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The Leadership Summit: Making a Difference… at every level.
“Our Navy needs talented young Americans who want to serve their nation and make a difference. The key words here are serve and make a difference!”

-  Admiral Clark, Chief of Naval Operations
In December 2001, amidst our determined efforts in Afghanistan, the Leadership Summit was launched as a bold quest to help improve Naval leadership and shape our future culture.  Admiral Clark’s championing of this pilot initiative exemplifies both the kind of leader the Navy ought to strive to grow at every level, and the kind of holistic, positive change process that can open the status quo to transformations in collective action.  The Summit was the first of its kind in our Navy.  Over 260 people were assembled ranging from seaman to CNO, and all backgrounds (surface, air, sub-surface, staff corps, Marines, civilian, specwar…).  Held at the Naval Postgraduate School in Monterey, California, the Leadership Summit piloted a new approach to change called a Large Group Intervention that utilized Appreciative Inquiry methods of facilitation.  Participants were empowered to generate their own pilot projects aimed at improving leadership and our Navy’s system of leadership development.   

In the wake of the attacks on America, 11 September 2001, Admiral Clark’s priority for education and learning is even more pertinent as we prepare ourselves for dealing with the many facets of this new threat.  A fundamental building block of the transformation ahead is leadership.  Not just in the sense that we will continue to need great leaders, but also understanding how the dramatically different 21st Century environment demands a different kind of leadership.  Hence, how our Navy develops, trains, and grooms future leaders – at every level – must adjust to better prepare our people to anticipate and successfully meet these new challenges.  Further, if this hyper-turbulent era we currently live in demands a different kind of leader, then it also forces us to rethink how we view and lead change – change that is emergent and generative vice programmatic and directive.  

This article presents the background and theory that led to the Leadership Summit; the Summit’s importance; and the Summit’s impact in terms of tangible and intangible outcomes.

BACKGROUND:  

“If the rate of change on the outside is greater than the rate of change on the inside, the end is near.”

-  Jack Welch

The Leadership Summit idea was born from a previous innovation called “30 Something.”  This was a course sponsored by the Honorable Jerry Hultin, then Under Secretary of the Navy, in January 2000.  Held at the Naval Postgraduate School’s Center for Executive Education, it provided a “safe space” to tap the ideas of 19 mid-grade Navy officers (this article’s author was a participant).  While many ideas were developed the group focused around their core vision of a Navy/Marine Corps that could “attract and retain great people.”  A central part of this goal was leadership.  Intuitively, the group sensed leadership was a foundation of the transformation they envisioned, and that there is an important shift occurring in the traditional role of leadership from “foreman” to more of a good “coach.” 

The original premise that gave rise to the Leadership Summit was the emergence of the theory of Globalization and that the world is experiencing a dramatic, post-modern shift in the way organizations function and hence leaders within them.  






Environmental Change:  The Cold War period of the Industrial Age, although wasteful and oppressive, was relatively stable.  Today, free-market capitalism drives Globalization, fueled by rapid growth in technology.  Fast change and growing uncertainty increases demands on leadership in organizations to speed up communication, innovation, and decision-making.  Increasing uncertainty increases the need for dialogue to explore options and uncover interdependencies while searching for solutions.  In response to environmental change, organizational structures adapt…

Organizational Structure:  Leaders have changed organizational structures to be more flexible, faster, and adaptable.  Typically, this implies a flatter, less hierarchical, networked organization.  Rapid change and increasingly complex issues require open access to information and knowledge.  Social structure becomes characterized by interdependency rather than dependent relationships, which drives more inclusive and de-centralized decision-making processes.  The resulting adroitness enables support for constrained improvisation – effectiveness over efficiency becomes the goal.  In response to changes in organizational structure, member participation changes…

Member Participation:  In de-centralized organizational structures, member participation rises.  People become more empowered to make decisions.  Individuals must step up to the call for increased responsibility and leadership at all levels.  Leadership development must support the growth of this capacity.

