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Leadership Secrets of the Salvation Army, Robert Watson (2012)  

Peter Drucker, the world-renowned pioneer in mod-
ern management theory, called The Salvation Army “the most 
effective organization in the US.” In 2004, 
Booz/Allen/Hamilton, a strategy and technology consulting 
firm, named The Salvation Army as one of “The World’s 
Most Enduring Institutions.” Since their founding in 1865, 
The Salvation Army’s purpose is unchanged: “Heart to God 
and hand to man.” Management theorists’ research has af-
firmed again and again the “built to last” secret of enduring 
companies and nonprofits: Changeless at the core, change-
ready everywhere else.  

 We don’t consider the 2 aspects of our mission—to 
save and to serve—as separate from one another. We still op-
erate under the same name and offer our “customers” the same 
“product” of salvation and service we did more than a century 
ago. If you put a number on the time contributed by Army 
staffers and volunteers, you would get a business that would 
rank with the biggest companies in the Forbes 500, Forbes 
pointed out recently. In business terms, our service recipients 
are our customers and our supporters are our investors.   

Drucker said to us, “If your mission is to save the 
world, person by person, community by community, the dif-
ference between what you aspire to and what you have to 
work with makes innovation a survival tactic. Your only 
chance for success is to achieve multiplier effects from crea-
tive approaches. I consider you to be venture capitalists. A 
major part of your effort is in rehabilitation. And that is pure 
venture capitalism. Your investment in people gets incredible 
returns.” 

We want to awaken in those who come to us for help 
an awareness of their connection to divine purpose. With that 
awakening comes an acknowledgment of a need to serve oth-
ers. We are recruiting future partners in our long-term mission 
as we tend to individual short-term needs. They come to real-
ize that helping others is essential to reconnecting with the 
Spirit and re-assembling the fragments of their lives into a 
fulfilling whole.  

When you look at service as a path to spiritual re-
newal, you see needs as opportunities and problems as future 
assets. We plan for multiplier effects. We become retailers 
with >1300 thrift stores and housing providers with >600 
group homes across the country. We’re social service special-
ists delivering everything from instant disaster relief to long-
term drug and alcohol rehabilitation. We provide state-
contracted counseling for former prisoners on parole or proba-
tion; day care for both children and seniors; community sports 
and recreation programs; medical service; job training and 
placement; missing persons services; summer and day camps 
for kids; and visitations to people in institutions. Every year 
our efforts touch the lives of >30mn Americans. 

One example of delivering on our promises with 
measurable results is in the San Diego area. Ed Lataille, a 
Catholic priest and Ph.D. in clinical psychology, headed our 
alcohol and drug recovery programs. We had established such 

a strong record there that the US Navy contracted Dr. 
Lataille’s Salvation Army unit to train Navy personnel in re-
habilitation counseling. In national rehab programs, about 
20% of those who enter such programs remain clean and sober 
after one year. This compares to one study of clients who had 
been admitted to our transitional housing program after 2 ½ 
years. 85% were clean and sober, and 78% had at least a year 
of sobriety behind them.  

In 2011, the Army received >$380mn in government 
funding. We try to hammer out goals with leading lay mem-
bers in our congregations each year and make sure each is 
specific, measurable, achievable, and mission-related. Each 
has defined steps and timelines for accomplishment. As we 
move up the officer ranks, we use this same concept of moni-
toring and celebrating the achievement of measurable goals. 
Volunteers marvel and are inspired, they say, by what they see 
working in the lives of our program beneficiaries and by the 
example of our officers.  

There are times when the careful, consensus-oriented 
style of Army management may run counter to my instincts as 
a time-pressed, corporate decision maker. But the Army has 
always had this wonderful ability to make the most of the sin-
cere dedication of its people. These are the most joyous, self-
less people I have very known. You can’t be associated with 
them and not feel it. Officers sign a covenant, renouncing 
worldly distractions such as alcohol, drugs, and tobacco and 
focus every aspect of our lives on Christ’s example of com-
passion and service. To avoid the stress of competing careers 
on officer families, both spouses must be officers. Our cove-
nant is life-long. So, a Salvation Army officer’s retirement 
from active duty is really just a change of assignment.  

82 cents of every dollar received in 2011 went direct-
ly to services to people. At National Headquarters in Alexan-
dria, Virginia we maintain a staff of about 100 to oversee op-
erations in 4 regional territories that extend from Main to Flor-
ida to California to Alaska, and the Pacific islands. Many of 
our volunteers return year after year, all of whom have to be 
assigned, trained, and supervised by limited staff. The experi-
ence is so rewarding for many that organizers have waiting 
lists for some time slots. We are the happiest and most produc-
tive when we feel the fragments of our lives moving together 
toward some meaningful transcendent purpose. 

The real secret of our success is getting people to ac-
cept responsibility for integrating their hearts, minds, and 
souls with transcendent purpose. We help them reconnect. The 
rewards we offer are spiritual ones. Our “pay” is weighted by 
opportunities for meaningful engagement in challenging are-
nas and for soul-satisfying service to people in need. That kind 
of compensation package turns out to be one of the most im-
portant ingredients in building an effective organization.    

The essential elements of our approach flow from 
Engaging the Spirit. 7 principles flow from that.  

• Put people in your purpose.  
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• Embody the brand. By going public with your 
willingness to be tested against your own stand-
ards, you bolster your credibility, inspire your 
employees, and expand your market.  

• Lead by listening. Feedback is your eyes to the 
forces of change. 

• Spread the responsibility, share the profits. When 
you invest real power and real responsibility in 
your people and support them, everyone has 
emotional equity in getting results. 

• Organize to improvise.  
• Act with audacity. People and organizations can 

grow only by taking calculated rises that carry 
the possibility of failure and the opportunity to 
learn from mistakes. 

