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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Many large organizations have formal ized programs for

promulgating lessons learned. This study project examines one

such program in the Naval Sea Systems Command (NAVSEASYSCOM)

and analyses it for utility and contribution to the organiza-

tion ’s corporate memory . Lessons learned programs usually

have four functions of (1) preventing current management from

repeating past errors, (2) providing inputs to the preparation

of policy and procedure documents , (3) assisting with on-the-

job training programs, and (4) provide teaching instruments

for academic instruction programs . Corporate memory primarily

is factored into NAVSEASYSCOM project offices by providing

experienced civilian cadre for matrix type organizations last-

ing the life of the program . Ship Acquisition REEF POINTS is

a comprehensive three part document describing the ship

acquisition process, lessons learned and a compendium of all

instructions dealing with the ship acquisition process. The

lessons learned part. of REEF POINTS is the only viable lessons

learned program in NAVSEASYSCOM and this is analysed by in-

• terviews of Navy project managers and civilian deputies. The

interviews determined the f3llowing limitations of lessons

learned .

1. Lessons learned cover ship acquisitions but are

lacking in coverage of the more classic weapons acquisition

programs .

2. They serve as boo~c ends because of rapid obso1esceCc~

i i
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in their content.

3. Real world project events normally transcend the level

of detail usually contained in the lessons.

4. Those who best understand the lessons are the “doers”

and therefore have insufficient time to fully document lessons.

“Non—doers ” carry out this function , and therefore crucial de-

tail gets lost in the translation.

5. Many of the most important lessons lare beyond the

control of the project manager or even NAVSEASYSCOM .

6. Those in a position to provide legitimate lessons are

reluctant to air past mistakes unless sensitive detail is

stripped away and the material is disguised.

Project managers indicated that with these inherent de-

ficiencies REEF POINTS (and by implication other similar lessons

learned programs) is of little value to the project management

office and those generating policy for the office . On the other

hand , lessons learned documents and similar case study material

are of substantially greater value when used as teaching in-

struments in an academic environment. Therefore , the conclusion

is that when functional and project commands generate lessons

learned programs , one of the primary objectives should be to

direct the document toward its usefulness as a teaching in-

strument in training and educationa l programs .

i i i
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SECTION I

INTRODUCTION

Purpose of the Study Project

The basic purpose of this study project is to ascertain

the contribution which lessons learned programs make to

program management and the program management office. The

key to this assessment is to determine if the publication of

lessons learned add significantly to the body of program

management knowledge already held within the program office .

This body of program management knowledge shall be referred

to as corporate memory .

Scope and Limitations

Every executive responsible for a complex organization

which is undergoing continuous , dynamic innovation in order

to deal with outside influences and internal capabilities ,

must expend considerable thought and effort toward insuring

that a corporate memory is retained in the organization. There

are, of course , many management and organizational methods for

enhancing corporate memory during the norma l course of bus-

iness. Technology, personnel training , personne l rotation

policies , political constraint~c , the social or labor enviC

mont , and the competition or threat are represent itive , b r ’~ d1v

understood factors influencing the methods used to build

corporate memory . This paper focuses on one method frequently

used , and this shall be called promulq .~tinC lessons learned

,1
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and it further confines itself to examining lessons learned

procedures in one complex , dynamic organizat ion, the Naval

Sea Systems Command (NAVSEASYSCOM) . The supposition is that

conclusions drawn from a detailed examination of this or-

ganization will have general applicability .

Specific Goals

The four specific goals to be achieved are as follows :

1. Determine how NAVSEAS?SCOM lessons learned are

documented and promulgated .

2. Evaluate their comprehensiveness , applicability

and utility in NAVSEASYSCOM project* offices .

3. Determine the contribution they make to

NAVSEASYSCOM project corporate memory .

4. Evaluate the utility of lessons learned in an

academic or training environment and compare them to the

previous two goals.

