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[bookmark: _Hlk152663567]PETER LEVINE: I'm Peter Levine, the Director of the Defense Management Institute; and I'm here today as a part of a planned series of interviews of individuals who've made significant contributions to improving the management of the Department of Defense. Today, I'll be speaking with Michael Rhodes, who started his military career as a noncommissioned officer in Alaska in the 1980s, and rose to serve for more than a decade as the top management official in the Pentagon, the Pentagon's Director of Administration and Management. Mike served as the DA&M during my time in the Pentagon, so I know him well. Over the course of a 35-year career, Mr. Rhodes developed a deep commitment to the Department and an exceptional understanding of how to get things done in one of the world's largest bureaucratic organizations. Mr. Rhodes, welcome; and thanks for being here.
MIKE RHODES: Thank you, Peter. 
PETER LEVINE: Mike, I like to ask all my interviewees how they became engaged in defense issues and started work with the Department of Defense. I believe you started your career right at the beginning as an NCO in the Army. How did that come about?
MIKE RHODES: My dad is a retired noncommissioned officer of the Army, so I'd been around the Army for a long time. He didn’t have a traditional career but still grew up in that environment. And I will tell you, as a kid, I was definitely going in the Army. I was going to go to West Point. Then, as a rebellious teenager, I was having nothing to do with the Army. Never going to be there. And I got about a year into college as I was paying my way through at student loans and other things, and I thought, “Why didn't I go to ROTC? Why didn't I do this?” But so as I graduated, anyways, that was that was my path, and part of it was the personal benefit that I could get out of it to pay off student loans. But it was a great opportunity, actually, to go into the Army to start seeing what the Army was about.
PETER LEVINE: So, in the late eighties, you transition from the military side to the civilian side. And I guess with your background, there’s a question as to whether you might have gone to officer candidate school or taken some other course. How did you decide to take on life as a civilian? And, can you tell me about the transition from military to civilian in the Department? What was familiar to you, and what was new?
MIKE RHODES: I went in, even as an enlisted person, I went into installation management, so I was working installation management functions from the beginning. My plan had been to serve four years and probably transition out. Originally, we thought we'll just go back to Kentucky where our families were from. But the opportunity was there; and also, the enjoyment of the job taking care of most service members and their families. There's a lot rewarding about the process and the work. And they wanted me to stay. So, there were some opportunities there, and I stayed and started working on the Alaska base activities.
PETER LEVINE: What was it like? Over the next decade or so, you took on a series of managed positions at bases and facilities around the country, up to Alaska. Can you talk about the challenge of running a military base?
MIKE RHODES: It's as complex as anything. It's like any town or city. They've got every function. In fact, they've got more. So, any city manager probably has an easier job, I would say, and I'm not trying to simplify their life, but because you also are taking care of the welfare of every person. You are running their childcare facilities. You are running their fitness facilities. You're ensuring their schooling, and everything else is going on. It's just a more fulsome portfolio but very complex. And you've got aged infrastructure. You've got other elements to work with. But you care about every single person that's out there, I think, to a greater degree that might exist in a traditional city or town in in the United States.
PETER LEVINE: So, then the success or failure of somebody like you who's basically running a military facility has a huge impact on the lives of members of the military and probably a huge impact on our ability to recruit, retain and keep the talent we need over time. Is that right?
MIKE RHODES: Absolutely. And I think the reality is over the course of the 30 years I was with the Department, the fact is, I think it increased even more. More increasingly married population, more increasingly family population that's associated, and higher expectations in society. What we provided and served in the standard we gave in 1984 when I joined the Army, and in 1988 when I got out and became a civilian doing those functions and duties just continue to increase in order to be able to retain people for the military services.
PETER LEVINE: Now, you had a challenge from the earliest time in your career when you're in these kinds of positions that I saw you working with when you're in the Pentagon later, which is the challenge of working within a very bureaucratic and rule-bound organization which thinks, in many ways, mostly of, “I've got to do this thing by the book,” versus the fact that you're in a people service business where you're facing people who have expectations and needs and the rule book isn't necessarily the best way to meet those. How do you square that circle and provide the service and treatment that people need and deserve when they're, after all, volunteering to serve their country, how do you provide that kind of service while staying within the rules?
MIKE RHODES: I think it's probably a little bit easier in a military environment, when you think of the role and view of the commander. So, I worked at bases and stations and for uniformed officers, actually, for about two-thirds of my career before I got over to the Pentagon and OSD and working for the higher civilian authorities that are involved. But I think the mindset of a commander, you take care of your troops, so that sets an environment. You're not going to do anything illegal or unethical in the process, but you were going to find the path. So, when that is the mindset going into it, I think it sets an environment where you can chart that path to get there. What is the right thing to do, what is needed, and then find the path within the authorities you have.
PETER LEVINE: We'll get to talking about the Pentagon later. But I take it that it may be a little bit different when you're in a headquarters organization, which is mostly civilian?
MIKE RHODES: I think it is. I think it is. The thing I always was fascinated, sorry, I'm jumping to the Pentagon, but the thing I found fascinating there, and I used to talk to people about, is the fact that I watched it as it changed political parties. And what I mostly saw during my tenure there was the fact that the approaches that we’d take might change on the margins, but the core function and focus and mission that we were doing, it did not change that. It didn't matter if it was one party or another that was in power, and those were the appointees that were there, because it was about national security, national defense. And at the core of that is taking care of the men and women who serve.
