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VOLATILITY, UNCERTAINTY, COMPLEXITY, AND AMBIGUITY
characterize the contemporary operational environment (COE), requir-

ing military professionals to continuously reflect on the roles, norms, and 
values of their craft.1 An apparent accelerated rate of change in the security 
environment makes it increasingly difficult to predict national security 
opportunities and threats, and the skills and capabilities needed to address 
both.2 Operations Iraqi Freedom and Enduring Freedom have demonstrated 
the need for rapid change in tactics, techniques, and procedures and our 
overall approach to campaigning. They have proven that the more complex 
the COE, the more the body of professional military knowledge must remain 
in a state of purposeful instability. 

One can define “professional knowledge” as information that members of 
the profession believe provides meaning and value in promoting understanding 
of how things work in their field.3 A profession constructs and shares its unique 
body of abstract knowledge through social processes. Over time, the existing 
body of knowledge and the ongoing socio-professional processes that create and 
maintain it come to constitute paradigmatic thought, a model of effectiveness.4
As theorist Donald Schön has observed, the network of experts and organi-
zational leaders and the clients they serve who accept this model believe the 
paradigm to be so unique that laymen can neither understand nor apply it.5

Don Snider of the U.S. Military Academy deserves credit for renewing 
interest in the notion of the Army as a professional institution. Snider rightly 
raises a number of questions about the state of the profession. In two editions 
of The Future of the Army Profession, Snider and his co-authors express 
concern over the degree to which bureaucratic hierarchy is supplanting 
professionalism.6 Through these edited works we are reacquainted with 
the essential elements of professions, specifically, that they are “exclusive 
occupational groups applying somewhat abstract knowledge to particular 
cases.”7 It is hard to overemphasize the importance of abstract knowledge to 
professions. Snider argues that healthy professions deliberately control and 
develop their bodies of knowledge to service their clients and to compete 
for dominance in a professional jurisdiction. 

We shall not cease  from exploration 
And the end of our exploring 

Will be to arrive where we started 
And know the place for the first time.

—T.S. Eliot, Four Quartets
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If the military were to lose society’s trust in its 
ability to apply its unique form of knowledge, or 
if it should fail to differentiate itself from other 
groups that provide similar services, it would 
also lose some of the autonomy granted to it as 
a profession. In one of the classic works on pro-
fessions, Andrew Abbott calls abstract knowl-
edge the “currency of competition between 
professions.”8 Snider confirms this when he 
says, “The coins of the professional realm are 
expertise and the knowledge underlying it.”9 Reflec-
tive practitioners and good stewards of professions 
encourage habits in themselves and subordinates 
that develop and improve a profession’s underlying 
body of knowledge. In this article we examine the 
means by which the Army develops, maintains, and 
judges its body of abstract professional knowledge. 
Our conclusion is that practitioners and good stew-
ards of the profession apply what Schön describes 
as “reflective practice.”10 

The military contributes to, and draws upon, sev-
eral traditional repositories of professional knowl-
edge, including doctrine, journals, magazines, 
published assessments, and various meetings and 
conferences. The advent of web-based knowledge 
forums and electronic mail has opened up both 
formal and informal collaborative opportunities. 
Robust interaction with peers, subordinates, and 
superiors engaged in training and operations, or in 
research and education, ensures the professional 
military body of knowledge remains in an ongoing 
state of flux and transformation.11

Yet despite these visible signs of flux and trans-
formation, few have written about how the knowl-
edge process works. How is a professional body of 
knowledge transformed? How should professionals 
reflect on their knowledge? How should they judge 
the quality of the professional body of knowledge? 
What are the implications for the profession’s senior 
leaders and clients? Answers to these questions 
are important to military professionals and senior 
leaders, to research and education institutions, and 
to Congress in its oversight role. 

How Professional Knowledge 
is Transformed

Educational theorist David A. Kolb developed 
one of the most intuitively appealing theories of 
knowledge to assess students’ learning styles. 

