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FOREWORD

To win on today’s complex and competitive bat-
tlefield our military leaders have had to try to shed
decades of organizational culture that emphasized
control and stability as the solution to solving prob-
lem sets. Instead, today’s leaders must be adaptive
and agile in their analysis and development of in-
novative solutions to the complex challenges of the
21st century. Today’s security environment requires
men and women in uniform to think critically and be
creative in developing new strategies and solutions.
These skills will allow our military leaders to maintain
the operational initiative against an enemy who is by
nature adaptive and always evolving to overcome the
tremendous advantage in technological and material
overmatch of the United States and many of its allies.

This paper argues that the U.S. Army should con-
tinue its bold initiatives in its current Campaign of
Learning and go even further. It should develop cre-
ative leaders who can exercise adaptive leadership
with the capacity to provide learning environments
within their organizations. Included in the paper is
an analysis of adaptive challenges facing the Army.
Specifically, the Army espouses the need for decen-
tralized operations and operational adaptability, but
the author argues that the Army culture is driven by
control, stability, and risk aversion.

A case study provides a means for analyzing the
complexity of organizational leadership in the con-
temporary security environment. The study presents
a high-stakes problem set requiring an operational
adaptation by a cavalry squadron in Baghdad, Iraq.
This problematic reality triggers the struggle in find-
ing a creative solution, as cultural norms serve as bar-



riers against overturning accepted solutions that have
proven successful in the past, even if they do not fit
today’s reality. The case highlights leaders who are
constrained by assumptions and therefore suffer the
consequences of failing to adapt quickly to a changed
environment. Emphasizing the importance of reflec-
tion and a willingness to experiment and assume risk,
the case study transitions to an example of a success-
ful application of adaptive leadership and adaptive
work performed by the organization.

The case study serves as a microcosm of the chal-
lenges facing the U.S. Army. The corresponding lead-
ership framework presented can be used as a model
for the Army as it attempts to move forward in its ef-
forts to make adaptation an institutional imperative
(Chapters 1 and 2). The paper presents a holistic ap-
proach to leadership, whereby the leader transcends
being simply an authority figure and becomes instead
areal leader who provides a safe and creative learning
environment for the organization to tackle and solve
adaptive challenges (Chapter 3). The paper concludes
with a recommendation that Army leaders apply Har-
vard Professor Dean Williams’s theory of leadership
to the challenges confronting the Army’s leader de-
velopment process so as to improve its efforts to grow
adaptive leaders (Chapter 4).

DOUGLAS C. LOVELACE, JR.
Director
Strategic Studies Institute
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SUMMARY

Former Army Chief of Staff General Martin E.
Dempsey has highlighted “failure of imagination” as
a major obstacle in an organization’s ability to learn,
adapt, and find solutions to complex problems. As a
former Commanding General of the Army’s Train-
ing and Doctrine Command (TRADOC), General
Dempsey led the redesign of the Army’s conceptual
foundation. He and other Army officials, reflecting on
the previous decade’s conflicts, aggressively institut-
ed a campaign of learning, which TRADOC describes
as “a broad set of initiatives designed to produce an
Army capable of rapidly adapting to defeat unfore-
seen threats.”

This paper argues that the U.S. Army should con-
tinue its bold initiatives and go even further. It should
develop creative leaders who can exercise adaptive
leadership with the capacity to provide learning en-
vironments within their organizations. Included in
the paper is an analysis of adaptive challenges facing
the Army. Specifically, the Army espouses the need
for decentralized operations and operational adapt-
ability, but the Army culture is driven by control,
stability, and risk aversion. The author provides a rec-
ommended solution for overcoming this disconnect
and achieving adaptive leadership through the appli-
cation of a leadership framework provided by Dean
Williams of Harvard’s Kennedy School. The focus of
“real leadership” as presented by Williams is not to
get others to follow, but rather is directed toward get-
ting people to confront reality and change their val-
ues, habits, practices, and priorities to deal with the
real threat or opportunity the group faces. It is through
this more holistic approach to leadership that the
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Army can maximize the adaptations in its campaign
of learning and develop leaders with the capacity and
skills to foster learning environments within their or-
ganizations.

In many cases in Iraq and Afghanistan, however,
the Army is getting it right. Junior leaders, routinely
exercising adaptive leadership, demonstrate numer-
ous examples of how to overcome intractable chal-
lenges in changing and ambiguous environments. In
these cases, commanders are leading their organiza-
tions through complex realities by assuming necessary
risk and seizing the initiative from our adversaries.
These examples of a more creative approach to prob-
lem-solving based on mutual trust inside of the orga-
nizations ensures that these units achieve and main-
tain momentum over the enemy, which is necessary
to progress successfully in the fight against adaptive
opponents in the current operational environment.

Unfortunately, the discretion and flexibility grant-
ed to many leaders in these theaters of war is not how
business is done on a day-to-day basis throughout the
U.S. Army. What is at stake if we do not incorporate
these battlefield lessons into the organization’s DNA
will be a lower likelihood that the Army will produce
the quantity and quality of leaders who are creative,
imaginative, and innovative, and can lead learning or-
ganizations on today’s competitive battlefield. It is the
risk of operating at 80-percent effectiveness as an or-
ganization when 90 percent or better can be achieved
with cultural alignment between what the Army says
is important and what it actually rewards as success
through professional advancement. The Army is at a
pivotal juncture as it attempts to transition over the
next decade from war in two major theaters back to a
traditional garrison routine in the context of persistent



global conflict. Its ability to institute an organizational
change in culture that can produce operational adapt-
ability is critical to successfully moving the Army
toward making adaptive leadership the way it does
business.

This paper begins with a case study that provides
an example of a real-world adaptive challenge during
a cavalry squadron’s recent deployment to Baghdad
in support of Operation IRAQI FREEDOM. The case
study accentuates the challenges of organizational
leadership in complex environments and the con-
sequences of failing to adapt fast enough on today’s
battlefields. Ultimately, the unit makes in-stride adap-
tations, demonstrating how the exercise of adaptive
leadership must start with a reflective diagnosis and
an accurate understanding of the adaptive challenge.
It highlights the role of the leader in presenting the
reality of the changed conditions to the organization,
and then providing a learning environment based on
trust and empowerment to allow the group to develop
adaptive solutions. Simply put, the case study con-
firms the requirement for operational adaptability to
become “how we do business” in the security environ-
ment of the 21st century.

Following the case study, evidence is presented
that suggests there is a lack of congruency between
the Army’s espoused values (what we say we should
do), and the Army’s basic underlying assumptions
(what we actually do), which can cause a trust defi-
cit and produce an organizational culture that is not
conducive to the development of adaptive leaders. A
review of the espoused values from emerging Army
doctrine, focused on decentralized execution and
operational adaptability, is contrasted with the con-
clusions of a study conducted by Dr. James Pierce at
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the Strategic Studies Institute of the U.S. Army War
College. Dr. Pierce’s findings suggest a lack of con-
gruency between espoused values and actual practice.
His study brings into question whether the Army’s or-
ganizational culture is one that encourages the kind of
imagination necessary to achieve operational adapt-
ability. This cultural disconnect is the primary barrier
confronting the Army’s campaign of learning.

To overcome this divergence in the Army’s or-
ganizational culture, the author presents Williams’s
framework for leadership as a way to help close the
gap between espoused values and basic underlying
assumptions. Williams posits a theory of leadership
from which the U.S. Army can glean critical insights in
its quest to change its culture and achieve operational
adaptability. Williams postulates that traditional no-
tions of leadership are inadequate for today’s chal-
lenges —that they do not address the complexities and
diversity of the problems, threats, and opportunities
that groups and institutions must confront in today’s
globalized and complex world —if these groups and
institutions expect to progress. Traditional notions of
leadership unduly emphasize the role of the leader in
providing a vision or “showing the way,” while lead-
ing in primarily straightforward environments. In
contrast, Williams addresses the demanding task of
mobilizing people to confront their predicament and
solve their most pressing problems.
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INTRODUCTION

Every act of creation is first an act of destruction.!

