 

uncertainties and key assumptions? 

• Terminology and measures being used by 

all those involved in the response? 

• Individual agency working practices 

related to a joint response? 

• Conclusions drawn and communications made?

As an individual:

• Is the collective decision in line with my 

professional judgement and experience? 

• Are we (as individuals and as a team) content that 

this decision is the best practice solution?

UK Joint Emergency Services Interoperability Principles key 
prompts: pocket card text (from The Heat of the Moment)

Main skills Sub-skills

Assertive, effective 
and safe leadership

• Setting and maintaining 

standards of performance

• Values and supporting others

• Leadership style

• Competence

• Safety leadership

Effective decision-
making and planning

•  Intuitive decision-making

• Analytical decision-making

• Planning

Interpersonal 
communication

• Listening

• Communication style

• Briefing

Personal resilience

• Thinking time

• Stress. and fatigue management

• Confidence

Situational awareness

• Information gathering

• Understanding information

• Anticipating incident 

developments

Teamwork and 
interoperability

• Cooperation

• Team formation

• People-oriented

Skills of Leaders (from The Heat of the Moment). This is used 
to score fire service leadership performance in the UK
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doing his utmost to prevent me from getting a word 
in. He lets me speak for, at most, a couple of sec-
onds before turning and barking at someone else or 
straining over my shoulder to see something behind 
me. I’m beginning to feel agitated. I check myself 
for a moment, ensuring that I’m not suffering from 
confirmation bias, processing information that only 
confirms my perspective of Saul as an idiot. After a 
brief reality check I am certain that my suspicions are 
endorsed by his behaviours, and there’s not a counter-
behaviour that I can spot … No matter how hard I 
look for one.

‘Saul. Focus. How much of the ground—’
‘Yes, we’re making progress. When I first got here 

I—’
I cut him off. He wants to tell me a story – of 

everything he’s done since he first arrived – but I 
really need to know what’s happening now. I try to 
redirect the conversation.

‘Saul. Show me on the board how much of the 
ground you have searched.’

Fed up, I lead him towards the board. If he is fail-
ing to answer a simple and straightforward ques-
tion, then I am very concerned about his ability to 
convey risk-critical information to those under his 
command.

This is an instance in which someone’s behaviour 
– their disposition, their language and their actions – 
reveals something of their thoughts. I have witnessed 
poor communication, aggression, an inability to read 
and respond to the emotions of others, an inability to 
focus and, to be frank, an inability even to string a 
sentence together.

I opt for a tactical withdrawal to the command 
unit. The fire is not yet big enough to warrant my 
command, but there is a command issue that needs 
addressing. I need to speak to Les, Saul needs to be 
supported or replaced – and quickly.

I climb up the steps and back into the command 
unit…

‘What are we doing about the missing person?’ I 
ask. 

‘That’s being managed by Sector Three.’
‘And what progress have they made?’ 
Les pauses. ‘They’re still searching.’ 
‘Do we know how much of the building has been 

searched? And how much is left to search? How 
quickly they’re going through breathing-apparatus 
wearers? Have we got enough crews or do we need 
more down there?’

I turn to the command support operative. ‘Did 
the last update from Sector Three have an update on 
progress or resourcing requirements?’ 

‘No, ma’am.’ 

‘Did you ask for it?’ 
‘Yes, ma’am.’ 
‘And?’ 
‘Well… To be honest…” 
He looks cagey, as if he has something to say but 

doesn’t feel comfortable saying it. His response con-
firms my suspicions. Saul’s failure to communicate is 
impinging on our situational awareness and it’s defi-
nitely not confirmation bias on my part. 

‘Can you. try again, please?’ I ask. 
The radio operator reaches for the radio. I turn 

back to Les. 
‘I’m concerned that Saul isn’t coping. I couldn’t get 

a sense of how much he had searched either. I think 
he needs to be supported or replaced.’ 

Les nods. 
‘I suggest that one of the new officers becomes the 

search coordinator. They can work within Sector 
Three. They can rocus on finding the missing person 
and reduce the pressure on Saul.’ 

Les nods again. 

The chapter with the story on debriefing after a par-
ticularly bad fire would be of great use to anyone hav-
ing to lead a large large-person search … and deal with 
the debrief and after-action report. And, as you can tell 
from the brief excerpt from the book, her stories teach 
much better than bullet points.1 

Whacker Management

Whackers. You may know the type. Someone who has 
all of those characteristics of emergency services work-
ers that we discussed earlier (need to be needed, action-
oriented and so forth), to the max. 

A colleague of mine, Knox Walk, once defined 
“whacker” this way: “You know how volunteer EMTs 
and firefighters can put magnetic flashing lights on top 
of their cars? A whacker has a magnetic flashing light so 
big that the car turns around under it.”

Fire departments and EMS services are both whacker 
magnets (that’s a technical term). I have served as Chief 
Medical Officer of the Federal Disaster Medical Assis-
tance Team (DMAT) in Pittsburgh, and it’s a whacker 
magnet, though dealing with Federal bureaucracy 
quickly weeds out most of the bad whackers. But SAR 
teams – SAR teams are like superconducting whacker 
magnets.

So having even the tiniest bit of leadership respon-
sibility in a SAR team, even just being a member who 

1  If you don’t believe me, read Edward Tufte’s brilliant monograph, 
The Cognitive Style of Powerpoint: Pitching Out Corrupts Within, 
https://www.edwardtufte.com/tufte/powerpoint

https://www.edwardtufte.com/tufte/powerpoint
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has to sometimes lead search teams of emergent volun-
teers, means that you need to know the basic tenets of 
whacker management. 

We need to see whacker management in the context 
of the social interactions within a team. So, let’s first 
look at search and rescue team dynamics from the view-
point of a sociologist.

Heroic Efforts

Once there was a woman who was a sociology grad 
student. She wanted to do an ethnographic study of an 
interesting society that had not been well-studied to 
date. She chose to study a search and rescue team. 

She joined the SAR team as a novice, first covertly 
studying the team members and their interactions, then 
later continuing her studies with the team’s full knowl-
edge and cooperation. She ended up “going native,” 
becoming an integral member of the team, on which she 
served for six years. She also dated and then married 
another team member.

Her book makes a great read for anyone interested in 
sociology. Reading it will also make you a better search 
and rescue team member and leader. 

The woman is Jennifer Lois, and her study was pub-
lished as the book Heroic Efforts: The Emotional Culture 
of Search and Rescue Volunteers. She’s now a professor in 
the sociology department at Western Washington Uni-
versity, in the middle of the North Cascade Mountains.

The book focuses on the socialization of new mem-
bers into the pseudonymous Peak Search and Rescue 
Team, and how group member’s emotions are managed 
by the group’s social dynamics. She probes deeply into 
the emotional management involved in dealing with 
patients and their families; we will focus on these in 
other chapters.

 Lois also discusses the motivations that lead people 
to join the group, the different social classes of mem-
bers, and the role of the “hero” in society.

A few quotes from the book will put this in context.

Peak was an organization that required its mem-
bers to behave heroically. Rescuers had to sacrifice 
their own interests in order to help strangers in need. 
Because it could not offer material incentives, nor 
could it force its members to behave in certain ways, 
Peak gained members’ compliance by using symbolic 
rewards. The group tightly guarded its only commod-
ity, the status of “hero,” and used it to entice aspiring 
members to conform to the group’s norms. Members 
who did not conform closely enough were made well 
aware of their peripheral status in the group and thus 
were not granted the core membership that would 
allow them to claim the heroic identity of the group 

as their own. By making heroism an elusive and dif-
ficult goal to achieve, Peak ensured members’ com-
pliance as well as instilled in them a sense of group 
dedication.…

Peak’s new members were encouraged to recognize 
their own unimportance early on 
and to demonstrate their under-
standing that membership was 
not a means to self-glorification. 
The group first socialized them to 
downplay arrogance and egoism 
and to display humility and respect. 
In this stage, the norms guided 
members to focus their attention on 
themselves in an effort to eliminate 
any attitudes of self-interest. Suc-
cessful socialization in this stage 
moved them to peripheral status, 
where they were next socialized to 
orient themselves toward the group. 
Norms in the group-oriented stage 

W h a c k e r  M a n a g e m e n t

 ▸ “A whacker is a volunteer EMT 
who has one of those magnetic 
rotating lights for the top of his 
car that’s so big that the car 
rotates around underneath it.”
 ▸ Volunteer emergency services 
organizations are whacker mag-
nets. SAR teams are supercon-
ducting whacker magnets.

 ▸ SAR leaders must be expert 
whacker managers.

 ▸ Whackers tend to be thrill-seek-
ers; good whackers carefully 
evaluate risks.

 ▸ SAR teams can socialize 
whackers to be self-effacing 
and to subsume their whacker-
ness to the needs of the team. 
Whackers who do this success-
fully may get to be heros. 

 ▸ Some whackers require massive 
amounts of mentoring and 
supervision (and maybe an 
occasional whack on the head), 
but eventually turn out to be the 
team’s most valuable members.

 ▸ Some whackers are seriously 
damaged materials, and need to 
be eased out of the team, with 
or without a psychiatric referral, 
but in a way that doesn’t hurt 
the individual or the team. 

 ▸ Whackers who lie a lot probably 
won’t turn out OK. 

 ▸ Whackers who will turn out OK 
are usually those who are smart 

enough to learn from their mis-
takes; this includes emotional 
smarts as well as intellectual 
smarts.

 ▸ Confidence is good, to instill 
trust. But unwarranted 
confidence is bad. Witness: 
“The Foole doth thinke he is 
wise, but the wiseman knowes 
himselfe to be a Foole” from 
Shakespeare, As You Like It. 
We now call this the Dunning-
Kruger effect. 

 ▸ Reconcile “It is better to be 
wrong than to be indecisive” 
with “He is seldom wrong but 
never uncertain.” Do so by 
confidently letting people know 
you don’t have the best answer, 
and solicit input. Make the best 
decision you can, and be confi-
dent that you’ve done the best 
you can with available informa-
tion and your knowledge and 
experience. 

 ▸ Hubris is a sin, not because of 
some religious proscription, but 
because overweening pride with 
overconfidence and arrogance 
and a lack of humility sets 
you up for a big fall. (Perhaps 
literally.)

 ▸ Temper but celebrate the whack-
erness of yourself and your 
teammates.

fair use per Wikimedia guidelines 
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encouraged members to focus 
on group goals by being team 
players and accepting any role 
assigned to them. Thus, social-
ization to group conscious-
ness comprised two stages: 
first denying the self and then 
affirming the group.…

Members also demonstrated 
self-denial through actions or 
attitudes that not only down-
played but actively avoided 
self-glorification. To fade 
modestly into the background 
after a mission showed willing-
ness to renounce self-serving 
reasons for participation in 
Peak. Conversely, members 
who talked to the press about 
their performance on a rescue 
without authorization from 
the group were sanctioned for 
using the group as a vehicle for 
self-aggrandizement. This type 
of grandstanding was one of the 
most basic infractions members 
could commit, and members 
who did so were formally 
reprimanded on several occa-
sions: the board of directors 
suspended one violator from all 
group activity for one month, 
and threatened another with 
permanent expulsion.