PETER LEVINE: Tell me about being in a civilian management position on a military base. So, you're a civilian, in essentially a military environment. How did that impact your ability to get what you needed to done? How did that impact the way you related to the leadership? Was that difficult? Was that easy? Did your military background help?
MIKE RHODES: I think the military perspective helped because that was the environment I started my professional post collegiate career in. So that helps you understand the mindset. But the fact is, every leader has priority. Every leader has some standards and approaches. Typically, a leader, civilian or uniform, is going to give some form of commander's intent and commander’s guidance, their expectations. So, you just read off those, and you find how you best approach it; and they're not all the same. They generally are going to a similar outcome, but they have their different requirements getting there. So, the managers in the process have to read that and have to find how to be effective.
PETER LEVINE: As a manager, is it key to have a good relationship then with the military leaders you're working with and for?
MIKE RHODES: Absolutely, you have to understand them, but you also have to have the relationship with them and quite frankly, in any management environment, you also have to know how the power works and who are the vehicles that you can work through. And so that was always, at every location, part of the process.
PETER LEVINE: I've always felt in the positions that I had that understanding the relationships and understanding the people you're working with and dealing with issues on a human level is perhaps the most important part of the job and the most important key to success. That it's all very well to have a plan that you can say, “I got these five points, and they're the five right points.” But if you don't understand who you're working with and what their needs are, you're not going to get anything done.
MIKE RHODES: Who you're working with, how it impacts whatever the problem set that you are approaching, and the others that are around that problem set, but then also consistently being able to maintain confidence by the fact that you are sincere and you are honest. Once you break that, you've lost any ability to be effective, I think, with a commander, with a leader, with a secretary.
PETER LEVINE: And that would be true in pretty much any management position.
MIKE RHODES: Agreed. Agreed.
PETER LEVINE: From 1998 to 2002, you served in an interesting position as a special advisor to the Commander of US Southern Command. And in that role, you, I gather, helped to plan and execute the relocation of SOUTHCOM Headquarters from Panama to Miami. Can you talk about the challenges that you faced in getting this done?
MIKE RHODES: That was a unique beast. The headquarters had just moved, so it had actually moved, but the components were still moving out of Panama. So, it was getting the headquarters settled in a non-military environment, non-military installation. It was a leased building in the middle of an office park. And that's what we had to start with, and making sure they stayed effective. But also, the charge from the commander at the time, first time there was a Marine commander, actually. It had always been a lineage of Army commanders. But General Charlie Wilhelm, and his charge to me was “I want this to be a location people want to take the assignment to, want to get the assignment to, and are not avoiding the assignment from.” And so that was setting up an environment that their families wanted to stay at as well. And they didn't have any of the traditional support. The other challenge there was the fact that we were moving the US Army, US Navy, the Air Force, all the other components out to other locations as well. So, setting that architecture where we would be able to be sustained, so it was a unique challenge. But it actually, as we talked about it with the Pentagon, and we would come back and discuss the approaches we were trying to take, we also were testing some other vehicles. Do you have to have all these services in every location in order to be supportive, or can you make it work in that environment? But it's a completely civilian community that we were working to set the command into.
PETER LEVINE: So, this was tremendously complicated operation. It was also a very successful operation, I believe. Can you talk about what the key factors, in your view, were that contributed to that success?
MIKE RHODES: I think one key factor is actually it was truly and sincerely a priority of the top person. And so, when you have that setting the environment, it makes it marginally easier to be able to start working for it, because you have a common focus in the effort there. The other was, actually, the Army was the Executive Agent for Southern Command. So, it was Headquarters Army that had to work through these things; and they were committed to it as well. It was actually the Director of the Army Staff that sent me down there in the first place. It was funny guidance that I got, because it was, “Don't give everything away, but make it work.” So it was, find the balance in there. 
PETER LEVINE: You had the support from the Pentagon leadership all the way up to the top, I gather?
MIKE RHODES: Yes. Yes. Actually, we had met with Dr. Hamre at one point in the process, Rudy de Leon at one point in the process. We'd go up on these regular intervals to talk about the stability of the location. And it was particularly in the Army programmatically to make the work. But they were supportive. And they wanted to make it work, because it was where the command had moved to. So now we have to make this be functional and effective. And it was there in the uniform side. Tt was their service members that were having to serve there as well. So, you want to make it work.
PETER LEVINE: Now again, there's the relationship between the civilian and the military side. I always think of our military as being very proficient at logistical operations and at planning things. I think of that as being a military capability. But here you are a civilian, and you're playing a key role in that. Can you talk about how you related to the military in these planning and logistical capabilities?
MIKE RHODES: I was the representative of the commander. And I think I had a little credibility, but I really didn't see any difference. I understood their focus, their perspective. But we all have the same objective. And so, I didn't see a difference in the acceptance of the role. Again, I had the authority of the commander for some of the activities that we were integrating. But the other part of it was it wasn't just anything we've traditionally done, I think, on a military basis. We worked a lot with the state of Florida with Governor Chiles and Governor Bush in the process. In fact, the 70 acres that they are on now we got controlled and donated by the state through some of these interactions and planning about what properly matures this headquarters. We were on five leased acres and that was it. And we were surrounded by an office park. It's now a 70-acre complex. That was part of the development we did with the state. 
