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	Executive Summary


CNN is a worldwide organization dependent upon the innovation of its employees for its success.  The work culture demands quick thinking, precise judgment, and utter dedication to the news business.  It is this work culture, and not any technological or business advantage, that is the compelling strength of the company.  It is this “innovation culture” in part which keeps good employees at CNN, where this white collar work force is paid blue collar salaries.  Employees stay on because they can make a difference.    

CNN developed its culture by creating the climate that encourages employees at all levels to innovate.  People are given an area of responsibility and expected to grow it, make it better, even reinvent it if necessary.  Management understands that people need elbow room to experiment, and the opportunity to make mistakes.  Of course there are parameters, but management leaves plenty of room to take risks.  At CNN, good ideas are “king.”

CNN uses the internet as a tool for sharing good ideas quickly, for making decisions, and for many other functions. The use of the internet is a combat multiplier for CNN.  The work environment is essentially paperless; the time saved and productivity increased is impressive.  Even more impressive is the collaborative decision-making process made possible by paperless communications and leaders who value good ideas from everyone, regardless of rank or position.

In order to take advantage of the information revolution, this is the sort of work culture we need to foster in the DoD’s uniformed and civilian ranks.  We must tap into the collective brainpower of the force in order to uproot obsolete processes and reinvent industrial-age organizations.  We must also greatly expand our use of the internet. 

These initiatives require a revolutionary change in the culture of the DoD work force.  Instead of merely maintaining areas of responsibility, leaders must grow or reinvent them.  Instead of surviving, leaders must take risks.  Our work force must be encouraged to improve processes and systems—how can we do it better?  Further, everyone must become comfortable with electrons replacing paper, telephone calls, and visits.  Even more significant, information technologies should change the way we make decisions.  A change of this magnitude in our culture cannot happen quickly; it is a complex process requiring that the Secretary of Defense gain consensus among the leadership, lead by example, educate the force, and initiate institutional rewards to encourage the new behavior. 

However, the payoffs will be worth the effort.  Once we replace maintaining the status quo with invention, new ideas will revolutionize our organization.  Once employees recognize that they  can make a difference, the revolution will gather momentum and morale will soar.  We don’t need new technology to effect this change.  Instead, we need people empowered to implement good ideas with existing technology.

If we make good ideas “king,” and harness the potential of the internet, we can take advantage of the information age.  If we maintain the status quo, we will miss the opportunity to improve the entire defense team on a scale of quantum proportions.

�

Introduction

Shortly before the Gulf War began, Tom Peters visited The Cable News Network.  What he saw was indeed remarkable—informal, timely yet centralized decision-making under stress in an uncertain environment.  Hallway meetings among executives laid out the problem of the hour or half hour or whenever and resolved it.  Decisions about what to air next were made rapidly in the control room, where the producer had to choose quickly from of an array of dramatic options.  In Peter’s words, at CNN he witnessed “absolute chaos in the midst of ambiguity, done to perfection.”

The video he made as a result of that visit is entitled “Speed is Life,” and if CNN had a motto, that would be it.  Speed is a way of life here.   As one vice-president said, “If you don’t answer your email around here within about 10 minutes, you are considered delinquent.”  Speed is necessarily the common denominator at a 24-hour a day news station.  By contrast, at a station providing regular nightly news, or at a newspaper, the leaders may have 12 hours to decide what must be decided here in minutes.  Whatever the operation—committing resources to cover a story, deciding what is news and what is not, interrupting a broadcast with live satellite feed—it must all be done with care, logic and ...  speed.  

But speedy processes are only one aspect of CNN’s success as a news organization.  It is a core competency for all who work here, but ultimately it is only one of many.  There is much more to CNN than “Speed is Life.”

The purpose of this paper is to describe some elements of CNN’s success and suggest potential applications to organizations and processes in the Department of Defense. To provide some context, the paper first provides an overview of CNN.  Then the paper addresses selected organizational and operational observations of CNN; as appropriate, CNN business aspects are further developed to explore their potential application to the milieu of the DoD.  Finally, the paper will conclude with suggestions for the future administration of the Secretary of Defense Corporate Fellowship Program.�

CNN Overview

 CNN is a mega-news giant consisting of nine networks:  CNN, Headline News, CNN International, CNN Interactive (consisting of three web sites:  CNN.com; CNNfn.com; and AllPolitics.com, a site operated in conjunction with Time magazine), CNNfn (Financial Network), CNNSI (CNN-Sports Illustrated), CNN en Español,  and CNN Airport.  Add to that CNN Radio, and CNN Radio Noticias (a Spanish language network), broadcasting on over 600 affiliated stations, and CNN’s composition is complete—for now.  International expansion continues.  The company is around 3300 strong, with about 2200 in Atlanta and the remainder in 32 bureaus worldwide. 

In order to provide an overview of CNN, some historical context is in order.  CNN debuted in 1980 as the world’s first 24-hour news station.  Its maturity has occurred in three overlapping phases.  The first phase of growth was centered around providing news to cable homes in the US.  That era of growth peaked in 1990, when 98% of US homes with cable received the CNN channel.  Remarkably, when domestic business was just beginning to grow, CNN launched into its second phase of expansion:  the overseas market.  Starting with a lucrative deal with Japanese TV stations in 1982, CNN’s world-wide audience began to grow.  With the launch of CNN International in 1985, that audience increased exponentially, from five million homes in 1990 to 110 million in 1996.  The market outside the US continues to grow today.  CNN en Español began broadcasting in March of 1997, reaching millions of Latin Americans.  At its inception, this new network made cable history reaching four million homes its first day, and this out of a total available market of 10 million.  While the domestic market is saturated with 90 million homes tuned in to CNN, the international market, at 130 million in May 1997, continues to expand.

The third phase of growth is focused on niche markets and new technologies.  In 1995 CNNfn began operations in New York City, and in 1996, CNNSI began covering sports news 24 hours a day, headquartered in Atlanta.  Both networks are hugely successful, catering to specific or “niche” audiences.  In a macro sense, these ventures—and the others preceding them—have made CNN the global expert in starting news networks from scratch, a science CNN’s competitors have had the opportunity to practice much less frequently.  In the last two years CNN has launched four networks —CNNfn, CNN Interactive, CNNSI, and CNN en Español.

The second part of this phase of growth involves new information technologies, which have made non-traditional news venues possible.  The story of CNN Interactive is a study unto itself.  CNN recognized that the internet was not merely another medium, another conduit for the news distribution.  The internet was not television, not radio, not newsprint, but in many ways a combination of all three.  It was its own medium, and one that needed to be invented as it was developed.  In August, 1994, a few journalists were given the task of developing a web site, and funds and were incrementally allocated to expand the operation as its core members found themselves needing more help.  The goal was to construct  a site with the right mix of immediacy, depth of information, and interactivity with the customer—and all with the high quality people expect of the CNN brand name.  Remarkably, with no previous models to lean on, CNN sculpted a successful product within a year.  In August 1995, CNN Interactive introduced its news pages on the internet, visited weekly by about 200,000 customers; in the spring of 1997 the site was visited over 25 million times a week, far and away the most traffic of any news site on the web.



But the internet is only the beginning; related venues abound.  One example was CNN’s idea to bring news to users of pagers.  The idea quickly became a news service.  Teaming with Pagenet, CNN provides abbreviated news stories, updated every half-hour, to the pager company.  Pagenet then sends the news to its 800,000 users of pagers with text screens.  The result:  news on your hip you can check anytime, anywhere, and CNN helped make it happen. (See figure 1.)







�

Figure 1.  News on a pager.



Throughout the growth of the company certain economies of scale paid big dividends.  For example, CNN’s investment in establishing news bureaus worldwide (nine domestic and 23 international) gave CNN a news gathering reach that competitors could not match.  Another example of a prudent investment was the CNN affiliate program, wherein CNN trades news with over 1100 independently-owned TV and radio stations worldwide, further extending CNN’s news gathering capability.  Alliances with other news gathering organizations are also significant.  CNNSI, which teamed Sports Illustrated’s assets with CNN’s, is an obvious example.  And the Time-Warner merger has had the same result, teaming Time’s journalistic assets with CNN’s.  (For the decade prior to the merger, CNN had already worked with Time magazine, jointly announcing “Time Man of the Year.”)

Other economies of scale are less obvious, but no less valuable.  CNN has become adept at using satellite transponders, and in leasing satellite time.  CNN is currently the largest user of satellite communications in the private sector.

