THOUGHTS ON THE CULTURE WORKSHOP 

                          AND OTHER THINGS

I just finished a Culture Workshop for what I would call a “little better than fleet average” squadron. I say that with a great deal of respect, because I believe that a “little better than fleet average” squadron is a very effective organization. In my book, a “little better than fleet average” represents a unit that on a daily basis confronts and overcomes challenges that most of the planet does not even know exist. “Fleet average” squadrons are probably the biggest reason I am still in the Navy, because in my heart I believe from the most junior sailor to the C.O. they represent all that is best in the Navy as well as the human experience. I have probably seen better squadrons, and I know I have seen worse, but most importantly I know that I would be proud to be counted as a member of this or any other “fleet average squadron.” I am saying this up front as a disclaimer, because it is important that any inferences or examples I draw upon that may appear unflattering be taken in the appropriate context.       

 I believe the workshop was very effective, but as I was leaving the squadron I had mixed emotions. As always I felt like I had done a good job and “earned my pay.” The seminars were well attended and very engaged. I am very confident that through the workshop process the squadron had gained some valuable insights, and been provided with a tremendous window of opportunity to make significant improvements in their operation. I was also perplexed by the nagging question, would they? 

This was the second workshop this squadron had done in a relatively short period of time, and as luck would have it, I was the facilitator for both. Many of the key players had been on board for both events, so I had a chance to gather some firsthand insight on how this particular unit had progressed in the interim. The squadron had acted on many of the issues that had surfaced in the previous workshop, and had made some significant improvements at what I will call the tactical level. Both individually and as a group they were very positive about their previous experience, and said it had made a difference. They had instituted an ORM program, and across the board they were the best squadron I have observed at being able to at least list the five steps of the ORM process. They had a little difficulty with the principles, however, and implementation was generally limited to an adjunct exercise in matrix interpretation.   

They were well into their IDTC, and the operational pace was significantly higher than during the last visit. 

As the workshop progressed, it was very apparent that the cost of doing business was high, and that at the root many of the same core issues that had confronted the squadron during the previous visit remained. Although I found this a little disappointing, it was not unexpected, and is probably very close to the norm. The human factors that define the performance of an organization, both good and bad are perishable. Unfortunately, as much as we may wish otherwise, the reality is there is no “endgame,” because the contest never ends. The value of the Culture Workshop, much like a NATOPS test, is not in the score, but in the study and reflection that goes into the preparation and execution both before and after the event. I am absolutely convinced that in the end, any long-term gains will be won by facilitating the development of our talent over time. As Culture Workshop facilitators, if we can help our customers to hit singles by throwing enough batting practice, “grand slams” are inevitable. If I did not believe this I would have moved on a long time ago. 

The institutional challenges faced by the Navy and on a larger stage by our society as a whole, have been created and nurtured over generations. They are not new, and at their core are part of our common human heritage. The particulars might vary, but Naval Officers across the ages would easily recognize the fundamental issues. 

Although it is intellectually convenient to talk about doing “the right thing,” walking the walk is a whole lot tougher.  Taking care of our individual needs is a pretty significant driver in our daily existence. Who among us does not desire to make their personal situation better? That very drive is what has propelled humanity throughout time. Channeled correctly, the desire to succeed is and will continue to be the source of our finest accomplishments. The great challenge comes in the paths we choose to achieve our goals. 

On the surface we learn very early that results matter. They are measurable. They can be quantified. Most importantly they lend themselves nicely to data analysis. The only problem is that once in a while “figures lie and liars figure.” Furthermore, even the best data is subject to the broad brush of interpretation, and the natural course of action is generally to try and make the brush cast the best possible light on the particular canvas being painted.  

Having said that, we all recognize that a child learns very early that personal rewards are tied directly to results. Presented with the choice of being given the answers to a test, or studying many hours to demonstrate the same final product presents a pretty significant and basic choice. Do I take the easy road, or the one “less traveled by?”  I think we can all agree that the natural inclination is often the path of least resistance, despite the long-term negative consequences to the individuals underlying educational and moral foundation. The fact of the matter is that most rational societies invest significant effort in teaching and challenging their heirs to take the more difficult path. Fundamentally, they recognize that at the end of the day a solid moral foundation is the key to overcoming adversity and provides the highest probability of triumph.  They also understand, however, that a moral compass is not necessarily issued as original equipment. As a point of emphasis, consider all the effort the United States Naval Academy is now placing on character development and ethics. 

Those types of choices do not go away, or get any easier as we get older. For most of us they just become a little more subtle and subject to a healthy dose of rationalization. Throw in a little career pressure, some object lessons in economic reality, and then tie that to a seniority based promotion system, tempered by the promise of performance, and you may discover an organization that on occasion is subject to some institutional deceit. In times of plenty, some of these challenges can be masked by an overabundance of resources. If there is room for everybody at the table and then some, waste and inefficiency can be overlooked, and the motivation to improve can easily be relegated to an intellectual exercise. Deficiencies can be ignored without immediate impact because most of the resultant problems can be overcome by throwing enough resources at them. The larger the safety net, the lower the motivation.