Members felt that displays of 
excessive pride endangered the 
heroic identity of the group.… 
Indeed, our cultural concep-
tions, as informed by Greek 
mythology, show that hubris 
destroys heroes.

Rescuers also demonstrated 
the norm of self-denial by 
resisting the urge to advertise 
their association with the 
group. Newer members who 
overemphasized their affilia-
tion with Peak were suspected 
of being motivated by a desire 
for a status boost in the com-
munity: taking advantage of 
the group’s heroic status so that 
they, as individuals, might be 
viewed as heroes.

…some studies have examined how EMTs, para-
medics, military personnel, and police officers seek 
thrilling experiences and, as such, are drawn to the 
sometimes dangerous and always unpredictable 
nature of their work. Other research has examined 
nonoccupational settings in which individuals under-
take risk as part of their leisure activity, such as 
mountaineering, whitewater rafting, and high-ropes 
courses. These thrill seekers carefully calculate the 
dangers and rewards of pursuing high-risk activity…

What are the implications of all of this for you as a 
SAR leader? Most of the young adults in a SAR team 
(women as well as men) are still at least in part ado-
lescents, with a strong drive to learn new things and 
explore their limits. They tend to be good students. 
But given their penchant to try things “just to see what 
happens” it is very important to pose safety rules and 
explain why they are not arbitrary. A few stories about 
what happened when people violated a safety rule, and 
the reasoning behind the rules, will do much more 
for safety than simply repeating the safety rules. For 
instance: “We have a rule that everyone who is rigging 
for a rappel has someone else check their rig before they 
go over. It might seem mickey-m0use right now, but we 
want everyone to develop good habits, so when you’re 
sleep-deprived, borderline hypothermic, and it’s getting 
dark, we’ll all follow those ingrained habits. Because 
that’s when we all tend to make stupid mistakes. The 
kind of stupid mistakes that have made a number of 
otherwise smart people go splat and die.”

The first principle is based on simple observations: 
my observations and those of other elderly experienced 
SAR team colleagues. Some whackers require massive 
amounts of mentoring and supervision (and maybe an 
occasional whack on the head to get their attention, 
like the mule in the story in  Constructive Criticism on 
page 99). Dealing with them can be quite frustrating. 
But sometimes, a year or two later, you find that this 
whacker-member has grown up, and now is one of the 
most valuable and respected members of your team. 
This is fairly common. If you buy me a beer some-
time and nobody else is around I can name multiple 
instances. 

But there are the other whackers. The ones who, 
in retrospect, should have been taken out behind the 
building and shot. (Just kidding. I hope.) Or forced 
to undergo a formal psychological evaluation before 
returning to working with the organization, as described 
in Discipline and Conflict Resolution on page 101.

There have been other situations, though, where 
members end up leaving the organization under a cloud 
and never return. Some of these people spend the rest of 
their lives bad-mouthing the organization. That indeed 

 

Leaders deeply affect 
people and organiza-
tions, both positively and 
negatively. Accidental 
leaders, who have little 
interest or enthusiasm 
for leadership respon-
sibilities or self-
improvement, can inhibit 
people’s growth and 
reduce the effectiveness 
of their organizations.

Conversely, committed 
leaders, avid pupils of 
the art of leadership, can 
inspire others and make 
an enormous difference 
in people’s lives, on the 
results of the team, and 
in the progress of the 
organization.

—Leading in the Wildland 
Fire Service

 

Leadership is a tough 
choice. Leaders choose 
to sacrifice their own 
needs for those of their 
teams and organiza-
tions. They routinely face 
situations and make 
decisions that others 
criticize and second-
guess. Leaders take risks 
and face challenges every 
day.

So why do we choose to 
lead? We lead because 
leading is where we 
make a difference.

Fire leaders bring order 
to chaos, improve our 
people’s lives, and 
strengthen our organiza-
tions. Leading enables 
us to leave a legacy for 
the leaders of the future 
so that they can take our 
places well prepared for 
the road ahead.

These are the rewards of 
leadership. Their effects 
will be seen and felt long 
after our careers end.

—Leading in the Wildland 
Fire Service
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is a problem, but likely not as bad as having such a per-
son still inside the organization causing disruption. 

I make it a best practice to at least try to contact peo-
ple who left like this and thank them for their time with 
the organization. Sometimes I even send them a little 
memento of the organization. It costs me little time or 
money. Maybe it’s wasted, but every now and then I get 
a thank-you from the person, and perhaps it cuts down 
on the bad-mouthing, maybe benefiting the person who 
left the organization.

So how do you figure out whether to invest a lot 
of time and effort in mentoring, or simply take the 
member out behind the building, or require a formal 
psychological evaluation? It’s not easy and it may take 
a long time and the input of multiple experienced team 
members. But the following sections offer some ideas 
that may help you along the way.

Whackers Are Expected

To some degree, whackers are normal. At certain ages. 
As discussed in the prior section on evolutionary 
psychology, we know that, when we are adolescents 
and young adults, human males and to a lesser (but 
not insignificant) extent females are supposed to be 
whackers. 

To known risks, adolescents are actually more averse 
than adults. But adolescents are fascinated by the 
unknown, which may expose them to danger. In earlier 
millennia, this served a survival purpose: young adults 
would have the urge to go out and explore, and maybe 
find new areas with better food. So it’s basically good, 
and it’s our best source of recruits. But sometimes it gets 
out of hand: whackers gone bad.

Stupid whackers seldom turn out well. Smart whack-
ers sometimes, even usually, turn out well. But there 
are different kinds of smart. The kind of smart that you 
need to overcome whackerness is the ability to learn 
from your mistakes both at intellectual and interper-
sonal levels. 

You will have to evaluate whackers who want to join 
your team, or people who hid their whackerness until 
they joined. Michael Hansen says, “Our organizations 
are businesses and as such we should go through similar 
hiring processes - application, interviews, background 
checks, and references. Also credit checks for those who 
are treasurers or otherwise handling team funds.”

To try to determine if the whacker in question is 
smart or stupid, one thing you can do, over time, is 
compare the whacker’s statements against reality. If a 
whacker keeps loudly stating things that are just plain 
wrong, the whacker’s probably stupid. You can also 
check a whacker’s credentials, for instance on his or 
her application for team membership. Now, nobody 

remembers 100% of what they’ve done or when they 
did it, so a couple of errors are no big deal. But if 
the whacker in question claims to have attended the 
National Inland SAR School, but his or her name is not 
on the roster for that year, or claims to have taken ICS 
up to ICS-400, but can produce no certificates, those are 
danger signs. 

So is there any quick and dirty way to tell how smart 
someone is, in these terms? Well, a person’s self-esteem 
and confidence are definitely not useful in this regard. 
Let’s now talk more about:

Confidence

Have you ever heard of the Dunning-Kruger effect? It’s 
sometimes called “Bull in China Shop Syndrome.” It’s 
named after two Cornell University professors. It basi-
cally states that some people who have no idea what 
they are talking about are nonetheless quite confident 
in what they are doing, whereas experts on the topic are 
much less sure about their expertise. 

Advice from millennia past encapsulates this. 
• Confucius: Real knowledge is to know the extent of 

one’s ignorance. 
• Socrates: I know that I know nothing.
• Bertrand Russell: One of the painful things about our 

time is that those who feel certainty are stupid, and 
those with any imagination and understanding are 
filled with doubt and indecision.

• Dunning and Kruger quoted Charles Darwin in their 
1999 paper: ignorance more frequently begets confi-
dence than does knowledge.

• Shakespeare, in As You Like It, tells us The Foole doth 
thinke he is wise, but the wiseman knowes himselfe to 
be a Foole. 

• But perhaps the most apropos quote for SAR team 
fools is Alexander Pope’s 1709 
poem An Essay on Criticism, 
in which we find the oft-quoted 
fools rush in where angels fear to 
tread. Sounds like a recipe for a 
splat. (That’s a technical rope-
rescue term.) 

David Dunning says:

What’s curious is that, in many 
cases, incompetence does not leave 
people disoriented, perplexed, or 
cautious. Instead, the incompetent 
are often blessed with an inap-
propriate confidence, buoyed by 
something that feels to them like 
knowledge.

 

Toxic Certainty 
Syndrome

The loudest, most bom-
bastic engineer states their 
case with certainty, and 
that shuts down discus-
sion. Other people either 
assume the loudmouth 
knows best, or don’t want 
to stick out their neck and 
risk criticism and shame. 
This is especially true if the 
loudmouth is senior, or 
there is any other power 
differential.

—Michael Natkin
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A whole battery of studies conducted by myself 
and others have confirmed that people who don’t 
know much about a given set of cognitive, techni-
cal, or social skills tend to grossly overestimate their 
prowess and performance, whether it’s grammar, 
emotional intelligence, logical reasoning, firearm care 
and safety, debating, or financial knowledge. College 
students who hand in exams that will earn them Ds 
and Fs tend to think their efforts will be worthy of far 
higher grades; low-performing chess players, bridge 
players, and medical students, and elderly people 
applying for a renewed driver’s license, similarly over-
estimate their competence by a long shot.”

This doesn’t apply to everyone, but certainly to a 
small subset of people, some of whom try join SAR 
teams. 

Some young people exude confidence, have the 
energy of a 2-month-old puppy, and don’t seem to know 
what they are doing. But they are smart, eager to learn, 
and do indeed learn quickly. Just like with a puppy, 
people tend to get tired of them and when they do 
something bad, whack them on the nose with a rolled-
up newspaper. This is probably not the best approach. 

Why? Because with lots of mentoring (more on that 
in a subsequent section) these people turn out quite 
well. It may be frustrating to deal with such a high-
energy person as they suck up lots of your time. But in 
the end it will probably be worth it. And as the Pareto 
Principle says, 80% of the work is done by 20% of the 
people, and you may add one more to that 20% who do 
80% of the work and end up decreasing your workload 
in the long run.

But to be useful, such people have to grow up. They 
have to, just like a puppy, learn not only technical skills 
such as not pooping in the house, but also interpersonal 

skills. The key here is figuring out 
whether this person can indeed 
learn interpersonal skills as well as 
technical skills. (Michael Hansen 
points out that we often get older 
people applying to join a SAR 
team, and this may apply to them 
just as much as younger people. 
Agreed!)

This may require some one-on-
one mentoring about interpersonal 
skills (more on that later, too). 
This mentoring not only helps the 
person develop, but also provides 
an assessment of whether this per-
son is salvageable as a SAR team 
member. 