— Picasso

In the Republic, Plato presents an allegory to de-
scribe man’s resistance to imagining beyond the
boundaries of his experiences. He describes three pris-
oners, perpetually held in strict bondage since child-
hood, chained so that they cannot move their heads
and limited to seeing only images cast on the wall of
the cave. The limits of their understanding are bound
by the shadows on the cave wall produced by the fire
behind them. One day the guards take one prisoner
to see the world outside the cave. Imbued with new
understanding, he can now imagine beyond the limits
of the world in the cave. When he returns to the cave,
he tells the others what he observed outside the prison
boundaries. Unable to comprehend the experiences,
they ridicule him and persist in their desire to destroy
those who would attempt to remove them from the
intellectual sanctuary and safety of the cave.?

This parable of man struggling to “think outside
the box” demonstrates the difficulty leaders face
when attempting to promote change in an organiza-
tion, whether changing the culture or overcoming a
tactical-level adaptive challenge. In recent articles,
interviews, and lectures, former Chief of Staff of the
Army General Martin E. Dempsey highlighted “fail-
ure of imagination” as a major obstacle in an organi-
zation’s ability to learn, adapt, and find solutions to
complex problems. He uses the devastating disaster of
the British Petroleum (BP) Gulf oil spill in April 2010



to underscore that “the once unimaginable scenes of
oil streaming from the broken well head at the bottom
of the Gulf of Mexico” are powerful images of a fail-
ure of imagination.® Like the prisoners in Plato’s cave,
one BP executive said, “We've never seen anything like
this before. It's impossible to fathom the impact.”*

FINDINGS

It is the failure to be creative, or to use one’s imagi-
nation to anticipate problems and come up with in-
novative solutions, that puts leaders like the BP execu-
tives or military leaders on the complex battlefields of
the 21st century at risk of experiencing catastrophic
failure. This paper confirms the necessity for the U.S.
Army to promote the development of adaptive lead-
ers. Army leaders must embody the attribute of cre-
ativity and possess the skills for leading groups to do
adaptive work (to learn). This paper establishes the
need for the U.S. Army to make changes to its orga-
nizational culture. Specifically, the Army must aban-
don the basic underlying assumption that control and
stability are “how we get things done.” It must align
its espoused values (what we say we should do) of
adaptability and decentralized execution with basic
underlying assumptions (what we actually do). Fi-
nally, this paper demonstrates the need to expand the
Army’s understanding of leadership beyond current
doctrine, departing from the traditional leadership
model focused on the leader who provides solutions,
and adopt instead a new paradigm in which leader-
ship is perceived as an activity that mobilizes groups
to face the reality of a changed environment and or-
chestrates group learning (adaptive work).



RECOMMENDATIONS

* Eliminate completely the current officer evalu-
ation system and corresponding promotion
system. Replace the system with one that iden-
tifies, develops, and rewards adaptability, cre-
ativity, entrepreneurial behavior, and prudent
risk-taking.

* Initiate a 360-degree developmental feed-
back process for all noncommissioned officers
(NCOs) and commissioned officers to identify
bad (counterfeit) leaders and develop all lead-
ers in the spirit of the professional military ethic
(PME).

* Expand the Army’s definition of leadership be-
yond the present scope of providing purpose,
direction, and motivation so as to include as
well mobilizing people to confront and address
problematic realities to accomplish adaptive
work.

* Expand the Army’s Leader Core Competencies to
include the following additional competency:
“One who mobilizes. Navigates organizations
through adaptive challenges by confronting
people with the reality of changed conditions
and provides a learning environment for the
group to discover and develop adaptive solu-
tions” (see Appendix III).

METHODOLOGY

A case study provides a means for analyzing com-
plex organizational leadership in the contemporary
security environment. It presents a high-stakes prob-
lem set requiring an operational adaptation by a cav-



alry squadron in Baghdad, Iraq. This problematic real-
ity triggers a struggle in finding a creative solution, as
cultural norms serve as barriers against overturning
accepted solutions that have proven successful in the
past, even if they do not fit the reality of the present
(failure of imagination). The story highlights leaders
who are constrained by assumptions and, as a result,
fail to adapt quickly to a changed environment. Em-
phasizing the importance of reflection and a willing-
ness to experiment and assume risk, the case study
transitions to an example of a successful application
of adaptive leadership and adaptive work performed
by the organization.

The case study serves as a microcosm of the chal-
lenges facing the U.S. Army. The corresponding lead-
ership framework presented can be used as a model
for the Army as it attempts to move forward in its
effort to make adaptation an institutional imperative,
as shown in Chapters 1 and 2. This paper presents a
holistic approach to leadership whereby the leader
transcends being simply an authority figure and be-
comes instead a real leader who provides a safe and
creative learning environment for the organization to
tackle and solve adaptive challenges, as discussed in
Chapter 3. In Chapter 4, the paper concludes with a
recommendation that Army leaders apply Williams's
theory to the challenges confronting the Army’s lead-
er development process so as to improve its efforts to
grow adaptive leaders.

To increase the chances of success, real leadership
must be approached as an interactive art. It is an art
in that it requires creativity and imagination, rather
than a singular set of well-honed practices; and it is
interactive in that one must be willing to “dance” with
the reality of the context so that the best solutions can



emerge...real leadership requires a capacity to impro-
vise, be imaginative, and make ongoing corrections
according to the specific challenge the people face, the
discoveries of the group as they tackle the challenge,
and the shifting dynamics of the context. Therefore,
strong diagnostic skills and considerable flexibility in
one’s intervention style are essential if one is to lead ef-
fectively in multiple contexts on multiple challenges.®

— Dean Williams
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CASE STUDY

IRAQ 2008-09:
OVERCOMING A FAILURE OF IMAGINATION
TO CONDUCT ADAPTIVE WORK

Just as our adversaries adapt and develop new tactics,
techniques, and procedures, we too must be nimble
and creative.!

— National Defense Strategy 2008

The following case study is a firsthand account of
the author’s experience while serving as a squadron
commanding officer (SCO—pronounced Sko) of an
armored wheeled and mechanized cavalry squadron
operating in Baghdad, Iraq. The study provides rele-
vant parallels with the three key elements of the adap-
tive challenges facing the Army: (1) emerging doctrine
on adaptation, (2) hindered by a culture of control,
stability, and risk aversion, which can be (3) overcome
by a leadership framework based on mutual trust,
experimentation, and risk-taking. Challenging the sta-
tus quo should become a core attribute of the Army
culture. Continuously challenging all aspects of the
“way we do business around here” should become an
incontrovertible mandate that is simply understood as
a critical component of a healthy self-reflexive profes-
sion, and is therefore encouraged and rewarded.

BACKGROUND
In the fall of 2008, 2nd Brigade of the 1st (U.S.)

Infantry Division deployed to Iraq and was attached
to the Multi-National Division-Baghdad (MND-B),



where it would serve under the command of the 4th
Infantry Division (3 months) and later the 1st Cavalry
Division (9 months) in the MND-B battlespace. From
late 2008 into the spring and summer of 2009, the bri-
gade’s cavalry squadron, a subordinate battalion-size
organization of 750 Soldiers commanded by a lieuten-
ant colonel, was faced with an adaptive challenge. The
enemy in the squadron’s area of operation (AO) had
adapted to the U.S. Army’s successful technological
solutions to counter the improvised explosive device
(IED) threat and, as a result, the enemy had changed
its primary weapon system from the IED to the RKG-
3 high explosive anti-tank (HEAT) hand grenade.
Along with this new weapon came new enemy tactics.
Instead of remotely blowing up a roadside bomb from
a safe and undetectable location, the RKG-3 was em-
ployed in a face-to-face close combat attack. The en-
emy would suddenly emerge from alleyways within
hand grenade throwing distance (10-30 meters) of the
passing vehicle and then execute a classic hit-and-run
irregular ambush.