*Program and project office .‘irc interpreted to be inter—
changeable words . In NAVSEASYe~C~~ , the project office usually
is the term in s h i p  a c q ul / i t i o n  o lf ic es  w h i l e  program is th~
te rm in ~~

5 ,C ’flf l5 t~ ’n . c . :C11s  Cl Ii c ’s  . ~ o p a r t i c u l a r
si g n i fi c a n c e  i;; a t ta c h e d  to  w h c t h . r pr o  r am or project  is used
in a pa r t i cu l a r  c o n t e x t .

-1
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This paper is divided into four basic sections deal ing

with (1) the lessons learned program at NAVSEASYSCOM, (2) a

corporate memory evaluation of NAVSEASYSCOM project offices ,

(3)  an evaluation of the contr ibution the lessons learned

program makes to the project offir’es , and (4) a recommenda-

tion of how lessons learned programs should be applied .

I

3 

i~~_... . . -.-.--—--.---— * .‘-~~~~~-.--.-
—— -— —-. . . - - - -  .— -~

,- “ -
,.---- ~~~~ ---

‘. .- - — -- 41



SECTION II

LESSONS LEARNED

Basic Poten t ia l  Uses

The preparation , distribution and use of lessons learned

documents , and case study material having the same purpose ,

long have been a part  of the normal administrative procedures

of mil i tary, commercial , government and academic i n s t i t u t i o n s.

In general , the purposes have been f o u r f o l d , as fo l lows :

1. Provide assistance to current management in avoiding

past mistakes .

2. Provide guidance to those prepar ing  pol icy and

procedure documents for  f u tu r e  use.

3. Provide instruction during on-the—job training

programs for management trainees .

4. Provide teaching instruments at academic institutions.

Although there can be classifications of lessons learned

purposes in addition to the above four , a basic dividing point

usually is how they are used either within the preparing

organization , such as in the f i r s t  three purposes , or their

externa l use , such as when the D e f e n s e  Sy s te m s  ~~nagement

College uses lessons learned m a t e r i a l  prepared in program

offices . Lessons learned material frequently is formally

titled by that name , but this paper also encompasses case study

m a t e r i a l  h a v i n g  lessons learned c o n t e n t .

4
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Overview of Ana lysis

The context of the forthcoming analysis will be limited

to NAVSEAS YSCOM because it is a large , complex o r g a n i z a t i o n

with a forma l lessons learned program . The nature of this

program is somewhat unique , but the un derl y ing pre sumpt ion  in

limiting the context is that the four previously mentioned

purposes may be analysed with respect to NAVSEASYSCOM and the

results will be sustantially applicable to the entire

military weapons system acquisition establishment. This is

because most findings arise from the nature of the weapons

acquisition process rather than from the particular way

NAVSEASY SCOM conduc ts the process.  In fac t , evidence from a

project to institutionalize a Department of Defense (DOD)

system for promuloating lessons learned throughout the three

uniformed services and DOD suggests that there are a wide

variety of e f f e c tive les sons learned programs which u n i f o r m l y

accomplish the same four purposes but are unique in procedure.1

The same evidence also supports the applicability of this paper

to these other lessons learned programs .

The analysis of NAVSEASYSCOM lesssons learned will

de term ine how t h e y  ar e  used f o r  pr cTj e c t , p ro rr~~m o f f ic e  ..lailv

management  in avoid ing  the same mis takes , pol icy quidance ,

on- the—job  t r a i n i n g  and academic i n s t r u c t i o n .  W i t h  respect to

the f i r s t  three purpo ses, tha t  is , the internal ones , genu ine

issues are raised concerning their utility to current manace-

m on t .  The c o n t r i b u t i o n  these  l es sons  learned m.1 1:c’ to

_ _ _ _ _  

_..
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N~ vSEASYSCOM project corporate memory also will be analysed

considering both the internal and external purposes. Here

again though , issues are raised which suggest the formal

lessons learned’ program is of limited value in contributing

to the corporate memory of NAVSEASYSCOM project offices . The

experienced manager intuitively would expect these limitations

to exist, so a useful  ana lysis should go beyond conf i rming

suspicions and contribute meaningful uses of lessons learned

to literature on the subject. The introduction implies that

lessons learned are but a small sub-set in the large body of

contributions to corporate memory , so before any fair con—

clusions are drawn concerning their internal utility , the

lessons learned program must be properly cast within the

framework of NAVSEASYSCOM project office corporate memory .