Always on the lookout for ways of doing things better, faster and cheaper, CNN has reinvented its field.  Most bureau chiefs, for example, aren’t just managers; they are also the correspondents we see on the TV.  It is a close military equivalent to the point man or forward observer who is also the commander.  This decision is not purely economical; it is also strategic, using instant communications technology to place the decision-maker at the point of the spear.  CNN is serious about innovation, and bold moves have paid off.  The company’s strategy is compelling, and is the next subject covered in this paper.�

Observations and Recommendations

Observations—CNN’s Corporate Strategy.  CNN’s strategy process was ultimately not the focus of research, because much of CNN’s strategy is informal, formulated in the minds of one or two senior leaders.  At 17 years, CNN is a relatively young company, and the vestiges of its entrepreneurial beginnings are evident.  As CNN transitions from a entrepreneurial model to a more stable, mature organization, more opportunity exists to study the strategy process.    

But there is some value in examining CNN’s strategy as a product.  To that end, there are some elements of applicability to the DoD.  Therefore, a discussion of CNN’s strategy is in order.

To understand CNN’s strategy, one must appreciate the landscape of the future that CNN’s leadership envisions.  New competitors are emerging, challenging CNN’s domination of the 24-hour news market.  Within recent years Fox News, MSNBC News, and other niche stations such as ESPN news, the weather and travel channels vie for market share.  In the internet arena, news groups abound to challenge CNN Interactive.

New technologies offer many possibilities, perhaps too many.  Most intriguing is the congruence of the internet and television.  Many at CNN believe that soon, perhaps within 5 years, there could be one information appliance in homes, a combination television, computer and telephone.  Further, the information supplied by this machine could be personalized, the customer choosing what news is “pushed” to him.  If the customer wants to keep abreast of state news, local weather, and the Dallas Cowboys, and naught else, so be it—news will be tailored to his desires.  What of the obstacles to such a notion?  Will the internet infrastructure support the speed, capacity and memory necessary for such traffic?  What international tariff and other governmental influence will cause information interference?  And most importantly, how will all that change the news business?

The problem is complex:   a wrong answer could send the company off course, a right answer could quickly turn out to be wrong with the development of a new technology, and worst of all, the questions might prove themselves irrelevant over time.  The future of information management is not only uncharted territory, but uncharted territory in upheaval, and planning a course is risky at best.  CNN’s approach seems to be to make its ultimate destination as transparent as possible, with the effect of making the unknown territory less looming, its obstacles less overwhelming.  The transparency of the strategy gives everyone at CNN a clear focus, as well as a common perspective when encountering the unknowns in the routes along the way.

The CNN Strategy in Terms of Ends, Ways, and Means.  One way of examining a strategy is by discussing its ends, ways and means.  By “ends,”  I mean the strategy’s ultimate goals.  That ultimate “end” could be what the organization is to accomplish, or where the organization is to be positioned at some point in the future, or both.  By “ways,” I mean the methods by which the organization will achieve its ends.  The ways are the company’s operational plan, its chosen routes to get to the objective on the horizon,  its blueprint for building the organization of the future.  By “means” I refer to the resources critical to the plan.  Means include the money, the workforce, the hardware and software—anything that will fuel the operational plan.

Ends.  Simply put, CNN’s ultimate goal is to be the principal supplier of news on the globe. Implied in this end are two related objectives:  (1) to gather the news globally, and (2) to report the news globally, in the dominant language of the region.  It is a clear, unambiguous goal that drives the company’s every move.  Moreover, it is also a statement that even the most junior employees can understand and support.  

Another element to this goal is cultural.  Broadcasting to a specific region in the dominant language is not enough; the perspective from which the news is reported must be a regional one as well.  It will not do to bring news to the Indian or Indonesian population from a US or even Western worldview.  Understanding and dealing with diversity is a necessary ingredient for CNN’s successful achievement of its goal.  CNN is ready to meet this challenge; diverse perspectives is a way of life at CNN.  And international expansion has already resulted in a diverse work culture.

Ways.  So how will CNN get to its ultimate objective as the world’s principal news supplier?  The ways, or methods, of the corporate strategy must be explored next.  Since the US cable market is saturated, exploiting international expansion is an obvious plan.  CNN already has a worldwide presence with its bureaus and international networks.  The question is, how to leverage that presence and experience to enlarge developing markets and engage new ones?

One approach is to draw on its brand equity to secure a market position.   CNN is known worldwide as a valued news source.  That reputation is invaluable, and is treasured by CNN like no other.  Necessarily, the brand can be used as a pass key, opening doors closed to others, getting a seat at the table because of what others expect the company will contribute.  

An example is the recent launch of CNN en Español.  The new network needed the support of advertisers in Central and South America as well as other regions of the world.  It needed governments to cooperate with the venture.  Most of all, CNN en Español needed subscribers to sign up for the service, people who have come to expect a certain quality of news from CNN and feel confident that they will see that quality on CNN en Español.  That CNN en Español launched with 40% of the market subscribers is a testament to the power of its brand name.

Brand equity is indeed a passkey, or wedge, to enter new markets, but the brand must also be protected in the process.  Protecting the brand, then, is another tenet in CNN’s plan.  Perceptions drive viewers to watch, or to change channels, and perceptions are fragile.  At all costs, CNN realizes that it must maintain its perceived position as a respected, relied-upon news supplier.  Brand protection is a constant concern, and new ventures attract a great deal of attention for that reason.

This was particularly evident, and challenging, in the invention of CNN Interactive.  It was a new medium, with the potential to combine television, radio, newsprint and interactivity into a powerful information tool.  The only problem was that no one had done it very well.  CNN had little to work with, and had to make it up along the way.  But the concern for brand protection was ever-present, and measures were emplaced to insure that the quality of the end product would maintain or enrich the image of CNN.  One way CNN made this happen was in the selection of the right people to start the venture, choosing trusted agents who understood the high editorial demands required of CNN news production.

But brand protection does not apply only to new ventures.  It is also evident in the production of each news story aired or placed on the web, in all nine networks.  It is an ongoing process of keeping products at the level of quality customers expect.

What exactly the brand stands for is yet another element of the strategy’s methodology.  At CNN, each news story or “package” must undergo an informal testing process before it goes to air.   The testing process starts with the story idea, originating from any number of sources, and follows the story through its maturity to the point of the broadcast.  This continuous litmus testing revolves around choices and a set of standards.  The choice:  what news is news?  The standards:  timelines, accuracy and balance.  There are other considerations to determine the value of a news story, but it is the interaction of “what is news” and the news standards which constitute the core rallying points.

What news is news?  This question goes to the heart of the news culture, and the process by which choices are made is a part of every news business, not just CNN.  There is no formula for successful news gathering.  It is a process which requires collaboration, a process which demands judgment tempered by years of experience in the news room.  The process was fascinating to watch, often becoming a  series of situational gut-checks.  (“Is this national news?”  asks the senior producer of her boss passing by.  He says nothing, just looking at her.  “I don’t think so,”  she says, answering her own question.  “This is local.  Nobody cares about this outside of the beltway.”  A thoughtful nod from her boss, and a choice has been made.)  Five to seven people collaborate the decisions shaping each story, each keeping the others on the right mental track.  

Outsiders have charged news organizations with advancing their own agendas, plotting to shape public opinion to their liking.  I saw no such corporate agenda at CNN.  On the contrary, I witnessed a consistent corporate effort to make the “right” decisions about what was news and what was not.  Of course there is bias; human beings with their own individual perspectives are part of the process.  But the corporate intent is to tell it like it is, not like leaders in CNN want it.  As a rule, executive producers do not come to work and say, “how can I advance my liberal or conservative or homosexual or whatever worldview today?”  Instead, they come to work and say, “What’s happening in the world and how can I best fill my 3 hours of news shows with the ‘right’ stuff?”      

News choices are made in concert with these news standards:  timeliness, accuracy and balance.  The dynamic interplay of these standards is worthy of discussion.     

Timeliness speaks for itself.  Getting the story to air first, besting the competition, is an ever-present desire.  Much of the organization is built around that corporate goal, and the sense of urgency that pervades the workplace personifies it.  The electricity that fills the air in the newsroom during breaking news is tangible.  With approximately 300 people touching a story as it is produced, no one wants to be the bottleneck, and there is little mercy if you are.  Decorum and polite rebukes are not the result if an employee is delinquent.  Moreover, this “need for speed” does not appear only during an exclusive or breaking story,  nor is it found only in the newsroom.  It an indelible part of the fabric of the workforce, found in CNN’s support agencies and administrative offices.  Speed is a corporate value internalized by nearly everyone here.



But speed normally yields right of way to accuracy, and for good reason.  Customers expect CNN to be right, not just fast.  CNN leadership will not hesitate to slam the brakes on a story that is questionable, even if that means another network “scoops” CNN.  Experience has justified this wisdom.  For example, when the TWA flight 800 disaster took place, another network hastily reported a related incident which proved counterfeit.  CNN had the same information, but delayed airing it (and ultimately dismissed it entirely) because of a lack of sufficient authenticity.