This case study is a story of a squadron strug-
gling with a changed environment and of its author-
ity figure, the SCO, whose initial lack of imagination
resulted in what would be described by Dean Wil-
liams as counterfeit leadership.? This prevented him
from exercising real leadership until he stepped back
from the problem, actively listening and sensing the
environment, reflecting, then properly diagnosing the
problem, and determining the need to empower the
unit to conduct adaptive learning. It is the journey that
one unit made to face the reality of a changed environ-
ment, to understand a complex problem, to reframe it,
and then through the exercise of leadership, to even-
tually induce the squadron to conduct the necessary



adaptive work® to defeat the threat. Ultimately, as a
result of successful tactical engagements based on this
adaptive work, the unit not only protected itself from
enemy tactics, but the success of exercising leadership
by mobilizing the group to achieve adaptive solutions
created a new culture of operational adaptability, which al-
lowed the squadron to go beyond just defeating a tac-
tical threat. This exercise of leadership helped change
the organization’s culture and redefined the unit’s ap-
proach to all future adaptive challenges, ultimately al-
lowing the organization to destroy an entire insurgent
network with experimental, creative, and innovative
combined operations by, with, and through the 54th
Iraqi Army Brigade in northwest Baghdad.

UNDETECTED CHANGE IN THE
ENVIRONMENT

This journey began in September 2008, while 5th
Squadron, 4th Cavalry Regiment (5-4 Cavalry), con-
ducted a relief-in-place (RIP) with 1st Squadron,
75th Cavalry Regiment (1-75 Cavalry), in northwest
Baghdad. After 5 years of unit rotational transitions,
units had become very adept at transferring author-
ity for an AO as new units replaced outgoing units.
1-75 Cavalry was completing a 15-month tour as part
of the Surge Campaign. Its tour was highlighted by
the traditional combat threats of Operation IRAQI
FREEDOM (OIF): snipers and IEDs. In April and May
2008, 1-75 Cavalry participated in high-intensity close
combat during a Shia uprising in the Shula neighbor-
hood. After they soundly defeated this threat, the
remainder of their tour was focused on consolidat-
ing the gains of the clear/hold stages articulated in
the updated U.S. counterinsurgency (COIN) doctrine



of clear/hold/build. The 1-75 Cavalry then began to
rebuild their area under the umbrella of the security
they and their Iraqi Security Force (ISF) partners had
established during the Surge. The 1-75 Cavalry’s AO
encompassed Shia and Sunni neighborhoods, with an
ethnic fault line presenting most of their challenges.
The 1-75 Cavalry’s positive relationship with the Sons
of Iraq (Sol) elements (former Sunni insurgents turned
allies in the fight against al-Qaeda in Iraq) meant that
they faced minimal anti-Coalition activity in their
Sunni neighborhoods. Violence was down by 80 per-
cent across Baghdad, and the operational results of
the Surge seemed to indicate a turning point in the
conflict. The achievement of irreversible momentum
was growing legs and becoming part of the narrative.

As 5-4 Cavalry conducted the 3-week RIP transi-
tion with 1-75 Cavalry in October 2008, new internal
brigade boundaries were adjusted, and most of the
Shia population centers were shifted from 5-4 Cav-
alry’s AO into the AO of its sister battalion, 1-18 In-
fantry, on their flank. In essence, 5-4 Cavalry now had
primarily a Sunni AO, which had been relatively quiet
over the last 9 months. The U.S. Forces (USF) enjoyed
a positive and productive relationship with both the
Iraqi Security Forces (ISF) in the AO and, more im-
portantly for local security, a strong relationship with
three Sol battalions in the neighborhoods. It appeared
that for 5-4 Cavalry’s tour, combat operations would
be minimal, and that fostering greater partnership
with the ISF and furthering the development of the
ISF would be the primary focus for the next 12 months.
The squadron would continue the “build” activities
of the clear/hold/build strategy and prepare for the
eventual passing of security responsibilities to the ISF
by the end of the tour.
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The first indicator that the tour would not be as
assumed came on the night of October 21, 2008, dur-
ing the RIP transition with 1-75 Cavalry. The troop
commander (captain) of Troop A, 1-75 Cavalry and
the troop commander (captain) of Troop B, 5-4 Cav-
alry, rolled out of the squadron Joint Security Station
(JSS) —small USF and ISF joint outposts in the neigh-
borhoods —to conduct a routine patrol to familiarize
the Troop B commander with his soon-to-be AO. As
the four-vehicle patrol left the safety of the JSS and
moved into the neighborhood via Route Cecil, an ex-
plosion alerted the JSS of enemy contact just outside
the gate. Initial assessment was an IED attack on the
passing patrol —the first in months against 1-75 Cav-
alry in this Sunni neighborhood. Further investigation
by a U.S. Explosive Ordinance Detachment (EOD)
determined the explosion was not caused by an IED,
but rather by an RKG-3 hand grenade that partially
malfunctioned, causing minimal damage to the up-ar-
mored HMMWYV (Humvee). No one fully appreciated
the significance of the appearance of this new weapon
on the battlefield. It was considered an anomaly and,
because no one was injured, was forgotten almost as
fast as it happened. The units’ transition process con-
tinued as planned.

Two weeks later during the final hours of the
RIP, the two chains of command were meeting in the
squadron headquarters (HQ) for the final out-brief
from 1-75 Cavalry to 5-4 Cavalry to ensure that all key
information and intelligence, and all current tactics,
techniques, and procedures (TTPs), were shared; that
any previously pending issues had been resolved; and
that 5-4 Cavalry was prepared and felt comfortable as-
suming control for the 1-75 Cavalry AO. As the meet-
ing was coming to a close, a large explosion sounded.
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About two kilometers (km) south of the JSS, a 1-75
Cavalry patrol coming to pick up its troop commander
from the meeting was hit. A runner from the squadron
tactical operation center (TOC) came into the confer-
ence room. He reported there were casualties this
time. The meeting broke up, and Soldiers went into
the battle drills for reacting to such an event. The ca-
sualties, which were severe, had been evacuated to the
Combat Surgical Hospital (CSH) across the city in the
Green Zone. The two squadron commanders (SCOs)
and command sergeants major (CSMs) moved imme-
diately to the CSH. A platoon sergeant, on his third
combat tour and completing what would have been
his last patrol of this 15-month tour, had lost his arm
in the attack. The weapon, which also destroyed the
vehicle and wounded all its occupants, was an RKG-3.
The 5-4 Cavalry SCO directed the staff to produce an
information brief on this new weapon the following
morning.

