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If you are going to try to go to war, or to prepare for war, 
in a capitalist country, you have got to let business 
make money out of the process or business won’t work. 

—Henry L. Stimson 

THE RAISON D’ÊTRE of our national

Air Force is force appli ca tion: pos­

sess ing the capa bili ties to apply

force, on command, to an adver sary


state as part of the United States and alli ance

joint opera tions team. We have two tenets re­

gard ing airpower. The first tenet is the belief

that planning for the future of airpower is so

criti cal to the United States, our friends, and

our allies that it must be done right. To help

en sure it is done right, we could gain much by

ex am in ing how planning is accom plished in

the fiercely competi tive world of “for profit”

busi ness. The second tenet is that some com­

mer cial planning initia tives offer the poten­

tial to improve the Air Force planning pro­


cess. This arti cle explores strate gic planning 
for the Air Force, illu mi nat ing how Air Force 
plan ning might incor po rate some of the best 
plan ning practices used by competi tive busi­
nesses. We have one hypothe sis: The insti tu­
tional planning process should drive the ef­
forts and effec tive ness of a 500,000-person 
firm, and it can and must be improved. 

Perspectives 
Over the past several years, the Air Force

cre ated an envi ron ment encour ag ing debate 
and promot ing inno va tive thinking about the 
fu ture. Sponsored efforts resulted in major 
stud ies and lengthy reports such as those cre-
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ated by Space cast 2020, Air Force 2025, and 
New World Vistas.1 Creation of a “Revolu tion­
ary Planning Office”2 as the precur sor of a 

As we define it, long-range planning 
is planning done without regard for 

risks or other constraints. 

new Air Force–level deputy combin ing plan­
ning and program ming allowed planners 
across the Air Force to look into the future 
and question where the Air Force was going, 
thereby identi fy ing poten tial new vectors 
and new demands. The Air Force also created 
bat tle labs3 to explore new concepts of opera­
tions and to allow the discov ery of creative 
op era tional concepts. 

Per haps the most signifi cant of all of these 
ini tia tives was creation of an insti tu tion al­
ized process linking planning functions to 
budget- ary deci sions. At the begin ning of this 
am bi tious endeavor, there were many
naysay ers to convince and many hurdles to 
over come. Threatened by the thought of los­
ing control over the ability to make deci sions, 
many Air Force repre sen ta tives debated the 
util ity of the nascent planning function and 
its method ol ogy. The constant question ing, 
de bate, inves ti ga tion and exami na tion 
helped bring a stabi liz ing force to the Air For­
ce’s quest for planning for the future. But is 
this the desired effect the Air Force intended 
to achieve through a major overhaul of its 
plan ning processes? Was the outcome vision­
ary and creative, pedes trian and stabi liz ing, 
or something else? Can the Air Force insti tu­
tion al ize a more creative process? Can the Air 
Force estab lish a process for creativ ity and in-
no va tion at every level? What will happen 
when all the “plans” at all the levels have 
been completed? What products does the Air 
Force now expect from its research and devel­
op ment? Will it still be impor tant for the Air 
Force to support inno va tive thinking when 
the details of the plan are complete? If so, 

then maybe by striving for stabil ity in Air 
Force plans for the future, the Air Force will 
find itself actu ally stifling creativ ity and inno­
va tion. If creativ ity and inno va tion in devel­
op ing airpow er’s tools or in the appli ca tion of 
air power are impeded, then airpow er’s contri­
bu tions are limited. Can this be so? It can be 
so, unless leaders and planners are willing to 
think in the boundary between order and 
chaos. 

Long-Range Planning, Strategic 
Thinking, or 

Strategic Planning? 
As a starting point, consider the appar ent 

dif fer ence between long-range planning for 
the future, on the one hand, and lever ag ing 
chaos to help develop strategies that allow for 
the creation of more desir able futures or the 
crea tion of future value on the other. 

Planning 

As we define it, long-range planning is plan­
ning done without regard for risks or other 
con straints. Long-range planning asserts the 
ex is tence of alter na tive futures and what is 
im por tant is not planning to offset the effects 
of one future or another, but the awareness 
that some futures would require more behav­
ioral adjust ments than other futures. Alter na­
tively, strate gic thinking is having in sight 
about the present and fore sight about the fu­
ture. The key to both is under stand ing the dy­
nam ics of the “big picture” context in which 
de ci sions are made.4 So, as we define it, stra te­
gic planning is planning that appre ci ates un­
cer tainty and risk. It is constrained by this
aware ness. 