Accuracy pervades all they do here.  They want to get it right even if it is not the news.  Briefings and information are checked before dissemination.  It is just part of the culture, part of the notion that at CNN, employees want to protect the brand, and the brand is built on the notion that people depend on CNN all around the world to be correct.  No half-stories, not even if they are scooped by another network.  

There is obviously a trade-off between the two values of accuracy and timeliness.  The more time available, the more time to check the facts.  With less time, the pressure is on—the checks still occur, but collegial judgment replaces more tedious verification.  The best situation is when the standards of timeliness and accuracy work hand in hand,  the decision cycle for verifying information compressing in accordance with the urgency of the moment.   Ultimately, there is always a final arbiter for a 24-hour news network.  If CNN makes a mistake, the potential is there to correct that mistake in the next few minutes of air time.  Because such mistakes can be costly, perhaps weakening the brand, the best solution is to keep inaccuracies off the air.

If a story is accurate and timely, that is not enough—it must have a balanced perspective as well.  Journalists at CNN are well aware that on any one issue or event, people will have different views.  The familiar example of getting conflicting statements from witnesses viewing the same incident from the same location is pertinent.  The same is true of controversial issues like abortion or investigations of governmental malfeasance.  And the same is true of larger news arenas.  For example, in the 1996 the presidential race, CNN leadership thought it prudent to grant air time to Ross Perot, even though some competitors did not.  Balance is a way of getting at the essence of an issue. 

But balance also represents a kind of neutrality that is an operational necessity.  For CNN reporters to gain access and travel safely throughout international regions, they must be viewed by nations and cultures as neutral agents.  Fair reporting builds a brand name that opens doors (to other stories) and offers some protection for the reporter force.

How does CNN apply this mix of timeliness, accuracy, and balance?  Like the choice of what news is news, there are few formal mechanisms, and many informal sensings.  For example, reporters send stories over email to supervisors in Atlanta early on, gaining another perspective.  As previously noted, over the life of a story’s development five to seven people judge the product through various venues.  Workplace habits help.  In the interest of maintaining balance, most people avoid any discussion that would reveal where they stand on controversial issues.  For example, the personal political leanings of one’s boss are conspicuously avoided in breakroom chat.  There are additional, informal “gut-checks” that keep the story on the right azimuth, worthy of the CNN brand.  Much of it has to do with the capabilities of the workforce, which will be covered in a later section of this paper.  But the point is that the standards are clear to everyone here at CNN.  More importantly, anyone—regardless of rank or position— can challenge a story on the basis of one of these standards.

As mentioned earlier, there are other considerations in story production.  For example, the use of graphic violence on the air is scrutinized.  Producers ask tough questions, some related to the standards above:  Is the violence necessary to “tell” the story, does it add to the story’s accuracy?  What journalistic value does the graphic footage add?  If we air the footage, who will it hurt?  Do we air it more than once?  CNN shuns tabloid journalism.  CNN’s product is “hard” news, news which passes the test of timeliness, accuracy and balance. 

Thus far we have talked getting the products to air.  The final element in the methodology  addresses where the products are seen, and who sees them.  The plan is to offer the customer many venues of production—literally, to build a news world where there is “CNN everywhere.”  At home, the customer sees CNN on television and on her PC.  Going to work, she listens to CNN on her radio.  At work, personalized news updates appear on her PC.   At the airport, CNN Airport is at the gate, before boarding.  On the plane...well, you get the picture.  It means continuous expansion of international viewing and news on venues other than just cable—satellites, the internet, new technologies.   And it means weaving a tapestry of products that appeal to all customer interests—sports, weather, business, travel, US and International news.

Means.  To resource such a strategy is no simple task, all the more difficult considering that funds are not easily committed at CNN.  From its very beginnings the company has spent little and expected much.  Exceptions are few.  One example was the purchase of digital production equipment for some networks, another was the satellite time and equipment to get live reports from Baghdad during the Gulf War.  If it contributes significantly to news gathering or production, CNN funds it.  Also, funding for good ideas—experiments and other investments—is available.  Even when it comes to money, good ideas are “king” at CNN.  But otherwise, it is very, very tight.  Salaries are not high; company perks are not abundant.

CNN makes it work on a tight budget because of its people.  The work force is highly intelligent, innovative and dedicated.  The employee base is relatively young, comparable its average age to that of our armed forces, and the energy-level is high.   They all understand the company’s objective and plan, and make up for any lack of funds with innovation.  They are recruited mostly by the allure of the brand name, and if they survive the pace and can think on their feet, they add much to CNN’s resource pool.

But CNN does not have to rely entirely on its own assets to do its mission.  CNN “outsources” news gathering in several ways, expanding its reach without taxing its own resources.  First, there are CNN’s affiliated television  and radio stations—over 1100 independently owned businesses who agree to share information with CNN.  These constitute another army of reporters, cameras and news sources to augment CNN’s.  The cost to CNN is negligible; the affiliates are paid with information.

An additional human resource, equally inexpensive, is also available to CNN—about 30,000 “experts” in thousands of areas, people who can help verify or explain news issues.  This “brain trust,” located throughout the world, is frequently called upon to assist in the production or telling of the news.  Many of these “outsourced” experts are unpaid for their services, willing enough to be a sounding board for a news executive, or to appear on a newscast to illuminate a subject.  Of course, the reporters at CNN have their own informal sources as well.



The internet is a valuable news gathering tool as well.  Used in conjunction with other sources, producers at CNN are turning to the internet more each day.  One example stands out.  When the earthquake in Kobe, Japan occurred in 1995, the first report of conditions was retrieved by CNN over the internet.  It seems a Swedish citizen near Kobe sent information via the internet to a compatriot in Sweden, and it was from this person that CNN got its first glimpse of the destruction in the area.  There is potential mischief in cyberspace, but the internet provides a speedy, worldwide information source CNN cannot ignore.

Lastly, brand equity, while being an element of the strategy’s ways, is also an element of its means.  The CNN name is a resource in and of itself, one upon which the corporation can draw to expand market share and exploit new technologies.  As long as it remains untarnished, it remains an invaluable resource.

The true strength of this strategy is in its utter simplicity, its reliance on concrete values and consequently in its universal endorsement.  The objective, to be the world’s premier news organization, is clear and understandable to all employees.  Such a straightforward goal gives the entire workforce focus.  So does the operational plan, the ways of the strategy.  Everyone catches on quickly to the hallmark values of timeliness, accuracy and balance.  As such, everyone becomes capable of screening the products and asking the right questions, producing news that meets or exceeds the standards.  Finally, the means of the strategy are also concrete and clear.  Funds feed the news, in order to strengthen the brand, in order to use the brand to further expand CNN’s world market.  What you do at CNN, do cheaply.  Use the collective brainpower at work and in the brain trust.  Protect the brand.�	Recommendations—Strategy.  The value of simplicity in a strategy, of a clear objective that lends itself to a single-minded focus on the part of the employee population, is not to be underestimated.  The clarity of the values CNN has established as the ways of the strategy—accuracy, timeliness, and balance—are also concise and concrete enough for anyone to internalize quickly.  There is power in that single focus on the objective and the path to the objective, power generated by a work force who understands the three legs of the strategy and is dedicated to making it work.  With an intelligent, capable work force, a straightforward strategy can find itself propelled to success by virtue of its universal understanding.  No one at CNN misunderstands what the company is about.  In times of uncertainty, this understanding is helpful.

In the DoD, we are not so fortunate.  Admittedly it would be difficult, if not impossible, for the DoD to construct a strategy which had a single focus.  Our National Security Strategy drives the National Military Strategy, both of which require multiple roles for our nation’s forces.  The lesson from CNN’s strategy may not be to require a more straightforward, uni-purpose strategy which everyone in the DoD can understand and actively contribute to (although that would be desirable) but rather to understand the cost caused by a fragmented strategy.  With a multi-faceted strategy it is difficult to tap into the potential collective power one sees at work in CNN.  One forgoes, then, the better result and the higher morale.  The many faces of our strategy  are at once necessary and destructive to collective effort.  Achieving our DoD goals is made all the more challenging because most of our work force cannot envision where we are going and how we are expected to get there.  

Of course, in a world defined by volatility, uncertainty, change and ambiguity, a complex strategy may be the best solution—even given the cost.  But there may be a way to apply simplicity of focus in the midst of the complexity of our strategy.  Consider the example of our military preparation for the deployment to Bosnia.

