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Field Team Leadership in Search and Rescue Operations

Objectives

The Mountain Rescue Association (MRA), a volunteer organization dedicated to saving lives
through rescue and mountain safety education, has developed this “Field Team Leadership in
Search and Rescue Operations” program. Although these materials are valuable for individuals,
they are largely developed for search and rescue teams.

This program is designed for the search and rescue mountaineer who has had some experience
as a field team leader. It is strongly recommended that participants have more than a cursory
knowledge of the Incident Command System.



INTRODUCTION

In search and rescue (SAR), a Field Team Leader (FTL) occupies a unique leadership position.
They are neither managers— roles filled by either the Incident Commander (IC) or Operations
Manager (OM)—, nor are they team members in a hierarchical chain of command. FTLs must
exercise a great deal of independence and initiative derived from their privileged position in the
field. Although often confused with management, FTLs have a unique role to play in SAR
operations. This article provides an overview of the Field Team Leader position, beginning with
leadership and its place in the chain of command of SAR; continuing with a discussion of
authority, responsibility and accountability within SAR; then focusing on decision-making and
leadership in the field; exploring how FTLs make decisions; the “nuts and bolts” of FTL duties;
developing FTLs, including a discussion of leadership qualities; and concluding with some
observations on safety, and the dangers of hubris.

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,
Founder of Chinese Taoism

WHAT IS LEADERSHIP?

Leadership is, quite simply, what is necessary to complete a task utilizing the services of others.
The variables that a leader must work with are the group members, the task, and the environment.
Whether the leader is appointed, elected, or rises to the occasion, his/her main functions are to
keep the group safe, together, and focused on the task.

The issues faced by a SAR leader are unique in that each situation is potentially life or death. The
worst thing that can happen to a leader in a more traditional situation is that he/she can lose a job;
a SAR leader can lose their life or the life of another.

SAR AND THE CHAIN OF COMMAND

Managers and leaders are the decision makers in SAR. Both of these levels are necessary to the
administration of a successful SAR mission. Further, especially on small teams, a qualified team
member might be a manager on one mission and a leader on the next. Therefore, it is critical to
understand the distinctive similarities and differences between these two levels.
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Warren Bennis said: "Management is doing things right; leadership is doing the right thing." That
is, management focuses on efficiency; gathering together everything necessary to accomplish a
task. Leadership, on the other hand, focuses on effectiveness. Given what management provides,
leaders are charged with accomplishing the specific task. [It has also been written, "Managers
cope with complexity, leaders cope with change." My personal favorite, "Management is position,
leadership is action."]

In SAR, the Incident Commander (IC), Search Manager and Operation Manager (OM) are the
managers. In a field situation, SAR managers work at the strategic level. From base camp, they
apply their formal system(s) to their perception of the actual situation and decide what must be
done. They work mainly with structures, policies, and politics, and are accustomed to relatively
unambiguous functions with precise roles, duties narrowly defined, and a formal chain-of-
command. Managers, like the organizations they work for, tend to institutionalize the "status quo."
Some managers will go to extreme lengths to uphold the status quo because it's a known quality
and therefore seen as safe. The status quo is usually written down as the preplan, rules and
regulations, procedures, checklists from classes taken, etc.

The guiding "status quo" document for SAR in the United States is the Incident Command System
(ICS). ICS is an almost universally utilized emergency management organizational guide
theoretically capable of dealing with all types and sizes of both single- and multiple-jurisdiction
emergency situations. However, as with virtually all systems that are designed to deal with
"everyone, everywhere, every time," it has the major disadvantage of being somewhat inflexible.
The ICS also has the major drawback of systems that utilize a chain-of-command in that it lends
itself to more autocratic decision-making. Since the ICS was developed by many experts in many
fields and has stood the test of time, Incident Commanders (IC’s) are usually loath to deviate from
it, even if the actual situation seems to make it necessary. The tendency will usually be to either
follow the written rules, or seek permission from higher authority to deviate.