Changes in Values:  Environmental change can also influence values.  The values/work ethic of the Internet generation is different from the values/work ethic of earlier generations.  People are valued more than before, and are more included in the thinking process leading up to decision-making.

The above factors emphasize leadership’s role as steward or covenant leader in achieving organizational effectiveness.  Thus, the way we develop leaders must adapt to support these roles.  No longer is this just a local option for people with certain leadership styles.  Today’s rapid pace of change has become a defining part of the Information Age.  This makes leading change an increasingly important skill for all leaders.  However, like leadership itself, how we view and lead change is also shifting.

LEADING COLLABORATIVE CHANGE:
“No problem can be solved from the same consciousness that created it.  We must learn to see the world anew.”

-  Albert Einstein

We live in increasingly complex and uncertain times.  In response, many successful organizations have become flatter, faster, and more flexible in order to keep up with the rapid pace of external change.  However, effective internal change cannot happen until people move beyond superficial conceptions of traditional systems and recognize unseen values and attitudes about power, privilege, and knowledge that keep existing structures, regulations, and authority relationships in place.  Without fundamental shifts in how we think and interact, as well as how we explore new ideas, it will be difficult to achieve results that are any different from what we already know.  

Traditional approaches to change originate from our Industrial Age concepts of organizing.  These are often top-down, non-inclusive and incremental.  As we move more into a network-centric organization, designed to handle 21st Century complexity and uncertainty, access to information is radically improved, as well as the speed with which it can be applied.  The predominant trend is that organizations are moving away from bureaucratic cultures of information hording, and into networked cultures of information sharing.  Traditionally, seniority is predicated on knowledge accumulation over time and across specialized divisions/units.  Rank enabled greater access to information, ergo a better equipped person to make decisions.  However, with increasing information ambiguity and reduced information half-life, hierarchical advantage is diminished since hierarchy is no longer a requirement for broad information access.  

Therefore, to keep up with the rapid pace of change in the world and remain competitive, both formal and non-formal structures need to support/facilitate a new paradigm of knowledge management, timely problem solving, and decision-making.  We need collaborative techniques that tap into information and knowledge at the source.  To make this solution possible, our Navy must learn to behave in ways that are uncharacteristic of large organizations.  To this end, Large Group Interventions and Appreciative Inquiry are methods that can help challenge our culture in positive ways.  This suggests that there are alternative paths to accomplishing transformation, and that we as leaders ought to ask ourselves: what approach to change is most congruent with the inherently inclusive, information sharing culture that is typical of network-based, Information Age organizational structures?

In uncertainty, the need for dialogue increases.  Uncertainty implies ambiguity about the future.  Many interrelated variables make predicting the future, and hence the proper course of action, difficult at best.  Dialogue with knowledgeable topic experts and cross-dialogue among all parties in a given system helps us share learnings to create a collective wisdom far greater than any single, isolated opinion.  In turn, such consensus creates a shared vision of the future.  Combine this with action plans, and a united front is set in motion to proactively create the future vice reacting to it.  Crafting a venue for this to occur simultaneously around a chosen topic is an entirely different approach to change.  In the Organization Development field, this change approach is called a Large Group Intervention (LGI).  In this method, it is important to note the subtle change in leadership’s role.  The leader’s role in this case is to champion a high quality process, not direct the outcomes.  The leader invests his/her trust in the participants and the process with the assumption that it will yield high quality results.  Admiral Clark’s role in Leadership Summit was an example of such an effort.  

Large Group Interventions offer a new venue for dialogue and communication to occur that can turn complexity and chaos into resolve and results.  A powerful transformation lever, Large Group Interventions strive to assemble “whole systems” in one room and facilitate large-scale change all at once.  LGIs can consolidate existing initiatives, eliminates turf battles, and make it easier for people to work together toward a common end.  

Given the size and complexity of our Navy, the Leadership Summit was designed to be a first step to generate both pilot actions and cascading summit work in focused areas of Naval leadership development.  In addition, the Summit piloted a new methodology called Appreciative Inquiry (AI).  