In the spring of 1993, it became clear to the DoD leadership that the US would send a peacekeeping force to Bosnia if certain conditions were met.  The 1st Armored Division, stationed in Germany, was selected to fill that role.  As a battalion commander in that division, I remember the frenzy with which we attacked the challenge that lay before us.  Our soldiers had been trained for making war, not peace.  Many of the traits of successful units, inbred over years of training for high-intensity conflict, would be contrary to those necessary for peacekeeping.  In fact, opposing values would take their place.  Instead of the rapid maneuver and dispersal necessary for war, slow convoys in close formation would be necessary in peace-keeping.  Similarly, the wartime intrinsic value of quick reactions would be supplanted by the value of patience; seeking the enemy and killing him would be replaced by observing and negotiating;  use of the most lethal systems discarded in favor of non-lethal uses of those same systems; the dependence on highly technical surveillance overcome by the necessity for intense human intelligence gathering; camouflage by obvious presence; secretive preparation and operations by public ones; single mission focus by multi-mission; aggressive operations by cautious ones, etc.  Remarkably, these changes in behavior had to occur from division down to the individual soldier level.  Everything, from our methods of command and control to individual soldier skills, would have to be re-invented (we had little doctrine to go on) and trained, trained, and re-trained.



The
 point is that while we were training to be peacekeepers we were also required to retain peak proficiency in our warfighting skills, at both the collective and individual soldier level.  Naturally, soldiers and units lost focus, attempting to maintain proficiency in both.  We were on the way to doing neither very well.  Morale suffered; staffs and soldiers felt pulled in two very different directions; training became as fragmented as the missions.  It took the division about 2 years of fitful progress to gain significant proficiency in the tactics of peacekeeping.  Fortunately, our forces were not called into action for two and a half years.  Certainly some will argue that the division was ready to go earlier, and they may be right.  No matter.  The point remains that had we had a single focus, the collective brainpower of the division’s individual soldiers could have been harnessed.  With that collective power behind the strategy, we could have mastered this new trade much more quickly.  We also could have readied ourselves for Bosnia more cheaply and with much less angst in the force.

A clear focus, one understood by everyone in an organization, can reap enormous benefits.  We miss the opportunity to focus when we delegate to subordinate organizations (within the DoD) the fragmented strategy we have adopted at a national level.  I learned from my experience in the 1st Armored Division that this practice can be dysfunctional and harmful to the workforce.  I witnessed at CNN the value of a focused force of workers, one which can establish the momentum to reach the company’s goals and overcome the obstacles along the way.

 The value of simplicity in a strategy, of a clear objective that lends itself to a single-minded focus on the part of an employee population, is not to be underestimated.  When feasible, the DoD should construct clear goals for organizations.  The DoD and its major subordinate organizations should avoid the temptation to “salami slice” the objectives inherent within the National Military Strategy for every unit in all situations.  The benefits are clear—the work force would be empowered to ready itself quickly and cheaply.   Ultimately, we would be taking better care of our servicemembers, who would grow professionally, and contribute more to the mission.

Employees who have a clear understanding of where the organization is going can contribute in three significant ways.  Because they have a clear perspective, their actions are pertinent.  Everything they do can be geared toward achieving the organization’s strategic end.  Secondly, they can set the right priorities, because they understand what actions add the most value to the overall goal.  Thirdly, and perhaps most important, employees can innovate effectively.  They can clearly see the opportunities to take leaps forward toward the organization’s goal.  All of this leads to employees who are fulfilled in their jobs, who see that they make a difference where they work.   

If one can establish a collective employee vision and harness it to individual employee invention, then success will follow.  The organizations which will succeed in the information age are those whose leaders recognize the value of collective, collaborative efforts.  Part of the answer lies in articulating a clear, focused strategy everyone can understand.  But to co-opt the work force,  the work culture and environment must be conducive to individual contributions.  For the DoD, creating this environment will require a change in the culture of the workforce.  The remainder of this paper is devoted to defining that change.   

  
Observations—Work Culture.  To this point I have intimated that the dominant strength of CNN lies in its people.  At every juncture of discovering a best practice or a compelling process, at its root I would find a person or group of persons whose innovation was responsible.  Let us describe the work culture at CNN.

First and foremost, CNN employees are intelligent.  At CNN everyone is a quick study, and one best be fleet afoot with the language.  As part of the hiring process, one must pass a journalism test, a current events test, a history test and a grammar test.  The result is a group of workers who know something about their world and are quick learners.  

Second, the culture is permeated by a sense of urgency.  One vice-president’s words, noted earlier, are worth repeating:  “If you don’t answer your email around here in 10 minutes, you are considered delinquent.”  That same sense of urgency pervades the entire company, to varying degrees, even in support functions.  Speed is life.  If the computers aren’t working right, the news may not be timely.  There are few formal meetings, but the ones they have last less than an hour.  This is a culture built on doing a thing and then moving along quickly to another.  One senior correspondent told me that, “CNN is a place for people with short attention spans who crave instant gratification.”  He was being facetious, but there is some truth in those words.  Things move quickly here and CNN’s people leave their imprints on those things.

Third, the work force is dedicated to the news business.  The news business is almost a religion to many people here, who are fed by what they do.  Most are true believers, for whom news is more of a lifestyle than a vocation.  One Sunday night in September 1996, the US launched cruise missiles into southern Iraq to punish Saddam.  In the CNN Interactive news room, extra help just started showing up.  Others called in.  Recall rosters are not necessary at CNN.  When breaking news occurs at night or on the weekend, the extra help necessary always appears.

At CNN, all this is done under the umbrella of frugality at every level.  There are “no frills” at CNN.  Delta Airlines, coach class, is the corporate jet.  Distinguished visitors (and there are many) are not lavishly entertained.

The corporate pocketbook is always open for discussion.  After the presidential debates in September, 1996, executives met at a weekly gathering.  As the meeting began, someone spoke what was on the company mind:   “How much did we spend?”  The answer was, “We spent ‘x’’, and (CNN’s competitors) spent an average of ‘y.’”  Of course, “x” was less than “y,” and everyone smiled roundly at the notion that, once again, CNN spent wisely and put out a better product.

This attitude of frugality does not prevent CNN from buying expensive satellite time, however.  Even when the satellite time ran on for months at a time, such as in the coverage of the 1997 Peruvian hostage crisis, CNN did not hesitate to spend the money.  The latest in digital news production equipment for new networks is also an exception to the rule.  To meet the standards of accuracy, timeliness and balance, CNN will spend what is appropriate.

The intelligence, urgency, dedication, and frugality of CNN’s work force are all indeed remarkable.  These are traits similar to those in the work force in the DoD.  But the perhaps the most compelling strength of the culture is its emphasis on innovation—and it is here that the similarity to the DoD ends. CNN has created an “innovation culture,” one which thrives on invention.  At CNN,  good ideas are “king.”  

Given an area of responsibility, an employee at CNN is encouraged to “grow” that area, not just to maintain it.  Success is defined as re-invention, not maintenance of the status quo.  Innovation is the norm, and is the greatest of motivators.  As new ideas get adopted, employees are able to see the difference they have made in the organization.  They feel better about their job and their company.  Their mark on the product is tangible, and that concrete evidence motivates them to further innovate.  The innovation feeds upon itself.

One of the tools critical for successful innovation is experimentation, and experiments are rampant at CNN.  The CNN leadership encourages risk-taking experiments at all levels. Most important, the management expects mistakes, particularly in the area of new businesses and processes.  Toleration for mistakes at all levels is extremely high, opening the door to new ideas, growth, and improvement.  There are some “minefields,” mistakes in judgment or corporate protocol which are not acceptable.  For example, a manager could be fired for not taking responsibility for his actions.  In fact one did, during my tenure.

But mistakes which do not involve issues of integrity or poor judgment are generally overlooked.  And if the mistake is made in the name of innovation, it is ignored, even expected.  So is a temporary dip in performance by a team trying out a new idea.  CNN management understands that an organization must sometimes experience a loss in productivity in order to make a significant improvement on the other side of a new idea.

The remarkable things which can happen in such a  culture deserve some mention.  Consider this example.

In CNN Interactive, a small team of technical support people had an enormous challenge:  how to react quickly to resolve software and hardware problems occurring in  200 computer systems, spread among several floors and buildings.  When a computer problem occurred, technical supporters were often prisoner of the last person with a problem.  Management often had to referee and shift support personnel from one job to another and back again.  Priorities shifted hourly, and time was scarce.  How could this team get notified quickly about problems and prioritize them?

In most organizations, no dramatic innovation would occur in this case.  At best, if the workload impeded operations significantly, more technical support personnel might be hired.  In any case, managerial angst would likely mount.  But in the CNN environment, these support employees knew that they could make a difference.  They knew that the organization would take a chance on a new idea, commend them if it worked and forget it if it did not .

