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Executive Summary 

 

Title: Promoting Innovation in the U.S. Navy through Operational Design 

Author: LCDR Nathaniel L Hunter, United States Navy 

Thesis:  To ensure the U.S. Navy is ready to meet the challenges on the horizon three 
institutional processes must be reformed to promote innovation: Officer Fitness Reports 
(FITREP) must identify and reward traits that foster innovation, information sharing in Officer 
Professional Military Education (PME) must be emphasized, and lessons learned must be 
formally incorporated into the military’s operational planning process. 

Discussion: As the Department of Defense deals with financial constraints, the U.S. Navy must 
develop better solutions for meeting the increasing demand for maritime forces.  Senior Navy 
Leaders have called for innovation, but they have not established a framework within the 
organization that cultivates innovation.  This work defines and analyzes the complexity of 
innovation and recommends actions to improve the culture of innovation within the U.S. Navy.  I 
propose the use of Operational Design in cultivating innovation and the modification of three 
institutional processes to enable a culture of innovation to flourish.  I recommend the Officer 
Fitness Report include an evaluation block to assess the qualities which engender innovation.  
Additionally, this study identifies and I encourage those qualities which include Professional 
Military Education and Information Sharing.  Finally, I recommend a change to the Joint 
Operations Planning process to include a review of Lessons Learned in order to ensure the 
innovations that are demonstrated in exercises and operations are recorded and shared for further 
development. 

Conclusion: In order to promote innovation, the U.S. Navy must foster continuous learning and 
engage in collaboration while ensuring it is incorporating the lessons it has already learned.  The 
U.S. Navy can do this by modifying the officer FITREP to ensure the act of and the potential for 
innovation is recognized.  The U.S Navy can also foster an environment that encourages 
innovation by emphasizing PME and collaborations through publishing and networking.  Finally, 
the U.S. Navy can ensure that innovations are well documented during operations and exercise, 
and incorporate them into the planning process through a review of lessons learned as one of the 
operational design elements. 
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A Cooperative Strategy for 21st Century Seapower is the United States Navy’s outline of 

priorities and direction for the next decade.  This strategy highlights the ever increasing demand 

for U.S. maritime forces and the challenges these forces face with budgetary constraints coupled 

with the increased sophistication and diversity of potential adversaries.  To address these 

concerns, the strategy dictates the U.S. Navy will, “remain committed to the development of 

people; will validate new operational concepts; and will employ innovative capabilities that 

sustain warfighting advantages, particularly in the contested environment.”1  The strategy 

expands on the importance of innovation to the U.S. Navy stating, “continuous innovation 

informs how we fight, and it drives how we invest.”2 The Naval strategy is not the only advocate 

for innovation within the maritime service, as senior U.S. Navy leaders also repeatedly call for 

innovation in their guidance to the fleet.  Vice Admiral Thomas Rowden, Commander Naval 

Surface Forces, commented in Proceedings on the future of the U.S. Navy stating, “we have to 

change the way we currently operate. We must display the courage necessary to move forward, 

to question established concepts and methods, to take risks, and to learn from our mistakes.”3   

Admiral Rowden is among many Navy leaders who appeal for innovation when discussing how 

Naval Officers should develop new ideas about the ways wars will be fought in the future and 

how they might be won.    

What Admiral Rowden does not explain is how he will ensure the U.S. Navy will foster 

the innovation for which he is calling.  He challenges the Navy to innovate, but does not 

establish a framework that encourages innovation. The U.S. Navy is like any organization in that 

innovative approaches are required to balance operational demand with fiscal restraints to ensure 

future success.4  The difficulty is not to identify, as Vice Admiral Rowden does, that the U.S. 

Navy needs to innovate.  The challenge is in cultivating the individuals who innovate and 



 

2 
 

encouraging a culture within the organization that allows for the risk or uncertainty that is 

inherent in innovation.  The US Navy must modify its institutional processes to aid innovation 

and Navy leaders should advocate for process reforms that encourage innovation instead of 

merely reaffirming the obvious that innovation is required.  To ensure the U.S. Navy is ready to 

meet the challenges on the horizon three institutional processes must be reformed to promote 

innovation: Officer Fitness Reports (FITREP) must identify and reward traits that foster 

innovation, information sharing in Officer Professional Military Education (PME) must be 

emphasized, and lessons learned must be formally incorporated into the military’s operational 

planning process. 

