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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 
The Department of Defense (DoD) asked that we assess its innovation problem. This effort was spurred by the 
Department’s continued struggle to engage the innovation ecosystem effectively to support improved acquisition, 
capabilities, and military outcomes. We considered the existing approaches that are heavily focused on process solutions 
and the standing up of new offices. It was clear that the challenge remains. As a result, we took a step back to clearly 
define the problem, its causes and challenges, and potential remedies rather than risk blindly identifying and chasing 
rapid or simple solutions that may not resolve the fundamental issues with obtaining and fielding the right innovative 
defense capabilities. As such, this report is an effort to look at the challenge from first principles and truly understand the 
nature of the defense innovation problem. 
 
 
The innovation needed today takes place amid a dramatically changed technology landscape. When our technology 
organizations and acquisition structures were created decades ago, the U.S. DoD exerted an outsized impact both 
domestically and globally on the development of technology and, as such, were a major determinant of the pace of 
technological change. Today, the technological landscape is largely commercial, dispersed, proliferated, and beyond any 
government’s control. The annual research and development (R&D) investment globally in 2019 was an estimated $2.4 
trillion, with over 70% of that coming from outside the United States and almost half from outside of both the United 
States and China (Sargent, 2021). Moreover, the pace of change is being driven globally by a dispersed network of public 
and private actors.  
 
 
The primary takeaway is the need to intentionally create an improved innovation ecosystem internal to the DoD, not 
simply continue to reform the existing acquisition framework or focus solely on the external community. This means the 
Department’s organizations, experimentation, and people must be cultivated and protected. This concept cuts across 
major lines of authority and responsibility and requires that the DoD craft the skills and critical thinking necessary for 
leadership and workforce in a new reality of rapidly emerging, widely proliferated technology.  
 
 
We identified the following recommendations and next steps that could begin moving the DoD more towards 
empowering, creating, identifying, assessing, and adopting operationally significant innovation (rather than attractive 
innovation that cannot be justified and pursued given limited resources). Achieving this reality will require long-term, 
fundamental attention to basic enablers, including experimentation and learning not only for defense innovation but also 
for the broader system that will acquire and field innovative capabilities.
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RECOMMENDATIONS TOWARD OPERATIONALLY SIGNIFICANT INNOVATION 
 

1. Create organizations that teach and sustain red teaming and experimentation activities and that report directly to 
leaders with the authority to move money and influence and support functions to field innovations critical to 
operational needs.  

 
2. Craft experimentation and iteration opportunities within those organizations that directly engage warfighters to 

expand concepts for use of both novel and existing technologies as well as complementary changes in doctrine, 
organization, training, materiel, leadership, personnel, facilities, and policy (DOTMLPF-P).  

 
3. Develop repositories of learning that create long-term corporate memory from innovative efforts for both the 

innovating office and the DoD, making the institution smarter while decreasing negative impacts of high personnel 
rotation tempos.  

 
4. Attract and retain people and leaders with the skills, incentives, and empowerment to navigate this dynamic new 

world.  
 

a. Develop and apply education and training plans and programs to staff and leaders  
b. Apply outcome-aligned incentives and promotion criteria to leaders and staff to motivate and enable 

innovation.  
c. Empower organizational environments structured to enable innovation, testing, learning, selection, and 

fielding of operationally critical ideas.  
 
 

NEXT STEPS: PILOT OPTIONS 
 

Practical next steps to begin pursuing the recommendations above include the following pilot and study efforts.  
 

i. Create and empower Experimentation Organizations (potentially at the Army Futures Command or an 
existing Rapid Capability Office).  

 
ii. Pilot repositories of learning from experimentation organizations (again, potentially at the Army Futures 

Command or an existing Rapid Capability Office).  
 

iii. Train a cadre of future leaders and workforce (e.g., at the Defense Acquisition University or a war college, 
building on the School of Advanced Military Studies (SAMS) and Seminar XXI curricula).  

 
iv. Pilot incentives and promotion criteria with a cadre of military officers or civil servants.  

 
v. Identify additional lessons on empowerment factors (learning successes and failures from past experiences). 

Build simulators to test innovation incentives policies (i.e., test before broadly implementing new policies) 
and develop policy readiness levels to inform policy decision making.  

 
 
 




