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Is the Navy Developing Flag Offi cers with the 
Expertise They Need?

U
.S. Navy offi  cers typically rise through the 
ranks developing expertise in a particu-
lar area. Th ey may be skilled at surface 
warfare, for example, or air or submarine 

warfare. When they become fl ag offi  cers—
offi  cers who hold the rank of rear admiral or 
above—many are called on to lead and manage 
large Navy organizations. But do they have the 
complex array of skills they need to manage the 
Navy enterprise?

Navy leaders have become increasingly 
concerned that they do not. Working with the 
Navy’s Executive Learning Offi  cer (ELO), the 
RAND National Defense Research Institute 
undertook a project to identify the expertise 
requirements of Navy fl ag offi  cer positions, disco-
ver whether there is a gap in offi  cer development, 
and, if so, determine the nature and size of the 
gap. Th e RAND researchers surveyed all Navy 
fl ag offi  cers regarding the expertise required for 
their current positions, and they developed and 
ran a model that identifi ed primary and addi-
tional domain-specifi c skills that fl ag selectees 
would need to perform eff ectively in fl ag posi-
tions. Th e researchers then compared those 
requirements with the training and experience 
of the current fl ow of offi  cers. Th ey also exami-
ned the trajectory of Navy requirements for fl ag 
offi  cer expertise in the future. 

Flag Offi cer Positions Require Broad 
Expertise
Th e RAND team divided the forms of expertise 
required into those specifi c to an operational or 
functional domain, such as surface warfare or 
acquisition, and those with potentially broader 
applicability, such as leadership and management 
expertise. Out of 38 types of leadership and man-
agement expertise that RAND identifi ed, offi  cers 
rated 22 as critical for at least 70 percent of fl ag 
offi  cer positions. Several were rated as critical for 
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90 percent of positions; these included exercising 
responsibility and accountability, motivating and 
mentoring military personnel, exercising good 
judgment and adaptiveness in integrating priori-
ties, guiding expectations and managing risks, 
resolving confl icts among associates, and infl u-
encing and negotiating with people at all levels.

Offi  cers were asked to identify the primary 
area or areas of domain-specifi c expertise criti-
cal to their positions. For about 30 percent of 
fl ag offi  cer positions, a single, specifi ed primary 
domain of expertise was judged essential; for 
the others, any of two, three, or more primary 
domains was judged to suffi  ce. Offi  cers were also 
asked to identify the “second-most critical,” or 
secondary, areas of domain expertise required 
for their positions. Th ese are domains not always 
deliberately developed in offi  cers who eventually 
rise to fl ag rank. Financial management, joint 
and combined warfare, and strategic plans and 
policy were each mentioned by at least a third of 
the respondents. (See the fi gure.) 

Abstract

Navy fl ag offi cers command large organiza-
tions and need expertise in a variety of 
domains—domains that go beyond their 
primary area of expertise. A new analysis 
compares the expertise required with that 
developed in pre-fl ag offi cers recently selected 
for promotion. Its conclusions: The Navy
should learn more about expertise require-
ments as the offi cers see them and maintain 
a database of those requirements. Further, 
the Navy should work to develop in its pre-
fl ag offi cers the additional domain-specifi c 
skills necessary to perform effectively in fl ag 
positions.
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There Is Not a Big Gap Between Expertise 
Requirements and Supply
Th e model developed for this study examined specifi c pri-
mary/secondary domain expertise pairs for captains selected 
for rear admiral from 2001 to 2006. Th e objective was to 
determine whether, in fl owing these expertise pairs through 
the fl ag offi  cer personnel structure at reasonable promo-
tion rates, the expertise demands of all fl ag positions could 
be met. Th e question is of interest in part because there are 
potential bottlenecks in the fl ow of personnel up through 
the ranks. For example, while there may be fl exibility in 
the expertise required to fi ll positions at the three-star level, 
more narrowly defi ned requirements at the lower grades can 
aff ect the supply of domain-qualifi ed offi  cers to fi ll three-
star positions. Th e researchers conducted this analysis only 
for domain-specifi c areas of expertise because there was no 
way they could determine if individual fl ag offi  cers had the 
broader leadership and management skills.

In examining the expertise of captains recently promoted 
to rear admiral, the researchers found a good match with 
the overall fl ag position expertise requirements identifi ed by 
the model. However, they identifi ed three pairs of expertise 
that were missing among those recently promoted and that 
deserve attention in Navy offi  cer development plans. Th ese 
pairs are special warfare/counterterrorism, civil engineering/
fi nancial management, and intelligence/joint and combined 
warfare. 

Of course, the expertise required can be expected to 
change with the passage of time. A review of ongoing and 
planned changes in Navy organization, personnel develop-
ment, operational strategy, and technology suggested some 
areas for expertise-building. Information warfare appears to 
be the most likely to become more important in the future. 
Furthermore, there is no evidence that the importance of 
any of the following traditional Navy areas of expertise will 
decline in the near future: surface warfare, submarine war-
fare, antisubmarine warfare, special warfare, expeditionary 
warfare, littoral warfare, intelligence, logistics and readiness, 
and sea basing. 