Today, the U.S. Army Command and General Staff 
College uses his archetype to promote professional 
military education.12 Kolb’s “experiential” learn-
ing model presents a complex view of knowledge 
formation. Although Kolb developed his model to 
provide insights into how normal individuals learn 
from experience, his theory has clear application as 
a vehicle for thinking about professional knowledge 
development. His four-stage framework recapitu-
lates how bodies of knowledge are continuously 
grasped and transformed.13 At various levels of 
internalization—from a tacit state of apprehension 
to a consciously knowing state of comprehension—
knowledge transforms through active experimenta-
tion, concrete experience, reflective observation, 
and abstract conceptualization. The last phase 
constitutes a generalization of technique to be 
applied to future experience. 

Kolb describes four forms of knowledge that 
appear at various stages in the process of profes-
sional knowledge formation and reformation: 
divergent, accommodative, convergent, and assimi-
lative.14 Let us examine Kolb’s theory and consider 
how social processes contribute to changes in the 
professional body of knowledge over time. 

Divergent knowledge. Divergent knowledge is 
gained from reflective observations of experiences 
by participants who come from an assortment of 
disciplines, professions, and occupations. They 
bring diverse roles, norms, and values together for 
a common interest, usually motivated by a shared 
realization that they face complex or chaotic situa-
tions where old knowledge is no longer sufficient.15 
In some cases the situation confronted is so differ-
ent and challenging and the existing perspective is 
so inadequate that it necessitates a new frame of 
reference and model of effectiveness—a paradigm 
shift.16 In this case, the eclectic participants are 
linked by their thirst for new knowledge, perceived 
by them as necessary for setting new conditions, 

Reflective practitioners and 
good stewards of professions 

encourage habits…that develop 
and improve a profession’s 

underlying body of knowledge.
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perhaps for an emerging profession. They work to 
reconstruct reality by developing new, sometimes 
radical frames of reference.17 

At this point, new professional roles, norms, 
and values are only loosely defined because learn-
ing categories and their interrelationships are 
exploratory. Informal groupings of like-minded 
leaders from varying backgrounds come together, 
all attempting to grapple with an indefinable state 
of knowing. For example, the Army’s Louisiana 
Maneuvers of 1941 may have been a critical rally 
point for a group of diverse thinkers who helped 
transform a cavalry-based Army into a motorized 
Army.18 The quality of professional relationships at 
this stage is important. Non-defensive interpersonal 
communications, shared trust, commitment, and 
enduring optimism are critical to offset the stress 
and anxiety associated with exploratory learning 
and the ever present risk of surprise and failure.19 
During this period of formation, alternative profes-
sional viewpoints emerge.

Accommodative knowledge. Based on shared 
concrete experiences and active experimentation, 
accommodative knowledge emerges when newly 
forming professional networks begin to extend 
more intuitive kinds of knowledge into forms that 
entertain new assumptions and beliefs on a broader 
scale. Professionals begin the process of examining 
the otherwise unexaminable when they combine 
concrete experience with action research (i.e., 
dynamic experimentation).20 This activity requires 
flexibility of thought (e.g., temporarily suspending 
disbelief in other ways to frame or make sense of 
the COE) while accepting more unstructured and 
intangible ways of active inquiry (e.g., developing 
awareness about dealing with an active insurgency 
in Iraq when known technology does not seem to be 
effective).21 In this stage, active experimentation is 
vital to learning. As experience with highly complex 
and unique situations develops from experimenta-
tion and trial and error, a growing sense develops 
that existing technology is inadequate.

Convergent knowledge. Convergent knowl-
edge is knowledge that coalesces as the emergent 
network begins to make sense of the world in a 
collective way and passes this knowledge to other 
members. Thus, highly abstract concepts transform 
into realizable knowledge goals and objectives that 
can be institutionalized as technical comprehen-

sion.22 Institutional performance depends on this 
more understandable and evaluated professional 
knowledge about cause-and-effect relationships. 
The institution begins to formulate rules and struc-
ture to gain control over the growing body of knowl-
edge so that convergent knowledge can be more 
efficiently shared. New specialist categories form or 
old ones renew.23 For example, the Army developed 
its Special Forces (SF) around divergent knowledge 
about fighting proxy wars in the 1950s, but it did 
not consider SF worthy of a separate branch until 
30 years later.24 Case studies, readings in theory, and 
time to reflect on one’s current context and recent 
activity are helpful to test convergent knowledge 
in education and research endeavors. 

