Investing in Intellectual Diversity 
How the New Surface Warfare Career Chart represents a vital investment to the effectiveness of our officer corps. 

The New Surface Warfare Career Chart is shaking up the way we approach career planning. The new tracks provide junior officers with more flexibility and options. 
Among these new options are the Fleet Scholars and SECNAV Industry Tour programs. While many are enthused about these special programs, there are also some who doubt the usefulness of these programs to the overall mission. Why is it important for junior officers to study at prestigious universities? How does working at Amazon benefit the Surface Warfare community? What is the return-on-investment for the SWO community from officers who “take a break” to pursue ambitious programs outside of the traditional career path? These are important questions. Based on my recent experience as an Olmsted Scholar, I believe the benefits will be immediate and long lasting. Furthermore, these programs represent a vital investment in our readiness for future conflicts. 

The Olmsted Scholar Program is a three-year program that challenges young military officers (across all services) to learn a foreign language and pursue graduate studies in that language at a foreign university. I recently returned from my Olmsted tour in Krakow, Poland where I earned my Master’s Degree in National Security, specifically Polish national security. I am nearing the end of my Department Head training and will report to my ship in November. Since I’ve rejoined my peers, I can’t tell you how many people have asked me – “Wait, so you speak Polish? When are you ever going to use Polish again? Why would the Navy send you there? Why is Polish national security important to us?” The truth is, I’ll probably never be expected to speak Polish ever again. I may never again set foot in Poland under Navy orders. My knowledge of the Polish national security apparatus may never be utilized. The goal of the Olmsted Program is not to produce an interpreter or a Foreign Area Officer, but to produce a leader who has been broadly educated and sees the world through a wider lens. This was the vision of General George Olmsted when he conceived of this program. 

General Olmsted’s vision was born out of his experience as a logistician in the U.S. Army before and during World War II. He oversaw the Allied supply chain throughout Southeast Asia and there had the opportunity to observe Mao Zedong’s leadership style. He observed that Mao was fluent in English and had a deep understanding of foreign cultural norms. General Olmsted observed that this gave Mao a strategic advantage over his foreign counterparts (including the Americans). General Olmsted watched this advantage play out over and over again. His experience in post-war China gave him a life-long belief in the strategic importance of broad education for military officers. He believed that cultivating awareness and experience from a foreign culture would contribute to stronger leadership. To that end, he founded the Olmsted Scholar Program to give junior military officers that experience. 

I gained many experiences during my Olmsted tour that have contributed to my development as a leader, but the biggest lesson I learned in my time in Poland is that the world is not binary. I learned this lesson in the context of racism. I am a Filipino-American – and I stood out like a sore thumb in a country made up of 97% ethnic Poles. I had people make rude comments to me on buses, sidewalks, even outside of my own home. At first I was outraged and hurt and wondered how people could be so hurtful.  But over time I learned to I take my emotion out of it and tried to find some sort of lesson from which I could draw motivation. I started to classify who these people were that said rude things about my color. How old were they? Were they educated? Had they ever seen a colored person in their life? I started to notice three types of people who approached me – those who were simply curious and had never met an Asian American before, those who were young and uneducated, and those who were simply ignorant and rude. For the first group, I learned to see past the hurt and try to engage them in conversation and explain where I came from and why I was studying in their country. For the second group I learned to swallow my pride and walk away – hoping that someone or something in life would eventually teach them that the world is much bigger than their small-scale paradigm. For the last group, I learned some choice words in Polish. 

Learning how to understand people’s true intentions based on their cultural background is useful in understanding politics as well. Elements of Polish security policy that might seem irrational and paranoid to an outsider made perfect sense to me in the context of their turbulent and troubled history. Learning to step outside my own cultural background and understand problems from a different perspective is a skill that will be far more valuable to me than my ability to order a kiełbasa and beer in Polish. 

My Olmsted experience taught me how to rise above my immediate emotional reaction and to analyze a situation from the ground up. I may not be speaking Polish or teaching about post-Soviet geopolitics during my Department Head tour, but I will be entering my next billet with a broader perspective on how to approach adversity and confrontation – a lesson I would never have learned without the opportunity to study and live abroad.

The Olmsted Scholar Program, which is entering its 57th year and has educated 637 scholars (including ADM Kurt Tidd  and VADM Jamie Foggo), has been criticized  on the grounds that the experience it offers is not immediately useful to its participants or the communities in which they serve. After all, there is a long gap between the broad overseas education of the junior officer and four-star General or Admiral position where a scholar might exercise a strategic advantage over the enemy or ally based on fluency and a deep understanding of foreign cultural norms. These criticisms echo the reservations some have about the immediate benefits of the opportunities presented in the new SWO Career Path. These criticisms missed the point. Experiences such as the Olmsted and Warrior Scholar Programs should not be judged based on how the knowledge they impart will be immediately useful. Instead they should be seen as a critical investment in an essential element of effectiveness in today’s military; intellectual diversity in our junior officer corps. 

Diversity is the buzzword in today’s Navy. The makeup of the U.S. Navy is special because it mirrors what the rest of the America looks like – a mishmash of ethnicities, genders, and sexual orientations. Bringing people from all over the nation onto one ship or one wardroom is important, but it does not necessarily guarantee a diversity of thoughts, opinions, or ideas. Achieving true diversity requires that we look beyond race, ethnicity, and gender but also look for diversity of experience and intellectual background. Diversity is a condition of many differing elements – education, travel experiences, language fluency, organizational culture, and social norms. If you were to take a black male and a white female who both attended the Naval Academy and place them in the same wardroom, there is no guarantee that this will achieve the full potential of diversity. If they were educated by the same professors, went on the same summer training programs, and were taught under the same organizational culture at the Academy – how much intellectual diversity would you really draw from these two individuals? 

[bookmark: _GoBack]This is why it’s important to include diversity of experience and intellectual backgrounds in our efforts to diversify the Surface Navy. These are the types of broad experiences I imagine our junior officers gaining as they head off to be Fleet Scholars and representatives in the SECNAV Industry Tours. Those participating in the Fleet Scholars Program will gain a world-class education among some of the brightest students in the world and be taught by the world’s leading academics. Those going on industry tours will observe unique work environments and cultures in industries that are vastly different from the military, and yet have proved to be phenomenally effective and successful. While the skills they gain at Amazon or Google might not be immediately applicable to their tours as Department Heads, their exposure to new problems, new industries, and new work cultures will unavoidably alter their approach to challenges in the future. That is exactly the kind of intellectual diversity we need to remain competitive as a fighting force. These new programs represent a critical investment in intellectual diversity.

The biggest danger to the effectiveness of our officer corps is not lack of training – that can be easily bought – but groupthink, a fatal lack of intellectual diversity that stifles innovative thinking and encourages unquestioning conformity. That is a much harder problem to solve. Modern warfare is difficult. Things change quickly. Tactics that worked yesterday are obsolete today. A modern fighting force cannot afford to cultivate automatons among its cadre of leaders. It should train its leaders to be adaptable, open-minded, and intellectually curious. That is the kind of diversity we need among our ranks. That is the kind of diversity that wins wars. 

Programs such as Olmsted, Fleet Scholar, and SECNAV Industry Tours provide invaluable opportunities to increase the intellectual diversity of our officer corps. As the Surface Warfare community continues to evolve and strive to retain better talent among our ranks, we should not lose sight of the fact that the biggest benefit of these programs is the intellectual diversity that they bring to the force. Diversity makes us a stronger, more adaptable, and more innovate officer corps. And that is worthy investment. 