There are indeed arguments to marshal against this. 
What about the old military maxim “It is better to be 
wrong than to be indecisive”? Against this one can mus-
ter another military phrase: “He is seldom wrong but 
never uncertain.” When used this way, it isn’t a compli-
ment, it’s used to say that the leader lacks the insight 
that he or she might ever be wrong. Don Scelza says, “I 
had always heard the saying ‘He is seldom wrong but 
never uncertain’ applied mostly to surgeons.”

I have said this (“seldom wrong but never uncertain”) 
about some of the emergency medicine residents I 
helped train. All of them grew out of their whacker-
ism, and a great many of them are now among the most 
prominent physicians in emergency medicine, and some 
in medicine in general, nationwide. Yes, our #7-ranked 
emergency medicine residency1 is a major whacker 
magnet. I can’t seem to get away from it; maybe that says 
something about me.

There is also evidence that people trust doctors and 
other professional figures who appear confident regard-
less of their actual competence. Scary. 

How do you deal with this need to display con-
fidence? Well, develop confidence by practice, and 
making mistakes in a supervised setting where your 
mistakes don’t hurt you or others. Ask any business 
consultant: failure is now “in.” Some may say this is just 
a remnant of all the business failures of the Internet 
Bubble, but most say that we need to accept that failure 
is one of the best learning experiences.

Projecting confidence is important. How do you do 
it without being judged a whacker? The obvious answer, 
though it may be difficult to achieve: never be wrong.

Even if you’re right, but something bad happens 
despite your picking the right option in a bad situation, 
it’s all over. As the Lincoln saying we considered in the 
Decision-Making section goes, “If the end brings me out 
all right, then what is said against me won’t matter. If 
I’m wrong, ten angels swearing I was right won’t make 
a difference.” You have to accept that you will feel bad 
about this “failure” for a while, and then get over it; then 
you have to “get back on the horse again.”

As a physician, and particularly as an emergency phy-
sician in an academic setting, I have this same problem. 
I have to project confidence. It’s an essential part of my 
job. 

What do you do when you when you’re an emergency 
medicine doctor or a SAR team member and don’t 
know the answer? You have to be confident that you 
don’t know the answer. 

But you also need to be confident in your ability 
to do the best you can do choose a course of action.2 

1  Doximity/U.S. News and World Report, 2014.
2  Ben McCandless insisted I emphasize this.

 

Occasionally, lead-
ers may be required 
to provide authorita-
tive, autocratic, tightly 
controlled direction 
that requires immediate 
obedience. But most of 
the time, leaders inspire, 
guide, and support their 
subordinates, gaining 
their commitment to 
the vision and mission 
and encouraging them, 
within established limits, 
to perform creatively.

—Leading in the Wildland 
Fire Service



4: Leadership and Followership 139

 Leadership Strategies        Lessons from Fire and EMS        Whacker Management

You can let others know that you don’t have a defini-
tive answer, and solicit input from others while still 
rapidly choosing the best course possible, given your 
level of knowledge. You can call this being uncertain but 
decisive. 

When you run across a problem that’s urgent but not 
emergent – you’ve got a little time – you say “I want to 
check an app on my phone to be sure that I have the 
latest updates on how to take care of this.” Or: “I have 
some ideas about what’s going on but I want to get one 
of my colleagues involved as well.” And you sound con-
fident and decisive as you say this, because you are. You 
are confident that this is the best way to deal with this 
particular problem. Yes, it might be a bit of showman-
ship, but it’s also the best thing to do for the patient (or 
the SAR situation).

One thing every intern learns is that nobody is per-
fect. And nobody is perfect. Everyone makes mistakes, 
or what in a retrospectoscope (see Mind Traps on page 
50) seem to be mistakes. But it is better to do the best 
you can to help others, knowing that sometimes it won’t 
work, than to give up and do nothing. And people die, 
and sometimes there is nothing anyone can do to keep it 
from happening. 

Pride Goeth Before a Fall

Just a bit ago, we considered the left-handed military 
compliment: “He is seldom wrong but never uncertain.” 
It’s for officers who are pretty good at what they do, but 
their confidence exceeds their expertise. This idea has 
been around for several thousand years. The ancient 
Greeks called it hubris (υβρις), and Aristotle defined it 
as shaming and humiliating someone solely for your own 
gratification and pleasure. It is also paraphrased in the 
Biblical saying Pride goeth before destruction, and an 
haughty spirit before a fall. (Proverbs 16:18). 

Although not found in the various versions of the 
Bible, a western Christian tradition names the seven 
deadly sins,1 and pride gets pride of place as the first of 
them. They are pride, greed, lust, envy, gluttony, wrath 
and sloth. 

Hubris is usually defined in English as overween-
ing pride. Modern descriptions also generally refer to 
overconfidence and arrogance and a lack of humility. 
Protagonists brought low by their hubris in English lit-
erature include Lucifer in Milton’s Paradise Lost, Victor 
in Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, and Okonkwe in Chinua 
Achebe’s Things Fall Apart. 

1  There are also, from ancient Greek tradition, four cardinal virtues: 
prudence, justice, temperance (meaning restriction or restraint), and 
courage (or fortitude). Later Christian writers, notably Paul of Taur-
sus, add faith, hope and charity to get to seven. which balances the 
seven deadly sins. 

Most (but not all) Christian theological thinkers 
cast the sin of pride in terms reflecting the Greek idea 
of hubris. They argue that a justified but humble pride 
in good accomplishments is appropriate, when not 
attended by overconfidence, arrogance or a lack of 
humility.2 We even have a commendatory phrase for 
people who do good work: “They take pride in their 
work.”

So: practice your decisiveness, but with humility. 
(Nobody said this was going to be easy.) 

A classic theme of ancient Greek tragedy is a great 
leader struck down by the Olympian gods due to hubris. 
As you get better and better with SAR leadership, keep 
looking over your shoulder for an angry Zeus ready to 
cast a lightning bolt. 

TUWDs

Once upon a time…
We start off this way to create an air of mystery, a 

reaching for archetypes… the feeling that what fol-
lows is a myth, a legend, a religious parable, an Aesop’s 
fable… a story that might not be precisely true in the 
details, but at a higher level contains a truth that should 
have enduring meaning. 

Once upon a time, in the western foothills of the 
Appalachian mountains, on a rainy, late-autumn day, 
a man showed up for an all-day into-the-night wilder-
ness EMS/search and rescue exercise. This man had no 
food.(“Hey, I ate a good breakfast, I’m OK!”) He had no 
water. Indeed, he didn’t even have a pack. (“I’m in good 
shape, I’ll be OK!”) He had no extra warm clothes. He 
was wearing cotton blue jeans and a cotton sweatshirt 
(“Hey, it has a hood!”). He had no raingear. He was 
wearing slip-on shoes (“Hey, they have a good tread!”) 
Indeed, he didn’t even have anything useful (such as – 
perhaps – a leaf bag or two) in his pockets.

Time to fess up. This is not an apocryphal story. But it 
does deserve to become a legend. 

This happened to me and my colleagues on Saturday 
October 26, 2019, at the annual Wilderness EMS Day, a 
joint exercise by the EMS Fellowship of the Department 
of Emergency Medicine at the University of Pittsburgh, 
and the Appalachian Search and Rescue Conference. 
This young man registered and affirmed that he had 
read the ASRC’s Essentials for Search and Rescue.3 And, 
read and agreed to follow that briefing document that 
laid out what he was supposed to bring to the exercise. 
The briefing document is posted at http://archive.asrc.
net/ASRC-Training/2019-10-26-WEMS-Day-2019-
Briefing.pdf. 

2  Michael Hansen insisted I make this phrase bold. He’s right.
3 http://archive.asrc.net/#IDASRC-Publications-

http://archive.asrc.net/#IDASRC-Publications-
http://archive.asrc.net/ASRC-Training/2019-10-26-WEMS-Day-2019-Briefing.pdf
http://archive.asrc.net/ASRC-Training/2019-10-26-WEMS-Day-2019-Briefing.pdf
http://archive.asrc.net/ASRC-Training/2019-10-26-WEMS-Day-2019-Briefing.pdf
http://archive.asrc.net/#IDASRC-Publications-
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He ended up going out in the field with an expe-
rienced field team leader from Allegheny Mountain 
Rescue Group. She had some misgivings but told the 
Incident Commander that she had gear in her pack to 
deal with if (when) he got into trouble.

Of interest, during the final evacuation exercise, the 
rescue’s leader told him that he was a safety hazard, with 
those shoes, if he were to help carry the litter, and told 
not to participate as a litter bearer. But later on when the 
rescue leader was not around he joined the litter team.

This event occasioned some discussion by the WEMS 
Day planning staff and the nearest ASRC Group, Allegh-
eny Mountain Rescue Group. One of the suggestions for 
the next year was that the field team leader have a pack 
check before heading out on a field task and refuse to let 
anyone in the field without adequate gear.

But we realized this was in a small borough park, and 
with a trained ASRC field team leader, the danger was 
minimal. Indeed, some pointed out that this is great 
training for dealing with a field team member who is 
inadequately prepared. This happens in real life all the 
time, at least in some states, when a SAR team mem-
ber is told to lead a team of local firefighters and EMS 
personnel who are clueless about wilderness search and 
rescue. 

This particular person might have been bumped off 
of a field team on a real search, but again this was a 
closely-supervised training exercise. Thinking on this 
some more, maybe we should pay people to imitate him 
on our big SAR exercises. This would be, using the term 
from simulation planning, true high-fidelity simulation.

This illustrates multiple points. First, the Dunning-
Kruger effect discussed earlier. Second, why we have 
this whole section on Whacker Management. Third, the 
dangerous effects of testosterone poisoning.

In honor of this unnamed person1 let’s coin a term to 
describe such a person: Totally Unprepared Whacker 
Dude;2 TUWD, pronounced “tude.” Just like “dude” but 

1  I really, truly don’t know his name, even though, at one of the 
backcountry stations, I did see someone 
putting one of those clear disposable plastic 
ponchos over him. I thought about looking 
through the Task Assignment Forms, get-
ting his name, and thanking him for being 
such a good bad example. And gifting us 
with an important new SAR term. One 
that encapsulates important concepts. In a 
simple, one-syllable term. One that we can 
use in both training and operations. But 
then I said, “naaah.”
2  If it’s a female TUWD, the correct term 
would be Totally Unprepared Whacker 
Dudette. The term Dudette might seem 
politically incorrect to some. But if, at Dis-
ney World’s Finding Nemo: Turtle Talk with 
Crush, Crush can call the little girls there 
Dudettes, what can be a better endorsement 

with a harsher sound at the beginning. The fact that it’s 
the last syllable of “attitude” and rhymes with it is an 
added bonus.

Just like we say that someone’s “on the spectrum” of 
autism, there’s a spectrum between a totally-competent 
SAR team member and a full-blown TUWD. But now 
that you have heard this one most egregious example, 
you should be on the lookout for even minor degrees of 
TUWDness.

