CNO’s Closing Remarks:

Well, what a neat morning! I envy all of you the chance to have been a part of this. And, let me just see if I can bounce off a few things. I could give a two-hour speech now. My head is full and my heart is full wanting to respond to all the things I have heard this morning. I love what was just said from the master chief at the naval personnel command. There are a lot of things going on in our Navy – things that maybe nobody knows about. One of my “take-aways” from this is the issue of our vision and the issue of who the audiences that we’re talking to and the issue that we’re communicating what we’re about every day – The issue of making sure that the things that are going or even getting attention in the lives of 650 or 75,000 people that are in our Navy. 

Do you know that a year ago when a person came up on rotation, the career counselor would work with them, and when they contacted the bureau, down at the Navy Military Personnel Command that, that’s when the bureau got engaged? Do you know that the folks in Millington are going at it in such an incredibly different way today? The folks in Millington are seeking out the individuals. They know who’s coming up a year out and nine months out and at the nine months point, they are going on the offensive. I get a report from the chief of naval personnel about how many of our people in our navy they have preemptively contacted to talk to them about how important they are to our navy and our institution. About 90 percent – over 90 percent. Ninety percent is the lowest number I’ve seen. And, I don’t know what it is. Last month it was 92 percent or something like that.

There are wonderful things going on out there. I was thinking for this group: How will we walk away from this experience? Remember, this is a pilot. This was very interesting – first of all we believe in the principal of leadership or we wouldn’t have wasted any time on the pilot – that’s pretty clear, right? And, so what we saw happen here this week is we started talking about things we valued. We started talking about principals that defined who we are and we began to talk about appreciative inquiry and the power of that as a concept. And, then, over time, over the course of the week, we have the power and the group dynamics of a group like this getting involved to address issues that you collectively thought and think and believe would make our Navy a better place to be – a better place to work – a better group to be part of. And, so, you know this is about promises. And, you came down here and by your presence you promised to invest of yourself. You promised to engage. You promised to expose yourself and the things that sometimes maybe ideas that you weren’t sure that you were supposed to find out there, that you did.

And, my promise to you is that we’re going to look at the output that has come out and I’ve only got to see five or six of them here. But, the executive steering committee will go through them. And, I promise you that I’m going to go over these with a fine-toothed comb. And, I promise you that what I said to you earlier that I’m not a “study-it-to-death” person. My philosophy in life is that if it looks like its got potential and it has got promise; let’s go for it. If its got potential to make our institution a better place to be, well then, let’s go give it a run. And, I promise you that we’re going to be counting on people like you to make those pilots work, or to find out that those pilots needs significant refinement, because this institution has invested in each of you by your presence here this week. And, you know my suspicion is that most of you will never forget this. Most of you will never forget this experience this week in a place like this where we were going after, talking about the wonderful and rich experiences that have really touched you.

You know how I think we ought to start that web? I think we ought to post all these stories that you all told here. How many of you have ever heard of Brad Farren, who’s a president at Walt Disney. He tells audiences that he talks to how important stories are for leaders – how important stories are. I think it’d be a great place to start. Tell these stories. Put your picture on there and tell the example of the individual who touched you. You know I remember when they came to interview me and I started thinking about that first C.O. Actually, my first C.O. I only had for a few weeks and met him once – and the second one, is a person who I’ll never forget. You know, you have to remember Vern Clark didn’t come up the standard track. I mean in my wildest dreams I never had an idea that I would be standing in front of a group like you today as the CNO. You know, through OCS in the Vietnam War era. And, I was telling some of the young folks last night that were from HIGGINS how neat it was when I left OCS that I had the chance to go to a destroyer. That’s all I wanted to do. You know when I talk to young people today; I ask them, “When I was your age, you know what I wanted to do most?” And, they give me the kind of standard answer they think my generation is looking for and so they say, “ You wanted to go to command.” And, I say, “Heavens, no. I was a "j.g." I wanted my bosses job. I knew I could do it better than he could.” I had a captain who made it clear to me. And that’s the story I told them about. He was a big forearmed guy and I’d watch him pull it into Subic Bay without tugs – and under circumstances that I’ll never forget. But, I also remember when it came time and the chief engineer had to go on leave. We were coming home from a nine-month deployment and his wife was getting ready to have a baby. And, I’ll never forget the captain called me up and said, “Vern, I’d like you to be the acting CHENG.” I wasn’t the senior guy. He did more for me that day than he ever knew.