In times of scarcity, however, the opposite is true.  The realization that there won’t be room for everybody, and that some passengers will have to get off the boat, increases the temptation to insure your ox is not the one being gored. If individual success remains the key element to personal advancement, pressure on individual integrity that once may have been subtle can become intense.  If there will only be ten chiefs advanced where once there would have been a hundred, the significance of an individual’s ranking amongst his peers is substantially increased.

While overtasking, underfunding, and a lack of both parts and people do impose significant challenges and should not be minimized, under these circumstances they can easily become justifications for individual failures which are smaller, more fundamental, and not specifically related to a lack of resources. By way of example, consider the all too common complaint of Leading Petty Officers that routinely contend they are acting as wrench turners. On the surface the complaint is typically tied to a lack of people. On further reflection, however, those same LPOs readily admit that they are choosing to bypass many opportunities to develop their subordinates. At the end of the day they understand that if the work is not done there personal standing will be diminished so they feel compelled to make sure production comes first. By failing to embrace their role as leaders and trainers, however, they are at best sustaining the effort while the underlying problem continues to fester. At the next level, the same cultural disconnects are often reflected between the LPOs and the Chiefs, and again between the Chiefs and the Division Officers. As a direct result junior people are underutilized and frustrated by a lack of job accomplishment, while senior people feel overworked and compelled to sometimes compromise their personal integrity to get the work done. Throw in a well-intentioned impediment like NALCOMIS II, and you have a recipe for disaster, particularly for our CDIs and CDQARs. Clearly there are both external and internal problems in this scenario. Unfortunately the external problem often becomes the focus and then the justification for shortcomings with origins that are closer to home. 

From a cultural perspective, a common denominator between “fleet average squadrons” that find themselves stuck in a “peaks and valleys” existence is the failure to effectively utilize the tools they already have to improve the status quo. Conversely, in the most successful organizations these time-tested tools, as well as such simple things as the C.O.’s Suggestion Box and the “Anymouse” are alive and well. Because the stronger organizations have developed and utilized these tools in both good times and bad, and have nurtured a self-reliant culture they are able to moderate the sign wave. Accordingly, the pressures to deviate based on time and personnel shortages do not become organizational drivers.

Unfortunately, improvement of the underlying culture often requires additional effort, as well as an ability to recognize and confront personal limitations and shortcomings. In a culture where public scrutiny of any shortcomings is likely to result in a truncated career, the desire for honest self-reflection can easily be clouded by the fray of day to day survival. What’s the saying about confession being good for the soul, but bad for the reputation? 

There are cultures where significant self-critiquing is the norm. Finnish aviators undergo a rigorous five-year training program before they are designated. The airspace and environment they live in, routinely presents formidable obstacles to a safe and effective operation. They are routinely required to fly aerobatics in all types of weather down to 900 meters. Their flight time is very resource limited, and they often do proficiency flying in high performance turbo props instead of their tactical assets. Despite these challenging circumstances their Class A mishap rate is zero. As a routine part of debriefing, aviators are expected to self-report publicly on any deviations or violations that they commit during the course of their flight evolutions. A little closer to home, our own Blue Angels have a similar practice. Both organizations have cultivated a culture of professionalism that requires the individual to put the interest of the group ahead of his own. As a direct result they are able to sustain operations at the most challenging level without compromise or shortcuts. They strive to follow rules, not because they are afraid of accountability or personal consequence, but because they understand that “following the rules,” is the measure of their own professionalism and commitment to the organization. They understand that “commitment to excellence” is more than a football slogan, and  that it starts with the individual. Contrast these cultures with some units where post flight debriefs are cursory at best, or even worse do not happen at all. Although we would like to believe and often advertise that excellence is our touchstone, the truth is that sometimes the perception does not match the reality.

So tell me something I don’t know, what can be done to improve the situation, and how does this all relate to Culture Workshop, MCAS, CSA, and ORM? 

As I reflect back on the history of the Human Factors QMB, it seems to me that while the previous mentioned initiatives have been good ones, the original question was not properly framed. As is often the case, a lot of time and effort went into analyzing data in hopes of finding intervention strategies to reduce the mishap rate. While this has served us well in understanding where we have been, it does not necessarily portend where we need to go. As the class “A” mishap rate continues to decline, finding effective and coherent strategies becomes ever more difficult.  Furthermore, while it is clear that human factors have some common elements, intentional violations and supervisory error for example, the difference in individual mishap circumstances makes it difficult to design a system or write a rule that effectively attacks the root causes in each particular circumstance. How do you make people use what often times comes down to good “headwork?” What’s more, while looking over the shoulder may result in not repeating the mistakes of the past, it might also prevent a turn or change in direction that could very well provide a much greater return on investment. Human foibles and motivations being what they are, preparing to fight the last battle does not always prepare us for the next one. That is why Admiral Nathman’s question “to what can we attribute any apparent reduction in the mishap rate, and how can those improvements be institutionalized?” is difficult to answer.