6
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PART III

CORPORATE MEMORY IN NAVSEASYSCOM PROJECT OFFICES

NAVSEASYSCOM Organizational Structure

A basic overview of the NAVSEASYSCOM organizational

structure consists of the following points :

1. NAVSEASYSCOM is a large functional organization

overseeing the entire Navy surface ship and submarine acquisi-

tion and maintenance establishment. This includes the ship

and ordnance system project offices ; the supporting adminis-

tration offices; substantial integral design , contracting ,

system analysis , and , cost analysis functional offices; function-

al offices for coordination of research and development projects

in Navy laboratories; the ship overhaul and repair activities

and many features of the ship and combat system logistic

support establishment.

2. The project offices and functional support are cen-

tralized in the Washington , D.C., area , with most offices in

the C r y s t a l  Ci ty  complex under the t i t l e  of Head q u a r t e r s , ~ ava1

Sea Systems Command .

3. The headquarters is roughly d iv ided in to sh i p  and

ordnance project/program offices along with the functional

o r g a n i z a t i o n s  suppor t i ng  the a c q u i s i t i o n  program .

4 .  Each s h ip  c lass  a c q u i s i t i o n  program is commanded by

a Shi p Acqu isition Project Manager (S HA P M ) whose project also

~nc]udes th . acqui~~iL:on of the IhiP ’s ordnance .~ ni .1 elec tron i c

7



suit (the combat system)

5. Programs to develop new ordnance to replace existing

systems are commanded by project managers .

6. Combat system integration into a new ship class is

conducted by Participating Managers (PARils) under the command

of the SHAPM . In many instances , elements of the combat system

are ordnance acquisition programs proceeding concurrently with

the ship acquisition project.

7. Most ship design services , search radar and communica-

tion electronics , and aviation related design and equipment

are contributed by other systems commands having direct re-

sponsibil i ty for these groupin~~~of systems . Again , PARNS co-

ordinate the integration of each of these sub—systems Into the

ship ’s co~nbat system .

Numerous  documents describe the complex interorganizational

relationships necessary to build a class of major combatant

ships, so the discussion ot~ NAVSEASYSCOM organiza t ion  wi l l  not

be further detailed . A voluminous bibliography for the or-

ganization and process is contained in a newly published

NAVSEASYSCOM document known is Ship Acquisition REEF POINTS ,2

which in turn was prepared in accordance with NAVSEA

Instruction 9060.4 dated 29 March 1976 and titled “Ship

Acquisition Process. ”

Corporate Memory  Descr ip t ion

The obvious incrcdion~ s of corpor’ite m emory  are con—

tam ed ~n t h e NAVSLASYSCOM Organi zation. The vast majority

8
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of military and civilian billets in the project, functional

and process offices are manned by people knowledgeable in

ship acquisition and, as would be expected , civilian per-

sonnel job rotation is considerably less than military rotation.

Nevertheless , numerous key military billets , especially project

managers , are f i l l ed  by persons having long time experience

in NAVSEASYSCOM and long term associations with their own or

similar projects . The concentration of NAVSEASYSCOM project

offices and functional support in the Washington area also

contributes significantly to corporate memory because of con-

tinuing access to rotated personnel within the organization .

With the exception of the TRIDENT submarine/miss ile/

support base acquisition program , NAVSEASYSCOM project offices

are intermix or matrix type organizations . These organizations

are substantially staffed by civil service cadre having a corn-

mitmerLt to the project for its entire life. This experienced

cadre provides a major component of the project’s corporate

memory and its links to the functional and process offices .3

A second substantial in~ ut to corporate memory is provided by

the assignment of military project ma angers who have exten-

sive experience in ship and weapon acquisition and who have had

a long term commitment to the project itself. If one assumes

that the functional organization has the c;reatest degree of

corporate memory , then the matrix form of the project office

organization has substantial potential for irawing f rom the

functiona l organization ’ s corporate memory .

