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"Human beings, who are almost unique in having the ability to learn from the experience of others,
are also remarkable for their apparent disinclination to do so."
Douglas Adams, Last Chance to See
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HE INTERNATIONAL Standardization Organization (ISO) describes
quality as, "the ability to provide
consistent products by standardized
procedures, which enhance customer
satisfaction, while addressing risk and opportunity." In NATO, one of the components of
the quality management system is the lessons
learned process. The Joint Warfare Centre's
(JWC) lessons learned team sits in the Centre's
Quality Assurance Branch. Our team works
to counter our natural instincts, described by

Douglas Adams, the author of The Hitchhiker's
Guide to the Galaxy, which is often to rely largely on our personal experience and good judgement to conduct our business, with little reference to the endeavours, including the failures,
of our predecessors.
Learning is a lifelong activity, whether
we believe it or not. To quote Adams again:
"You live and learn. At any rate, you live." Some
of the best-selling office motivation posters exhort us to never stop learning, but how often
can we honestly say that we have modified our

plans and intentions based on the experience
of others? How frequently have we sought
out, considered and incorporated alternative
courses of action, which do not align with our
gut-feeling and instinctive reactions to our
needs? Is a review of previous experience a
core part of our planning process? Or, do we
prefer to roll up our sleeves and get on with the
task at hand?
As Sir John Harvey-Jones, former Royal
Navy officer and industrialist wrote: "Planning
is an unnatural process. It is much more fun to
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“It is a
requirement to
have an agile
approach,
making us
comfortable with
changing the
way we think.”

do something. The nicest thing about not planning is that failure comes as a complete surprise, rather than being preceded by a period
of worry and depression."

S

INCE PLANNING IS a core part of
the JWC's business, both in terms of
the exercise design process and how
we mentor NATO Command and
Force Structures, it makes sense that
we have a robust approach to planning.
It is likely that our propensity to be open
to ideas and alternative approaches varies
with age, technical experience and leadership
background, but also factors such as duration
in our roles, personality, and, quite probably,
world-weariness play a role. Our reliance on
standardized procedures is, to some extent,
culturally driven. Take for example doctrine,
which to some, is considered a broad guide,

ABOVE: Flying whales in "The Hitchhiker’s Guide

to the Galaxy", symbols of the mystery of life.

while to others doctrine is the only way to
conduct business. Our comfort with operational latitude is variable. But that variability,
or adaptability, is a strength. Adaptation is the
key to survival, as Darwin discovered. Where
the difference between success and failure, or
at least excellence and adequacy, lies is perhaps
whether or not we use all the sensors and information available to us to make the best choice.
During the last few decades in particular, we have been overwhelmed by information. The more we read, the more we learn that
much of that information is not always reliable.
If we are to trust our sources, it is essential that
we understand about "information assurance",
as described in the NATO Bi-SC Directive on
Information and Knowledge Management.
Nevertheless, broadening our perspectives on
how we approach problems, and not just focusing on solving the problems as they arise,
is important in order to build success that lasts.
Gary Klein, a psychologist specializing
in decision-making and the situational awareness component of decision-making, recently
published new research on what sparks insight;
in other words, what creates the conditions for
ground-breaking ideas, which have changed
the world. His conclusion is that, in addition
to the prerequisites, such as experience and curiosity, it is a requirement to have an agile approach making us comfortable with changing
the way we think. This involves letting go of
our flawed assumptions and incorrect beliefs
and changing our approach to reasoning by allowing creative curiosity.

H

OW DOES this fit with lesson learning? My experience
in looking at lesson learning
has highlighted a recurring
problem in what we call the
identification of the applicability of lessons.
For example, lessons which we can identify as
interesting in a particular context (for example, the NATO Lessons Learned Staff Officer's
course scenario about the May 1996 disaster
on Everest) present contextual problems to
students in imagining ways in which those lessons might inform, for instance, high-altitude
and cold weather operations. In my opinion,
these kinds of lessons present the biggest challenge to NATO; in other words, it is a challenge
to develop a creative, disruptive, and insightful mindset where experience from one con-

text is applied to a related context, of course,
with some caution and competence. To do this
successfully within an organization requires a
fairly relaxed approach to procedure, process,
and hierarchy, and therefore, sits awkwardly
in a busy, multi-cultural military organization,
and is not in line with the objectives of quality
planning in NATO, which promote consistency, conformity, and risk aversion. Nevertheless,
the foundations of our lessons learned are built
on high-quality information, subject matter expertise, and proactive thinking, which
place the JWC at a distinct advantage. Where
our busy Programme of Work allows, we now
need the time and space to develop our mental
models, engage in more creative thinking, and
foster some organization-wide communication to spark those ground-breaking insights,
which will take us into the next decade.
It is encouraging to see that the JWC is
focusing on change management as a project
in itself, and continues its core One Team organizational culture training. These are both
essential precursors to innovation. The next
months and foreseeable years will be busy
with unprecedented levels of exercise activity
at a time of heightened Alliance activity across
the board. As the opportunity for reflection
diminishes due to our busy schedules, insight
and innovation have never been more important to us as an organization in the JWC and
the Alliance, as a whole. 

“Insight and
innovation have
never been
more important
to us as an
organization in
the JWC and
the Alliance,
as a whole.”
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