Defining Innovation  

Stephen Rosen defines military innovation as “a major innovation is defined as a change 

in one of the primary combat arms of a service in the way it fights or alternatively, as the 

creation of a new combat arm.”5  This definition distinguishes technological innovation from 

operational innovation, and it is the latter on which this paper focuses.  New technologies, 

civilian intervention, key advocates, and external circumstances fuel military innovation; 

however, for military innovation to occur, senior military leaders must form a strategy for 

innovations that allows for their existence within the organization even while uncertain of their 

ultimate outcome.6   Stephen Rosen expands on this notion, stating “a strategy that would 

prepare military innovations … has to focus on the management of uncertainty, rather than on 

the construction of new capabilities tailored to predictions of what future wars would look like.”7   

This concept means a culture of innovation is one that accepts the risk of failure and focuses on 

institutional frameworks that allow for and promotes independent thought.   
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Innovation in the U.S. Navy 

The U.S. Navy has, in its history, examples of making organizational allowances for 

innovators.  The interwar period of 1919-1942 witnessed the rise of technological innovations in 

naval aviation.  A series of institutional changes took place including the development of the 

Bureau of Aeronautics, the incorporation of aviation in the annual fleet exercises, Naval War 

College war games, and the allowance of command billets for aviators to ensure their upward 

mobility.8   The Navy leaders in 1918 did not realize the battleship navy strategy of World War I 

would not be a winning strategy in the future war.9   The innovation took place, not because of a 

single technological leap or great mind who foresaw the details of a future war, but rather it 

occurred because the U.S. Navy, while maintaining post WWI battleship doctrine, allowed for 

innovation to occur through their acceptance of innovative thinkers, the emphasis on information 

sharing through publications and learning institutions, and the adoption of rigorous exercises 

which tested theory and fed the lessons learned back through the system.10   This culture that 

allowed for the existence of innovation did not forecast that Pearl Harbor would be attacked and 

Naval Aviation would be the key to victory against Japan; rather, it produced discourse on the 

use of aircraft carriers and at the same time the use of the dirigible.  This culture of innovation 

promoted independent thinking through a focus on professional competence, information 

sharing, and testing.  Ultimately the aircraft carrier doctrine was revealed as successful and 

dirigible use was ended.  That the U.S. Navy allowed a discourse on both is proof that there 

existed a culture of innovation. 

The approach used by the U.S. Navy and Marine Corps to enable innovation during the 

interwar years is the same that should be used today.  Navy leaders advocate innovation, but they 

must first ensure they have embedded enablers for innovation within the organization. 
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Innovation as a trait in officers must be recognized with concrete methods to ensure these 

officers are not only retained, but also allowed to advance.  Professional development must be 

emphasized with a clear demand signal placed on information sharing methods such as 

publishing articles in military journals.  Additionally, the innovations that are developed and 

documented must be incorporated into exercises and operations through the exploitation of the 

lessons learned system, which is already in place but not yet formally a component of the 

operational planning process.  

Innovation versus Good Ideas 

Why does the U.S. Navy of today have difficulty incorporating the types of innovation 

that win future wars?  The U.S. military is sometimes criticized as not have won a war since 

World War II.  This criticism of the military is often buttressed with the statement that the 

organization refuses to learn the lessons from the past and is always developing a force to fight 

the last war.  A possible underlying answer to the lack of innovation is that senior military 

leaders or the military as a whole do not truly want innovation as innovation can be inherently 

threatening.  The emphasis on innovation may only be a call for more technological innovation 

or incorporation of new technologies in military operations.  The military and the officers who 

drive the decision making are often risk averse, and innovation is wrought with risk; it shocks the 

system. It must be underscored that true innovators are met with a thousand reasons why their 

ideas are wrong.  Thus, an organization that innovates is one that is willing to accept the risk of 

proceeding against the advice of the majority and one that is willing to put effort into problems 

that are not even yet defined.   
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To succeed as a military officer individuals must manage risk and often risk avoidance is 

the best strategy.  Risk avoidance and innovation simply do not mesh.  A career that tends to 

reward the avoidance of risk then would also discourage innovation.  So the question again 

arises, why do senior military officers continue to ask for innovation when what they actually 

desire are “good ideas” or those which are marketable and without risk?   Good ideas can 

certainly be successful in winning a war, but they are not innovations.  Good ideas are often 

extracted from history, are backed by doctrine, and are marketable in a way that it is easy for 

senior leadership to jump on board.  Good ideas are those that will immediately be met with 

agreement and responses such as, “Why didn’t I think of that?”  Innovations, on the other hand, 

can be so contrary to the system that the parties in power will fight them at every turn.  

Innovation requires promotion or campaigning and often outside parties to force implementation.  