Next Steps for the Navy
RAND recommended that the Navy

• Develop a number of secondary expertise domains 
among pre-fl ag offi  cers who are likely to be promoted. 

• Maintain an up-to-date database of the requirements 
for expertise in fl ag offi  cer positions. Th ere is already 
a mechanism for doing this—an electronic job book 
maintained by the ELO—but it ought to be updated 
frequently.

• Find out more about some of the areas of expertise that 
were identifi ed by fl ag offi  cers as critical to their success. 
For example, many fl ag offi  cers named “fi nancial man-
agement” as a critical skill, but interviews later revealed 
that the offi  cers really want broad business-related 
training. Th e Navy could conduct additional interviews 
and establish a feedback loop between the ELO and 
fl ag offi  cers to ensure ongoing communication. A better 
understanding of the expertise required could illuminate 
which kinds of expertise are better developed early in a 
career and over a longer period of time, and which are 
acceptably developed in a just-in-time context. ■

This research brief describes work done for the RAND National Defense Research Institute documented in Developing Senior Navy 
Leaders: Requirements for Flag Offi cer Expertise Today and in the Future, by Lawrence M. Hanser, Louis W. Miller, Herbert J. Shukiar, 
and Bruce Newsome, MG-618-NAVY (available at http://www.rand.org/pubs/monographs/MG618/), 2008, 176 pp., $28.00, ISBN: 
978-0-8330-4294-1. The RAND Corporation is a nonprofi t research organization providing objective analysis and effective solutions 
that address the challenges facing the public and private sectors around the world. RAND’s publications do not necessarily refl ect the 
opinions of its research clients and sponsors. R® is a registered trademark.

RAND Offi ces   
Santa Monica, CA  •  Washington, DC  •  Pittsburgh, PA  •  Jackson, MS / New Orleans, LA  •  Cambridge, UK  •  Doha, QA

0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40

Percentage of positions requiring
the expertise

NOTE: Only those expertise domains named by at least 10 percent of 
respondents are shown.

Financial management

Information warfare

Mine and
undersea warfare

Joint and
combined warfare

Warfare resources 
management

Strategic plans and policy

Acquisition
management

Logistics and readiness

Human resources

Counterterrorism

Expeditionary warfare

Areas of Expertise Most Frequently Mentioned as 
Secondary Requirements

http://www.rand.org/pubs/monographs/MG618/


This PDF document was made available from www.rand.org as a public 

service of the RAND Corporation.

This document and trademark(s) contained herein are protected by law as indicated in a notice appearing later 
in this work.  This electronic representation of RAND intellectual property is provided for non-commercial 
use only.  Unauthorized posting of RAND PDFs to a non-RAND Web site is prohibited.  RAND PDFs are 
protected under copyright law.  Permission is required from RAND to reproduce, or reuse in another form, 
any of our research documents for commercial use. For information on reprint and linking permissions, please 
see RAND Permissions.

Limited Electronic Distribution Rights

THE ARTS

CHILD POLICY

CIVIL JUSTICE

EDUCATION

ENERGY AND ENVIRONMENT

HEALTH AND HEALTH CARE

INTERNATIONAL AFFAIRS

NATIONAL SECURITY

POPULATION AND AGING

PUBLIC SAFETY

SCIENCE AND TECHNOLOGY

SUBSTANCE ABUSE

TERRORISM AND 
HOMELAND SECURITY

TRANSPORTATION AND
INFRASTRUCTURE

WORKFORCE AND WORKPLACE

This product is part of the RAND Corporation 
research brief series. RAND research briefs present 
policy-oriented summaries of individual published, peer-
reviewed documents or of a body of published work.

The RAND Corporation is a nonprofit research 
organization providing objective analysis and effective 
solutions that address the challenges facing the public 
and private sectors around the world.

Support RAND
	 Browse Books & Publications

	 Make a charitable contribution

For More Information
	 Visit RAND at www.rand.org

	 Explore	 RAND National Defense Research Institute

	 View document details

http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/publications/permissions.html
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/arts/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/children/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/civil_justice/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/education/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/energy_environment/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/health/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/international_affairs/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/national_security/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/population/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/public_safety/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/science_technology/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/substance_abuse/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/terrorism/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/terrorism/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/infrastructure/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/infrastructure/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/workforce/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/nsrd/ndri.html
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/pubs/online/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/giving/contribute.html
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/nsrd/ndri.html
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/pubs/research_briefs/RB9297/


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile (None)
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 150
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Average
  /ColorImageResolution 150
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages false
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 150
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Average
  /GrayImageResolution 150
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages false
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Average
  /MonoImageResolution 150
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /Unknown

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /SyntheticBoldness 1.000000
  /Description <<
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f30019ad889e350cf5ea6753b50cf3092542b308030d730ea30d730ec30b9537052377528306e00200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /FRA <>
    /DEU <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create PDF documents with higher image resolution for high quality pre-press printing. The PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Reader 5.0 and later. These settings require font embedding.)
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [150 150]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