Envision being in Base for a search. Envision briefing 
a field team leader of the potential dangers of the task, 
including possible non-SAR-trained TUWDs on the 
team. Envision the members of the field team standing 
right next to the FTL looking at you with uncompre-
hending look. Envision the FTL glancing at the team 
members, nodding sagely with a tight little smile, and 
when one of the field team member asks what a “tude” 
is, the FTL says, “Don’t worry about it” and moves on to 
something else. 

Embrace Your Inner Whacker

One final note about whackerness. To one degree or 
another, all SAR team members are whackers. We all 
share many of those psychological characteristics Jeff 
Mitchell identified in Emergency Services Workers on 
page 68. It’s just that some of us grew up a bit and 
now hide it better than others. So the title of this sec-
tion, Whacker Management, applies to your inner 
whacker as well.

And in a sort of reversal, sometimes SAR team 
members, even non-medical types, call someone “a real 
whacker” in an admiring sort of tone. Sometimes it’s 
good to be a whacker.

Speaking to and Persuading Groups 

For the past century or two, the word rhetoric has had 
a bad name. People speak of politician’s speeches as 
“empty rhetoric.” It is true that the speech of politicians 
is famous for twisting the truth. For a short, entertain-
ing, twisted and yet philosophically rigorous look at 
political speech, read Aristotle and an Aardvark go 
to Washington: Understanding Political Doublespeak 

of political correctness? And besides, the term is meant to be demean-
ing. Totally. Not so much to diss this particular person but so that (a) 
you aren’t that person, and (b) you understand that you will, at some 
point, have to deal with someone like him, and it’s going to be just as 
bad as this story makes out and (c) maybe this chapter needs a little 
comic relief. 

fair use per Wikimedia guidelines 
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through Philosophy and Jokes, by Thomas Cathcart and 
Daniel Klein. 

But the study of rhetoric is neither good nor evil. It’s 
just the study of how public speech works (and doesn’t). 
It’s basically applied psychology. And traditional educa-
tion in rhetoric teaches you not only how to persuade 
others, but how not to be swayed by politicians’ falla-
cious arguments.

You may be getting the impression that knowing a 
bit about public speaking (even if it’s called “rhetoric”) 
might make you a better leader. True, but if you have a 
feeling that you’re going to learn something a bit sleazy, 
get that idea out of your head right now.

Rhetoric is inextricably intertwined with democracy 
and democratic principles. Yes, rhetoric and charisma 
were tools Hitler used; but dictator Josef Stalin needed 
neither charisma nor rhetoric to dominate the Soviet 
Union and wipe out millions of innocent people. 

But rhetoric is essential for democracy. Democracy 
involves not only voting, but listening to others trying to 
persuade you how you should vote and casting that vote 
appropriately. Even volunteer SAR groups sometimes 
have contested votes.1 Those speakers knowledgeable in 
the principles of rhetoric know they are more likely to 
succeed, which is their motivation for studying rhetoric. 
Those interested in the public good want every voter to 
understand the principles.2

Michael Hansen offers this insight: there should be 
change of people in positions on a regular basis. Often 
someone becomes entrenched in a position, not until 
the membership votes in someone else but until he or 
she chooses to take a break. Perhaps if we had longer 
terms we’d get more turnover; the idea is that with lon-
ger terms there would be more attention to the need to 
the transition to new officers.

Some of the principles of rhetoric have likely been 
known and passed down by oral tradition since humans 
started using language. But if we look to the written his-
torical record, we first see discussion of rhetoric in that 
shining (but slightly tarnished) example of democracy: 
ancient Athens. 

The Greek city-states of the classical period used 
different styles of government, including absolute dic-
tatorship. But Athens was a democracy, and those who 
were adult, male, not a slave, who had completed their 
military training as ephebes, and owned land (in other 
words, about 10% of the Athenian population) were able 
to attend meetings at the Pnyx and literally cast their 
votes via casting different-colored shards of pottery into 

1  Though more common is to elect people to a positions when they 
are not present to defend themselves. 
2  Motivated now? Read Aristotle and an Aardvark, at least all the 
cartoons and jokes.

S p e a k i n g  t o  a n d  P e r s u a d i n g  G r o u p s

 ▸ Learn how to project your 
voice to a group, and to speak 
effectively. 

 ▸ Rhetoric should used for good 
rather than evil, and should not 
be empty sophistry, but good rea-
soning and effective persuasion. 
Learn rhetoric.

 ▸ When speaking to a group, either 
a field team or a larger group, 
use standard public-speaking 
best practices:
 ▸ Make eye contact with someone 
at the back of the crowd, and 
speak to that person.

 ▸ Keep your vocal cords relaxed, 
and use a lower tone of voice.

 ▸ Take deep breaths often, and 
force a lot of air through your 
vocal cords to project your 
voice.

 ▸ Take your time, slow your voice, 

and pause early and often.
 ▸ Vary the volume (and maybe the 
pitch) of your speech, some-
times softer, sometimes louder.

 ▸ When trying to persuade a group,  
you need to establish your cred-
ibility, engage your audience’s 
emotions, and support your 
recommendations with reason-
ing they can follow. 

 ▸ Communicate by adapting what 
you say to your audience.

 ▸ Highlight the value of what you 
are saying by linking it to shared 
values.

 ▸ Choose words and symbols that 
best get across what you are 
trying to say.

 ▸ Use inclusive language to link 
your audience with what you are 
proposing. 

The Pnyx with the speaker’s platform, the meeting place of the people of Athens.
WikiMedia Commons, licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution-Share 

Alike 3.0 Unported license, courtesy user Qwqchris~commonswiki

Detail, Bust of Pericles of Athens.
courtesty ho visto nina volare (Flickr: Berlino) CC BY-SA 2.0, via Wikimedia Commons
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amphorae.1 And at the peak of Athens’ power in Greece, 
Pericles rose to power. Perhaps the most famous rhetori-
cian of all time, he persuaded the voters to support his 
policies for years. Indeed, we call this period Periclean 
Greece in his honor. 

Public Speaking

Pericles seems to have mastered tricks of speaking to, 
persuading and leading a large multitude, without a 
wireless mike or sound system. Does that sound like a 
useful skill for SAR operations? It will help even if you’re 
just briefing a large field team.

You can certainly spend lots of 
money on a voice coach, and if 
you’re considering a run for pub-
lic office, you probably should. If 
you’re not independently wealthy 
with lots of time on your hands, 
a reasonable alternative might be 
to read on, pick up a few tips, and 
then practice a bit.2 

One of Pericles’ problems was 
projecting his voice to be heard, 
even at the back of the crowd. 
Everyone said he had a powerful 
1  Big pottery bottles with handles on the 
top. 
2  Try speaking to a group of dogs or cats, 
they aren’t usually very critical. A mixed 
group of dogs and cats is probably best, so 
you have opposing viewpoints.

and pleasant voice, but I’m sure even he had to work to 
be heard. Over the millennia since then (Pericles was at 
his peak from 461 to 429 BCE) a few simple principles 
(“tricks” if you will) have been distilled down for you.

When addressing a crowd, make eye contact with 
someone at the back of the crowd. Eye contact is good, 
and moving your eye contact around the crowd is good. 
But first, pick out someone in the back and talk to that 
person. It makes you unconsciously speak loud enough 
to reach that person at the back of the crowd. 

When stressed, or trying to address a large group, we 
tend to tighten up our vocal cords, and the pitch of our 
voice rises. No. Keep those vocal cords relaxed.3 Keep 
your pitch low. To increase the volume of your speech, 
take deep breaths often. This way you can force more air 
through your vocal cords. Practice pushing out lots of 
air with each phrase.

Pause early and often. When we get excited or 
stressed, we tend to speak more quickly. I tend to speak 
quickly all the time – I suppose being an emergency 
physician in a busy urban tertiary care Level I Trauma/
Burn/Stroke/Cardiac teaching hospital has something 
to do with it. I have had to spend a lifetime learning to 
slow down when I’m teaching and speaking in public. 
Maybe you don’t have this problem, but if you do, start 
practicing slowing down now. 

Another technique to communicate more effec-
tively is to vary the volume of your speech; sometimes 
louder, sometime softer. Speak louder when you reach 
an important point. It makes you more believable. And 
though a lower pitch is generally better for public speak-
ing, varying your pitch a bit is good as well. 

This is based on a study that has been (2019) in the 
news.4 This study has been touted as ground-breaking. 
Pericles would probably laugh at the idea that this is in 
any sense “news.” Very effectively and persuasively. 

Rhetoric

Aristotle famously wrote the textbook of rhetoric 
(called, simply enough, Rhetoric) that is studied to this 
day. It is said that all subsequent rhetorical theory is 
but a series of responses to issues raised by Aristotle’s 
Rhetoric. 

Socrates (at least according to Plato) famously 
derided Athenian sophists (teachers for hire) who 

3  There are exercises online at pittsburghese.com that will help you 
develop a more relaxed speaking style. It will help with your orations, 
and if you spend a while on the website, you will be better able to 
speak the local dialect if you come visit Allegheny Mountain Rescue 
Group in Pittsburgh. 
4  Van Zant, A. B. and J. Berger (2019). “How the voice persuades.” 
Journal of personality and social psychology 

 

“Ad Homonym” Argument

“So’s your mother” arguments are often called ad hominem, meaning 
they are directed at the person (“at the man”) rather than at the sub-
stance of the issue. President Nixon created his own hilarious variation: 
the ad homonym argument, where guilt-or innocence-by association is 
based on similar sounding words. (NB: ad homonym is a homonym for 
ad hominem- still with us?) Admittedly, ad homonym arguments occur 
rarely, but when they do, they can boggle the mind, as seen below. (Note 
that in common American pronunciation, “Du Bois” [ as in W. E. B. Du 
Bois] rhymes with “rejoice.”) Also note that we don’t make this stuff up, 
and to prove it, we quote directly from a New York Times article, dated 
March 9, 1966: 

Richard M. Nixon decried yesterday the similarity in the pronunciation of 
the Du Bois Club and the Boys Club of America, saying it misled people into 
confusing one organization with the other. The former Vice President, who is 
national board chairman of the Boys Club of America, said in a statement 
that the confusion was “an almost classic example of Communist deception 
and duplicity.” 

—Thomas Cathcart and Daniel Klein: Aristotle and an Aardvark go to 
Washington: Understanding Political Doublespeak through Philosophy and 
Jokes

 

Ad Hominem

ad ho·mi·nem
/ˌad ˈhämənəm/

adverb & adjective
adverb: ad hominem; 
adjective: ad hominem
 1. (of an argument 
or reaction) directed 
against a person rather 
than the position they 
are maintaining. “vicious 
ad hominem attacks”
 2. relating to or associ-
ated with a particular 
person. “the office was 
created ad hominem for 
Fenton”
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professed to teach their students how to persuade oth-
ers that white is black and black is white. But Socrates 
never denied that proper public speaking was important 
to the success of democracy. Socrates, Plato, and Aris-
totle opposed the teachings of the sophists who, at least 
according to this high-test trio of philosophers, taught 
how to persuade others through the emotions while 
ignoring inconvenient facts. 

