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“In 1984, I started going to Crotonville for every one of our top three 
management classes.  We overhauled all of them.  They had been based on case 
studies at other companies.  We changed that to tackle real GE issues. … Today, 
some 85 percent of the Crotonville faculty is GE leaders.”   

Jack Welch 
Straight from the gut 
Warner Books, 2001 
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INTRODUCTION 

 
One of the initiatives defined by Secretary Harvey's Transition Team and executed by the 

Secretary was a three-pronged business transformation (BT) program for the Army.  The three 

elements of the program were Lean Six Sigma (LSS) applied to the Army's generating force 

processes; organizational design and development (ODD) applied to Headquarters, Department 

of Army (HQDA) agencies; and Outsourcing (i.e., privatization and A-76/in-sourcing).  Other 

initiatives supported BT such as leadership development programs available to Senior Executive 

Service (SES) civilians in the generating force.  Some of Secretary Harvey's BT programs, 

initiated during his two year tenure, and then continued under Secretary Geren and Deputy 

Undersecretary of the Army Kelly, succeeded, some did not, and some remain in limbo awaiting 

action by the new Secretary of the Army (SA) and the Under Secretary of the Army acting in his 

role as Chief Management Officer.  In a companion White Paper, we focused on lessons learned 

in developing and executing ODD programs; in this paper we report lessons learned from 

assisting in the development of the Senior Executive Service (SES) executive education 

programs conducted at the University of North Carolina. 
1
 

 

Our purpose follows the practice in the warfighting Army of after action reviews – 

analysis and documentation of lessons learned in developing the Army’s civilian executive 

development programs.  It is our intent that both positive and negative lessons will assist the new 

SA, Under Secretary, and ASA (M&RA) in developing future Army military and civilian 

leadership development programs.  This White Paper also serves as a pre-read to our PowerPoint 

briefing on the same subject. 

 

Our criteria in evaluating SES education programs are whether or not they achieved one 

or more of the following outcomes: 

 

 Providing senior leaders with updated skills, knowledge and insights essential to 

maintaining their personal growth and supporting the leadership demands of the Army 

 Exposing senior leaders to contemporary enterprise issues, especially those facing the 

Army 

 Imparting knowledge of management and /or leadership “best practices” utilized by 

successful senior executives in business and government Agencies 

 Inculcating a culture of always searching for dramatically new ways of doing business 

while performing their current and future job assignments, e.g., instilling a culture of 

innovation  

 

  

                                                      
1
 Dr. Stephen Clement & Dr. Roger Harvey, Business Transformation in the Army – Lessons Learned from 

Organizational Design and Development Programs, November 2009; and Business Transformation in the Army –
Lessons Learned from Sequencing Programs, November 2009.  
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LESSONS 

 
This section contains a background discussion, and then the lessons learned from our 

experiences.   

 

 

LESSON:  PLAYING TO THE STUDENTS 
 

 Executive education is designed to prepare senior level managers for work in a variety of 

higher operational roles as well as to give them an understanding of work at the strategic level.  

Like an MBA, broad-based executive education programs are general in nature, and not focused 

on a specific skill or business function.  But executive education is only one element of effective 

executive development. Holistic executive development also requires that individuals gain the 

right job experiences at successive organizational layers and in different functions inside and 

outside a department, division, or agency. Such experiences include line accountability; start-up 

or fix-it responsibility; managing a significant change in scope of work and occupying a key staff 

role. 

 

SA Harvey and DUSA Kelly introduced dramatic change to the then Army civilian 

executive development program.  They introduced the concept of executive movement to 

broaden the capabilities of the existing pool.  They moved day-to-day management of Senior 

Executive Service (SES) executives to the Secretary level.  Further, they established an SES 

“war room” to assist them in the talent pool management process.  These changes brought 

management of SES’s in line with existing procedures used by the Army Chief of Staff (CSA) in 

managing General Officers.  Prior to this change, senior civilians were generally ignored from a 

developmental perspective.  They were left on their own to pick and choose from a number of 

civilian executive development programs.  No comprehensive management development 

program existed for civilian senior managers. Thus, most senior executives tended to remain in 

one job for long periods of time. They stayed within their “safe zone” and resisted any major 

change.  The lack of executive turnover made true innovation difficult to achieve. 