• Make joy count. Make the value of jobs obvious 
and the joy in them accessible.  

  
 Cynicism is a paralyzing distraction and destructive 
to the spirit. Its delusion is that it’s an appropriate response to 
evidence in the real world. Our success, our record of growth 
over more than a century is a countervailing argument. Hoard 
our assets? We exhaust them in the effort to reach more peo-
ple. Lower our expectations? We are out to save the world. 
Trust no one? Our best customers—and future partners—are 
drug addicts, prisoners, the enfeebled, and the desperately 
poor.  
 This is our job posting: We’re looking for individuals 
and couples to undergo 2 years of intensive training at their 
own expense, wear a uniform their whole career, subsist on a 
fraction of what they might be paid elsewhere, and spend most 
of their time with the homeless, the drug addicted, and other 
desperate people. Successful candidates can expect to work 
long hours, often in inhospitable environments and, occasion-
ally, in dangerous ones. Medical skills are a plus. So is ac-
counting. And it’s important that applicants be able to drive 
trucks, put on puppet shows, play the cornet, coach basketball, 
sing harmony, negotiate real estate deals, cook for hundreds, 
and solicit funds on city streets and in corporate boardrooms.   
 The model of service is Christ’s example. He met the 
poor and hurting where they lived and worked. Service helps 
activate the connection we all have with the divine. When 
people refuse to recognize their spiritual connection, they be-
come disengaged from the larger purpose in their lives. Bal-
ance isn’t the issue. We need to integrate them into a whole, 
transcendent, divinely connected purpose. Our program cele-
brates an approach to living and working that moves through 
hurting people as if it were an axis around which they can or-
ganize themselves. 
 We have always brought a message of inclusion and 
compassion to people used to being excluded and judged. Wil-
liam Booth was a Methodist evangelist who came of age dur-
ing the social and economic turmoil of mid-19th-century Vic-
torian England.  The Salvation Army, which began in 1865, 
was one of several offshoots of traditional denominations in-

spired to go where the established churches didn’t dare. Early 
Army services were “user-friendly:” all were welcome; there 
were no reserved pews (unusual at the time). 
 Religious faith is not a prerequisite for admission to 
any of our social service programs. It’s not required for most 
posts in the non-uniformed Army. And it’s certainly not a lit-
mus test for volunteers or donors, many of whom come to us 
from outside the Christian faith or without any specific reli-
gious orientation. What provides the glue for the diverse ele-
ments in our approach is our belief that the most convincing 
argument we can make for a relationship with God is straight 
from the text of Jesus’ example. We care for the hurting with-
out discrimination and seek to awaken in them the same com-
mitment and spirit of caring.  
 Students in the late Peter Drucker’s executive train-
ing programs came from everywhere in the business sector. 
They were being groomed for top posts in their firms, which 
handpicked them for Drucker’s programs. Most of these fast-
tracked executives, Drucker found, also volunteered in non-
profits, devoting much of their limited free time to churches, 
the Girl Scouts, or the local symphony. When asked why, 
many gave the same answer: Because in my job there is no 
mission, only expediency. We in the Army are in a terrific 
position to see how spiritual need pushes people toward life-
changing choices. The maturing of our cadets is a clear indica-
tion. So is the migration of professionals who come to us as 
employees and volunteers with skills we could never have 
otherwise acquired. 
 God made humans to be caring, creative creatures. 
They learn, adapt, change, and help others to do the same. 
They, in fact, need to do those things to stay engaged with 
their surroundings and to feel fulfilled in their labors. And 
because humans are happiest when connected to a purpose 
beyond piling up cash or other material rewards, they’re likely 
to choose challenging, fulfilling work for less money over 
boring, unfulfilling work with higher pay. If organizations are 
to reach their highest levels of effectiveness, they must create 
and sustain environments that are challenging and fulfilling. 
Our ability to get things done just about anywhere depends on 
leaders who understand how to build these kinds of working 
environments.  
 When Irene De Anda Lewis, director of the Red 
Shield Youth and Community Center in the Pico Union of Los 
Angeles, said, “When I came here we had the standard organi-
zational chart. I said, ‘Why don’t we flip that around? Let’s 
put the community on top, then the staff and volunteers, then 
me on the bottom. Let’s see what the community wants. You 
tell me what you want me to do.’” Most companies are over-
managed and under-led. Leaders with a spiritual perspective 
see that we are all partners in an any enterprise to which we 
lend our energies. Leaders have a responsibility to keep the 
view of that purpose uncluttered and visible to everyone. It is 
that purpose, that overarching mission, that inspires confi-
dence in customers and performance by workers.  
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 Because we see beneficiaries not only as customers, 
but as potential partners connected by a common purpose, 
we’re always looking for talents to encourage and develop so 
they can become fuller participants in the community of car-
ing. Many of the people in our residential rehabilitation cen-
ters begin working part time with us as part of their recovery. 
Some become employees. Some are volunteers for life. Some 
even become officers. When everyone buys into the purpose, 
then policies intended to streamline the design and speed its 
effects are seen as enabling, rather than limiting.  
 Salvation Army officers live by a lot of rules. They 
can’t marry anyone who doesn’t also agree to become an of-
ficer. They have to wear the uniform. They have to go where 
the Army tells them and live in quarters the Army supplies. 
But officers accept the restrictions as long as the policies are 
understood to be aids to focus on what they joined up for: save 
souls and serve others. The rules are not the point; the mission 
is the point.  
    Nine principles are inviolate: Respect the individual. 
Require complete honesty and integrity. Do what we say 
we’re going to do. Work is an important part of life and should 
be fun.   
We are frugal. We insist on giving our best effort in every-
thing we undertake. Clarity in understanding our mission, 
goals, and expectations from each other is critical to our suc-
cess. We believe in the Golden Rule. We feel a sense of ur-
gency on matters related to our customers.  
 We need to connect with something bigger than our-
selves in our need to connect with and to help others. Every 
organization that sells itself as a service has a key leadership 
responsibility to support processes that build and sustain a 
community of caring and eliminate those that inhibit it.  
 When William and Catherine Booth began the Chris-
tian Mission, the forerunner to The Salvation Army in Lon-
don, they were evangelists who saw themselves as missionar-
ies from established religion. But when establishment church-
es were reluctant to accept Booth’s soldiers, the Booths had to 
build their own church with a philosophy to match their mis-
sion of inclusiveness. And they had to do it right where they 
were in East London, in the neighborhoods of despair. 
 Distancing the Army’s work from both the support 
systems of the traditional church and secular society forced a 
series of decisions that made William Booth a manager. He 
located his organization where the people were in a plan that 
reached out to the needy who were the targets of his services 
and to potential foot soldiers and supporters who would pro-
vide the labor and the resources. He had the advantage of 
choice-limiting poverty. The established Victorian churches 
offered faith-reinforced fellowship to their comfortable mem-
bers, but the bridge to people in East London and beyond was 
left to Booth and the Army. Ultimately, the effectiveness of 
any organization depends on its impact outside itself.   
 Testimonies—first person stories of transformation, 
rendered haltingly by men and women unaccustomed to ad-
dressing crowds--quieted a rowdy meeting in seconds and 

