
PRESIDENT’S FORUM

Some Reflections on Innovation, Problem Solving, and Original

Research

WE RECENTLY HAD VISITS from the Chief of Naval Operations

(CNO) and General James Mattis (Commander, U.S. Joint Forces

Command) to Newport. CNO likes to talk about the advantages of students hav-

ing “unstructured” time to think while at the Naval War College. Granted, there

are courses, research, conferences, and the like constantly in progress, so it’s not

completely unstructured. That said, a famous scholar of the Middle Ages, Joseph

Strayer of Princeton, liked to critique his students’ work as needing more “look-

ing out the window” time.1 Having in mind the million-dollar view out the win-

dows in Newport, rain or shine, it is the idea of taking this time to think about

our profession and problems that I’d like to talk about. In his recent remarks

General Mattis made the point that we always need to know “what problem

we’re trying to solve”—good guidance for a place like Newport.

If you read the books Plan Orange or Agents of Innovation, you will find that

in the period leading up to the Second World War there was a relatively simple

process by which the fleet and the Navy’s leadership could use the intellectual

capital of the Naval War College to look at issues of importance to the Navy and

Marine Corps.2 The results took the form, for example, of “Naval War College

Suggestions” to the General Board (naval leadership and senior action group,

which lasted for just over fifty years and was disestablished in 1951). Gaming

done in Newport was predominantly tactical, but it also involved campaign

planning, trying to resolve issues that were considered problems for the Navy.

This was not just a matter of the introduction of new technologies, like naval

aviation, but of attempts to overcome the nonfortification clause of the Wash-

ington Naval Treaty, to study logistics, and to conceptualize the network of bases

that would be needed to conduct operations over vast distances. Resolving that
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latter issue led to thinking about the scale of operations needed to capture and

hold the many islands that would have to be taken in the coming war with Japan.

Another good example is the story of Naval War College faculty member Cap-

tain Joseph Mason Reeves, who as head of the Tactics Department at the height

of the controversy over battleship vulnerability in 1925 convincingly showed the

General Board that naval aviation would undoubtedly influence the outcome of

future sea battles.3 Later, in 1929, as the Navy’s first qualified aviator to become a

flag officer, Reeves participated in Fleet Problem IX, in which he “attacked” the

Panama Canal, showing in practice how to use this new capability for offense

and demonstrating that aviation could do far more than scout for the

battleships.

My point is that though the Goldwater-Nichols Defense Reorganization Act

of 1986 made the fight much more joint, and for good reason, there are still na-

val problems to solve. Here in Newport we are chartered to put intellectual effort

into looking for the solutions to these and other problems. Frustration breeds

innovation. To paraphrase John Boyd, “machines don’t fight wars, people do.

And they use their minds.”

It’s the “using our minds” piece that has my attention—and trying to answer

the “why” questions with a huge dose of intellectual honesty.

Sitting in my office last week, I was listening to a recording made in 1962, now

transferred to a CD, of a talk Admiral Chester Nimitz gave here at the College. I

had never heard Nimitz’s voice. He said that his preparation in Newport had given

him the intellectual wherewithal to consider the scale of operations that would

have to be accomplished in a Pacific campaign. When the time came, he already

had an idea what it would mean—for instance, he needed to expand the Navy’s of-

ficer corps by a “factor of fifteen.”That’s a huge impact. (Remember, Nimitz estab-

lished one of the first six Naval Reserve Officer Training Corps units, at the

University of California at Berkeley.) He went on to say that during the war he

hardly had to look at a map, as he had become familiar with the Pacific islands and

atolls during his studies in Newport in 1923, which had forced him for the first

time to consider the logistics of such a massive Pacific naval campaign.

The other aspect of the College, besides a top-flight education afforded by a

distinguished faculty and unstructured time to think, is original research, which

normally goes to the heart of “why” questions. We have that going on here in a

variety of areas. We have faculty experts in both the teaching and research ranks,

as you can see from the lineup of articles in this issue of the Naval War College

Review: “Chinese Missile Strategy,” “Maritime Information-Sharing Strategy,”

and work on tactics. There are also studies in progress on small wars, nuclear

weapons in North Korea, international law and operations in exclusive eco-

nomic zones, and a variety of work concerning South Asia, cyber issues, com-

mand and control, outer space, and ballistic-missile defense. There is no staff of



“action officers” here, only a dedicated and distinguished faculty doing work

that—at least from where I sit—matters. They examine regional issues across

the world, working to help fleet commanders, combatant commanders, and

CNO to address some current “wicked hard” issues and to anticipate future is-

sues. The other part of this original research is student/faculty research done by

the Halsey Groups, which work on operational and regional problems, as well as

the Mahan Group, which works deterrence issues.

There is also the College of Operational and Strategic Leadership (COSL),

specializing in leadership and officer-development issues and overseeing the

Stockdale Group students. Its faculty is currently combing through three years

of original research for conclusions we might draw about how to educate and

develop our future leaders. COSL recently produced a very interesting ethics

conference and is conducting award-winning research on “Capabilities-Based

Competencies Assessment,” which could offer new ways to figure out how the

Navy should man, train, and equip itself.4 It’s an attempt to think in new ways

about how to get the right people into the right jobs in an organization as huge

as the U.S. Navy. We are working closely with the fleet on that, starting with what

type of people is needed in the Maritime Operations Centers. We’re teaming

with several organizations and will shortly be asking the numbered-fleet com-

manders questions about what kinds of folks they want and need to do their

work and how the system can respond to the demand. You get the picture.