Innovators must be so confident in their beliefs that they are willing to put their career on 

the line.  History is wrought with military innovators who were only successful because they had 

the backing of a senior military leader or patron who protected them.  Lieutenant William Sims 

would not have revolutionized the U.S. Navy’s gunnery in the early 1900s were it not for the 

protection by President Theodore Roosevelt.11  Major “Pete” Ellis would not have revolutionized 

U.S. Marine Corps Amphibious doctrine in the lead up to WWII had it not been for his 

protection by General John Lejeune.12  Major General Douglas Stone would not have been 

successful in his efforts to reform the detention facilities during the Iraq War “Surge” without the 

protection by General David Petraeus.13  These historical examples of innovation represent the 

execution or application of innovative ideas.  The execution or actualization of innovation, 

however, is not the purpose of the changes I recommend.  The actualization of innovation 

requires individuals with resolute belief in their ideas, the protection from more senior officers, 
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and the support of many other contributing factors.  However, if in fact military leaders want 

“good ideas” rather than innovation, the requirement more vital to the military than ensuring the 

actualization of innovation is the creation of a framework that allows for innovation to exist.  

This framework can be strengthened by modifying the Officer Fitness report, rewarding the 

Professional Military Education of officers while promoting information sharing, and improving 

the military’s planning process.  The creation of a framework that allows for the existence of 

innovation will in turn produce individuals within the U.S. Navy who generate numerous “good 

ideas” along with cultivating innovators with the academic fortitude to be resolute in the 

advancement of their true innovations in war fighting. 

Identifying Innovators 

Military innovation is difficult as there always exists resistance by the establishment to 

the change innovation requires.  Machiavelli’s adage that, “the reformer has enemies in all those 

who profit by the old order, and only lukewarm defenders in all those who would profit by the 

new order” holds true.14   It is, therefore, not often viewed as career enhancing to be the 

courageous voice advocating for change. Organizations must champion innovation in order to 

ensure individuals feel comfortable if not compelled to voice their contrary opinions.  On the 

need for Commanders to foster innovation in the military, the U.S. Marine Corps General James 

Mattis stated,   

If you are always on the hunt for complacency, you will reward risk-takers, and people 
who thrive in uncertainty.  Take the mavericks in your service, the ones that wear 
rumpled uniforms and look like a bag of mud but whose ideas are so offsetting that they 
actually upset the people in the bureaucracy. One of your primary jobs is to take the risk 
and protect these people, because if they are not nurtured in your service, the enemy will 
bring their contrary ideas to you.15  
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General Mattis challenged military leaders to seek out and protect innovators, but like Vice 

Admiral Rowden, he did not give direction on how.  It is much easier to voice a need for 

innovators and the desire to protect them than to develop a system that actually institutionalizes 

the promotion and protection of innovators.   

 The U.S. Navy has recently incorporated an organizational change to identify and protect 

innovators.  The establishment of a new career subspecialty for “Naval Strategy” was a 

recognition that the Navy needed to ensure officers who had the education and experience to 

drive innovation in the organization were capitalized upon and given extra consideration during 

statutory promotion boards.16  The Naval Strategy directs the maritime defense community to 

“cultivate strategic thought and intellectual capital through individual Service initiatives such as 

the reinvigoration of the Navy and Marine Corps Naval Board, the establishment of the Navy 

Strategic Enterprise to create synergy among the naval staffs and other strategically minded 

institutions, and the development of a cadre of strategic thinkers.”17  This focus on strategic 

thought and information sharing is part of what I advocate, but it does not go so far as to 

establish an institutional framework that rewards these actions.  The failure is due to lack of 

recognition that the primary method the military uses to recognize talent and to reward officers 

with retention and promotion is through a review of the officers’ fitness reports (FITREPs) at 

statutory promotion boards.  Members of a promotion board review the officers’ records and 

make evaluations or judgments based on the performance ratings and the guidance provided by 

the board convening order.  A desire to promote innovation in the U.S. Navy will continue to fall 

short of actualization if the FITREP or promotion system is not modified to recognize and 

reward innovation. 
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Promoting Innovators 

The U.S. Navy Commander (O-5) Promotion Board Convening Order outlines the 

selection standard to the next higher paygrade being the identification of “the best and fully 

qualified” officers.  The personal and professional attributes of fully qualified officers are further 

defined in the convening order as including “adaptability, intelligent risk-taking, critical 

thinking, innovation, adherence to Navy and DoD ethical standards, physical fitness, and loyalty 

to the Navy core values.”18  The demand signal is therefore placed by the Secretary of the Navy 

in the Convening Order for critical thinking and innovation.  It is, however, left to the board 

members to ascertain the officers who have presented these traits.  The main tool for identifying 

officers’ performance traits, the Navy Fitness Report, does not specifically address them. 