PETER LEVINE: So, you not only planned the immediate transition to the temporary facility, you were also at the same time planning what the longer-term objective destination would look like?
MIKE RHODES: Maturing the Headquarters to be effective. It was a decision by the President and the Secretary of Defense and the leadership of the process that Miami was the right place for Southern Command. So now we going to make it effective, and mature it for the long-term. Absolutely. 
PETER LEVINE: So, not long after that, you transitioned to another challenging as assignment, and you came to the Pentagon. Was this your first time in the Pentagon? 
MIKE RHODES: Yeah. Actually, actually, so in between those, I'd gone to Marine Corps Headquarters. But then that was my first time in the Pentagon. Yes. 
PETER LEVINE: So, tell me about that arriving in the Pentagon and seeing the Department of Defense from that new angle before you get to DA&M, when you're Marine Corps Headquarters. 
MIKE RHODES: When I'm at Marine Corps Headquarters, I had grown up in an Army environment, and then Combatant Command was Southern Command. It was. And even prior to that, when I was at the Army Pacific, I started to work with the joint command, the other services, but not so much. Each one of them grows another significant depth in the Department of Defense. The fact that you learn base station headquarters in one military service doesn't mean you understand how it works in all the others. And they all have not just cultures, but different approaches for very appropriate reasons on how they operate. So that was an eye-opening reality and starting to get an understanding. Quite frankly, I'd been around the Department for 20 years. I really still didn't understand Defense Agencies and Field Activities. They were these things. I knew they existed. I didn't understand the concept, how they operated, what authority they worked with, who they were reported to and the process. So, this started to grow that understanding of the complex Department of Defense. 
PETER LEVINE: So, observers often worry about the distance between the Pentagon and the force and whether people in the Pentagon really understand what's going on the force. Can you talk about how you transit how you brought that a different field perspective to the Pentagon and the extent to which there is a problem with that perspective in the Pentagon?
MIKE RHODES: I'd submit that so when I was at Headquarters, Marine Corps civilians are the minority in Headquarters, Marine Corps. It's more uniformed personnel, so they understand that they've been rotating through. I think that they get that a little bit better. They're working to adjust to understand, “How are we effective in the Pentagon environment?” So there wasn't as much bringing it to that domain as it was bringing it to the civilian cadre and the more civilian predominant OSD staff in other elements. I've always had this untested theory that the uniform who move around, they bring their operational capability and understanding and perspective of the force back. The civilian cadre, I think, are more stable. And I would submit about 85 pecent of them, no quantification of why I give you that amount, but 85 percent of them, really, we are better off if they stay at their base or station or location or at the Headquarters at the Pentagon, and they grow in expertise and understanding of how those elements function. And I think you need about 15 percent of them or some amount of them that actually have some rotation, maybe not as frequently as the uniformed, but a greater degree of opportunity to see the other elements in order to pull those together to help in the leadership role. So, you're balancing the institutional knowledge side of it, the institutional knowledge that you get from being in a place and understanding the history against the risk of stagnation and being stuck in a way of doing business not being flexible is that, Is that right? So I think it's the combination. I think it's the combination uniform brings some of that. I think you need some of your civilian Caju to have a broader perspective. And I think you have another probably more bulk. They have to have the expertise and how to operate. And then you work. The leaders combine those pieces together to be effective, hopefully. 
PETER LEVINE: So, now we've talked about the Marine Corps at least a little bit. We can move on to OSD and your role as mayor of the Pentagon. And you're now facing a new environment in which everybody thinks they're in charge. Everybody thinks they're important. It's a whole different atmosphere. I would think a whole different working environment. Can you talk about the challenges of working and trying to get things done in that kind of environment? 
MIKE RHODES: Well, when you look at the roles and the charters from the secretarial down to each of those individuals, they are somewhat all in charge, and they are all somewhat important. But there is one secretary, and that is who I had the privilege of representing, secretary and the deputy, their alter egos elements. And then they divide how they're going to divide to do their things. But you're representing, and you take every approach from their perspective. And how does this best serve the OSD staff, the Headquarters staff, the Pentagon, as they're rolling forward. But, you know, it's the same thing as it was at Fort Richardson, Alaska, as it is in the Pentagon. You have to take care of them. You have to make sure they can be effective and functional. And that's the organizations I had the privilege of being over that was their job to kind of hopefully be in the background. If you look for who did that something was wrong. So, you had them working forward and doing that. But it's always looking towards that objective going to go perfectly. But working for that as the Director of Administration and Management, you essentially had Washington Headquarters Services (WHS) working for you. In fact, I think you are the Director of WHS. Before you became 
MIKE RHODES: Yes, I was a Deputy DA&M and WHS Director and then Acting DA&M and WHS Director. And then, finally, one has in the past about how WHS seems at times to be held in very low esteem by people in the Pentagon. Um, and and why that might be, um, can you talk about what the challenges that WHS faces, and why it is hard for it to be as a respected institution as we would like it to be? 