They argued for a rhetoric grounded in philosophy 
and the pursuit of enlightenment, and argued for train-
ing in rhetoric as a defense against the empty persuasive 
techniques of the sophists. So: instead of complaining 
about politicians’ “empty rhetoric” we should really 
accuse them of “empty sophistry.”

Aristotle famously defines rhetoric as the ability, 
in any particular case, to see the available means of 
persuasion.

Aristotle teaches there are three genres of rhetoric, 
corresponding to three types of audience:
• Deliberative rhetoric: dealing with finance, war and 

peace, national defense, imports and exports, and the 
framing of laws. Or perhaps your SAR organization’s 
Bylaws, or operational doctrines.

• Forensic rhetoric: dealing with issues of praise or 
blame; a lawyer’s argument before a court that will 
determine guilt or innocence is a good example, 
which Aristotle examines in some detail. However, it 
could apply to praising or criticizing a plan someone 
proposed for your SAR team. 

• Epideictic rhetoric: rhetoric for ceremonial occa-
sions, such as the opening and closing of the Olym-
pics. If you don’t think this is important, read up on 
the 1936 Olympics in Berlin, and the roles of Jesse 
Owens, Adolph Hitler, Albert Speer and Leni Riefen-
stahl; this was epideictic rhetoric as spectacle, devel-
oped by the Roman Empire and now further expand-
ing into the new media world of film and eventually 
television.1

The Rhetoric describes three different methods of per-
suasion (Aristotle liked threes):
• Credibility (ethos).
• The emotions and psychology of the audience 

(pathos). 
• Patterns of reasoning (logos).

We learned that Aristotle likes things in three; here’s 
another trio: when you’re playing with people’s emotions 
(via ethos), you should do so with wisdom (phronesis), 
virtue (arete), and good will (eunoia).

Aristotle goes on to advise on how to arouse emotions 
in general, then how to address different audiences: 

1  For more, see the book Performing the Nation in Interwar Germany: 
Sport, Spectacle and Political Symbolism, 1926-36, by N. Rossol; it’s 
expensive to buy but you can get it through inter-library loan from 
your local library. 

young, old, wealthy and powerful or less-wealthy. He 
goes on to address the two paradigms: comparisons to 
the past, and creating fables; and then, developing max-
ims: succinct, clever statements about actions. The final 
part of the Rhetoric gives specific “how-to” examples of 
the proper use of style and grammar. 

People say the new (1991) translation of the Rhetoric 
by 1991 George A. Kennedy is the best; I had to study an 
earlier and not-so-good translation in college, so count 
yourself lucky if this is the first time you’re going to read 
it. And if you plan to be an administrative team leader, 
you should probably read this book.

In Iszatt-White’s Leadership, she gives rhetoric short 
shrift compared to Aristotle, but in her discussion of 
charismatic or transformational leadership, she give 
four examples of good rhetorical techniques to support 
these styles of leadership:
• Communicate the vision by adapting the content to 

suit the audience 
• Highlight the intrinsic value of the vision by empha-

sizing how it represents ideals worth pursuing 
• Choose the right language – words and symbols – to 

make it motivating and inspiring 
• Use inclusive language that links people to the vision 

and makes them feel part of the process
This short section just serves to give you that first 

awareness level about rhetoric; you’ll have to read some 
by yourself, or take a course, to learn enough to get to 
the operations level. 

In the Middle Ages, rhetoric became one of The Lib-
eral Arts, those skills that experts thought were required 
for anyone taking part in the discourse of a civilized 
society. The three main Liberal Arts are:
• Grammar
• Logic
• Rhetoric

And secondary Liberal Arts include
• Arithmetic
• Geometry
• Music
• Astronomy

This is reflected in our colleges and universities today, 
which offer a BA: Bachelor of Arts, Arts in this case 
meaning Liberal Arts. Surprisingly and disappointingly, 
you can now get a BA without ever taking a course in 
rhetoric; many liberal arts programs don’t even offer 
courses in rhetoric. Deans of mediæval universities, if 
they were alive today, would be appalled, and rightly so. 
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Leading by Mentoring  

Adult Education

One important people-skill leader-
ship role is that partakes of follow-
ership is that of being a teacher. If 
you’re teaching, you’re in a support 
role, providing people with the 
information they need to go out 
and do stuff, including leading oth-
ers. When you’re teaching, you’re 
supposed to be meeting the needs 
of those who are your students. 
Your needs are subservient to their 
needs. 

And everyone in SAR has to 
teach. Even if it’s just when you’re 
an ASRC Field III assigned to lead 
a team of non-SAR volunteers, 
your “briefing” the team about 

safety is teaching them. We call it “just-in-time training” 
or “on-the-job training.” 

There’s a saying that “those who can’t do, teach.” But 
in SAR it’s usually not true, the people teaching usu-
ally do have SAR street cred. Maybe that’s because SAR 
people have those six Jeff Mitchell emergency services 
worker characteristics, and won’t tolerate someone who 
is faking it. (See Emergency Services Workers on page 
68.) 

Your can teach one-on-one as a mentor, or one-to-
many when you’re teaching knots or search tactics to a 
group of members. 

There are principles of education that have been 
around for millennia, dating to ancient Mesopotamia 
and China. In classical Greece and during the Roman 
Empire, these were updated with some understanding 
of learning styles, what we would now call psychology. 
But over the past fifty years or so, our understanding of 
learning has progressed in parallel with our understand-
ing of the psychology of learning. Rather than delving 
into the research that underpins this understanding of 
adult learning – a quick web search will provide this to 
anyone interested – the following will provide an aware-
ness-level overview, and a few critical comments.

First, you need to understand the basic principles of 
“adult education.” Then, you need to understand the 

H o w  t o  I n f l u e n c e  P e o p l e  ( B u t  N o t  N e c e s s a r i l y  W i n  F r i e n d s )

adapted from Iszatt-White, M. (2014). Leadership. New York, NY, Oxford University Press.

Proactive lnfluencing
Tactic

Description

Rational Persuasion Use facts, evidence and logic to argue that a plan or proposal will work.

Apprising Focus on how achieving a goal will personally benefit your subordinates (or superiors) in terms of their career, skills or profile.

Inspirational Appeals Get a person’s emotional commitment to a task or plan: appeal to the person’s values, ethics, hopes or ideals.

Consultation Have a subordinate develop the plan or task, so he or she is invested in it. You pick what the broad task will be, but you consult on some 
details.

Exchange Offer something of value in return for support for your plan, or for work on a task. Often called quid pro quo,1 or normal politics.

Collaboration Offer resources and help, in return for a willingness to carry out a plan or task.

Personal Appeals Base your appeal on friendship or personal loyalty. “We’ve worked together for a long time, and I’d like your help…”

Ingratiation Complimenting and praising someone in order to get their help or support. Could be seen as manipulative. In fact, hard to do unless 
you’re really sincere; over the millennia humans, have evolved special invisible antennae that immediately detect false praise. 

Legitimating Tactics Using position, policy, organisational2 rules or norms to make a request appear legitimate.

Pressure3 AKA coercion. Use threatening words and behaviour, such as intimidating body language and invading people’s personal space; micro-
manage and keep demanding a response. Works most effectively if authorization to use this technique is delegated to others such as 
Gestapo or NKVD agents.

Coalition Tactics Building a coalition of colleagues in order to influence a specific person. AKA gang warfare. 

1 Quid pro quo: more Latin to impress your friends. “Something for something,” “this for that,” “give and take”, “tit for tat”, or “you scratch my back, and I’ll 
scratch yours”.
2 Note the British English spellings of organisational and behaviour; not surprising in a book from Oxford University. I have retained these simply because 
Americans think they’re cool. But Noah Webster would be appalled. He wanted to rescue “our native tongue” from “the clamour of pedantry” and develop 
uniquely American spellings to separate us from the grammatical tyranny of George III of England and his ilk, as published in his 1786 The American Spelling 
Book. My how things have changed. 
3 I also considered adding in a line for sexual and physical harassment but finally decided these are already included under “pressure.”

 

Leadership is influencing 
people – by providing 
purpose, direction, and 
motivation – while operat-
ing to accomplish the 
mission and improving the 
organization.

—U.S. Army Field 
Manual 22-100

 

According to most stud-
ies, people’s number one 
fear is public speaking. 
Number two is death. 
Death is number two. 
Does that seem right? 
That means to the average 
person, if you have to go 
to a funeral, you’re better 
off in the casket than 
doing the eulogy.

—Jerry Seinfeld
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personalities of the people you are going to be teach-
ing, and if you’ve read this chapter up to this point, 
you’ve got a leg up on that. Then you need to assess your 
students, and then tailor your teaching to their motiva-
tions, desires and needs. 

We should mention at this point the idea of different 
learning styles. As with personality analysis in terms of 
The Four Temperaments or DISC axes, people may par-
take of a little bit of this and a little bit of that. However, 
appreciating these different learning styles may help you 
broaden your teaching styles.

As with personality theories and assessment, there 
are a variety of theories about different learning styles, 
engendering an almost-religious sectarian strife. The 
Wikipedia entry on Learning Styles lists seven main 
competing models, all quite inconsistent. You will be 
relieved to know we will not be reviewing them all. 

The priests of each of the various learning-style sects 
insist that people be classed as far as how they learn, and 
teaching should be customized for each student. How-
ever, (1) this is a hassle, and (2) no studies have shown 
this actually works, so let’s avoid these sects’ evangelistic 
efforts.

But, perhaps, under all this smoke there is a bit of fire. 

Neil Fleming’s VAK/VARK model seems to be popu-
lar, can be related to teaching styles, and might help you 
improve your teaching style. He identifies four different 
kinds of learning:
• Visual learning
• Auditory learning
• Read/write learning
• Kinesthetic learning

This suggests a shotgun approach: if you want to 
get something across to people, have them read about 
it (give a reading assignment), have them hear about 
it (ideally in group or individual Socratic questioning 
mode), demonstrate it with pictures or diagrams on 
a screen or in real life, and then have people actually 
do something hands-on. Hit all those four styles of 
learning. 

The best advice about adult education was found in a 
fortune cookie: I hear and I forget. I see and I remember. 
I do and I understand.