The US Navy Performance Evaluation system provides an analytical evaluation of officer 

performance through the numerical grading of specific performance traits (appendix A).  Critical 

thinking and innovation are captured under blocks 33 (Professional expertise), 37 (Mission 

accomplishment and initiative), and 39 (Tactical performance).  The guidance for assigning a 5.0 

trait grade (or greatly exceeding standards) is that performance must be “far above standards, and 

that it is notable for its exemplary or leadership quality.”19  Delineated on the fitness report under 

each performance block are suggestions that provide somewhat more clarity on the numerical 

assessment for that trait and are outlined in appendix A.  In particular, the “Professional 

Expertise” block lists a 5.0 grade criteria as being an individual who is a “recognized expert, 

sought after to solve difficult problems, exceptionally skilled, develops and executes innovative 

ideas, and achieves early/highly advanced qualifications.”20   The “Mission Accomplishment and 

Initiative” block and the “Tactical Performance” block also highlight innovation with the criteria, 

“develops innovative ways to accomplish mission” and “innovatively employs ship(s), aircraft, 



 

9 
 

or weapons systems.”21   The FITREP instruction does not give specific guidance on what 

constitutes innovation. 

It is then incumbent upon the senior rater to identify those notable actions/traits which 

would merit a 5.0 rating.  Innovation and critical thinking, though vocalized as a priority by 

Navy leadership, is not well assessed in the Officer Fitness reports.  The lack of clear evaluation 

criteria identifying and rewarding innovative and critical thinking limits the Navy’s potential to 

innovate.  More importantly, the Navy is not highlighting the fundamentals which establish a 

culture of innovation on the FITREP such as Professional Military Education, information 

sharing, and the application of ideas.   

The US Marine Corps Officer Fitness Report (appendix B) does a better job of capturing 

some of the aspects which nurture innovation.  Block G, Intellect and Wisdom, identifies 

Professional Military Education (PME) as a criteria to be evaluated.  Specifically, the Marine 

Corps Fitness Report addresses innovation by assessing a Marine on the following: 

Commitment to intellectual growth in ways beneficial to the Marine Corps.  Increases the 
breadth and depth of warfighting and leadership aptitude.  Resources include resident 
schools; professional qualifications and certification processes; nonresident and other 
extension courses; civilian educational institution coursework; a personal reading 
program that includes (but is not limited to) selections from the Commandant’s Reading 
List; participation in discussion groups and military societies; and involvement in 
learning through new technologies.22   

The US Navy, through minor modifications in the Fitness Report, could capture many of 

these same concepts in order to ensure innovation is encouraged. Specifically, a new block for 

innovation could be added or block 33 (Professional Expertise) could be better defined to ensure 

traits which foster innovation are captured.  Particularly, the FITREP must identify those officers 

who have made the effort to further their professional military education, who have demonstrated 
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an expertise in an area desired by the Navy, and who have engaged in public discourse on 

military topics through publishing or presentation.  A proposal for criteria which would rate 5.0 

on block 33 follows:  

- Dedicated to lifelong learning (completed CNO’s reading list, JPME, civilian 
education) 

- Intellectual leader in professionally related topics (developed or furthered 
doctrine/tactics) 

- Introduces new and creative approaches to service issues (published ideas, CRIC23) 

Evaluating the Potential to Innovate 

Another aspect of the US Navy Performance Evaluation system that undermines 

innovation is an absence of the evaluation of an officer’s potential instead only evaluating his or 

her current or past performance.  The U.S. Navy flag officer fitness report (appendix C) 

addresses potential through the rating of blocks 40 (Fiscal Planning/Organizational Skills), 41 

(Personal Growth), 42 (Professional Growth), 43 (Potential Leading Change), and 44 (Strategic 

thinking).24   Some of these traits should be captured in the Officer FITREP to identify the 

individuals in the organization that may have the potential to be the innovative and strategic 

thinkers which the U.S. Navy demands.  Block 40 in the Officer FITREP addresses the “next 

career milestone” to which the senior rater recommends the individual.  Block 40 should be 

expanded to address not only which career milestone is recommended but also what potential the 

officer exhibits.  For example, Block 40a could still address the standard career milestone 

recommendation such as Department Head or Commanding Officer.  In addition, Block 40b 

could be added to address the officer’s potential for Navy needs such as fiscal planning, strategic 

thinker, or operational planner.  This addition would aid board members in identifying the 
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officers which are required to fill desired skillsets (including those which generate innovation) 

along with those officers disposed for their next normal career milestone.   