MIKE RHODES: Absolutely. I think it comes down to a few things that are their challenge. One, there's an element of it that's resourcing, and that's sometimes it's like, make an excuse, give me more and I'll do better. And that's not necessarily the case. But it's the level that they're resourced at for the portfolio of the mission. They take care of OSD. They take care of WHS. They take care of PFPA. They take care of several other smaller Defense Agencies and Field Activities and other elements on the Joint Staff for different functions and roles. They keep getting handed. It's kind of like Mikey. Give it to Mikey. He'll eat it. So, they have a challenge with that, with being resourced to the scale of the role. But then there's also what do you really expect of them? We had gone through a study under Secretary Gates to find out what is the mission set. And then what resources does it take to do that? And through the Comptroller and the at that time it was PA&E. Then it became CAPE. But they did a role to look at that, and they had made a determination. This is the level you need to fulfill these standards of service to be provided to it. We never got there because then we started cutting backwards. That's a portion. But then others are. What do you really want them to do? And we have to have that discussion
PETER LEVINE: When you were at DA&M, I saw firsthand that when there was a problem that came up with the front office with the senior leaders with the secretary of the Deputy Secretary, you were able to step in and basically walk through the bureaucracy and get it taken care of because you knew the ins and outs of what you could do and what was available and what the resources were. What the escape valves were all that. But of course, you were so senior you couldn't be expected to do that for everything everywhere. And I wonder whether there is some mismatch between an organization like WHS, which is essentially set up like another administrative organization that might be out somewhere in the field or servicing Defense Agencies or something, and the OSD mission. And whether they need I don't know whether there are more microbes, but they need more of a more senior workforce that is capable of cutting through bureaucracy rather than the workforce that they have of people who are brought up in a bureaucracy to follow rules and administer at a large scale the kinds of functions that they have to do? 
MIKE RHODES: Yeah, actually you said it better than I could have because that was my point towards, “What do you want them to do? What I what? I served for the front office when the times required it. I served as their customer liaison, and I took the system and made it work. But I also had the experience and the level to be able to do that, you'll find the cross WHS in many customers facing areas. We have people who are very dedicated, very committed, but they are not working at their level. They're a ministering. They are continuing to process things down the way. I would have loved to have been able to assign a senior customer service representative for the HR function, if you will, and for the FM function to each of those major components in OSD, and they would be the interlocutor that would make what needs to happen consistent with Secretary's guidance happen. But we never got to the point now. Importantly, I can You can We could get five or six of those that were out there. You also need the capacity and the mechanism to be able to fulfill that function. So, you need the support for those. Hi. Yeah, um, 
PETER LEVINE: You were running WHS and you were DA&M through most of the Pentagon renovation project, Uh, which I would think is a project. If you were looking for one that was as complex as the Panama with withdrawal. This this might be it. What was it like running a major construction project in the Pentagon at the same time that you were essential for keeping the essential services running and the lights turned on? 
MIKE RHODES: It was exciting. Every we took the Pentagon down to its bear columns, one piece of the pie at a time. There were 10 sections. We did it with basically grossly oversimplified, split it down and then rebuilt it and then put people into it and started it on another wedge. And there was probably nothing more complex. We had a team of folks we brought in to work this effort, but every time we took down one wall, every time we pull out a column you did any area, you found a new surprise. There was nothing that was really mapped out under there. You'd find brick that was under there because FDR had to give some work to the brick layer. So apparently that was under some of the concrete. And these other segments that you find. So, it was always a challenge. It was never going to go according to plan. But we set up a network of representatives for each of those major components, and we kept them informed. And they were how we worked the issues through to be able to keep things on track, thinking that the Pentagon renovation was essentially on time and on budget and on schedule. Yes, absolutely. Has that ever happened with any other major D? Uh, DOD now big ones that I've been a part of. I don't see it. It it it went on time. It went on schedule. Um, and it it was fascinating to be a part of. Can you can you talk about Well, um, again, what? What kinds of factors do you think might have contributed to the success?
MIKE RHODES: I think part of it was twofold. We had a mission set in charter of a bunch of people who were very, you know, program management-oriented. And they kept highlighting where things were getting off track in the process. But we also established a governance process, a communication process across that it's a diverse number of components. DOD is big and complex. We all know that, but we set up a process of overseeing that which had again represents a Secretary of the Army, Secretary of the Navy, Secretary of the Air Force. We have folks from the services, and we worked it through there. We kept them aware of what was going on, what had happened, and what we need to do next. And I think that that helped to facilitate in the complication because there was you. They were tracking along. They knew the hiccups as they happened. They knew what we're how we're going to react to it. Nobody liked every one of those, but it, uh did you have an appeal process that, or were you the final decision maker? And once you decide something, that was it Did did you ever, In other words, did did you ever get out of control and people were Somebody was so unhappy with one of your decisions that they wanted to take it to the Secretary or something like that? I'll actually take that a little step further. I had to qualify that a little bit. I expected that people were going to be unhappy with answers, and were going to take them to the Secretary. So, one of the most important things I did was I had a regular recurring engagement with the Secretary's representative who was the Special Assistant and then the Chief of Staff for the Secretary, as well as on the Deputy side and anything that was going on. I usually had weekly sit downs with them. Very brief. But I'd highlight the things that were going on, why I was doing what I was doing and who I thought might come in and complain about it so that they at least knew the logic about it. They had every right to overrule them. A couple of them did get overruled and for the most part, But you keep that communication, Probably everything is about communication. And that way, if say that the Army was dissatisfied with something and took it to the Secretary, it wasn't something that was catch the Secretary by surprise and get an adverse decision just because they or the a TNL at the time it was for the renovation, if they didn't like part of it or you name it. So it could be on the OSD staff as well as one of the other components. And you said Special Assistant Secretary. I'm guessing this is Robert Rangel?