The main function of all of these guidelines is to tell a manager exactly what to do, along with how,
when, and in what order. To make a decision, a manager need only follow the appropriate
procedures. An excellent example of this concept is documented in a quote from The Incident
Command System: "Managers in the full spectrum of emergency response management need
only apply the concepts to precipitate an effective organization." Because of this, a manager is
generally able to justify his/her actions or inactions as extensions of the rules. Therefore,
managers need not be held officially accountable or liable as long as they religiously follow the
established rules.

The fact that most SAR management decisions are determined in advance also means that the
specific knowledge, experience, and judgment required to become a SAR manager is minimal. In
California, a prospective search manager must complete a four-day course to be legally qualified
to manage a search. Obviously, in most cases, an individual that just graduated from this class
would not be the first one chosen to be in charge, but it has happened and will again.

The SAR leadership function, on the other hand, falls directly on the field team leader (FTL). In the
field, FTLs work at the tactical level. Instead of the status quo, they deal with contingency and
change. There are very few situations in the field that are entirely static, and can, therefore, be
completely resolved by using a written set of rules. This is not to say, however, that there are no
written policies and procedures for leaders. The difference is that, correctly utilized, they only
provide general guidelines and direction, not textbook answers. In the field, a FTL must contend
with ambiguity, uncertainty of outcome, atypical tasks, and other novel situations where the only
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reasonable guidelines will be his/her own knowledge, skills, experience, and judgment. Therefore,
unlike a manager, an FTL can be held personally accountable and liable for his/her decisions.

For these reasons, leaders are usually considered less controllable than managers. Leaders often
challenge the status quo by demonstrating initiative, taking risks, changing the way something is
done, etc. They are sometimes out of step with management. Some organizations feel much
more secure with a minimum number of leaders. To reassure themselves, they may attempt to fit
their leaders into a management mold by attempting to codify leadership functions.

A good comparison can be made between SAR and the military. In the military, management is
the task of the officers. Literally thousands of books have been written on military strategy and
tactics. Officers then apply this information to their perception of the actual situation, and use the
resulting data to determine what must be done. Then, they pass "what must be done" on to lower
echelons. Finally, from their command posts, they oversee the operation.

As with SAR managers, the specific knowledge, experience, and judgment requirements to
become an officer are minimal. Commissioning requires a 13-14 week Officer Candidate School.
As with a beginning search manager, a new officer would not likely immediately be put in charge,
but, since position in the chain of command is normally determined by rank, it could well happen.

In a military hierarchy or chain of command, FTLs would be the sergeants. Sergeants are told by
their officers what needs to be done. Sergeants must then use their own knowledge, experience
and judgment to decide how to best complete the task set before them by their officers. Finally,
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
situational 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.

Most adults tend to have unconsciously and by training internalized the tenets of management
[status quo] rather than those of leadership [contingency and change]. It is the rule rather than the
exception to be taught, especially at work, that actions or inactions affirming the status quo are
preferred because they usually result in the safest, easiest, and most comfortable choices being
made. Most children and young people are socialized, both at home and at school, to abide by the
status quo, and that, if the question becomes deviating from the status quo or doing nothing, that
there is less risk in doing nothing. Individuals who wish to become FTLs must to a greater or
lesser degree recognize and resist these tendencies.

These differences between management and leadership are exceedingly critical in an
unstructured wilderness situation, particularly if management attempts to make leadership
decisions, or vice versa. In my experience, the former is significantly more universal than the
latter. Most of the ICs | have known have been excellent managers, but few have had the outdoor
skills, experience, and judgment necessary to be an FTL. Yet some of these same ICs seem to
feel that field operations should be directed rather than supported from base camp, and that they
somehow have the ability to make what might turn out to be a life or death decision for teams in
the field.

"Dirty Harry" said, "A man’s got to know his limitations." Managers need to be accountable for

management decisions, and leaders for leadership decisions. Managers are usually not
comfortable making leadership-type decisions because most of these decisions are open-ended.
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Conversely, leaders are normally not comfortable making management-type decisions because
most of these decisions are proscribed. It's very interesting to note, however, that virtually no one
on a mission will question the fact that base camp managers should make base camp decisions.
Nevertheless, base camp managers will sometimes reserve the right to make whatever leadership
decisions they deem appropriate.

