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P R O G R A M  M A N A G E M E N T

Learning Program Management 
on the Battlefield at Gettysburg

Owen Gadeken

What’s the best way to learn key program
management concepts and skills? The De-
fense Acquisition University, like many in-
stitutions, employs both online and class-
room instruction. There is also something

to be said for experience as the best teacher, but that
experience does not have to come from traditional ac-
quisition programs.

In a recent Program Management Office Course (PMT-
352B), the learning-from-experience concept was applied
in a class field trip to the Gettysburg Civil War Battlefield.
Using the Project Management Institute (PMI) definition
of a project as “a temporary undertaking which produces
a unique product or service,” the Battle of Get-
tysburg can be considered a project—or to be
more precise, two projects: the Union (Army of
the Potomac) project and the Confederate (Army
of Northern Virginia) project. 

The purpose of the class field trip was to conduct
an on-site examination of these two “projects”
using the wealth of historical data readily avail-
able. This battlefield tour was led by John Ban-
iszewski, who is both a licensed Gettysburg tour
guide and has a “real” job as a project manager
at NASA’s Goddard Space Flight Center in Green-
belt, Md.

Preparing for Battle
Class members were given a set of tailored read-
ings prior to the trip, along with a score sheet cre-
ated by Baniszewski and based on the PMI Pro-
ject Management Body of Knowledge criteria.
They were then required to score the two projects
based on evidence accumulated from both the
readings and their tour of the battlefield. At each tour
stop, Baniszewski used a hands-on approach, designat-
ing a portion of the class as “Company A” and having
them briefly walk through the troop movements on that
portion of the battlefield. He also drew analogies from
events on the battlefield to current acquisition projects in
both NASA and DoD. 

As the battlefield tour progressed, students found the in-
formation necessary to fill in their score sheets. They
learned that the Confederate project had a very clearly
defined scope for invading the North but was unable to
execute it. Gen. Robert E. Lee, normally an excellent com-
municator and integrator, seemed disorganized and out
of touch with his key subordinates during most of the bat-
tle. The Union, on the other hand, was clearly disorga-
nized as the project began, but with the leadership change
to Gen. George Meade just days before the battle, that
was rapidly turned around. Although not recognized as



either a charismatic leader or brilliant tactician, Meade
used his resources wisely and proved to be a uniting force
for the Union Army. In short, he was the better project
manager in this situation.

So what are the project management lessons we can learn
from the Battle of Gettysburg? I’m sure there are proba-
bly many more than we can cover here, so I will con-
centrate on four key themes that I think were very rele-
vant to the outcome of the battle and are just as relevant
to project managers in today’s defense acquisition envi-
ronment.

LLeessssoonn  11::  CCoommmmuunniiccaattiioonn
Communication among senior leaders and between the
leaders and their troops was vitally important to the out-

come of every Civil War battle. During the Civil War, cav-
alry detachments were a primary communications tool
for the army. They not only screened their own army’s
movements from the enemy, but also continually gath-
ered information on enemy movements and troop
strength. 

There was no better cavalry commander in the Civil War
than Confederate Gen. J. E. B. Stuart. However, Stuart also
craved the fame and fortune that went along with the job
and was not above grandstanding when the opportunity
presented itself. Such an opportunity arose as Lee took
the Army of Northern Virginia on their second invasion
of the North in June of 1863. Stuart pushed Lee to allow

him to go on a daring raid around the Union Army, which
he had done successfully in the past. Lee agreed as long
as Stuart was able to still perform his primary function
of scouting enemy troop movements. Unfortunately, Stu-
art’s raid not only took far longer than anticipated, but it
also took him out of contact with Lee’s army during the
days leading up to the battle. As a result, Lee was almost
totally in the dark as to his enemy’s whereabouts and
blundered into the Union Army at Gettysburg on June
30th, 1863. Lack of communication plagued the Con-
federate Army throughout the battle.

On the other hand, for Army of the Potomac, communi-
cation improved dramatically once Meade took over. In-
formation about the Confederate Army was obtained from
multiple sources (Union cavalry, civilians, Confederate de-

serters, captured prisoners, escaped
slaves, and telegrams from Washing-
ton) and fed to the army’s Bureau of
Military Intelligence. Meade made ex-
cellent use of this unit to provide al-
most real-time intelligence. As a re-
sult, Meade was much better
informed for decisions he made dur-
ing the battle. 

Just as communication played a vital
role in the outcome at Gettysburg, it
is also vital to success in project man-
agement. My study (reported in “The
Ideal Program Manager,” Defense
AT&L, May-June 2005) found com-
munication to be the top skill required
of successful defense program man-
agers. 

LLeessssoonn  22::  PPrroojjeecctt  IInntteeggrraattiioonn
Integration among the different units
that make up an army is critical to
their success on the battlefield. Lack
of coordination at Gettysburg cost
many troops their lives and many
commanders their jobs. 

At Gettysburg, Lee seemed reluctant to assemble his key
subordinates to jointly discuss strategy. He tended to in-
teract with commanders individually, giving them their
orders and not expecting any debate. He may have been
fatigued from the northward march, but most probably
he was a victim of his recent and dramatic successes
against the Army of the Potomac and thus had little re-
spect for his adversary. His plan was simply to lure the
Union army out into the open and destroy it. He gave no
thought to a backup plan or the possibility of defeat. Not
surprisingly, Confederate troop movements were not par-
ticularly well coordinated on any of the three days of the
battle.
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Gettysburg tour guide and real-life NASA project manager John Baniszewski (left)
explains tactics with the help of author Gadeken holding battle plans.
Photograph by John Bowden.



Meade took just the opposite tack in dealing with his key
subordinates, having been one of their peers until just
three days before the battle. As a competent field com-
mander, Meade skillfully coordinated the movement of
his strung-out units toward the impending battle at Get-
tysburg. Arriving at midnight after the first day of the bat-
tle, Meade immediately assembled all of his field com-
manders and assessed the information they provided. He
then had a map of the battlefield drawn up with copies
provided to his commanders, indicating their positions
and assignments for the next day. Meade repeated this
process at the end of each day of the battle, asking each
subordinate to report in turn and asking their opinions
of the strategy laid out for the coming day. He used this
participative management approach to both obtain in-
formation and get buy-in from his key subordinates.

The need to coordinate different units in an army corre-
sponds to the need to coordinate the different parts of a
project (both subsystems and subteams, such as inte-
grated product teams). Recognition of this need prompted
the PMI to alter its established body of knowledge by
adding an additional ninth element: project integration.
In fact, one might argue that the essence of competent
project management, and what makes it truly unique, is
successful systems integration.

LLeessssoonn  33::  FFlleexxiibbiilliittyy
Even the best-laid plans of the commanding generals
quickly became outdated as the battle progressed. So
both Lee and Meade were constantly faced with bal-
ancing clear and specific direction to their subordinate
commanders with the need to allow them the flexibil-
ity to adapt to the changing battlefield environment.
Their success in achieving this balance was the single
most critical factor in the outcome of the battle. To un-
derstand why this was the case, we need to go back to
the organizational changes made in both armies lead-
ing up to the battle.

When he assumed command of the Army of Northern
Virginia in 1862, Lee put together a team of very capa-
ble field generals with different talents. Lee was a mas-
ter at using these talents so they complemented each
other on the battlefield. But the talent mix was disrupted
when Lee’s leading field commander, Thomas “Stonewall”
Jackson, was accidentally killed by his own troops after
his brilliant rout of the Union army at Chancellorsville in
May of 1863. This led to a reorganization of Lee’s army
that elevated James Longstreet to the position of Lee’s
most able lieutenant. Unlike Jackson, who was a daring,
attack-oriented leader, Longstreet was a much more me-
thodical and defensive-minded commander. Lee’s reor-
ganization also brought increased responsibility for two
other generals, Richard Ewell and A.P. Hill. 

Lee had evolved a style where he allowed his field com-
manders discretion in carrying out their assigned orders,
but this proved to be seriously flawed with his new lead-
ership team. Although Lee had given orders to avoid a
battle until the whole army was assembled, the often-im-
petuous A.P. Hill and his lead element under Gen. Harry
Heth decided to attack when they encountered an enemy
force at the outskirts of Gettysburg. With no clear plan,
Confederate units attacked piecemeal as they arrived on
the battlefield. Still, Lee’s army began to rout their oppo-
nent. In pursuing the retreating Federals, Lee gave Gen.
Ewell discretionary orders to take the Federal position on
Cemetery Hill “if practicable.” But Ewell was reluctant to
push his advantage on the eve of the first day, and by the
next morning, Union troops were dug in and reinforced,
making their position virtually impregnable. This effec-
tively negated Ewell’s contribution for the rest of the bat-
tle.

Longstreet, on the other hand, proved fully capable of ex-
ecuting discretionary orders on the battle’s second day.
Based on faulty intelligence, Lee directed Longstreet to
make a flank attack on the Union left. When Longstreet
discovered the extended Union line, he adapted quickly
and executed a new plan that featured a carefully staged
series of attacks designed to exploit the weaknesses in
the Union position. Although outnumbered, his men drove
the Union army back a mile and inflicted severe casual-
ties on them.

The crux of the battle came on the third day, when Lee
directed Longstreet to make a frontal assault against the
middle of the Union line. Longstreet protested violently
that the Union position was too strong and could not be
taken. Lee ignored the advice of his experienced field
commander and directed the attack be made. The rest,
as they say, is history. Longstreet’s lead division under
Gen. George Pickett was brutally repulsed and “Pickett’s
Charge” became known as the high-water mark of the
Confederacy. The haunting question that remains is why
Lee didn’t listen more carefully to his trusted subordinate.
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Apparently he felt so sure of his plan that he was unable
to adjust to the realities of the situation as it actually ex-
isted on the battlefield. 

At Gettysburg, Lee seemed at cross purposes with his sub-
ordinates. Ewell and Hill, who needed close supervision
and specific direction, floundered when allowed to use
their discretion. And Lee’s best field officer, Longstreet,
was hamstrung with specific direction from Lee based on
faulty intelligence. 

The Union army was reorganized when Meade took com-
mand. Meade was able to appoint several competent field
commanders—such as Reynolds, Hancock, and Buford—
who played key roles in the outcome of the battle. How-
ever, Meade did not give his generals the same broad dis-
cretion as did Lee, since they were all operating in a hastily
reorganized force that, one could argue, needed more
centralized control. Still, Meade frequently consulted with
his subordinates as part of his strategy of consensus de-
cision making. Meade also had his share of problem gen-
erals—Howard and Sickles, for example—but their faulty
decision making proved less costly to the Union because
Meade compensated with his better information, plan-
ning, and control on the battlefield. 

The flexibility dimension proved to be the key discrimi-
nator between the two opposing armies at Gettysburg.
This is equally true in today’s defense acquisition envi-
ronment. Based on 360-degree feedback data accumu-
lated over a 10-year period, defense program managers
still lack the ability to properly delegate and empower
their subordinates. In our database of almost 8,000 de-
fense program managers, delegation and empowerment
rank dead last of all the 24 skill areas. The results of faulty
empowerment can be just as damaging to the success of
our acquisition programs as they were on the battlefield
at Gettysburg. 

LLeessssoonn  44::  CCoouurraaggee
With the increased range and lethality of their weapons,
massed troops proved especially vulnerable in combat,
and field commanders were slow to change their tactics
to better protect their troops. Courage is what it took for
Civil War troops to execute the orders of their superiors,
and there was no lack of it on both sides during the bat-
tle of Gettysburg. 

Examples of courage on the Union side include Gen. John
Buford’s decision to use his cavalry to hold out against
the massing Confederate infantry on the outskirts of Get-
tysburg, thereby buying time and securing strategic ground
vital to the Union during the remainder of the battle. The
most-often-cited example of courage was Col. Joshua
Chamberlain’s desperate defense of the Union left on Lit-
tle Round Top. Out of ammunition and in danger of being
overrun by a superior enemy force, he ordered his men

to fix bayonets and charge down the hill. This move both
completely surprised and then defeated their foe. Finally,
there was Gen. Hancock, who anchored the Union cen-
ter during Pickett’s charge. Believing he should be con-
stantly visible to his men, he bravely rode up and down
the line in full view of the attacking columns. It earned
him wounds, but it also earned him the admiration and
respect of his men.

Examples of courage were equally evident on the Con-
federate side. Even though deep in enemy territory, South-
ern units were ripe for a fight and often had to be re-
strained by their commanders. The ultimate example of
courage was the final Confederate charge on the third
day of the battle involving over 13,000 troops moving
across a mile of open terrain, where they were exposed
to overwhelming artillery and musket fire. The sad com-
mentary here was that such brave men suffered defeat
through no fault of their own, but from poor planning,
poor coordination, and lack of leadership. 

There is a direct analogy between courage on the battle-
field and courage in program management. Program
managers must have the courage of their convictions and
be willing to take prudent risks and be accountable for
their actions. Over the last few years, much of the de-
tailed direction has been removed from our acquisition
policies in order to encourage our managers to adopt
more flexible and innovative acquisition approaches. Yet
this flexibility has been far from evident, which would
suggest that program managers are still reluctant and per-
haps lack the courage to take risks in our system. Although
the policies have changed, the acquisition culture is still
risk-averse. Courage is still needed to overcome this ob-
stacle.

In Any Environment, Challenges
What I hoped to accomplish with the student field trip to
Gettysburg and with this article was to show how closely
the challenges faced during the Battle of Gettysburg match
the challenges faced by acquisition program managers
today. The biggest single variable affecting the outcome
of the battle was people and their actions or inactions.
This is equally true in our acquisition environment today.
Program management is really people management. The
actions or inactions of the program manager and his or
her leadership team in using communication, integra-
tion, flexibility, and courage will set the stage for success
or failure of the program, just as they did on the battle-
field at Gettysburg.
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The author welcomes comments and questions. Con-
tact him at owen.gadeken@dau.mil.