 

At the same time, SES counterparts in the General Officer (GO) corps were methodically 

moving from one job to another as they progressed up the organizational hierarchy.  General 

Officers were also exposed to broad educational experiences.  More recently, the CSA further 

supplemented the existing GO educational development programs by bringing all BGs together 

for an additional one week executive development program.  Interestingly this program also took 

place at the University of North Carolina where the civilian SES program was pilot tested. The 

CSA spent significant personal discussion time at each GO course. (This personal commitment is 

similar to that provided by the then CEO for General Electric, Jack Welch, at GE’s “world class” 

Crotonville Center.) 

 

SA Harvey and DUSA Kelly went on to establish a stand-alone SES executive 

development program at UNC. The original intent of this program was twofold: first, to provide 
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SES executives exposure to the latest business skills and knowledge; second, to expose these 

same individuals to key enterprise business concepts that were relevant to running the Army 

more efficiently and effectively.   

 

Executive education should provide students with the requisite skills and knowledge 

required by them to function in a variety of roles at a given organizational layer.  Thus, course 

content should flow logically from an analysis of work requirements within the executive 

layer(s).  As a result of the initiative started by SA Harvey and supported by extensive field 

research, the Army documented work requirements at varying organizational layers, specifically 

including the executive level (see Figure 1).  These requirements were subsequently validated in 

extensive discussions with executives who had actually worked at these organizational levels. 

 

Figure 1 

 
 

The importance of this validation process should not be underestimated.  The effective 

design of educational curriculum should be guided by individuals who have functioned 

effectively in roles at least two levels higher in the organizational hierarchy than the roles 

expected to be occupied by the student population.  The rationale behind this separation should 

be obvious.  Executives two levels higher are more likely to posses the necessary “cognitive 
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capacity” (e.g., the ability to get their arms around the full scale complexity of the work) as well 

as the complementary skills, knowledge and experience required to perform that work.  Because 

of their higher level capacity, these same individuals are in a position to describe work 

requirements and the supporting doctrinal principles necessary to get the work done.  These 

requirements, in turn, set the baseline for the design of an effective educational experience. 

Teaching of relevant course content can then be done by subject matter experts. The Army has 

long followed these principles in the successful design of the existing curriculum at the 

Command and General Staff College and the Army War College. 

 

Several pilot educational programs were conducted at UNC. A combination of 

professional educators and knowledgeable guest speakers delivered the course content. While 

pilot courses were well received by student participants, some problems emerged.  Like all 

executive education courses, students were given an opportunity to critique faculty and guest 

speaker presentations. And like students generally, participants tended to respond positively to 

those presentations they liked (and found entertaining), and negatively to those they did not like 

or were less polished. This is a common occurrence in all academic courses, including executive 

education courses.  As a result of the evaluations alone, and without any attempt to coach poorly 

rated faculty and guest speakers, changes were made to course content in an attempt to find only 

presenters who would generate high student evaluation scores.  Faculty and speakers with poor 

evaluations, but with content relevant to the Army and to HQDA management issues, were not 

asked back.   

 

Letting the students, or more accurately, student evaluations dictate instructors and 

course content is a common phenomenon in many corporate HR training programs. We call it 

“playing to the student evaluations.” Many HR training managers get overly concerned with 

student evaluations.  In their quest to seek universal course acceptance, they are willing to forego 

presentations that are difficult to understand or by their nature, more difficult to present, for 

those that receive high student evaluations.  Often internal corporate staffs lack the speaking 

skills (and jokes) that professional educators have, but nevertheless, such individuals more than 

make-up for this shortfall with their internal job credibility and the experience they bring to the 

classroom.  We believe that a worthwhile education experience for executives must combine the 

knowledge of professional educators and practitioners.   

 

Unfortunately, the changes described above to SES management were not 

institutionalized.  After the departure of DUSA Kelly, SES management was transferred back to 

the Assistant Secretary of the Army for Manpower and Reserve Affairs - ASA(M&RA).  Future 

SES executive education has been substantially scaled down.  What went wrong to cause the 

Army to unravel all of the talent pool management changes implemented by SA Harvey? 
 

