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The Armed Forces as a Learning organization

Global competition has taught corporate business a lesson that no organization
can thrive and be successful unless it builds in its subordinate structures a robust
learning culture. That is why scholars have developed a plethora of theoretical
tools and methodologies about the learning organization.

Peter Senge in his fundamental work ., The Fifth Discipline® wrote that
learning organizations are: ,.organizations where people continually expand
their capacity to create the results they truly desire, where new and expansive
patterns of thinking are nurtured, where collective aspiration is set free, and
where people are continually learning to see the whole together®. ...The basic
rationale for such organizations is that in situations of rapid change only those that
are flexible, adaptive and productive will excel. For this to happen, it is argued,
organizations need to ,,discover how to tap people’s commitment and capacity to
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learn at all levels™'.
Senge advocates that a learning organization ought to have five principle tools

for learning; he calls them disciplines, namely personal mastery, mental models,
building shared vision, team learning, and systems thinking. In essence, the basis
of these disciplines is a reexamination of the deeply ingrained assumptions,
generalizations and fragmented worldviews that we have come to accept in our
thinking. By suspending our assumptions and denying our egos, we can begin
to use system thinking as a framework for seeing the learning organization as a
pattern of interrelationships rather than things®. He elaborated on his ideas about
learning organizations as mirroring them as communities of commitment.

Another prominent scholar that further developed theory and presented
more practical approach towards LO is David Garvin. He defines the learning
organization as an entity skilled at creating, acquiring, and transferring
knowledge, and at modifying its behavior to reflect new knowledge and insights.“
He further elaborates that learning organizations are skilled at five main activities:
systematic problem solving, experimentation with new approaches, learning from
experiences and best practices of others, and transferring knowledge quickly and
efficiently throughout the organization®. Thus he built a methodology that can
be used by the military. I believe that his theory gave way and initiated practical
implementation of experiential knowledge back to life. Concept development and
experimentation (CD&E) is a kind of follow on of this theory. NATO and many
other defense establishments implemented it.

There are many other thinkers who worked on the issue and more or less
further developed Learning Organizations (LO) ideas. No matter how prudent
and proven is, no stand-alone theory, will be sufficient to provide an overarching
framework for a specific organization, but a uniformed understanding of the
prevalent theories would move us closer to creating and shaping military LO.
Some of them (Di Bella)* are skeptic about armed forces becoming LO. Taking
into account Bulgarian Army’s experience I would rather disagree. For the last
20 years the military in the Bulgarian Armed Forces (BAF) had to learn a lot in
order to align with the rest of NATO and EU member states. Of course, we are
far from perfect, and there is a lot of work to be done to transform into full-

fledged LO.
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In my preyious .rc;seal‘ch I studied in details all important elements that
construct the right milieu for developing a learning organization. As an outcome
of this res.earch, the most important propellants of a LO came out to be:
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o0 ;}«igéngz a : e()._tA§ tGarv;n says there ought not to be any scruples in acquiring
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* Team learning and problem solvin izati ing i

' ‘ g. Organizational learning is about grou
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Knowledge Management

As Sir Frqncis Bacon noted in the X VI century ,,Knowledge Is Power®, today
corporate business re_alizes that there is nothing more important in the organ%zation
then lgnowledge. This said organizations put significant resources and pay close
attention to knovyledge as the most valuable asset of the company.

; Knowledge is more than datgt or information. Knowledge comprises a range
of strategies and practices used in an organization to identify, create, represent
distribute, and enable the adoption of insights and experiences., Such i%lsights and
experiences comprise knowledge, either embodied in individuals or embedded
in organizational processes or practice. Knowledge management (KM) efforts
typlcall_y. focus on organizational objectives, such as improved performance
competitive advantage, innovation, the sharing of Lessons Learned (LL)j
integration, and continuous improvement of the organization’. Therefore KM
ought to be applied intensively in the military organizations in all their activities.

There are two schools of thought that look to knowledge from different
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perspective. The one (epistemology) looks to knowledge as of ,what it is all
about®. In this perspective knowledge is subdivided to the following categories®:

« Data are the main constructing elements of knowledge. It comes out of
calculation, statistics, experiments or any other study. It simply exists and has no
significance beyond its existence (in and of itself). It can exist in any form, usable
or not. It does not have meaning of itself.

« Information is data that has been given meaning by way of relational
connection. This ,;meaning® can be useful, but does not have to be. Le. it
systemically organized data.

« Knowledge is a certain volume of information related to an issue that gives
meaning to it. [t may be part of ideas, meanings, and more or less clear explanations
as to how an object is functioning or a process is happening. Knowledge is also
facts, information, experience and skills that any person may acquire through
education and training’.

« Understanding is cognitive and analytical capability of people from certain
existing knowledge to synthesize new knowledge. People who have understanding
can undertake useful actions because they can synthesize new knowledge, or
in some cases, at least new information, from what is previously known (and
understood). That is, understanding can build upon currently held information.
(The first scholar to define understanding is Milan Zeleni).