General George Patton was probably a difficult person to work for, but he would have been an
excellent SAR manager. He clearly understood his limitations 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.") These aphorisms are applicable to both managers and
leaders. If base camp management wants the field team to do, or not do, something, the FTL
would be told what it is. Then, it would be up to the FTL to decide if it can be done, and, if so, how
and when it will be done, and, if not, what alternatives are available. Base camp management
might make suggestions, but the decision would rest with the FTL, because he/she is the expert
on scene. Conversely, if an FTL wants something from base camp, he or she would call in and
indicate what is needed. It would then be up to base camp management to decide if it could be
provided, how and when to get it to the field team, and, if it can't be provided, what alternatives
would be available. The FTL might make suggestions, but the decision would rest with base camp
management.

It is worth observing that an Operation Manager can and should be an exception to the
manager/leader dualism. The main task of the OM is to coordinate all on-scene activities that are
directly involved with the mission. For that reason, and if properly utilized, an "independent" OM
can arguably be the most important individual on a SAR mission. In the chain of command, the
OM is technically a manager. But in addition to his training and experience in management
functions, an OM will normally have also accumulated a considerable amount of training and
experience as a FTL. This individual can therefore provide a "buffer" between managers and
leaders; someone who, because he “speaks both languages”, will most likely have credibility with
both. Managers will be more likely to support the conclusions of the OM because he will be seen
as having the whole picture, while the FTLs will be much more likely to accept the OM's judgment
given that the OM has "been there, done that." Also, because of direct involvement with the
mission, an OM will always be informed and physically present in base camp.

From my perspective, it is unfortunate that some ICs have chosen to combine the OM position
with their own. An IC does not have time to adequately take on these extra responsibilities.
He/she has too many other duties specific to the IC position that are over and above managing
the actual operation, such as coordinating the investigation, conducting interviews, keeping the
media and the general public informed, liaison and coordination with federal, state, and local
entities, maintaining contact with relatives, etc.

Most importantly, an IC's duties might take him/her away from, and even out of communication
with, base camp. This might also occur if an IC, who is normally a deputy sheriff or other peace
officer, has not been relieved of all his/her other law enforcement responsibilities before assuming
the IC task. If the IC and OM positions have been combined, and the IC is out of communication,
who will then make the decisions? | have seen situations where the base camp radio operator has
been put in the position of making IC decisions. The bottom line is that both of these positions
require continuity, undivided attention, and minute-by-minute decisions. An IC cannot afford to be
distracted by OM duties, or vice versa.
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In some cases, an IC might attempt to enjoy the best of both worlds by appointing an OM who will
do what he/she is told. In the absence of the IC, the tendency will then be for that OM to take
action based on what he/she thinks the IC would have done under similar circumstances rather
than addressing the specific situation at hand. A “follower” OM might also put off making a
decision until the IC is available—a delay which, especially in a critical situation, would likely
compromise safety. This mode of inaction will further squander precious time because, once the
IC returns, he/she will have to be briefed before a decision can be made and action taken.

Since the most critical aspects of SAR "leadership" occur in the field, and that leadership is
exercised by Field Team Leaders, this paper will highlight the “job” of the FTL, and take up
management issues only to the extent that they might affect field team leadership.

AUTHORITY, RESPONSIBILITY AND ACCOUNTABILITY
WITHIN SAR

The SAR leadership function consists of three critical and allied elements: authority, responsibility,
and accountability. An FTL must be delegated and agree to assume authority, knowingly take
responsibility, and willingly accept accountability. There is no way an FTL can be effective without
all of these essentials. It would be like trying to sit comfortably on a three-legged chair with one or
two of the legs missing.

Authority

Authority translates into the power to take charge of a group, or any part of one, and make
enforceable decisions regarding any aspect of its assigned tasks. Before accepting authority, an
FTL must accept Socrates’ tenet, “If you cannot [or will not] enforce, do not command.”

