The role of a

U.S. Navy admiral

is equivalent to

a CEO. Senior
executive education
at the Navy’'s FLAG
University mirrors
corporate leadership
development,
deploying
technology for
Mmaximum impact.

Executive education stands alone as a critical and
widely varied training challenge. As leaders, ex-
ecutives demand a high level of collaboration, coach-
ing, and resources to be effective. Yet, their basic
skills are also critical to success.

The U.S. Navy is one of the world’s largest global
organizations with responsibility for nearly 1 million
people and many billions of dollars of resources. The
top 600 leaders at the Navy are admirals (and the
civilian equivalent). How does the Navy train and
support these senior individuals so that they can ef-
fectivdy learn to lead? What role does technology
play? What can we all learn from such a global and
complex organization?

Through our ongoing research efforts, we re-
cently talked with Jeff Munks, the deputy eecutive

learning officer responsible for FLAG (the letters
aren’t an acronym for other words) University.
Munks shared with us how the U.S. Navy deploys
executive education and how it uses technology to
implement FLAG University, a multi-year pro-
gram to support executive development of top
senior leaders.

FLAG University is a specialized program
designed to offer top Navy officers throughout
the world the opportunity to acquire skills, compe-
tencies, and personal feedback designed to help
them constantly improve as leaders of an incredibly
complex organization. With roughly 600 senior
leaders for an institution with just under 1 million
people and a budget of well over US$100 billion
annually, the stakes are high. These positions are
very much CEO level in responsibility. A single
admiral has a sphere of responsibility that may en-
compass tens of thousands of people and hundreds
of millions to billions of dollars—equivalent to a



Fortune 500 company.

In its more than 200 year history, the Navy has es-
tablished a long tradition of producing excellent lead-
ers when the United States has sounded a call to arms.
Anyone who has ever stood aboard the deck of an air-
craft carrier under way at sea cannot help but appreci-
ate the incredible complexity involved in
choreographing the intricate movements of more
than 5000 people in a way that translates 95,000 tons
of steel into a floating city capable of projecting and
p rotecting American interests anywhere in the world.
The Navy consistently produces people capable of ef-
fectivdy leading complicated systems. It knows how
to develop leaders.

In the Navy, like in most organizations, people rise
to responsible positions because of their proven per-
formance in operational roles. Many aren't necessarily
“trained’ to run a multifaceted integrated organiza-
tion. When a ship captain is promoted to admiral, for
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example, he may find himself suddenly in a command
position that involves complex negotiations with sup-
pliers and the management of a several thousand
member, union-represented workfore. No longer is
he the “voice of command”; he must negotiate, collab-
orate, administer, and lead. How does the Navy pre-
pare individuals for this jump?

That consideration led to the creation, in July
2002, of FLAG University. “Our mission is to support
the executivedevelopment of the Navy’s senior lead-
ers, both military and civilian,” says Phil Quast, Vice
Admiral, USN, (Ret), the Navy’s first executive learn-
ing officer. “Each year, the Navy promotes 50 to 70
men and women to FLAG rank, either as admirals or
as civilian equivalents in the Senior Executive Sewvice
(SES). Our job isn’t only to help them make the tran-
sition, but also to surround them with learning oppor-
tunities that are relevant, current, and consistent
throughout their FLAG career.”
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Aboard a ship, with an all-military crew, the cap-
tain’s word is law. Subordinates take orders and carry
them out as matter of unquestioned routine and as
sworn duty. As a FLAG officer responsible for bud-
gets, strategy, goal setting, and resource allocation, the
kn owledge and skills required to successfully lead a
workforce that includes civilians and contractors can
be very different from that of captain. These are CEO-
level responsibilities that must be acquired and con-
stantly honed in order for the Navy to run effectively.

Career-long learning

FLAG University is an ongoing initiative that isn’t
bricks-and-mortar bound. Rather, it is a carefully
structured continuum of events and experiences pre-
sented to each FLAG Officer and civilian in the SES,
in a manner that makes sense for the individual’s pro-
jected career path.

Each acronym shown on the figure on page 46 rep-
resents a specificexecutive development experience.
For example, NFOTS stands for the two-week long
New FLAG Officer Training Symposium, conducted
in Washington, D.C. eve ry year. EBC, the executive
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business course, is a 10-day residential program con-
ducted on both U.S. coasts at the Naval post-graduate
School in Monterey, California, and at the University
of No rth Carolina, Chapel Hill, up to nine times per
year. The EBC exposes Navy senior leaders to a broad
range of executive development themes and includes
the examination of private-sector best practices
through visits with seniorexecutives at firms such as
IBM, Cisco, Apple, HP, SAS, and many more. Past
visits have included business leaders such as HP CEO
Carly Fiorina, IBM senior VP Jaime Hewitt, and Cis-
co CEO John Chambers.