The current evaluation system the US Navy employs is heavily weighted towards the 

officer’s performance in his or her current job, which is a reasonable method to evaluate future 

potential.  However, it may result in overlooking officers with great potential for more senior or 

different positions which use a different skillset than one valued at their current position.  A 

Lieutenant Surface Warfare Officer assigned as the Chief Engineer Department Head aboard an 

aging ship may struggle to break out if he/she does not possess the mechanical knowledge and 

management skills to maintain the ship’s material readiness.  However, that same Lieutenant 

may possess a PhD in Economics and regularly publish articles in scholarly journals on metrics 

to identify fiscal waste.  His economic skills are in demand by the US Navy, but his fitness 

reports may not reflect his potential to serve the Navy in a different or future role.  The Navy 

must find a way to specifically identify not only the officer’s performance but also his/her 

potential on Officer Fitness reports.  This is not to say that retention or promotion should be 

based solely on special individual skills instead of job performance; rather, to better address the 

requirements being placed on statutory board members by the board convening order, more 

information should be given on the FITREPs.  For example, if in a given year the senior Surface 

Warfare Leaders determine they need more senior officers with computer and networking 

experience, the board could give extra consideration to those Surface Warfare Officers with 

documented cyber backgrounds (Master’s degree in Computer networking, published articles on 

Cyber Warfare, etc.).  Providing additional information on the Fitness Report would also aid 

board members in identifying Officers’ potential to serve in other fields during lateral transfer 

boards. 
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The culture of innovation which the U.S. Navy desires to promote is severely hampered 

by the absence of recognition on the Fitness Report for officers who have either demonstrated an 

ability to innovate or shown their potential to innovate through a history of professional military 

education and information sharing.  A new performance block for innovation or a few 

modifications in the wording of block 33 along with defined criteria for the rating of 5.0 and a 

modification of block 40 to incorporate officer potential would aid board members in identifying 

the officers with potential for innovation and would foster innovation in the organization.  This 

modification would also prompt the senior rater (often the Commanding Officer) to better 

develop young officers into innovators by establishing specific traits or milestones required for 

high ratings.  Rewarding officers who among other things have read the books on the CNO’s 

reading list or who have published articles on professionally relevant topics does not have a 

down side. 

Continuous Learning fuels Innovation 

The modification of the Navy FITREP will aid in the development of innovation.  

However, the underlying trait which I advocate must be emphasized on the FITREP is one which 

is built on a foundation of professional development or growth.  The expansion of knowledge 

and understanding of the warfighting profession should underscore everything the U.S. Navy 

does; it is the bedrock of innovation.  Admiral Jonathan Greenert, Chief of Naval Operations, in 

a speech to the Naval War College expressed the difficulties facing officers in the coming years 

and emphasized innovation stating, “It is going to take patience, understanding, and looking at 

other perspectives to move ahead in the job we’ve got to do out there. It’s going to take 

innovation, flexibility, and above all resolve.”25  ADM Greenert expanded on the development of 

innovation while giving direction to the Current Strategy Forum at the Naval War College 
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stating, “For those of you out there in whites in the shoulder boards I need you to meet and write 

and I want you to publish your ideas. You are the future. You will decide where we’re going to 

go.”26   Admiral Jim Stavridis, a leader in Navy professional development, also highlighted the 

importance of information sharing while directing Surface Warfare Officers to, “dare to read and 

develop your understanding. Carve out the time to think and form new ideas. Dare to speak out 

and challenge assumptions and accepted wisdom if your view differs from them. Have the 

courage to write, publish, and be heard. Launch your ideas and be an integral part of the 

conversation.”27  

It is the individual, not the organization who generates innovative ideas.  It is, however, 

the organization and the organization’s ability to expand those ideas and test them that ultimately 

leads to the realization of innovation.  A culture of innovation, therefore, must start with the 

development of the individual in the organization.  It is through dedicated study of the 

warfighting profession that individuals will have the substance from which ideas can be 

generated.  The Navy has developed institutions such as the Surface Warfare Officer School, the 

Naval Postgraduate School, and Naval War College that enable officer professional 

development.  However, the “in residence” attendance in these institutions and the importance of 

continued professional development is not valued sufficiently within the community.  

Attendance in these institutions must be viewed as a vital investment for the future of the force 

and considered career enhancing.  A de-emphasis on professional development would be 

organizational anorexia.  It may provide for the short term gain of filling operational billets or 

saving on the budget, but it would reduce the long term health and effectiveness of the force.  

The attendance to in residence education must be rewarded in promotion boards in order to 

increase the demand.  The increased demand would then necessitate the U.S. Navy become more 
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selective in the Officers chosen for these valuable seats and likely require the institution of a 

competitive selection board for them. 