During the course of the Culture Workshop initiative, it has become abundantly clear that the Navy’s most effective organizations do not avoid having mishaps just because they have better intervention strategies. Rather, their success is largely do to their approach to business. They are organizations that routinely facilitate mission accomplishment, while cultivating organizational effectiveness and operational excellence. As a direct result, their mishap trend line is influenced downward. These units have elevated professionalism to a raison d’être. They solicit “bad news” with the same enthusiasm they seek “good news.” They understand that challenges cannot be overcome, and contingencies planned for, if they cannot be honestly identified. They know that if bad news routinely results in punishment, they will eventually lose access to information that is likely critical to their ultimate success. They realize at every level, the fundamental difference between bad news and bad conduct. Their leadership understands how the “can do” attitude of a subordinate can be subtly corrupted into a reluctance to question a particular course of action, or even worse a well-intentioned willingness to break a rule or deviate from standard operating procedures.  Accordingly they place the onus and responsibility for saying no on their most senior members.  They embrace mentoring as the key to their continued success. They understand the power of example and body language and use both to their advantage. They live in a culture that maximizes their success, and minimizes the stress and duration of unplanned adversity. In short, they succeed irrespective of the challenge, because their culture allows them to effectively utilize all of the formidable tools at their disposal. 

Clearly then, the challenge for the Navy is to develop a strategy which attacks the mishap rate on two fronts. Certainly there is a need to continue the development of intervention strategies aimed at specific cause factors. TCAS, GPWS, and NFOQA, are clear examples of effective strategies that are or can be adapted to improve the “safety” bottom line.  On the human factors front, however, to have a long term positive and sustained impact on the mishap curve, the Navy must chart a course that is focused on and committed to developing a force wide culture of excellence. To do everything in its institutional prerogative to make sure the rhetoric matches the reality.

The Culture Workshop, MCAS, CSA, and ORM were originally conceived as mishap intervention strategies. Have they been effective in that role? Probably so, but because it is difficult to prove a negative, to what degree is problematic. During the four years these initiatives have been available the mishap rate has been reduced significantly. Though it may be anecdotal, most if not all of the facilitators would agree that using some or all of these tools, they have helped units identify and deal with circumstances that could have easily resulted in tragedy without their intervention. It is also fair to ask the question what might have been, had these tools been effectively utilized in the case of the V-22 Osprey, VS-32s recent spate of mishaps, VFA-125’s latest problems, Aviano,  or perhaps the Greenville. Conjecture either way, however, is an intellectual exercise and raises questions that will never be answered. The fact of the matter is that even an incremental positive impact would justify the “decimal dust” expenditure of resources on these initiatives to date. Measuring their individual effectiveness solely against the mishap trend line, however, may cause their true long-term value to be overlooked or misunderstood. Taken as a complete package they work hand and glove to provide the Navy with a powerful tool to promote organizational effectiveness and operational excellence. Commanding Officers have been overwhelming supportive of these programs not because of tangible results, but because it has given them valuable tools to use in the mentoring and development of their people.  

Fundamentally ORM is not a safety tool as much as it is a business model. If we change the word “risk” to “outcome,” and then evaluate that “outcome” in terms of reward and probability the rest of the steps fall out exactly the same. Viewed in that context, ORM stops being a “safety” tool incorporated into a briefing guide, and becomes an approach to business designed to insure a desirable outcome. It is applicable to any evolution from the most benign to the most complex, and provides a systematic way to accomplish the most difficult tasking. 

Unfortunately, although the Navy has made a significant effort to train and implement ORM, its application has been uneven. As it stands now, most of our sailors can’t even recall the steps to an ORM analysis, let alone the underlying principles that are arguably more important. Difficult to use it, if you don’t know it. Furthermore, there is very little or no accountability for the use of ORM once a “program” has been put in place.  The focus would be significantly increased if every time a junior briefed a senior on a challenge (hazard) at any level, it followed an ORM format. If the brief started with an identification of the event and possible impediments, contained a cognizant analysis of the possible outcomes, recommended a course of action, and had a list of controls to ensure the end game “mission accomplishment,” the last step would naturally fall into place.  (Supervision has always been a Navy strong point.)  As a side benefit time management and accountability would be built in, and it is not unreasonable to expect that in short order anyone faced with the prospect of briefing someone senior to him or her would start to see the world through ORM colored glasses. Over time, ORM would cease to be a separate process to be specifically considered and start to be a way of life. 