The focal point of FLAG Univasity programs are
the five critical competencies identified by Chief of
Naval Operations, ADM Vern Clark, as essential for
eve ry senior leader:

1. Financial Literacy. The goal here is not to turn admi-
rals into CPAs or CFOs, but to give every senior leader
in the Navy the requisite skills to successfully manage
complex budget, procurement, and contracting
processes so that taxpaye rs’ money is used for its in-
tended purpose.

2. Information Management. IT systems change with
head-spinning frequency. The Navy
is presently working to implement
and optimize the Navy-Marine
Corps Intranet, one of the most am-
bitious network rollouts ever con-
ducted. Senior leaders need to stay
current on major aspects of this pro-
ject, as well as on other IT systems
and projects that enable unprece-
dented levels of flexibility and re-
sponsiveness to new and emerging
threats to national security.

3. Human Capital. Ensuring that the
right people are in the right place at
the right time and doing the right
work is a challenge in the best of
times for the best of organizations.
With nearly 1 million personnel
spread far and wide across the globe,
the challenge is complex for Navy se-
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4. Change Management. In large or-

Financial Literacy (Resource Allocation)

ganizations, it’s often said that the
only constant is change. Now, with
the officially named Global War on

Terror beginning to come into




sharper focus, it becomes increasingly clear that the
old adage regarding change will be relevant for years to
come. Navy leaders need to be expert at implementing
and communicating significant change at eve ry lev-
el—fram grand to granular—to ensure that eve ry ser-
vice member not only has the orders for the day, but
also understands how those orders contribute to both
mission and readiness.

5. Leadership. Effective leadership begins with an indi-
vidual who has an accurate understanding of self. To-
ward that end, FLAG University sponsors Navy senior
leaders in a week-long intensive program at the Center
for Creative Leadership, which is preceded by comple-
tion of five personal survey instruments, including
two that re quire 360 degree feedback from subord i-
nates, peers, and superiors. From there, the many di-
mensions of leadership are woven throughout the
career learning continuum provided for Navy senior
leaders.

From those competencies, the Navy identifies deep
and complex required skills, which can va ry from or-
ganization to organization. For example, if you're the
executive responsible for Pentagon contractor pro-
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gram management for the Cruise Missile program,
financial literacy may mean understanding cost ac-
counting, budgeting, and lifecycle costing, as well as
negotiation and general business principles. If you're
the executive responsible for global security, your
financial literacy skills will be different.

Keystone to learning
A critical issue for the Navy is understanding which
skills create highly competent leaders. Currently,
F LAG University is conducting an extensive research
y g
project to determine the knowledge, skills, and abili-
ties required for successful performance of every
FLAG level assignment.

To accomplish that, researchers are examining each
individual assignment and the KSAs needed for that
post. The Navy recognizs that no two executive posi-
tions are exactly the same. Therefore, the executive
development offered for one FLAG officer isn’t neces-
sarily the right offer for another. That is a principle
not always applied in corporate training,

From this emerging matrix of KSAs, FLAG Univer-
sity is developing a series of confidential self-assess-
ments that will help Navy leaders
become more aware of their
strengths and improvement oppor-
tunities

I in the jobs they currently occupy or
| the jobs
| they seek. These self-assessments,
I and every other aspect of FLAG
University operations, are managed
I ty op g
virually via the FLAG Website.
| “The easiest approach,” says Vice
| Admiral Quast, “would have been
I to simply build another bureaucracy
to manage the Navy senior leader
g vy
I executive development program.
| We could’ve hired dozens of people
| and created a people-based infra-
I structure that would probably do a
great job of moving paper.”
1 Instead, Quast chose to invest in
1 technology, hiring a very small
I team and directing them to create
the network-based analog to a
I g
world-class executive development
| program.
o “FLAG University isn’t using
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technology as the end-all solution,” says learning offi-
cer Munks. “Rather, we are using technology to merge
human and electronic networks in ways that enable us
to support our constituents no matter where they are
or what they need.”

The knowledge-skills-abilities databases and confi-
dential self-assessments will be maintained in a secure
environment at FLAG’s Website. Each FLAG officer
and civilian equivalent has his or her own secure page
at the site. From that page, users are able to review and
update their personalized Senior Leader Learning
Plan, an electronic executive development
portfolio. When the system is complete, they’ll be able
to self-assess, in complete privacy, against the KSAs as-
sociated with their current or future assignment.

How it works

Say you are Rear Admiral Jones and you've just been
assigned command of an organization responsible for
managing a major new procurement. You go toyour
personal secure Webpage at ELO Web and take the
confidential self-assessment for your new billet (as-
signment). The results of the self-assessment indicate
that you would benefit from increased knowledge in
the area of pricing—how vendors determine the pric-
ing structurs and pricing points for their products
and services.