Stra te gic planning also is cold and calcu lat­
ing, measur ing the probabili ties asso ci ated 
with a rather large set of exoge nous variables 
in an attempt to under stand uncer tain ties, re­
duce risk, and identify oppor tu ni ties. It as­
serts that, enough things consid ered, the do-
main of uncer tainty can be under stood at a 
suf fi ciently manage able level. Long-range 
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plan ning asserts that “we could do this, or 
this, or this and may have to be prepared to 
do that, or that, or that.” Strate gic planning
as serts that “all things consid ered, we should 
do this.” Long-range planning, then, is rather 
more uncon strained than strate gic planning.5 

Consequences and the Antiplan 

To do either strate gic planning or long-range 
plan ning, one must look into the future (or 
de fine a vision for the future); deter mine 
what is needed, identify and test assump­
tions; then build the broad or detailed maps, 
plans, and variants for achieving the desired 
end state. But can this be done when the fu­
ture is as unknow able as the technol ogy de­
vel op ments and the behav ior of competi tors 
that will help condi tion the future? Of course 
not. 

In today’s rapidly changing technol ogy
en vi ron ment, it is impor tant for any strate gic 
de ci sion to consider the competi tors. It is im­
pera tive to deter mine competi tors’ ability to 
achieve the same level of techni cal compe­
tence or to lever age less techni cal compe tence 
by supe rior opera tional schemes, and then es­
ti mate how quickly they might be able to de-
liver a “product” to market. Thus, embed ded 
in the notion of the “plan” is the notion of the 
“an ti plan.” The anti plan accepts that valu­
able markets will be contested and the “forces 
of good” are not the only ones planning or 
op er at ing in the dynamic envi ron ment. The 
plan ning process is thus an itera tive process. 
The plan is the thesis. Responses to the plan 
from custom ers, suppli ers, and competi tors 
may consti tute the antithe sis. Actual per-
form ance, which may be at wide variance 
with planned perform ance, is the synthe sis. 
Said another way, the plan is a decla ra tion of 
stra te gic intent. What actu ally results from 
the plan is more rather than less inde pend ent 
from the plan. 

Hel muth von Moltke described it this way 
in an 1871 essay: 

Certainly the commander in chief (Feldherr) 
will keep his great objective (Zweck) contin­
uously in mind, undisturbed by the vicissitudes 
of events. But the path on which he hopes to 

reach it can never be firmly established in 
advance. Throughout the campaign he must 
make a series of decisions on the basis of 
situations that cannot be foreseen. The 
successive acts of war are thus not premeditated 

The importance of “time to 
market”—the speed at which a 
product is brought to customers and 
begins generating revenue or adding 
some other value for the firm—also 
holds true for the military 
acquisition of new weapon systems. 

designs, but on the contrary are spontaneous 
acts guided by military measures. . . . 

Strategy affords tactics the means for fighting 
and the probability of winning by the direction 
of armies and their meeting at the place of 
combat. On the other hand, strategy appro­
priates the success of every engagement and 
builds upon it. The demands of strategy grow 
silent in the face of a tactical victory and adapt 
themselves to the newly created situation. 

Strategy is a system of expedients. It is more 
than a discipline; it is the transfer of knowledge 
to practical life, the continued development of 
the original leading thought in accordance with 
the constantly changing circumstances. It is the 
art of acting under the pressure of the most 
difficult circumstances.6 

Thus, and with von Moltke’s advice firmly 
in mind, there also is a third approach: strate­
gic devel op ment. Strate gic devel op ment as­
serts that the Aris to te lian entelechy, that 
which deter mines what a thing becomes, is 
not attain able by either long-range planning 
or strate gic planning. Rather, the end state is 
not so much planned as it is nego ti ated with 
the devel op ing future envi ron ment. Nego tia­
tions are active and inter ac tive processes that 
re flect compro mises with both inter nal forces 
and exter nal envi ron ments. Nego tia tions 
keep von Moltke’s “original leading thought” 
in mind but accept that it must submit to 
“con tin ued devel op ment” in the face of “con-
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stantly changing circum stances.” The nego ti­
ated end, because of these dynam ics, is un­
know able. Nego tia tors may have a sense of 
best- case, worst-case, and initial posi tions; 
but in a true nego tia tion, the actual end state 
is unpre dict able. The process of raising a 
child to become a self-sufficient adult is am­
ple evidence. Parents may provide all the nec­
es sary guidance and training they deem ap­
pro pri ate to produce the adult that they
en vi sion their child becom ing. They use ex­
ist ing formu las profess ing to have the “action 
plan” to success. They may feel they are work­
ing towards one “future” for their child, yet 
en vi ron mental influ ences, indi vid ual de-
sires, and secon dary inter ac tions that are ne­
go ti ated, inter ac tive event by inter ac tive 
event, result in a truly unique indi vid ual that 
may or may not resem ble the hopes of their 
par ents. 