Culturally, the Navy could add significant firepower to this approach by reinventing the “Safety Department.” If it became the “ORM” Department, and was tasked with maximizing “mission accomplishment” to include return on investment and preservation of capital, similar to what might be expected from a Chief Financial Officer, it would be cast in an entirely different light. If an aspiring young C.O. understood that in order to screen for command, a record would have to reflect successful tours as Ops or Maintenance as well as the ORM Department Head, chances are his enthusiasm and motivation for the challenge would be significantly enhanced. If the Flag that flew over the “ORM (Safety) Center” had three stars, and was known to be a viable path to a fourth, the Navy’s commitment to a more effective way of doing business would truly be institutionalized. The “talk” and the “walk” would finally be joined, and a large institutional disconnect between what is said and what is rewarded would be rendered moot.  Over time, the compounding of  “interest” paid up front would yield tremendous dividends at little cost. The benefit to the Navy’s underlying cultural fabric and future success would likely be tremendous.       

The Culture Workshop, MCAS, and CSA, support ORM by providing effective proactive forums to identify human factor disconnects that cause an organization to struggle and sometimes fail. More importantly, they require the organization to take a hard look, both collectively and individually, at its ownership of both problems and solutions. During the course of a workshop individual participants must reflect on their own role and whether they are engaged to fix or engaged to observe. Because all of these tools are voluntary, a C.O.s decision to participate demonstrates his personal commitment to making the organization better in both word and deed. Not because he stands to gain personally, but because it is the right thing to do. At the institutional level, the ability of the Unit Commander to utilize these tools without fear of negative career consequences, is a clear signal of the Navy’s desire to enhance organizational effectiveness and operational excellence, as well as its continued faith in those that it selects to command.  

At the end of each workshop seminar, the focal point of the whole exercise becomes integrity. During the course of the discussions about integrity, the examples that seem to be the most powerful are directly tied to the circumstances which are the direst. The Vietnam POW experience is riveting not because anyone would like to live it, but because it poignantly illustrates how strong the human can be under the most trying circumstances. The most important part of the story is not that the POWs lived up to the Code of Conduct in every situation, not that they received a 4.0 on the ultimate exam, because in many instances that was impossible to do. They will be the first to tell you that. The important part of the story is that everyday, often times after enduring intense physical and emotional pain and confronted with serious challenges to their very survival, they recommitted themselves individually and collectively to doing the best they could to live up to the Code.  That at the end of each day, despite the pressure of intense physical coercion and with everything to lose and very little to gain, they held themselves personally accountable to a higher standard. Their magnificent struggle and ultimate triumph, like all fundamental struggles, is so compelling because it provides a glimpse of what we would all like to find in ourselves faced with similar circumstances. 

It may be presumptuous, but I believe the POW’s would tell most of us that that is exactly what we would find. That we too, would discover the key is not the result of each particular event, but rather the personal accountability and commitment of each and every individual. In the end, integrity is not something that you have or don’t have. Rather integrity is something you are committed to. The most important question then becomes not whether or not an individual’s integrity has ever been compromised, because honest reflection would almost certainly demonstrate a 100% probability that that is the case, but rather how the individual responds to that very compromise? Does it result in defeat, further compromise and failure, or ultimately triumph through first honest recognition and then personal recommitment?

Framed in that context, the answer to permanently reducing “intentional violations” as a mishap cause factor is the same as it has always been.  Technology has not changed it, just made it a little more difficult to see. Time, tide, and formation still wait for no man, and the sea is still unforgiving. The answer to Admiral Nathman’s question is simply that we must all do all we can to cultivate a culture that expects and fosters a commitment to integrity as the price of admission. A culture that understands that while perfection is and should be the goal, it is rarely the reality, and advertising such should be reserved for the Almighty. A culture that recognizes that exposing what is and trying to make it better is far superior to polishing the brass while painting over the corrosion. This is not “rocket science,” and it is certainly not a revelation. It does, however, require a serious commitment, a willingness to check personal egos at the door, and a serious look in the mirror from the CNO to our newest recruit. 

Better than 25 years ago I stepped off the bus in Annapolis, and began an incredible voyage, which has been the central theme of my adult life. When I stepped off that bus I was a surfer kid from San Diego, who new little or nothing about the Navy, an organization I now know represents all that is best in this great Republic. I do not remember much about that day other than I was in absolute awe of the United States Naval Academy. As Plebe summer dragged on, I was struck by the less than complimentary commentary expressed by those charged with my development, about the institution we all were bonded to. Regrettably, four years later I too was responsible for some of the same unflattering commentary. That begs the question, are we the result or the cause of the circumstances that challenge us, and more importantly do we choose to be part of the problem or part of the solution?  
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