This research is solid, and some of it is being done only here in Newport,

though we often work in close partnership with other parts of the Navy to ensure

we’re connected and not off in some “ivory tower”—one of the reasons we had a

small team at Carnegie Mellon in early April, for example. We’re simply looking

for the best ideas and trying to attract the best talent to come to Newport to help

us work on them, whether in uniform or civilian—we just want the best.

The final example is war gaming, which, in the United States, originated in

Newport and now comes in a variety of sizes and shapes. A lot of this work feeds

into research going on in other places or can spin off into new research efforts.

This work merits a slot in a future “President’s Forum.” For example, as this goes

to press we are in Colombia for a regional seminar, with officers from a dozen

countries, gaming scenarios for maritime domain awareness. So a combination

of teaching faculty, research faculty, and students makes up the intellectual capi-

tal we’re trying to get to the right places, whether in the Navy bureaus or in the

fleet. It’s a pretty interesting institution to be a part of, especially now.

A former President of the College, Admiral Stansfield Turner, once correctly

said, “Scholarship for its own sake is of no interest to us.” We are interested in

how research can influence policy, influence our decision making, and generally

improve how the naval services work to serve the nation. So I see one of my main
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duties as helping get the best of our intellectual efforts in front of the right folks

and bringing them to bear in the right places in our own institutions, where they

can do some good. No one up here in Newport thinks we have all the answers,

but it’s progress to be asking the right questions and then at least trying to get the

results to where they might actually make a difference. We are, after all, engaged

in the longest conflict in our history, and we owe CNO, the Navy, and the nation

our best efforts—anything less, and we might as well pack up and go home.

There are times I feel a real sense of urgency about getting to the right answers

quickly, and that is the nature of things sometimes in our nation’s capital, where

they must live with the twenty-four-hour news cycle. But the history of the Na-

val War College is not about quick, snappy answers; it’s about doing the work.

It’s almost a biological process, like not expecting to eat popcorn the day after

planting the seeds. War and its prevention are among the most complex activi-

ties we human beings take on. Here in Newport we are trying our best to get our

thinking as right as we can. It’s about gaining insights—sometimes inexact, even

vague, and only after painstaking analysis and gaming, followed by synthesis,

sometimes over a period of years; getting the Navy leadership to accept or reject

the research, after iterative experimentation and testing; writing up the lessons

to inform doctrine; and then building on the lessons, year after year.

The composer Benjamin Britten once said, “Composing is like driving down

a foggy road toward a house. Slowly you see more details of the house—the color

of the slates and bricks, the shape of the windows. The notes are the bricks and

the mortar of the house.” I think this is a fitting metaphor, one that aptly de-

scribes, in part, the nature of our work at the Naval War College. Our record, as a

nation, of predicting the future is not great; we are often in the fog, often get

things really wrong, and sometimes we miss indicators that are obvious in

hindsight.

That doesn’t mean we should give up trying to peer into the fog and darkness

to see the way ahead—the work is too important—but it does mean that here in

Newport, as we enter the second decade of the twenty-first century, we should

always be prepared for surprises, that we should be thinking continually about

what the people who have to make the tough decisions for the Navy of the future

will need to do business.

JAMES P. WISECUP

Rear Admiral, U.S. Navy
President, Naval War College

1 2 N A V A L W A R C O L L E G E R E V I E W



N O T E S

1. Norman F. Cantor, Inventing the Middle Ages:
The Lives, Works, and Ideas of the Great
Medievalists of the Twentieth Century (New
York: William Morrow, 1991).

2. Edward S. Miller, War Plan Orange: The U.S.
Strategy to Defeat Japan, 1897–1945 (Annapo-
lis, Md.: Naval Institute Press, 1991); John T.
Kuehn, Agents of Innovation: The General
Board and the Design of the Fleet That De-
feated the Japanese Navy (Annapolis, Md.:
Naval Institute Press, 2008).

3. Thomas Wildenberg, Admiral Joseph Mason
Reeves and the Origins of Carrier Airpower
(Washington, D.C.: Brassey’s, 2003), p. 118.

4. Richard Suttie, “Linking Education to Capa-
bilities,” U.S. Naval Institute Proceedings 135
(April 2009), pp. 20–24. For the ethics con-
ference see www.usnwc.edu/Events/Ethics
-Conference-2010.aspx.

P R E S I D E N T ’ S F O R U M 1 3



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /CMYK
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<

    /BGR <>
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /CZE <>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /ETI <>
    /FRA <>
    /GRE <>

    /HRV (Za stvaranje Adobe PDF dokumenata najpogodnijih za visokokvalitetni ispis prije tiskanja koristite ove postavke.  Stvoreni PDF dokumenti mogu se otvoriti Acrobat i Adobe Reader 5.0 i kasnijim verzijama.)
    /HUN <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /LTH <>
    /LVI <>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /POL <>
    /PTB <>
    /RUM <>
    /RUS <>
    /SKY <>
    /SLV <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /TUR <>
    /UKR <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for high-quality prepress printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice




