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If you don't like change, you are going to like irrelevance even less.

—GEN Eric Shinseki, US Army, Retired

As the US Army and the joint force passed from the twentieth to the
twenty-first century, Gen Eric Shinseki recognized that the character of
warfare was shifting. He understood that such change was neither
isolated nor centered on specific weapons. Instead, he intuitively
recognized that the confluence of economic, social, political, and
technological changes around the globe would alter the security
environment and that those who manage violence for political effect
must change the ways they think about war. Two decades later, those
contextual changes are increasingly obvious, and yet the call to adapt has
gone largely unheeded. Ben Zweibelson, himself a Soldier, takes on this
challenge. Throughout this work, he does not shy away from the
philosophical, the paradoxical, or even the provocative. Indeed, he wields
these as tools to disrupt the status quo and offer an alternative approach
to the wicked problems posed by a world that is increasingly dangerous
and disorderly. Naturally, many academic fields address the challenges of
revolutionizing organizational culture and competing in a globalized
world. While the most valuable of these ideas are included in his eclectic
set of novel and creative proposals, Ben's work never loses sight of his
primary audience: those designing for advantage in the security
environment. This is where the stakes are the highest, where the context
is the most fluid, and where a unique approach to design is emerging.

Admittedly, some may find this intellectual journey to be over-
whelming. We have grown accustomed to “byte-sized” pieces of in-
formation that confirm our biases and leave our worldview intact.
Indeed, some will not want to invest the time and energy to immerse
themselves in this current work. Ultimately, however, they will bear
the burden of irrelevance later.

/—-‘.
JAMES K. GREER, PHD J. “TOGA” TREW, PHD, COL, USAF
Associate Professor Commandant and Dean

U.S. Army School of Advanced School of Advanced Air and Space
Military Studies Studies (SAASS)
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Preface

Today’s modern military is clearly in some sort of transition. Our
warfighting communities of practice are frustrated for varied reasons
and have little to commend regarding recent conflict outcomes or the
near-term prospects of extending existing efforts. Yet beyond this
point, we tend to diverge on the exact problem(s) and how the
military profession ought to navigate out of this funk. This dissonance
creates debate on why things have become so disappointing for the
most technologically advanced, well-trained, and educated profes-
sional military force in history. This book attempts to frame for
serious military professionals why—despite advanced technology
and sophisticated professional development and training—our
military forces are increasingly fragile and impotent in security
applications beyond immediate or localized tactical contexts.

This book is provocative in aggressively critiquing prevailing
military theory, methods, and models and the overarching
institutionalized framework. I do not hide from scrutinizing this all-
pervasive mindset governing nearly all military organizational form,
function, and purposeful warfighting actions as defined today in our
doctrine, education, and training and their real-world utilization.
This work is not another attempt to incrementally improve existing
legacy concepts, defend them with slight modifications, or seek to
reform the institutionally approved content in some new variation
with a “here is what they really meant, and this is the new road map
to fix what is failing us today”” I seek to disrupt, challenge, and, when
necessary, destroy some cherished warfighter beliefs that are irrele-
vant today and were questionably useful when first implemented.
This book may overturn many applecarts—some that readers will de-
light in and others that may lead readers to reflect on whether their
unsettled response might illuminate their own biases.

Over the last decade of theorizing, experimenting, facilitating, and
riting on systemic design, strategy, operational planning, and
organizational change, I have often been confronted with two de-
mands concerning these powerful and disruptive topics ofinstitu-
tional transformation. First, many opposed to suchcontroversial
ideas—in an indirectly anti-intellectual approach—insist that the
“high level of theory required to explain such things is too difficult
for the entire organization. You must simplify it down—use the Keep
it Simple, Stupid or KISS principle. Otherwise, your ideas are not worth

Xvii



PREFACE

considering!” I encounter this reaction whether at war colleges, lead-
ership engagements, and conferences and workshops; in academic
reviews; or online and across social media.

The second most popular form of resistance is “you cannot throw the
baby out with the bathwater. Much of what is already institutionalized
has shown a pretty good track record, and there is no proof at all that
these new concepts would be any better than us sustaining what is
already set into practice” The “baby” is apparently what the war-fighter
values and considers good and important, while the “bath-water” is what
the institution will tolerate debate about and possibly eliminate as
decided within the hierarchy.

What is baby-centric is ideological (one shall not dare question),
while any bathwater draining usually requires some quantitative,
clear, and objective proof to allow any change. I would like to address
both aspects here and invite readers willing to explore beyond a self-
imposed, institutionally protective stance to read on.

Systems designer Jamshid Gharajedaghi articulates perhaps the
most elegant rebuke of the first institutional trope concerning this
fixation of the military (and many communities outside defense) to
“keep everything simple” to avoid “fancy” concepts and other high-
brow theory. To paraphrase his response, a common organizational
understanding is not the beginning of a developmental or transfor-
mative process: it is the last step. If every time an organization sought
to critically self-reflect, implement transformative concepts, and ex-
periment with difficult theory and new learning by first achieving a
shared understanding across the largest population of that institu-
tion or field, nothing “fancy” would be allowed in the building.
Gharajedaghi remarks, “I assure you that we will fast fall to the low-
est level of banality. Life would proceed with setting and seeking at-
tainable goals that would rarely escape the limits of the familiar™
Thus, military doctrine must be the last stop on the long journey of
organizational transformation for military affairs, never the first
(despite many examples that sadly counter this tenet). KISS provides
institutional relevance tomorrow—always at the expense of war-
fighter innovation or improvisation.

Israeli military operational designer Shimon Naveh is blunt on this
issue, declaring in an interview that “wars are very hard to fight and
yet we go and fight them. If indeed this is crucial and important, it is
not an option. We should go and do it. . . . All you need is some
intellectual stamina, some energy. If youre serious about your

xviii



PREFACE

profession, then you'll go through it”> Naveh suffers no fools, and
while his framing of this tension hits like a sledgehammer, war is a
most serious business. If the military profession is indeed a modern
one, we must contemplate where experimentation, critical thinking,
innovation, and change are to be cultivated and encouraged in the
vast enterprise. Not everything should be reduced to standardized
doctrine, and not every idea requires translation to the lowest possible
denominator. Novel advantage in the next war will never be obvious
today, nor will operators relying on following the recipe ever stumble
on the game-changing new opportunity.

