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ABSTRACT

AN ANALYSIS OF THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN MILITARY LEADERS’
OPERATIONAL ADAPTABILITY AND KNOWLEDGE TRANSFER

Vahap Kavaker
Old Dominion University, 2015
Director: Rafael E. Landaeta

A variety of research underlines the increasing need for adaptable leaders in the
military and enhancing operational adaptability is accepted as one of the crucial factors
for achieving success in future military operations. In general terms, operational
adaptability is the ability to successfully respond to unforeseen changing situations
during military operations. However, this study reveals that operational adaptability is not
clearly conceptualized and supporting factors are not investigated in detail in the
literature. Among possible factors, knowledge transfer is claimed to be an important
practice that increases personal performance and effectiveness.

This research conceptualized operational adaptability and investigated the
relationship between military leaders’ operational adaptability and knowledge transfer.
The concept of operational adaptability was developed by using current literature and
researcher’s experience in military professionalism. The operational adaptability is
constructed to include three main dimensions: handling emergency or crisis situations,
dealing effectively with unpredictable or changing operational situations and solving
problems creatively. The literature review reveals inter-knowledge transfer and intra-
knowledge transfer as the main practices whereas lessons learned and best practices as
the main forms. The primary research question is “Does knowledge transfer have a

positive impact on military leaders’ operational adaptability?”



A research conceptual model was developed and five hypotheses were identified
and statistically tested. A data collection instrument was developed, improved through
peer review, and distributed using the Internet. Seventy one complete responses provided
raw data to statistically test the validity of the measures and the hypotheses.

The results do not support the general hypothesis that an increase in knowledge
transfer will have a positive impact on military leaders’ operational adaptability.
However, the results also confirm that the measures developed in the investigation are
reliable and possess construct validity. Although no direct cause and effect relationship
could be determined between knowledge transfer and operational adaptability, the
research enhanced our understanding on both phenomena. This research confirms that
knowledge transfer practices are not dominant drivers of operational adaptability;
nevertheless, they still have a significant statistical association with operational
adaptability. Furthermore, inter- and intra-knowledge transfer practices carry aimost an
equal weight for their association with operational adaptability. The research also
confirms the crucial role of encountering more dangerous, challenging operational
situations on operational adaptability especially in the problem solving dimension. This
research concludes that knowledge transfer practices have more statistical association
with handling crisis and dealing with change dimensions whereas encountering more
dangerous, challenging operational situations has more positive impact on problem
solving dimension of operational adaptability. The results of this investigation can be
used as foundation for further research and development in the area of operational

adaptability and knowledge transfer.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
1.1  Background of the Research

In the 1990s, U.S. military thinking was mostly shaped by the “Revolution in
Military Affairs (RMA)” perception. RMA proponents, who neglected the nature of
conflict as well as human role in it and overvalued the part of technology, argued that
superiority in communications, information and precision strike technologies would
allow U.S. forces to win wars quickly at low cost by providing unprecedented battle
space knowledge, eliminating surprise and permitting “full spectrum dominance”.
However, recent and ongoing combat experiences along with current studies on future
operational environment made it clear that military forces will have to operate under
complexity and uncertainty (TRADOC Pam 525-3-0, 2009).

Experiences from Iraq, Lebanon, and Afghanistan reveal factors that are likely to
influence the conduct and character of future war and provide valuable insights.
Uncertainty and complexity will be prevailing factors in the future operational
environment and military organizations will have to respond to a broad range of threats
and challenges posed by highly adaptive adversaries (TRADOC Pam 525-3-0, 2009).

There is a general consensus about dominant aspects of future security
environment in the literature. Headquarters Supreme Allied Commander Transformation
(HQ SACT) initiated the Futures Work project in 2012 and published the Strategic
Foresight Analysis (SFA)-2013. The report was based on review of many national think
tanks, international organizations, and industry future studies. The SFA identifies period

of transition, rapid rate of change, uncertainty, globalization and complexity as the main



characteristics of the future. Accelerating the rate of social, economic, scientific,
technological and environmental change will fuel and shape future conflicts
(Headquarters Supreme Allied Commander Transformation (HQ SACT), 2013).

Future conflict is an unpredictable and uniquely human activity. The 20"
century’s clear lines among adversaries (state, state-proxies, and non-state) and threats
(conventional and unconventional) will blur in future conflicts (Development, Concepts
and Doctrine Centre (DCDC), 2012; DCDC, 2013).

One of the most leading proponents of Hybrid Warfare, Frank Hoffman (2007)
defines threats that incorporate a full range of different modes of warfare including
conventional capabilities, irregular tactics and formations, terrorist acts including
indiscriminate violence and coercion, and criminal disorder, conducted by both states and
a variety of non-state actors as hybrid threats.

The future nature of conflict could be best described by Hybrid Warfare (Brown,
2011; Hoffman, 2009), however the U.S. Department of Defense (DOD) has not
officially defined hybrid warfare and there are different attitudes among services.
Nevertheless, Department of Defense officials use the term “hybrid” to describe the
increasing complexity of conflict which will require adaptable and resilient military
response (U.S. Government Accountability Office, 2010). Furthermore, the recent
Ukrainian crisis is also acknowledged as hybrid warfare and it re-energized the
conceptual focus towards hybrid warfare in NATO (NATO, 2014).