Stra te gic devel op ment is the process of 
pre par ed ness for success in single-mindedly
ne go ti at ing the flux of real ity, whatever that 
re al ity is at any given moment. A key appears 
to be that adap ta tion and readiness for inno­
va tion may be the most impor tant compo­
nents of strate gic devel op ment. 

The Paradox: Planning Can Summon Failure 

For compa nies with a product to sell, the 
speed at which inno va tive thinking produces 
new products to sell on the market is critical. 
It is not as impor tant that some other com­
pany might produce a similar product. What 
is impor tant is who got to the market first and 
most effec tively, allow ing for harvest ing the 
greater percent age of the consumer market. 
The impor tance of “time to market”—the 
speed at which a product is brought to cus­
tom ers and begins gener at ing revenue or add­
ing some other value for the firm—also holds 
true for the military acqui si tion of new 
weapon systems. However, there is at least 
one added dimen sion to the military acqui si­
tion process. Not only is it impor tant to be the 
first to develop the latest lever age technol­
ogy, but it is equally as impor tant to look at 
the conse quences of devel op ing that technol­

ogy and under stand ing how it may alter an 
ene my’s de vel op ment strategy. 

In democratic socie ties, openness may give 
an enemy suffi cient strate gic warning to com­
mence building a counter mea sure—es pe cially 
in an era of outsourcing and priva ti za tion, 
aero space contrac tor press releases, congres­
sional testi mony, well-publicized “vision” 
docu ments, and so forth. Thus, just adver tis­
ing a particu lar course may render a chosen 
path inef fec tive. It is classi cal measure, coun­
ter mea sure, counter coun ter mea sure behav­
ior. With the world expe ri enc ing the same 
tech nol ogy and infor ma tion explo sion, one 
must ask, Is the current long-range planning
pro cess the most effi cient method for meet­
ing the future? Asked another way, Can we be 
as sured the current long-range planning pro­
cess will result in the outcomes (strate gic po­
si tion, market share, and so forth) that we de-
sire and indeed must have? 

Other Planning Models? 
In order to answer those questions, it is 

use ful to set aside, at least tempo rar ily, extant 
De part ment of Defense (DOD) or Air Force 
plan ning models and exam ine other models. 
These models suggest that perhaps a better 
way to move into the future is to develop
strate gies based on the knowledge of today 
that promise to have impor tant and endur ing
im pacts on the future. If this is so, then devel­
op ing a good strategy is not de vel op ing a new 
plan ning process or better-designed plans. It 
is under stand ing at least two funda men tal 
points: the benefit of having a well-
articulated, stable purpose, and the impor­
tance of discov er ing, under stand ing, docu­
ment ing, and exploit ing insights about how 
to create more value than others.7 Said an-
other way, the pro cess of planning and the plan 
it self from this perspec tive are less impor tant 
to the organi za tion than the organiza tion’s 
fo cus—its well-articulated, stable purpose, its 
“origi nal leading thought,” however this 
“thought” is modified over time—and its be­
hav ioral transfor ma tion processes. An organi­
za tion’s behav ioral processes are not con-
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fined to how it thinks about and prepares for 
the future. Rather, its key behav ioral pro­
cesses from day to day and every day also in­
clude how it goes about creat ing more value 
than other organi za tions create. 