In the last decade of teaching and theorizing on systemic design, I
have engaged with tens of thousands of military professionals. Those
who appear most unable and unwilling to consider new war theory are
not unintelligent. Rather, they have internalized some theories (e.g.,
Clausewitz, Svechin, Sun Tzu), models (e.g., Boydian OODA [observe,
orient, decide, act] Loop, center of gravity analysis, SWOT analysis—
identifying organizational strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and
threats), and methods (e.g., joint planning process, Military Decision-
Making Process) to the extent they are now ideological and tied to their
identity as a warfighter. This deep connection becomes the greatest ob-
stacle to institutional change. The problem is not, as Gharajedaghi clari-
fies, that the broad base of your institution lacks an understanding of
novel ideas. Rather, it is that the experts positioned above them do not
have a shared understanding. Learning new things is intrinsically eas-
ier for the organization than getting experts to unlearn what they have
often assimilated and even ritualized well beyond what any theories,
models, or methods are intended to do for a profession.

This circumstance leads to the second institutional point of
resistance (which also hints of anti-intellectualism in war): the baby
is in the bathwater, and radical transformation risks losing everything
we hold dear. We identify the baby in that metaphor as our military
profession; without certain concepts, beliefs, and behaviors, we might
become erased as a military force or rendered into some nonfunc-
tional entity incapable of accomplishing anything. This view again
barely elucidates the shadowy hands of institutional self-preservation
at all costs. This book explains how a single, entirely consuming war
paradigm governs the military force, discouraging any operator to
think or act outside of its imposed limits without risking alienation,
marginalization, or worse still, a declaration of heresy and exile. We
mindlessly attempt to keep the baby, and if anything, we ought to
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incrementally switch out the bathwater over time without disturbing
the baby. Yet resistance to new paradigms is wrongheaded and par-
tially why the modern military is stuck today.

Sometimes, we initially placed the baby in dirty bathwater without
realizing it, or at the time, other options were even less useful. To
carry the metaphor to the end, institutional change requires healthy
debate. Shifting an organization is hard; attempts to radically trans-
form one are revolutionary and often highly disruptive. Thus, does
the institution prefer the sharp, immediate pain of seeking transfor-
mation before a future war occurs, where there is tremendous risk
and uncertainty? That is, the baby is pulled out of one bath (design)
into quite a different one. Or is it better if the institution endures the
slower pain and destruction of gradually failing in a future war—us-
ing the same largely unchanged constructs most members agree to in
the name of institutional stability and uniformity (poor choice of
bathwater)—because dealing with the devil we know is better than
the one we do not?

This book begins with part 1 framing the problems with how mod-
ern militaries think and act in complex warfare. The bathwater we
wash our baby in is what is sickening the child (and the parent). Yet
the institution is so committed to ways of doing things that its mo-
mentum makes it increasingly difficult to consider alternatives that
involve changing the water. This book identifies how social para-
digms develop in groups and how the modern military uses a par-
ticular paradigm to think and act in war.

Next, in part 2, I use systemic design to outline ways to disrupt,
challenge, and transform how militaries think and act, allowing the
exploration of a different range of options and a far more comprehen-
sive war frame. Part 3 features the introduction of what will likely be
alien concepts to most readers. Ideas such as rhizomes, multiple fu-
tures, systemic thinking, and emergence, for example, will help estab-
lish fresh ways to consider purposeful military thought and action.
Some concepts may be used to modify current decision-making
methodologies and others to break the existing frame so that design-
ers might create an alternative. However, these new war designs will
not extend any of the old war frame’s promises of greater certainty,
prediction, or control or the ability to reverse engineer from an un-
certain future a clear and linear path to navigate from today. Com-
plexity is . . . complex. How we became convinced that simplified,
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linear-causal logic might plot paths for us in complex warfare is a
mystery that also will be unraveled in this section.

Finally, in part 4, I offer an olive branch with ways systemic design
might start to be formalized within this legacy war frame that mod-
ern militaries cling to. Absolving ourselves of some of the more rigid,
obsolete concepts in warfare will realistically take a generation or
more. Individuals have been conditioned into the institution from
head to toe and from our highest levels of education down to the
most basic doctrinal principles. The metaphor fails in that our mod-
ern military cannot distinguish where the baby ends and the bathwa-
ter even begins. We are nonreflective and continue to recycle specific
tools repeatedly without the ability to rise above our frame and con-
duct some extensive reflection and reform outside our socially gov-
erned limits. That said, not all is ominous—many modern military
concepts are valuable for what we need to take forward. Much of
what is useful now will continue to be so in future conflicts.

This book is not intended for every military professional. Indeed,
some may prefer to set in strong defenses and protect their idea of the
military institution at all costs. German physicist Max Planck said
that science advances one funeral at a time. More precisely, “a new
scientific truth does not triumph by convincing its opponents and
making them see the light, but rather because its opponents eventu-
ally die, and a new generation grows up that is familiar with it”* For
the curious and those feeling a tinge of dissatisfaction with the cura-
tion of current warfighter knowledge and the institutional exercise of
form, function, and purpose today, this book may be a rewarding
investment. The next generation of warfighters will develop in the
shadow of military failure in Iraq, Afghanistan, and elsewhere. Yet in
those shadows, there is also light.

Notes

(All notes appear in shortened form. For full details, see the appropriate entry in the
bibliography.)

1. Gharajedaghi, Systems Thinking, 63.
2. Naveh, “Interview with BG (Ret.) Shimon Naveh”
3. Planck, Scientific Autobiography.
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Introduction

Most corporate planning is like a ritual rain dance; it has no
effect on the weather that follows, but it makes those who en-
gage in it feel that they are in control. Most discussions of the
role of models in planning are directed at improving the danc-
ing, not the weather.

—Russell Ackoff

Mechanistic explanations perpetuate the divide between the
world as experienced by actors vis-a-vis the world as function-
ally explained by an outside, allegedly objective, observer. In
classic physics, time is either ignored or thought to be an illusion.
In the deterministic Newtonian world past and future play the
same role. . . . Prediction is symmetrical with explanation.