Though sometimes attributed to Confucius, this is 
actually an English approximation of a statement by 
Xun Kuang, a 3rd century BC follower of Confucius, 
a philosopher and teacher, known as “Master Xun” 
(“Xunzi”). It’s from the book Xunzi that is traditionally 

The School of Athens, with Plato and Aristotle in the center, Raffaello Sanzio da Urbino (Raphael), 1511, wall mural in the Apostolic Palace, the Vatican.
public domain via Wikimedia Commons
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attributed to him. It translates more closely as: “Not 
hearing is not as good as hearing, hearing is not as good 
as seeing, seeing is not as good as knowing, knowing is 
not as good as acting; true learning continues until it is 
put into action.” The version from the fortune cookie 
first appeared, as near as I can tell, in the English educa-
tion literature in the 1960s. The fortune cookie transla-
tion is much better.

I hear and I forget.  
I see and I remember.  

I do and I understand.

We can’t talk about “adult education” without talk-
ing about Malcolm Shepherd Knowles (August 24, 
1913 – November 27, 1997), and in particular his papers 
and books on adult education, specifically Informal 
adult education: a guide for administrators, leaders, and 
teachers (1950), and The adult learner: A neglected spe-
cies (1973, revised 1990). Knowles came up with a list of 
ways that adult learners were different from kids. They 
became dogma. 

Then it turned out that if kids were educated in 
line with these “adult” principles, they enjoyed it and 
learned better. Part of the reason for this was that people 
thought that the traditional way of educating kids was 
the best way, and it turned out the difference was that 

kids were powerless to object, and adults did have that 
power and did object to the BS that kids couldn’t reject.1

The supposed principles of adult education are as fol-
lows, per Knowles. Adults tend to be:
• Autonomous and self-directed
• Have accumulated a foundation of expertise and 

knowledge
• Are goal oriented
• Are relevancy-oriented
• Are practical
• Need to be shown respect

Duh. Applies to kids, too. Kids may be smarter than 
you think, and may know more than you think. They’re 
just smaller so they’re easier to boss around.

Speaking of bossing around students, do you remem-
ber that list of psychological characteristics Jeff Mitchell 
came up with for emergency services workers? It bears 
repeating here. Emergency services workers:
• Have obsessive/compulsive personality traits 
• Need to be in control 
• Are risk oriented 
• Are action-oriented 
• Need to be needed 
• Are dedicated

Sounds vaguely like that list of six “adult education 
principles” above. Except, from a mentor/teacher stand-
point, emergency services workers are even worse. “We 
don’t take no BS.”2

1  My wife and I bought into the Waldorf school model of early 
childhood education… my daughter, now 20 as I write this, went to a 
Waldorf school in Pittsburgh up through the 8th grade, and I’m glad 
she did. Many things that are often hailed as “innovations” in public 
education, Waldorf schools have been doing for decades, if not the 
century they’ve been around. Examples include looping: having the 
same teacher through all the grades. Or integrated education, such 
as learning geography and history and art at the same time as you 
draw a detailed map of the Roman Empire. And, in the early grades, 
of integrating indoor exercise into arithmetic by doing bean-bag toss-
ing games to the chant of math lessons. When we first went to the 
Waldorf school to see if we wanted our daughter there, we watched 
the kindergarten class for a while. One of the toys in the room (all the 
toys had to be made out of natural materials) was a wicker basket of 
large rounded river rocks. “Aren’t you worried about them hitting each 
other with the rocks?” “Well, that’s part of our jobs as early childhood 
educators, to socialize them so they don’t do that.” Hmm, OK. And 
we watched them using sharp knives to cut up apples for snack, and 
baking biscuits in a hot oven. And I heard the rules about climbing 
trees: one tree was OK for all the kids to climb, but another was only 
for the upper grades, as the limbs were further apart. And so I got my 
daughter her first Swiss Army Knife when she was five. My wife and I 
are very definitely not “helicopter parents.” 
2  If you are having an English-teacher moment and complain about 
my using a double-negative, think again. Shakespeare used double-
negatives regularly to emphasize the negative effect of a sentence. He 
also used “aks” for “ask” sometimes. In a related note, Sidney Mor-
genbesser, Columbia University John Dewey Professor of Philosophy, 
was once sitting in a lecture on the structure of language by Oxford 
philosopher J. L. Austin, who asserted that, though in English, a 
double negative can imply a positive meaning (i.e. “I’m not unlike my 

M e n t o r i n g

 ▸ Leading a field team involves 
teaching, even if “just-in-time” 
“on-the-job training.”

 ▸ When mentoring and teaching, 
consider different types of learn-
ing styles: visual, auditory, read/
write, and kinesthetic. Address 
all four, and remember what the 
fortune cookie said: I hear and I 
forget, I see and I remember, I do 
and I understand. 

 ▸ Adult learners in the group 
already know quite a bit, are self-
directed and goal- and relevancy-
oriented, and expect to be shown 
respect, especially emergency 
services workers.

 ▸ If teaching a class with widely-
varying knowledge about the 
topic, considering dividing 
the class and having two or 
more sessions tailored to their 
audiences.

 ▸ If you are in a class, and you 
know more about the topic than 

the speaker, don’t cut him or 
her off at the knees. Ask leading 
questions like “Were you plan-
ning on talking about…?” Be 
supportive.

 ▸ If you are in a class, and you 
think others have questions but 
are reluctant to ask them, be 
brave. Ask the question even if 
you already know the answer.

 ▸ If you are mentoring others, 
or even just working together 
with others to learn, use the 
Socratic method of questioning. 
If you need a backgrounder on 
Socratic questioning, watch a 
few episodes of the old TV series 
Columbo. 

 ▸ If you are running a class, and it 
has a high level of psychological 
safety, use Socratic question-
ing to “pass the teacher ball” to 
knowledgeable students who can 
help teach the class.
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If you’re going to be delivering good information, 
tailored to the job and the person or people who will be 
learning – and not BS – that’s just fine.

First, you have to tailor the information to the job at 
hand. This may sound like common sense, but if you’ve 
been assigned to teach a particular topic to members of 
a SAR team, the first question is: do they care? If they 
don’t care about what you’re teaching, they will get up 
and leave. 

Once upon a time I was in the Civil Air Patrol, pri-
marily to help the state CAP Wing develop its Ground 
Search and Rescue program based on input from the 
Appalachian Search and Rescue Conference. I was sent 
to a CAP multi-state regional Ground Search and Rescue 
Instructor Workshop. That’s what it was called. The first 
night, we had a fire service instructor who gave a class 
about how to search a building, with us crawling around 
in the dark. 

Most of us were there thinking that, given the title, 
the session would have something to do with looking 
for downed aircraft or people lost in a wild area. Even 
those of us with a firefighting background hadn’t come 
here to crawl around with the lights out, as useful as that 
might be for a structure fire. That was most definitely 
not what this class was supposed to be about: teaching 
ground search and rescue. So a group of us seceded 
from the class and met in a nearby hangar. The regional 
leadership was furious.

This revolutionary group then went on to establish 
a Ground Search and Rescue program for our CAP 
state Wing.1 With input from others in the Appalachian 
Search and Rescue Conference, I wrote a textbook for 
the wing, the GSAR Manual, in 1978.2 Mark Pennington 
took over the manual and updated it bit, and then it 
morphed into the standard text used by the state gov-
ernment’s SAR program. 

The point being, don’t try to teach adults (or even 
sassy kids) stuff that is irrelevant to the topic at hand; 
they won’t stand for it. Or maybe, that is, they will stand, 
and then walk out. 

Not only do you need to tailor the instruction to 
fit the expected relevant topic, you need to tailor the 
instruction to the students’ needs and prior training. 
Sometimes you will know this ahead of time, sometimes 
you will not. 

A quick discussion with the students may provide 
you an assessment of their levels of expertise. And, you 
may identify a student who has expertise who can assist 
in the instruction (or a bad whacker who should not 

father…”), there is no language in which a double positive implies a 
negative. To which Morgenbesser reportedly replied “Yeah, yeah.”
1  A “Wing” is a state-level CAP organization.
2 http://archive.asrc.net/ASRC-Training/CAP-GSAR/1978-00-00-
GSAR-Manual-1-0.pdf

assist in the instruction). Or, you may realize you have 
a subset of students who are quite unprepared for the 
planned instruction, and you’ll need to split them off 
with an assistant instructor. With group instruction of 
adults, especially SAR people meeting the emergency 
services worker psychological profile, this Semper 
Gumby3 approach is essential. 

Mentoring 

If you’re mentoring a single person, the principles apply 
just as well: assess motivation, desires and needs first, 
then tailor your mentoring accordingly.

When you are a mentor, your focus is on the person 
you’re mentoring, not on you, the mentor. As they say, 
beware “mentors” who constantly talk about themselves, 
but rarely praise or show off their students. 

The measure of mentoring success is how the people 
being mentored progress. Mentoring also means sup-
porting others in becoming mentors themselves. 

Part of followership is also being a good student to 
those you are mentoring. Assume you are in the audi-
ence while another team member, perhaps someone you 
have mentored in the past, is giving a talk – on a topic 
about which you know much more than the person 
talking. What should you do?

Best is for you and the team member giving the 
presentation to get your heads together beforehand, at 
least briefly, to discuss the presentation and review the 
most important points to make. But sometimes that just 
doesn’t happen.

There are competing principles here. First, it’s impor-
tant that team members get the right information; for 
some search and rescue topics, this may mean the dif-
ference between life and death. So, at times, speaking up 
is necessary. But these situations should be few and far 
between. 

But you might speak up to bring up an important 
point. When you are pretty sure the instructor knows 
about this point, you can phrase this as a question: “Are 
you going to talk about xxxx?” “Do you think they need 
to know about xxxx?”

You shouldn’t do this too often. And you can’t do it in 
a challenging way. You need to do it in a way that sup-
ports the speaker; this support is critical to your being a 
good mentor. Slapping someone down for an innocent 
mistake is not good mentoring. 

Ask questions for those members who might not 
understand a point, but are afraid to speak up and ask 
a question. If someone thinks you’re stupid for asking 

3  Semper Gumby is an unofficial military motto, referring to the ani-
mated clay character Gumby, and means “Always Flexible.”

http://archive.asrc.net/ASRC-Training/CAP-GSAR/1978-00-00-GSAR-Manual-1-0.pdf
http://archive.asrc.net/ASRC-Training/CAP-GSAR/1978-00-00-GSAR-Manual-1-0.pdf
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such a question, it’s worth it in terms of the benefit for 
all those people who needed to know but were afraid to 
ask. It also breaks the ice and makes it easier for others 
to ask questions.

If you are teaching, you may learn something from 
someone in your audience who knows more about the 
subject than you do. If this happens, rejoice in it! And 
keep on asking this person questions to guide the dis-
cussion to meet the needs of your audience and your 
plan for what you wanted to discuss. 

Even if you’re new to a team, you bring some life 
experience with you, and may know something the oth-
ers on your field team might not know. So part of being 
a good follower is to keep an eye out to do a little good 
followership-type mentoring even for your superiors, at 
least in an area where you have some expertise. 