A negative aspect of convergent knowledge is 
that the uncritical or naïve practitioner may help 
perpetuate a “cultural myth” as dogma rather than 
facilitate self-correction of the professional body 
of knowledge.25 Continuous professional reflection 
and application of good habits in critical thinking 
help members sustain the body of knowledge. They 
also help the profession’s societal clients make 
sense of a rapidly changing environment.

Professionals understand that convergent knowl-
edge is a temporary state and work to prevent the 
body of knowledge from becoming stagnant, blind-
ing all concerned from a more insightful future 
construction of reality that is always around the 
corner. U.S. Joint Forces Command “pre-doctrinal” 
pamphlets and Army interim field manuals are 
examples of convergent knowledge that extends 
beyond a shared sense of apprehension and emerges 
as a more interpretable, shared comprehension.26

Assimilative knowledge. We see assimilative 
knowledge when it is transformed into institu-
tionalized technology; for example, in the form 
of records, rules, doctrine, textbooks, approved 
lessons learned, programs of instruction, and other 
structures that begin to modify roles, norms, and 
values within the community.27 In the military’s 
case, tasks, conditions, and standards of work 
technology become routinized; they are enforced 
by the profession and, eventually, by the institu-
tion’s bureaucratic hierarchy and rule structure.28 
The irony here is that an inherent inertia develops. 
An institution often overvalues the overt qualities 
of assimilative knowledge and creates bureaucratic 
or mechanistic structures that stifle innovation, 



69MILITARY REVIEW  March-April 2008

R E F L E C T I V E  P R A C T I T I O N E R

thereby crippling professional progress. Aspects 
of more intuitive divergent and accommodative 
knowledge explorations go orphaned.29 

Overly structured training, hierarchically super-
vised professional military educational programs, 
extensive procedural rules designed to standardize 
job performance, and other strictures can create an 
intractable situation, a procrustean bed that bars 
divergent and accommodative knowledge from 
the field and leads to the dismissal of research 
outcomes. Programmed knowledge appeals to 
senior managers because of perceived certainty 
derived from institutionalized metrics frequently 
associated with technology. Routine and habit are 
the hallmarks of technocratic bureaucracies. Such 
comfortable standardization possesses an attraction 
that devalues divergent alternatives. 

There is a way to address this propensity to 
engineer assimilative knowledge. Professionals 
should avoid scientizing and reifying assimilative 
knowledge at inappropriate levels of discourse.30 
When reification occurs, “the way things get done 
around here” becomes “the only way to do things 
around here,” resulting in a serious obstacle to 
knowledge production.31 To put it still another 
way, professionals must be cautious not to take for 
granted this seemingly settled body of knowledge 
about technical cause-and-effect relationships. As 
they practice the profession, they should continu-
ously uncover and question the unseen underlying 
apprehension that still exists from the divergent 
stage and take action to confirm or change their 
apparent technical comprehension. As implied by 
the title of this article, this continuous professional 
inquiry is called reflection-in-action.32

Reflecting on 
Professional Knowledge

Effective professionals realize that assimilative 
knowledge can be the most difficult to challenge 
because its meaning and use can appear so rational 
as to be technically unquestionable. Overcoming 
what amounts to a myopic belief in assimilative 
knowledge is even more difficult because intuitive 

logic (the hallmark of accommodative and diver-
gent knowledge forms) can be nearly impossible 
to articulate.33 According to Schön, the apparent 
validity and infallibility of technical rationality 
constitute a “competency trap” in which unques-
tioned belief creates less effective profession-
als who become the “self-serving elite who use 
science-based technique” as their “masquerade of 
extraordinary knowledge.”34 Technical rationality 
is a perspective that assumes complete knowledge 
of cause-and-effect relationships based in principles 
originally derived from Cartesian philosophy.35 
This sense of “rationality” errs by applying New-
tonian scientific method to abstractions; in essence 
shoehorning discourses of physical science into 
the understanding of conceptual mental processes. 
George Bernard Shaw once defined this trap as 
a dangerous façade that can be created by use of 
assimilative jargon, a phenomenon he described as 
a “conspiracy against laity.”36 For Schön, the cure 
for unquestioned belief in technical rationality is 
professional reflection-in-action that is “central 
to the ‘art’ by which practitioners sometimes deal 
well with situations of uncertainty, instability, and 
value-conflict.”37 In addition,