9
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The complexity of ship acquisition programs ; not only

with respect to the ship and its propulsion , electrical ,

battle damage control and living facilities; but also with

respect to integrating search radar , sonar, missile , gun ,

torpedo, target acquisition and fire control, electronic

warfare, aviaition support, communications , command and control

systems; is such that no one organizational type or leader-

ship type has proved to be successful in all circumstances.

The immediate conclusion to be drawn from this fact is that

a diffusion of corporate memory through the project offices

is absolutely essential to successful acquisition programs .

Given the necessity to draw on corporate memory to the greatest

extent possible in ship acquisition programs , every manage-

ment method enhancing its diffusion would be expected through-

out NAVSEASYSCOM . Thus , using this same logic, we see some

justification for concentration of program offices in one

geographic area , the use of matrix type project management ,

extensive on—the-job training programs and strade school

courses, a vast body of formal instructions and interorganiza-

tional agreements , extensive interpersona l contact among

project offices and the promulgation of documents such as the

previously mentioned REEF POINTS. Obviously, the total just-

ification for NAVSEASYSCOM project organizations and methods

of doing business is based on far more than corporate memory

considerations , but they do play a key role and are germane

to any full discussion on NAVSEASYSCOM ’s methods of doing

10 .
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business.

With respect to project offices , corporate memory may

be defined as “a mental continuum of project history ; that

is, knowing how and why things have gotten to be the way

they are; including all the understated and undocumented

considerations in the project’s history .”4 From this ample

body of knowledge the sub-set of “how to” documentation may

be derived , and this is the basis for the publication of

REEF POINTS. The fo l lowing quota t ion  is taken from the book ’s

Fore~ ord .

•alt is intended to provide sailing directions for the
Ship Acquisition Project Manager (SHAPM) and his staff ,
that will explain the many ac tions tha t are required to
successfully complete a ship acquisition. These sailing
directions showing the total process , should put into
perspective the many actions required in the total prcocss ,
and should serve as a check-off list for the development
of the plans and actions to be taken. ”

Taking REEF POINTS as a representative and worthy effort

toward enhancing corporate memory and noting that one of its

three basic parts is entitled “Lessons Learned ,” we may procecJ

with a detailed analysis expecting to find its true place in

the sun .

11



PART IV

REEF POINTS Evaluation

Description

REEF POINTS is the only document in NAVSEASYSCOM whose

purpose is to promulgate lessons learned on a continuing

basis. Other forums have existed but this is the one given

primary emphasis , particularly by Vice Admiral Gooding, USN (Ret),

former Commander , Naval Sea Systems Command. Strong emphasis

on promulgating lessons learned throughout the Naval Material

Command (NAVMAT) is being given by the current Commander ,

Admiral F.H. Michaelis , and REEF POINTS is considered to be

responsive to this emphasis.5

A brief description of REEF POINTS is in order because

its method of preparat ion and contents have some bearing on

the conclusions of the analysis , particularly if one hypothe-

sizes alternative methods for presenting lessons learned.

NAVSEASYSCOM Code 0762 has been g iven the respons ib i l i ty  to

prepare and update REEF POINTS. The initial inputs for the

lessons learned portion were solicited from the various project

managers by written correspondence and then by detailed inter-

views . The description of the ship acquisition process was

prepared from thorough research and extensive NAVSEASYSCOM

experience .6 The document is divided into three independent

parts as follows :

“Part I Description of the acquisition process

Part II Lessons learned in ap~. -1 icat ion of t he  pracess

1?
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Part III Listing of directives bearing on the process

with a synopsis of each directive .”7

The lessons learned part of REEF POINTS is divided into

two parts ; the first applies to managing the entire ship

acquisition program. and the second applies to the acquisition

of shipboard installed computer programs . A considerable

amount of “how to” information also is contained in the com-

puter section. The lessons themselves are disguised , but

recongnizably real, and detail past problems in such areas as

building and managing the staff , costs and estimating, claim

prevention , risk analysis and concurrency, combat system in-

tegration , PARM and SHAPM relations , etc.

