Special Section: Transformation

AN INTRODUCTORY NOTE
FROM DAU VICE PRESIDENT

FRANK KELLEY

When I taught at the
Marine Corps Command
and Staf College, my Marine
majors (and I did consider
those in the class as my
majors) broke the code on
Kelley and discovered that
if you wrote a paper and
included John Boyd and the
OODA loop you got an “A.”
Mark Phillips was just as
astute as those majors when
he reached out to me recently
with his novel observations
on DAU’s transformation.
I really appreciated his “no
notice” Teams call to me, in
which we shared our common
appreciation for Boyd’s
principles of warfare and
combat … the most intense of
competitive environments.
Our current National Defense
Strategy states that we are in
a competitive environment—
and that “we” includes DAU.
The application of Boyd’s
OODA loop is more than
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appropriate with regard
to our transformation.
Mark took it up a few notches
and discovered other areas
where he and I shared the
same view. By including
management guru W. Edwards
Deming and psychologist Gary
Klein, Mark concedes that the
environment we fnd ourselves
in is complex and the solutions
to our problems are likely to
come from many sources.
But the simplicity of the
Guiding Principles that Mark
examines, paying attention,
and keeping an open mind
are keys to our transformation.
Mark’s call to action, his
challenge “to promote an
acquisition system that
rapidly delivers warfighting
capability,” resonates with me.
Read this article and ask
yourself where are you in the
OODA loop … and what will it
take for you to take action.
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REVISITING JOHN BOYD

AND THE OODA LOOP

IN OUR TIME OF TR ANSFORMATION
by MARK S. PHILLIPS, PH.D.

T

he DAU 2021-2023 Strategic Plan rolled out the DAUNext initiative, and its
theme is “Empowering the Workforce Today for Their Future.” This subject
can be approached in a variety of ways. One way is to look through the lens
of U.S. Air Force Col John Boyd and his OODA Loop.
The Vision section of the Strategic Plan states, “An
accomplished and adaptive workforce giving the
Warfghter the decisive edge [emphasis added].” The
phrase decisive edge leads us to the thoughts of Col Boyd
and his OODA Loop, or the Observe, Orient, Decide,
Act cycle. This can be done to achieve what DAU terms
frictionless learning, dynamic networking, and worldclass content.

Col John Boyd was a fghter pilot and scholar. He is
known for developing the Energy Maneuverability theory
(EM), and many claim that he was the author of the First
Gulf War battle plan. Arguably his greatest contribution
is as the originator of the OODA loop, less often referred
to as the Boyd Cycle or simply the Decision Cycle.
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The OODA Loop

To get to the OODA Loop, it is
important to understand how Boyd
got there. He wrote a 1976 paper
titled Destruction and Creation. From
the outset, Boyd pursued a deeper
meaning. He posited that one had to
be constantly destroying and creating
new views of the world. He expanded
on that idea in the 1987 paper titled
The Strategic Game of ? and ?.
It has been said that, if you want
a fresh apple, you go to the tree.
A quote from Destruction and
Creation explains:
When acting within a rigid or essentially
a closed system, the goal-seeking efort
of individuals and societies to improve
their capacity for independent action
tends to produce disorder toward
randomness and death. On the other
hand, as already shown, the increasing
disorder generated by the increasing
mismatch of the system concept with
observed reality opens or unstructures
the system. As the unstructuring, or as
we’ll call it the destructive deduction,
unfolds, it shifts toward a creative
induction to stop the trend toward
disorder and chaos to satisfy a goaloriented need for increased order.

Transformation

From the context of transformation,
we break down and use Boyd’s
“observed reality” from Destruction
and Creation:
When acting within a rigid or essentially
a closed system, the goal-seeking efort
of individuals and societies to improve
their capacity for independent action
tends to produce disorder toward
randomness and death.
As changes occur, we see people
trying to adapt to transformation.
Here, within the context of a
monolithic operation, transformation
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is happening in a closed system.
According to Boyd, one would expect
a closed system to become more
chaotic as people try to fgure out
what to do.
On the other hand, as already shown,
the increasing disorder generated by
the increasing mismatch of the system
concept with observed reality opens or
unstructures the system.

Boyd also was infuenced by Gary
Klein and understood Recognition
Primed Decision (RPD), as mentioned
by Chet Richards, in his book Certain
to Win. Klein’s book, Sources of Power,
describes RPD as the ability to arrive
at a decision more rapidly based on
a person’s level of experience. That
is, increased experience enables
a person to arrive at a decision
more rapidly.

Issues arise that are related to the
mismatch between the system and
observed reality, as people question
how things should work and how they
actually work.

