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Why Investing in Human Capital Enhancement 
is Critical to NATO Readiness

HUMAN CAPITAL
ENHANCEMENT

ON THE COVER

by COLONEL JEAN-MICHEL MILLET
French Army

Head, Transformation Delivery Division 
NATO Joint Warfare Centre

"Battle is the final objective of armies and man is the fundamental instrument of battle.        
Nothing can be prescribed wisely in an army — its personnel, organization, discipline and tactics, 

things which are connected like the fingers of a hand — without an exact understanding of its 
ultimate instrument, man, and his morale, at the defining instant of combat." 

Colonel Charles Ardant du Picq1

A
T A TIME WHEN NATO'S OPERATIONAL environment is changing 
rapidly and potential threats are increasing, the traditional factors that 
the Alliance may have historically considered as the basis for its mili-
tary superiority are becoming increasingly less relevant. Nevertheless, it 
is still the human factor which is the biggest asset in NATO. The Alliance 
has "borrowed" the idea of human capital development from the business 
world, which seeks to look beyond the traditional standpoint of human 
resource management and explore all aspects of human factor optimi-
zation across the organization. In the context of NATO, human capital 
enhancement is defined as "The men and women fulfilling roles in the 
NATO Command and Force Structures; the doctrine, organization, and 
leadership that guide and support them; and the training, technology, 
material and information that enable them."2

►►►
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But if it is our people that give NATO its 
"edge", then optimizing this edge requires a 
deliberate effort to stimulate a culture of in-
novation, evolution and transformation across 
our leadership, command organizations, pro-
cesses and the enabling training technologies. 
Within NATO, this effort is currently being led 
by Headquarters Supreme Allied Commander 
Transformation (HQ SACT) under the "Hu-
man Capital Enhancement" line of effort. As 
with any new domain, it requires support and 
reinforcement by Nations in order to achieve 
the required transformation.

FOLLOWING WORLD WAR II, 
transatlantic nations had to address 
the challenge of the Soviet hege-
mony. The 1949 Washington Treaty 
was the response to that. While that 

threat was a clear and present danger, which was 
defined mostly by a dissymmetry in the conven-
tional domain, it was also based on agreed rules 
and norms. The threat to the Western nations 
was, in many ways, compensated by some as-
surance that the technological superiority — 
the industrial power of the United States and 
the superior Command and Control (C2) doc-
trine of the Western armed forces — would 
constitute a strong deterrent and thus bal-

ance out the perceived dissymmetry. History 
demonstrated the soundness of that thinking. 
However, after the end of the Cold War, and 
taking stock of the lessons identified in Opera-
tion DESERT STORM and many of the other 
limited conflicts during the 90s, two Chinese 
officers developed the theory of "unrestricted 
warfare".3 Aware of the supremacy of the Unit-
ed States and the West more broadly, potential 
hegemons put forward the first rule: there are 
no rules, no measure is forbidden and the ac-
complishment of limited, tailored objectives 
can be achieved by combining effects across 
multiple domains in warfare, such as cultural 
warfare, financial warfare, media warfare, cy-
ber warfare, economic warfare, terrorism, psy-
chological warfare and radical ideology.

The advent of "unrestricted warfare" and 
its different variants was abetted by two fac-
tors: the desire of Western democracies, espe-
cially in Europe, to secure a  "peace dividend" 
through reducing defence spending, and, by 
the increasing availability of dual technologies  
that can provide "off the shelf " capabilities to 
hostile actors. Author Mark Urban provides a 
telling example of this in the opening chapter 
of his book, "The Edge",4 when he compares the 
Royal Navy of his childhood at the Spithead 
Naval Review in 1977 to its current status:  

"The Royal Navy's force of destroyers and 
frigates, the workhorses of the surface fleet, 
has shrunk from 70 at the time of Spithead to 
19 today." 

And he makes it clear that the situation is even 
worse in most European nations and in the oth-
er services. The recent use of ordnance-carrying 
drones in the Middle East by relatively modest 
armed forces is an illustration of the increasing 
employment of such "equalizing" technologies 
within the current and future operational envi-
ronment. The much-vaunted narrative of supe-
rior and more efficient "C2" in Western armed 
forces and its enhanced "productivity" in com-
parison with other over-centralized chains of 
command are also being questioned. 