Although the published version of REEF POINTS had not been

distributed at the time interviews were conducted , almost all

project managers were familiar with its contents as a re-

sult of contributions to and reviews of the draft documents.

So, in the minds of those to whom it is meant to apply, REEF

POINTS already exists as a contribution to the documentation

and literature on ship acquisition.

In order to maintain its current usefulness , continuous

contributions of lessons learned are required by the previously

cited NAVMAT Instruction 9060.4. REEF POINTS I’ART II provides

a format and classification system for submissions of new and

updated lessons learned . A typical example of the updating

process is given in a case where NAVMA T memorandum “00 Memo

239—76 ” of 6 April 1976 ci tes lessons learned in preparing for

13 
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contract negotiations and requires they be included in an

addendum to REEF POINTS. NAVSEA Notice 4200 of 3 August 1976

implements coordinating policies for the particular aspects

of preparation for contract negotiation “hard spots’ and ends

with the following cancellation contingency : “When information

is incorporated into NAVSEA publication Ship Acquisition Reef

Points.”

Limitations of Lessons Learned

Based on the above information , we may conclude by in-

spection that REEF POINTS is comprehensive , conceptually sound ,

and reasonably accurate . To determine how well it may full-

fill its stated purpose , a number of interviews with project

managers and functional managers were conducted . Material from

some of these informally structured interviews already has been

cited in that the interviews covered information in addition

to an evaluation of REEF POINTS’ utility to the project

manager. The salient points of the evaluation portion of the

interview series are described in the following paragraphs.

1. The emphasis REEF POINTS places on the SHAPM aspects

of acquisitions is of limited value to the weapons acquisition

manager because so many features of ship acquisition are unique

to the SH A P M .  Weapons acquisition follows the more “classic ”

lines of the other systems commands and servies . Since the

business environment faced by the weapons project manager

f r e q u e n t l y  is d i f f e r e n t  t han  t h a t  faced by the  SHAPM , more

separate but a na l a ~;ow; t r eat m e n t  sh o u l d  be given to weapona

14
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systems in REEF POINTS.8 From the NAVMAT viewpoint , though,

ship and weapons acquisitions are inseparable since the SHAPM

frequently manages both projects through the transactions of

the PARM .9

2. Past experience wi -h Lessons learned programs tags

REEF POINTS with the book ends syndrome , although it is too

early in the document ’s life to say this is applicable. The

point in this analysis , though , is that in REEF POINTS, as well

as any other publication , preparation and promulgation take

so long that in a current project office the published version

amounts to a history of past events . The comprehensiveness

and volume of REEF POINTS tend to exacerbate the normal delays ,

thus making it a genuine candidate for book ends in current

project offices .lO The previously noted NAV~tAT contract ing

hard spots memorandum in April 1976 , followed by the NAVSEA

Notice in Au ;u :t 1976 , and in turn followed by the distribu-

tion of Rl : L i  ~~) L~~TS in  October/November  of 1976 is a case bearing

out the contention. The actual lesson learned was originally

stated in a letter from the Guided Missile Fast Frigate (FF0)

project SHAPM in March 1976 , so we see a case where the SHAP M

knows the lesson at least nine months ho fore it is formally

promul ga ted .

3. In most project offices real world reactions

transcend the level of detail contained in REE F POINTS.

Interpretations of cur~rent documents , shades of meaning expressed

in descriptions of policy , dt’eisloLs and judqcments made on

F



the basis of mutual trust or professional reputation all are

a substantial part of daily business in the project office and

form the basis of many lessons learned)~ Translating these

into meaningful documentation is a laborious process where

small but collectively significant details fall through the

screening process and are lost except to the corporate memory

where the event took place .