The RKG-3 is an anti-tank hand grenade. It has an
armor-piercing copper shaped-charge that can pen-
etrate 9.5 inches of armored steel. It is thrown by us-
ing a wooden handle (it looks like a German “potato
masher” grenade from World War I), and explodes
on impact. This creates a small quarter-size hole of
penetration, producing shrapnel and spalling inside
the vehicle, with the molten copper dart itself destroy-
ing anything in its path. Originally designed by the
Soviet Union and carried by Warsaw Pact infantry to
be used in close combat with North Atlantic Treaty
Organization (NATO) tanks, its proliferation around
the world makes the RKG-3 a cheap and easily acces-
sible weapon for insurgents. For 5-4 Cavalry, it was an
enemy adaptation that had allowed the insurgents to
seize the initiative.*
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FAILURE OF IMAGINATION: COUNTERFEIT
LEADERSHIP

The 5-4 Cavalry officially assumed responsibility
of the AO on November 9, 2008, and went to work
to accomplish its mission: “To train and support
partnership-unit Iraqi Security Forces to secure the
population . . . to enable continued progress toward
achieving sustainable security and ensure contin-
ued development of Iraqi civil capacity.” Then, on
December 1, 2008, another RKG-3 attack occurred in
which the 5-4 Cavalry experienced its first casualties.
One Soldier lost his leg, and a dedicated Department
of Defense (DoD) civilian was killed. There was dis-
equilibrium throughout the system, as frustration was
running high. The commander felt compelled to pre-
vent another attack in order to protect his troops. As
the Soldiers looked to their commander for solutions,
the SCO prepared to provide those answers. He had
trained for 17 years to prepare himself to be a leader
in this situation, to use good judgment and make deci-
sive, ethical, and tactically sound decisions in a time of
crisis. He was the commander, the premier authority’
in the organization under attack, and in this profes-
sion. That meant he was responsible for everything
the unit did and failed to do, and at that moment the
unit was failing to protect itself. In turn, as the SCO
prepared to provide answers and solutions, he too
looked to authority for solutions. He looked to the
commanders of the Sol—the Iraq informal authority
in the neighborhoods —for answers. Since these were
Sunni attacks in Sunni neighborhoods and USF were
paying the Sol commanders to prevent this kind of ac-
tivity, the SCO planned to hold them accountable for
results.
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The SCO reviewed what he knew and provided
motivational speeches about greater vigilance and
enforcing standards of current TTPs to inspire and
calm. He gave sincere answers and provided well-
intentioned technical solutions® based on previous
personal combat actions and years of experience, all
typical and standard behavior for a commander seek-
ing to lead his organization through challenging and
dangerous times. In retrospect, however, his perfor-
mance evinced a failure to exercise real leadership and
a complete failure of imagination.

REFLECTION AND ANALYSIS: BENEFITS
AND LIMITATIONS OF AUTHORITY

One of the challenges in leadership is understand-
ing and then managing the use of authority. Authority
is power granted to perform a service. Formal author-
ity in the military is manifested when a commander
commits to meeting a set of explicit expectations, as
defined by the commander’s job description and the
profession’s standards. The Army is command-cen-
tric. Stated another way, it places tremendous respon-
sibility on authority to get things done. This paradigm
creates an expectation that the commander must pro-
vide answers; that the leader embodies the all-know-
ing; and that, as a result, authority in the military can
be inappropriately substituted for leadership. When a
problem is too complex for the leader to solve alone,
a culture of authority-centric leadership places con-
straints on finding adaptive solutions. Conversely, if
a leader uses authority to set conditions for a group
to conduct experiments, which results in discovery
learning, then authority becomes a combat multiplier.
In this paradigm, authority is used to create space for
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the group to do adaptive work and find solutions to
complex problems.

Within days the Sol leaders provided “actionable
intelligence.” They provided the typical technical so-
lution the unit sought; paid informants came forward
who could point out where the alleged perpetrators
bedded down. The squadron acted decisively, con-
ducting midnight raids and arresting accused sus-
pects. The raids brought back a sense of equilibrium
and curbed the sense of helplessness for the unit, but
the ensuing tactical questioning and interrogations by
the ISF yielded no proof that the unit had picked up
the right people.

Although equilibrium and morale were temporar-
ily restored, the SCO’s intuition was that they had not
solved the real problem. In an attempt to find a solu-
tion, the SCO reverted to another time-tested technical
response: he would bring in the “big dog.” He would
ask the brigade commander (higher HQ authority) to
come to the next neighborhood council meeting and
confront and challenge the local civil leadership. The
brigade commander met with local Iraqi leaders and
demanded that the attacks on 5-4 Cavalry stop or the
money he controlled for infrastructure projects would
cease to flow into their communities. Pressure was
also applied to the partner ISF units, but they were as
clueless as the USF as to the source of this new threat.
They even denied that the RKG-3 was the weapon be-
ing used (despite the USF leaders holding the safety
pin and other RKG-3 components recovered from the
attack sites and the enemy posting propaganda videos
of the attacks on the internet).

Two weeks of quiet gave the unit a sense that the
problem had been solved. They had looked to their
authority figures—the Soldiers to the SCO and their
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troop commanders, the SCO to the Sol leaders (infor-
mal authority) and the brigade commander (formal
authority); the unit had used the tools of the past to
apply technical solutions to the problem —increased
vigilance, strict adherence to standard operating
procedures and TTPs, raids and apprehension of
suspects —and threatened to cut off money for local
infrastructure projects. The problem seemed to be re-
solved. Then on December 14, 2008, their equilibrium
was once again disrupted as another patrol was hit
by an RKG-3 on Route Cecil. The gunner survived,
although he was severely wounded. The gunner and
his crew were doing all the right things, using all the
time-proven TTPs the unit had used during its train-
up and certification for deployment. Why, then, were
he and his crew members tactically defeated?

FACING REALITY AND DIAGNOSING THE
REAL PROBLEM

The unit was being defeated because during their
train-up for deployment the threat (which had become
the routine problem on the battlefield of Iraq) was the
IED. Time-tested, counter-IED tactics and procedures
had proven to be effective in the past for solving the
problem (force protection in Iraq) and had become an
accepted way that USF did business. The IED is what
they trained to defeat, and they were trained well.
There is no doubt that if this crew were faced with
an IED, the results would have been different. But the
enemy had adapted; the environment had changed.

Five years of aggressive U.S. counter-IED technol-
ogy and tactics had rendered the Sunni IED practi-
cally ineffective against the USF and its improved ar-

16



mor and technological countermeasures. If the enemy
wanted to remain credible in the eyes of the popula-
tion and relevant in the internal struggle for power
in the Iraqi political system, he would need to adapt.
The Sunni insurgent group, the 1920’s Revolutionary
Brigade, in northwest Baghdad had done exactly that.
They changed TTPs to adapt to the USF strengths and
became a credible irregular military threat once again.
They stopped risking their lives emplacing IEDs,
whose lethal effects had so dramatically decreased,
and picked up the RKG-3 hand grenade in its stead.

The SCO had to facilitate a solution to this tactical
problem. The problem was complex, and the solution,
if there was one, seemed hidden. The previous solu-
tions provided by the SCO made people feel good, like
they were doing something to solve the problem, but
as far as truly solving the real problem was concerned,
the familiar solutions did nothing. The SCO was pro-
viding moral support, setting the personal example
by leading patrols and not asking his Soldiers to do
anything he would not do himself, but he was not ex-
ercising leadership in the face of a complex problem
that had no technical solution that could be pulled out
of an already established repertoire. At best, it was
counterfeit leadership, a bandage to make the unit’s
members feel as though they were on the offensive,
as if they had the initiative by chasing false tasks, and
as if they were winning. In fact, the opposite was true,
and it was now the leader’s responsibility to present
this reality to the organization and get down to the
real work at hand.
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REFLECTION AND ANALYSIS:
UNDERSTANDING THE SYSTEM

One of the challenges in leadership is understand-
ing and then managing the system in which the leader
isimmersed. A military organization is a system of sys-
tems, made up of different factions, each with its own
loyalties, values, and relationships within the system.
These factions can place obstacles in the path of prog-
ress and thwart the exercise of leadership, because
their conflicting loyalties and values create agendas
counter to moving the group toward an adaptive solu-
tion. These obstacles could come in the form of higher
HQ using authority to discourage experimentation
because of the risk and fear that failure could reflect
poorly on them. It can be a faction inside the unit that
is clinging to past assumptions or a faction that does
not see the benefit of offensive action and just wants to
survive and get everyone home alive.