anchored the message of salvation in the community of suffer-
ing. Booth found that one of the best ways to build outside 
support was to bring potential backers into direct contact with 
people the Army was serving—to the kitchens and rough dor-
mitories. He invited supporters and critics alike and cultivated 
friends in the press.   
 We could have brought in specialists to decide the 
most pressing needs, get some grant money, and then launch 
programs to attack high-priority issues. But you risk casting 
the people in the neighborhood as victims and yourself as res-
cuer. These roles have a way of solidifying and becoming 
permanent relationships. There’s not enough money, staff, and 
volunteers in the world to support a permanent population of 
rescuers and victims. Better to put the energy into a strategy 
that unlocks those roles, that stands a chance of multiplying 
the resources and turning care recipients into caregivers.  
 Our workers formed a team of experts who visited 
homes at the invitation of parents. You don’t go in with an 
agenda. You ask about who they are as individuals and what 
they wanted for their families and end up with an action step. 
One of the mothers volunteered a solution to the desperate 
need for child care. She began to see herself as a leader, even 
though she might not have accepted that role if we assigned it 
to her. She grew from a service recipient to a service provider. 
The burden of being a permanent rescuer was lifted. The big 
advantage in this approach is the change in attitude, the drop-
ping away of cynical assumptions and the realization that in-
dividual efforts have community impacts.  
 Businesses turn to the language of conversion to de-
scribe a process that’s a measure of productivity. Most, in fact 
are about converting prospects to paying customers. Organiza-
tions are also trying to convert tentative employees to engaged 
loyalists, one-time supporters to continuing investors, first-
time customers into regulars, and regulars into word-of-mouth 
advertising. Transformation is built into every business plan.  
 While they’re going to class at the local community 
college, our program participants help out in our homeless 
food service. With these extra chefs-in-training, our people 
opened a sit-down café, where anyone with a $2 token can be 
fed from a menu of favorites, such as hamburgers and hot 
dogs, plus daily specials. The $2 token is good only at the ca-
fé. Street people can buy the tokens. And area residents and 
businesses purchase them in bulk and give them away to en-
sure that their support for the homeless goes directly to whole-
some meals instead of to booze and drugs.  
 We create opportunities for people on our staffs to 
tour social service facilities and rehab centers, to meet social 
workers and beneficiaries, to hear about programs, and to vol-
unteer in them. Our desk-bound senior officers are expected to 
spend part of every month in communities, lending a hand 
directly in programs. We call it “getting your heart warmed.” 
In a large company, if you’re not careful, you participate in the 
lives of employees and clients through networks of intermedi-
aries. If we, as Salvation Army leaders, are in harmony with 
our spiritual mission we can make just about every decision by 
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answering questions such as: What does this have to do with 
helping hurting people? Is this the best use of our resources to 
help people we’re pledged to serve? How is this decision go-
ing to affect the lives of our customers? 
 When your purpose is tied to people, so are your pro-
cesses, which means you are at the mercy of imperfect plans 
and inconsistent performance. When they buy into the overall 
mission, you escape the worst consequences of your blunders 
when everybody believes the missteps were made in good 
faith. In an organization that provides a sense of community, 
foul-ups are aberrations that are easily addressed and correct-
ed. They stand out as accidental deviations. Once you estab-
lish—and your people believe—that your purpose is integrated 
with the highest human aspirations, the energy you don’t have 
to use convincing them to trust, each new initiative can be 
applied directly to helping them succeed and to making course 
corrects when they’re needed. In this sense, the leadership of 
the organization is indemnified, so that a disappointing per-
formance doesn’t inflict irreparable damage. We don’t always 
make the right choice the first time around. But if we really 
are paying attention to the people part of our purpose, often 
we’ll get chances to get it right in the long run. “Putting peo-
ple first” is the most often repeated and neglected advice to 
business managers. The fact that that is our only business and 
that we have thrived and expanded our operations for more 
than a century in America undercuts arguments that organiza-
tions can’t afford to put people first.  
 We are what we are most proud of when we wear the 
Army uniform. It’s a real timesaver, too. It says: “This is who 
we are.” No introduction necessary. Booth reasoned, if The 
Salvation Army was to be taken seriously, it should be a uni-
formed Army. For the poor recruited to service, uniforms re-
moved the stigma of ragged dress. For the well-to-do, they 
symbolized a willingness to do away with worldly concerns 
about fashion finery. Uniforms helped democratize the move-
ment. It’s also terrific, cost-effective advertising.  
 Joan Kroc, heiress of the McDonald fortune, had a 
dream of a community reconnection on a scale no one had 
dared imagine. The Ray & Joan Kroc Community Center in 
San Diego was a $94m investment in hope. And she became 
convinced, entirely by our reputation—our brand—that we 
could bring the highest return on that investment. When she 
passed away in 2003, her will provided a $1.6b bequest for 
future Salvation Army Kroc Centers across America. Integrity 
has never counted for more.  
 To those driven by religious faith, the Army must 
show that it’s not distracted by social services from its evan-
gelical purpose. Our annual reports are full of numbers as well 
as anecdotes. And we put everything online for everyone to 
see with the same accounting practices used by others in the 
nonprofit sector. We committed ourselves to conversion from 
our prior accounting system because we believed it supported 
and enhanced our brand. We must demonstrate daily that the 
faith we inspire is deserved, that the expectations we invite 
will be fulfilled. In our kind of work, where it’s impossible to 

