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Introduction

I'm going to cover six basic principles of leadership that every Patrol Leader needs to know. These particular principles are found in 
a little booklet called the “The Patrol System” written in 1958. They were only mentioned briefly, so I'll be rephrasing them here and 
elaborating upon them.

To start off, here is a paraphrase from an English Scout Leader whose writings had a big impact on me when I was a Patrol Leader:

“Just about the worst attitude a Patrol Leader can have about his position as Patrol Leader is 'I couldn't care less'. Any Patrol 
Leader who says that and means it about his Patrol doesn't deserve to be a leader. A Patrol Leader needs the attitude of 'I couldn't 
care more' for himself, for the Scouts in his Patrol, and for everybody.”

To be a good leader, it is absolutely crucial for you to truly care about those who are following you. You've got to want what’s best 
for your group so bad that you can taste it! All other aspects of leadership; such as motivation, communication, and etc.; will fall into 
place if you care about your group this much.

I see a lot of young men that I believe would be excellent and effective leaders if only they would care more about others and less 
about themselves. If someone cares about his group so much that he tries to do everything that he can to help them be better, even 
if it costs him much, then that person is truly a leader.

Questions to Think About:
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☛ Why did you want to become a Patrol Leader?

☛ What are the top qualities that you would like your Patrol to be known for?

☛ What have been the biggest challenges you've faced as a Patrol Leader so far?

☛ Describe one of the times you've felt most successful as a Patrol Leader and why you felt that way. 



1. Requests are better than orders.

Respect is the basis for proper leadership and a healthy Patrol spirit. The Patrol Leader respects the priority of the members of his 
Patrol, and the Patrol members respect the authority of the Patrol Leader. Another way of saying this is that the Patrol Leader 
always put his Patrol before himself, and the Patrol members always cooperate with the Patrol Leader in his directing of the Patrol.

One of the simplest ways this respect is demonstrated by a Patrol Leader is by making requests of the Scouts following him 
instead of only making orders. By making requests, the Patrol Leader sets an example of showing respect. This attitude of respect 
by the Patrol Leader has a way of encouraging respect from the Scouts following him. If Scouts have respect for the Patrol Leader 
and understand what's going on in the Patrol, most of the time all that is needed is a request.

☛ How have you felt when you were constantly bossed around by someone in authority?

☛ How have the Scouts in your own Patrol responded when you were respectful towards them?

Questions to Think About:
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Action Plan:

Set aside a time during the next Troop meeting or camping trip to teach the Scouts in your Patrol what you've learned about this 
principle. Next, create a list of three different regular tasks that will benefit the Patrol (e.g. setting up the Patrol flag, cleaning up the 
Patrol meeting place, etc.) Give (by requesting) these tasks randomly to three different Scouts in your Patrol. Do the same thing 
every single meeting for the next month with another random selection of Scouts. Each week, write down a recap of the reception 
you got.

List of Tasks:

Week 1:

Week 2:

Week 3:

Week 4:



2. Orders must be obeyed.

However, there are times when Scouts may not want to do something the Patrol Leader asks or disagrees with the opinion of the 
Patrol Leader. In cases like these, a Patrol Leader may have to make a clear order for a certain task to be carried out. In order to 
maintain the proper authority of the Patrol Leader, orders must be obeyed without complaining or grumbling. Being firm in this is 
the way it has to work. It's taking the Scout Oath/Law seriously. Otherwise, there would be no practical meaning behind the formal 
leadership of Patrol Leader in a Scout Troop.

It must also be stated that Patrol Leaders who cannot handle this kind of authority responsibly should not be Patrol Leaders. Every 
order given should be only for the good of the Patrol. It will be clear by the later principles covered in this course that whimsically 
and selfishly wielding this authority disqualifies a Patrol Leader. However, that isn't for the Scouts in the Patrol to decide in the 
moment. If they have complaints about the leadership of their PL, they should take it up the chain of command after complying. The 
only exception is if the Scouts are ever ordered to do something contrary to the Scout Oath/Law or something dangerous. In this 
case, they are to stop and report this to the Scoutmaster as soon as possible.