The result was that a few team members—without being told to do so—put their heads together and wrote an internet program accessible by all the work stations.  Then they found an unused modem and rented some text pagers.  What they created was a user-friendly “SOS” (Support and Operations System) page that could be activated from any workstation.  In a few frames (see figures below) and with a few keystrokes a worker could explain his problem and send the “SOS.”  Once sent, the message went by LAN through the modem to the text pagers worn by the support personnel.  If it was a newsroom workstation with a problem affecting news production, red alert.  If it was the Army guy again on the 10th floor having trouble with Powerpoint, bottom priority.  Problem defined, problem fixed with a technical solution, problem solved—all with little influence from management.
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Figure 4:  The final menu for the “SOS” support system.


But the story is not over—others in CNN Interactive had the idea to attach more functions to this program.  Now one can check the status of servers and printers, schedule the conference rooms or order new equipment.  Good ideas usually attract others.

No, the SOS system is not perfect.  Senior managers still commandeer technical supporters without using the SOS program, and the technical team’s response on all messages has a blemish or two.  But the system is generally a success.  The question is, why did this individual initiative occur in the first place?  These technicians didn’t get rewarded with a cash bonus in their paycheck, or with stock options.  Unlike the equity compensation common in businesses today, their are few “money carrots” at CNN.  Instead, these technicians were motivated because knew that the leadership would back their good idea, if only for a trial, or experimental period.  They knew they could change the support system—in fact, turn it on its ear—and no one in management would blink an eye.  They invented this new support system because the company culture told them they could.  They knew that they could make a difference.

If their culture were resistant to change, if taking risk were not the norm, if stability were considered success instead of growth and reinvention, the technicians would likely not have even put the idea on paper.  But with CNN’s culture of innovation, the technicians knew that they would see the results of their work, even if only in an experiment.  As it turned out, their system of support has advanced beyond the experimental stage, and may become the standard for all of CNN and perhaps the other Turner companies. 

  

Recommendations—Work Culture.  The DoD’s work culture has some of the same attributes as CNN’s—an intelligent, dedicated work force with a sense of urgency operating under constrained funding.  But it is the contrasts that are the most compelling.  CNN defines success in an area of responsibility by what has been re-invented, what has been “grown” in the area.  In the DoD, it is a different matter, where success is maintaining the status quo, not growth.  Survival is more important than change, even if change is called for.  In the DoD, there is little institutional or cultural incentive to “grow” the area of responsibility one inherits.  One can always innovate around the established processes, but real change, real invention that lasts just doesn’t happen very often.  And why should it?  The DoD work force has grown up in a culture where making a difference in the institution would be the exception, not the norm.  If real change does occur, it would usually originate from the top.  Below the secretaries, the chairman, and service chiefs, success is saluting and working hard with the system one inherits.

There is also no cultural penchant for local experimentation.  Running experiments involves risk, and risk is an anathema in a culture dependent on survival, on not rocking the boat.  Part of the problem is our recent history.  Any organization undergoing a company-wide drawdown of 35% would likely not find itself at the peak of individual innovation and risk-taking.  In many ways, innovation in the DoD at the individual level is a casualty of the drawdown.  

It’s not that we don’t have good ideas and experiments ongoing in the DoD.  It’s just that they are not sufficient.  Institutionally blessed and conceived experiments such as the Army Warfighting Experiment are helpful, but represent only a fraction of the potential the DoD could realize if it unleashed the power within the work force to change and grow the organization.  Institutional experimentation is by nature restrictive.  Innovation is a creative activity.  No organization—not even the DoD—can centralize innovation and expect to reap great benefits. 

There is some amount of individual innovation in the DoD.  It is also insufficient; it exists in the form of work-arounds, individuals who are swimming upstream to get around a particular problem caused by the very processes we need to change.  There are many opportunities for unauthorized work-arounds, private experiments necessitated by the very bureaucracy we need to eliminate.  These individuals are to be commended, but they are not the agents of real change.  Real change is the sort I witnessed at work in CNN—bold moves to reinvent some process at a local level, an experiment not without risk but also with the possibility of company-wide adaptation if it proves successful.

If the experiment fails, if the new project fizzles, then at CNN the failure is overlooked.  Would it be in the DoD?  Again, it would be tough to convince the work force that any mistake will be forgiven.  We are not prone to do so culturally, and again the drawdown has had a detrimental effect.  Pink slips were issued to many servicemembers and civilians with only one flaw in their records.  The DoD work force is gun-shy about making mistakes.  It may not be a zero-defects environment in the eyes of some, but neither is it an environment which embraces risk-taking.



That is indeed unfortunate, because that is precisely the environment the DoD needs so desperately today.  To fully capitalize on the potential of the information age, the DoD must change its culture, tap into the collective brainpower of the force a la CNN.  There is much that can be done with existing technology, but few who will dare to invent in a environment hostile to invention and disdainful of those who take on the system and lose.  To rid ourselves of this cultural inhibitor to innovation,  uniformed and civilian leaders at all levels must be convinced that success is growth, not maintenance.  They must be encouraged to experiment with good ideas from individuals or teams.  And everyone in the DoD must be assured somehow that mistakes in the name of innovation will be overlooked.  Good ideas must supplant the status quo as “king” in the DoD.

There are those who will claim that we don’t want a culture in the DoD which is contrary to our product.  “CNN’s product is news, the DoD’s is war,” these scholars may say.  They are misguided.  CNN and the DoD are surprising similar in their processes and products.  Both organizations follow remarkably similar processes when they do business.  To begin, they both survey the landscape for information, collecting information in accordance with strategic needs and standards.  Then the two organizations verify the accuracy of the information, prioritize the information, package the information and then disseminate the information to a variety of audiences.  How much of what we do in DoD follows this formula?  More than one may think at first.  The processes in Pentagon offices, in many DoD civilian agencies, in an AWACS airplane, in a brigade TOC (tactical operations center) or in the nerve center of a capital ship observe this formula of activity.  When I first visited CNN’s control room, the gatekeeper to what is aired, I was struck by the resemblance between the control room and an army field headquarters.  CNN and the DoD operations may become even more similar in the future.  Some futurists predict that tomorrow’s defense forces will be peopled by “information warriors,” an apt description of the journalists at CNN.

Some scholars may reply that all this is very well, but CNN does not “close with and destroy the enemy,” quoting the mission of the infantry.  True.  But what percentage of the force is pulling the trigger, is at the point of the spear?  And how much of a role does information play in that soldier’s success?  Again, more than ever before, the futurists say.  The DoD is a process twin of CNN, even times of war.

Speaking of war—there are also those who may claim that we cannot tolerate innovation at the local level.  What we need is predictability when an order is given, not invention.  Do we really want  a first sergeant or lieutenant coming up with new ideas in the midst of a battle?  

There are two responses to such a challenge.  The first is that innovation and experimentation have some parameters, even at CNN.  When breaking news occurs, with live satellite feeds and options in abundance, CNN is at “war.”  This is likely not the appropriate time for a young producer to introduce a good idea about camera angles or some such new perspective.  The executive producer would not be receptive.  She wants execution, not invention.  When CNN is at war, the parameters for invention are more narrow than when it is not.  The same would be appropriate for the DoD.  There are times when innovation is easier to accept.

But a second response may be more provocative.  For the DoD, perhaps war is a great occasion for invention.  Perhaps it is then, more than any other time, when lives are at stake, change and chaos are afoot, that good ideas should remain king.  Historically, some of our most brilliant individual innovation came during wartime.  Perhaps necessity is indeed the mother of invention.  In any case, let us not outlaw invention because of certain conditions; at a minimum, let us narrow the parameters instead.

Lastly, there may be those who recognize that the value in such a change in our culture, but whose advice would be to proceed slowly, starting with entry-level personnel accessions.  On the surface that sounds reasonable.  The culture shock would be less severe, as would the rumblings at the upper ranks, where the culture is most inbred and the ambition most prevalent.  This course of action would postulate that today’s lieutenants in 30 years would be the leaders, and the culture transition would be neatly completed. 

Evolutionary change such as this would certainly get the job done, but would it be soon enough?  The information age is upon us, and today’s inferior defense forces will tomorrow’s peer competitors.  Then, when we will be less confident of outcomes in conflicts, we may wish for earlier change in the culture.  The revolution in invention that we missed might have rapidly closed the gap between our capabilities and those of potential adversaries.  Now is the time to advance our culture, when we have the luxury of being the most dominant force in the world.

The DoD work culture must change—eventually—with or without top-down impetus.  Today’s young, information-age leaders will one day be in charge.  One option is to wait until that evolutionary change happens.  Unfortunately, by that time our competitors may have taken advantage of our inaction.

What I propose is this:  that we change the culture of the civilian and uniformed force, and let us begin at once.  Let us start by defining success as innovation-—not maintaining the status quo—to draw out the idea-power laying dormant.  Let us encourage experimentation at the local level, and forgive the inevitable mistakes.   It will be a hard sell at first, but once the work force is convinced that individuals with good ideas can make a difference, then the ideas will begin to flow.  Once innovation overcomes complacency and acceptance of the status quo, there is no limit to what can happen.