As Munks notes, the rest of the process is facilitated
by software.

“We provide the FLAG or SES with the ability to
search for a learning experience—whether a residen-
tial program at a university, an introduction to a recog-
nized subject matter expert, or an online course
offered by a vendor. FLAG University’s commitment
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is to help senior leaders find the right learning experi-
ence at the right time and in a manner or mode of de-
livery that’s most feasible given the tremendous
constraints on these busy executives’ time.

F LAG Un i versity doesn’t develop content, but it
does develop the learning plan and identify best-of-
breed programs for their executives. To ensure the
quality of executive development programs spon-
soredby FLAG University, the programs must be rel-
evant, consistent, and current. They must fit into the
guiding principles and meet the needs of the core
competencies.

The broader strategy

By any measure, FLAG University is small in
terms of numbers but big in terms of impact.
Its students lead the world’s most powerful
Navy. F LAG officers also have access to the broader
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Navy e-learning systems. Navy Knowledge Online (a
secure U.S. Navy Website) offers a tremendous array
of course and learning experiences, some developed
internally and some made available by commercial
and institutional providers. It is available to any
member of the Navy who can access the network.

Executiveeducation, Navy style, is evolving into a
high-tech, high-touch process that is monitored and
measured closely by FLAG University. Here, as in
corporate executive education, technology isn’t used to
replace or reduce the cost of training but to manage
and facilitate the business processes that have been in
place for many years.

The FLAG University Website manages the Senior
Leader Learning Plan, handles the self-assessment
process, serves as a facility for feedback, and lets execu-
tives select courses. It provides a single integrated solu-
tion to manage a customized exe cu tivedevelopment
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plan that supports the professional growth of every se-
nior leader in the Navy.

Using technology, FLAG provides mass cus-
tomization within a niche market. Each of the
Navy’s 600 senior leaders is treated as an individual
with a unique learning plan to match his or her
unique job requirments.

Tony Lucas, CIO for the Executive Learning Offi-
cer organization, offers a unique perspective on how
FLAG University is making creative use of technology:

“We don't need to go to the ‘bleeding edge’ of technol-
ogy,” he says. “We have had many years of success in
mapping business processes to the network. We're sim-
ply applying the same principles to the process of exec-
utive development. Whether it’s an online learning
experience or the network-assisted administration of
elements of a traditional, residential program, we're
committed to using technology as a force multiplier.”

Says Munks, “The creative use of netwok-based
technologies means that FLAG University can be wher-
ever a relevant, current, and consistent executive devel-
opment experience happens to be.” For Navy admirals
and their civilian counterparts, that translates into a
learning support environment that will ensure Navy
leaders have the skills necessary to successfully navigate
the increasingly dangerous waters of an evermore com-
plex world. And that’s good news for all of us. TD

Josh Bersin is the principal of Bersin & Associates, a leading
provider of corporate and vendor consulting services in
e-learning technology and implementation; http://
www.bersin.com or 510.654.8500. Bersin is the author of
The Blended Learning Book, to be published by Wiie/Pfeiffer
in early 2004. Bersin thanks the team at FLAG University for
infommaton for this article: Phil Quast, Vice Admiral, USN,

Lessons Learned:
How Executive

Education Is Unigue

Many of our research sub-
scribers are from corporate
training, functional training de-
partments (sales training), and
educational institutions. This
FLAG University case study
shows how executive education
differs widely from other forms
of training, and how technology
can play a critical role.

The key lessons learned:
Executive education is long-last-
ing. It is a continuous process,
not an event. In traditional train-
ing applications, the training pro-
gram has a specific objective. In
executive education, the pro-
gram is designed to build peo-

ple, and that takes time.
Executive education is collabora-
tive. Although such programs
are designed to give learners a
lot of time for introspection and
self-improvement, most take
place in group settings, where
problems can be shared and
leadership skills and styles can
be experienced firsthand.
Executive education gives re-
sponsibility to the learner. Part of
the process is requiring execu-
tives to decide what skills they
need and to think about their
own gaps and weaknesses. The
self-learning process is part of
the educational experience.

Executive education requires exec-
utive coaching. In the FLAG Uni-
versity model, Vice Admiral Quast
and Deputy Executive Learning
Officer Munks are executives
themselves serving as experi-
enced coaches, not necessarily
subject matter experts. Their role
is to facilitate, coach, and guide
the learning process, not impart
skills and competencies directly.
Executive education uses tech-
nology as an enabler, not a tool
to save money. It connects peo-
ple to each other and gives peo-
ple access to resources, rather
than necessarily serving as a
training media.