These systemic dynamics, reinforced by a hierar-
chical organization prone to risk aversion, make it dif-
ficult for a military leader to exercise leadership. Nav-
igating the system and being able to step out and put
oneself at risk requires a leader to shape conditions
within the system so that imaginative and creative
problem-solving can take place. Forming partnerships
and co-opting factions within the system are critical
in setting the conditions for experimentation and risk-
taking. This may mean getting buy-in from the chain of
command to provide top-cover in the event of a failed
experiment or educating those in factions below that
the risk and experimentation are actually aligned with
their current loyalties, practices, and beliefs. In this
case it means selling the concept to resistant factions
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that innovative offensive solutions are the best way to
accomplish the mission while increasing the chances
of bringing everyone home alive. In this scenario,
the commander brings together elements of multiple
factions that share similar goals and empowers them
to develop solutions. By co-opting multiple factions,
when it is time to move the group toward accepting
required adaptation, the leader sets the conditions
for removing enough institutional inertia by building
consensus and allowing the group to progress.

INTERVENTION: PUTTING THE WORK ON THE
GROUP

The SCO decided to bring a larger group of diverse
leaders together, present them with a diagnosis of the
problem, and put the group to work to come up with
adaptive solutions to their challenge. The SCO brought
in 12 members of the command, ranging from staff
sergeant to major. Rank and authority played little, if
any, part in the decision on whom to bring to what
would become known as the RKG-3 Defeat Working
Group. The criterion for selection was based on the
SCO’s personal observation of these leaders over the
previous 20 months. The selection criteria included
leaders who had developed innovative training in
the past, leaders who showed a propensity for taking
prudent risk, leaders who had invented new tactics or
new equipment configurations, and leaders who dem-
onstrated an ability to transfer knowledge from one
scenario to another and were skilled at imbuing it in
others as well.

The diagnosis revealed that the unit had an en-
emy who had changed TTPs and weapon systems to
adapt and overcome USF strengths, which were im-
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proved armor protection and counter-IED technol-
ogy. The enemy adapted by going low-tech —running
from dark alleys and throwing armor-piercing hand
grenades. No high-tech jammer was going to stop an
individual from running and throwing a grenade.
Though it was 1950s Soviet armor-piercing technol-
ogy, it was sophisticated enough to penetrate the up-
armored HMMWYVs and mine-resistant, ambush-pro-
tected (MRAP) armored fighting vehicles that were
employed to counter the IED threat in Iraq. Further-
more, the USF counter-IED mentality was defensive in
nature. The mindset was: jam signals that trigger the
IED, wrap armor around yourself, and hope the IED
does not go off, or if it does, that it is misdirected or
the armor prevents catastrophic penetration.

After presenting this reality, the SCO provided the
following guidance to the working group:

Don’t fight the ‘last war’ or your last deployment, take
the gloves off, anything goes, think outside the box,
question assumptions, be creative, use your imagina-
tion. . . . I want to hear any and every idea you have.
Weigh risk, but do not let risk prevent you from pre-
senting an idea . . . it may not be as risky as driving
down Route Cecil under current conditions.”

The SCO left no one in charge and left the conference
room, shutting them in alone.

The SCO returned 1 1/2 hours later and joined the
discussion. The group had formed its own dynamics;
still, no one was in charge, and the commander rein-
tegrated into the group as a contributing member and
not as “the SCO.” The intent of leaving the room had
been to take authority out of the equation. If the SCO
had stayed, the group, by the very nature of group
dynamics and Army culture, would have looked to
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him for solutions, and even if he put the work back
on them, answers would be generated to satisfy the
authority and not to attack the problem with an open
mind. When he returned, the group had mobilized to
do work, and the power and momentum of the group
were not derailed by the reappearance of author-
ity. The group knew it was on the path to adaptive
solution(s). The SCO joined the discussion as a group
member, not as the leader, and as a group it devel-
oped a framework for how to overcome its adaptive
challenge.

ADAPTIVE WORK AND OVERCOMING
BARRIERS

From this session, the RKG-3 holistic defeat ap-
proach was born: attacking the thrower, attacking the
network, and co-opting the population. The immedi-
ate focus was how to change, modify, and adapt the
TTPs to attack the thrower. This was a critical force-
protection issue; the unit had to protect itself with
new tactics and because it believed that success in this
critical task would lead to success in the other two.?
The rallying cry which sprang from the meeting was:
“Be the hunter, not the hunted!” This problem was
very complex and, as a result, the adaptive solutions
were far-reaching. For the purpose of this case study,
covering all of or listing the actual experimental tech-
niques and innovative solutions in their entirety is
beyond the scope of this case study, but shared below
are a few of the proposed solutions and insights that
are indicative of the adaptive mentality of the group.

First, the enemy always attacked the last vehicle
in the patrol. It was the most vulnerable, because the
other vehicles had passed the point of attack, allow-
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ing the attackers time and space to make their escape.
Providing protection for the last vehicle was thus criti-
cal and became the focus of the new tactics. Protec-
tion from IEDs meant more armor protection for the
gunner who sits exposed through a hole in the roof of
the vehicle. This increased armor, while it protects the
gunner from IED shrapnel, also drastically decreases
visibility and severely limits the gunner’s ability to
maneuver his weapon to react to the RKG-3 thrower.

Target acquisition was identified as the single
most important factor in preventing an RKG-3 am-
bush, an issue not relevant in the IED fight where the
trigger man is likely out of sight and provides no sign
to identify himself as the target. In an RKG-3 ambush,
the gunner has a split second to identify the attacker,
who will be hiding in a crowd or down a dark alley;
assess hostile intent; bring his weapon into position;
take aim; and fire from a moving vehicle before the
attacker can make a baseball-style throw and run—a
seemingly impossible task. The recommendation from
the group: take a welding torch to the armor plates sur-
rounding the gunner. Cut the plates away and expose
the gunner so he can see and maneuver freely. This
was considered radical, despite being common sense.
The commander was all for it. The SCO’s Personal Se-
curity Detachment (PSD) was the first to implement it.
Figure CS-1 is a slide from 5-4 Cavalry’s TTP briefing
demonstrating the “before and after” look of the turret
based on the recommended modifications.’
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Figure CS-1. “Before and After” Recommended
Turret Modifications.

This solution met immediate resistance within the
squadron as a whole. Those who did not have the
benefit of being part of the working group had not
come to grips with the reality of the current threat en-
vironment. Noncommissioned officers (NCOs) with
multiple tours in Iraq (some saved by armor protec-
tion from IED attacks in previous tours) protested
that these adaptations assumed unnecessary risk in
exposing the gunner to an IED explosion. Their lack of
understanding limited their innovative spirit and pre-
vented them from seeing the value of experimenting.

On one particular day, the SCO became engaged
in a heated discussion with a passionate platoon ser-
geant, who refused to allow the welder to cut the
armor plates from in front of his gunner. Asked to
explain why, the platoon sergeant clung to past suc-
cessful assumptions that the plates were there to pro-
tect the gunner from shrapnel from an IED and the
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sergeant cited a number of examples from his tour in
Iraq in 2005, when the plates saved the gunner’s life.
The platoon sergeant was then asked: When was the
last IED attack in the 5-4 Cavalry AO? In fact, there
had been no IEDs in 2008 in the AO being discussed.
Then the sergeant was asked how many RKG-3 at-
tacks there had been. By the end, the SCO was able to
help him see the reality of the current situation, and
the welder went to work.