Lesson (1): Institutionalizing change requires ñbuy-inò by an organizationôs senior 
leadership. There was never any true ñbuy-inò by the Armyôs senior civilian leadership.  As 
long as SA Harvey and DUSA Kelly remained in office, the new program flourished.  Other 
senior civilians, however, deeply disagreed with the changes introduced to the SES 
management system.  In all likelihood, this disagreement can be tied directly to the mobility 
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aspects of the new system.  Some senior SES personnel did not support changes in roles 
as part of their continuing career development process.  With the change in Administration, 
the antibodies took advantage of the transition and were able to overturn the process 
changes made to date.   
 

Lesson learned (1a): Executive development requires that individuals gain the right job 
experiences at successive organizational layers, as shown in Figure1.  In todayôs up- 
tempo environment, the demand for General Officers in warfighting positions has 
mushroomed.  Consequently, many SES executives have been called upon to fill 
positions historically occupied by General Officers.  These new positions place a greater 
demand on SESs to be more broadly developed than was true in the past.  Thus, 
mobility and varied job assignments must become the new standard for SES executives.  
 
Lesson learned (1b): Achieving lasting cultural change often takes much more time 
than anticipated. The gap created with changing Administrations needs to be bridged in 
order to bring about lasting cultural change. The permanent senior leadership should 
have been brought on board to ensure support for the new process.  Their concerns and 
input should have been taken under advisement to facilitate their buy-in and bring about 
permanent cultural change.  This follow-on step to achieve buy-in did not happen.  

 
Lesson (2): Curriculum development for executive education must not fall into the ñplaying 
to the students trapò where course content is driven solely by student evaluations. It must be 
recognized that sometimes students need to hear a message that isnôt presented in an 
entertaining way é that may not apply to their current job é that links back to broader, 
current HQDA issues.  Additionally, guest speakers are not always as polished as 
professional educators. This does not mean, however, that their message is not equally 
important.  For example, if a CEO is willing to spend time in discussions with students, then 
such discussions should take place irrespective of the quality of the CEOôs presentation 
and/or speaking skills.  Or if the presenter is from the Army or DoD and lacks all of the polish 
of the academic faculty, but delivers a relevant message, s/he should not be summarily 
eliminated from the program. 
 
Lesson (3): By and large, the curriculum presented at UNC was well received by the Army 
SES population.  Under SA Harveyôs guidance, the curriculum generally corresponded with 
executive level work requirements as spelled out in General Order #00. Enterprise thinking 
was reinforced by assigning students enterprise-related projects with real Army issues, and 
subsequently having them brief their recommendations to senior Army executives.  
Unfortunately, senior civilian leadership support was not as strong as it should have been 
given the importance of this program to the SES corps.   
 
Lesson (4): Universities with solid business programs are uniquely postured to provide 
relevant educational experiences at the executive level.  Most faculties at these institutions 
have garnered extensive consulting experience in ñreal worldò businesses.  To the extent 
that this consulting experience matches work requirements at the executive level, a given 
faculty member is likely to be well suited to teach in a particular course.  The real strength in 
an executive development program, however, comes when a practicing senior executive is 
able to address how he/she has applied the concepts just presented by the faculty member 
in a real world situation.  For example, in the human capital management area, the 
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academic discussion of strategy formulation would be followed by how a practitioner actually 
formulated strategy in the studentsô environment.  In the Army, for example, this would mean 
the Armyôs Chief Personnel Officer describing the on-going strategy for effectively dealing 
with soldier/ family stress issues, or Post Traumatic Stress Syndrome, or suicides, etc.  
Unfortunately, there were no relevant application sessions presented by senior Army 
leaders in the UNC course.  This represented a missed opportunity; future Army SES 
executive education programs should parallel faculty presentations with those from Army 
practitioners.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 For more information about this subject, or any other white paper, please visit us on our website at: 

www.organizational.com or send us an email to odi@organizational.com 

 