In this focus on day-to- day and every day
in no va tion and success, organi za tions can 
dif fer en ti ate themselves no matter how the 
fu ture devel ops. Inno va tion is a key for stay­
ing ahead of compe ti tion, whether compe ti­
tion is another company in the same or adja­
cent market or a military competi tor who 
may have to be overcome someday. How or­
gani za tions move into the future, by long-
range planning or by devel op ing strategies, 
will help define how inno va tive that organi­
za tion can be. Organi za tions that make plan­
ning the methodi cal ossi fi ca tion of thinking 
are less likely to promote inno va tion than 
those making planning a creative process for 
in no va tion. These approaches differ en ti ate 
evo lu tion ary change and revolu tion ary 
change. 

Evolutionary and Revolutionary Change 

Evo lu tion ary change accepts and endorses 
lin ear improve ment in product and process. 
A commit ment to evolu tion ary change is a
com mit ment to modest inno va tion through 
line exten sion, “block upgrades,” process im­
prove ment, and product improve ment. Revo­
lu tion ary change accepts all the advan tages 
evo lu tion ary change has to offer but appre ci­
ates the value of using discon ti nui ties, non-
line ar ity, and the emergent charac ter is tics 
and conse quences of compounded change. 
Revo lu tion ary change accepts that the whole 
need not be limited to being greater than the 
sum of its parts but also that it can be, in Rob­
ert Jervis’s words, differ ent than the sum of its 
parts.8 How an organi za tion is structured, 
how it is managed, and what the stakes are 
con cern ing risks all affect whether or not 
long- range planning or strate gic devel op­
ment should be pursued. What may work for 
one type of organi za tion may not work for 
an other. The key is in the creative activ ity of 
mak ing new maps or plans, not in the imita­
tive follow ing and refin ing of exist ing ones.9 

Re cently, the Air Force reviewed its core val­
ues and core purpose in order to produce a 
guid ing vision to help focus on priori ties for 
the future. The goal of Global Engage ment is 
to provide a vision for the future—to ensure 
the Air Force possesses the air and space 
power neces sary for America’s defense in an 
un cer tain future. Using the vision, the Air 
Force executes a system atic, insti tu tion al ized 
long- range planning process to both identify 
the capa bili ties neces sary for future war fight­
ing and to allo cate the resources required to 
en able the vision. A closer exami na tion of the 
meth od ol ogy used in this planning process is 
war ranted. Is it too restric tive to allow for 
flexi bil ity, insti tu tional agility, and the rapid
re spon sive ness required to meet the often un­
pre dict able demands of an uncer tain future? 
Will it support a revolu tion in military af­
fairs? Does it allow for the discon tinu ous
tech nol ogy explo sions that can rapidly and 
radi cally alter the strate gic landscape and can 
nei ther be predicted nor forecast? Does it con­
sider that the anti plan may be gener ated by 
the enemy based on his knowledge of the Air 
For ce’s desired end states? 

Air Force Planning in Context 

In the business world, compa nies that enjoy
en dur ing success have core values and a core 
pur pose that remain fixed while their busi­
ness strategies and practices repeat edly adapt 
to changing envi ron ments. The metrics for 
con tinu ously increas ing shareholder value 
are as quanti fi able as they appear to be invio­
la ble. Market share, profit, and produc tiv ity 
all can be measured. The best businesses es­
chew a single “core compe tence” in favor of 
pur su ing a family of constantly changing and 
evolv ing compe ten cies.10 The ability to differ-
en ti ate between the promise of profit abil ity 
and the promise of loss, and the continu ous
re vi tali za tion around new products and pro­
cesses differ en ti ate the best businesses from 
other enter prises. Thus, the planning pro­
cesses that businesses use may have much to
of fer to not-for- profit govern ment enter­
prises. After exam in ing the Air Force planning
pro cess, we can ask, What are the differ ent 
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meth od olo gies used in the business world for 
de vel op ing business strategies under condi­
tions of uncer tainty and rapid change that 
may apply to the Air Force? 

Planning and programming are not 
the same. Planning builds mental 

models for the future; programming 
funds one model at the expense of 

another. 

Since early 1992, the Air Force has devel­
oped a long-range planning process to aid in 
the priori ti za tion of new weapon system ac­
qui si tions and technol ogy invest ments for 
the future. There have been many addi tions 
and modifi ca tions to the initial planning pro­
cess, yet the primary goal has remained the 
same. The goal is priori ti za tion of the most 
im por tant opera tional needs for the future 
Air Force and the invest ment of declin ing de­
fense funds towards meeting those needs. 
This process aims to ensure that the Air Force 
has the required weapon systems and tech­
nol ogy advance ments to meet opera tional re-
quire ments in the future. There has been a 
con stant struggle between advo cates of revo­
lu tion ary moderni za tion pathways and advo­
cates of more evolu tion ary ones in trying to 
achieve this goal. The desire for inno va tive
tech nol ogy to allow for a revolu tion in mili­
tary affairs also has begun to clash with the 
ne ces sity for critical upgrades to weapon sys­
tems already in the current inven tory. 

