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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
In February 2015, BENS was approached by the Chief of Naval Operations Admiral 
Jon Greenert to assist with the Navy’s efforts to assess and adjust its human resources 
enterprise. Our ensuing collaboration consisted of 14 separate engagements with Navy 
counterparts, which involved over 40 Members and Friends of BENS—including 13 Board 
Members—and resulted in 21 actionable recommendations for improvement to the 
Navy’s talent management processes.

The private sector has been evolving its talent management practices at a near revolution-
ary rate and many lessons learned are of value to the Navy. In this, BENS leadership and 
Members perceived both an opportunity and necessity to serve as a valuable partner in 
support of the Navy’s reform efforts. The Navy’s effort was spearheaded by the Chief of 
Naval Personnel, Vice Admiral Bill Moran, while the Member Champions were Tosh Bar-
ron and Raphael Benaroya. Our ultimate success was the result of doing what BENS does 
best—connecting Members with our government partners, and we were fortunate to have 
such a great team established. In addition to offering 21 actionable recommendations, our 
members also provided 11 examples of best-in-practice performance evaluation models. 

The Navy and wider Department of Defense are subsequently moving out on a number 
of reforms, many of which directly relate to a BENS suggestion. For example, through 
the course of our engagements our Members have recommended a move away from a 
lock-step tenure based system. By eventually recommending a legislative modification to 
the current up-or-out system of promotion, the Department seeks to do just that.  Simi-
larly, our Members have encouraged the establishment of systems of decision inclusion 
that would allow servicemembers to have greater agency over their own careers.  Once 
again, the Department appears to be following our advice by encouraging innovative 
approaches to the way individual servicemembers participate in the assignments process 
(both physical and virtual), as well as promoting greater imagination regarding what a 
“correct” career path looks like.

Leading and realizing change as bold as that proposed is difficult, and while the formal 
project will be placed into maintenance mode for 2016, BENS’ work with the Navy may 
continue along two fronts. First, we are poised to provide advice and counsel to senior 
leaders within both the Navy and Office of the Undersecretary of Defense for Personnel 
and Readiness in order to assist with implementation. Second, with our Members we will 
do what is appropriate to influence external conditions necessary for the most prudent of 
the suggestions to be adopted.
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INTRODUCTION
The Motivation
Effective talent management practices are key to organizational success.  Without an 
appropriately motivated, dedicated, and capable workforce, it is unlikely that an orga-
nization will obtain the objectives set for itself.  Organizational objectives often adjust 
over time and characteristics of the talent pool prove largely generational. So the ways 
in which talent is selected, trained, educated, and rewarded should be modified to meet 
the needs of both the organization and individual.

The U.S. Military faces unique and pressing talent 
management challenges beginning with those associ-
ated with initial entry—or the Recruit, Screen, Assess, 
and Select (RSAS) process—whereby according to a 
well-reported study by Mission: Readiness, more than 
70 percent of 17- to 24-year olds in the U.S. cannot 
serve in the military, primarily because they are too 
poorly educated, too overweight, or have a serious 
criminal record.  Once joined, the cognitive demands 
on the individual warfighter have grown in the context 
of modern battle and technological advances.  This 
places a strain on the ability of Services to appropri-
ately recruit, train, and educate their members.   

Issues such as military compensation and entitlement 
reforms are being examined; however, these examina-
tions have had the tendency to focus on affordability, 

sustainability, and civilian parity.  Data from such reviews can be extrapolated in a limited 
fashion to areas of workforce recruitment and retention, but do not lend themselves to 
answering the dual questions of 1) are the Services getting the best people they need at 
all ranks and levels of seniority, and 2) what practices can be implemented to best opti-
mize the available workforce?

Talent is a competitive advantage.  Shortage results in operational risk and maintaining 
the status quo has a cost. Different generational demographics have different experiences 
requiring adaptation of personnel policies to maximize both the attraction and the reten-
tion of high quality individuals. To remain competitive, it has been suggested the Services 
review private sector best practices and consider how these processes may better inform 
their approach to recruiting, training and career management processes.