 Yes, it was for quite a number of years, and I'm guessing that, um, his, uh I don't know that I know anybody who's more of a workaholic than Robert Rangel, but that his capacity to deal with the issue and to take those briefings was a key and to be attentive was a key part of making this work. Is that right? 
MIKE RHODES: Absolutely. And the fact that they didn't have to be more than 15 minutes, But being able to get an opportunity to explain here are a couple of things going on that are going to come out of the blue at you, Likely to the secretary, and you should just be aware of him. Uh, it was, uh it probably worked as well with him as it did with anyone. 
PETER LEVINE: You came to your senior management position in the Department as an insider, having worked in the Department essentially your entire career when you came to the Pentagon. Others, particularly in political positions, come as outsiders, some of them, without any experience at all in the Pentagon, coming to it from the private sector, um, or, uh and and and in many cases, wanted to to apply private sector experience to DOD problems. Can you talk about the role of private sector experience and in defense management? When and how it can make a positive contribution and what the potential pitfalls are of relying on private sector experience?
MIKE RHODES: When you try to manage the Department, I think perspectives and approaches and different ways of doing things are always valuable. They just there's always an insight there, but I think it has to come with an open mindedness of many things that happen in the Department. We in the Department of Defense, not a lot of things are made up just because that's the way I'd like to do it. Everything comes down from the Secretary, the authorities and charters, and they divest across in directives, as we all know, and it sounds very bureaucratic, but it's the way you administer something that is so big and so strong. And there are these people over on the other side of the river who pass laws and processes and approaches that have to be implemented in there. So there's a lot of reason behind things we do. Are they all done the best? No. Can they be better? Yes, but it's a melding. So, I think, coming in with outside perspectives, there's a positive to that. But the individual, I think, has to come with an open mind towards understanding what is the environment I'm trying to apply these in, and how do I can I directly apply it, or does it have to be more to modified? So, it takes a receiving as well. I wrote about the process of defense management reform, several times that. So I seem to remember writing at one point about how about the phrase that's something you sometimes hear around the Pentagon. The building doesn't like it, Um, and what I said was, and I describe what that means and then I hope you could Well, first, can can you describe what that means? If when somebody says the building doesn't like it with regard to an initiative, it’s generally a belief that we've been there. We've done that. Or it it's, “It will make things more difficult and harder for us to approach,” or, “I just simply don't want to do it because I think my way is better.” So, it's an interesting combination of things, but the reason I mentioned that is because it fits into what you were just saying, because what I as I remember my commentary on it, it was, If the building doesn't like your idea, it's probably a good idea to listen to the building because it's been here longer than you have. It may know things you don't know. I wonder what your reaction to that is. 
MIKE RHODES: I agree. It doesn't mean there's there. You can't apply that idea or portions of that idea. But you certainly got to understand all sides and understand how it fits if you want to have any effectiveness. 
PETER LEVINE: And so you have people coming in from the private sector. I think of Gordon England, who I thought was an incredibly effective Deputy Secretary of Defense. I haven't read his resume lately, but I don't think he had DOD experience before he came in. Obviously, his private sector experience was well applied and and And you I, I I'm guess I'm guessing that you had had the opportunity to work with Secretary England. Can you talk about why it was successful in his case and maybe not in others or more successful in his case? MIKE RHODES: Because, I would submit, he listened. He didn't always agree, but he listened. And also he brought in a governance process. He set up the DAWG. The Deputy's Advisory Working Group, I think was the term of it. And he was Deputy DAWG. But he brought in this process where we brought everybody to the table on the major issues. It would work up through a through lower levels. But it work up, and then everybody had a chance to say their piece. But they also heard what the direction was or what was going to be recommended to the Secretary by the Deputy from the process. So, there's an understanding. And also, it's not just about letting everybody be part of it. It's part of it is you have no excuse you. You know how we got here. You can't say you didn't know that or you didn't understand it. He pulled them into the process. So from both directions, he pulled in and had communication. 
PETER LEVINE: The Pentagon could perhaps be described as a series, the way it went work. It could be perhaps be described as a series of endless meetings or an endless series of meetings. There are working groups. There are cross functional teams. There are boards. There are advisory committees. There's everything under the sun. Some of those are effective and some of those are ineffective. Having seen both, can you talk about what makes a working group or a board or a council or committee or a DAWG or whatever the group is, what makes it effective? What are the elements that make something like that one? 
MIKE RHODES: Yeah, I think it's a couple of things. I think one is, is there a commitment by whether it's an Army one or whether it's Navy one or whether it's OS C? So is there a commitment by the senior entity that is involved? Is it even visible to them? Because a lot of those working groups and cross functional teams and others don't necessarily have the visibility. The Deputy or Secretary may have signed out a memo, but they never get a report back. Is there a process where there's visibility, and it's understood? That's visibility? I think that's one of the keys to success. And then the other one is what was the genesis of the working room? Did it just come in statute? Did anybody ask for it to be in statute? Was it because we want to have a report on this which many times a report on. This is just kicking the issue down the road. In my opinion, I've I just felt like many times we do this, so it's the genesis that's here. But is there interest by the institution's leadership that I think that that's right? Then once you get beyond that, it's It's I go, I go back to I always will go back to Gordon England's DAWGs. Have you pulled in visibility? Do you have the players at the table? Do they have an opportunity to say something? And as importantly, do they not have the opportunity to say, “I didn't know about that? I'm not going to be part of that.” So engaged leadership absolutely is absolutely critical, as you do. 