The Genesis 

The impor tance and diffi culty of deter min ing
op era tional require ments for the future and 
the most useful or appro pri ate systems to ac­
quire, subjects the Air Force to much scrutiny. 
One of the biggest perceived problems in the 
area of defense planning has been the inade­
quate linkage between national secu rity ob­
jec tives and DOD budget requests for system 
de vel op ment and procure ment.11 Most critics 

com plain about the alleged lack of ration al ity 
in past defense planning pro-cesses. Their 
criti cism has been centered on the obser va­
tion that the United States lacks an explicit 
strat egy at both the national secu rity and na­
tional military planning levels. So, part of the
de fense planning problems rests on the per­
cep tion that public budget statements did not 
or do not reflect an under ly ing ration ale for 
the allo ca tion of resources reflected in the 
docu mented plans. But is this percep tion 
driv ing the Air Force down a path towards 
stag nant thinking and planning for present 
threats? 

Some excul pa tory thoughts under score 
the effect of the legacy of the cold war on mili­
tary planning because it is impor tant to have a 
ba sic under stand ing of why and how the Air 
Force devel oped its current method ol ogy for 
long- range planning. Throughout the cold 
war, the “Soviet threat” drove long-range
plan ning. In fact, it drove all planning in the 
de fense commu nity. In essence, the military
pro jected the Soviet threat and matched it or 
de vel oped competi tive strategies to counter 
it. It is hardly an overstate ment to claim that 
the military did not plan for, but rather pro­
grammed against, a projected threat. Plan­
ning and program ming are not the same. 
Plan ning builds mental models for the future; 
pro gram ming funds one model at the ex­
pense of another. Since the Soviet Union in-
vested steadily in its military machine, the 
pace of US military inno va tion was fueled by
threat- based obso les cence. New weapons 
were intro duced into the force because the 
old ones were deemed inca pa ble of coping 
with new Soviet weaponry.12 

Defense “Reform” or Reformatting? 

Since 1985, there have been five major works 
that have directly influ enced opera tional re-
quire ments and systems concepts genera tion 
pro cesses and hence Air Force strate gic plan­
ning for the future. Respec tively, these were 
the Packard Commis sion reports issued from 
Feb ru ary to June 1986; the Goldwater-
Nichols Depart ment of Defense Reor gani za­
tion Act of 1986, enacted Octo ber 1986; the 
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De fense Manage ment Report (DMR) issued 
by the secre tary of defense to the president in 
July 1989; and RAND’s A Framework for De­
fense Planning and A Framework for Enhanc ing
Op era tional Capa bili ties, released August 1989 
and Novem ber 1991.13 

The Packard Commission reported to the 
president . . . “a need for more and better 
long-range planning to bring together the 
nation’s security objectives, the forces needed 
to achieve them, and the resources available to 
support those forces.” The commission also 
stipulated that long-range planning should be 
fiscally constrained, based on sound military 
advice, and, of course, [be] forward looking. 
The Packard Commission’s recommendations 
for improving long-range planning encompassed 
several recommendations to improve other 
areas. As a vehicle for tying together the 
national security objectives, forces, and 
resources, the commission recommended a 
top-down planning process  with the 
president’s National Security Strategy Report 
followed by the secretary’s defense guidance 
based on the president’s choice from national 
military strategy options formulated by the 
secretary and the CJCS. Each of these options 
would be fiscally constrained by provisional 
five-year budget levels also formulated by the 
secretary and the CJCS. Integral to the military 
strategy options would be future projections of 
threats to US interests and corresponding US 
military capabilities to counter those threats.14 

Al though the Packard Commis sion and 
other earlier works were very influ en tial for 
set ting the stage, the RAND studies—A Frame-
work for Defense Planning and A Framework for 
En hanc ing Opera tional Capa bili ties—ap pear to 
have launched the devel op ment of the cur-
rent Air Force long-range planning process. 
Both studies provided “recom men da tions for 
im prov ing the entire defense planning and 
sys tems acqui si tion processes from the top-
down direc tion and guidance at the national 
level down to the selec tion and acqui si tion of 
sys tems for devel op ment and procure­
ment.”15 The proposed framework focused 
on the building blocks of opera tional capa bil­
ity rather than on building blocks of hard-
ware. It promoted the idea that long-term 
con ti nu ity of programs resulted by clearly 

link ing national secu rity objec tives to the 
timely procure ment of hardware.16 It also ad­
vo cated translat ing demon strated technol ogy 
into increased opera tional capa bili ties by
avoid ing a cumber some and time-consuming
pro cess of technol ogy inser tion. 

