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ISSUE

In this report, we examine, in the context of great-power competition, how to craft, assess, and implement an 
organizational design in the U.S. Air Force to (1) design a force that is effective at deterring and, if necessary, 
fighting a peer adversary and (2) fund and field that force in a time frame that meets warfighting needs.1

APPROACH

We reviewed the history of the relevant aspects of organizational designs in the U.S. Air Force since 1990, 
reviewed the academic literature on organizational design and change management in organizations, and 
interviewed key players in force planning, force development, programming, and budgeting—both retired and 
in current positions.

CONCLUSIONS

General Observations

There is no such thing as an optimal organizational design. Any organizational design facilitates some activities 
and impedes others. 

• Although there is no optimal organizational design, an organizational design can be assessed by
determining whether the design is fit for its intended purpose and the degree to which it is coherent across
its design elements.

• The organizational design at any level in the hierarchy should be flexible enough to meet the variety of
expected challenges the organization could reasonably face for at least the length of time that changes at that
level in the hierarchy are feasible.

1  By organizational design, we mean “the complete specification of strategy, structure, processes, people, coordination and control, and 
incentive components” of an organization (Richard M. Burton, Børge Obel, and Dorthe Døjbak Håkonsson, Organizational Design: A Step-By-
Step Approach, 3rd ed., Cambridge University Press, 2015, p. 26).
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•	 Therefore, the logical sequence of crafting an organizational design is to characterize the environment, set a 
hierarchy of goals, impose a hierarchy of strategies, define processes, and create structural divisions. 

Without imposing a clear, comprehensive strategy at the enterprise level on the organization, coherency of action 
will be difficult to achieve by design choices for organizational processes and organizational structures alone.

Assessment of Previous Efforts

Historical attempts have fallen short of meeting the objectives of (1) developing an integrated force structure 
that is effective at deterring and, if necessary, fighting a peer adversary and that is not overly biased to 
competing major command (MAJCOM) priorities and (2) funding and fielding that force in a time frame 
that meets warfighting needs. Each effort suffered from not being well designed for the purpose or from 
insufficient coherency of its organizational design elements (or some combination of the two). Proposed future 
organizational designs should be evaluated using the principles outlined in this report to ascertain whether they 
are sufficiently fit for their intended purpose and the degree to which their organizational design elements are 
mutually consistent with the intended purpose.

Crafting an Organizational Design

When crafting or evaluating an organizational design, the more an organization can comprehensively answer 
the following questions, the more likely the organizational design will be fit for its intended purpose and 
coherent in its design elements:

1.	Has a clear strategy—as defined in Chapter 2 of this report—been imposed on the organization?
2.	Are the organizational design elements at all levels in the hierarchy flexible enough to meet the variety of 

expected challenges the organization could reasonably face for at least the length of time that changes at that 
level in the hierarchy are feasible?

3.	Are data structures and data flows aligned with key decisions?
4.	Can the requisite knowledge that resides lower in the hierarchy be transferred to the mind of a central 

decisionmaker with sufficient fidelity and in sufficient time to inform decisions, and, if some deficiencies 
in either fidelity or time cannot be mitigated by formal information flows, is the risk induced by those 
deficiencies more tolerable than the lack of coherency that arises from distributed decisionmaking, even 
with formal coordinating mechanisms in place?

5.	Have adequate horizontal coordination mechanisms been created to mitigate the consequences of any seams 
among elements of the organizational design?

Implementing Organizational Designs

Large changes in an organization are difficult. The more an organization can comprehensively answer the 
following questions, the more likely the implementation of a major change to organizational design will succeed:

6.	Why is change needed?
7.	What are the largest obstacles to change, in order of criticality?
8.	What is the plan for overcoming the obstacles?
9.	What are the time-sequenced, coordinated actions that will execute the plan to overcome the obstacles?

10.	 Are there enough senior leaders to serve in key leadership positions who are committed to change and 
possess the skills to direct change, and, if some do not meet these criteria, can they be convinced of the 
merits or sidelined?

11.	Has a plan been developed to reduce any workforce resistance and learn from any voiced concerns to 
improve the implementation of change?

12.	Can key external supporters be found and cultivated? 
13.	 Have the resources required for implementing change been identified?
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14.	Have the resources been secured?
15.	 Is there a plan for monitoring progress against the implementation plan, and are mechanisms in place to 

adjust the implementation plan accordingly?

Organizational design is one of the most critical characteristics that determines how well an organization fares 
against challenges, both internal and external. As the U.S. Air Force rises to meet the challenge of great-power 
competition, we hope this report will be a useful guide for designing, funding, and fielding an effective force.
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