PETER LEVINE: Let me take you from there to the Chief Management Officer and Deputy Chief Management Officer. From your seat at DA&M, you had a first front row seat for the rise and fall of that position. I think you know who the most successful DCMO was. But can you talk about why the position of CMO and DCMO didn't take hold in the department? What do you think was the failing of the office? 
MIKE RHODES: I think I referenced it just a moment ago, I think. Especially as it shifted from the DCMO to the CMO function, I don't think there was an understanding, buy in, or commitment by the top leadership. Where does this role? How does it fit? Why should we invest it now? I'm not saying that they didn't support it, came out in statute, and it was going to be implemented in the Department. But there wasn't a clear buy in and understanding. How does this fit? How will it make it better? And, oh by the way, I have a lot of other things that are my priorities that are on the plate. So putting the time to think into that, I just don't think it ever got integrated. I would submit that I perceived in general, the DCMO role because we had them at the services as well were at least grabbed by the undersecretaries to take on things for them, take on things they wanted to dive into and other issues and I saw it function a little bit better there. I think initially it was not in OSD, and we allowed it to languish here. And I think we offended Congress too, by allowing it to languish here. I think, not playing up to the interviewer, but I think actually, you were probably one of the more effective in the DC O or yeah, there was only a couple, um, more effective in there because of the fact there was a stronger relationship and quite frankly, what I saw you do. I didn't watch everything you did. I did a few other things, but you were taking targeted approaches at attacking an issue and trying to figure out how to raise it. And you had the support of the Deputy and the Secretary in that. And I think that that's what drove that forward. Unfortunately, we ripped you out to go over to P&R. But you know that that's what I think. I think it ties into you. 
PETER LEVINE: You mentioned the question of whether the Department really wanted the position in the first place, particularly with CMO. I wonder whether you could comment more generally on Congress's role in management and in the effort at times to impose management solutions from the legislative branch on the Department. Is that so? Are those solutions likely to be perceived as sort of foreign interventions? Or have you seen it? Uh, cases where they take and they're more successful, say, as a general rule, they start out being seen as a as another great idea coming over. I think that's the start of the process. However, many of those are informed. I mean, there's a great engagement, as you know, between the staff and the Pentagon and the Hill. So, they work to make things as good as they come. But some do get pushed over, and there's just a lack of embracing it. So willful approaches to maybe not earnestly trying to figure out where they fit in the role sometimes occur with some of the legislation that's over there. The other thing is it's been fascinating, and it was a privilege to have that job for over a decade and be able to engage with many coming in with the administrations. And you see the perspectives. But it is interesting how many people see things in a different light when they're over in the Pentagon role versus wherever they may have been before, often on the congressional staff. Just a different perspective of the balance of variables and factors that you have to consider. Some of them law, statute, and policy. But also, other factors on the impact, second or third order effects of decisions and efforts. Where you sit is what you see.
PETER LEVINE: If I have this right in terms of your career, and I may be a little bit off, but I'm close, you both succeeded Mike Donley in the position and preceded Mike Donley in the position of Is that correct? So you serve from Donley to Donley? Just about. So when you left, was about the same time that the CMO was disestablished. If I forgot it, right. And when the CMO was disestablished, the Department decided to assign what was left of the CMO responsibilities basically the responsibilities of the performance approving officer to the DA&M. As somebody who served it as DA&M over a long period of time and probably understand as well as anybody the breadth of responsibilities the DA&M has, can you talk to whether that dual role makes sense? Is it too much for one individual? What would you say about the combination of those roles? 
MIKE RHODES: I think it is a bit too much for an individual. I also have a bias against the combination, to a degree, because I think it compromises the DA&M is an enduring role. I think that position and traditionally has been a career civilian that's been in the role carrying from administration to administration. I think there's great value to that. I think the Performance Improvement Officer brings on a degree of a political element, and I quite frankly, I'm concerned that it can be perceived as a political position whenever they have the next transition, whether it's in a year or five years from now, which typically they are all asked to mostly depart for the next team to come in. And I think that the compromise is so combination. I'm not sure you can put all the energy and effort into both functions fully. I don't know if it's a completely impossible to, but I also worry about that other dynamic as well. So, you've seen lots of different variations over the time you were in the Pentagon as to how to how this was going to be how the role of central management was going to be arranged. With that how we're going to organize the chairs. Do you have any views as to what would be better? As far as the what was T as a whole, you have this this dual heading, which is which is potentially problematic. Before we had the CMO, we had, Gordon England, and Robert Rangel. Doing an awful lot of the work out of the Deputy Secretary out of Secretary's office and the Deputy Secretary's office. Before that, we had other combinations. We had the Business Transformation Agency. We've had a number of different mechanisms over the last, you know, I guess we're just talking the last 20 years with those with those different arrangements, including both a DCMO and a CMO. 
PETER LEVINE: Do you have any view as to is there a right way to do this? Do we need a dedicated position? And if so, how? How would we place it so that it can carry out the responsibilities effectively but be aligned with the organization and not be this floating position that nobody knows what is there for? 