General Stanley McChrystal, former 
ISAF Commander, detailed5 how the U.S. Spe-
cial Forces in Afghanistan came to realize that 
the "productivist" approach to C2 that had pro-
vided the edge of Western forces, was no lon-
ger adapted to the new environment. He stated 

ABOVE: The future battlefield or props from an action film? NEROD F5 devices, the high-tech drone 
jammers, used by the French Task Force, Paris, July 14, 2019. Photo by Frederic Legrand, Shutterstock.  
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“We stand on 
the brink of a 
technological 
revolution that will 
fundamentally 
alter the way 
we live, work 
and relate to 
one another.”                 
— Future of the Command Post 

WHAT WE WERE DESIGNED FOR WHAT WE ARE FACING

►►►

that, "while efficient on a scale that the chal-
lengers we faced could never have imagined, 
we were beginning to understand that the new 
world was not just incrementally different 
from the old one in a way that could be fixed  
with a new, yet more intricate set of precise  
instructions  delivered  from on high. Our ef-
ficient systems [...] could not bring us victory."6 

In many ways, one can say that our staffs 
today are conducting the 21st Century warfare 
with the 20th Century organizations, based 
on decision-making processes and principles 
defined in the 19th century. Thus, if we accept 
this premise, within the current and foreseeable 
operational environment, NATO is at risk of no 
longer enjoying an operational "edge" against its 
potential adversaries, therefore potentially rais-
ing doubts about its ability to successfully deter 
and, if necessary, defeat those adversaries.

Given the shrinking of the operational 
edge, what are the advantages that NATO Na-
tions retain in the current and future opera-
tional environment? Or better still, what is the 
inherent DNA of those Nations that agreed to 
sign the Washington Treaty of 1949 creating 
the transatlantic Alliance?

The preamble of the Washington Treaty 
states that, "[Parties to the Treaty] are deter-
mined to safeguard the freedom, common 
heritage and civilization of their peoples, 
founded on the principles of democracy, indi-
vidual liberty and the rule of law."7 

Culture and values matter. The Armed 
Forces of the constituent Nations are a reflec-
tion of those values: the principles of "mission 
command" and "decentralization of command" 
have been embraced across the NATO Armed 
Forces because Alliance Members understand 
the critical role their personnel play in de-
fending them. Their ability to combine criti-
cal thinking and creative thinking, to adapt to 
changing conditions, and their adherence to, 
and defence of, the democratic principles and 
the primacy of the rule of law are the bedrocks 
of our Western democracies. These traits are 
key enablers for our operational success. And, 
in a fast-changing environment, the value of 
the Alliance's "human capital" to design novel 
solutions and enable the lowest echelon to find 

the right solution to unforeseen situations can-
not be underestimated.

If this is true today, then it will become 
even more important tomorrow with the in-
creasing role that, for example, Artificial Intel-
ligence (AI) is deemed to play in C2 of military 
operations. The "Future of the Command Post" 
study, published by NATO's Command and 
Control Centre of Excellence,8 states that, "we 
stand on the brink of a technological revolu-
tion that will fundamentally alter the way we 
live, work and relate to one another. In its scale, 
scope, and complexity, the transformation will 
be unlike anything humankind has experienced 
before."9 In that context, AI will most probably 
increasingly contribute to changes in the way 
leadership is exercised.10 Trust in the ability of 

For more articles about AI visit 
www.jwc.nato.int/selected articles

PLUS

Inset photo by Christian Valverde, MARCOM
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“The 
implementation 
of innovation is 

about striking the 
balance between 

realism and 
creativity.” 

►►►

lower levels of command to exercise control 
in a decision loop that will be at least partially 
automated, will be put at a premium. The need 
to manage this increased complexity will re-
quire the ability of command structures to 
self-configure and re-configure (i.e. the idea of 
a "team of teams"11 advocated by General Stan-
ley McChrystal).

The skills needed to adapt to collective 
decision-making in the future require the de-
velopment and enhancement of the inher-
ent qualities that are already present across 
the Armed Forces within the NATO Nations. 
However, they can only be optimized in the 
near future through a deliberate and dedicated 
effort by NATO and the individual nations. Up 
to now, NATO did not have a comprehensive 
policy to support this required effort. 

As stated in the Human Capital Devel-
opment Concept Paper,12 to date, "efforts to 
shape our future forces and prepare them for 
the next fight have been informed and shaped 
by feedback and lessons learned from train-
ing, exercises, and operations. Though well in-
tended, this fact-inspired effort puts NATO on 
a reactive footing, with a limited horizon ap-
proach, since the focus has been put on quick 
wins and short-term course corrections. This 
approach may inhibit critical thinking, innova-
tion and the introduction of emerging technol-
ogy and it behooves us to take a more proactive 

approach in preparing our personnel for future 
challenges." So, what form should this effort 
take to make the most out of this NATO asset 
and how to ensure that effort succeeds? 