The completion of professional military education (PME) must be given weight in 

promotion boards, but more importantly specific attention should be given to those officers who 

go beyond attendance and make efforts to make advances in their field.  The Promotion Board 

Convening Order should specifically address due consideration given to those officers who while 

attending resident PME achieved distinguished graduate criteria or participated in advanced 

studies programs such as the Halsey Group and Mahan Scholars programs provided at the Naval 

War College.  Additional emphasis on resident education programs such as the Maritime 

Advanced Warfighting School (MAWS), the Federal Executive Fellowship (FEF), and the 

Arthur S. Moreau program (ASM) should be specifically addressed as career enhancing 

opportunities.  PME and a dedication to lifelong learning must be viewed by officers as a 

requirement to their advancement. 

Collaborate to Innovate 

PME must not be relegated to existence only within the halls of the War College.  

Officers must engage in PME throughout their career and ensure it is part of their daily routine.  

Ideas are generated every day by officers in wardrooms and around coffee pots, but those ideas 

rarely make it to paper and even more seldom get published or shared with the larger Navy 

community.  Commanding Officers must take a greater role in ensuring innovation is supported 

by encouraging their officers to publish their ideas or develop them in ways which can be shared 

with the larger maritime defense community.  Commanding Officers should start by holding 
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themselves to the same standard and ensuring they are publishing their insights and lessons with 

the fleet as a whole.   

   One example of information sharing which was encouraged by a Commanding Officer 

is the Athena Project established aboard USS BENFOLD (DDG 65), but now expanding across 

the waterfront.  The Athena Project allows officers and enlisted sailors time away from their 

traditional duties to work on ideas to improve the Navy.  These individuals must then give a 

short presentation with actionable steps on their idea.  These presentations are observed by 

shipmates as well as waterfront leadership and technical experts who then latch on to good ideas 

for further development.28  The Athena Project is an example of an initiative to improve the 

Navy through information sharing.  In order to ensure ideas do not wither away through 

individual conversations, the command instituted a process of reward (time away from work to 

develop the ideas) for realization (presentations to the professional community).   

The publishing of opinions and ideas is another extremely important method of fostering 

innovation.  The articles published in military and academic journals during the interwar years 

were instrumental in developing the aircraft carrier Navy.  Even if ideas are not yet fully 

developed or especially if they are not universally accepted, through the act of publishing, they 

generate dialogue and spark further idea development.  Innovation requires this dialogue to 

progress ideas and encourage the birth of new innovations.  

Every Commanding Officer should be expected to publish at least once while in 

command or shortly after his or her command tour.  Every War College student should be 

expected to publish at least one research or argument paper.  Speeches and seminars given by 

senior Navy Leadership at the Naval War College and other service schools should be recorded 
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and published for other officers to view.  The culture of innovation depends on information 

sharing; therefore, information sharing must be placed as a precedence.  The most successful 

ideas may start with an individual, but they are ultimately led to success through collaboration.  

With each published article, seeds of thought are planted throughout the fleet ensuring that 

experiences and ideas are shared within the organization and innovation is fostered. 

An expansion of the material published by officers also dictates an expectation that 

officers are reading that material.  Commanding Officers must establish a climate that not only 

values learning but also mandates it.  Officers should be expected to read articles and books on 

topics deemed relevant to the community, and their completion of these readings should be 

assessed by senior raters.  The Chief of Naval Operations has distributed a list of books 

recommended for reading at various levels of an officer’s career, and dedication should be given 

to completion of these readings.  Senior raters should address completion of these readings in the 

officers’ FITREPS while ensuring the command climate encourages the activity. Additionally, 

Commanding Officers should not only mentor their officers in a manner in which they encourage 

reading, but they should also question officers who demonstrate a lack of interest in professional 

books and journals.  Time must be allocated to ensure personal and professional academic 

growth is feasible to be conducted during the work week.  The expectation should not be that 

archaic measures are taken to evaluate an officer’s completion of readings; rather, the 

expectation is that commands are able to establishment a climate which promotes self and 

organizational improvement.  

The academic rigor of being an officer in the Navy should be emphasized along with the 

leadership rigor.  There exists great value in leadership and management but also in independent 

thought and innovation to the Navy.  This academic strength can then be applied to the problems 
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the fleet faces.  Officers in the fleet should be generating ideas which can then be tested during 

the multitude of existing fleet exercises and war games held each year.  Students at the War 

College should be leveraged to tackle the difficult problems the Navy faces.  War Games need 

not take place only in dark rooms led by Admirals.  Navy leaders should incorporate the junior 

and midgrade officers to provide a different perspective, and if innovative ideas are generated, 

ensure they are captured and not brushed aside as impracticable or fanciful.  Then assign those 

junior and mid-grade officers to observe the fleet during exercises of the tactics and strategies 

developed during the War Games.  These officers can be the backbone of the lessons learned 

documentation to ensure further innovations are captured and shared.  These officers should 

bring back the innovations they observed in the fleet to the academic setting for further 

development and study.  Navy leaders must leverage the time officers spend in the academic 

setting by incorporating them into fleet exercises to observe and record and then have them 

incorporate their observations into the projects and papers they complete at the school house.   