In SAR, authority must be delegated, because one person cannot be everywhere nor do it all.
Delegation also provides the delegator with more time for planning and organization, improves
communication, stimulates creativity and creative problem solving, allows more significant
contributions from others, increases trust levels, creates a sense of personal accomplishment in
delegatees, hopefully reduces stress, and educates future leaders.

Authority does not have to be specifically delegated. It can instead be automatically delegated
with the task. But, to delegate any authority, the manager/leader must first have it. And before
accepting authority, the manager/leader must ensure that the superior in fact has it to delegate.

There are three major forms of authority that relate directly to SAR. "Legitimate authority" is based
on a leader's position in the chain of command. "Expert authority" refers to his/her knowledge,
experience, and judgment ability, while "referent authority" is defined as an individual's
acceptance as a FTL by other team members.

Both managers and FTLs are delegated their legitimate authority via the chain of command. FTLs
are selected by the OM, who was chosen by the IC, who was appointed by the Controlling Agency
(CA), who was given his/her SAR authority by the county board of supervisors, who was
empowered by the state, etc. At each level, individuals in charge have the absolute authority to
choose whomever they wish in any manner they choose. However, for their own credibility and
liability, it behooves each of these individuals to pick the best available person for each
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management/leadership position. Expert and legitimate authority are subjective measures that
must be evaluated and determined by whoever in the chain of command is making the
management or FTL appointment.

The presence of written policies and procedures makes the manager's task mostly predictable.
Therefore, since they will only be delegated the authority to follow said policies and procedures,
managers are generally chosen based, in preferential order, on their legitimate, referent, and
expert authority. Because of the unpredictable nature of their tasks, FTLs, by contrast, have no
prescribed policies and procedures, so their selection will usually be based, in descending order,
on their expert, referent, and legitimate authority.

There are six basic ways to exercise authority; of these only three can be seriously applied to
SAR. The first applicable style is "authoritarian." The FTL makes the decision alone using only the
information he/she possesses, or after obtaining additional information from subordinates or
superiors. The role of the subordinate is limited to providing specific information requested by the
FTL. It does not include analyzing or solving the problem. As a matter of fact, the FTL might not
even describe the actual problem to the subordinate. The authoritarian style is more efficient in
that it requires a group member to follow the directions of an FTL who has and exercises
complete authority and control.

The second viable style is called "consultive." The FTL describes the problem to the group as a
whole or individuals within the group. Then, the FTL listens to their opinions and suggestions for
its solution. Finally, utilizing this information along with his/her own, the FTL makes the decision.
The consultive style is more effective because it provides the FTL with more information, but it
also requires group members to follow the directions of an FTL who exercises complete authority
and control.

"Delegating" is the third workable style. FTLs can re-delegate all or part of their authority to their
more mature and experienced team members. The FTL might first appoint a qualified assistant,
who would be delegated the authority to take over the team if he becomes incapacitated. A team
member who is intimately familiar with the area might be delegated the authority to lead the team
to the victim. Leadership of the medical aspects of the mission might be turned over to the senior
medical team member. Also, if the FTL decides to split a team during the mission, he/she must
delegate leadership authority to the most qualified member of the new team. In each case, the
FTL is giving up all or part of his/her decision-making authority to the delegatee.

The fourth form of authority is known as “democratic.” This style is inappropriate for SAR because
it delegates leadership to the group itself, rather than to an individual leader. The FTL would bring
the problem to the team where it would be discussed. Then the team would decide what to do,
normally by a majority vote. The leader would have only one vote, just like any other team
member, and must be willing to accept the decision of the group whether he/she agrees with it or
not.

The fifth style is authority derived by “consensus,” a currently popular variant of the democratic

method. In our politically correct society of today, decision by consensus is "in." The basic
premises of this theory are that

1. the process takes precedence in decision-making, and must meet the interpersonal

needs of the group as well as addressing the needs of the situation,
2. groups always make better decisions than individuals, and
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3. the vote must be unanimous--or no one may block consensus--for a decision to be
made. The leader becomes a neutral facilitator, whose primary task is to guide the
group in achieving this consensus.

Decisions by consensus have no place in the SAR decision-making process, especially in the
field. Achieving consensus takes much longer than any other method. And consensus decisions
represent an agreed upon answer, rather than the situationally best answer. Group members
don't have to believe that the decision is the soundest one that could have been made at the time
and under the circumstances, or even that it will work. They only have to be able to “live” or “go
along” with the decision. An FTL who has personal experience with consensus decision making
would most likely agree with former British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher, when she described
it as, "the process of abandoning all beliefs, principles, values, and policies in search of something
in which no one believes, but to which no one objects; the process of avoiding the very issues that
have to be solved, merely because you cannot get agreement on the way ahead."

A sixth style of exercising authority is “laizze faire.” It also has no application to SAR. Laizze faire
means that there is no formal leadership or group. Each individual would do whatever he/she
thinks is most appropriate at any moment in any given situation.

Time is the most important variable that will determine the leadership style to be utilized in a
specific situation. The skill level of the FTL is, however, a close second. For example, in an
emergency, life or death situation where time is critical, an authoritarian FTL who knows what to
do would be the most effective and efficient combination of leadership qualifications and style. If
time is not the most critical element, then utilizing a more consultive style and/or a less qualified
FTL becomes more feasible since there will be more time to make a decision and more individuals
involved in making it.

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 activities, including leadership styles, are driven by the presenting situation. Since
these situations will virtually always be at least slightly different, it follows that no single leadership
style will be appropriate in every case. An FTL must, therefore, be familiar with the characteristics
of each leadership style and then, after evaluating the situation, be able to apply whichever is
most suitable at that specific time. An FTL might very well utilize several leadership styles
interchangeably during a single mission.

Another common misconception is that team members will normally prefer a leadership style that
leans towards consultive. There are many individuals, however, who expect a more authoritarian
style, and will consider both consultive styles to be an abdication of leadership responsibility.
Others, because of a lack of experience, are also likely to prefer a more directive leadership style
from their FTLs.

Responsibility

Responsibility is considerably easier to define. With specific authority comes a corresponding
responsibility. Relying almost totally on his/her personal knowledge, skills, experience, and
judgment, an FTL’s primary responsibility is to take whatever actions/inactions are or become
necessary to get their team into the field and back to base safely. Also, an FTL must realistically
identify who on the field team will contribute the most to accomplishing this basic responsibility.
The answer will always be him/herself. Therefore, in order to best discharge his/her basic
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responsibility, an FTL must consider their own safety first. (The second part of an FTL’s
responsibility is finding and/or rescuing the victim, but this is secondary to the "prime directive.")

Accountability

Accountability relates to the ethical and legal obligations that are inherent when an FTL accepts
authority and responsibility. Accountability has two major differences from both authority and
responsibility. First, both authority and responsibility travel from the top to the bottom of the chain
of command, while accountability moves in the opposite direction. Second, authority and
responsibility are delegated; accountability cannot be delegated because it comes with the
position.

ICs/OLs have virtually no accountability for any of their actions/inactions as long as the plan is
followed exactly. A manager is only accountable for any additions to, deletions from, or other
modifications of the plan. If the manager follows the plan, accountability will then move up to the
next level, which will usually be whoever formulated and/or approved the plan. The major IC/OL
accountability concern is selecting the FTL. If it can be demonstrated that a reasonable person
would have picked a different one, then at least some of the accountability for a problem will, and
should, be transferred directly to the IC/OL.

The search for accountability begins, and usually ends, with the FTL. Since the FTL won't have an
official plan to follow, and is also the responsible individual on scene, he/she can be held
personally accountable for each of their actions/inactions, along with those of their team. This
does not mean that the FTL is automatically "guilty" of anything. It means that, if a problem
occurs, virtually everything he/she did or didn't do will come under close scrutiny.