I remember experiences and you do, too, that made it possible for you to start reaching out and start fulfilling your potential. And, that’s what appreciative inquiry is about. It’s about leadership. But, it’s leadership for what? Think about this. And, this is something I didn’t get for awhile. Somewhere along the line it happened. Where’s the E-3? Who’s the most junior one? Where are you? You know, here’s what I think. I think what we need to do is to give you more authority, more responsibility and pile it on you as fast as you can take it. That’s what I think one of the keys to our future is all about. I believe that there is so much potential wrapped up in you as people that what we have to do as an institution is to figure out how to tap and how to empower you. I heard the “empowerment” word was used a lot around here this week. How to empower you and equip you – and leaders do that. Leaders make that happen.

I’ve been lucky. The Navy’s given me a lot of opportunities to learn and grow – a lot of them. I got to go command when I was a lieutenant. And, I think part of that very early responsibility. I had been in the Navy five years when I went to command my gunboat. And, do you know what I learned finally? Thankfully, I learned that leadership wasn’t just about making people feel good and fulfilled. That I could have – in fact I did have – there were four of us in Naples, Italy and I just want to share this story with you. We one the Battle “E” three straight years and those were the years when only one ship got it. We won the Battle “E” because there were 27 young Sailors on that ship and four officers, counting me, that absolutely refused to ever be found among the missing. A gun boat that was kind of hard to maintain and at the long end of the logistics chain, but that ship was full of a group of people that would never let the bell ring and have them not be there and taking off from the starting line. In my squadron was a ship that was the exact opposite. It was a ship that was happy. There was a lot of happiness over there, but they never answered the bell. And, you know when you look back and see what happens – two of those four officers on that ship that I was on became flag officers – two of four. Throughout that crew I still hear from them wonderful stories about how success led to success. And, the reason for that, was that the leaders in that ship, and I’m not just talking about yours truly, I’m talking about a group of people who were leading together. They understood at the end of this that when we set about to fix or change something on a given day, it was to make sure that we were going to be able to meet the mission – that the end of this always was about change in order to improve ourselves. I want to make sure that – let’s define what victory is going to be for us. When we leave here today, what are we going to do next? What are we going to do on Monday morning when we go to work?

Let me ask you a question. I love the volunteer method. What will stand out in your mind most about this week?

Response: The energy level.

Think about that. How many of you would line up with that? The energy level. O.K. What will stand out in your mind most about this week?

Response: The positive attitudes.

The positive attitudes. How is that going to affect what you do on Monday morning?

Response: Well, I’m going to be positive, sir.

What stands out most about this week for you?

Response: Sir, to be able to participate as a group and bring to fruition not only your vision, but the vision that the steering group had.

One of the young women from the HIGGINS said to me last night she will never forget being in her working group. Think about this. I think she’s an E-5. She’d never forget being in her working group and the bell was over and it was time to move on and the chief of naval personnel saying, “Wait a minute, I want to hear more about your idea.”

Something powerful happened here this week. The power of listening happened here. Every one of us can take that home with us and put it to work on Monday morning.
What will you remember most about this week?

Response: The sense of opportunity – I’m from SEAL TEAM SEVEN – we brought two ensigns, a chief and a second class petty officer – and the opportunity they had to sit with admirals and seamen and a cross section of the Navy and talk about the future. I know when I go home on Monday, I’m going to pile it on them.

