Pentagon Information Kit
Getting Acquainted with Your Job

Introduction
OK, so the heading is a bit tongue-in-cheek since we don’t actually know which job you are about to start at the Pentagon.  We can, however, point you to some resources that contain the wisdom of some experienced Pentagon hands….

Books About the Pentagon 

For example, if you enjoy learning by reading, you can learn a great deal from the following books about the Pentagon and its culture: 

Assignment: Pentagon - How to Excel in a Bureaucracy, 3rd Edition, Major General Perry M. Smith, USAF (Ret.), Brassey's, Inc., Washington, DC, 2002. ISBN 1-57488-340-2. 

The Complete Idiot's Guide to the Pentagon, Jeff Cateau and Michael Levin, Alpha Books, 2002. ISBN: 002864414X. 

The Pentagon Wars: Reformers Challenge the Old Guard, James G. Burton, United States Naval Institute Press, Annapolis, MD, 1993. ISBN 1-55750-081-9. 

Ask for a Care Package Before You Arrive

If your point of contact in the Pentagon seems particularly willing to help you prepare for your tour of duty there, ask him or her for a "care package." Here are some of the items you might ask for: 

· A surplus copy of the DOD Telephone Directory (old copies are always floating around). 

· A copy of their most recent organization chart (or its web address). 

· A copy of their office telephone list or social roster. 

· A copy of their PowerPoint briefing for newcomers. 

The first two items will help you learn about your chain of command and the relation your organization has to adjoining organizations. The third item will help you learn about your co-workers. And the last item, if it exists, will provide you information that the organization thinks is important for newcomers. 

Pentagon Action Officer's Guides

Much useful material can be found in the HQDA Action Officer's Online Reference. Some of this information will help you prepare for your tour, and some of it will help you during your tour. In addition, there is a HQDA Staff Officer’s Guidebook. There also exists a The Joint Staff Officer's Guide. (Please note: the link to The Joint Staff Officer's Guide downloads an Adobe Acrobat file that contains 466 pages. You would be wise to use a fast Internet connection to download it). Finally, there exists a Military Assistant and Executive Officer Handbook. 


HQDA Staff Officer Orientation Course

This one-day course is offered once each quarter to all personnel newly assigned to the HQDA Staff. It typically consists of a series of briefings, one from each principal Deputy or Assistant Chief of Staff. By the end of the day you will literally have seen stars.... Since you won't always be able to arrange your tour of duty to include an offering of this course, it would be a good idea to at least look over the briefing slides for the most recent offering of the course. These slides and more information about the course may be found on the bottom of the HQDA home page.

Why You Are Here?

The “big picture” answer to this question is that you are here to support the President’s National Security Strategy (NSS) and to help implement the National Military Strategy (NMS) of the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff.  It never hurts to read these two documents so that you get a sense of the really, really, really big picture.

However, unless you happen to come to the Pentagon to fill a particularly key position, say for example the Secretary of Defense, you aren’t likely to bump into large parts of the NSS or the NMS.  Still you might deal with some smaller part of it, and surely you are also here to support the decision making and work of a specific high-ranking official or officer.  This will mean answering questions from, doing analysis for, gathering information for, reporting to and assisting the decision making of that high-ranking official.  You may also do internal lobbying, keep track of budgetary expenditures, do cost estimation, answer questions from the press, respond to public inquiries, monitor various parts of the military beyond the Pentagon and attend meetings.  And more meetings.  And even more meetings….

Meeting Preparation and Management

Perhaps meetings are why you are assigned here.  Tens of thousands of meetings occur every day in the Pentagon.  On the one hand, these meetings are as small as two people having coffee at one of the many places in the Pentagon that serve coffee.  On the other hand, these meetings involve several hundred people at locations around the world, all linked by video teleconferencing facilities, or together at a large conference facility away from the Pentagon.

In the Pentagon, the type of meeting that usually has the most difficulty is the meeting with 5-25 attendees.  Unfortunately, there are thousands of meetings of this size each week in the Pentagon.  If you wish to improve your preparation for or management of meetings of this size, you might read the following:

· Meeting Management Made Easy
 by Carolyn Torma and published on the web by the American Planning Association (4 pages).

· Effective Meeting Management 
by Ruby Lingle and published on the web by the University of Illinois Extension Service.