RPD gives the OODA loop its velocity
and as Boyd states, “It’s like they’re
moving in slow motion.” (Boyd was
referring to the action within an
enemy’s OODA Loop.)

As the unstructuring, or as we’ll call
it the destructive deduction, unfolds,
it shifts toward a creative induction
to stop the trend toward disorder and
chaos to satisfy a goal-oriented need for
increased order.

As one becomes more adept at the
OODA loop (see Boyd’s model), Boyd
postulated that you can essentially
skip orientation and decide and go
straight to Act. This is what gives
speed to the decision cycle. Another
example of frictionless learning.

When people try to function, they are
going to surmount transformation so
that their part of the world can make
sense and function in an orderly way.
Boyd considered this to be a good
thing that should be exploited. That’s
an example of frictionless learning.

Other Influences

It appears that Boyd was a student
of management guru W. Edwards
Deming and had a frm understanding
of Deming’s System of Profound
Knowledge. According to deming.org,
this is:
… a highly integrated framework of
thought and action for any leader
wishing to transform an organization
operating under the prevailing system
of management into a thriving,
systemically focused organization.
The conclusion can be drawn that the
Orient phase of the OODA loop is
tied to that concept.
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As Boyd stated in
Destruction and Creation:
As the unstructuring, or as we’ll call
it the destructive deduction, unfolds,
it shifts toward a creative induction
to stop the trend toward disorder and
chaos to satisfy a goal-oriented need for
increased order.
Boyd also talked about “standard
work” as being able to move faster
through OODA loops. Standard work
as defned by Toyota is a detailed
defnition of the best practices for
performing a process. Standard work
drives continuous improvement.
Standard work helps speed the
decision cycle. This is an example of
world-class content.

The OODA Loop Explained

So what does the OODA loop do?
The OODA loop provides a context to
add order to this chaos.
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Source: The author, adapted from a sketch by Boyd.

Robert Coram, in his book, Boyd: The
Fighter Pilot Who Changed the Art
of War, explained the two “implicit
guidance and control” arrows as:
Note that Boyd includes the ‘Implicit
Guidance & Control’ from ‘Orientation’
with both ‘Observations’ and ‘Action.’
This is his way of pointing out that
when one has developed the proper
Fingerspitzengefuhl [fngertips feeling]
for a changing situation, the tempo
picks up and it seems one is then able
to bypass the explicit ‘Orientation’ and
‘Decision’ part of the Loop, to ‘Observe’
and ‘Act’ almost simultaneously. The
speed must come from a deep intuitive
understanding of one’s relationship to
the rapidly changing environment. This
is what enables a commander seemingly
to bypass parts of the Loop. It is this
adaptability that gives the OODA Loop
its awesome power.
Perhaps the following example can
illustrate how the OODA loops:
You are driving on a slick road. As you
drive you start to slide. You Observe
the unfolding conditions. As you
Orient (am I on sand, ice, snow, etc.?)
… Decide is almost instantaneous,
based on my experience as, I Act

what the customer needs instead
of reinventing the wheel.

quickly to maintain control of
the vehicle.
If you have never slid in a car, your
decision cycle will be slow. If you have
driven on a wet road and experienced
a slide, your decision cycle will be
quicker. If you have driven on a
variety of slick surfaces, your decision
cycle will be very fast. (A good book
to read is Klein’s Sources of Power.
Klein describes the theory of RPD as
referred to earlier.

What’s Next?

Here is how DAU is exploiting lessons
from Boyd and the OODA loop in the
DAUNext transformation:
1. By emphasizing frictionless
learning in deconstructing what
we did in the past and promoting
what we must do. By getting
inside students’ decision cycle to
anticipate learning.
2. By developing world-class content
to set the standard in the feld.
As Boyd would say, we should
be “unstructuring the system to
creative induction” to think, “faster
and in new ways” to drive critical
thinking skills. We need to leverage
what we have as templates for

3. By creating Dynamic Networks
utilizing the natural decision
cycle that DAU ofers its
customer. Engage all in the
service line to drive participation
and improvement.
Boyd was ahead of his time and
remains so in 2021. His scholarly
work and the introduction of
the OODA loop can be applied
to transformation. His belief, as
evidenced in his writings, was that
transformation can occur, but it
requires efort and thought. By
getting inside our customers’ decision
cycles and then inside our own
decision cycle, we can anticipate the
needs of our customer and promote
an acquisition system that rapidly
delivers warfghting capability.
It is not easy, but it is needed for the
future of both defense capabilities
and DAU.
PHILLIPS is a professor of Quality Assurance in
the College of Contract Management at DAU in
Huntsville, Alabama.
The author can be contacted at
mark.phillips@dau.edu
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Figure 1. Boyd’s OODA Loop Sketch