» Wisdom is the highest form of knowledge. This is a way of conduct
based upon knowledge. Wisdom embraces all previous forms of knowledge. It
calls upon all the previous levels of consciousness, and specifically upon special
types of human programming (moral, ethical codes, etc.). It beckons to give us .
understanding about which there has previously been no understanding, and in
doing so, goes far beyond understanding itself. It is the essence of philosophical
probing. Unlike the previous four levels, it asks questions to which there is no
(easily achievable) answer, and in some cases, to which there can be no humanly-
known answer period. Wisdom is therefore, the process by which we also discern,
or judge, between right and wrong, good and bad®. v

In this respect we need to concentrate on some main categories of knowledge
creation, sharing, and application. Davenport and Prusak referred to four modes
of knowledge creation, rather than phases, that are intentionally initiated by
organizations: acquisition or rental (knowledge found elsewhere and applied
locally), dedicated resources (institutionalized creativity activity such as Research
and Development, fusion (adding complexity or conflicts to create new solutions),
and adaptation (adjusting to a crisis or a forced change). The authors stated that
the common denominator for all these efforts is a need for time and space devoted
to creation and acquisition of knowledge’. »

Other scholars consider different stages of KM like knowledge creation,
exchange, dissemination, and storage'®. The predominant studies applicable to
military underline seven expanded stages as knowledge transitions from source
to use: 1) Knowledge acquisition, 2) Knowledge Storage, 3) Data Mining, 3)
Analysis, 4) Knowledge Sharing, 5) Dissemination, 6) Application, and 7)
Validation. NATO uses for its LL Program almost the same stages but slightly
modified. |
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On the other hand some knowledge management pundits make a difference
between explicit—written, codified or documented — and racir knowledge.
The first one to explore this issue was Dr. Michael Polanyi who defined these
two ontological terms. While explicit knowledge comes from mere study and
defines ,.know-what", tacit knowledge epitomizes ,know-how*, i.e. results of
experiential learning. It also includes unarticulated subjective insights, judgments,
and experience which most people acquire by working within an organization.
By its very nature, such tacit knowledge — the unwritten and often unorganized
knowledge that we carry around in our heads — is hard to define and harder to
extract. As could be expected, there are very real practical issues involved in
capturing, storing and — especially — applying tacit knowledge. Yet this kind of
organizational tacit knowledge — is highly valuable, although it can be evanescent
in today’s operating conditions. In effectively managing its tacit knowledge, a
firm or agency must develop the capability to garner, share and apply existing
useful knowledge within its internal structure and with its broader partners and
allies, and accelerate the generation of new knowledge as different experiences
are mixed together!'.

A century later after Polanyi, Japanese scholars Nonaka and Takeuchi
expanded concept of knowledge by defining ways of acquiring and transferring
of tacit and explicit knowledge. They developed a model that represents a
two-dimensional theory of knowledge creation that depicts four modes of

knowledge transfer or conversion: socialization, externalization, combination,
and internalization'?,

Knowledge transfer process  From To Method of transfer
Socialization Tacit Tacit Empathized
Externalization Tacit Explicit Articulated
Combination Explicit Explicit Connected
Internalization Explicit Tacit Embodied

Figure 1: Nonaka and Takeuchi Model

There are many other scholars who are working on processes of KM. Almost
all of them consider it as an activity that refers to the Drocesses of creating,
capturing, transferring and using knowledge to enhance organizational
performance.

Following Senge’s communities of commitment people in an organization
may create communities of purpose, communities of interest or communities of
practice. In the contemporary IT environment social networks like Facebook,
Linkedin, Twitter, My Space, Wikipedia and others are being widely used for
exchanging knowledge and information.

Lessons Learned Application into Military Practice of the Bulgarian
Armed Forces

Change of Military Practice and necessity of LL System implementation
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Military practice has changed a lot since the end of the Colcll‘fvar‘ Now
military face different operating environment, different threats anq different type
of conflict that needs different approaches to its resolution. To this end military
will need to develop, acquire, and implement knew knowledge. This neqd pushes
our organization hard because we need to cope with many factors that influence
military education, training and practice, i.e.:

s NATO and EU membership; _

» Change of type, format and character of current conflict;

« Technological boost and its application in military domain; _

« Presence of well-developed LL Systems in NATO and some of its member
states; . . .

» National experience in crisis response cI)JpLe?u(t)ns Sand peacekeeping.

jence in building and maintaining LL Systems
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AECLL, MCCLL, NASA, and DHS. WII?I&/IIS m(cl)rz, Ifheézlggig:fugclfgiz L%:\Olul'lz' :

ions that maintain capacity in an . : es
ﬁ‘;v";oé‘ﬁi,‘ﬁ;%?fshed - JOALL, CIIJ)CALL, CFAWC, and MWC. A ggod exatnzgllz :i
intergovernmental cooperation in tén;} ﬁeldz 1slso cialled ABCA agreement & g
Canada, Australia, and New Zealand. ' L

the I\g\fsé g:ié very humble experience inf ga?ly bu]ljld?lgsg[s} :ﬁ%?ﬁlgﬁq ti;ni
inciple advisory body to the minister of defense, Delen an T ’
1;:11211 ef?aining Di?éctothe has fungtignal r:sE?gglelgl;tthf glrl%aiﬁz 1’;1;?3 dél eel(l:ttt;

ivities. Joint Forces Command has establt e
3:(§1r‘llclst lzfainly with deployed units. Land Forces (LF) HQ llasL;Es% f}?::bshizfi
LL Cell that deals with training, accessing and unple_rnentlf}g e e o
and units have functional responsibility on LL. There is a‘Su%n ; 'tcte O
Military History and LL in Defense Advanced Research Institu ]

national Defense Academy.