Typical Meetings and Seating Arrangements:  The most typical meeting in the Pentagon involves between half a dozen and two dozen people.  Perhaps half of such meetings take place in one of the many conference rooms scattered throughout the building.  Such rooms are usually long and somewhat narrow, with a large conference table and chairs in the middle, and more chairs lining the long walls.  Typically, the General Officers, Colonels (both kinds) and their equivalent other service and civilian ranks get the seats “at the table,” while lower ranking advisors sit against the walls behind their higher-ranking colleagues.  Getting a seat “at the table” is important if you need to participate heavily in or influence the discussion.  Only “at the table” can you:

· Hear well what is being said

· Read the body language of the main participants

· Be most easily acknowledged by whoever is running the meeting

· Be most readily heard and understood by the main participants

This seating arrangement doesn’t always make sense.  In some meetings whose topic is a particularly complex business process, regulation, policy or law, the true expertise in the details resides not in the high ranking folks at the table, but in one or more of the Majors, Captains or GS-12’s sitting against the wall.  This can lead to the unfortunate situation in which one of the principals at the table makes an erroneous assertion that goes unchallenged because the person with the knowledge to challenge it is:  a) not sitting at the table (and so has trouble being heard); and b) is lower ranking (and so is hesitant to publicly contradict the person making the assertion).

Thus the seating arrangements do matter, and can, indeed, influence the outcome of a meeting.  For particularly formal meetings, the seating arrangements are often carefully thought out – but, unfortunately, by protocol officers whose job is to follow somewhat fixed rules rather than creating the conditions for the most successful meeting outcome.

Pre-Meeting Preparation:  Ideally before any meeting of half a dozen to two dozen participants each participant should have answers to the following questions:

1) What is the purpose of this meeting?

2) Who will be attending the meeting and whom do they represent in the Army/DoD?

3) What is the agenda for the meeting?

4) Who is in charge of setting the agenda for the meeting?

5) Who is in charge of the administrative details for setting up the meeting?

6) Who will actually run the meeting?

7) If any decisions are to be made concerning the topic of the meeting, how will they be made?

8) If any decisions are to be made concerning the meeting process, how will they be made?  (Decisions about when to meet again, whether to table a specific discussion or whether to cut off an agitated speaker are often made differently than substantive decisions concerning the topic of the meeting.)

9) What background information, data and/or analysis does each participant need to know before the meeting begins?

10) What level, if any, of classified information will be discussed or disseminated at the meeting?

11) How long should the meeting last?

Notes on the Questions Above:
1) Every meeting should have a defined purpose and the participants should know what that purpose is well before the meeting starts.  Unfortunately, for many Pentagon meetings the person calling the meeting knows its purpose, but many of the participants are not informed of this purpose ahead of time.

2) Sometimes games are played in this regard by deliberately concealing certain attendees in order to catch others by surprise at the meeting.  This is a stupid and counterproductive tactic because it can just as easily be used against those who use it.  Collectively, we should all object to this tactic and sanction those who use it.

3) Agendas are present for many but not enough Pentagon meetings.  Often they are available only at the start of the meeting.  However, agendas are an incredibly important tool for making meetings more effective and consume less time.  Agendas should always be distributed to the known participants at least 24 hours in advance of the meeting.

4) Control of the agenda entails significant power and also significant responsibility.  It may reside in one person or in a group of people.  It is often wise to have the person responsible for running the meeting the person who is primarily responsible for developing and disseminating the agenda.

5) Where and when is the meeting?  What is the dress code for the meeting?  What are the seating arrangements?  Are drinks allowed?  Food?  Can classified information be discussed?  What display and communication technologies are available in the meeting place?

6) For certain types of meetings, the skill of the person running the meeting means the difference between a highly successful meeting and a disastrous waste of time.  This is particularly true for meetings where decisions must be made, policies developed, particularly complex situations understood, or brainstorming done. The person in charge must ensure that speakers stay on topic, tempers don’t flare (much), minority opinions have a chance to be heard, aggressive personalities don’t completely shut out opposing ideas, participants aren’t humiliated (tough to get them to participate in the future if they are…) and time is not wasted.

7) It may surprise some readers, but the highest-ranking participant does not always make the decisions at Pentagon meetings.  While this is true for many such meetings, for others we make decisions via a consensus process (i.e. everyone must approve a given decision), while at still other types of meetings, we make decisions by simple majority vote.

8) See 7) above.

9) This question is perhaps the one that is generally the least well answered for too many Pentagon meetings.  Something as simple as a single acronym used in the description (and even discussion) of an agenda item can render that agenda item and its discussion unintelligible to a participant who does not know the meaning of that acronym.  When this occurs, either that participant is effectively excluded from the discussion (losing their input) or he or she interrupts so that time is taken out of the meeting to educate the participant, wasting everyone’s time.  This situation can be avoided if complete and thorough information about the agenda items are provided to the meeting participants at least 24 hours in advance of the meeting.

10) It’s pretty embarrassing for everyone involved when a participant at a meeting stands up and says, “Excuse me Mr. Chairman, no one told me that top secret information would be discussed at this meeting.  I have only a secret clearance and so must leave at this point.  I will try to find Mr. Smith who is from my office and has a top secret clearance and get him to attend the rest of this meeting.”  It also wastes someone’s time if they travel all the way to a meeting room only to be turned away by security because they don’t have the proper level of clearance.

11) This is always a hard call to make, but must be made so that participants can plan their schedules.
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