provide the incentive of material compensation, we count on 
pride and the opportunity for soul satisfaction to motivate our 
people. No organization can operate for long without making 
available those intrinsic nonmaterial rewards. Inspiring trust is 
important for any organization. But it’s life-and-death for a 
non-profit.  
 Our donors point to an anomaly: There’s all this good 
feeling about The Salvation Army, yet relatively few folks are 
able to identify specific programs. We benefit collectively—
we, in fact, enjoy a nationwide multiplier effect—from the 
individual successes of the army’s community programs, what 
statisticians call a “halo effect.” Most of it is gained from 
secondhand stories of our compassion and dependability in 
neighborhoods we serve. This is the kind of marketing that 
costs the least and lasts the longest. All that’s required is per-
formance in accordance with promises.  
 Capturing the hearts and minds of Generation Xers 
and Ys will require an even greater commitment to worthwhile 
purposes. You build trust by doing what you say you’re going 
to do. You keep trust by staying in touch with the needs of 
those you serve.  
 Catherine Booth, by assuming an equal role in the 
pulpit and in-service programs, set the standard for diversified 
leadership in the young Army. From 1905 to 1934, Evangeline 
Booth was the single most important weapon in the Army’s 
struggle to define itself. Model the brand within and without 
the organization. Practices often slip out of alignment with 
purpose. The first to notice will be your employees. Good 
people avoid bad managers. They’ll leave an organization they 
like, even one they’re proud of, if they don’t respect their 
bosses or feel respected by them. The ones who stick around 
are less productive. If employees believe they have lousy jobs, 
they’re less committed to the work. Effectiveness depends on 
our ability to align purpose with our processes throughout the 
organization, which requires acting consistently with integrity 
in all our relationships.  
 The core competency that precedes and envelops the 
others: Listening with the intent to learn and with the com-
mitment to act. The test for listening is response, how you act 
on the information you get. The deepest, most rewarding kind 
of listening implies a relationship. We believe there’s a theo-
logical dimension to listening. It goes to the heart of our “the-
ology of service.”  We are all potential partners in the effort 
toward reconciliation with divine purpose. Blocking the flow 
of information is like blocking the flow of blood. It threatens 
the very life of our relationships and our organizations, which 
is why we consider listening a fundamental survival skill in 
the personal and organizational sense.  
 The amount that people care, trust, and engage at 
work has not only a direct effect on your bottom line, but on 
your company’s expected lifespan. William Booth was unusu-
al for church leaders of his era in that he listened intently to 
people who were hurting, heard their needs, and responded 
with a passion. He was a product of his times, however, times 
in which the monarchy and the military provided the dominant 
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models for managing organizations. His management style 
included a preference for autocratic decision-making. 
 The cultural rift between a military-style organization 
commanded from a London headquarters and officers on the 
front lines in distant lands turned into a legal divide over the 
issue of incorporation. The Army in America was beginning to 
build an enterprise that consisted of real estate, bank accounts, 
and other assets and liabilities. And unless it was incorporated 
as an American company, the law made the Army’s top-
ranking officer in this country—Major Moore--responsible for 
it all. Booth, however refused to authorize a move that, as far 
as he was concerned, diminished his mandate to do God’s 
work. But there was a determination of key officers on both 
sides of the split to work things out—and they did. Most be-
lieved that despite disagreements on how to manage the 
movement, its mission still united them.  
 Even after success tempts you to build insulating 
layers into the decision-making process, continuing to run a 
lean operation helps you keep sight of your purpose. In giant 
organizations, the sensory deprivation is subtle and complex. 
Elaborate rituals of avoidance and forgetting evolve. The life 
span of most organizations—especially organizations in high-
ly competitive environments—is relatively short. All are born 
with a certain invigorating awareness. They stop paying atten-
tion, stop reacting to their environment. And they begin to die. 
A learning organization is a place where people are continual-
ly discovering how they create their reality and change it. 
Hold tightly to the mission but loosely to everything else. In 
the Army, our mission to “spread God’s message and to serve 
without discrimination” is inviolate. But we are free to rein-
vent--we may, in fact, be required to reinvent—just about eve-
rything else. Our National Advisory Board members didn’t 
value their independence nearly so much as their ability to 
have an impact.  
 Many of those who come to us, hungry or homeless 
or trapped in addiction, have already experienced the humilia-
tion of asking for aid from those in authority who view them 
with contempt. They don’t have to hear the words. They hear 
it in the impatient tone of voice or body language of people 
who just want them to disappear, to stop draining the re-
sources of the productive sector of society. We’re looking for 
opportunities to assist their transformation. The hurting people 
before us are temporarily blocked from making the connec-
tions—especially the spiritual connection---that will allow 
them to operate in full partnership with God’s purpose. They 
just need help unblocking themselves. 
 We’re listening for possibilities, not limitations. 
We’re looking for traits that may be undeveloped or misdi-
rected but that hold the secret for future fulfillment—and for 
contributions they can make to others’ lives. It’s not their need 
that defines our customers; rather, it’s their untapped capacity 
for performance in accord with the larger purpose we all share. 
A manager’s most immediate “clients” are those he or she 
supervises. Too often, in annual reviews and in other person-
nel evaluations, they put energy into identifying shortcomings 