There is another, perhaps more important reason to change the culture and tap into the opportunities made possible by technologies:  our people.  We are fond of saying in the DoD how important people are in the equation.  “Quality People” is the first of the Army’s six imperatives; all the services would agree that people are our most important resource.  If so, then why wouldn’t we promote a culture that engages them in the workplace to their fullest extent, that gives them job satisfaction and a sense of self-worth?  The empowerment to innovate, to experiment and to improve the work environment makes for a healthier, more energetic work force.  Our corporate conscience should demand that we do no less. 

How we make this cultural change happen is another matter.  Changing the culture of the DoD will be no easy task, and one that will take years to accomplish.  There is no challenge-free recipe, but consider the following rough blueprint.  First, there must a charismatic, powerful DoD leader who can lead from the front.  He must gain the consensus of the DoD’s senior leadership that this is the sort of cultural change which must occur in the DoD.  Then he must lead by example.  He must define “success” for his direct reports as growing, not maintaining their areas.  He should personally reward reinvention, not surviving.  Experiments must be applauded.  Mistakes overlooked.  His direct reports, in turn, will do the same for their direct reports, and so on down the line.  The service secretaries and chiefs must do likewise, engendering similar chain reactions.  (It is here that our traditional organizational pyramid may be an advantage.)   The bottom line should be this:  set the parameters and let it roll.



Next, this DoD leader must ensure that the force is educated; education will necessarily be an ongoing process.  Getting the word out will be tough, but convincing people to accept it will be tougher.  Institutional incentives rewarding the new, risky behavior will help.  The work force will watch closely the results of promotion and selection boards to see if risk-takers are indeed rewarded.  It may be several promotion and selection boards before the culture will embrace the change, but it can be done.

Of course, making this change occur is more complex and dynamic than the above roadmap suggests.  The point of the this suggestion is that we desperately need to adopt a work culture similar to that of CNN.  If we do not, we will be missing an opportunity to reform the force and take advantage of the information age. 



Observations—The Work Environment.  Not only are good ideas “king” at CNN, they are easy to share, because the workplace is essentially paperless.  Communications and many functions are conducted on the internet.  Decisions are made, business is developed, news story ideas are posted for comment.  Occasionally one sees paper, but invariably it is a memo about parking.  The business, particularly the news business, is conducted on the desktop.  What is truly important is in the form of electrons.  

So are many functions.  The figure below portrays what is at the fingertips of every employee.  For those employees without convenient access to workstations, the company provides a computer kiosk activated by touch, shared by as many as 100 employees at one news bureau.  The screen offers many options.  For example, one can find out where an employee is today (Worldwide Location Information), find out about pay or medical benefits (Benefits Connection), even peruse new job openings (Changing Channels).  If one is in the DC bureau and wants to explore the job opportunities in Atlanta, or if one is concerned about medical coverage in Hong Kong, one can get his concerns addressed quickly without phone calls and endless paperwork.
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Figure 
5
.  Turner Employees Services Network.

The benefits of doing internal business on the internet is hard to measure but not to understand.  Since all employees have equal access to the database, the perception is that the company is treating everyone fairly.  They feel more a part of the company, since the company has “opened its books” for everyone to see.  (A phrase heard often from employees is this:  “There are no secrets at CNN.”)  Employees also feel that they have a hand in the management of their career with the company, and that the company cares about the progression and growth of employees.

Equally attractive to all is the savings in time.  An employee can get an answer about pay or stock options quickly.  His confidence in the organization grows, and he feels that the company values his time.  Of course, the company does, and also values the time of the personnel in human resources who now can focus on other problems.  Productivity increases exponentially all around.    

Interestingly, those few CNN employees who were not computer literate had no problem working with this web site.  As one of them said, “It’s easier than filling out a form or telephoning and it’s faster.”  User-friendly web sites like this one are especially beneficial for the world-wide bureaus, a sort of lifeline to the parent company.  These outposts, geographically isolated from CNN headquarters, have the same virtual access to the company’s services as those employees in Atlanta.  As a result, there is little friction between the “front line” and the “front office.” 

Another benefit to this paperless system is the ability for senior leaders to reach everyone quickly.  (Note the “Executive Message” icon at the bottom of figure 4.)  While human contact cannot be replaced, everyone knowing what is on the boss’s mind has its benefits.  

But there is another, more complex payoff from using the internet, one that yields benefits an order in magnitude higher in value.  With the transfer of words comes the transfer of ideas.  Sharing good ideas between offices becomes easier.  And because it is easier, people do it more often.  Collaboration on a project or decision is also within reach of one’s fingertips.  These two work enhancements can revolutionize business, not just speeding up processes but improving the quality of products and the harnessing brainpower of the work force.

Sharing good ideas seems a sophomoric discovery, but not when one sees it in action.  Divisions of CNN separated by miles can discuss issues quickly and effectively.  Most of the business done between CNN headquarters in Atlanta and the bureaus is done over the internet.  News stories are shaped, new business explored, and support functions rendered. 

External dealings with business suppliers and customers are also effective over the internet.  For example, consider the growth and success of CNN’s web site.  Web media is a new field, with no historical models to help guide the business.  An internet news site is not a newspaper, not a magazine, not a television broadcast.  It is, instead, a combination of all three of those media, with the ability to be so much more.  The problem is, how does one create and develop this product?

One method CNN Interactive uses extensively is to seek customer feedback over the internet.  Once CNN Interactive sought this feedback, help abounded from precisely the right source—the customer CNN was trying to attract to the site.   With each useful comment CNN could quickly adjust the site (if appropriate) to address the issue.  At a minimum, customers would get an immediate reaction to their comments, if only a letter thanking them for their input.  With some customers, the reaction might well be a change in the web site, also rapidly.  Over  time, CNN Interactive could recognize patterns in the customer feedback and make more major changes.  The customers, then, have had an enormous and timely impact on the development of this new product.  Prior to this use of the internet, such decisions in product development would have taken much longer and would probably have resulted in less success.  

In this example, the important decision to design a product was the collaborative effort of the business and its customers.  But it is also important to note the value of internal decision-making through the use of the internet.  Workers, if given the tools (and the confidence of management), can collaborate on projects and decisions normally requiring travel and senior executive supervision.  Management can “check-in” into a chat room to monitor progress or read the latest developments.



The value of the internet is compounded at CNN by virtue of its open, deskless environment.  As mentioned, the workplace is essentially paperless.  It is also essentially deskless.  Most workers, even many managers, work in open areas at unassigned workstations.  There is space to congregate for brief meetings, but few cubicles or offices.  In this environment several dynamics occur.  The open area fosters open communication.  The lack of assigned space engenders a collective spirit.  Further, the open nature of the work area makes conducive to re-design. When a special event occurs, such as the national elections, the workspace can be re-arranged to a design commensurate with the task at hand.

But the most intriguing aspect of this configuration is its potential effect on leadership.  A manager, or even an executive vice-president, can be seen sitting next to one of her direct reports, talking to him while the boss checks her messages and the news line-up for the day.  After 30 minutes (an eternity at CNN), the boss gets up for coffee, then goes to another empty workstation, logs on and continues to converse with another subordinate.  The deskless, internet-driven environment, therefore, increases the human contact between the leader and the led.



Recommendations—The Work Environment.  The advantages to going paperless far outweigh the detractors.  The DoD should set a goal:  to be paperless within a few years.  At every point where a piece of paper moves from one place to another, it should be replaced with electrons.   Productivity and responsibility will necessarily improve.  Documents can be tracked electronically by supervisors; “losing” paperwork will be difficult to do.  

The potential for using the internet for internal functions is also boundless.  The internet should replace much more than paper—it should replace many phone calls, visits and meetings.  Support services of all sorts should be electronic, including finance and personnel issues, including assignments and even aspects of medical support.  There is virtually nothing we do internally that should not be done in part on the internet.

Decision-making and the way we train our leaders ought to be re-examined because of the added value of the internet. The information age has changed the milieu of the decision-maker in three significant ways.  For one, most decisions are made much faster than ever before.  Two, decisions are more collaborative in nature than ever before.  And three, information influencing decisions are coming from more varied sources than ever before.  Shouldn’t  these changes in the environment cause us to review our decision-making models and the way we teach them to our leaders?

There is also room for internet application in external, warfighting functions.  The most talked about is the use of the internet as a tool in all-source analysis, or intelligence gathering.  There are cautions we must heed about the potential mischief in cyberspace, but there are also many opportunities.  The bottom line is that the internet is a valuable wartime resource we cannot ignore.

