
The New Command Culture of Cooperative Leadership 
By Master Chief Rob Hoskin, Lieutenant Commander Seth Lawrence,  

and Commander Sean Heritage, U.S. Navy 
 
   Much has been written about workplace 
culture, and many speak of “culture shaping.” 
Google’s business culture, which focuses on 
encouraging creativity, ingenuity, and critical 
thinking, continues to receive a great deal of 
attention. We see value in fostering similar 
characteristics in our command.  
   Though not a Silicon Valley-based, publicly 
traded corporation, Navy Information Operations 
Command (NIOC) Pensacola is a proud team of 
sailors and civilians predominantly comprising 
“millennials” (people born between 1977 and 
1990) who are passionate about information 
technology. As a result, we find ourselves 
occupying an intersection of traditional Navy 
culture and a Google-based business 
philosophy. We focus our efforts on fostering a 
command climate that allows 21st-century 
sailors and a technology based command to 
reach its potential. Please note: we make no 
claim to be creating anything. Our objective is to 
work cooperatively to encourage the most 
valued behaviors already present.  
 
Old Values, New Emphasis  
   Our command values of continual 
improvement, teamwork, effective 
communication, and entrepreneurship remain 
constant. Although each value, except 
entrepreneurship, is likely promoted to varying 
degrees by leadership at just about any Navy 
command, we deliberately foster a climate in 
which these values thrive daily. We go out of our 
way to:  
• Over-communicate “why”;  
• Celebrate competence over collar device and 
performance over relative seniority;  
• Reward failure; and  
• Provide constructive and continual 360-degree 
feedback.  
 
Over-Communicating Why  
   NIOC Pensacola is no more physically diverse 
than any other Navy command, though our 
experiential diversity—and thus our diversity of 
thought—is part of daily life. We ask each team 
member, regardless of rank, to help define how 
we execute our existing or developing 
processes. To ensure everyone has a solid 
basis from which to make recommendations, we  
go out of our way to explain the reasons for our 
actions. We call it “explaining the why.”  

 
   Because we work in the relatively new mission 
area of computer-network operations, we not 
only have the luxury, but also are required to do 
far more than blindly execute standard operating 
procedures. This cooperative leadership model 
results in shared ownership and a continuous 
improvement loop. By focusing on the “why” 
(even if after the fact), sailors can tie an action to 
a strategic objective, resulting in creative 
problem solving, new approaches to old tasks, 
and endless opportunities for mentorship. We all 
want to be and to know that we are significant 
members of the team—not mindless cogs 
executing specific tasks. Though this has been 
the case for years, it is even more pronounced 
among those of us, regardless of generation, 
who share this point of view.  
 

 
The team at NIOC Pensacola occupies the 
“intersection of traditional Navy culture and 
a Google-based business philosophy.” Here, 
tradition holds sway as newly pinned Chief 
Petty Officers from NIOC and the Center for 
Information Dominance are presented at the 
National Museum of Naval Aviation on board 
Naval Air Station Pensacola. 
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Competence over Collar Device  
   Each promotion brings additional 
responsibility, authority, and privilege. The 
military culture assumes that experience in 
uniform is the primary measurement of 
operational competence. Blind faith in such an 
assumption is obviously flawed. Sailors are 
joining the Navy each year better educated and 
more experienced than those who preceded 
them. At the same time, they have been raised 
to expect to have more control over their careers 
from the beginning. They grew up with the luxury 
of not having to rely on a single authority to give 
them the answers; they found the answers 
themselves after a few strokes of the computer 
keyboard. These sailors are a product of video 
games that have defined objectives and 
continuous feedback that allowed them to 
dictate their own pace of progress. They were 
not constrained by artificial barriers, and they 
flourish under a meritocracy. We all want these 
very things: control, clear objectives, continuous 
feedback, and recognition for contributions 
without regard to rank. Unfortunately, traditional 
military culture tells us that rank and seniority 
trump all.  
   Rather than embrace it, we attempt to counter 
this tendency to automatically align 
responsibility, authority, and privilege to a collar 
device. Many choose to assign sailors based on 
relative seniority among peers and push those 
nearest the next promotion gate to the front of 
the pack. We don’t.  
   Our department heads are not always the 
most senior person in the department; our early 
promotes on a given evaluation cycle are not 
those most senior within a competitive category; 
and our most prized shipmates are those who 
create the most value. Our evaluations and 
fitness reports reflect these facts.  
 
Rewarding Failure  
   The military has long had a “zero-defect” 
mentality, which continues to promote a risk-
averse attitude that stifles initiative. We 
acknowledge that the most significant lessons 
are learned through failure and want everyone to 
accept the notions of “failing their way to 
success” and “making it up as we go.” At NIOC 
Pensacola, if a failure (not concerning personal 
conduct) is made with good intentions, we don’t 
merely “manage” the mistake—we reward it. We 
recognize in a high first-time failure rate the 
hallmark of entrepreneurship. We’ve noted 
several interesting results at our command: 
sailors are less reluctant to try new ideas, they 
err on the side of action, and they share their 
lessons with others.  

   In essence, we are fostering a cooperative 
climate. We turn individual learning curves into a 
single collaboration curve, minimizing the 
number of times we make the same mistake and 
increasing trust across the ranks.  
 
360-Degree Feedback  
   Midterm counseling is often done with a 
check-the-box mentality, and even when 
accomplished in a thoughtful way, it reflects the 
viewpoint of strictly senior to junior. Instead, we 
make the process the most important feedback 
tool in our continual performance review. 
Anonymous input is provided from a 360-degree 
array (including seniors, peers, and juniors), and 
the aggregate results are delivered by the 
reporting senior. Receiving feedback from many 
levels is immeasurably useful, if the command 
climate teaches that the feedback itself is 
valued, constructive, brutally honest when 
required, and timely.  
   Allowing team members to compare 
perceptions of their performances from different 
points of view reveals potential crevices, or 
perhaps even canyons, that must be bridged for 
them to perform at the required levels. 
Additionally, peers and subordinates enjoy a 
different level of interaction, giving them a new 
perspective from which to measure 
performance. The notion of 360-degree 
feedback permits juniors to become significant 
contributors to their workplace, resulting in 
greater productivity regardless of the task. By 
taking in all points of view, the reporting senior 
gains a new appreciation of the member’s 
performance, either changing his or her 
perception or solidifying it further. After all, 
feedback is not about stroking egos or hurting 
feelings, it is about improving performance.  
   Traditional command climates are not 
necessarily less effective and are likely more 
efficient. However, considering that the naval 
profession requires us continually to improve our 
level of performance and that of those with 
whom we serve, the traditional climate promotes 
short-term success over long-term growth and 
encourages risk-averse task followers over 
creative problem-solvers. In this century—and 
for those of us working in technology oriented 
fields—there is no time or place for a legacy 
approach to today’s challenges. If we are to 
benefit from a Fleet of critical thinkers tactically 
contributing to strategic efforts, unafraid to 
challenge the status quo, who understand that 
their collar devices do not define their worth, 
then we must do our part to foster a 21st-century 
command climate. 	  
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