Future trends in the labor 

marketplace, technologies, 

and generational  

expectations point towards  

a possible strategic talent 

deficit, especially amongst 

those with the propensity  

for military service.
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Future trends in the labor marketplace, technologies, and generational expectations point 
towards a possible strategic talent deficit, especially amongst those with the propensity 
for military service.  The Navy is modernizing its personnel and learning systems in order 
to better attract talented Americans to serve, help more reach their fullest potential, and 
inspire the best to stay by means of a latticework of options.  Envisioning greater choice, 
flexibility, decentralized authority, and transparency, the Navy finds that its talent manage-
ment goals are inhibited by a predictable external and internal resistance to change.  

Much of the talk of the national security community in January of 2015 surrounded the 
impending release of the Congressionally-mandated Military Compensation and Retire-
ment Modernization Commission’s (MCRMC) findings.  That discussion, in turn, centered 
on a question of the types and amounts of benefits required to recruit and retain personnel 
in sufficient numbers to sustain the All Volunteer Force (AVF).  In that conversation, as is the 
case in most discussions regarding talent management principles, the purpose of efforts is 
misidentified.  Department of Defense benefits packages and talent management practices 
are not about maintaining end strength—they are intended to ensure the most capable 
workforce is on hand to win wars.

At an event earlier this year, both Deputy Secretary of Defense Bob Work and Supreme 
Allied Commander Transformation, General Jean-Paul Paloméros, emphasized the im-
portance of talent management as NATO militaries evolve.  While discussing the Defense 
Innovation Initiative and so-called Third Offset Strategy, both of these influential individu-
als stressed the imperative of quality leadership development programs in an environment 
in which the technological edge of member states over potential adversaries is slowly 
eroding.  With all material things being equal, the quality warfighter becomes a true criti-
cal requirement for battlefield victory. 

Evolved and improved talent management practices within the uniformed services, of 
which leadership development is but a single component, are prudent war-winning ac-
tions.  To see them as less can be perceived as being disingenuous at best and, at worst, 
counterproductive.
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DISCUSSION
After initial meetings between executive leadership within the 
Navy and BENS Members, the following process was designed 
and subsequently executed:

PROJECT MISSION:  BENS and the Chief of Naval Personnel partner to set external con-
ditions for the Navy—and subsequently other Services—to enact meaningful reform to their 
talent management practices consistent with the lessons learned from private enterprise. 

PROJECT SCHEME:  The project was accomplished in a federated manner with central-
ized leadership and support from BENS (Members and staff respectively), as well as the 
Navy.  Participants and partners were afforded the opportunity to team within one or more 
task groups for the purpose of identifying limiting structures, behaviors, and cultures.  Each 
task group began with a roundtable discussion between BENS Members and Navy partners 
to define expectation and detailed way ahead.  The project took place over four phases:

TASK Group 1
Structures

TASK Group 2
Behaviors

TASK Group 3
Cultures

Phase I
Scope

Phase II
Analysis

Phase III
Wargame

Phase IV
Assess

O/A 1 Aug O/A 15 Sep O/A 1 Nov

Leadership &
 Staff Support

Roundtable
23 Jun

Roundtable
25 Jun

Roundtable
1 Jul
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Task Group Resposibilities 
Each individual Task Group was assigned supporting intermediate objectives as follows:

Task Group 1: Disrupt Limiting Structures
Purpose:  To empower the individual Sailor, and the Service, through better IT and cut-
ting edge data applications.  BENS and the Navy will:

• Examine current IT systems and practices (software) and make recommendations 
with the objective of 1) better measure the quality of the workforce, and 2) better 
match individual talents with stated requirements of positions.

• Red-cell current IT modernization effort and make recommendations for change 
with the objective of better managing pay and personnel transactions, planning, 
and forecasting.

Phase IV: Assess
(O/A 1 Nov-TBD). Following the 

  wargaming phase, a period of assess-
ment has commenced during which 
BENS Members and Navy partners will 
determine adjustments to the approach 
and necessary, appropriate continuing 
actions (if any).  The desired endstate 
for this phase is to have reached a basic 
decision regarding the continuation of 
the project and, if it is to continue in 
some form, what is to be accomplished 
going forward.