instead of nurturing strengths. Listen for evidence of what 
people are good at and what they enjoy. Put them in roles that 
will reward those talents and inspire them to perform at ever 
higher levels. When you listen for strengths, help develop 
those strengths, then back them with your organization’s re-
sources and continuing encouragement, your faith can be re-
warded many times over.  
 Some companies spend too much energy obsessing 
over the underperformance of people who don’t have the apti-
tude or interest in the jobs they’re assigned. Open opportuni-
ties and accelerate success rather than fix poor choices made 
by inattentive managers. A leader’s invitation to talk about 
improving performance focuses on what we need to do to get 
on track.  
 Continuing education and regular personal and pro-
fessional check-ins are planned throughout an officer’s career. 
But training programs are more frequent and intense during 
the early years, a period we know to be critical. It’s a time 
when an officer will establish habits that last his/her whole 
career. Most officers who make it past those initial years will 
serve for life in The Salvation Army. Almost all of the people, 
money, and capital assets of the Army are invested in pro-
grams initiated and run with enormous latitude by officers and 
employees in communities closest to those we serve. Our fo-
cus is on the front lines.  
 Need always exceeds resources. We need every bit of 
the wisdom of our veterans and all the energy of our people. 
We can’t afford the energy drain of doubt or suspicion. If we 
want people to keep talking, we have to prove we’re always 
listening. Sharing between senior and junior people is in place 
for a lifetime. In some regions, retiree mentoring is institution-
alized, with retired officers “adopting” a younger one to pray 
for and to advise. 
 We take this sense of community as far as we can. 
The universal human need to do meaningful work and to join 
with others in common purpose are spawning new organiza-
tions—new companies and new teams and divisions within 
existing companies—as opposed to creating a class of exiles. 
A significant portion of our officer cadets is made up of sons 
and daughters of Army officers, which we take as an indica-
tion that the nurturing, supportive environment we try to build 
within the officer corps is not only a good atmosphere for 
growing up, it’s also a powerful recruiting incentive. There are 
spectacular bottom-line benefits to individuals and to group 
performance when there’s mutual trust. The impulse to inte-
grate our lives is natural and divinely inspired. Attempts to 
compartmentalize aspirations only end in frustration.  
 Being attentive doesn’t mean we agree with every-
thing we hear, nor do we agree with clients who insist on 
blaming their addictions on others, for instance. Also, we 
don’t allow ourselves to be talked into commitments that vio-
late our overall purpose. For skeptical executives, all this in-
tensive listening may sound like spending a lot of time talking 
and not enough time acting. It’s the bane of many consensus-
driven enterprises. But in the Salvation Army a sense of ur-
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gency is built into most of our operations. People suffer while 
we take time making decisions. Managers establish time 
frames for performance so that employees know not only 
what’s expected of them, but when. What often blocks com-
mon agreement is the suspicion that others are not talking and 
listening in good faith; for example, managers hiding secret 
agendas from employees or employees withholding infor-
mation from decision-makers.  
 Let’s consider a business approach from outside the 
Army that achieves creative results by committing to inviolate 
principles and collaborative listening. Architect and planner 
Andres Duany, founding principal of Duany Plater-Zyberk & 
Company (DPZ) is one of the founders of the New Urban 
movement, which seeks to capture in town plans and new de-
velopments the best of traditional neighborhood design. Its 
plans mix residential, office and retail space. Pedestrian and 
bicycle traffic is given a priority. He uses charrettes.  
 Charrettes are multi-day gatherings of people who 
want a say in a potential plan. Duany describes, “Our char-
rettes have 2 stages that are absolutely explicit. In the first 
stage, he prefers concentrating on ideas. In the second, the 
focus is on production. If you are expecting to produce some-
thing in the time for creativity, you are crushing creativity. On 
the other hand, if you’re trying to produce something and still 
missing around with ideas, you’ll never get finished.” [This 
mixing of stages causes most project delays and cost over-
runs]. 
 In the listening stage, the boss is there to support the 
process, not join the discussion. The most fragile thing in the 
world is a new idea; it can be killed with silence. “What I do 
on the first day of a charrette,” said Duany, “is establish a set 
of principles I believe to be inviolate.” Whatever design you 
come up with has to be compact, diverse, and connected. For a 
corporation, the principle can be: We have to be profitable at 
least in the middle term. Duany doesn’t allow factual mis-
statements to pass unchallenged. “If you don’t correct it and 
let stupid commentary stand, then you lose all the people who 
think you value their intelligent commentary. You dilute the 
whole process.” Win confidence in the discussion by openly 
admitting uncomfortable facts.  
 A charrette is a compacted form of what should be 
going on in every organization all the time. What makes so 
many meetings in so many companies unproductive is that 
there’s precious little buy-in at the most fundamental levels. 
You have to get general agreement on answers to these 2 ques-
tions: What are the principles we all hold sacred? How is the 
purpose of this project connected to those principles? Duany 
gets the first question out of the way in day one of a charrette. 
This is the measuring stick he uses for the proposals to follow. 
Once a consensus plan emerges, it has imbedded within it the 
inviolate principles and the commitments of the collaborators, 
who now become advocates. Given a week of intensive listen-
ing to strangers, Duany can plan a whole town.   
 Principle shapes purpose. You can trust the power of 
your mission to orient you continually. You can afford a di-