From these recom men da tions and the ac­
tivi ties imple ment ing the plan, the Air Force
pro duced a vision, defined core compe ten­
cies, and embarked upon building a long-
range plan for meeting the vision. The 
thought was that a long-range plan would be 
an invalu able tool for better under stand ing 
the systemic and long-term effects that deci­
sions would have on resources and capa bili­
ties. The Air Force adopted a “strategies-to-
tasks” method ol ogy for linking national ob­
jec tives to the Air Force budget. This pro-cess 
al lowed for a structure depict ing the inter re-
la tion ships among mission area objec tives, 
weap ons system moderni za tion and acqui si­
tion, technol ogy invest ment recom men da­
tions, and the Air Force budget. The goal was 
to build a common, long-range planning
frame work and a projected 25-year master 
“road map” for all Air Force subor gani za tions. 
The Air Force has traveled a long way in the 
long- range planning process. A vision for the 
fu ture was devel oped and insti tu tion al ized. 
Core compe ten cies were identi fied for all to 
un der stand and, theoreti cally at least, sup-
port. A long-range plan was devel oped and 
docu mented. The plan was used as guidance 
for budget allo ca tions. 

Yet, there is still some concern that the Air 
Force is on an evolu tion ary path towards the 
fu ture, with its sights still on the past. Con­
cern about whether or not the Air Force is tak­
ing advan tage of the current technol ogy ex­
plo sion to lev er age its war-fighting
ca pa bili ties still exists. There is a contin ual 
de bate over the vision and how the 25-year 
plan should be detailed in order to get to the 
plan. There is also skepti cism as to the valid ity 
of the plan—that is, whether or not the plan is 
too rigid to accom mo date change. The strug­
gle contin ues between pursu ing revolu tion­
ary transfor ma tions (but is also higher risk) 
and the evolu tion ary path set into motion 
sev eral years ago that just keeps up with tech-
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nol ogy. How an organi za tion directs its re-
search and devel op ment activi ties will deter-
mine whether or not it  fol lows  an 
evo lu tion ary path or pursues a revolu tion ary
trans for ma tion. 

The Air Force has recently organized 
battlelabs to hasten the process of 

implementing war-fighting 
innovations. However, the 

battlelabs are still burdened with 
resource allocation realities and 

political oversight. 

Next Steps 

What ought to be the next steps? We propose 
some hybrid that combines the best orderly
fea tures of mechani cal planning and the in­
clu sion of rather more untidy emergent fea­
tures. Plans exist to cope with the imme di ate 
needs of the organi za tion. They oper ate un­
der a preset timeta ble and demand structured 
docu men ta tion. Planning is a valuable activ­
ity and is unfairly derided, but it is a differ ent
pro cess from forming strategy. Planning pro­
cesses are not designed to accom mo date the 
messy process of gener at ing insights and 
mold ing them into a winning strategy. A 
well- structured planning process is therefore 
ill suited to strategy formu la tion.17 

Mi chael E. Porter describes strat egy as the 
crea tion of unique and valuable posi tion, in­
volv ing a differ ent set of activi ties.18 If there 
were only one ideal posi tion, there would be 
no need for strategy. The essence of strate gic
po si tion ing is to choose activi ties differ ent 
than the rival’s activi ties. Strate gic posi tion­
ing is not sustain able unless there are trade-
offs with other posi tions. Trade-offs occur 
when activi ties are incom pati ble. Simply put, 
a trade-off means that more of one thing ne­
ces si tates less of another.19 Ralph Stacey 
states that new strate gic direc tions emerge 
spon ta ne ously from the chaos of challenge 
and contra dic tion through a process of real-

time learning and politi cal inter ac tion.20 

While this sounds excit ing, is such a process 
pos si ble to imple ment in a large, complex or­
gani za tion like the Air Force? 