The interwar period following WWI provides an example of incorporating lessons from 

exercises to the academic setting as the results of the annual Fleet Exercise were incorporated 

into the following Naval War College war games.  The employment of aircraft carriers to strike 

surface ships, other carriers, and land targets was tested during the fleet exercises and then 

further developed at the War College.  In turn, the further refined ideas were again tested in the 

following exercise.  Thus a cycle of idea generation, information sharing, concept testing, and 

then incorporation of lessons learned back to the school house for further idea generation was 

continued.  The lynch pin in the process is information sharing.  Innovative ideas must be shared 

in order to be incorporated into synthetic war games and academic discourse.  These ideas should 

then be tested in exercises and operations while being documented by designated officers who 
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ensure the results are fed through a continuum loop back through to the academic setting for 

further development.  A possible adverse effect of the Goldwater-Nichols Act in assigning the 

War Plans to the Combatant Commanders was the cessation of information flow that occurred at 

the War Colleges.  The War Colleges must be reinserted into the process of developing and 

testing the War Plans. 

Enabling Innovation through Lessons Learned  

The process of documenting innovations exhibited during exercises and operations has 

already been established through the lessons learned process.  The Navy Lessons Learned 

Information System (NLLIS), which is integrated with the Joint Lessons Learned Information 

System (JLLIS), is the “program for collection, validation and distribution of unit or staff 

feedback, as well as correction of problems identified and derived from fleet operations, 

exercises and other miscellaneous events.”29   Commanders are encouraged to submit lessons 

learned, observations, and recommendations into NLLIS upon completion of events.  The 

lessons learned capture the basic questions of who, what, when, where, and how along with 

shortfalls, best practices, and innovations observed.  Additionally, prior to operations and events 

Commanders are encouraged to review lessons learned in the database and to designate 

individuals to record observations for future submission.   

A review of the military planning processes, however, reveals there is no specific 

requirement to review lessons learned during the planning of an operation.  The resultant 

incorporation and further development of innovative ideas is often lost due to this oversight since 

there is no formal requirement to ensure lessons learned were considered in plan development. A 

Government Accountability Office (GAO) study on Military Operations found the Department 
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of Defense had “invested substantial resources to develop systems that capture lessons from 

exercises, experiments, and operations, with the intent of using these lessons to improve 

efficiency. However, in the case of planning, the department (had) not developed mechanisms to 

ensure that they are taking advantage of this resource.”30  The Navy often uses the Joint 

Operations Planning (JP-5) publication for its operations planning.  JP-5 advocates the use of 

“operational art, operational design, and the joint operation planning process (JOPP) in 

complementary fashion as part of the overall process that produces the eventual plan.”31    

Operational Design as a Model for Innovation 

Operational design is the methodology for applying “critical and creative thinking to 

understand, visualize, and describe complex, ill-structured problems, and develop approaches to 

solve them.”32   It is in operational design that innovation is captured in the planning process 

through its use of critical and creative thinking.  Design takes places throughout the planning 

process from initial receipt of mission through to execution and assessment.  A difficulty in 

incorporating the operational design method is in defining it in concrete terms that can be readily 

understood and used by the planner.  A method of incorporating operational design into planning 

is through the use of the elements of operational design, which include center of gravity (COG) 

and Lines of Operation (LOOs). It is through the elements of operational design that 

commanders “compare similarities of their current situations with their own experiences or 

history to distinguish the unique features that require innovative or adaptive solutions…through 

the application of operational design, commanders seek innovative, adaptive options to solve 

complex challenges.”33   JP-5 highlights innovation and the use of history and critical thinking in 

the planning process, but it does not define a specific element of operational design which 

requires the review of the database already populated with examples of innovation.  JP-5 should 
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be modified to include a new element of operational design, which is the review of JLLIS.  A 

review of lessons learned as a component of operational design will further enhance the ability to 

develop innovative solutions through its observance of previously observed innovations in 

similar operations.  

Operational design does, however, reinforce the requirement for continuous learning in 

the development of innovation.  In distinguishing between innovation and adaptation, operational 

design highlights the need for comprehensive professional military education as innovation 

“involves taking a new approach to a familiar or known situation” and “adaptation involves 

taking a known solution and modifying it to a particular situation.”34  Both innovation and 

adaptation require a thorough knowledge of the military profession from both a historical and 

tactical perspective.   