This encounter brought to the forefront the chal-
lenge that leaders confront when having to ensure
the whole organization faces the reality of the current
situation. This realization meant the smaller cohort of
leaders from the working group had the responsibil-
ity to go back to their organizations and mobilize the
larger group. The SCO and CSM intervened by going
on the circuit—a “world tour” explaining the prob-
lem, laying out the diagnosis, and leading the group
in the learning process. They owed it to the Soldiers
and the junior leaders of the organization to explain
the “why” so they understood and could have owner-
ship for the experimental procedures and other adap-
tations. They met with each platoon (18 total) sepa-
rately and explained the adaptive challenge and the
adaptive work to be done. The concluding slide of the
briefing used in the intervention with the platoons is
shown in Figure CS-2.1°
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Figure CS-2. Platoon Intervention Briefing."!

These platoon briefings went a long way in help-
ing the unit move forward. Despite these efforts, 10
to 20 percent of the organization refused to face the
reality. Despite future success and validation of the
adaptations, this small group of holdouts never saw
the value in the innovations, experimentation, and ul-
timately the feasibility of the adaptive work. This fact
further accentuates the challenge of leading people
through the learning process when they hold threat-
ened strong beliefs and trusted practices.

Another innovative solution, also part of solving
the target-acquisition issue, was taking the crew-
served weapon off the turret and arming the gunner
with a shotgun instead. The mounted crew-served
weapon was usually a .50 caliber machine gun, meant
for engagements 500-1,500 meters away, or an M240
machine gun, likewise a weapon meant for a high
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rate of fire and longer-range engagements. Both can
produce major collateral damage in an urban envi-
ronment, with neither weapon conducive to rapid,
precision engagements inside 50 meters. The working
group challenged the assumption that a crew-served
weapon was necessary at all. The fact that it impeded
the vision and maneuverability of the gunner was fur-
ther reason to challenge its presence. The fact was at
this point in the campaign, Iraq 2009, that the unit was
not going to face a threat such that every vehicle in a
patrol would need that much firepower. The nature
of the real threat, the 1-second RKG-3 engagement,
would not be won by an unwieldy machine gun but
rather by a quick-fire area blast of a shotgun, disrupt-
ing or unnerving the thrower and regaining the initia-
tive.

By evening the odds, the movement to contact'?
had become a meeting engagement® instead of an
ambush.' To lower the risk of collateral damage in
this close combat engagement, where noncombatants
would likely be caught in the crossfire, nonlethal
crowd control shotgun rounds were used. This was
because the throwers often would hide in crowds of
innocent bystanders to camouflage themselves and
use the civilians as shields for their escape, knowing
the U.S. gunner would not likely fire into a crowd with
lethal force, even in self-defense.

The experimental concept was this: Quickly iden-
tify the hostile intent, get the first shot off with an
area fire blast of a shotgun and prevent or disrupt the
throw. The crowd goes down, initially angry, wonder-
ing why they were just peppered by a crowd-control
shotgun blast. The would-be throwers on the ground
know exactly why the crowd was blasted, and they
will be up and on their feet immediately to escape. By
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this point, however, based on new innovative battle
drills, the patrol has stopped and dismounted scouts
who, with precision M-4 carbines, can take aimed le-
thal shots at the fleeing ambushers. The crowd now
realizes the rest of the story and is appreciative that
USF, in self-defense, did not engage the embedded en-
emy with immediate lethal fire.

The abandonment of the crew-served weapons so
ingrained in the mindset as “how we do business”
and the introduction of nonlethal rounds in combat
induced high levels of discomfort and resistance while
the group struggled with the adaptive work. The
squadron drastically modified equipment, changed
tactics, drilled and rehearsed new actions-on-contact
battle drills—all experimental in nature, all requiring
risk, to adapt to the new enemy threat of the menac-
ing RKG-3. On February 5, 2009, along Route Cecil a
patrol returning to the JSS was confronted once again
by an RKG-3 ambush, but this time things were differ-
ent. With the experimental equipment and innovative
tactics, the 5-4 Cavalry patrol defeated the RKG-3 am-
bush. Statistics tracked across all Iraq had documented
79 RKG-3 attacks between January 2008 and January
2009. USF win-loss record against the RKG-3 ambush
to this point was 0-79. The USF recorded its first tacti-
cal victory against the RKG-3 that fateful night when a
unit had adapted. The enemy was shot before he was
able to throw the RKG-3. Severely wounded by an M4
carbine round in the gut and shotgun wounds to the
arm, the enemy was saved by an American medic,
and he was taken prisoner. A feeling of elation was
felt across the organization, its sentiments captured by
the squadron’s executive officer that night in an email
he sent out to the organization:
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Tonight, I observed a patrol staged in JSS Ghaz-1 that
had just returned from yet another RKG-3 attack in
Ghazaliyah. There were very few similarities from this
patrol and the first three attacked patrols that had re-
turned to Ghaz-1 since our RIP/TOA [relief in place/
transfer of authority]. This time, there were no pock-
marked or destroyed vehicles; there were no medics
and litter bearers scrambling to treat the injured; there
were no worried and apprehensive looks. Tonight’s
attack had profoundly different results because of our
unit’s ability to evolve against a new and emerging
threat.”

Major David Dunphy, Squadron XO,
February 5, 2009

In contrast to the successful adaptations as de-
scribed above, the last two successful RKG-3 attacks
in Baghdad/Abu Ghraib were on January 29 and
February 1, 2009. It is important to note the TTPs in
use in the first video by a transit unit moving through
5-4 Cavalry’s AO. The unit is not using new counter-
RKG-3 TTPs: In the last vehicle driving at 25-30 mph
(5-4 Cavalry reduced in-city driving speed to a hunt-
ing pace of 15-18 mph), the gunner surrounded by
armor has no situational awareness—facing to the
rear with his .50 caliber machine gun raised, using old
Cold War air-guard tactics as if a Soviet Hind helicop-
ter may sneak up on him in Iraq. Using these TTPs, the
gunner and his crew have no idea what is about to hit
them.'®

CHANGING CULTURE THROUGH
SUCCESSFUL ADAPTATION

Success bred success, and the unit embraced the
experimental modifications and innovative tactics
and aggressively trained them to perfection. The
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new TTPs became accepted as “how we do business
around here.” The squadron changed at this point.
This adaptive challenge had been met with an effec-
tive and imaginative adaptive solution, and the cul-
ture of the entire organization changed. The culture
of experimentation and innovation took root, and suc-
cess of imagination began to spill over to all endeav-
ors. Taking risk for the opportunity of a major payoff
became the norm. It ignited a new offensive spirit that
had been lost after years of base defense and counter-
IED TTPs.

The tactics were developed to regain tactical initia-
tive and achieve force protection. Stated another way,
“the best defense is a good offense,” with the original
end state being to protect the patrols while moving
from point A to point B, while conducting the squad-
ron’s primary mission of developing the ISF and
improving civil capacity. The 5-4 Cavalry continued
with this primary mission with new confidence that
its patrols would win a tactical engagement with the
RKG-3 ambush. Its new tactics became its trademark,
and since the enemy knew when a 5-4 Cavalry patrol
was passing, it experienced no further attacks. But the
challenges were not over. The enemy adapted again:
Don’t attack the patrols with the modified turrets and
new scanning techniques (5-4 Cavalry) . . . wait for a
patrol from another unit passing through the AO who
was using the old tactics.