—Haridimos Tsoukas

The modern military organization is perhaps best known for a par-
ticular reputation that sets it apart from most other professions. Security
forces are legendary for uniformity, reliability, and efficiency in accom-
plishing intricate and dangerous activities within chaotic settings. Mili-
taries do this through technologically enabled and sophisticated capa-
bilities, using regimented drills, patterns of behaviors, and intricate
decision-making methodologies underpinned by well-curated doctrine
and training. Mainstream societal, commercial, political, and cultural
perspectives on military organizations, war, and associated artifacts re-
flect combinations of these symbols, values, assumptions, and meanings.
Unlike other professions or institutions where American polling of trust
remains low (e.g., television news, big business, politics), the American
military maintains exceptionally high levels of public trust.! This opinion
continues despite decades of controversial, high-cost counterinsurgency
operations and counterterrorism activities that might alter the public’s
view of security forces.

Military organizations themselves are composed of dedicated, well-
trained military professionalsloyal to their nation. They are recruited, trained,
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educated, and fostered in highly particular warfighter methods for profes-
sionalization of the force. Indeed, the mystique and allure of military culture
has for the better part of the last century become monetized in commerce,
industry, and entertainment. Militaries have been loved and feared through-
out civilization, yet modern security forces hold a special place among other
professions and disciplines. From heroic tales and epic legends in antiquity to
mainstream country music, rap, and rock ballads, militaries and war are an
enduring theme. They reveal the narratives, values, belief systems, and cul-
tural identities of most every population, living or dead.

Examining the armed forces will unavoidably provide insights into
the society that fosters this instrument of national power. Yet this is
not a study of what the military profession might represent in the
societies it defends or a historical treatment of what militaries have
accomplished (or failed to accomplish) for these societies. Why do
militaries think and act as they do, and how does the military’s shared,
curated, and exercised warfighting frame produce the outcomes that
a society witnesses over time in often extraordinarily complex security
contexts? Could militaries be misunderstood in how and why they
think and act about war and also be unwittingly stuck in a warfighting
frame that precludes critical reflection, deviation, and innovation be-
yond institutionalized limits? That is, if militaries are the rain dancers
attempting to change the weather, might they be trapped within
“dancing the dance”? Or perhaps militaries extend deeper societal be-
lief systems so that we all are part of the unwitting rain dance ritual,
causing any critical introspection of war and society to fall short.

This line of inquiry quickly might be considered provocative—
indeed, heretical—to deeply established institutions, such as military
forces and related policymakers, the industrial defense complex of
supporting commercial enterprise, and a society preferential to glam-
orized depictions of war itself. To explain the military as an institu-
tion, we must move away from descriptive analysis to clarify the rea-
sons, beliefs, mental models, and deeper frameworks that underpin
existing decision-making methodologies. If the military wishes to
develop in warfare as a community of practice and modern profes-
sion, it is obligated to perform as other communities, fields, and dis-
ciplines do for real development. The practice of philosophy is neces-
sary for the development of philosophy itself, as originally stated by
E. A. Singer Jr., and any profession desiring real development simply
cannot accomplish this goal with mere methodological adjustments
or tweaks to doctrines and best practices.?

XX1V



INTRODUCTION

To explain why modern military forces believe, think, and actin a
particular purposeful manner, we need to understand philosophi-
cally how and why they realize complex reality through a distinct war
framing—or what will be explained as a socially constructed war
paradigm. This discussion unavoidably becomes a philosophical in-
quiry where “why-centric” examination leads further from “what-
centric” descriptive analysis. While there are many modern armed
forces to choose from, United States and North Atlantic Treaty Orga-
nization (NATO) armed forces were selected for their prominence
and influence.’ If we agree at a societal level that the world is increas-
ingly complex and chaotic, we must turn to philosophy first (and pro-
cess later) so that we might examine the inadequate concepts we cur-
rently use to explain reality.

This discussion goes beyond analyzing the nuances of prevailing,
institutionalized decision-making methods of NATO as an inter-
governmental military alliance and of US armed forces (joint, multi-
service formations) as the preeminent global power of Western societies.
It contrasts why modern military forces arrange their thinking and orga-
nization in selective ways with how earlier conflict settings reflected con-
vergence or divergence from these institutionalized frames for making
sense of war. Are the traditional decision-making methodologies appro-
priate for how complex security contexts now appear to manifest and
transform? Should incremental, evolutionary, and institutionally protec-
tive modes be the exclusive strategy for institutional self-examination,
experimentation, and development of modern security forces over the
next decade? Or might complex reality beyond immediate technological,
local, and/or tactical military settings prove incompatible and counter-
intuitive to existing institutionalized decision-making frames of modern
armed forces? These are profound issues with no clear or simple an-
swers. This book seeks to establish why modern military decision-
making functions as it does, how that frame is valuable in some re-
spects and detrimental in others, and where security design might offer
transformative alternative paths.

Security design is creating that which is needed for development
within war (the application of organized violence), but it is merely a
subset of what is broadly framed as how humanity designs to change
how it experiences and enables societal change in complex reality.*
Designers create what is new, different, and necessary for fighting to-
morrow’s war; they go beyond verifying how legacy processes func-
tioned well in the last war. Drawing from earlier design pioneers like
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Ackoft, Horst Rittel, and Herbert Simon, Gharajedaghi offers this ex-
cellent design summary:

Image building and abstraction are among the most significant
characteristics of human beings, allowing them not only to form
and interpret images of real things, but also to use these images to
create images of things that may not exist. These images are then
synthesized into a unified, meaningful mental model and eventu-
ally into a worldview. Man feels hunger, observes the fleeing prey,
and realizes his inability to capture it. After discovering other re-
lated objective realities (wood, stones, etc.), he thinks about and
eventually creates a subjective image of a tool, one yet to be, that
would help him secure food. Transformation of this subjective
image into an objective reality results in the bow and arrow,
which in turn will be a reproducer of yet another image, and so
on. This dialectic interaction between objective and subjective
realities lies at the core of a process called design thinking, which
is responsible for the dynamic development of human societies.”

Security design focuses on how humans shape societal develop-
ment in the application of security, defense, and organized violence.
We design our war frames and then employ them in an attempt to
transform our subjective conceptualizations into objective goals and
outcomes of our war enterprises. Over the last three centuries, the
rise of a particular warfighting frame for decision-making (through
education, training, and doctrine) comes with distinct advantages
but also combats impairments and institutional vulnerabilities. We
design these war frames yet must break free from those no longer
useful or constructive in achieving an objective manifestation of our
subjective constructions. Doing so requires us to design the disrup-
tion, deconstruction, and destruction of some frames to allow forma-
tion of novel ones.