Phase I: Scope
(O/A 1 Feb-O/A 1 Aug).  This phase 
was comprised of those activities 
designed toward BENS Members and 
Navy partners coming to agreement 
on the nature of the problem and ways 
in which BENS Members could sup-
port individually or collectively.  The 
desired endstate of this phase was for 
each group to have agreed upon the 
intermediate tasks, assigned responsibil-
ity for completion, and have generally 
agreed to a collab-orative task 
group method.

Phase II: Analysis 
(O/A 1 Aug-O/A 15 Sep).  BENS 
Members and Navy partners used this 
period of time to develop and conduct 
engagements and activities to deliver 
upon the tasks agreed upon in the pre-
vious phase.  The desired endstate of 
this phase was for each group to pre-
pare for consideration content-relevant 
findings and recommendations.

Phase III: Wargame
(O/A 15 Sep-O/A 1 Nov).  During 
this phase, BENS Members and Navy 
partners tested the findings and recom-
mendations developed.  Assessments 
and materials developed were shared 
with a wider audience (internal and ex-
ternal to the Navy) to determine efficacy 
and applicability.  The desired endstate 
for this phase was to have developed a 
number of refined, actionable sugges-
tions for Navy consideration.

The
Process
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• Examine the potential of an improved, authoritative data environment and make 
recommendations designed toward improved assessment of individual potential.

Task Group 2: Disrupt Limiting Behaviors
Purpose: To build the business case for the institutional and individual adoption of flex-
ible career paths.  BENS and the Navy will:

• From business experience, identify “high-payoff” career alternatives that not only 
better match the expectations of the millennial generation, but better meet the 
needs of an evolved organization that allows for individual forgiveness.

• Examine legacy means by which the Navy develops and assesses leadership at-
tributes of the individual Sailor and, applying the concept of decision inclusion, 
illustrate the positive potential of an empowered workforce able to largely curate 
their own careers.

Task Group 3: Disrupt Limiting Cultures
Purpose:  To motivate change through awareness and influence.  BENS and the Navy will:

• Identify impediments—law, policy, and practice—to proposed implementation and 
make specific recommendations to overcome.

• Examine the current organizational culture and make recommendations for the 
achievement of greater diversity.

• Create and execute a communications plan designed to educate internal and exter-
nal audiences of the value of innovative talent management practices in the context 
of the Third Offset Strategy.

The Suggestions
DISRUPTING LIMITING STRUCTURES: Project participants and Navy partners were in 
quick agreement regarding the need for a comprehensive structural overhaul for the pur-
poses of improving the mechanisms by which talent management practices are conducted.  
It was suggested and accepted that the current data points used to evaluate talent and per-
formance are unnecessarily limited.  The means by which the individual Sailor is afforded 
the opportunity to influence their own career is similarly limited. Communication tends to 
be infrequent, inconsistent, and conducted in an environment of limited awareness.

BENS Members subsequently suggested the need for information technology systems and 
interfaces that capture and analyze data available, as well as the creation of a commu-
nications framework that supports a collaborative—as opposed to an often adversarial—
approach to talent management.
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DISRUPTING LIMITING BEHAVIORS: The Navy creates world-class leaders, but there 
is always room for improvement.  Through the course of our engagements it was found 
that the early identification of talent could be improved, as well as the way in which indi-
viduals are evaluated over the entire course of their sea service career.

The Navy has accepted the suggestions of BENS Members to encourage behaviors that 
cultivate talent once it is identified in the junior ranks.  For example, by allowing promis-
ing Sailors to assume positions of increased responsibility on an interim basis to encour-
age and assess superior performance.  Similarly, there is value to providing young top 
performers with access to senior service leaders who, in turn, can provide mentorship and 
sponsorship.

The way in which performance evaluations are conducted for all Sailors, regardless 
of tenure, has been suggested as an area for improvement.  Evaluations are ill-suited 
for the talent age that 1) are based upon universal qualities regardless of functional 
responsibility, 2) are infrequent, or 3) are inflated or overly positive.  The Navy is subse-
quently examining industry best practice to determine where specific modification to the 
current performance evaluation system is appropriate.