A practitioner’s reflection can serve as a cor-
rective to over learning. Through reflection, he 
can surface and criticize the tacit understand-
ings that have grown up around the repetitive 
experiences of a specialized practice, and can 
make new sense of the situations of uncertainty 
or uniqueness, which he may allow himself to 
experience.38

Schön makes a strong case that technical ratio-
nality can dominate professions to the point that 
members lose track of the interdependent complex 
interactions that make each case unique. Profes-
sionals become— 

locked into a view of themselves as technical 
experts, [and they] find nothing in the world 
of practice to occasion reflection. They have 
become too skillful at techniques of selective 
inattention, junk categories, and situational 
control techniques, which they use to preserve 

…the cure for unquestioned belief in technical rationality 
is professional reflection-in-action…
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constancy of their knowledge-in-practice. For 
them, uncertainty is a threat; its admission a 
sign of weakness. Others, more inclined toward 
and adept at reflection-in-action, nevertheless 
feel profoundly uneasy because they cannot 
say what they know how to do, cannot justify 
its quality or rigor.39

Note the ironic turn in Schön’s last sentence, where 
he suggests a requirement to accept uncertainty 
while recognizing the call for quality and rigor. 
Schön speaks to this tendency toward dogmatic 
simplification as follows:

When [the professional] is confronted with 
demands that seem incompatible or inconsis-
tent, [he] may respond by reflecting on the 
appreciations which he and others have brought 
to the situation. Conscious of a dilemma, he 
may attribute it to the way in which he has set 
the problem, or even the way in which he has 
framed his role. He may then find a way of 
integrating or choosing among the values at 
stake in the situation.40 

The complexity of the COE makes each situation 
contextually unique. Hence, true professionals have 
to reflect on what the profession may otherwise 
take for granted and understand how to challenge 
assumptions. This happens naturally when one 
sees assimilative knowledge as ineffective; then, 
the more intuitive divergent knowledge process 
gains value. In these cases, professionals become 
researchers-in-action, as professional learning 
becomes a complex process of adaptation in the 
midst of epistemic paradox.41 To Kolb, real pro-
fessionalism involves considering the value of all 
types of knowledge simultaneously, no matter how 
contradictory they seem.42 

The professional who reflects-in-action pays 
attention to, and acts on, the environment through 
paradoxical use of divergent, accommodative, and 
convergent forms of knowledge, especially when 
assimilative knowledge does not seem to be work-
ing. In that regard, stewards of the profession want 
the profession’s field practitioners and de facto 
researchers to be able to challenge role assumptions, 
normative beliefs, and established values in order 
to determine their relevancy for the reality they are 
facing. This challenge demands a soft heuristic (rule 
of thumb) process rather than a hard scientific one 
since the quality or aptness of a body of knowledge 

cannot be scientifically deduced in the same way 
Descartes applied Newton’s empirical methods to 
philosophy. Professional judgment requires the 
challenging of assumptions, even those behind the 
paradigmatic Westernized scientific view. It neces-
sitates a philosophical perspective that embraces the 
possibility of divergence rather than an ideological 
perspective that seems to enshrine assimilative 
knowledge as objective certainty.43 

In that regard, we see the purpose of officer 
professional development as not only teaching 
convergent and assimilative knowledge forms, but 
also creating opportunities for exploring and prac-
ticing judgment on divergent and accommodative 
knowledge.44 Additionally, we propose that military 
doctrine should reorient the professional commu-
nity more on collaborative inquiry and collective 
judgment and lessen dependence on the convenient 
mythology of accepted technique or “best practices” 
passed down by authority with the stamp of “sci-
ence” on them. Relying on the dogma of received 
wisdom founded on closed epistemic evaluations 
ultimately could serve to de-professionalize the 
military through chauvinism.45

Professional judgment 
requires the challenging of 

assumptions, even those 
behind the paradigmatic 

Westernized scientific view.