In contemporary practice, militaries using modern decision-making
methodologies are increasingly frustrated, confused, or defeated due to
complex security contexts not conforming to such methodological
form and function. The recent fall of Kabul to the Taliban after decades
of immense NATO and American military investment into the Afghan
security forces is only one example. America’s involvement in the Viet-
nam War was just a generation prior to the 9/11 attacks. Yet since 1945,
a broad pattern of arguably increasingly frustrating and alarming secu-
rity contexts has shown powerful resistance to even the most well-
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educated, highly trained, and technologically equipped forces the
world has seen.

The defense community of practice—with the emergence of sys-
temic design for military contexts over the last two decades—is now
perhaps primed to examine beyond the superficial or process orien-
tation (hence performance of individuals) of institutional conver-
gence and reinforcement of deeply held beliefs and practices. The
systemic design movement since the late 1990s has become a contro-
versial, disruptive, but transformative pathway that in the last decade
appears to be gaining international acceptance and momentum, to
include the attention of outside academia.® We will examine what sys-
temic design is and how it is becoming a valuable alternative method-
ology and a broader mindset for realizing different war frames.

Recognizing one’s own institutionalized war frame is paramount
for an organization to shift toward innovation and break through in-
stitutional barriers that otherwise will compel operators to continue
the rain dances unwittingly (or even unwillingly). Doing so illumi-
nates an institutional shift toward what military forces are seeking or-
ganizationally and behaviorally next that liberates them from thinking
about warfare in a limited, linear fashion. The NATO Operations
Planning Process (NATO-OPP), the joint planning process (JPP),
and similar methodologies as practiced today may counterintuitively
be part of an institutional barrier to breaking out of one’s war frame.
Unwittingly, our own institutions may be preventing the rapid mili-
tary innovation, imagination, creativity, and experimental mindset
necessary for emergent security challenges now plaguing Western
societies. We know we need to change but struggle with how to do so
and what sort of change is worth the disruptive risk.

Change is difficult, particularly when innovative experimentation
comes with no guarantees other than the axiom that doing more of
the same will result in the same outputs. Strategic and operational
failings in Afghanistan, Iraq, and elsewhere for NATO, the United
States, and allies reliant on the same decision-making methods have
once again opened a brief window for institutional reflection, just as
after the Vietnam War. What our militaries do with this opportunity
will shape future security forces and whether they prepare for future
unrealized and unimagined conflict contexts or return to fixating on
winning the last wars for tomorrow and beyond. We must risk re-
leasing tried and proven concepts not because they did not work but
because clutching them limits our willingness to consider options
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paradoxical or counterintuitive to what we believe already works
fine. Innovation is messy, and war is the most dangerous and chaotic
of any human enterprise. Designing a new way to act in war requires
our design of how and why we think. Doing so allows us to innovate
ways to consider the unimagined, unrealized, and unexplored just
outside our current frame.

Arrangement of Discussion: The Breadcrumbs
beyond the Pale

The old English saying “beyond the pale” is useful here for summa-
rizing the book’s overall structure and how readers will navigate this
journey. As a metaphor, it also portrays the work’s fundamental theme
and foremost challenge for modern military forces. The greatest hurdle
institutions face in encouraging innovation is not complexity, cunning
adversaries, or even societal or political obstacles but themselves. Go-
ing beyond the pale symbolizes far more than a physical barrier used
centuries ago to prevent barbarian invaders. It represents the deepest
institutional resistance to the alien, the unimagined, and the indescrib-
able and thus what the institution fears most: change.

In the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, the English invaded and
attempted to fortify settlements in Ireland while also holding the
non-Norman “barbarians” outside. In the controlled settlements, the
English lived under the king’s protection, and along the perimeter of
the Louth, Meath, Dublin, and Kildare counties in the east, the Eng-
lish built a formidable barrier comprising a ten-foot-deep ditch with
eight-foot banks on each side, complemented by dense thorn and
brush hedges. The barrier was not necessarily a formal wall but never-
theless served as a serious deterrent to raiders, cattle thieves, and
other outside threats of the “untamed wildernesses” beyond the Eng-
lish king’s realm. Historically, this era predated the Age of Imperial-
ism by several centuries, yet it also marked the first seeds of European
expansion under industrialization, capitalism, colonization, and
other annexing and assimilating of large tracts of the world. Many
barriers before and after the pale would demark the declared bounda-
ries of an empire, state, or institution—physically and through the
social constructions erected by people within these societies.

As the ditch took on a pale color, settlers in those colonies adapted
the phrase of being safe “within the pale;” but once you passed beyond
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the pale you were now “outside the authority and safety of
English law, and subject to all the savageries of rural Ireland.”” The
cultural idiom would gain additional meanings beyond the original
physical metaphor over time, with the English adding social and cul-
tural concepts. Going beyond the pale meant that one was going out-
side the limits of acceptable behavior or exhibiting unsavory, unsanc-
tioned, or disturbing ideas that ran against societal norms. In this
original case, the English shunned anything Irish, with their Gaelic
language banished and intermarriage with the Irish also illegal. More
to the point of this discussion on innovation, any traveler or trader
who went beyond the pale into Ireland and returned was met with
suspicion, along with any strange goods or concepts brought back
from the outside wilderness. “The pale” took on an underlying fear of
disruption, change, and risk even up to existential fears of that society’s
annihilation (or at least that which formed its identity).

When members of any organization seek innovation and attempt
to experiment with new concepts, they too are going beyond the pale
by departing the institutional boundaries of the socially constructed
frame used to make sense of reality. For military organizations, in-
novators do just this when venturing outside of the interiority of the
institution; interiors are rich with doctrine, approved language, for-
mal and codified behaviors (such as a shared decision-making method-
ology), and recognizable models. Innovators go beyond the pale by
exploring the exteriority of the institutional frame and, in doing so,
generate skepticism and resistance when returning across the framed
barriers to offer novel or unimagined concepts disruptive to the or-
dered, regulated interiority. Innovation thus occurs on the outskirts
of the institution conceptually, even when the declaration that “we
want innovation” is prominently placed in the center of the organiza-
tional structure or highlighted in vision statements or quarterly prog-
ress reports.