versity of approaches and even occasional setbacks. You don’t 
have to have all the answers. Your people must be convinced 
that failure and success depend largely on them, that they will 
be held accountable for falling short of agree-upon goals and 
that they will share in the benefits from achieving them. This 
means you, as the manager, must commit to giving both au-
thority to innovate and equity in outcomes to the people you 
expect to feel connected. This sucks some of the air out of 
traditional hierarchies. It demystifies leadership. But it’s an 
enormous energy saver.  
 There aren’t many subordinate positions in the Army. 
But despite the uniforms, the officer ranks, and the other mili-
tary trappings, the style we’ve evolved is more collaborative 
and horizontal than hierarchal and vertical. You can’t move up 
in the Army to get more responsibility. It comes from the 
moment you accept your first post. And you don’t need to be 
in a headquarters assignment to feel the impact of what you do 
in others’ lives. On the contrary, officers in a small or medi-
um-sized city will probably see more people every day who 
rely directly on them--and let them know it—than the com-
missioners who command the 4 US territories and or national 
headquarters.   
 William Booth came from the heroic mold and auto-
cratic style at the turn of the 20th century. But our customers’ 
embrace of the Army’s double mission to save and to serve 
pulled it another way, toward flexibility and adaptability. Ex-
cept for the spiritual commitment they shared with other Sal-
vationist, the front lines were often on their own. They had to 
raise money and recruit people, develop skills to manage 
budgets, acquire and maintain real estate, recruit and train 
people, operate an office, and build coalitions with local 
groups and influential individuals. 
 If they were to maintain and expand their programs, 
these officers had to be local entrepreneurs, shaping their ap-
proaches according to the needs they found and not just ac-
cording to duties assigned them. There are lots of organiza-
tions that begin this way. Then pressure builds to consolidate 
operations and to clarify top-to-bottom responsibilities in the 
name of efficiency. Vertical organizations appear to be the 
most efficient. When the path is unclear, command and control 
is the most tempting fallback strategy.  
 We admire and try to instill leadership qualities in 
our people, but we are not a leader-driven organization. While 
we modify our strategies to match the needs of customers, we 
are not market-driven either. We are mission-driven. Our or-
ganizational structure doesn’t require any single person to run 
it. Most Salvation Army programs and projects develop when 
someone in the community with ties to the Army sees oppor-
tunity in a problem. Then, usually in consultation with their 
local advisory board, they develop a strategy for funding it. 
Funds raised in a particular community by the local Army 
team stay there. This activates local entrepreneurism and cre-
ates pride of ownership. And it is they who get most of the 
returns—which include not only the bulk of revenue generated 
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by their ideas, but also returns on the investment in relation-
ships with one another and with people in their communities.  
 Our “product” is not exactly the same in each market.  
Be careful not to mistake a product, which is a temporary ef-
fect of an organization’s efforts, for its mission, which is the 
cause of what it produces. When we are here to save and to 
serve, we mean that as our promise. Each of 4 territories, for 
instance, maintains its own officer training college. And each 
manages its own investment funds.   
 We know from our own history and the experience of 
other organizations what it feels like to obey the compulsion 
toward control. This probably means we’re more likely to err 
on the side of decentralization. Perhaps there’s a distinction 
between long-term organizational effectiveness and short-term 
program efficiency. The power of a particular project is not 
just in its immediate effects on service recipients. There is also 
the radiating influence on the people doing the service, includ-
ing volunteers who’re inspired enough to increase their own 
investment of time and money and to represent the Army to 
others. If we removed some of the local burdens, we would 
undercut local ownership of the programs and diminish their 
potential impact. In most cases, that’s not an acceptable risk. 
We’ll take the opposite chance—of risking momentary ineffi-
ciencies for a shot at a higher return in the long run. 
 Just as individual success builds the national brand, 
embarrassing flops can undercut it. Fear of that prospect is 
what, in most organizations, sends up the cry for more control 
and more heroic rescue missions. The way we cope with this 
is incremental innovation, especially when it means expanding 
into new territory and committing new resources. We commit 
ourselves one step at a time. Isn’t the real problem about fo-
cus, about letting parts of the organization lose the orienting 
power of shared purpose?  We believe the way to deal with 
every challenge, every threat to effectiveness is to reaffirm an 
organization’s commitment to transcendent principles. Our 
advantage—and the advantage other organizations can ac-
quire—is a shared conviction that our purpose is sacred. 
We’re together in the belief that our organization exists only 
to help people realign themselves with God and to serve one 
another.  
 The Salvation Army is a network of diverse enter-
prises and cross-talented people linked by a clearly defined 
purpose. As with our 9/11 experience, many of the Army’s 
post-Katrina support systems remain in place for years. What 
people need in those conditions is not only help in reestablish-
ing their physical support systems—housing, water, food, 
power, and communications systems—but also in reconnect-
ing with something that transcends the trauma. They need new 
reference points, fresh evidence of their link with God’s pur-
pose and the larger community.  
 What we have in disaster relief work is a microcosm 
of challenges we face in the culture at large, but speeded up 
and stressed out. Disaster relief is a laboratory for adaptability. 
The best approach to making a difference in people’s lives 
when the big winds blow is the same we should be committed 