If this emergent process can be imple­
mented by private compa nies, elements of it 
can be imple mented by organi za tions like the 
Air Force. There are several challenges com­
mon to both the Air Force and private compa­
nies. Both must identify where they are today, 
what their core compe ten cies are, and where 
they want to be, and how they are going to get 
there. Market assess ment, product lines, tech­
nol ogy inser tion, funding constraints, and 
rate of return are all common issues and con­
cerns. 

With these common challenges come sev­
eral things that differ en ti ate the Air Force 
from a private company. The first differ ence
be tween the Air Force and private compa nies 
is the national and inter na tional conse­
quences of making bad strate gic planning de­
ci sions. If the Air Force decides not to build a 
ca pa bil ity in a particu lar area, such as theater 
mis sile defense, the compe ti tion or threat 
builds long-range missiles in order to take ad-
van tage of the weakness. The poten tial risk is 
loss of lives of service person nel and citizens 
(na tional and inter na tional). If a private com­
pany decides not to invest in a particu lar tech­
nol ogy or market, the risk is a missed oppor­
tu nity or at the very worst, bankruptcy. The 
loss of national sover eignty is not an issue 
with even the large corpo ra tions making a 
bad deci sion. If the United States or its Air 
Force fails to consider the anti plan as a part of 
their strate gic planning delib era tions, an en­
emy can lever age the United States Air Force’s 
course of devel op ment and target it with an 
op po site response. These responses can have 
na tional and inter na tional conse quences. 

The second differ ence is the budget pro­
cess support ing new acqui si tions or product 
lines. The Air Force is given a budget after  a 
po liti cal process involv ing taxpay ers and con­
gres sional repre sen ta tives working for the 
tax pay ers. Within the Air Force it is a zero sum 
pro cess, unless more money is allo cated to 
the Defense Depart ment. While it certainly is 
pos si ble to take time, work, and costs out of 
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ex ist ing govern ment processes and pro-
grams,21 there really isn’t an easy way to 
“make profit” off exist ing product lines in or­
der to rein vest in inno va tive technol ogy ex­
plo ra tion or new markets. The only way to 
pur sue new product lines appears to be in di­
vest ment of current product lines. This dives-
ti ture is very diffi cult because of the insti tu­
tional iner tia and resis tance from support ers 
of current product lines. Although this is 
some what true concern ing compa nies, a 
com pany making a profit can increase allo ca­
tions towards higher risk explo ra tions. This 
in turn could build more revenue, which 
could be fed into current and poten tial mar­
kets continu ously. The business moti va tion 
is being able to make more money, whereas 
the Air Force’s moti va tion is to retain a capa­
bil ity edge against poten tial military threats. 

The final differ ence is in how rapidly new 
prod ucts are intro duced. The Air Force has a 
very long product-development cycle to 
bring new products to market, that is, to op­
era tional status. Because of the signifi cant re-
sources involved and the adverse politi cal im­
pact of a research and devel op ment failure, 
the acqui si tion devel op ment timeline is long, 
overly cautious, and full of reviews and over-
sight. Compa nies, on the other hand, have 
the luxury of rapidly making a deci sion about 
a new product line and initi at ing its produc­
tion soon after the deci sion is made. Some 
com pa nies even enjoy the ability to bypass 
mar ket surveys, employ ing the tactics of ex­
pe di tion ary market ing, making a number of 
dif fer ent versions of a product, putting them 
on the market, and letting the consum ers de­
ter mine the primary product line.22 The Air 
Force has recently organ ized battle labs to 
has ten the process of imple ment ing war-
fighting inno va tions. However, the battle labs 
are still burdened with resource allo ca tion re­
ali ties and politi cal oversight. Oversight and 
the need for consen sus will continu ally slow 
prog ress towards rapid changes. 