The act of innovating breaches the norms of what the institution
knows, values, and accepts. The experimentation and exploration
that lead to true innovation occur beyond the pale, and once more,
each innovator must battle resistance to transfer these new concepts
into the interiority of an institution resisting every step of the way.
Sociocultural systems manifest strong resistance to change beyond
that of individual operators due to how groups of humans socially
construct and curate their belief systems. Sometimes, this phenome-
non acts as a defensive mechanism and “structure-maintaining”
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function to make cultures resilient and sustainable. Other times, it is
precisely what creates systemic failure of a social system to learn, in-
novate, and adapt to change.®

Readers will take this journey by following the breadcrumbs in
this book that gradually lead to discovering how and why the institu-
tion forms a frame and subsequently protects it with barriers, rules,
and encoded behaviors for traveling between the interior and foreign
exterior of barbarians and outsiders. The first section presents the
concepts of single-loop, double-loop, and triple-loop thinking for or-
ganizations. While single- and double-loop thinking orient operators
on process preservation, regulation, and uniformity to make sense of
reality, triple-loop thinking breaks from this precept. It permits the
concept of reflective practice to move beyond the institution’s pale
and explore the exteriority of reality. Reflective practice is a corner-
stone of systemic design and will be introduced as a conceptualiza-
tion activity exclusive to triple-loop thinking. Institutional barriers
function to prevent this sort of critical and creative divergence from
the subscribed war frame, which again provides the backdrop of how
and why military decision-making converges operators into single-
loop and, at times, double-loop thinking alone.

Single-, double-, and triple-loop thinking frame the how of mili-
tary decision-making as strategists employ their chosen method-
ology. Regardless of what particular method they subscribe to
(whether a joint process or one enforced within an armed service’s
doctrine), operators exercise it while remaining in a single-loop or
perhaps double-loop mode of thinking and learning. Yet modern
militaries create their own warfighting frame (or what will be intro-
duced as a social paradigm—the war paradigm of a given organiza-
tion) that explains how and why they interpret complex reality as
they do. Readers are provided a philosophical schema that describes
how modern militaries construct their institutional frame. Why do
they draw from particular theories and not others? How do they
combine theory with conceptual models to generate select method-
ologies? How do they use their terminology, metaphoric devices, and
dominant belief system and culture to produce this collective frame
for interpreting warfare in a complex reality?

Readers were introduced earlier to the single-double-triple loop
construct to understand the how of military decision-making and
then learned about the why of modern military war frame construc-
tion and employment. The concept of systemic design as a method-
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ology enabled through reflective practice (triple-loop thinking) is
presented next together with a host of other constructs that remain
beyond the pale of the modern military institutionalized frame. Us-
ing systemic design, readers will gain new tools to deconstruct, dis-
rupt, improvise, and adapt war frames that deviate from the tradi-
tional, indoctrinated forms used by NATO and joint forces in the
Department of Defense. First, readers will take a systemic design ex-
pedition to examine the existing institutionalized war frame of mod-
ern armed forces critically and creatively. Doing so involves inquiring
about the origins of contemporary military theory selection and how
and why certain conceptual models are established to render decision-
making methodology actionable.

Modern militaries have for the last three centuries undergone a
modernization and professionalization that reflects the impacts of
natural science development; industrialization and acceleration of
advanced technology across the modern, developed world; and adap-
tation of modern managerial and organizational theories into how
and why militaries today think and act in complex security contexts.
The strong influence of a Newtonian style is explained as are terms
such as reductionism, positivism, technical rationalism, and systematic
logic and why militaries might be more pseudoscientific than scientific
in approaching warfare. A series of sections will unpack these essen-
tial concepts and how and why the modern military frame has deep
roots in a mechanistic, linear-causal, and often socially constructed
appropriation of other scientific fields, disciplines, and professional
communities of practice outside warfare.

The single-loop and double-loop procedural structuring in mod-
ern military decision-making methodologies is next highlighted with
a systemic design treatment of NATO and joint planning doctrine.
The “ends-ways-means” formulaic sequencing of strategic and opera-
tional planning is examined, and readers will be encouraged to draw
from the first sections of this book to deeply consider how and why
contemporary doctrine, military training, and education continue to
emphasize an exclusively single-loop or double-loop cycle of thought
and action. The reflective practice offered in triple-loop thinking and
systemic design should allow readers to explore beyond the pale of
contemporary institutional limitations for the complex warfighting
contexts of today and tomorrow. If leaders demand innovation today
so that we might better fight tomorrow’s war not yet fought, should
the organization not encourage innovation and critical introspection
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beyond adherence and compliance to institutionalized processes and
theoretical frameworks often never seriously challenged? Part of this
resistance is based on identity and the military belief system operat-
ing under the surface.

Modern militaries fixate on scientific processes, technological devel-
opments, and a rationalization of warfare so that modern military ap-
plications gain a certain objectivity, stability, and order. This tendency
is “technical rationalism” and is thoroughly covered in this book
through systemic design. Gharajedaghi states, “During the past cen-
tury, we increasingly specialized in one language, the language of ana-
lytical science. As we emphasized one language to the exclusion of all
others, we became unidimensional—and boringly predictable. . . .
When one game states the rules for all games, it does not matter how
many new games you create, they are all the same kind”® Analytical
rationalization of all aspects of warfare is endemic across the modern
military war paradigm and also explains how single- and double-loop
thinking use this analytical rigidity to prevent any reflective practice.

One phenomenon of technical rationalism is the rise of effects-
based operations (EBO) since the 1990s to become a dominant mind-
set for modern warfighters across all services and coalition arrange-
ments. This predilection continues today despite senior leadership
retiring the formal concept and associated doctrine and policy in
2009. The “ghost of EBO” haunts the institution and enforces the bar-
riers to introspection and systemic design. This discussion highlights
why this remains significant and troubling to militaries that struggle
today with complexity, uncertainty, confusion, and surprise when the
best intended strategies and plans fail regardless of surgical revision
and reapplication.

As the modern military frame contains theories and models that
collectively establish the methodological applicability for the war
frame in security contexts, this book deconstructs and critiques sev-
eral popular models in NATO and joint planning methods. Often la-
beled with clever acronym-naming conventions, modern militaries
use models such as SWOT analysis—identification of organizational
strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats, center of gravity
(COG) analysis, the CARVER—criticality, accessibility, recuperability,
vulnerability, effect, and recognizability—targeting technique, the
“iceberg model for culture, values, and complex meaning,” and a host
of others. These models are often employed—and at times often
misapplied—to enable military operators to engage their decision-
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making methodologies toward warfare. This book explains how these
models convey theory and enable methodologies to be developed
and exercised. These models also potentially limit their implementa-
tion, as we also explore in detail.