An FTL is like the captain of a ship. Several years ago, a U.S. Navy aircraft carrier went aground
in San Francisco Bay. At the time, the vessel was under the control of a pilot who was
maneuvering it to its dock. The pilot had been delegated, by the ship's captain, the authority to
control the ship and the responsibility to pilot the vessel safely to its mooring. The pilot was
certified, experienced, familiar with the area, and his presence was required by law. Therefore,
one would expect that the pilot must have been held accountable for the grounding. Not so. The
captain was relieved of his command and virtually forced to retire from the Navy. How could this
happen? Quite simply, the captain could delegate authority to do something, and responsibility to
get it done, but, because he was the highest-ranking individual on scene, he can never delegate
accountability for what happens, or doesn't happen, on board. Similarly, neither can a captain
transfer accountability upward through the chain of command. An admiral may be in overall
command of a fleet, but is not the captain of the ship.

DECISION-MAKING, AND THE PROBLEMS OF
“GROUPTHINK” AND “GROUPSHIFT”

Human beings must make decisions. Even if an individual refuses to make a decision, he/she is in
fact making a decision not to decide, and then it will be made by others or by circumstances.

The main function of an FTL is to make calm, confident, reasoned, practical, and enforceable

decisions in an organized, positive manner, utilizing ambiguous, incomplete, and changing
information within a constantly evolving environment. In order to do this, an FTL must develop a
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practical decision-making process that will allow him/her to be able to efficiently and effectively get
accurate information, organize it, and then use it to make decisions in what will often be a life or
death situation. He/she must also be knowledgeable enough about the process to refrain from
basing decisions on social pressure, culture, habit, emotions, or by default.

The FTL must then accept accountability for decisions made and the resulting actions/inactions of
team members. Unfortunately, there are some individuals who cannot even accept responsibility
for their own personal decisions. They will never be effective leaders at any level.

Individual or Group Decision-Making

Individuals or groups can make decisions. Individual decision-making is the simplest, quickest,
most predictable, and most straightforward method. Accountability is quite clear. On the other
hand, individual decisions will possibly be biased, limited to the knowledge and ideas of only one
individual, and might have difficulty gaining group acceptance. Therefore, an individual decision(]
maker must possess superior knowledge, experience, common sense, judgment and leadership
skills.

Group decision-making, however, is not so simple. A group is two or more interacting and
interdependent individuals who have come together to accomplish a particular task. People join
groups for stability, acknowledgment and prestige, self-esteem, belonging, acquisition of power
and authority, and the achievement of group goals. The size and make-up of a group further
complicates the issue. As a general rule, larger groups are more adept at information gathering,
while smaller groups are superior at completing tasks. Also, homogeneous groups are less
productive than heterogeneous ones.

A group can provide more complete and unbiased information, knowledge, ideas, opinions,
options, and expertise, greater acceptance of a decision, inspiration to a member to produce a
better result than he/she would have alone, the opportunity to learn from others, and the ability to
minimize individual accountability. On the other hand, it will take much longer to make a decision.
One or more members can dominate a group because individuals within the group sometimes get
lazy and let others do the work. Further, group decisions are the result of compromise, especially
in "consensus" decision-making where large compromises are often necessary to achieve
consensus. And perhaps most significantly, "groupthink" and "groupshift," can seriously distort the
decision-making process.

Groupthink (or concurrence theory) is a particularly insidious and, in SAR, a potentially dangerous
aberration of consensus decision-making. Irving Janus, the originator of the concept, describes
groupthink as “a mode of thinking that people engage in when they are deeply involved in a
cohesive in-group, when the member’s striving for unanimity overrides their motivation to
realistically appraise alternative courses of action.”

There is nothing wrong with a cohesive group. Members are more likely to remain in a cohesive
group, and they tend to work harder and enjoy themselves more. Most importantly, they
understand the critical part that internal debate plays in a group decision-making process. In a
cohesive in-group, however, members may fall under the sway of the group. They may exhibit a
sense of invulnerability by generally believing that since the group is inherently virtuous and has
good intentions, it will always make the best and/or right decision. Because of the resultant belief
in this moral superiority, the group can do no wrong. “We're good and competent people involved
in an important task, and as long as we are dedicated to the group and work together, everything
will be okay.” This delusion of invulnerability encourages risky behavior by creating excess
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