DISRUPTING LIMITING CULTURES: Significant change is hard and often generation-
al.  To be accomplished, however, anachronistic cultural attributes demand modification.  
BENS Members identified and suggested a more focused emphasis on the traits it values 
in individual Sailors, encouraged dedicated efforts to take advantage of the full talent 
pool available and set the conditions for successful change.

Suggestions include creating individualized evaluation criteria based upon job assignment 
knowing that some professional traits are more valuable than others depending on billet.  
The submarine community provides a model in this regard as it evaluates supplemental 
material important to their occupational field, in addition to the Service standard reflected 
in the baseline fitness report.  The example of industry also led to suggestions designed 
to assist the Navy achieve its goals of increased diversity.  Transparency and flexibility not 
only promotes diversity, but also represent organizational qualities necessary to achieve 
substantive cultural change.
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CONCLUSION
The Potential Way Ahead
The following proposal has been offered as a potential way ahead in the relationship 
between BENS and the Navy with regards to talent management:

ISSUE: The Navy has embarked on an ambitious effort to modern-
ize its personnel management enterprise to be more consistent with 
modern demands. Proposed reforms to practice, policy, and law are 
significant in both scope and scale. In undertaking such a bold and 
subsequently large endeavor, concern exists regarding the establish-
ment of an adequate governance structure. 

PROPOSAL: BENS stands ready to provide an integral component 
of the Navy’s wider talent management reform governance struc-
ture. BENS proposes to do this by sponsoring an Advisory Council 
consisting of Members for the purpose of providing external coun-
sel and assisting with the prioritization of efforts. The vision of the 
Council is as a chartered, standing body that meets periodically, in 
person, and on an agreed upon timetable with the Chief of Naval 
Personnel and his senior staff. 

TIMELINE: Proposed 6 months from mutually agreed to start date:
 – Month 1: Form expert panel and develop assessment plan.

 – Month 2: Conduct discovery; hold initial meeting with Panel 
and senior Navy leadership.

 – Quarterly thereafter:  Hold meetings in Washington, DC 
to review progress or otherwise provide specific counsel as 
requested by the Chief of Naval Personnel.

DISTINCT BENS NICHE: BENS Members have extensive mana-
gerial experience in matters associated with human resource capi-
talization and change management that could be applied to the 
Navy’s efforts. The establishment of an Advisory Council is a natural 
follow-on to our collaboration on the topic throughout 2015.
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APPENDIX A:
Implementation Status of BENS Recommendations

KEY

The issue has been acknowledged and implementation is underway.

The issue is under consideration and implementation is pending.

The issue has been acknowledged but there is no movement toward 
implementation.
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APPENDIX A (cont’d)
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APPENDIX A (cont’d)
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APPENDIX B: 
The Engagements

There were a total of 14 engagements conducted over the course of the project in addi-
tion to hours of one-on-one counsel.  The separate and distinct engagements were:

20 February 2015.   Initial Executive Session; Washington, DC

13 March 2015.   Staff Coordination Session; Washington, DC

17 April 2015.   Follow-On Executive Teleconference 

19 May 2015.   Hoover Institution Roundtable; Palo Alto, CA

26 May 2015.   General Schwartz—Vice Admiral Moran Meeting;  
Arlington, VA

23 June 2015.   Task Group 1 (Structures) Roundtable; Washington, DC

25 June 2015.   Task Group 2 (Behaviors) Roundtable; Washington, DC

26 June 2015.   Undersecretary of Defense (Personnel & Readiness)  
Office Call; Arlington, VA

1 July 2015.    Task Group 3 (Cultures) Roundtable; Washington, DC

24 July 2015.    Undersecretary of Defense (Personnel & Readiness)  
Small Group; Washington, DC

25 August 2015.   USAA Information Technology Site Visit; San Antonio, TX

27 August 2015.   1st Marine Division Roundtable; Camp Pendleton, CA

29 October 2015.   USAA Performance Evaluation/Talent Management  
Site Visit; San Antonio, TX

29 October 2015.   Navy Personnel Command Site Visit; Millington, TN
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