While traditional human resources 
management has an important role to play, this 
is a much broader capability development ef-
fort encompassing all dimensions of the DOT-
MLPF (Doctrine, Organization, Training, 
Materiel, Leadership and Education, Person-
nel and Facilities). First and foremost, it will 
require a real change in mindset. There is an 
unavoidable tension between (1) what we know 
and are comfortable with, with, (2) what we need 
to do in order to stay relevant and maintain the 

"edge". This is the tension between time-tested 
best practices to enhance leadership and em-
bracing collective decision-making and the 
higher risk of short term failure associated 
with implementing innovative ideas and prac-
tices in order to create disruptive advantage 
over potential adversaries. The implementa-
tion of innovation is about striking the balance 
between realism and creativity. This is primar-
ily about fostering a culture where individuals 
are encouraged to be creative and to "think 
outside of the box" and where failure is used as 
a learning tool, rather than as a negative out-
come in itself.

One of the major conclusions of the first 
seminar on "Human Capital Development/
Enhancement" that was organized at the Joint 
Warfare Centre by HQ SACT in March 2019 
was that innovation permeates all of the three 
other major domains of human capital en-
hancement: leadership development, organiza-
tional effectiveness and learning methodology. 

NATO needs to enable all leaders by 
fostering an environment that embraces tech-
nology, where creativity, innovation and initia-
tive are encouraged. One needs to realize that 
there is a tangible risk of a "generation gap" be-
tween the senior leadership and a generation 
of "digital native" staff officers. Thus, the goal 
is, inter alia, to develop leaders comfortable 
with very fluid organizations and, increasingly, 

LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT LEARNING METHODOLOGYORGANIZATIONAL EFFECTIVENESS

I N N O V A T I O N

LESSONS LEARNED/BEST PRACTICES

R E A D I N E S S

HUMAN CAPITAL ENHANCEMENT
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Led by HQ SACT, the two-day Human Capital Development 
Workshop focused on a variety of human capital issues, providing a 
unique perspective to discussions on NATO's future human capital 
roadmap. Geared toward organizations across NATO, Centres of 
Excellence, and partners with a human capital Programme of Work, 
the workshop aimed to influence NATO's Capability Development 
into the future and generate a stronger human capital focus 
through innovation, behaviour change, training, education, and the 
application of technology. Photos by JWC PAO

HUMAN CAPITAL ENHANCEMENT

N A T O ' S  F I R S T 
H U M A N  C A P I T A L 

D E V E L O P M E N T 
W O R K S H O P

CLOCKWISE: The first day of the workshop; Vice Admiral Paul Bennett, HQ SACT Chief of Staff; 
Paul Sewell (left), JWC's lead for organizational culture and development; a presentation at the end 
of the event; the capability development syndicate; and the author, Colonel Jean-Michel Millet. ►►►
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“Leaner, 
distributed 
command posts 
of the future will 
rely increasingly 
on self-organizing 
team of teams 
such as JWC's 
One Team 
Programme.” 
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AI-based decision-making tools. Leadership 
development and organizational effectiveness 
are intricately linked. As technology advances 
at an exponential pace, organizations must 
continually adapt their structures and pro-
cesses to best exploit the benefits these techno-
logical advances pose. Innovative approaches 
like "design thinking" and improving talent 
management processes enhance productivity, 

efficiency and improve morale. Leaner, dis-
tributed "command posts of the future" will 
rely increasingly on self-organizing "team of 
teams", which is particularly relevant for a 
multinational alliance. But they are only as 
good as their weakest elements. It thus requires 
not only a sound and flexible organization, but 
also a specific organizational culture that fosters 
both innovation and collective action. This is 

PE
OP

LE

TECHNOLOGY

PROCESS

SK
IL

LS

ATTITUDES

KNOWLEDGE

Direction
• Purpose
• Vision and Mission
• Strategy

• Organization Design
• Systems
• Processes

Organizational Capability

Strategy

Structure

CultureOr
ga

ni
za

tio
na

l A
lig

nm
en

t

• Habits
• Shared Values
• Attitudes/Beliefs
• Modes of Behaviour

Internal Style

the specific goal of the very successful "One 
Team Programme" put in place at the Joint 
Warfare Centre six years ago.

Advances in cognitive processes should 
be leveraged in order to address some of the 
leadership development and organizational 
effectiveness challenges we are facing. Learn-
ing methodology includes both the framework 
and delivery of NATO's educational processes.  
NATO needs to incorporate modern educa-
tional training methods like synthetic learn-
ing, virtual reality, AI and advanced distribut-
ed learning (ADL) and provide the necessary 
framework to deliver and speed up these mod-
ern educational solutions. Rigorous education 
and training will ensure our personnel are 
ready for complexity and uncertainty, while 
helping us develop innovative solutions to fu-
ture challenges. Ultimately, collective defence 
challenges will require both NATO and our 
Nations to rely increasingly on human capi-
tal enhancement to maintain the operational 
"edge" and deliver the military superiority re-
quired to deter and prevail against current and 
future threats. 

ABOVE: JWC "One Team". Photo by Sergeant 
Stephen Doyle, U.S. Air Force
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