Another aspect of Operational Design which fosters innovation is not only the 

requirement for continuous organizational learning, but also for collaboration or information 

sharing. Discourse is encouraged in Operational Design, and collaboration is leveraged to 

identify and solve complex or ill-defined problems.35  In the traditional setting of an Operational 

Planning Team (OPT) using the Operational Planning Process this discourse or collaboration 

occurs between all the staff members of the team, each sharing his or her own perspective 

through the lens of unique specializations and experiences.  Innovations can be generated in this 

environment just as they can be generated in the larger community; however, the difficulty of 

innovation is no less present in the OPT as it is in the military community as a whole.  Group 

think and short-sighted plans based on risk avoidance will extinguish any efforts to innovate.   
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An aid in avoiding such pitfalls is the use of Red Teaming.  Operational Design 

advocates the continuous challenge to the existing comprehension of the problem and the 

reflection and thorough research and dialogue required to avoid shallow thinking.36  Red 

Teaming is a tool to ensure critical thinking is taking place as it is a “function to avoid 

groupthink, mirror imaging, cultural missteps, and tunnel vision in plans and operations. Red 

Teams help staffs avoid making poor assumptions and account for the complexity inherent in the 

Operational Environment.”37  The use of Red Teaming in an OPT can also be modeled by the 

larger military organization to ensure innovation is cultivated.  Military staffs can institutionalize 

innovation by forming small innovation cells, which serve as the hub of the innovation process.  

These cells will assist the organization in the generation, collection, and dissemination of ideas.   

SOUTHCOM Innovation Cell 

Admiral James Stavridis, while serving as the SOUTHCOM Commander, instituted 

many of the initiatives to promote innovation, which I advocate.   Admiral Stavridis created a 

culture of innovation at SOUTHCOM through four command tenets: 

- Innovation would be encouraged and positively recognized at all levels. 

- All personnel assigned within the command were requested to dedicate approximately 
15 percent of their work schedule to innovative thought. 

- The Southern Command Innovation Cell would serve as a full-time, dedicated resource 
to promote innovation within the enterprise and to help foster unity of effort for 
combatant command (COCOM)-level innovative initiatives. 

- Innovative initiatives would be reviewed at the commander level on a monthly basis to 
provide guidance and top level endorsement where appropriate.38 

Admiral Stavridis’ acknowledgement of the requirement to create a framework which allows for 

innovation within the organization was a prerequisite for eventual success he had as the 
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SOUTHCOM Commander in generating innovative ways to accomplish his mission.  His 

innovation cell served as a catalyst for new ideas, but more importantly his emphasis on 

recognition and support for innovators along with directed efforts to further PME through 

dedicated time in the week for innovative thought are examples of establishing a culture of 

innovation that the U.S. Navy should repeat.   

The U.S. Navy can establish a framework which fosters innovation as proven by 

Stavridis’s example in SOUTHCOM.  Peter Drucker, in Management Challenges for the 21st 

Century states, “Innovation is not ‘flash of genius.’ It is hard work.  And this work should be 

organized as a regular part of every unit within the enterprise, and of every level of 

management.”39  Drucker’s statement captures the essence of my argument, that innovation is 

not equal to “good ideas,” though an organization which has a framework that fosters innovation 

is also one which will generate countless good ideas.  This framework will encourage the 

generation of new ideas, which will be marketable and have minimal risk.  This framework will 

also allow for innovators to be cultivated in the organization, and it is through their 

groundbreaking innovations that, which though wrought with risk, will ensure that the U.S. Navy 

is able to out-think the future adversaries.  This framework for innovation has already been 

established in doctrine and can be implemented in the U.S. Navy through use of Operation 

Design and through a few modifications in institutional processes. 

Conclusion 

One of the tenets of operational design is that it “requires agile, versatile leaders who 

foster continuous organizational learning while actively engaging in iterative collaboration and 

dialog to enhance decision making across the echelons.”40  Operational design, then is the 
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construct of the improvements in organizational processes which I advocate.  In order to promote 

innovation, the U.S. Navy must foster continuous learning and engage in collaboration while 

ensuring it is incorporating the lessons it has already learned.  The U.S. Navy can do this by 

modifying the officer FITREP to ensure the act of and the potential for innovation is recognized.  

The U.S Navy can also foster an environment which encourages innovation by emphasizing 

PME and collaborations through publishing and networking.  Finally, the U.S. Navy can ensure 

that innovations are well documented during operations and exercise and incorporate them into 

the planning process through a review of lessons learned as one of the operational design 

elements. 
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