This book focuses on the more popular methods, theories, and
models and through systemic design invites readers to challenge their
dominance critically and creatively. In certain circumstances, some
models may be advantageous. Any model, according to organiza-
tional theory experts Richard Daft and Karl Weick, is itself “a some-
what arbitrary interpretation imposed on organized activity. Any
model involves trade-offs and unavoidable weaknesses”'° However,
modern military decision makers direct their chosen model’s univer-
sal and timeless relevance to any and all military challenges, which
demonstrates the problematic single- and double-loop cycle of sys-
tematic logic encoded in a single, dominant war paradigm. “What
has become the dominant language of our time produces only a par-
tial understanding of our reality, as systems theorist Gharajedaghi
observes, and “relates only to parts of our being, not the whole of it.”"!
We become trapped conceptually and organizationally in how we
think and act in war.

Readers will, in reaching the halfway point of this expedition, con-
tinue the remainder of the journey exploring beyond the pale where
alien concepts and paradoxical disciplines, fields, and theories are in-
troduced as disruptive alternatives to the aforementioned dominant
structures found across the modern military decision-making frame
for warfare. By reinventing a new frame entirely, systemic designers
can disrupt the original (legacy) war frame of the modern military
and instead consider diverse ways of creating strategy and opera-
tional plans outside the limits of institutionalized practice. In the re-
maining sections of the book, readers will learn about silent transfor-
mation and complex system emergence as well as nonlinearity and
how systemic differs from systematic in profound ways. This book
counters the centralized COG foundational to modern military
decision-making at the operational and strategic levels with the rhi-
zome concept, which has no COG-like characteristics yet is found
everywhere except the modern military frame.

Systemic design challenges the primacy of the singular, linear-
causal arrangement of ends-ways-means linking time and space to a
single, idealized “future” by introducing scenario planning. When the
military shifts to thinking about complex, emergent systems through
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a range of multiple and often paradoxical future states of potentiality,
the limitations of single- and double-loop cycles in modern military
decision-making are further illuminated. Breaking from goal-
oriented thinking, systemic design with reflective practice (entering
the triple loop) offers a different and disruptive manner to view how
and why an organization might think and act with new and cunning
purpose within a security context. Readers will learn about one heu-
ristic aid used in generating these futures quickly and through reflec-
tive practice where structured facilitation by design pushes operators
outside institutional limits. Beyond the pale, the organization learns
to design outside systematic logic or within the narrow confines of
the institutionalized framework of how warfare must be waged.

Pushing the envelope further, this book invites readers to consider
some radical constructs that systemic design can provide. These con-
cepts exist in many modern disciplines and are used by different
communities of practice for a range of applications, but they do not
exist within the military realm due to the self-imposed frame limits
and institutional need to preserve and protect the established order.
A postmodern example of “Deleuzian folds” is presented as a unique
method to make sense of complex warfare outside the traditional and
modern military war paradigm. Whether this concept is superior to
how NATO and joint forces currently strategize or plan operations
and campaigns is not argued. Rather, that the accessibility of such an
alien concept is routinely denied to the operators of the modern mili-
tary frame is what is paramount for discussion and reflection. Why
are so many theories, models, methods, language, and metaphoric
devices eliminated as beyond the pale through the exercise of the
modern war paradigm? How might the military change this in edu-
cation, training, and doctrine?

For these last few organizational questions, readers are presented
with a viable way for large military organizations to consider perma-
nently integrating systemic design in a formal, realized way into or-
ganizational decision-making and battle rhythms. In this way, leaders
and the entire enterprise might benefit from reflective practice be-
coming a deliberate, recognized, and perpetual activity conducted as
the organization thinks and acts in complex warfare situations. The
book articulates and visualizes a broad, abstract cycle where systemic
and systematic thinking become complementary. Design with dis-
ruptive innovation is built into how the organization reflects, inno-
vates, experiments, revises, and reforms as it “sensemakes” in highly
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dangerous, difficult, and confusing security settings important for
the needs of a society."” This design produces a number of conclu-
sions that this book ends on.
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PART 1

Thinking about Our Thinking in Single,
Double, and Triple Loops






Chapter 1

Modern military organizations seek a particular overarching ap-
proach to arranging decisions and activities in time and space, from
broad strategic designs to subordinate, hierarchically compartmen-
talized operational and tactical actions. For example, entire combat-
ant commands or a service component will establish a “strategic vi-
sion,” then use a standardized, mechanical approach to identify,
evaluate, prioritize, and arrange sequences of engagements/activities.
This process converges to a desired end state (strategic goal). Typical
phrases in these strategic documents include “achieving objective re-
turns on investments,” “optimiz[ing] planning and execution,’
“establish[ing] a standardized approach to identifying and prioritiz-
ing decisions,” and “connecting the Command’s objectives through
planning steps, execution and assessment through a repeatable,
structured process.”! These dominant methodologies and conceptual
models—and the very terminology used to convey these concepts—
reflect what this book introduces as single-loop and double-loop learn-
ing and strategizing. Such approaches are ultimately nonreflective in
that an organization quickly becomes trapped in a cycle of doing the
same things while expecting different outcomes. Thinking in loops
has been conceptualized and reinterpreted by a range of theorists
across such disciplines as sociology, cognitive science, and organiza-
tional theory. Recognized pioneers in this field include Donald Schon
and Chris Argyris along with Jamshid Gharajedaghi, Russell Ackoff,
and Karl Weick.? For military applications, Christopher Paparone
provides a sociological treatment of military culture, while Peter Pi-
rolli and Stuart Card address how military intelligence analysts might
improve their conceptualization of adversaries.’

Determining how and why military organizations plan activities
in time and space as they do requires the conversation to move above
and out of purely procedural arguments. Such discussions include
whether planners are properly following the latest planning doctrine
or if certain terms should be replaced with new ones to clarify the
theoretical, practical, and technical assumptions underpinning cur-
rent military strategy-making and planning efforts. Instead, only a
philosophical inquiry can examine why militaries as a profession
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appear obligated to particular warfighter frames for decision-making
in complex reality and, further, why those institutionalized frames
filter out paradoxical or antithetical constructs challenging organiza-
tional conventions.