MIKE RHODES: I think there could be; I think there could have been a more fulsome benefit from the DCMO position if the Deputy's office took it and embraced it as an extension. Whatever I think is an issue that kind of skirts many areas, I’m going to give it to this, I may give it to this entity to dive into for me. So, it's an extension of the staff. I think there is potential. When you spoke of Robert Rangel, you spoke of Gordon England, what you didn't speak of there is you actually had long tenures. I think that's the other challenge. Anybody who's going to get confirmed, or even if it's an unconfirmed position that's coming into an appointed to lead an organization, more often than not, they're 18 months to 30 months. And they come with a whole portfolio of things that are their priorities that are given to them to be their priorities. So, if there are distinct changes they want to make in their own organization or across the Department, they have to pick their battles. They have to pick one or two or whatever. And then they have to be really focused on it. They have to keep driving on it for it to have a chance. You had people who stayed for a very long time, atypical for the appointed positions. And I think they grew in their understanding, they grew in their knowledge, and they grew in their focus of the how to get things done. And that's part of what we got success. You had in England out from the Navy slide back in and then over to Deputy. But there still was a long tenure that was in there. So, when you're challenged by the shorter tenures, which is the norm, I think we have to really have somebody committed to use it as an extension. And if it comes in with that understanding that the one or two things you would need to attack on it, here's an instrument to assist with that, I think that is where it has a greater success.
PETER LEVINE: Sounds like you would agree with my assessment that the DCMO was perhaps a better alignment than the CMO was, that elevating the position and making it independent actually may have weakened it because it lost the alignment to the deputy secretary.
MIKE RHODES: I agree. It confused matters, it lost the alignment. I think the DCMO was the way to go to give a concentrated focus on it, but an extension of somebody who is the ulterior to the secretary.
PETER LEVINE: So, you got to have the senior leadership that wants the position and is willing to use it.
MIKE RHODES: Yes, that's what I would say.
PETER LEVINE: So, you worked over your time in the Pentagon with, I guess, five different secretaries of defense?
MIKE RHODES: Yes, got there as the Deputy DA&M under Secretary Rumsfeld, but right at the tail end. So, five full tenures.
PETER LEVINE: Gates, Panetta, Hagel, Carter and Mattis?
MIKE RHODES: Yes.
PETER LEVINE: And five deputies?
MIKE RHODES: Oh yes, and an Acting Deputy. 
PETER LEVINE: I got England, Lynn, Carter, Work, and Shanahan, and you're going to count Christine Fox.
MIKE RHODES: I’ll give Christine Fox. She wore that hat for six months.
PETER LEVINE: And that's a lifetime.
MIKE RHODES: Absolutely. I will tell you my opinion. The Deputy Secretary is the hardest position in the Department.
PETER LEVINE: Well, let me start with the Secretary. Do you have thoughts on the qualities that make for a successful and effective Secretary of Defense?
MIKE RHODES: Well, you have to have an effectiveness externally. First off, so obviously you've been selected and appointed by the President. There's some degree of trust and confidence and faith that's in there. You’ve got to also understand the Hill. People have different positions and opinions, but you have to respect that entity and have a relationship or the ability to maintain the relationship there as well. So, I think that that's critical. Then it's an open mind. It's an open mind. You’ve got to be a strong decision maker but the only way you can be effective with that is having an open mind in the process, pulling in information from all sides, whether you want to hear it or not.
PETER LEVINE: I was privileged to only have to work for one Secretary, so I didn't have to keep making the transitions that I did. But Secretary Carter brought a couple of things with him. One is that he brought a very strong agenda of things he wanted to accomplish.
MIKE RHODES: Yes.
PETER LEVINE: And two is that he brought an understanding that his time was his most valuable currency. And so, he tracked his time and made sure that he was spending time on the things that he came in with that he wanted to have priority. So obviously, he was going to be pulled away and have to do who knows how many other things, but he tracked to make sure that he would that he returned to his priorities and spent time on them. I only saw that one model, I thought it was remarkably effective, given his relatively short tenure. You saw a lot of other models. What would you say as to the ability of Secretaries to drive an agenda? Is it a matter of tenure? I think that’s probably an important factor. But what are the other factors that enable the Secretary to move the Department, which is not an easy thing to do?
MIKE RHODES: I think it's an appreciation that moving the Department is not an easy thing to do, but then taking that a step further and wonder why and question why, and find out how to break. The components of the department, we're just going to go with four, so you got military services, and then we're going to have this one over here, but you've got 28 components of the department. They're all trying to serve god and country, and they're trying to go forward. They're trying to do the right thing, but they're going forward. They're not hitting a point. When I left the military services, I will tell you one thing: Army and Marine Corps Headquarters either, they knew where that service chief went with the top uniform, and they went more in a point than they did go to direction. They're all trying to do good things, but, it's understanding that. And so, you have to be checking back, whatever your priorities are, you have to be checking back and make sure they're heading to the point that you want to get to. And it's impossible in that role to find time. But they do find time for their priorities and their requirements. And how they survive through those jobs, I'll never understand watching them from afar, but they do and they have capacity. But you have to go back to the touchpoints and see that it's really headed there. I'd submit that we talked about, It's not just tenure, but that's part of it. You mentioned about Secretary Carter. He went back to his touchpoints, and he always was checking back on, “Where are we on that?” It could be a couple of appointments that I was working or some of the secondary things or some other issues, but he'd always find the opportunity to come back to ask about that. And you never lost the fact that, “He's going to come back and ask me about that.” By tenure, I think, on behalf of Secretary Gates, Robert Rangel, always knew to be checking, “Are all we all rowing towards the same point?” Not just the same direction. It's a need to do that. That's the challenge.