to when conditions are calm. Respect the power of change. 
Change humbles presumptions. It demands a high price for 
inattention, for not focusing on what is really happening as 
opposed to what you wish were going on. It’s a reality check. 
We have to accept the fact that change is pervasive and una-
voidable. The cumulative effects of constant, subtle alterations 
of the environment in which we operate daily can be as devas-
tating as change that arrives in one big gust.  
 Being cut off from a community of support is what 
makes a disaster a disaster. The preservation of life and prop-
erty on a meaningful scale depends on concerted effort, on 
committed people working together. The fundamental lesson 
of confronting change: The need to organize is as inescapable 
as change itself. You have to have a plan, systems to imple-
ment that plan under pressure, and enough trust in the reason 
you’re there and in the people you’re working with to replace 
the old plan with a new one as soon as conditions demand it.  
 The Salvation Army organizes for 3 distinct phases 
of an emergency. Each stage may present different demands 
and require a different set of skills. But you can count on this 
cycle applying to all kinds of events--response, recovery, re-
store/rebuild. Total chaos is as illusory as total predictability. 
Even a massive disaster relief effort is still principally con-
cerned with helping people reconnect with a larger purpose. 
You don’t have to reinvent your mission to cope with 
change—not if you’ve oriented yourself in the right direction 
to begin with. Products and processes come and go. It’s the 
mission that stays.  
 Because people and organizations are so attached to 
present ways and things, their first reaction when the unex-
pected threatens is denial. We all resist the unknown. We all 
fear chaos. Our first instinct is often to attempt to gain control 
by doing what we’ve always done with more intensity. We 
work harder.  
 In the Salvation Army, with a disaster we have a col-
lision of financial management approaches, both of which are 
reasonable and reality-tested. The emergency demands high 
flexibility, while continued existence of the institution requires 
high levels of accountability. The Army’s day-to-day reputa-
tion for accountability and results helps us raise the extra 
money we need in a crisis. The appeal goes out, the money 
comes in, so we can use our experience in disasters to create 
the kind of instant fundraising and fund-allocation structure 
that will get us past concerns that we’re over-committing our-
selves. But to maintain the reputation that attracts the support 
that backs our commitment, we have to keep delivering on our 
promises.  
 Rapidly changing events demand—at least for a lim-
ited time--a far more rigid command structure than we’d em-
ploy in our day-to-day organization. It is absolutely essential 
that people know who’s in charge of what during emergencies. 
We organize ourselves according to the Incident Command 
Model adopted by government agencies and other relief or-
ganizations. We have manuals that detail precisely who talks 
to the media, who’s in charge of supply inventories, who has 
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liaison duties with other agencies, who leads the volunteers, 
even who writes the thank-you notes after it’s over. Organiza-
tion is the antidote to chaos. 
 While the command model keeps us responsive and 
consistent in one set of circumstances, another, more entrepre-
neurial approach may serve us better in another. So, we have 
people working simultaneously in all kinds of organizational 
structure.  The practical lessons of operating in this fluid con-
text makes it easier to pick and train leaders. You want them 
driven by mission, not adrenalin. Leaders who focus only on 
the rescue stage and enjoy success as rescuers are going to 
look for opportunities to repeat the experience. They aspire to 
the hero executive role and look forward to crises in which 
they can intervene. They can be so good at crisis management 
you sometimes forget they had a lot to do with causing the 
crises. If you can’t coordinate as a team to help people in the 
wake of a tornado or floods, they will suffer right in front of 
your eyes. That’s an outcome that’s so unappealing, it disci-
plines the whole organization. No one wants to work with 
people who need to be heroes more than they need to be cata-
lysts. Leaders who lose the confidence of customers and 
coworkers don’t last long.  
 If, during the intensive training programs we’ve de-
signed, we see mismatches between what we expect from our 
workers and volunteers and their capacities, we find other 
places for them. We have volunteers, for instance, who like to 
sense they’re in the heat of battle all the time. They want to be 
the first to hear the latest developments on police and fire-
fighter radio frequencies. So, we assign them monitoring du-
ties. They are tireless workers, staying up all night to keep 
track of every movement, every new crisis. As an organiza-
tion, we can use that kind of information, but only if we keep 
it in context with our mission responsibilities and our immedi-
ate capabilities.  
 Listening is an even bigger factor when the pressure 
is on. Everyone is in a hurry, caught up in the need to do 
something, when the most significant, community-building 
service we could provide is to slow down and empathize. This 
is an unsurpassed resource-leveraging opportunity. When the 
emergency passes, everyone remembers who was there beside 
them, listening to them pour their hearts out. If we’re true to 
our commitment and persist in the face of all sorts of logistical 
hassles in providing empathetic service and determined out-
reach, we find it directly affects our abilities to attract support. 
Just as challenges increase in crises, so do feelings of accom-
plishment and opportunities for outreach. Many of our officers 
can trace their careers’ beginnings to serving as volunteers for 
disaster relief. Influential citizens become active on our advi-
sory boards because of how they see us work during emergen-
cies.  
 Almost all of the people we rely upon in these emer-
gencies have other jobs. When they return to their regular 
jobs, they’re more experienced in adapting quickly under in-
tense pressure to the desperate needs of clients wherever they 
find them. And they’re renewed with the spirit of service. 

