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Introduction

My purpose today is to explore three fundamental questions

Â Why is managing change in military organizations so hard?

Â What principles are most important to make enduring 
change? 

Â How do you translate those principles into effective action?
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The Cry for Change

We are at a moment in history where the cry for change is almost 
deafening. The status quo is unacceptable to voices everywhere, including 

military organizations. While complex policy debates are still in play to 
define direction and the final shape of the changes, one thing is clearé

the leadership to make profound change really happen in our public 
agencies and military services is hard to find.
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Change ðWhat is It?

Defining what ñitò is, is keyé

Â Does it affect the mission, the way things work, or both?

Â Is it incremental change or a paradigm shift?

Â Does it impact other agencies?

Â When is transformation not transformation?
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Challenges and Opportunities when 
Making Change

Challenges

Â Strain from continued high operations tempo

Â Multiple transformation programs operating simultaneously

Â Frequent rotation of key leaders

Â Slow decision making

Â Outdated and non - interoperable systems

Â Lack of wide -angle vision

Opportunities

Â Support leaders who seek ways to improve services

Â Harvest investment made in IT and professional development

Â Leverage core values for service to self and country
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Principles for Managing Change

Â SEE the Complexity

Â UNDERSTAND the Limitations of Linear Solutions

Â NAVIGATE to a ñNorth Starò

Â LEAD for Greatness
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SEE the Complexity

Recognize that the environment you are in and problem or 
opportunity you are facing is happening in a system ða 
complex human system

Â Understand you are in an organizational environment

Â You canôt navigate what you donôt see

Â Know that the situation will continually change
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SEE the Complexity

Recognize when the Organizational Environment is Complicatedé  
and when it is Complex*

*Adapted from David J. Snowden and Mary Booneôs ñA Leaderôs Framework for Decision Makingò in Harvard Business Review (November 2007)

ExamplesDimensionsEnvironment

ÅFlux and unpredictability
ÅEmergent answers
ÅUnknown unknowns
ÅMany competing ideas
ÅRequires new and bold 
thinking

ÅJoint commands
ÅJoint deployments
ÅBRAC
ÅReconstitution
ÅEnterprise initiatives 
ÅAsymmetric warfare
ÅNetcentric operations

Complex

ÅExpert diagnosis required
ÅCause-and-effect 
relationships
ÅKnown unknowns
ÅFact-based management

ÅEach service acting 
independently
ÅManagement of
ÅBudget process
ÅTraining
ÅRecruiting, housing, 
medical, etc.

Complicated
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UNDERSTAND the Limitations of 
Linear Solutions

Appreciate that complexity defies machine - like solutions        
and thinking

Â Avoid the easy answer

Â Recognize that linear solutions in complex systems have a 
high probability of doing more harm than good

Â Find clear and simple, but not simplistic, answers
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Defining Moment ðSee Beyond the 
Easy Answer

ÅRecognizing political and institutional barriers
ÅDetermining the best course of action
ÅWorking across  multiple  agency lines
ÅStandardizing policies for  civilians
ÅFeeding media and political machines continuously
ÅFilling leadership voids
ÅSeeking support and advocacy from top leadership

Complexity

ÅEstablished cross-agency relationships
ÅLeveraged internal and external resources
ÅInstitutionalized enduring policies and practices
ÅAvoided escalating propaganda  

Outcome

Secretary of Commerce, Ron Brown and other political, 
civilians, and military died in an Air Force plane crash 
overseas.  Speculation that he was assassinated was to be 
broadcast on national TV, without notification to the family.

Situation
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NAVIGATE to a ñNorth Starò

Develop a bold vision and strategy that shines through           
the complexity

Â Be imaginative and new, but realistic

Â Mobilize a ñcoalition of the willingò around a common set of 
goals and outcomes

Â Communicate with conviction
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Defining Moment ðBe Bold

ÅProtecting health of over 52,000 military from 25 nations
ÅCrumbling  infrastructure;  intense heat, diseases, famine
ÅDistance between medical & feeding camps
ÅAddressing issues/challenges in war torn country
ÅActivating cross-nations and  inter-agency teams
ÅInstituting and executing a new Plan quickly

Complexity

ÅReestablished  medical supply routes
ÅReduced death rates from 1,000 per day to ñnormalò
ÅEstablished conditions for stabilization

Outcome

The Operation Restore Hope mission in Somalia required 
new direction, a get well strategy and immediate action.  
Navy Captain, Dr. Cowan, inherited an unrealistic medical 
operations plan to address myriad problems getting  
supplies and medical equipment to the people.

Situation