4. In any large bureaucratic organization there is a

natural tendency for the “doers ” to man the fire lines and keep

the store from burning down while the “non-doers ” stand aside

and document the process. Thus, what gets written is the non-

doers ’ version of lessons learned because the doer is too busy

fighting the fire. As a result, the same type of policy , de-

cision and jud gement considerations noted in the previous

paragraph tend to be onl y par t ly documented by the doer in

private notes, weekly logs, memos to file , etc . Often these

simply can not be adequately translated h-: t s e  non-doer or,

for reasons to be discussed later , tbe scn~~~t i v e  aspect of the

information cannot be made a v a i l ab l e  to the non-doer)2

5. In many cases primary motivations driving SHAPM

decisions are beyond his control and to a large extent beyond

the control of NAVS LA SYS CO~i . Decl in i n g p r o f i t in the shi p

building industry certainl y is the basis for many lessons

learned , but the SHAPM can do l i t t le to rec t i f y the problem

or avoid the ponderous rush to the claims court. Another

example is the fact that the SHAP~•~ fu nnels money through PARM t~ a:

16 
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projects in other system commands where gaps in the personnel

rotation and relieving process interrupt the continuous tracking

and accountability for how the money is spent. These type of

lessons learned tend to be undocumented in REEF POINTS be-

cause flailing at windmills may be the only current solution.

Time and effort will bring solutions , but the current file of

lessons learned often does not address the really dark clouds

hanging overheadJ3

6. Hanging out dirty linen for public viewing not only

runs counter to human nature but may be unjustly damaging as

well. For this reason the first interviews conducted by

code 0762 to obtain inputs for the draft REEF POINTS were

innocuous and of little value . The case studies and lessons

then were disguised to protect the innocent (as well as the

guilty) and sensitive information was stripped from the draft

material. These features increased the amount of available

and useful information provided by the program offices and

cer ta in ly improved the quality of REEF POINTS. The current

project manager immediately recognizes the lack of essential

and crucial detail , though , and so REEF POINTS loses some

stature that simply cannot be restored to the product .14

Methods to handle sensitive information a n d  increase the int~ s—

nal (onl y) flow of dirty linen information have been discussed

but no solution is being attempted or tested at the present

time)-5

7. For the past 10 1/2 years the  n u t  her ha.; :..r t~ cipa t~~d

in about six FIRST , T H I R D  and ~r :v~:~. ~1eet lessens learned

17



projects as a writer , evaluator or user at different stages

of his career and in different billets . In general fleet

lessons learned suffer the same deficiencies with respect to

use by ship and operational commanders as those documented in

the previous paragraphs for project managers . Although the

lessons learned programs did not achieve their loftiest aims ,

they were useful and worthwhile for other purposes in the fleet.

Utility of REEF POINTS

With the above deficiencies in mind , the interviews

were s t ructured to obtain qu al i f i e d  op inions on the real util ity

of REEF POINTS, and by imp lica tion the u ti l i t y  of lessons

learned programs and their contrihntion to corporate memory

were questioned . The essential point with regard to the previous

descri ption of de f ic ienc ies is not tha t th ey ex ist, but  ra ther

that they exist only wi th respect to use by the current ~enera-

tion of project managers who have just learned t he  lessons they

documented. Future project managers won ’t find the same re-

lationship to the current REEF POINTS, but t h e y  p robab ly  will

have the same judgement concerning fu ture lessons lear ned pub-

lisheo from their o;.n i npth  :~ me of the pr o b]  ems in sh i p

acquisition now being corrected by project managers arc cyclic

in nature and have been corrected several times in the 200

year h istory of Na sh ipbu i ld ing .16 REEF POINTS’ survival as

an ongoing, viable documen t  is dependent on its current use—

fu I nt -ss n~1 t he resu 1 t i n t  mo i v i  t i o n  t o  k e ep  it .is ed , so

‘S



even though obviously it will be useful to the future SHAPM ,

current motivation to maintain it must be examined .