And this brings us to perhaps his most important 
contribution to Western thought: Socrates’ dialectic 
method of inquiry, known as the Socratic method or 
method or elenchus:

The Socratic Method

It was first described by Plato in the Socratic Dialogues.
To solve a problem, break it down into a series of 

questions; select questions so the answers gradually 
reveal the solution to the problem.

Socratic questioning can also be an effective teaching 
technique, getting students to focus on the question as 
well as the answer. 

Using Socratic questioning in a group also gets stu-
dents to teach each other, and incite discussion with stu-
dents of opposing viewpoints, into which you can throw 
tidbits of information, or ask other questions, to keep 
the debate going. Much more interesting than listening 
to you or me drone on.

There is a formal method of “Socratic Circles,” but 
usually Socratic questioning is less formal. The idea of 
gathering in a circle, however, is a good one, for it pro-
motes the equality of all, making it easier for students to 
speak up. or as we discussed in Psychological Safety and 
Shifting Leadership on page 121, helps provide psycho-
logical safety. 

Socratic questioning has been the technique of choice 
in law schools for centuries.1 You question a stud,ent, 
who you pick at random or because you like the student, 
or because you don’t like the student, or because the stu-
dent seems to be falling asleep. 

1  Law schools existed in Rome and Beiruit in 450 BC, but did not 
survive various disasters; the University of al-Qarawiyyin was estab-
lished in Fez Morocco in 450 AD, and includes a law school that is still 
in operation; this is the oldest continually-operating university in the 
world. 

In medical school,2 this is referred to as “pimping 
the student” and is a time-honored technique. Nobody 
is sure how this using of the word “pimp” originated. 
The earliest reference to pimping is attributed to Dr. 
William Harvey of London, who was first to accurately 
describe blood circulation, in 1628. The two meanings 
of the term may have grown up in parallel. In 1989, Dr. 
Frederick L. Brancati of the Department of Medicine 
of the University of Pittsburgh wrote an article in the 
Journal of the American Medical Association, in which 
he noted:

On the surface, the aim of pimping appears to be 
Socratic instruction. The deeper motivation, however, 
is political. Proper pimping inculcates the intern with 
a profound and abiding respect for his attending phy-
sician while ridding the intern of needless self-esteem. 
Furthermore, after being pimped, he is drained of 
the desire to ask new questions – questions that his 
attending may be unable to answer. In the heat of the 
pimp, the young intern is hammered and wrought 
into the framework of the ward team. Pimping welds 
the hierarchy of academics in place, so the edifice of 
medicine may be erected securely, generation upon 
generation. Of course, being hammered, wrought, 
and welded may, at times, be somewhat unpleasant 
for the intern. Still, he enjoys the attention and comes 
to equate his initial anguish with the aches and 
pains an athlete suffers during a period of intense 
conditioning.

I hope everyone who reads this gets the humor and 
advice to “don’t do this.”

During my medical school clinical rotations3 at 
George Washington University, there was a neuro-
surgery attending who was known as a total arrogant 
asshole.4 He would sometimes physically push you up 
against the wall and ask questions until you got some-
thing wrong, and then laugh in your face, which was 
unpleasant, especially since busy neurosurgeons have 
trouble finding time to brush their teeth. We still liked 

2  Medical training used to be by apprenticeship, but in about 850 AD, 
the Schola Medica Salernitana opened in Salerno, Italy. I’m not sure 
what the contemporary Italian word for “pimping” was, but I suspect 
the students complained about it all the time. 
3  In the US, medical school traditionally requires students to first 
secure a 4-year undergraduate degree, then complete four years of 
medical school in order to obtain their MD or DO degree. The first 
two years are mostly in the classroom. The third and fourth years are 
rotating assignments to different medical and surgical specialties, 
mostly required ones during the third year, and some electives in the 
fourth year. Do you know the difference between a third-year medical 
student and a pile of bullshit? Nobody ever goes out of their way to 
step on a pile of bullshit. 
4  Their words, not mine! Really!
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him better than the other and more aloof neurosurgery 
attendings,1 though, as he would then deliver an excel-
lent 5-minute overview of the topic that was enlighten-
ing to all. 

Socrates would be aghast. Or, maybe he would 
approve; Plato implies most of his students found his 
questioning uncomfortable, and after all, due to his 
excessive questioning, the Athenians made him drink 
poison hemlock. 

As an academic physician, I routinely pimp all my 
medical students and residents. As a nod to tradition, I 
tell them that my pay gets docked if I don’t make at least 
one intern2 or student cry during a shift. 

I guess I am a failure by that criterion. If a resident or 
student can’t answer my question, I either (a) give the 
answer right away if needed for immediate patient care, 
or (b) direct them to a printed article I provide3, or an 
online resource. As long as it doesn’t get too busy, later 
we review the topic and I assess and supplement their 
understanding, so the students and residents leave at 
the end of the shift with a solid understanding of at least 
that one topic.

This sort of pimping, if done in the kinder and gentler 
way that is more common these days, is a good way to 
do teaching in SAR as well. Those long, boring search 
tasks are a perfect time for this, as is downtime in Base. 

Now to switch to something more positive. If you’re 
running a class, sometimes there is a high level of psy-
chological safety as discussed in Psychological Safety 
and Shifting Leadership on page 121. In that case, you 
can “pass the leadership ball” around the class by using 
Socratic questioning, not only to get students to think 
and answer the question, but to invite students to par-
ticipate in what some call team teaching. 

Team teaching is traditionally teaching by a team 
of teachers to a group of students. However, what can 

1  In the US, once you finish your post-MD or post-DO residency, 
you become known as an “attending” or attending physician. That is, 
unless you really like the slave-labor aspects of residency (which was 
originally named this as you had to live in the hospital), and you stay 
on for additional postgraduate training as a fellow. Some attendings 
also have an academic professorship, but the address “Doctor” is still 
used instead of “Professor.” I’ve had a professorship appointment for 
maybe 25 years, and in that time, nobody has ever called me “Profes-
sor.” Actually, in the ED, almost all the nurses call me “Keith.” If one of 
the nurses calls me “Dr. Conover” I immediately get worried that I’ve 
done something terribly wrong. 
2  “Intern” is an old term for the first postgraduate year (after medi-
cal school and the MD or DO degree) of residency training, but it’s 
still used every day. “First-year resident” and“R-1” are the politically-
correct terms these days.
3  I keep a website at http://www.conovers.org/ftp/ where I keep 
things I can rapidly print from any computer attached to the Internet 
and to a printer. That’s where I keep this and the other chapters of 
Appalachian Search and Rescue, too. 

happen in a class with a high level of psychological 
safety is that people pass the “teacher” role around like a 
ball, letting people teach bits of the class based on their 
particular knowledge or experiences. 

In such cases, if you are officially runnng the session, 
you act more as a coach or referee, making sure that 
all of the appropriate topics get covered by someone, 
even if it’s not you. It’s usually just the more experi-
enced members in the class that are looking to catch the 
“teacher-ball” for a few minutes, but as coach you can 
keep an eye out to sometimes throw the ball to one of 
the newer members who betray some interest in speak-
ing or asking a question. And in good Socratic/psychia-
trist fashion, if they ask a question, the best answer is 
another question, either to that student or asking the 
class as a whole to help answer the question.

For such a “pass-the-ball” class, as a referee, you 
should follow the principles laid down in Meetings on 
page 54. Make sure everyone who wants to teach has 
a chance, but that nobody dominates the teaching to the 
detriment of others. 

You can occasionally throw the ball straight to one or 
more people, saying things like “Stevo and Ivan, your 
day jobs are rope rescue. What do you two think about 
this litter-head tiein?” or “Steve, you helped develop the 
National Incident Management System, what are your 
thoughts on the role of state SAR Councils as multi-
agency coordination systems?”

As in governing a search and rescue organization, 
Base staff at a search, or a field team, an appropriate 
amount of democracy makes a training class a better 
place. 

This is also a great way, even if you’re running the 
class, to learn something from an expert yourself. 
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Closing                   

Closing  

Acting Secretary of the Navy Thomas Modly lost 
the Mandate of Heaven On April 7, 2020, and resigned. 
As an exercise for the reader, search online for informa-
tion about this failure of leadership (not all by Secretary 
Modly), and see how many of the themes we have dis-

cussed factored into this debacle.
Then, search the news for the 

past year or so and see if you can 
find other examples of bad leader-
ship that can provide lessons for 
us all.

This chapter has mostly focused 
on leadership in general. But as 
we saw back in Sources of Power, 
the ability to make rapid, good 
decisions is somewhat specific to 
the context. And we do learn from 
examples we hear from others. 
Which means when old SAR types 
like me tell interminable stories 
about the “good old days” you 
should listen patiently; somewhere 
in there may be a little nugget of 
usefulness, a lesson you can use to 
improve your leadership styles. (If 
you can stay awake.)

 And we get better at leadership 
with practice, either in real life or 
in simulations. Practice makes per-
fect, or at least much better. 

One way to do this is to practice 
good leadership habits in daily 
life, which is why self-help books 
are so popular for those wanting 

to become better leaders. Some of 
the most famous and best-respected 
ones we have discussed above. I 
am now going to make a shameless 
plug for a podcast and book from a 
search and rescue colleague of mine, 
and a reviewer of this chapter: Paul 
Falavolito. He is a leader in many 
different domains. In his podcast 
and book he gives short bits of prac-
tical advice on how to be a better 
leader, day by day, drilling down to 
more prosaic issues like personal 
appearance. And if you want to be a 

better leader, simply reading this 

chapter is not going to do it. You need to internalize 
those leadership lessons, then critique yourself regularly 
and start implementing them in your daily life. That is 
the main lesson that Paul teaches.

There is a saying in medicine: if there are multiple 
ways to treat a problem, either they all work or none of 
them work. In trying to get a handle on “leadership,” 
they all work, at least in terms of helping you under-
stand the slippery concepts of leadership and follower-
ship, and to improve your ability to lead and follow, usu-
ally both at the same time.

We have looked to the past to try to get a handle on 
leadership in general. Now it is time to look to the past 
of SAR for what leadership wisdom we can find.

In 1970, Paul Williams, of the Seattle-area Mountain 
Rescue Council, published a pamphlet entitled Moun-
tain Rescue Leadership. In 1986, this was adopted and 
became an official publication of the Mountain Rescue 
Association. 

Rita Cloutier, Ray Cole, Gene Harrison and I founded 
the Appalachian Search and Rescue Conference in the 
early 1970s. Gene Harrison got a copy of Paul’s pam-
phlet; he photocopied it and distributed it to all of us. 
We all read it and took it to heart.

It is no longer in print. However, I’ve scanned my 
copy and it’s available at conovers.org/ftp/MRC-Leader-
ship.pdf. 