☛ Why is it not right for a leader to beg or bribe others in order to accomplish something?

☛ What does this say about the health of the group?

Questions to Think About:
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When you get a chance, explain to your Patrol that the only time you will give an order is when it is for the good of the Patrol. 
Encourage them to be open to talking about ways you can improve in your leadership of the Patrol. Then, keep track of every time 
you must make a clear order over the next month (hopefully it will be infrequent). Analyze whether the order was fair and necessary 
and how it was responded to.

Order Log:

Action Plan:



3. Don't ignore disobedience.
Be strict when it comes to obedience, but don't be too strict! Obviously, there is a balance required when it comes to discipline. 
It is something that the Scoutmaster and the entire Troop will constantly be practicing, learning, and getting better at. In the circles 
I've been in, though, I've sometimes seen Scouts and Scoutmasters sacrifice this aspect of leadership in fear of being too hard.

To be fair, finding the right balance is a hard matter that requires wisdom. One thing that must be certain in real Scouting, though, is 
that the matter of obedience all along the chain of command must be taken seriously. There are a couple of reasons why this is 
especially important.

First, if the importance of obedience was diminished, that would be diminishing the standard of the Scout Law – the bedrock which 
Scouting is built on.

Secondly, Scouting is real-world training with real-world consequences. While fun is a core part of Scouting, so is the seriousness of 
the Scout Oath and way of life. Knowing that the stuff of Scouting is of a real-life importance is what truly makes the Scouting kind 
of fun rewarding and gratifying.

This means when the time comes that a clear order is disobeyed, the Patrol Leader needs to take the matter up with the 
Scoutmaster directly (or Patrol Leader Council if systems for handling this kind of thing have been put in place). The leadership 
higher up should back the Patrol Leader unless he is clearly in the wrong, and work out a conclusion to the matter.

☛ Why do you think Scout Troops are designed to have a 'chain-of-command'/leadership structure? 

☛ How far could a leader get if his authority was never enforced? Why?

Questions to Think About:
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You can start practicing this principle right away by setting a good example for the members of your Patrol and instilling the 
discipline of obedience in your own life in the way you respond to those in authority over you. Write down five times next week that 
you'll make a point of being obedient to authority figures in your life (Parent, Scoutmaster, etc.).

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

Action Plan:



4. Lead in tasks rather than ordering them.
Whenever possible, Patrol Leaders should be the first to begin any task, job, or bit of work that needs to be done. They should 
take the old “lead by example” adage literally. There is little use for 'bosses' in Scouting. However, there is a desperate need for 
real leaders. The reason is because Scouting isn't about some kind of external productivity; it's about the hearts and minds of the 
individual Scouts. If all you have are bosses, all you will have are hands. Hearts, on the other hand, need leaders.

It is true, though, that Patrol Leaders shouldn't be trying to do all the work themselves. One way that a Patrol Leader can still lead 
by example without taking over is to start a task, recruit some other Scouts to help him, and then leave them in charge of 
completing that task while he goes to see about another task that needs doing. In this way, he is still physically leading by example, 
but he’s not micro-managing or personally trying to do all of the Patrol's work.

☛ What do you think will be the most challenging part of exercising this 'leading by example' principle in your own Patrol? 

☛ Come up with three different ways to lead by example:

Questions to Think About:
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Come up with three tasks you can lead your Patrol in during the next few meetings or camping trips. These can overlap with the 
tasks in the first principle's action plan. Elaborate briefly on how you intend to exercise this principle for each of those tasks.

Action Plan:

Tasks: How to Lead by Example:

1.

2.

3.



5. Never ask a Scout to do something you wouldn’t do yourself.
In keeping with the spirit of the last point, a Patrol Leader must never give an order that he wouldn't be prepared and willing to carry 
out himself. Scouts need to know that their leader would never push off work onto them that he wouldn't want to do himself. That 
would completely destroy Patrol morale.