One of the things this group is going to do is they’re going to go tell about this experience. This is a very important part of the investment in you. I want you to go tell people about this experience. I want you to go tell those young petty officers about this experience. I want you to tell people that you had the chance to invest yourself in a pilot to see how we can make leaders better and how we could create leaders more effectively and how we could solve problems in a proactive with a new scheme that’s called affirmative inquiry and how you want to figure out ways to put it to work where you live and work. What will you remember most about this week?

Response: I think, sir, that even though that I feel and the Navy seems to confirm to me that I’m a good leader that there’s so much more that I can learn. Even though I’m in a constantly learning mode that there are things outside of myself that I need to be reaching for and the primary part of that are the people that work for me.

If you’re a flag officer in the Navy, we’ve got required readings. The master chiefs have it, too, now right? We have to keep reaching. Barry Frew told me about the latest book I’ve got to read. What’s the name of it? The Tipping Point. You know what? I learned when I was flying out to PAC Fleet a little of a year and a half ago I ran across a book: The Twenty-one Irrefutable Laws of Leadership. A little thing that you can read it on a couple hour flight. And, it said that we must be constantly pursuing things – the thrust of this was – you have got to read a book a month or you’re short changing it. If you’re going to keep your edge, if you’re going to keep growing and address the issue that you have made, we’ve got to keep investing in this. A book a month – just to keep our edge. So, we’re going to leave this week having had a major in-line injection of the principles of leadership that make this Navy the greatest in the history of man. And, so what are we going to do with it this Monday morning? What stands out most to you?
Response: I think the eagerness of the group to want to make change and improve our organization.

The Navy has recognized that we’ve got to keep growing. When I was a captain and a commander coming up through the ranks, they always had schools for us. I always wondered if the admirals went to schools. I got to be a one- and two- star and found out there a couple of things at TACTRAGRU and so forth. At each level I thought that’s the end of the schools. Until I became a four-star, they created a school for four-star, too. They know I needed it. Barry’s book on Appreciative Inquiry (AI) is about deep change. A principal finding that – we read a book and we all get something different out of it. And, remember what AI is about, first and foremost, is equipping us so we can create the changes that are necessary in our organizations so that we can make it better. Deep Change says that fundamentally don’t study it to death; do something. Is that close enough, Barry? Get started. Let’s get going. The clock is running. Let’s get going.

Will your voice hold out enough to tell us what you will remember most about this week? 

Response: What I will remember most here are all of the people that are in the room and the people that I’ve had the opportunity to speak with and to find out the initiatives that are already going on. I’ve got a few of them that I’ve already tied up and I’ve heard about meeting that I’ll attending next week with task force excel with the leadership continuum and task force web. These are things that are happening that my organization is very involved with and with the drug and alcohol abuse prevention program and we’re doing our best to try to get the prevention word out to everybody and that it needs to be part of the leadership continuum because part of covenant leadership is actually to prevent them from going into things that they don’t need to go into and so I see myself energized and I also have this for you.

Don’t ever forget this. One of the most important things that leaders ever do: Leaders define who we are. Your job, leading. I guess I have to say this before I do that. Remember this about covenant leadership. We make promises. They promise to support and defend the constitution. They promise to obey all those orders. We make promises, too – those of us leading. Everything we promise isn’t a happy face. One of the things that we promise people is that in this business when we have to go to war, some days are going to be hard. Some days are going to difficult. And, I love the words John Nathman had in his message when he was writing his Fleet. And, he said, “We do hard things as a team. We promise people some things.” And, these words really ring to me. Look at this: We promise people that we’re going to deal with them with integrity. Now, we can have meetings until the cows come home. And, we can either be this or not be this. And, we can choose to be this. We are going to be and are an institution of integrity. We value a person’s word. And, as leaders, what I want to see us do is that I want to see leaders stand up for their commitment to the growth and development of the people in accomplishing the mission and in difficult days and that the commitments that we make to people, we’re going to keep. We are going to equip and empower and enable people. One of the things that we promise them, the greatest thing that I can that E-3 at the other end of this room is that we will give a chance to lead. An institution with integrity and trust and honest and respect and pride and hope and compassion and loyalty – that’s who we are. Go out and live it! God bless you.