Time and again, officers emerge from disaster duty with an 
awakened ambition. Having the chance to make such a dra-
matic difference under such stressful conditions changed their 
attitude—and probably their careers. We’ve found, in fact, that 
this kind of hands-on opportunity may be a key in recruiting 
and retaining some of our best young leaders. And we already 
know the Army’s performance in the long aftermath, in the 
recovery and restoration phases of this kind of work, stimu-
lates our growth in the affected regions—as long as we per-
form as we promise. 
 The aim should be to create an atmosphere that ac-
commodates change without heroes. Your best resource-
leveraging asset is your commitment to listen attentively to 
customers and employees. There is no management template 
for coping with or leading disruptive change. There’s nothing 
to hold onto but purpose. The purpose that directs you best in 
emergencies is the same one that orients you in more predicta-
ble circumstances. 
 It almost always seems safer to do nothing. In the 
disaster laboratory, where a crisis supplies the sense of urgen-
cy, the do-nothing option vanishes. But in the everyday opera-
tions of most organizations, the pressure moves in the opposite 
direction: “Don’t rock the boat.” When organizations turn 
process into routines, they can realize efficiencies that boost 
results. You achieve productivity from uniformity. But the 
model has to conform to a changing reality. You can trace 
many lapses in change adaptation to either or both of 2 excus-
es. Hold off making a decision until “all the data’s in,” or wait 
for a signal from “the guy upstairs.” Both are connected to the 
most fundamental problem in decision-making: the refusal to 
take responsibility. 
 If our lives are a function of conditioning and condi-
tions, it is because we have, by conscious decision or by de-
fault, chosen to empower those things to control us. The con-
ditions are never going to tell you exactly what to do. We hu-
mans are in charge of interpreting conditions and choosing 
responses to them. This why command-control structures 
work well on battlefields and during the first-response phase 
of a disaster the needs are obvious. And those same structures 
are at a competitive disadvantage just about everywhere else. 
The only way to make information processing reliable is to 
keep testing it against reality. And the test starts with making a 
decision. You choose to do something. Then you watch to see 
if the effects of your choice are what you intended. And you 
keep fine-tuning your information processing and your re-
sponses to stay on target.  
 A company, especially one with several divisions and 
diverse products, has to be comfortable with several manage-
ment styles—vertical command-control, horizontal network-
ing, and entrepreneurial free agents. Leaders have to be good 
at moving comfortably among structural models, adopting the 
role that’s best tuned to the demands of the situation. What 
allows us to use these different styles is the bond of trust. If 
we’re going to issue commands from headquarters, we’d bet-
ter be able to prove they’re consistent with the organization’s 
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purpose. Our programs are not conceived as mere stopgaps to 
suffering but as processes to support and reward increasing 
levels of responsibility. Protecting the atmosphere for risk-
taking, for trying bold strategies in line with organizational 
purpose, is one of management’s most important responsibili-
ties. We’ve given back grants and bowed out of contract nego-
tiations when it’s become clear we’re expected to deny our 
religious perspective. If people can count on you to behave 
consistently in line with your principles, there’s no limit to 
what you can ask from them. Hone your judgment by taking 
the right lessons from your experience.  
 The Army provides for all our basic needs. So, we 
have tremendous freedom to concentrate our energies into 
doing whatever a community needs. We know we’re getting 
closer or moving farther away according to what our internal 
temperature gages are telling us. We instinctively move to-
ward that which warms our hearts, which gives us joy. [The 
joy of the Lord is my strength]. And we avoid that which 
leaves us cold. We have to perfect our guidance systems so 
that we avoid mistaking temporary pleasure for the longer-
lasting satisfaction we crave. Joy in service is one of The Sal-
vation Army’s primary recruiting and retention tools. We call 
it navigation by joy. We’re talking about the fun of work, the 
deep enjoyment that seems to accompany deep involvement, 
which, in turn seems connected with high performance. And 
we in the Army can tell if we’re getting “warmer” by the lev-
els of joy we experience. It is part of the spiritual connection 
we’ve talked so much about. For Salvationists, it brings sa-
credness to the secular and mission to the mundane. Many 
volunteers who enjoy successful and rewarding careers are, in 
a very real sense, paying The Salvation Army to experience 
the joy of service. They tell us it’s not just a matter of “giving 
something back.” It’s a matter of getting something back.  
 A typical couple may draw less than $500/week (not 
including Army benefits of housing and transportation). That’s 
after 10 years as officers and includes allowance for 2 young 
children. This with an exhausting schedule, with its simulta-
neous demands for broad skills and narrow focus, seems made 
to order for management burnout. There’s always too much to 
do and too little time and resources. Yet our officers sign on 
for life and work happily and productively well into their re-
tirement. How could you possible compensate people for this 
kind of effort if you couldn’t offer access to soul-deep satis-
faction intrinsic to the job? 
 If joy is a byproduct of aligning your processes suc-
cessfully with an overarching purpose, then cynicism is the 
byproduct of failure to do that. It’s a negative navigation aid. 
To get some of the advantages The Salvation Army enjoys: 
Embrace the spirit, put people in your purpose, embody the 
brand, listen attentively, involve others in decision-making, 
organize to improvise, and act boldly. True and lasting joy are 
found in a personal relationship with Jesus Christ as Savior. 
You don’t have to train your people to respond to joy. What 
you have to do is structure your operations in such a way as to 

not only permit such experiences but to actively encourage 
them. 
 One attribute of our operation that seems to encom-
pass the principles we’ve talked about and frees up opportuni-
ties to feel deep satisfaction, is leanness. Because it prevents 
bureaucratic layering and increases transparency, leanness 
forces hands-on responsibility for your product and image. 
You’re going to see quickly what works and what doesn’t. 
Leanness inspires innovation and takes risk for granted. It re-
moves the stuff that interferes with sensing the processes that 
make an organization work. 
 The principal assets of a company are in its workers’ 
heads and hearts. What seems most likely to happen is that 
talented people will be willing to invest their skills in organi-
zations, but not for the compensation their predecessors settled 
for. Properly inspired, they’ll invest passion and in return, 
they’ll expect joy. And because of the value they bring, their 
demands can’t be ignored. The joy deficit is more likely to be 
caused by aiming too low and hitting the mark consistently 
than aiming for lofty aspirations.    
 
[This account may be a lens through which to view patterns of 
excellence in individuals and other organizations. The Salva-
tion Army is arguably the best led organization in the world 
but it is not leader-driven. It is mission-driven. Effectiveness 
depends on the ability to align processes with purpose. A core 
competency is listening with the intent to learn and act. There 
are spectacular bottom-line benefits to individuals and group 
performance from mutual trust. Principle shapes purpose, de-
mystifies leadership, and saves enormous energy. Reaffirming 
commitment to principles is the best way to deal with every 
challenge and threat to effectiveness. Just as challenges in-
crease in crises, so do feelings of accomplishment and oppor-
tunities for outreach. Protecting the atmosphere for risk-taking 
is one of management’s most important responsibilities. We 
instinctively move toward that which warms our hearts, which 
gives us joy. We call it navigation by joy.]  