PETER LEVINE: I would say, of all the secretaries you served with and probably of all the secretaries that I saw from my more removed perch on Capitol Hill, that Secretary Gates probably had the best relationship with Congress and that made him more effective than many of the other secretaries. Any reaction to that?
MIKE RHODES: No, I think that's true. I think Secretary Panetta appreciated it as well. I mean I saw more opportunities for one on four, one on three time with members. Actually under Secretary Panetta he would do these in little private settings, but he was always respecting and recognizing. But I think Secretary Gates, from his history and background, understood the importance of keeping that open dialogue going. Don't always have to agree, but you have to have the dialogue.
PETER LEVINE: Now I've detoured you around because you wanted to talk about Deputy Secretaries. So now tell me why the job of Deputy Secretary is harder than the job of Secretary of Defense.
MIKE RHODES: The job of the Deputy Secretary is to be aware of and drive the Department towards all the priorities that the Secretary sets and ensure that we're staying on course. That's one of the entities that needs to be checking back to do that if we're going to be successful. But it is also to do all the things the Secretary doesn't want to look at, and make sure all those things are happening and going effectively well and driving and steering it. So, I think the dual responsibility of everything externally and of your boss and then making sure to pick up everything else that they're just going to expect you to take care of makes it the hardest role. And it's the only entity that actually has the authority to the Secretary by charter and by name that we structure each time. So, it is fulfilling all those responsibilities and authorities
PETER LEVINE: So are they the same qualities that are needed in the Deputy Secretary and the Secretary? Or does the Deputy Secretary need different qualities?
MIKE RHODES: It needs additional qualities, in my opinion. And that is they have to have a little bit more OCD because there's just many more levers that they have to make sure are going if the Department's going to be successful. The Department's going to do good things. The Department's going to move forward. Will it do it in the smartest way possible? Will do it in the most efficient way possible? Not always. It's a big entity. It's a big entity to move forward. And I think efficiency has to be measured on a little bit of a different scale because you're taking all these pieces together and driving them in a direction. But, to the degree to which you're going to have to success in really making change, really driving success, really achieving the goals or objectives that you have there, it takes some more levers, and that is seeing more intimately involved in a broader range of things or finding a way to do that through your teams, through your governance bodies or through processes.
PETER LEVINE: You've been observing defense management issues going back over multiple administrations, and every Secretary of Defense comes in and says he's going to take on management as one of his issues and improve the efficiency of the Department, make it run better. And my question is, so it's a constant struggle, obviously. There’s always another challenge. My question is, do you think that the way in which the Department of Defense is managed has changed very much over the couple of decades that you've been a close observer of it? Are we facing new management challenges or are the issues pretty much the same, and we keep banging our heads against the same issues.
MIKE RHODES: I think probably in the macro, it's the latter. It's finding how we use our resources more effectively as effectively as we can. Some of the goals change. Some of the priorities change, but it's still applying the resources to that most effectively and efficiently and pulling out waste. And I think by some of the processes/procedures, we have to keep people believing that what we're buying is not another $600 hammer or those other sort of things, but it makes us go very slow in some of our acquisition, and then finding that that's too slow and we need to speed it up, we start giving new authorities on how we can acquire things. But then we also want to make sure that we can prove that it was done, independently and appropriately in the process. That's not all efficiency by private sector or other standards, necessarily. And we can't just hack off all the margins and keep doing that, so that we build in a little bit of complexity. But I think at the end of the day, our challenges we keep trying to attack are not that different.
PETER LEVINE: Back to what you were saying earlier about engaged leadership, that we need a management system that enables leaders to be engaged and to work with the people they need to work with and bring together people across the organization. And, if you don't have systems that can do that, it's going to be more difficult for those senior leaders to do their jobs. But those management organizations may look different for different for different leaders. And so, you're always going to have the struggle of, “Do I have this lined up right?” So that these leaders could do their job in the way that they need to do it. Is that fair?
PETER LEVINE: Yes, I agree. So, it's almost going back to a quality on the Secretary, Deputy or one of the others. The other one is a willingness to find and accept input in the process because they can they can drive it, but they need to be able to be informed by some of the some of the things that are being missed in the margins. And you're always going to miss some things on the margins. And, it's something of the scope and complexity of Department of Defense.
PETER LEVINE: But I would say there is no solution to the management problems of the Department of Defense. They're just issues we have to keep fighting with, and trying to be as good at them as we can. 
MIKE RHODES: Keep working to be better, keep working to be better. We're never going to be perfect.
PETER LEVINE: So, I have one final question for you, Mike. What advice would you have for individuals who are entering senior management positions in the Department of Defense today?
MIKE RHODES: Listen. You going to be willing to listen and take input. Hold your comment for a moment. Make sure you get insights. There's always another side to an issue. You might be time constrained or may not be time constrained, but be pulling in the perspectives before you make your decisions. It's never simple.
PETER LEVINE: It's because to me, it's something that applies at all levels of management and all levels of leadership, from the Secretary of Defense down to an NCO, it seems to me, Is that fair?
MIKE RHODES: I'd say Absolutely. It started from day one. When I responded before I heard, I was usually wrong. 
PETER LEVINE: Thanks Mike. Thank you, I appreciate you taking the time.
MIKE RHODES: It's a pleasure.
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