Assessing the Body 
of Knowledge 

In a process that parallels reflection-in-action, 
professionals ideally judge and make sense of 
knowledge across a spectrum ranging from an 
unquestioned belief in the certainty of assimilative 
wisdom to a radical, divergent form of skepticism 
(see figure).46 Professionals appreciate and judge 
expert knowledge by acting all along the spectrum. 
At its best, in a process that entails paradoxical 
thinking while acting, a judgment appreciates 
opposing perspectives simultaneously.47 

Professionals and stewards of the profession 
recognize that practicing the art of professional 
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reflection-in-action is less risky in genuinely col-
laborative situations where learning is more valued 
than knowing.48 In hierarchical organizations, on the 
other hand, especially during crises, the pressure 
to conform to a professionally acceptable body of 
technical knowledge can be tremendous—we tend 
to value those who have the temerity to resist such 
pressures, but only if they are right.49 In that regard, 
Aaron B. Wildavsky’s concept of “speaking truth 
to power” can be one of the most heroic things pro-
fessionals do.50  The profession should consider as 
courageous those who speak such truth to those in 
authority who are not receptive. It should judge as 
virtuous senior officials who allow and encourage 
the naked truth to be spoken freely to them. 

Successful collaboration in a professional network 
across the stages of knowledge requires participants 
to appreciate existing opinions and arguments while 
striving to understand and appreciate new ones. This 
can be a challenge when those proposing the new 
approach have not yet developed sufficient language 
to fully describe what they are intuiting. Effec-
tive collaborative professional communities seek 
educated, well-thought-out judgments. They are 
skeptical of dogma characterized by unchallenged 
and unsubstantiated beliefs and equally suspicious 
of extreme doubting that bears no possibility of 
closure. Paradoxically, a professional social system 
supports both common and uncommon inquiry 
because they are the lifeblood of the profession’s 
body of knowledge, facilitating its accumulation 
and maintenance. Professionals should freely admit 

that they are unable to judge what they have not yet 
learned. Socratic wisdom rests on the admission that 
one does not know when and how the opportunity 
for learning will arise. The task of collaboratively 
shaping social interrelationships is anchored in the 
professional’s shared passion for knowledge—
revealed in the sociological theory of roles, norms, 
and values.51 As repositories of knowledge, human 
beings (including professionals) develop roles, 
norms, and values as forms of knowledge through 
a socially constructed process.52 

Roles. Roles are the most visible aspect of this 
social construction. They are standardized patterns 
describing the behavior required of all persons play-
ing a given part in society. Roles can differentiate one 
organizational position from another. A role reflects 
the recurring actions of the individual playing it. It is 
appropriately interrelated with the repetitive activi-
ties of others so as to yield generally predictable out-
comes. When individual roles are combined, people 
create a “social system” or “subsystem.” In the case 
of the military, role-playing is ubiquitous. Names 
like commander, staff member, family support group 
leader, enlisted Soldier, and staff college professor all 
represent visible, descriptive role categories. 

Norms. Less visible social manifestations than 
roles, norms reflect the general expectations of role 
incumbents within a social system or subsystem. 
Norms imply or explicitly prescribe ethics that 
people interactively create and refer to in order to 
sanction behavior. As such, norms have a specific 
“ought” or “must” quality. Norms formally (through 

Figure 1. The continuum of judging knowledge involves paradoxical thinking.
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organizational procedures) or informally (through 
interpersonal relationships) shape the way roles are 
performed. Some examples we are familiar with 
include “commanders ought to be honest and fair;” 
“all officers are leaders;” “senior NCOs should speak 
for the enlisted population after getting to know them 
personally;” and, “the military decision-making pro-
cess (MDMP) is the best way to approach planning 
for U.S. Army full-spectrum operations.”

Values. The least visible of social manifestations, 
values are generalized ideological justifications 
for roles and norms. They express aspirations that 
inform what is required for action.53 Values are more 
culturally rooted than roles 
and norms, and they serve as 
the often unseen, frequently 
tacit backdrop that drives cri-
teria for making judgments 
about knowledge. Like roles 
and norms, values may be 
espoused—stated deliberately 
and formally by the institu-
tion. The U.S. Army’s “Sol-
dier’s Creed,” for example, 
is a BLUF declaration of the 
values the Army wants its 
members to inculcate (“I will 
never quit. I will never leave 
a fallen comrade. I am disci-
plined, physically and mentally 
tough…”) On the other hand, 
values may be in use as cul-
tural phenomena, passed from 
one generation to another as 
deeply hidden or tacit forms 
of assimilated knowledge.54 If the espoused values 
approximate or are equal to those in use, the profes-
sion can approach a state of social equilibrium among 
itself, the institution, and clients. 