Since conflict will remain a human endeavor, a contest between two learning and
adapting forces, rapid rate of change, uncertainty, and complexity will increase the

challenge for military leaders. “Leaders are often late to recognize such changes, and



even when they do, inertia tends to limit their ability to adapt quickly” (United States
Joint Forces Command (USJFCOM), 2010, p. 8).

Acknowledging the necessity that military leaders and future forces must develop
operational adaptability in order to meet the challenges of future armed conflict, the
TRADOC Pam 525-3-0 (2009) changed the conceptual focus of the Army to operational
adaptability, the ability to shape conditions and respond effectively to changing threats
and situations with appropriate, flexible, and timely actions.

1.2 Problem Statement

There is an increasing need for adaptable leaders in the military (Mueller-Hanson,
White, Dorsey & Pulakos, 2005). Furthermore, enhancing operational adaptability both at
personal and organizational level is perceived essential in order to achieve success in
future military operations (TRADOC Pam 525-3-0, 2009).

Current and future security environment calls for adaptable leaders in the military
and development of adaptive leaders has become a priority for the Army, however, there
is not enough research and practice related to adaptability (Mueller-Hanson et al., 2005).
This study revealed that operational adaptability is not clearly conceptualized and
supporting factors are not investigated in detail.

Among possible factors, knowledge transfer is claimed to be an important practice
that increases personal and organizational performance and effectiveness (Argote &
Ingram, 2000). Regarding knowledge transfer, FM 6-01.1 (2012) notifies that U.S.
military has a strong culture and a well-established system. But, the question of how well
we understand the correlations between military leaders’ operational adaptability and

knowledge transfer is not answered in the literature.



1.3  Research Purpose

The purpose of this dissertation is to conceptualize operational adaptability and
investigate the relationship between military leaders’ operational adaptability and
knowledge transfer.
1.4  Research Questions

The literature review uncovers that operational adaptability in the military context
has not been conceptualized. The literature review additionally reveals knowledge
transfer in forms of lessons learned and best practices. But, the question of how well we
understand the correlations between military leaders’ operational adaptability and
knowledge transfer is not answered in the literature.

The primary research question is: “Does knowledge transfer have a positive
impact on military leaders’ operational adaptability?”

Furthermore, the following sub-questions will also be investigated.

1. What is operational adaptability?

2. What is the doctrinal framework for knowledge transfer in the U.S. military?

3. What are the current knowledge transfer practices in the U.S. military?

4. How do knowledge transfer practices correlate regarding their effect on

military leaders’ operational adaptability?

1.5  Research Contribution

The literature review identifies the gap in the body of knowledge regarding the
conceptualization of “operational adaptability” and the role of knowledge transfer on

military leaders’ operational adaptability.



This research is among the first empirical works to conceptualize operational
adaptability and investigate the relationship between military leaders’ operational
adaptability and knowledge transfer.

The findings of this research help to bridge the gap identified in the literature
review. First of all, this research conceptualized operational adaptability. This
conceptualization both increases our understanding of operational adaptability and
provides a framework upon which further research could be based.

Second, this research establishes correlations between military leaders’
operational adaptability and knowledge transfer. These correlations increase our
understanding of the relationship between operational adaptability and knowledge
transfer.

For military organizations, the research findings have practical benefits. By
providing a better understanding of the relationship between operational adaptability and
knowledge transfer, the findings of this research help senior military leadership to better
direct resources on knowledge transfer practices. This consequently enhances leaders’
operational adaptability which is essential for success in future military operations.

The findings of this research could also be generalized into industry and provide
benefits similar to that for military organizations.

1.6  Definitions of Key Terms

Operational Adaptability: The ability to respond effectively to changing threats

and situations with appropriate, flexible, and timely actions (TRADOC Pampbhlet 525-3-

0, 2009).



Knowledge: “Information that has been analyzed to provide meaning or value or
evaluated as to implications for the operation” (FM 6-01.1, 2012, p. Glossary-2).

Tacit Knowledge: The knowledge that exists in an individual’s mind (FM 6-01.1,
2012).

Explicit Knowledge: Information that exists in written or otherwise documented
formats (FM 6-01.1, 2012).

Knowledge Management: “The process of enabling knowledge flow to enhance
shared understanding, learning, and decision-making” (FM 6-01.1, 2012, p. 1-1).

Knowledge Transfer: “The movement of knowledge—including knowledge
based on expertise or skilled judgment—from one person to another” (FM 6-01.1, 2012,
p. Glossary-2).

Inter-knowledge transfer: The sharing of knowledge from one individual or
group to another individual or group between different units (Haltiwanger, 2012). This
includes Combined Arms Center-CAC networks, Center for Army Lessons Learned-
CALL networks, Army Operational Knowledge Management networks, and Army
professional forums: leader forums, functional forums, and warfighter forums (FM 6-
01.1, 2012).

Intra-knowledge transfer: The sharing of knowledge from one individual or
group to another individual or group within the same unit (Haltiwanger, 2012). This
includes after action reviews, the unit forum, internal network managed by knowledge
management section (FM 6-01.1, 2012).

Lessons learned: “Validated knowledge and experience derived from

observations and the historical study of military training, exercises, and combat



operations that leads to a change in behavior at either the tactical, operational, or strategic

level or in one or more of the Army’s doctrine, organization, training, materiel,
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