Thus, this book establishes a war philosophy framing of how mod-
ern militaries seek to render a dynamic, complex reality into a simpli-
fied snapshot. Specifically, predetermined ends that match institu-
tionally sanctioned beliefs and values are conceptualized to pair with
ways and means of the military’s authorities and capabilities. As is
explained, underlying this mindset is a Newtonian-inspired, mecha-
nistic, and linear-causal formulation of thought and action validating
the existence of the military force as the instrument of national power
for state-directed, organized violence (or potential therein).* Com-
plexity theorist Gharajedaghi notes that “the classical notion of cau-
sality—where cause is both necessary and sufficient for its effect” can
only work as stated in a classical science framework, as when the
natural sciences established themselves as the first to modernize away
from Feudal Age thinking.’> The Age of Enlightenment, empirical
study of natural sciences, and subsequent Industrial Revolution
would modernize the Western world—and with it the professionali-
zation of military forces into entities that emulated a natural science
panache departing from earlier war forms.

This Newtonian-styled understanding of reality extends far into
human history, enhanced into a “modern scientific rationality” by the
rise of natural sciences and rebirth of earlier Greek-Western philoso-
phy and ideas in the European Renaissance. Jorgen Sandberg and
Haridimos Tsoukas posit that underpinning this modern scientific
rationalization of reality are three core assumptions of all classical
sciences. First, human reality “is constituted by discrete entities with
distinct properties.” Second, “the subject-object relation is the most
basic form of developing knowledge about the world” Third, “the
logic of practice is constituted by the epistemological subject-object
relation.”® Reducing the world to isolated, bounded parts comes from
the Greco-Roman period of philosophical inquiry before the rise of
science, yet natural science would rationalize these concepts through
analytical experimentation. As the first of the natural sciences (geology,
physics, chemistry) quickly took form, the military—as an unscien-
tific, largely Feudal Age enterprise—would attempt not only to return
to earlier Greek-Roman warfare roots but to latch on to natural sci-
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ence concepts, terminology, models, and methods to establish the
modern scientific rationalization of war.”

With the rise of classical (natural) science over the last three cen-
turies, most communities and professions began to adopt its focus on
analyzing a system’s independent variables—and militaries followed
suit. The whole is nothing but the sum of the parts within this mind-
set. To understand any system, one must apply a scientific method to
isolate the parts, determine basic rules that govern them, and then
reassemble the whole to gain increased stability, prediction, and con-
trol of the entire system that must respond to the constituent inde-
pendent variables.®* War philosophers of the ancient through Feudal
European periods would rationalize some natural orders upon war.’
However, the new models stemmed from scientific methodology that
included testing and evaluating theories and creating and sustaining
conceptual models to then render methodologies to equip warfighters
with a different way to rationalize reality.

Operational Art and Planning Continuum
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Figure 1 depicts operational art and planning with the ill-defined
qualities of a complex reality gradually becoming stabilized, ordered,
or frozen in time and space just enough to allow for detailed planning
and execution. Then, as complexity demands deviating from execut-
ing plans to assessing and adapting to the situation, the “evolving
problem” shifts back to uncertainty and is “unfrozen”” In critiquing
this Newtonian-styled “scientific rationalized worldview;” Sandberg
and Tsoukas find three specific problems. First, it underestimates the
meaningful totality practitioners are immersed in; second, it ignores
the situational uniqueness characteristic of their tasks; and third, it
abstracts away from time as experienced by practitioners."

In nearly all military decision-making doctrine, the single-loop
model (as it will be presented) is used to pursue analytical, not sys-
temic, thinking. It also seeks to universalize and converge the institu-
tion regardless of situational context (universal laws and principles).
Further, it turns time into a linear-causal, forward-backward, objec-
tive phenomenon operators can pause, rewind, fast-forward, or play
at normal speed in simulations and planning activities and as inter-
preted by the organization when executing plans. This frame is insti-
tutionalized and mandatory for any operators in the organization lest
they risk alienation or declaration of heresy.

According to Tsoukas, institutionalization “renders the social
world patterned and routinized so that it is possible to ‘freeze’ pat-
terns and routines, and formally represent them in an abbreviated
explanatory-cum-predictive formula” (as depicted in fig. 1 and nearly
all doctrine)." The mechanistic, sequential, and rather objective ra-
tionalization the figure illustrates helps define how and why modern
militaries frame complex warfare through particularly rigid and
shared constructs.'”” Modern military decision-making assumes that
with sufficient information and time, the military operator should be
capable of moving from an “ill-defined” reality to a more ordered
one—even if just conceptually. Once operators have a more ordered
concept through analytical rationalization, they need just construct
the proper ends-ways-means instructional aids. These are sustained
by the analytical reasoning, formulaic and objective models, and en-
gineering terminology that permit military doctrinal publications to
illustrate most warfare challenges with geometric, linear-causal sym-
bols (such as depicted in fig. 1). Warfare becomes a blueprint the
builder asks the engineer to map out so that construction crews in the
field can create the warfare structure and accomplish its aims.
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Tragically, the last three centuries of military modernization and
professionalization have introduced dominant habits reflecting a nat-
ural science fetish within armed forces for describing reality in secu-
rity affairs." Strategic design has been influenced by the development
of complexity theory, systems theory, and postmodern philosophy—
along with contributions in sociology (social paradigm theory as one
sub-discipline). Yet designing with these disciplines, theories, and
concepts conflicts with the earlier and well-entrenched military
frame that emulates a natural science ordering of reality. Therefore,
the Newtonian-styled, ends-ways-means-centric, reverse-engineered
methodology for formulating strategic designs and operational plans
is still the only institutionally accepted way to act in warfare today
through institutionalized military doctrine, training, and education.
Yet this formula is becoming increasingly fragile and arguably unable
to deal with developments in technologically advanced, highly inter-
connected, and socially developed societies in this information age.
War is no longer as it was: military thinking framed within a single-
loop or double-loop construct is insufficient for the emerging chal-
lenges of the tomorrow war.
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Chapter 2

Organizational theory, complexity theory, systems theory, man-
agement theory, and postmodern theory, among others, include con-
structs on how and why humans think about their thinking. Such
reflection is not universal—not all people reflect on what they are
doing or how and why they are doing something as they are in action.
Nor do all exercise such reflection in the complex reality in which we
live—moving beyond descriptive analysis (who, what, when, where,
and to what extent) to synthesis (explanatory and comprehensive). A
useful construct for delineating forms of reflective practice is termed
“triple-loop learning” This construct represents a new, innovative
methodology that the US military and larger defense community
could consider for disrupting the legacy mode for military decision-
making. It could also be used to introduce significant concepts—such
as those in complexity theory, sociology, and organizational theory—
that are currently absent or marginalized in the dominant, modern
war paradigm. This model offers a single, double, and triple loop to
explain how humans learn about their environments and think to
devise actions.!