Even so, the stated differ ences in the Air 
Force organiza tion’s planning and de­
velopment for “products” actu ally help to
pro mote a chaotic envi ron ment. As the en­
vi ron ment changes, as tech no logi cal 

break- throughs occur, the Air Force must de­
vi ate from its plan in the midrange and long 
range, result ing in chaotic behav ior. But this 
is not neces sar ily an unsat is fac tory situation. 
Cha otic behav ior has two impor tant charac­
ter is tics, noted by Stacey. At one level, it is in-
her ently unpre dict able, while at another level 
it displays a “hidden” pattern. Chaos in its sci­
en tific sense is not utter confu sion. It is con-
strained, rather than explo sive, insta bil ity. It 
is a combi na tion of or der and disor der in 
which patterns of behav ior continu ally un­
fold in irregu lar but simi lar forms. In 
chaos, creativ ity is a poten tially ongo ing
pro cess inter nally gener ated in a sponta ne­
ous manner. It is neither proac tive accord­
ing to some prior design nor reac tive to en­
vi ron mental change, but rather it is 
con tinu ing inter ac tion with other systems 
in the envi ron ment. A system in this state 
can create its own envi ron ment and its own 
fu ture.23 

So, is the Air Force creat ing this chaotic 
state, strate gic posi tion ing, just by how the 
Air Force is organ ized and managed and how 
it executes its long-range planning process? Is 
this what the Air Force is doing by allow ing its 
many subor gani za tions to conduct their own 
long- range planning process? Is the anti plan 
be ing consid ered suffi ciently in these chaotic 
de lib era tions? What is the role of research 
and devel op ment in creat ing future value in 
this chaotic envi ron ment? 

Creating Future Value? 

The heart of creative strate gic manage­
ment lies in the ability of manag ers within an 
or gani za tion to develop live, active strate gic 
is sue agendas continu ally. Strate gic issues are 
per ceived only when indi vidu als notice some 
in con gru ity in what is currently going 
on—when they question the estab lished reci­
pes, culture, or business philoso phy. Main­
tain ing a live strate gic issue agenda depends 
upon people having differ ent percep tions 
and then ampli fy ing those percep tions 
through out the organi za tion by means of po-
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Gen H. H. “Hap” Arnold. He had a long-range vision that built American air supremacy. 

liti cal activ ity. Multi ple percep tions thrive 
when cultures are not strongly shared.24 

So, as the Air Force struggles over creat ing
fu ture value and its 25-year plan, it should
cre ate chaos by inves ti gat ing and under-
stand ing the anti plan. There should be con­
tinu ous question ing and inves ti ga tion con­
ducted by highly qualified indi vidu als who 
are suited for leading this task. These indi­
vidu als should be skilled in indus try business 
prac tices and under stand drivers for future 
value creation. As experts in the poten tial us-
age of technol ogy for military purposes, they 
need to have the unique ability to under stand 
and explore technol ogy forecasts and combi­
na tions of differ ent capa bili ties that could be 

brought together to counter the Air Force’s 
long- range plan. Their role is twofold. One 
role is to recom mend and develop the 
uniquely military technol ogy needed to assist 
war fighting in the future. The second role is 
to inves ti gate commer cial technol ogy ex­
plosion and to deter mine its impli ca tions 
for war fighting. This is extremely impor tant 
es pe cially in areas such as infor ma tion tech­
nolo gies and commer cial space (particu larly
im ag ing and other forms of remote sensing)
ca pa bili ties. 

The Air Force must take advan tage of the 
op por tu nity to influ ence its strate gic posi­
tion ing by adopting the most appro pri ate
tech nolo gies and by lever ag ing commer cial 
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prac tices for new acqui si tions. It must deter-
mine what the vulner able and the robust 
nodes of the plan are. Debate should not end 
with the desired capa bil ity achieved or the fu­
ture concept of opera tions identi fied. The Air 
Force must under stand the technol ogy explo­
sion for its own purposes as well as for the 
ene my’s. Air Force research and devel op ment 
must possess a balanced portfo lio, with tech­
nol ogy enhance ments as directed by the plan 
and with technolo gies to counter an enemy’s
an ti plan. It must support line exten sions, 
“block upgrades,” process and product im­
prove ment, and thus evolu tion ary change. 
How ever, the portfo lio must be allowed to 
lev er age the discon ti nui ties, nonline ar ity, 
and the emergent charac ter is tics of the tech­
nol ogy explo sion in order to render the ene­
my’s anti plan inef fec tive. 

Conclusion 
It is inter est ing to observe that as the Air 

Force strives for stabil ity, it creates a state of 
chaos unin ten tion ally. Perhaps the worst 
thing that could happen to the Air Force is to 
fi nally produce a 25-year, long-range plan for 
all to agree upon. If this occurs and the de-
bates cease, creative thinking would stop. So 
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