The real lessons learned in the project office come from

briefings , letters , chain of command verbal policy and much of

this is quickly transferred into corrections and modifications

to existing instructions . The great Lody of justification and

unrealized ramifications exist within the mental continuum

(corporate memory ) of the project and in the functional offices

involved. The total of the written and unwritten is the project

manager ’s daily life , but few others in the p ro jec t  o f f i c e  show

such a grasp of the situation. So, for the novice , trainee ,

s tuden t , uninitiated , etc., REEF POINTS has far more utility

than for the SHAPM . REEF POINTS primarily exists for the pre-

viously referred to non-doer , par t icular ly for  those who may

rise through the organization to eventual project managership.

Therefore , the valid motivation to maintain REEF POINTS should

be based or exploiting its utility to those learning the ship

acquisition process.

App l icat ion of Lessons Lea rn ed to T r a i n i n g  Programs

Because there are inherent limitations to the process of

pro mul gating le~ .-on ; learnea in the bbl :F ~~~TS style , there

is little to be gained in improving it to the point of being

good enough for use in prea:bina to t h - ’  choir. The effort re-

quired probab 1 . ~.uJ d n o t  s S C C L  :~ ul and the congreqa t en

would gain litt .io mote than airead.- h -e; .. . e- achieved. The

inheren t limitations which justify tii lor .ins REEF POI~ T~ to

U) 
-

hiiri.~~~
_ — ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~



training purposes , rather than SHAPM utility , are as follows :

1. Sensitive information cannot be presented in open

l i terature and a cumbersome procedure to d i f f u s e  it in

written documentation is not likely in today ’s precedence

2. The players involved in unfortunate circumstances ,

poor judgement, fa i lures  and s imilar  case material  must be

disguised in open literature in order to promote honest re-

porting and internal appraisal based on the true facts . The p

disguise resul ts  in an unavoidable loss in transla tion , though ,

so the result is useful only to the non-doer. The SHAPM/

project manager must have access on a case basis to the entire

body of literature in order to achie-:~ adc~ uate utility from

case studies. The mechanism of closely held “inc iden t reports ,”

based on full disclosure to those who need to know , ca n not be

employed in a document of REEF POI N TS ’  d i s t r i b u t i o n .

3. In lessons learned situations as complex as those

frequently encountered in ship acquisitions , the truth it-

self sometimes is a judgemen t call subject to a variety of

interpretat ions which go beyond the capaci ty of a docume nt

writer to portray adequately. Enormous demands would  be p laced

on the p r o j e c t  m a n a g e r  to c a r e f u l ly , exp l i c i t l y  and m e t i c u l o u s ly

document these cases in sufficient detail to serve as a cook

book for a peer (or preachin~ to the cho i r) .

4 .  Since many events and institu t ion s impacting on the

project  are no t con tr o l l ed by the  SUA ~~M , some r ecogn ized

di t ficu1t~ es s~ rs.1y cannot be ~voided at a n y  r e a s o n a b l e  cost

:0
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or effort. Some of these are inevitable as the swing of the

• pendulum and have far more relation to such things as the

economy , political evaluation of the profit motive and national

priorities perceived in the political arena , and therefore go

far beyond the scope of REEF POINTS in promulgating lessons

learned.

This analysis of REEF POINTS comes to the conclusion that

it is and should continue to be oriented toward project manage-

ment training in NAVSEASYSCOM . It does not and probably can-

not live up to the advertized motive “ --— to provide sa i l ing

directions to the Ship Acquis it ion Projec t Manager (SHAPM) and

his s t a f f , that will explaia the many actions that are re-

quired to successfu l ly complete a ship acquisi tion. ’ Extend-

ing the above conclusion to the larger arena of the contribution

lessons learned make to corporate memory requires examination

of additional information .
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PART V