Going paperless for internal and external functions is as much a cultural change as is the aforementioned call for individual innovation, local experimentation and forgiving of mistakes.  In the DoD there is a psychological dependence on paper that is both traditional and institutional, two formidable obstacles.  It will require education for all personnel, especially leaders, to overcome their affliction with “paperless anxiety.”  It is a difficult mindset to break, but it must be broken; fear of the information age must be overcome.  

We can start by doing what CNN did—putting the most important information on the desktop, the least important on paper.  That is one method of gradually weaning ourselves of our dependence on “hard copies.”  But the change needs to be initiated through a ruthless policy intolerant of paper and one that demands use of the internet use in decision-making at the highest levels.  Furthermore, we should examine all of our internal functions and ask if we should use the internet as the venue for mission accomplishment.  In most cases, the answer will be yes.

For the sake of the DoD work force, that should be our answer.  By going paperless we will do our workforce an invaluable service.  Paperless services provide us the opportunity to serve individuals at their convenience and with a system which is ubiquitously fair.  The internet can offer “online equality”—a level playing field.



Consider the function fulfilled by our assignments managers in the services.  The manager on the end of the phone line holds all the cards—the billets available,  the requirements for each billet, and when the billet is available.  (One has to call elsewhere to get other information, such as what a particular location offers for schools, recreation, etc.)   What if all of this information were on the internet?  Not only the assignment information, but links to sites that outlined what the assignment offered in homes, schools, and other local information?  Every servicemember would have access to the same information.  Like CNN, “no secrets.”  And, also like CNN, employees would feel that the organization cares enough about them to give everyone an equal shot—even the servicemembers on deployment in a radically different time zone.

They would also feel that the organization values their time and judgment.  No more “phone tag” with the assignments manager, no more wondering when to call next.  “Log on  your convenience, we’ll be there,” the institution is saying.  “We value your time.”  The Air Force has already experimented in this field; other services should follow that example.

The same human benefits would accrue from automating hundreds of other services—everything from pay actions to parts supply to distance learning.  The point is that we will be taking better care of people by treating them fairly and valuing their time.  As an additional incentive, we would need less people assigned in support organizations.  



Observations—Adapting Technology.  In adapting technology, CNN appears to follow this maxim:  “Buy what’s helpful, not what’s new.”  By “new” I mean what is new to CNN and its subsystems, not necessarily new on the market, fresh out of the laboratory and ready for business application.  “Older” technologies can be invaluable when used in ways which meet the needs of organizations.  

By “helpful,” I mean this:  CNN carefully considers what technology will do for the organization, how it can be used, before writing a check.  These are some of the questions asked at CNN before buying technology:  How will the technology give us a competitive edge?  How much will it improve operations, and by what order of magnitude?  And how will this new technology fit with our current systems?  Only after getting coherent answers to these questions will CNN adopt a new technology.

The point is that the added value in a technological edge is what’s important, not the technology itself.  The best example of CNN’s philosophy in this arena is not what CNN bought, but what it did not.

Since the company’s first days in 1980, CNN has been using the same DOS-based message system.  This vintage 1970 software, requiring the use of number and arrow keys, is a kind of right of passage for all new employees to master.  It is the primary communication system used by everyone at CNN, in Atlanta, in the bureaus, and by reporters around the world.  Why does CNN keep it?  Why didn’t this information-dependent organization upgrade?

A better question would be, why should they?  The system’s purpose is to get words exchanged among CNN’s worldwide entities.  The DOS system isn’t as pretty as Lotus CC:  MAIL, but it gets words from Hong Kong to Atlanta just as fast.  For CNN, it is the speed and not the vehicle that counts.  In a “no frills” culture, one does not buy a cadillac when a volkswagen will do.

This is not to say that CNN does not invest in technology, only that the added value must be both significant and apparent when doing so.  When CNNfn launched in 1995, it did so with a digital broadcast system which allows one to edit shows on the computer. The same was true of CNNSI in 1996.  In both cases, the added value in quality of the broadcast, speed in editing, and fewer people in production paid the necessary dividends.

But more often than not, adoption of new technologies is a function of the work culture.  The opportunity to seize upon a technology and make a laudable, significant improvement in operations is within reach of CNN employees, and many take it.  The result is a collage of technical enhancements in every area of operations.  One example would be the “SOS” system discussed earlier.  

Sometimes the technical edge necessary is not very impressive from a purely technical perspective.  For example, consider the use of the “red phone” in CNN’s Washington bureau.  In 1995 bureau personnel began to notice that the speed of information transfer was beginning to catch up to them.  Correspondents and bureau managers were notified incrementally about changes in breaking stories, and found themselves needing the information earlier than they got it.



They needed a method by which people in seven or eight key locations could be notified quickly about a new development.  The bureau could have bought expensive brick radios or cell phones, but this was CNN—no frills.  So what to do?  One junior manager had the solution—inexpensive, reliable and yet fulfilling the need.  The bureau contracted with the local phone company to get eight red telephones, each on the same party line.   Dialing one number a person could “ring” all the key people at once and pass the update.  Problem solved.

Key to this process is the creation of a work culture of innovation, the one described in an earlier section of this paper.  For good ideas about adapting technology to come from the employees, they must work in an environment which encourages growth, not the status quo.  Reinvention must be highly valued and reinforced by the management.  Next, the principle tool for the innovative process, experimentation, must be promoted and accepted by everyone.  Only then can an organization take advantage of individuals’ ability to exploit technical opportunities.



Recommendations—Adapting Technology.  Again, we in the DoD should mimic the culture of “added value” that CNN applies to technology.  If we do not need a particular capability in a technology, if the capability does not add value to the process or organization, then we should not buy it.

On the other hand, we need a culture in which good ideas can rise unimpeded to the surface so that the technology we buy adds the value we want.  At CNN, often the best ideas come from the younger employees, and it would be no different if the DoD had a culture which encouraged innovation.  Younger employees at CNN are more literate about the opportunities made possible by the information age.  Naturally, CNN wants to tap into that potential—ergo the culture of innovation, of experimentation.  The DoD should do likewise.  But the best ideas in the DoD will not see the light of consideration unless we make some fundamental changes.  Not only are we plagued by a culture in which the status quo is “king,” and risk is rare—in addition, the DoD is handicapped by traditional “idea firewalls,”  barriers which prevent good idea flow.  In order to exploit the collective brainpower within the DoD, we must knock some holes in these idea firewalls, these impediments to good idea flow.

Some of these firewalls are a result of our rank structure.  In the DoD we are not accustomed to subordinates having information or ideas which can change the world of their superiors in rank.  Normally it is the other way around.  But the information age has leveled the playing field; formally the possession of knowledge was power, but now it is no longer powerful unless it is shared.  For the first time we can fully tap into the good ideas throughout the civilian and uniformed force—if leaders leave their comfort zones behind traditional information barriers and open themselves to the possibilities in the technical revolution. 

One reason a superior sometimes will not entertain a subordinate’s idea is because that superior was raised in a culture where success is defined as the status quo, not as invention.  With no institutional incentive to take risk and effect change, there is no point in entertaining new ideas.  Other firewalls are a result of compartmented or “stovepiped” infrastructure.  Similar organizations with similar missions who have different parent organizations or who are geographically separated don’t collaborate on good ideas or even converse at all.  There may be a good reason for the stovepipe, but that doesn’t mean we have to tolerate the lack of cross-talk.  We could solve that problem technically today through the creation of a chat room on the internet.

The internet has made location irrelevant.   At CNN, the AllPolitics web site is produced in Washington, DC and in Atlanta.  Consider this process:  a story is written in DC, where the executive producer resides.  The story is then sent to Atlanta, where a team has already begun work on the story’s “look and feel,” the design of the story, the selection and placement of pictures, graphs, fonts, sound bites and video clips.  After the story is complete, the “webmaster” in Atlanta  posts it on the web.  The boss in Washington has no qualms about the process.

Coordination is made over the internet with software called “QuickConference.”  It’s a private chat room for the AllPolitics producing team, and the telephone gets little use.  Among other things, this example highlights one way to encourage cross-talk between organizations:  give them a joint project.



For those organizations who do not work together regularly, a different motivational process must ensue.   For example, how would we get the few soldiers in the Army who load cargo ships interested in sharing ideas with those sailors in the Navy who do the same task?  At CNN, the answer lies in the preparation of the work culture.  People at CNN share ideas because leaders expect them to, and because everyone is hungry to make a difference.  They are hungry to make a difference simply because they can.  At CNN, the motivation comes leaders who expect innovation, and from employees who know that good ideas are king.  We could do the same in the DoD.   If we do, we must remember to create the conduits for good ideas to a pass through as well.  Otherwise, the good ideas will get hung up on “idea firewalls.”