A Patrol must know that their leader's first thought is for the good of the Patrol – that he would sacrifice his wants and comforts any 
time for those of the guys under his leadership. It is only with that kind of understanding from his Patrol that a Patrol Leader can 
have the respect of a true leader.

It can be easy to get lost in lofty descriptions of leadership. But what does this really look like for the Patrol Leader in a practical 
way? This principle is like a tape measure you can use against everything you ask the members of your Patrol to do. There are two 
things you should ask yourself each time: “Is this something that is really necessary and beneficial to the Patrol? Is this also a fair 
work-load for the Scout(s) I'm assigning it to?”

A lot of this has to do with the work-load distribution. Some tasks may be completely necessary (e.g. cleaning the camp latrine), but 
to ask one Scout to do this by himself without help would be unfair. To ask two younger Scouts to do something more suitable for 
two older Scouts (and vice versa) would also not be right.

Go back to all the orders you wrote down in the previous principles. Note if they are orders you would be willing to do yourself. Write 
down why they are truly important and if they are a fair work-load distribution:

Action Plan:
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6. Hold yourself to the highest standard.
As discussed in the fourth point, one way that a Patrol Leader can literally lead by example is by physically being the first to start 
the task. Another way, though, that a Patrol Leader can lead by example is simply through the character he demonstrates. Every 
time a Patrol Leader expects some standard of behavior from the members of his Patrol, he should pause and examine his own 
standards. He should always try to make his own standard twice that of what he expects of the Scouts he is leading.

This principle really just flows from points four and five. I've always found it helpful for me to think about two different aspects of 
leadership: formal leadership and character (informal) leadership. Formal Leadership is all about the title, the authority that comes 
with that title, and the task of delegating duties to others you are leading. Character leadership, on the other hand, is something that 
all Scouts should strive for, especially Patrol Leaders. It is the leading by example; it is the relational guiding of another; it is the 
sacrificial servant leadership that really matters long after everything else fades away.

☛ What qualities would make the ideal Scout to have in your Patrol?

  

☛ Honestly, how have you been doing in holding yourself to that standard?

 

☛ What roadblocks have you been facing?

Write down a short affirmation statement of what high standard you want to hold yourself to as a leader. Be specific.

Questions to Think About:
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Action Plan:



Conclusion
One of the most influential Scouters in the history of the BSA was a man named William Hillcourt. In his 1950 “Handbook for Patrol 
Leaders” he said:

“Get all the fun you can out of being a Patrol Leader! But remember that there’s much more to it than fun. Your greatest thrill as a 
leader will be your chance to turn an ordinary gang of boys into a real Patrol, to help five or six or seven fellows become good 
Scouts.

Every one of your boys will have a part to play in making the Patrol whatever it turns out to be. But the biggest responsibility is 
yours. Your leadership, your friendliness, your example will count the most.”

I hope you learned a lot from the Patrol Leader training program. But it won't do any good unless you put it into practice. When 
talking about how a Scout should act, Baden-Powell said: “A Scout is active in doing good, not passive in being good.” This is one 
of my favorite Baden-Powell quotes because it captures the spirit of the Scout. A Scout isn’t content with just staying out of trouble 
or not making bad grades in school – this is simply ‘being’ good. A Scout wants to do things. A Scout wants to actively contribute to 
making the world a better place. A Scout is active!

It’s not achieving a perfect looking Patrol that makes Scouting a success – it’s actively working toward being the best Patrol 
possible! If you only remember one thing from this course, remember to try your very best to make your Patrol the greatest it 
can possibly be! I’ll tell you right now it won’t be easy; there will be a lot of difficulties and disappointments. But if you give it your 
all, you will get so much more out of Scouting than you would’ve otherwise, and you will impact the members of your Patrol in ways 
that can last a lifetime!
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