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Sustaining and disruptive ideas and technology are applicable to the business world and
governments alike. Are the concepts found in the Innovator's Dilemma applicable to the
Bi-Strategic Commands?

  

The Innovator's Dilemma  describes a business theory about how large, well performing
companies can fail even when they are doing everything right. In the book, the author describes
companies whose current capabilities and successes actually became obstacles in the face of
changing technologies and environments. Can this business theory be applied to NATO and, if
so, what can NATO learn from it?

  

Sustaining and Disruptive Innovation

  

Innovation is the application of new ideas to existing processes and consists of two types,
sustaining and disruptive. Sustaining concepts and technologies improve performance.
Disruptive concepts and technologies are innovations that disrupt an existing market in an
unexpected way. They are generally "cheaper, simpler, smaller, and, frequently, more
convenient to use." Disruptive concepts and technologies do not occur very often, but when
they do, they can cause the failure of previously successful companies whose resources,
processes and values allow it to concentrate solely on sustaining technologies.
In 2002, NATO recognised that it needed an innovative actor to help prepare the Alliance for 
the future. Allied Command Transformation (ACT) uses most of its resources to improve
existing capabilities. But, ACT also has a responsibility to prepare the Alliance for new
capabilities which in some cases could be disruptive in nature. A current example of disruptive
technologies is the use of Serious Games (games designed not solely for entertainment). For
education, NATO uses almost exclusively classical technologies: whiteboards, slides projected
on screens, videos, and, for the past ten years, Advanced Distributed Learning (ADL). The use
of Serious Games by academia and business to educate students in an engaging manner is
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now significant. ACT has joined this wave of disruption with its award winning game Boarders
Ahoy! used to teach ship boarding. However, this minor investigation into a disruptive
technology is the exception not the rule in ACT.

  

Mission Support
If one thinks of the Bi-Strategic Commands as business units within a large corporation, one
can see that Allied Command Operations' (ACO) resources, processes and values are
designed in such a way that it can accomplish its mission of preparing for, planning, and
conducting military operations. ACT supports this ACO mission by developing sustaining
concepts and technologies. This is clear in the ACT mission of changing, driving, facilitating,
and advocating continuous improvement of Alliance capabilities. What is hidden in the ACT
mission is the need to also understand and prepare for disruptive ideas and technologies.
When businesses need to tackle disruptive technologies they do so in one of three ways. They
can acquire a firm to do the disruptive work for them, change their internal processes to support
disruptive work or spin off a portion of their own organisation to do the work.

  

ACT's Focus on Disruptive Innovation
In 2003 the Alliance spun off ACT to be its forward thinking instrument. Similarly, ACT spun off
and isolated a portion of its organisation to concentrate partially on disruptive technologies and
understanding how they may affect the Alliance. In the beginning, Concept Development and
Experimentation (CD&E) had its own resources, processes and was working on developing its
own values. Since 2003, ACT is in its fourth reorganisation and each time CD&E has become
part of a larger group forcing CD&E to shed its own innovative processes and values and adopt
more sustaining processes and values in its need to compete for resources. In the opinion of
this articles' author, a result has been significant lack of autonomy which has diminished the
disruptive ideas and technology contribution that CD&E can provide to the ACT mission.
Some disruptive ideas and technologies are investigated at ACT but the efforts are fragmented,
isolated and must compete for resources within the existing sustainment focussed processes.
Existing NATO resource allocation processes require well thought out and clear multi-year plans
to allow for prioritisation, review, vetting and ultimately budgetary decisions being taken by the
Military Budget Committee. Disruptive technologies are inherently not well understood and
lacking in an identified future. The resource process favours sustaining concepts and
technologies over disruptive concepts and technologies making it very difficult to initiate and
advance work to contribute to understanding what impact disruptive concepts and technologies
may have.
If ACT is to follow a fully innovative agenda it must also concentrate on disruptive ideas and
technologies. To achieve this aim may mean developing a truly autonomous set of resources,
processes and values within the existing processes.
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