CONTRIBUTION OF LESSONS LEARNED TO CORPORATE MEMORY

The Real Place for Lessons Learned

The following analysis and conclusions are those of the

author since interviews described in the previous sections were

not structured to produce evidence on how lessons learned

really should be used. Giving the mantle of universality to

the conclusions drawn regarding REEF POINTS implies  t h a t  lessons

learned promulgation should be directed primarily toward the

training and teaching environment . Such a conclusion over-

looks the vast body of specialized investigation used by al-

most every organization for internal control , hut tha n a t u r e

of lessons learned from thi s body of knowled ge usua l ly  is

governed by limited access and distribution. These latter

lessons become both a part of the corporate memory for those

few who have access to the information and also are included

in the updated governing directives of the organization ,

frequently without reference to the source or reasons . As a

result, the how-to and how-not-to aspects of daily business

don ’t get documen ted until a REEF f lINTS style project is un-

dertaken. Then we f i n d  t ha t  the r e s u l t  is not good enoug h to

substitue for the more specialized internal controls and

investigations and so the REEr-’ POl~;TS style document languishes

and soon is relegated to the book ends role by management.
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Such should not be the case where management recognizes the

value of what shall be called a “reef points program ” (for

further colloquial reference) to enhance corporate memory by

training and academic instruction . Theoretically, the internal

promulgation of sensitive information vital to the success of

the project office will be efficient and purposeful to the ex-

tent that no further analysis is required in this paper. Projects

foundering due to internal control problems usually have dif-

ficulties transcending the lessons learned considerations

discussed so far. Therefore, the remainder of this paper will

be devoted to justif~-ing a reef points program based on case

studies and lessons learned . The two concepts of case studies

and lessons learned will be used synonamously.

DOD I n i t i a t i ve s

A recent series of informal discussions between the

highest offices of the Secretary of Defense and the Defense

• Systems Management College (DSMC) deal with a request to under-

take case studies of lessons learned in major weapon system

acquisition programs . The esscntial poin t of th is  series of

discussions is that the case studies are desired for in—

structional purposes — not for project managem ent purposes.

The discussions bear no r e l a t i o n  to th is paper ’s di st inc t ion

between a reef points program and internal project control

oriented documents , but the emp hasis on lessons learned for

i n s t r u c t i ona l purp ses ~:.p l i C S  3 reoc  ;n i  t iOf l  a the  1 i m i  t o  ~Ou . s

:3



of a reef points program.

Historically1 academic instituions , DSMC included , have

developed their own case studies as teaching instruments keyed

to the assigned subject matter . The limitations discussed in

the analysis of REEF POINTS also are inherent in these academ-

ically prepared case studies. The question raised by the DOD

discussions is who should prepare the case studies , if pre—

paration is in fact required . Considering the amount of

material dealing with military acquisition lessons learned

already in use at DSMC, various command and staff colleges ,

systems command schools, etc., preparation of a new series of

case studies is not particularly relevant , except as necessary

to stay abreast of the real world.

What is particularly relevant to the discussion series

is the very important role reef point programs can play in

providing case study lessons learned to academic institutions

specializing in weapons system acquisition. The material in

REEF POINTS is ideal for academic use and it represents a

significant contribution to the amount of real world corporate

memory that the student may take from the schoolhouse to the

project office. The fact that REEF POINTS can be of genu ine

academic use at DSMC is not sufficient motivation to keep it

updated at NAVSE A SYSCOM , though , unless command emphasis is

directed toward such motiva tion. Instilling such motivation

should be the thrust of any new DOD initiatives to undertake

case studies for instructio nal purposes.

24



Conclusion

REEF POINTS is indicative of the magnitude and quality

of material that project and functional organizations can

provide in the course of attempting to satisfy their own needs.

Altering the emphasis away from reef point program fulfillment

of internal organizational needs and toward building corporate

memory in to the project management trainee is not necessarily

a demotivating influence for those preparing the document.

Incentives and recognition for the genuine academic utility

of REEF POINTS may be expected to produce a more positive in-

fluence on maintaining its viability than does the current

motivation to produce a document of much less utility to the

SHAPM . Again , the thrust of this concluding paragraph is that

system command reef point programs providing lessons learned

should be oriented toward satisfying academic enhancement of

corporate memory in the student , rather than fulfilling un-

attainable internal project control goals which make an even

smaller contribution to project corporate memory .
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