�Summary of Recommendations





1.	Strategy (page 13). When feasible, the DoD should promote clear, focused strategic ends in order to harness the collective brainpower of the force for every mission.  



      The value of simplicity in a strategy, of a clear objective that lends itself to a single-minded focus on the part of an employee population, is not to be underestimated.  When feasible, the DoD should construct clear goals for organizations.  The DoD and its major subordinate organizations should avoid the temptation to “salami slice” the objectives inherent within the National Military Strategy for every unit in all situations.   For example, when faced with the possibility of a fringe mission outside the box of core warfighting skills, the DoD leadership should focus the force to be employed solely on the mission at hand, as early as possible.  The benefits are clear—the work force would be empowered to ready itself quickly and cheaply.   Ultimately, we would be taking better care of our servicemembers, who would grow professionally, and contribute more to the mission.





2.	The Work Culture (page 19).  The DoD must change the culture of the force in order to harness innovation at the individual level. The DoD is handicapped with an industrial age work culture, a virtual tourniquet on the brain of the force.  We must re-define success as growth, not maintenance of the status quo;  we must encourage local experimentation;  and we must ignore the mistakes made in the name of invention. We must make good ideas “king” in the DoD.     



      In order to take full advantage of the information revolution, we desperately need to change the culture of the force.  The information revolution offers many opportunities for innovation, but the work culture must be properly cultivated to reap benefits.  The first step is re-defining success, changing what the culture considers important.  Currently, a person with an area of responsibility in the DoD maintains the status quo to be successful.  Survival, not change, is the goal.  That is precisely the wrong mindset, especially in the face of the information age, when opportunity abounds.  Instead, he or she should be required to grow their area, reinvent it if necessary.  Maintaining the status quo should be supplanted by reinvention.  Above all:  the DoD must make good ideas “king.”  To properly enthrone good ideas, leaders in both the uniformed and civilian service at all levels should be given the most critical tool of invention, experimentation.  After we make room for experimentation, we should prepare to forgive the mistakes that will come as a result of experiments.  The result will be a work force which can take advantage of the opportunities made possible by the information revolution and related technologies.  It will also be a work force with higher morale and better job satisfaction.  As it is today, the DoD and its services are attempting to institutionalize innovation and centrally plan re-invention.  It is a lame effort, for innovation is dependent upon a creative process that is stifled by bureaucracy.  If we continue to marginalize innovation, the result will be much less than what we can achieve if we harness the collective idea-producing power of the work force at large.







3.	The Work Environment (page 26).  The DoD should greatly expand its use of the internet.  



      There is boundless opportunity for our internal, or intranet, functions.  Every piece of paper moving from one point to another can be replaced with electrons.  And not only electrons, but electrons tagged to tell you when and where the paper is at any point in time.  Every function we perform internally ought to be partially or entirely conducted on the web.  Further, the internet is a valuable decision tool, an information gathering and disseminating tool of the greatest proportions.  There is also room for internet application in our external, or warfighting functions.  The most talked about is the use of the internet as a tool in all-source analysis, or intelligence gathering.  There are cautions we must heed about the potential mischief in cyberspace, but there are also many opportunities.  The bottom line is that the internet is a valuable wartime resource we cannot ignore.





4.	Adapting Technology (page 30).  The DoD should rely much more on its work force in adapting technology.  The first step is to knock holes in traditional “idea firewalls,” impediments to good idea flow.  



      The DoD can benefit from the lesson of “added value” that CNN applies to the use of technology.  If we do not need a particular capability in a technology, if the capability does not add value to the process or organization, then we should not buy it.  But it is also necessary to tap into the collective brainpower within organizations to fully exploit the potential to improve the way one does business.  To get those ideas, we must knock holes in traditional “idea firewalls,” impediments to good idea flow.  Some of these firewalls are a result of our rank structure, preventing good ideas in the force from seeing the light of consideration.  Other firewalls are a result of compartmented infrastructure.  Similar organizations with similar missions may not be sharing ideas because of geographical distance or different parent organizations.  But whether these idea firewalls are constructed vertically or horizontally, we have to knock some holes in them to take advantage of innovative ideas.�

Recommendations for Fellowship Program



1.	General.  The Secretary of Defense Fellows Program is an invaluable experience.  Having attended the Army War College prior to this assignment, I can compare both experiences.  The value of attending the Army War College lies in the access to the faculty, a talented, diverse group experienced in guiding students.  The corresponding value of this fellowship is the opportunity to gain a breadth of perspective from the “faculty” of corporate America.  In the long run, however, the potential for the Secretary of Defense Fellowship Program has no equal.  The potential corporate payoff for the DoD and the services demands respect.  Given the array of other fellowship programs, I cannot imagine a better opportunity than this one, both for the student individually and the DoD as a whole.  I heartily recommend that the program be continued, expanded if possible.  Further, I recommend that the Army fully support the spirit of this fellowship program.  We cannot afford to miss this learning experience.



2.	Structure of the Program.  Recommend that the essence of the program remain intact.  The seminars at the Johns Hopkins campus, the war game participation, and the visits to the other corporations were all useful.  Recommend that the summer and mid-year Johns Hopkins seminars be combined.  The instruction is truly better utilized up front.  Also, recommend that the fellows give a mid-year report on their findings to their colleagues and the director of the program.  This will help keep the fellows on the right azimuth and will engender useful discussion.  Overall, the general lack of structure is the best part of the program.  It allows the freedom to maneuver within the corporation and learn.



3.	Recommendations for Next Year’s Fellows.



a.	First, find the company CEO, or the highest-ranking supporter you can.  Meet with him; tell him your objectives and ask for his counsel.  Don’t wait for a month to do this.  Be persistent; keep trying.  Persistence is valued in business more than acceptance.  Ask to attend the next senior executive meeting.  When he introduces you, doors will soon open. (In October I wrote a letter to the CEO of CNN—not through the chain of command.  We met, and it paid off.)



b.	You may have a “boss” in more than name only, and perhaps a project or two.  If not, that’s okay.  Ultimately you are your own free agent—if you are idle it’s your fault.  Scan the environment for jobs you want to do and volunteer to do them.  Keep your ear to the ground and use your initiative. ( I overheard a vice-president complaining about a training program for managers she had to set up.  I 
v
olunteered and got four months of work designing leadership seminars for CNN.
)



c.	Remember that you have to pay your rent.  If you are freelancing in one division and have office space in another (as I did for several months), come “home” to do a project for your “landlords” occasionally.  It’s just good business.



d.	Tap into resources.  You are not alone, and people will help.  In my year in CNN, I called upon and got assistance from the Dean at West Point, the commander of the Army’s acquisition command, a professor at the Army War College, the Dean of the Army Management Staff College, and many others.  Just tell them what you are doing and what help you need.  They were all delighted to assist. (I had to “pay back” one or two with a visit to brief what I learned—but that was a useful trip.)�

Annex A—Learning Objectives



	To provide some context to the research methodology, the these are the objectives that governed the fellowship at CNN.  These learning objectives, approved by my mentors at CNN and by the director of the fellowship program, were the touchstone in my journey of discovery here. As the year progressed I discovered that some questions had more value than others, and research emphasis shifted accordingly.  Some of the most fruitful discovery came on the fringe of the territory outlined by the below issues:



1.	To gain an understanding of the strategic planning process at CNN.  (How does CNN form its vision for the future?   How does CNN see the landscape, gauge the competition, and position itself for a competitive edge?  What is CNN’s vision for the information network architecture of the future?)



2.	To gain an understanding of the corporate and work force culture at CNN and how new ideas and technology are introduced.  (How does CNN cultivate its robust, dedicated work force in the face of rapid technological change?)



3.	To gain an understanding of the role and potential of the internet in the world’s information infrastructure.



4.  To understand the news gathering process, and gain an appreciation of the associated technologies.  (What are the strategic and tactical considerations in news gathering?)

�



Annex B— CNN Work Plan





1996

September

CNN Human Resources Office

CNN Interactive News Room



October

CNN Interactive News Room

Visits to all CNN News Groups



November

CNN Interactive—Executive Group

Needs Analysis for CNN Leadership Training Program

CNN News Room—National Elections



December

CNN Interactive—Executive Group

Needs Analysis for CNN Leadership Training Program





1997

January

CNN Interactive—Executive Group

Design of CNN Leadership Training Program

CNN Southeast Bureau



February

CNN Interactive—Executive Group

Design of CNN Interactive Leadership Seminars

CNN News Room



March

CNN Interactive Leadership Seminars

Center for Creative Leadership (Greensboro, SC)

New York and Washington, DC Bureaus



April

CNN Radio

Army Management Staff College

Army War College

Preparation of Final Report



May


Final Report



June

CNNSI and CNN Interactive Leadership Seminars
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