People live in the worlds their questions create.  Hence, Appreciative Inquiry is a deliberate effort to ask questions that seek moments when people and organizations are at their best – in this case as it relates to leadership.  The Leadership Summit used Appreciative Inquiry to focus on the visible and tacit strengths of Naval leadership to leverage and accelerate positive change.  In other words, Appreciative Inquiry is about “root cause success analysis” vice “root cause failure analysis.”  Positive Image = Positive Action, is one of the underlying principles of Appreciative Inquiry (to learn more, a good introductory book to Appreciative Inquiry can be found online at: www.bkconnection.com/products/productshow.adp?code=202).

Prior to convening the Summit, a 50 person Interview Team was assembled and given the task of discovering examples of exemplary Naval leadership.  Using an appreciative protocol, team members interviewed hundreds of sailors, officers, and civilians, and submitted many more hundreds of outstanding leadership stories back to the Summit’s project team at the Naval Postgraduate School (NPS).  Using new software tools and plain old brain-power, the stories reviewed yielded emerging common themes.  The result of this work produced seven powerful themes about what is happening when our people exhibit and/or experience outstanding Naval leadership (this work can viewed online at: www.cee.nps.navy.mil/NewSite/leadership_summit/stories.htm). 

The purpose of this “root cause success analysis” was two-fold: 1) to learn what is happening when leadership is at its best, and 2) to place the anticipated visionary content of the Summit in juxtaposition to grounded examples of extraordinary leadership already happening in today’s Navy.   As a result, participant confidence is generated to try to expand the realms of what is thought possible.  Yet, this alone is not nearly enough to reach the crucial tipping point in culture change.  We need to generate buy-in at every level for change.  Combining Appreciative Inquiry with the LGI approach is one such method.

Changing the culture of any organization is like punching a soft pillow – there is no knockout blow and each hit only makes a dent that slowly returns to its original form.  Now imagine trying to do that for our 600,000 person Navy, steeped with over 200 years of that most elastic component of culture – tradition.  No matter how we approach change, it is still a big elephant to eat…one bite at a time.  So, what we need is a way to take bigger bites!

THE LEADERSHIP SUMMIT:
“Be the change you want to see in the world.”

-  Gandhi

As noted earlier, the Leadership Summit grew out of the “30 Something” experience.  One of the tools recommended by that group was 360-Degree Feedback, which became the focus of this author’s NPS thesis.  Combining 360 feedback with the positive change approach of Appreciative Inquiry forces one to ask – what is it that you are really after?  The answer is “outstanding leaders.”  Hence, using the AI Summit approach answered the larger question of – what else, in addition to 360-Degree Feedback, should the Navy move forward with?  The Leadership Summit provided answers and brought the “30 Something” thrill of being asked to make a difference by senior leadership to the Fleet.

At the Leadership Summit, participants sat in 33, max-mix tables of eight.  In other words, each table was composed of junior enlisted all the way to flag officer or SES civilian.  Additionally, 17 tables had an external stakeholder present – someone from outside the Navy that had a particular expertise or important background (CEOs, technologists, social workers…even two high school students).  Participants used Appreciative Inquiry methods to focus on their own past high point experiences in the Navy.  The diverse group discovered many commonalties and hopes for the future.  The participants then referenced these strengths to create “provocative propositions,” and generate pilot action plans for positive change.  Specific tangible outcomes include over 30 pilot projects such as 360-Degree Feedback, e-Mentoring, a Leadership Portal web site, a Center for Positive Change, and additional summit work (for more about the Leadership Summit outcomes see www.cee.nps.navy.mil).  Designed to encourage responsibility and self-generated action, the participants assume responsibility for the success and follow-up of their pilot projects.  Additionally, the Leadership Summit:

· Created a shared vision for the kind of leadership the Navy is calling for among participants

· Provided spark for Task Force EXCEL’s leadership vector

· Established a method to collect examples of exemplary leadership stories

· Focused on the importance of positive “self-talk” and AI as a change management tool for leaders

· Empowered participants with an awareness of Appreciative Inquiry and the summit method

· Demonstrated value of methodology:  Four separate summits will address other complex issues

· Participants returned with a heightened sense of the possibilities ahead – positive effect on retention

Grounded in both theory and practice, the Leadership Summit process is an exciting framework for change.  But like anything new, trying something for the first time is a bit like writing with your left hand if you are right-handed.  It feels awkward.  As a result, experienced facilitators were brought in to help design and guide the Leadership Summit.