The “single loop” is defined as means-end thinking, where a future
state of reality is envisioned and clarified to realize a desired “end” or
goal. In their work on triple-loop learning, Robert Flood and Norma
Romm state that “ends are set and then a search begins for the best
means of meeting those ends.”> The single future state becomes fixed
or static so that a single “end” can be reverse engineered in a linear-
causal manner using systematic logic. Systematic thinking is entirely
linear. We assume that reality can be understood through isolating
distinct value sets for the parts of a whole, leading to the total value of
the whole.® A plus B should lead to C, and this formulaic mode of
rationalization fixates on an instrumental, mechanistic, and repeat-
able conceptualization of how reality works. Single-loop thinking is
nonreflective—one follows the instructions like using a coloring
book where one draws within the lines. Someone might produce
many different versions of a coloring book exercise, but they all will
feature coloring within the lines established by the rules of the color-
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ing book. Operators using such conceptualization focus on the pro-
cess and performance by self-evaluation through measured adher-
ence to (and validation of) the process.

In other words, nonreflective operators become stuck in WHAT-
HOW by following an established sequence and are unwittingly and/
or unwillingly committed to following the process at all costs. Single-
loop operators cannot escape dependence on the single-loop process
since they cannot question beyond the limits of following that pro-
cess. This mechanistic mode reflects powerful influences of how the
Age of Enlightenment transferred the laws of reality from ideological
structures and beliefs to natural scientific laws and stability. In turn,
single-loop thinking exercises a mechanistic, mindless system pro-
cess with no purpose but as a tool.* Operators using single-loop pro-
cesses are not mindless; however, within using the logical frame, they
remain nonreflective and devoted to using the tool as designed. Re-
turning to the coloring book example, an entire class of children will
diligently produce a range of colored images that are more or less
identical. While they might self-assess how effectively they could
color within the directed lines, the students are unable or unwilling to
challenge whether the lines should be followed at all, or if entirely
different drawings might be produced instead. There is a systematic
mode of decision-making that leads to a convergent, uniform, and a
predictable outcome for performance analysis and evaluation.

Systematic logic seeks to break things down (reductionism) into
inputs linked to outputs—or where A plus B leads to C—in a reliable,
uniform, repeatable, and verifiable manner.® An institution curates
systematic constructs formulaically so that future users can refer to
an increasing stockpile of solutions paired with historical problems.®
We become armed with solutions, searching along our paths in real-
ity for possible matches to emerging problems in our way.” Robert
Flood and Norma Romm indicate that “single loop learners are task
oriented . . . exclusively to identifying the best means to meet their
defined ends,” adding that “single loop learners are isolationist in this
way.® This elevation of a “goal-rational orientation” suggests a fixa-
tion on goals/ENDS where everything is reduced to a means-end cal-
culation. Mark Rutgers, professor of social philosophy and dean of
the faculty of humanities, Leiden University, criticizes this logic be-
cause it “disguises how and by whom the goals in question are to be
established and which values underlie them? Problems are linked to
predetermined solutions in a linear-causal relationship of systematic
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reasoning in single-loop thinking. Donald Schon, a trailblazer in de-
veloping a reflective learning model (“in action” and “on [after] ac-
tion”), observes, “It is not by technical problem solving that we con-
vert problematic situations to well-formed problems; rather, it is
through naming and framing that technical problem solving becomes
possible”® Elizabeth Kinsella, in studying Schon’s theories, elabo-
rates that “practitioners set the problems that they go about solving,
and such problem setting is a form of worldmaking that often falls
outside the realm of the technical knowledge learned in professional
schools” Further, she said, “Problem setting often begins when one’s
usual understanding of the world bumps up against a disorienting
dilemma or problematic situation that falls outside of one’s usual
frames. . . . In this way the practitioner is viewed as setting the problem
within a world of his or her own making” (emphasis added)."

In single-loop cycles, the military operator is conditioned to not
necessarily identify a problem but to frame it within how their para-
digm constructs and explains reality so that the frame itself is validated.
Thus, the “problem-solution” ideation becomes the default setting for
militaries attempting to think and act. When reality is not bending to
our will, we deduce that there must be a solvable problem lurking, and
we set out analytically to identify and isolate it for further treatment.
Single-loop thinking prevents any operator inquiry into those values
because it violates the closed, single-loop cycle. Figure 2 illustrates how
modern militaries engage in “single-loop learning.”'?

At first glance, the military doctrinal diagram above may not ap-
pear to be a “single loop” of nonreflective thinking. Modern militaries
generally follow the lead of American joint doctrine where," as illus-
trated, the design of a military operation begins with the positioning
of the organization with respect to its present state (NOW) and where
it seeks to move toward (FUTURE DESIRED ENDS). The organiza-
tion then formulaically begins identifying problems paired with solu-
tions in systematic reasoning through ENDS-WAYS-MEANS logic.
In military doctrine, the institution expects organizations to connect
“resources and tactical actions to strategic ends” The commander
“must be able to explain how proposed actions will result in desired
effects, as well as the potential risks of such actions” before any ac-
tions even occur in what is a complex, dynamic system.'’ This norm
illustrates what Henry Mintzberg, a top strategy and business man-
agement thinker, terms “machine bureaucracy” That is, few people at
the top of the organization are allowed to think or establish decision-
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making rules. Subsequently, subordinates act according to institu-
tionalized rules and implement plans in a formulaic manner directed
by top leadership."* For instance, teachers in a grade school will get
their students’ coloring book drawings that may differ in color selec-
tion and skill in coloring within the lines, but they all will follow a
mechanistic, repetitive mode controlled by the teacher and the pre-
configured drawn lines. Coloring outside the lines is forbid