The next adaptive challenge came on March 16,
2009, when a U.S. Army Military Police (MP) patrol
was on the way from the forward operating base
(FOB) at Camp Liberty en route to an Iraqi Police Sta-
tion inside the 5-4 Cavalry AO to conduct Iraqi Police
training and development. The patrol was hit by an
RKG-3 ambush, killing one U.S. Army MP Soldier in
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the attack. Frustration again gripped the squadron.
Despite its best efforts to share the gospel for how to
maneuver inside their AO of the Mansour District and
Abu Ghraib (RKG-3 “hot-spots”) and attempts to pro-
liferate the new TTPs used in their AO, many units
who transited the 5-4 Cavalry AO were still using the
TTPs for counter-IED operations and not counter-
RKG-3 operations. This was by no means due to a lack
of effort on the leadership’s part.

The SCO/CSM “road show” brief that was used
internally to educate the platoons in the squadron had
been requested by the Commanding General of 1st
Cavalry Division and posted on the division (MND-
B) and corps (MNC-I) intranets for assimilation by all
units in theater. The brigade and division command-
ers both made reference to the new tactics, and the ex-
pectation from them was that units that transited the
5-4 Cavalry AO (aka the RKG-3 threat areas) needed to
read, learn, and implement these tactics. The squadron
went on to publish a TTP article in the Armor and Cav-
alry Journal and communicated with the Combat Train-
ing Centers (CTC), which are responsible for training
and certifying units coming to theater, explaining the
newly developed TTPs for counter-RKG-3 for integra-
tion into future CTC rotations. Despite the best efforts
of the chain of command, most units, because they
had not truly dealt with the adaptive challenge, failed
to change their behavior. The transfer of this implicit
and explicit information met resistance and was often
not employed by transit units in the 5-4 Cavalry AO.

The real frustration, though, was the fact that de-
spite their ability to win the tactical engagement, they
were not providing security for others transiting their
AO. As the land owner or the maneuver unit respon-
sible for the security and freedom of maneuver with-
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in its AO, 5-4 Cavalry took it personally that a U.S.
Army Soldier was killed in their AO. This adaptive
challenge was met with more innovation. The group’s
solution was to adapt again and take the new tactics
on the offense. “Be the hunter, not the hunted” was no
longer going to be a slogan for the “best defense. . . .”
It would mean going on the offense. Search and At-
tack'” operations commenced. When the 5-4 Cavalry
patrols rolled out, they gave the appearance of being
a transit unit by not overtly using counter-RKG-3 tac-
tics, with the intent to entice the enemy to attempt an
ambush so that the patrols could attack to destroy the
enemy before transit forces moved into and through
the AO. This allowed the patrols to maneuver un-
molested. Providing security —a classic Cavalry mis-
sion! —5-4 Cavalry had the initiative and that spurred
an offensive spirit.

The new offensive tactics were successful and kept
the enemy on its heels by taking the initiative away
from him and getting into his observe, orient, decide,
and act (OODA) loop. Over the next 90 days, RKG-3
attacks declined by 90 percent, dropping from an av-
erage of 10 ambushes a month inside the 5-4 Cavalry
AO to one attack a month by April 2009. The fact was,
however, that the squadron had not destroyed the
network responsible for the employment of the am-
bushes. That network could regenerate foot soldiers
and conduct attacks in the AO against transit units de-
spite being thoroughly disrupted by the 5-4 Cavalry
TTPs. The next adaptive challenge was defeating the
network behind the RKG-3. Innovative tactical patrol
TTPs were not going to solve this challenge, but the
experimental culture born during the development of
these TTPs would be critical to overcoming the newest
challenge of destroying the entire network.
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Fighting networks was nothing new to USF and ISF
forces by 2008-09. The Army and Marine Corps had
met that adaptive challenge and over time the force
made the necessary adjustments from defeating the
regular forces of Saddam’s Army to fighting irregular
insurgent groups using networked cells to counter the
strength of the U.S. military. What the new culture of
imagination and experimentation in 5-4 Cavalry al-
lowed the squadron to do was to take this entrepre-
neurial spirit into its primary mission of partnership
with the ISF. The squadron was partnered with the
54th Brigade of the 6th Iraqi Army Division, and the
two units teamed up to exploit the successful capture
of the first defeated RKG-3 thrower and the subse-
quent intelligence derived from him and others over
time as the network was attacked.

The 5-4 Cavalry and the 54th Iraqi Army Brigade
tore down traditional barriers of mistrust and ste-
reotypes typical between U.S. and Iraqi Forces, and
pushed the boundaries of what and how intelligence
could be shared among the combined forces. Prudent
risk was taken in the sharing of intelligence, which re-
sulted in a new level of trust, respect, and teamwork
that ensued from the experiment. Combining the hu-
man intelligence capabilities of the 54th Iraqi Army
Brigade and the technological intelligence capabilities
of USF, the 1920’s Revolutionary Brigade in northwest
Baghdad was ultimately destroyed."

REFLECTION AND ANALYSIS: LEADERSHIP,
RISK, AND PUTTING YOURSELF ON THE LINE

The exercise of leadership is a dangerous endeav-
or. The higher the stakes, the more challenging the
task as the leader balances risk associated with lives,
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mission, and personal loss. Leadership requires moral
courage and a willingness to take personal risk, to put
oneself on the line. The defeat of the RKG-3 ambush is
a success story because the experiment ended with a
positive outcome. But leaders at all level accepted risk
to allow for the experiment to take place. What if the
outcome had been different, and the enemy had won
and lives were lost? There were many factions waiting
in the wings to discard those who had been willing
to step across the line and take risks. In a hierarchical
culture, leaders must be willing to take risks, allow for
experimentation, and stimulate the creative process
that generates discoveries.

This may place one in professional peril or even
physical danger, but this is the essence of leadership.
Soldiers must see you on the line both figuratively and
literally. You may have to demonstrate personally the
tactics and lead RKG-3 hunting expeditions, or you
may have to underwrite and take responsibility for
a subordinate’s failure. In the case of breaking down
barriers and pushing boundaries with the 54th Bri-
gade, the commander role-modeled what was expect-
ed in this paradigm shift. In building the relationship
with the commander of the 54th Brigade, the leader
placed himself in vulnerable positions both personally
and professionally by placing trust in our Iraqi ally. It
went beyond sharing tea and exchanging pleasantries;
it was putting his life and the lives of his men in the
hands of the Iraqi commander, it was using discretion
in what intelligence was shared, it was bending rules
to build a relationship.

These were all risks. If they had gone badly, for
example if a U.S. Soldier was killed while subjected
to tactical decisions of the Iraqi commander or if clas-
sified information shared with the 54th Brigade was
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compromised, the U.S. commander assuming this risk
could face reprimand or relief by factions less will-
ing to be creative. In the end, the exercise of leader-
ship is about setting conditions for progress. During
times of adaptive challenges that require creative and
imaginative problem-solving, it means taking risk
and shaping the environment for the unit to conduct
experiments. In a culture that is averse to failure, it
requires the leader to accept personal risk and be pre-
pared to assume the responsibility of failed efforts by
subordinates using their imagination to find adaptive
solutions. This willingness to assume risk must be
tempered with an understanding of how to swim in
the dangerous waters of leadership.

This point is so important that I will develop it by
speaking directly to potential leaders in the second
person: Leadership requires you to be present to ex-
ercise it. If you allow yourself to be marginalized or
relieved, then you may have failed in your exercise
of leadership. Be careful not to assume the role of the
crusader or make yourself a martyr. Master the art of
staying alive to fight another day. Pick your battles
wisely, but when you do, be ready to step out on the
line. There may be a time to fall on your sword, but
understand you lose all say in the progress of the
group if you are killed off and replaced by another
who may not be willing to pick up the fight. One way
to facilitate the wise acceptance of risk and to survive
is to build alliances among factions in the system. Find
partners and lead change with a united effort. This
gives you more flexibility and increases the threshold
of risk tolerance by those who find your prudent risk-
taking uncomfortable or stressful.