Comments from participants were very encouraging:

A seaman wrote…“It was wonderful just to come and be heard.  What I will take back from the Summit is that the leadership of the Navy really cares about the future sailor.”

A Chief Petty Officer submitted…“I have been around the Navy for awhile and have seen a lot of changes come and go, but this is different.  This time all levels were involved, from E1-O10, so the success of the Summit is much more guaranteed.  We have buy-in at all levels.”

From a Lieutenant…“It was an excellent venue for new ideas, direction, and collaboration across the board.  The Summit allowed me to look outside of my rice bowl and understand how decisions I make effect the entire Navy.”
From a Captain…“I have never been so impressed with our people as I find myself today.  The young sailors who selflessly expressed themselves demonstrated great personal courage.  Likewise, our senior leaders demonstrated the courage to come and listen, and create a climate for this amazing dialogue to occur.”
An Admiral commented…“The AI Summit approach was a positive way to make everyone feel included and focus on the future.  What a great way for a commander to start off a tour and generate a shared vision that everyone can buy into.”
And an enlightening comment from an external civilian stakeholder…“I still keep falling out of my chair about what I witnessed this week.  All of my stereotypes about the Navy have been blown away!  I am impressed not only for the Navy’s future but for our country.  As a parent, I wish I had seen this side of the Navy sooner.  I would have encouraged my kids to join.”

At the conclusion of the Leadership Summit, there was an overwhelming sense from participants that this was a seminal effort by senior leaders in the Navy to improve leadership.  The Summit enabled voice and inclusion at every level.  The high impact dialogue about the potential of leadership in our Navy occurred because of the courage to speak up by junior people present, the encouragement by senior leaders present to allow that to happen, and the power of listening on the part of everyone.  Finally, it was a courageous effort by our CNO to champion a quality process that engaged every level in the Navy in a conversation about one of our most fundamental cornerstones of success – leadership.   

While, the range of outcomes from the Leadership Summit included both short-term and long-term initiatives, perhaps one of the simplest yet most profound outcomes may be that it even happened at all.  This alone speaks volumes.  It signals both a readiness and willingness for change from the full range of generations and backgrounds in our Navy.  In fact, if you want to help, you can join one of the pilot projects at our web site to contribute or just stay informed about its progress.  In any case, organizational change starts at a very personal level.  Is leadership improvement important to you?  If so, then start by being the leader you want to see most in our Navy.  

Author’s Endnote:  One of the many lessons learned from this experience is that one person can make a difference.  When I left my sea tour to go to NPS, I never dreamed that I was going to have the opportunities that I did.  I am no different than many other thousands of people in our great Navy.  If I can do it, anybody can.  A few tips I can pass along for budding change agents: 1) Find a champion.  In a hierarchy like ours, you will need a senior person commensurate with the breadth of your idea to “fly high cover.”  2) Be credible.  Do your homework and become the expert on the topic.  3) Configuration control.  At some point, you have to turn-off the good idea faucet and go with “version 1.0,” or you’ll never get off the ground.  However, save all the feedback you get along the way for “version 2.0,” later.  4) Be an entrepreneur.  If it’s easy, then somebody else has already done it.  Assume that resources and procedures for your innovation do not exist and that you will have to find or create them.  5)  Know your audience.  You are a door-to-door salesperson for your idea, and you must build advocacy in a positive way.  Know your audience in advance so you can tell them why your idea is good for them.  6) Have passion for your vision.  You will have many rocks thrown at you, but be tenacious yet open to suggestion.  Go for it – “Press!”
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To learn more about Large Group Interventions and Appreciative Inquiry, contact Dr. Frank Barrett (831) 656-2328 or LCDR Dave Nystrom (x3631) at the newly established Center for Positive Change.
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