etical Framework ' o .,
%ﬁég?i}?é most developed methods of KM in the Armed Fm;]cS:s is t‘hcz1 }ef:fq;c:lxlst.
learned concept. It is being extensively qued by the mllhtary. T tl;ie.ﬁﬂcl)t; ferent
es of lessons that can mainly be classified as ,.action c:entlercel . r&fal coss
?g?ltered“ The former deal with operations and exercises, and the latte
inal s -oanizational issues. , o
docfnlilé:;;ioigzziztlmay be defined as a knowledge drawn from experience

A s . 0
1d when applied back to practice alters behavior of military units in order
ar

j S derlined
make their actions more effective agd morg (i{zji‘ivcitg:z& gi }?eele)(ei; ;») k())ilgwige od
i it alters human be X
that a lesson is learned when ita : I
may call these lessons drawn, noted, identified or gathered.

: P ;
L s are drawn from experience by observations, insights, lessons, bes
esson

453



practices, haps and mishaps and so on. This distinction is widely observed within
military services. There are some definitions:

a. Observation. An observation is a comment about an experience that occurred
during an operation, exercise, experiment or other activity. Observations provide
the data upon which analysis is subsequently conducted.

b. Issue. Anissue is a topic that develops from one of more related observations
or through recurring observations.

¢. Lesson. A lesson is the knowledge generated from the analysis of an
observation to determine the underlying causes, the implications and which can
subsequently be used to plan effective remedial action. Lessons support gap
analysis,

d. Lessons Learned. A lesson learned is a lesson that, when assimilated,
resulted in a tangible change in attitude, capability, behavior, process or equipment
acquisition decision.“"
~ NATO countries strive to follow suit in LL organizational establishment,
implementation, and their application back to practice.

A Proposed Lessons Learned System in the Bulgarian Armed Forces
An Empirical Survey of LL System implementation necessity
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Figure 2: Distribution of enquiry

During the research, a survey was conducted. There were 215 military
personnel surveyed: 203 men (94 per cent), and 12 women (6 per cent). (Ref. Fig.
Two) A Tentative Model of System was proposed with correspondent working
bodies, standard procedures, automated information platform (AIS), LL Database,
infrastructure and final products in the questionnaires.
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The outcome of this inquiry showed that:

» By the time of the research (Sep 2011) there was not full-fledged system
implemented;

« The proposed Model was approved almost unanimously;

« It was necessary to establish working bodies and SOP like in NATO;

« AIS needs to get expanded up to a Battalion HQ level.

A Concise Pilot Model of a LL System

Working Bodies: SOP Final Prodiucts

Information Bullefins

RET T | e

LL formwt

and validatien ;

: L Center
N Rakovski NDA

{nfnrmnﬁoh é%n
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Figure 3: Experimental Model

Working Bodies: _ o ' B
Researchg outcomes demonstrate a necessity of establishing small working

j 1 ically in the

f Subject Matter Experts (SMEs) hou;ontally and ‘vcrtlca: _
gifgsar?an /ﬁnjled Forces. Since LL implementation responsﬂ)ﬂxty rests with CO
they will become their advisors and assistants in fulfilling it. As it can be seen
in Figure Two level of staffs should be correspondent to level of expertise, 1.€.

strategic, operational, and tactical.

ki dures: . N
g;ﬁ; illcjgi)fg:d,u NATO’s JALLC procedures could be used in order for the

i : i ion; O, I, and L analysis;

cess to be implemented: Information collection; O, I, and _
ivﬁcg:nglﬁlgi?on probe andpvalidation; LL endorsement; LL clasmﬁcatwn_, Sortm(gl
and Storage Final products development, Dissemination (promulgation) an i

i entation in units’ practice; and monitoring. ’ . o
lmp}l?krllclare may be a plethgra of products. Most often it is advisable to group them

in the following formats: Information Bulletins; Handouts, Research Papers, f
Electronic Products, Doctrinal Publications.
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Contemporary operating environment requires that military learn all its aspects
thoroughly and extensively. Military units will be successful in the preparation
and conduct of operations to guarantee national and international security if
they truly become learning LO. This may be achieved by creation, development,
and maintenance of correspondent organizational culture, creative institutional
environment and adaptive and dedicated leaders.

There is no doubt that LL contribute to developing new capabilities and
enhancing the existing ones. They also contribute to enriching Armed Forces’
knowledge and refining doctrinal thought. Implementation of fully-fledged LL
System in the Bulgarian Armed Forces will further improve our operational

interoperability with allies and partners, and will boost transformation towards
the requirements of our time.
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