The fact is that a network could be defeated™ by dis-
rupting its supply lines, or capturing elements of the
cells, but could not be destroyed by USF efforts alone
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or limited combined operations under the old rules.
This was because of the flat organizational structure
and decentralized operating procedures employed
by the Sunni insurgent cells and networks fighting in
Iraq. Rarely is the network completely destroyed. In
the present case there was no failure of imagination.
With experimental combined (USF and ISF) operations
the entire network was dismantled piece by piece, cul-
minating with a combined effort to capture the enemy
battalion commander of the 1920’s Revolutionary Bri-
gade, a former major in Saddam’s Army whose area
of operation included northwest Baghdad (Mansour,
Ghazaliyah, and Abu Ghraib) and who had overseen
53 RKG-3 ambushes between September 2008 and July
2009 (providing mission command and logistical sup-
port, he was not an executor/thrower).

This insurgent leader would later brag to ISF in-
terrogators that his cell had gone 5 years without be-
ing defeated by Coalition Forces (he was unaware of
the USF collaboration in his capture and thought the
ISF alone had uncovered him). This insurgent leader
boasted in his confession to the ISF that his 1920’s
Revolutionary cell conducted the IED campaign on
Route Irish in 2003-04, the most dangerous road in
Iraq during that period, and touted the IED and sniper
operations along Route Sword that claimed a number
Coalition lives from 2005 to 2007. Cross-checking his
interrogation results against historical attack data con-
firmed many of his claims. His capture by elements of
the 54th Iraqi Army Brigade with USF support ended
all RKG-3 ambushes across Multi-National Division-
Baghdad from that point forward. Due to the horizon-
tal organization of this particular insurgent group, the
capture of its leader completely destroyed the 1920’s
Revolutionary Brigade, ending its 5-year reign of anti-
Coalition operations in northwest Baghdad.
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At this juncture, it is important to acknowledge
that 5-4 Cavalry was a system within a larger system
and that the larger system played a significant role in
the subsystem’s ability to be adaptive. The command
climate of the larger systems determined the level of
discretion and flexibility the SCO and squadron were
permitted to experiment and conduct adaptive work.
Despite 5-4 Cavalry’s immediate higher headquarters
(2nd Brigade of the 1st Infantry Division) providing a
command climate supportive of risk-taking, that was
not the case at the beginning of the deployment with
regard to the next higher level headquarters (Divi-
sion).

For the first 3 months, the 2nd Brigade, 1st Infan-
try Division, and its subordinate units (to include 5-4
Cavalry) served under the command of 4th Infantry
Division (4th ID). In addition to the SCO’s own fail-
ure of imagination, the squadron was also immersed
in this larger system, which was characterized by a
hostile command climate in 4th ID —commanded by
a division commander whose caustic style of leader-
ship produced risk aversion and paralyzed creative
thought. This period corresponds directly to the peri-
od when the subsystem had its failure of imagination
and struggled with overcoming its adaptive challenge.

The 1st Cavalry Division (1st CD) transitioned into
MND-B and took over for 4th ID. In contrast, under
the 1st CD leadership of Major General Dan Bolger
and Command Sergeant Major Rory Malloy, the cli-
mate was such that experimentation and initiative
were not only tolerated, but encouraged and reward-
ed. The climate established within this larger system
by the 1st CD command team provided the conditions
for learning and adapting, thus significantly contrib-
uting to the ability of the subordinate organizations
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to display operational adaptability. When 5-4 Cavalry
prepared to depart Baghdad at the end of its 12-month
deployment, Major General Bolger invited the troop
commanders and troop first sergeants of 5-4 Cavalry
to the division headquarters for dinner to express his
pride and admiration in their performance and initia-
tive. His parting words to those junior leaders capture
the essence of overcoming a failure of imagination to
conduct adaptive work: “Yes Long Knives [5-4 Cav-
alry call sign], you out-fought the enemy here in Bagh-
dad, but the real reason you won, and won decisively,
is because you out-thought the enemy.”%

LESSONS LEARNED FROM LEADING A
LEARNING ORGANIZATION

The current and future operational environments
that the U.S. Army can expect to face in this global-
ized and networked world will present ambiguous
and complex problems that will not always allow
commanders to reach into a bag of tricks and pull
out a suitable solution. For a commander, there will
be times when routine problems requiring a techni-
cal solution or the application of a standard operating
procedure will indeed apply, and as the authority you
will be able to apply your experience and expertise to
solve the organization’s problem. There will also be
times, however, when your authority alone will be in-
sufficient to produce the best course of action or the
right solution to an adaptive challenge. In these times
you, the commander, the platoon leader, or section
sergeant must exercise adaptive leadership. Stated
another way, you must mobilize the group to face
the reality of a changed environment. You must be a
coach, an interpreter, a guide in helping the group to
conduct adaptive work.

37



This is not easy, as oftentimes it requires individu-
als and the group to challenge assumptions, abandon
entrenched beliefs, and change cultural norms that are
deeply rooted and have in the past proven to be suc-
cessful. The more challenging the problematic reality,
the more the group will want to cling to what worked
in the past and resist change and uncertainty. The
organization will want to avoid disequilibrium and
will look to the leader to provide a solution that will
reestablish the equilibrium quickly and painlessly.
Unfortunately, easy and readily available answers are
usually the wrong solution for a complex problem, es-
pecially if it requires adaptation by a group.

Often complex problems call for real leadership
and require the person in a position of authority, like a
commander, to avoid providing counterfeit solutions
to appease the group and instead go against his/her
tendency and natural desire to be a problem-solver.
The authority may actually have to generate disequi-
librium to mobilize the group to conduct adaptive
work. To do this, the leader must first be reflective and
be able to pull him/herself out of the fray to listen,
sense, think, and then diagnose the problem. Then, if
adaptive work is to be done, the leader must mobilize
the group to take risk, experiment, innovate, and pro-
duce change —change that may be met with resistance
and scorn from below and above. It is hard work to
exercise leadership when confronted with adaptive
challenges. It takes real leadership.

The exercise of leadership goes beyond the mere
possession of authority. Unfortunately, all too often
commanders rely only on authority itself, including
reliance on a repertoire of known solutions. This is a
risk-averse approach to command, an approach that
avoids creating disequilibrium. But it is in states of
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disequilibrium where the most effective social learn-
ing takes place. With this risk-averse approach, at the
end of your 12-month tour you will be able to say to
yourself, “We did what we trained to do. Yes, we took
casualties, but not because we were deficient in our
execution of approved solutions; the enemy just got
the best of us that day. ... We didn’t destroy the en-
emy, but we feel that we disrupted him thoroughly. ..
. So I know in my heart we did our best.” Did you? Or
did you just lack imagination? Did you fail to adapt or
adapt enough? Did you take on the challenge of lead-
ing your organization to face the reality that the envi-
ronment had changed and what you trained to per-
fection for 12-months before your deployment is less
relevant now that you are in the arena of today, where
in-stride changes and adaptations have to be made?
Did you have the moral courage, while in contact with
the enemy, to create disequilibrium in your organiza-
tion so it could do real adaptive work? Did you create
a culture in which your organization became a learn-
ing organization? Or did you lack imagination, fail
to revisit assumptions, engage in work avoidance to
sidestep the real work, and provide counterfeit lead-
ership from a position of authority?

These are the hard questions that commanders
need to ask themselves as they continue to face com-
plex and ambiguous operational environments. De-
spite the superior comparative strength in military
capabilities of the U.S. Army, it is the failure of imagi-
nation that can be the U.S. Army’s Achilles heel. The
Army’s competitive advantage must come from its
intellectual approach to future conflict. It will not only
be the Army’s ability to out-fight the enemy, but to
out-think him, to adapt faster, and to seize and main-
tain the initiative, that will produce future victories.
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