Most of it is about operational doctrine, and very 
specific to the Seattle area in the late 1960s. For you 
young’uns, this was well before cellphones, GPS, EMTs, 
paramedics, and the Incident Command System. 

For those of a certain age, it brings back memories 
of the early days in SAR. For SAR people of any age, it 
provides insight into the history of mountain rescue. It 
opens thus:

The role of volunteer rescue leader is most 
demanding, requiring great skills, including knowl-
edge of rescue procedures and jurisdictions of respon-
sible agencies. But most important is a knowledge of 
psychology, the ability to deal with volunteers, and a 
great sense of tact and diplomacy.

Even today, the sections about the politics and psy-
chology of leadership are as appropriate as in 1970. They 
presage lessons to be discussed in the chapter on Inci-
dent Management, and the Heroic Efforts and Whacker 
Management sections earlier in this chapter. Here, in its 
entirety, is Paul Williams telling us about:

fair use per Wikimedia guidelines 

 

Years ago, in one of our 
quarterly offsite meetings, 
a leadership team mem-
ber told our facilitator, “I 
just don’t have enough 
time!” The facilitator’s 
looked at her, then at 
all of us, and said, “As a 
leader, ‘not enough time’ 
is an excuse you all must 
take out of your vocabu-
lary. If you are waiting for 
all this free time to come, 
it’s never going to hap-
pen. It’s about what you 
prioritize and how you use 
your time. Effective leaders 
know how to prioritize 
what’s most important.”

—Robert Glazer

 

There is nothing final 
about a mistake, except its 
being taken as final.

—Found in a  
fortune cookie

http://conovers.org/ftp/MRC-Leadership.pdf
http://conovers.org/ftp/MRC-Leadership.pdf
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Rescue Psychology and Personnel Problems
Rescue work attracts a strange grab-bag of person-

alities. Many rescue leaders are square diamonds: 
people who, because of their experience, background, 
intelligence and determination, have risen to the 
leadership of their units. However, they are likely to 
have strong opinions as to the right and wrong way 
to proceed, and may be quick to criticize. By the same 
token, they may be quite unreceptive to criticism. 
Place two square diamonds together and they will 
begin to bang corners. This situation is often found 
in a multi-unit rescue operation, and is especially 
prevalent in lengthy searches when tempers become 
frayed over several days. The square diamond may 
take the form of an experienced deputy, or an old-
time military man in a Civil Defense capacity. One of 
the important jobs of the rescue leader is to evaluate 
the square diamonds and make certain that they are 
placed in positions where they do not come in direct 
conflict. If you are a square diamond (as are most 
rescue leaders) and someone arrives at base camp 
with whom you find it most difficult to work, one 
possible solution is to relinquish your responsibilities 
to a replacement and go into the field. Diplomacy 
is an important part of the rescue leader’s make-up, 
and you will have to work with these same people 
many times in the future.

You will also find, in this rescue grab-bag, the 
rescue hero type. He is in it for the glory of wearing 
the patch and impressing the girls and his friends. 
Beware of this man! He may be unsuccessful in his 
private life, and in this public endeavor he tries to 
create a hero image which is totally false. Frequently 
this man is psychologically equipped to misrepresent 
his abilities and capacities. He may be so unreliable 
that you will ultimately be forced to eject him from 
the unit. 

There are many well-meaning volunteers who over-
estimate their abilities. We have one man who comes 
out jingling with pitons and carabiners, and is only 
capable of keeping up with his team for four of five 
miles of good trail. He is reasonably smart, but must 
be used only on projects within his capacity. He is an 
excellent support man, will do a fine job of handling 
a radio relay point, and is dedicated and dependable 
within his limitations. 

You may also have the problem of the “hotshot” 
who, because of his extreme strength and his techni-
cal ability, is a real addition to any team, but who 
normally wishes to participate only in the technical 
type rescue with a live victim. When it comes to a 
body carryout over average terrain, his attitude is 
“Don’t call me, I’ll call you.” Your average slightly-
out-of-shape, getting-toward-middle- age, dedicated 

to the core mountain rescuer is going to regard this 
prima donna with some hostility. Our experience 
is that every two or three years we are faced with a 
highly technical problem: i.e., extreme exposure on a 
high cliff, severe storms, or a critically injured person 
in a remote place, demanding an advance team with 
great stamina. When these challenges come, it is nice 
to have a few “hotshots” on call. Try to get them out 
on a few nontechnical operations, so they will under-
stand how you operate.

 These challenges bring forth the best in the opera-
tion leader. It is his job to see that, insofar as possible, 
he knows his rescue members and gives each a job 
tailored to his abilities and capacities. By the time 
your unit has existed from six to ten years, the bulk 
of the rescuers will be between 30 and 40, partly out 
of condition, and somewhat overweight. These men 
will not be there to be heroes, but to do a small job at 
considerable personal expense, and without thought 
of personal glory. Remember these limitations as you 
run your rescues, and keep a few “hotshots” around 
for the more dangerous and difficult jobs.

Much of the advice about SAR team leadership is a 
random list of leadership, command, and management 
principles, sounding like aphorisms from Poor Richard’s 
Almanack1 such as Early to bed, early to rise, makes a 
man healthy, wealth and wise. Or the Boy Scout Law: A 
Scout is trustworthy, loyal, helpful, friendly, courteous, 
kind, obedient, cheerful, thrifty, brave, clean, and rever-
ent. Or something your father or mother might tell you 
on turning 18, or something you might hear at a high 
school or college commencement address. 

However, in Leadership in Land Search and Rescue, 
Jones, LaValla and Long have a list that is better than 
most, so here it is verbatim:
• Know yourself and seek self improvement.
• Be technically and tactically proficient.
• Seek responsibility and take responsibility for your 

actions.
• Make sound and timely decisions.
• Set the example.
• Know your team members and look out for their well 

being.
• Keep your team members informed.
• Develop a sense of responsibility in your team 

members.

1  Published by Benjamin Franklin from 1732 to 1758, under the 
pseudonym Richard Saunders (thus the “poor Richard,”) the yearly 
Almanack offered seasonal weather forecasts, household hints, 
puzzles, aphorisms and sage advice. There are no gains without pains. 
Industry pays debts while despair increases them. Diligence is the mother 
of good luck. One today is worth two tomorrows. The proud hate pride – 
in others. Wink at small faults; remember thou hast great ones. Hear no 
ill of a friend, nor speak any of an enemy.
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• Ensure the task is understood, supervised, and 
accomplished.

• Build the team.
• Employ the team in accordance with its capabilities.
• Know when the situation is dangerous or beyond your 

capabilities.
• Praise in public, criticize in private. 
• Know your rescuers, their capabilities and limitations.
• Train your rescuers as a team.
• Stress safety, balancing the risks with the mission to be 

accomplished.

Let me end with something Paul Williams found in 
an early issue of the Tacoma Mountain Rescue Unit’s 
newsletter, The Rescue Rucksack. He used it to bring his 
Mountain Rescue Leadership to a close, and I will use it 
similarly here:

“Handling people need not be so difficult. All you 
need is inexhaustible patience, unfailing insight, 
unshakable nervous stability, an unbreakable will, 
decisive judgment, infrangible physique, irrepressible 
spirits and an awful lot of experience.”

 

If—

If you can keep your head when all about you 
 Are losing theirs and blaming it on you, 
If you can trust yourself when all men doubt you,
 But make allowance for their doubting too; 
If you can wait and not be tired by waiting,
 Or being lied about, don’t deal in lies,
Or being hated, don’t give way to hating,
 And yet don’t look too good, nor talk too wise:

If you can dream—and not make dreams your master; 
 If you can think—and not make thoughts your aim; 
If you can meet with Triumph and Disaster
 And treat those two impostors just the same; 
If you can bear to hear the truth you’ve spoken
 Twisted by knaves to make a trap for fools,
Or watch the things you gave your life to, broken,
 And stoop and build ’em up with worn-out tools:

If you can make one heap of all your winnings
 And risk it on one turn of pitch-and-toss,
And lose, and start again at your beginnings
 And never breathe a word about your loss;
If you can force your heart and nerve and sinew
 To serve your turn long after they are gone, 
And so hold on when there is nothing in you
 Except the Will which says to them: ‘Hold on!’

If you can talk with crowds and keep your virtue, 
 Or walk with Kings—nor lose the common touch,
If neither foes nor loving friends can hurt you,
 If all men count with you, but none too much;
If you can fill the unforgiving minute
 With sixty seconds’ worth of distance run, 
Yours is the Earth and everything that’s in it, 
 And—which is more—you’ll be a Man, my son!

—Rudyard Kipling, 1943 (public domain)

 

Recommended Reading

Some of these are available free online. “Must-Read” books 
for higher-level wilderness search and rescue leaders are in 
bold.

 · Paul Babiak and Robert Hare: Snakes in Suits: When 
Psychopaths Go To Work

 · Dale Carnegie: How to Win Friends and Influence People
 · Thomas Cathcart and Daniel Klein: Aristotle and an 

Aardvark go to Washington: Understanding Political 
Doublespeak through Philosophy and Jokes

 · Sabrina Cohen-Hatton: The Heat of the Moment: A 
Firefighter’s Stories of Life and Death Decisions

 · Stephen R. Covey:The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People: 
Powerful Lessons in Personal Change

 · Stephen M.R. Covey: The Speed of Trust: the One Thing 
That Changes Everything

 · Richard Dawkins: The Selfish Gene
 · Larry Donnithorne: The West Point Way of Leadership
 · Paul Falavolito: The 7 Minute Leadership Handbook 
 · Malcolm Gladwell: Blink: The Power of Thinking Without 

Thinking
 · Malcolm Gladwell: Outliers: The Story of Success
 · Tony Jones, Rick LaValla and Chris Long: Leadership in Land 

Search and Rescue
 · Daniel Kahneman: Thinking Fast and Slow
 · Gary Klein: Sources of Power: How People Make Decisions
 · Jennifer Lois: Heroic Efforts: The Emotional Culture of 

Search and Rescue Volunteers
 · Niccolò Machiavelli: The Prince
 · Niccolò Machiavelli: Discourses on Livy
 · Wilhelm Paulcke: Hazards in Mountaineering
 · Plato: Meno
 · William Shakespeare: Henry V
 · US National Wildfire Coordinating Group: Leading in the 

Wildland Fire Service
 · Edward O. Wilson: Sociobiology: The New Synthesis
 · James P. Womack and Daniel T. Jones: The Machine 

That Changed the World: The Story of Lean Production-- 
Toyota’s Secret Weapon in the Global Car Wars That Is Now 
Revolutionizing World Industry



4: Leadership and Followership 153

 Change History                  

Change History  

Old versions are posted at http://www.conovers.org/ftp/
AppSAR/Old
• April 2020: version 0.2, major expansion, new 

Appalachian Search and Rescue format
• March 2014: version 0.1, under the SAR Topics series
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