Single- and double-loop learning. Harvard 
professor Chris Argyris refers to the process of sus-
taining assimilative knowledge, in which associated 
roles, norms, and values go unchallenged, as single-
loop learning. In its worst form, the profession, 
institution, and clients all firmly believe that they 
will continue to be successful with the knowledge 
they have. Faith and certainty feed off each other in 
a continuous loop. Theoretically, in a more stable 
COE, this may be a successful strategy with which 

to judge knowledge (i.e., “it works, therefore why 
look for alternatives?”). However, this strategy is not 
considered viable in the midst of a perceived unstable 
COE with inherent fog and friction. As a remedy, 
Argyris describes double-loop learning, the ability to 
suspend deeply-held beliefs, no matter how success-
ful they have been, in order to value alternative forms 
of knowledge (what Kolb termed “accommodative 
and divergent forms of knowledge”).55 

Defensive routines. Even when professionals and 
institutional leaders embrace double-loop learning as 
the preferred strategy for judging knowledge, defen-
sive routines can inhibit the process.56 Defensive rou-

tines are emotional responses 
to alternative beliefs, values, 
and assumptions about assim-
ilative knowledge, and they 
discourage all but single-loop 
learning.57 A few notable 
examples of defensive rou-
tines include—

 ● Irony of success, a form 
of single-loop learning in 
which a reinforcing cycle of 
persistence causes leaders 
to “bask in past successes” 
and increase their collabora-
tion with those of like mind, 
rather than recognize the need 
for change.”58 Psychologist 
Irving Janis called this like-
mindedness and excessive 
desire for cohesion group-
think. According to Chamu 
Sundaramurthy and Mari-

anne Lewis, groupthink is “a pattern of collective 
defenses aimed at denying or suppressing tensions;” 
it is associated with a shared comfortable feeling 
about known technology.59 Repeated success can 
help build huge egos and contribute to a situation in 
which admitting that one can learn is tantamount to 
admitting weakness. In this case, Argyris concluded 
through his clinical research that “it can be espe-
cially difficult for smart people to learn not because 
they have little to learn but because they have a lot 
invested in appearing not to need to.”60 

 ● Faulty attribution, a process that works two 
ways: by blaming failure on a mythical belief or a 
scapegoat, or by taking (wishful) credit for success 



73MILITARY REVIEW  March-April 2008

R E F L E C T I V E  P R A C T I T I O N E R

in a way that inspires overconfidence. Both cases 
reduce incentives to question the real causes of 
good or bad performance.61 In U.S. Army culture, 
for example, there is a tendency to attribute success 
or failure to the technologies of leadership and/
or training when there may, in fact, be alternative 
explanations.62 The Army has a similar problem 
with non-attribution of its official doctrine (a writ-
ten source of technology), which is published with-
out proper citation of the sources of knowledge.63

 ● Threat rigidity, also known as “hunkering 
down” or entrenchment. This mind-set occurs when 
already-formed beliefs are retained in the face of 
conflicting information or even impending failure. 
Denying or marginalizing such disconfirming infor-
mation results in psychological inertia, which is 
often accompanied by escalating commitment to the 
failing course of action. Using outsiders to assess 
new information and being open to their findings 
can help override this type of defensive routine.64 
For example, the Army should seek alternatives to 
assimilative knowledge beyond the readily avail-
able pantheon of retired military officers engaged in 
defense consulting work and those associated with 
what President Eisenhower dubbed “the military-
industrial complex.”65 Such quasi-insiders bring 
valuable knowledge about the inner workings and 
culture of the military, but they may find it difficult 
to provide the outsider’s view that could be more 
useful in countering threat rigidity.

 ● Excessive use of bureaucratic controls, which 
occurs when management overuses performance met-
rics, rules, and regulations that squelch professional 
knowledge adaptation and increase the probability of 
transaction-style leadership.66 Professional problems 
often call for non-routine solutions. Yet routine solu-
tions are observable in many organizations’ excessive 
use of management-by-objectives-type performance 
evaluations as well as statistical controls found in 
popular concepts such as “reengineering,” “balanced 
scorecard,” “Lean,” and “Six Sigma.” Excessive 
administrative controls on the use of known tech-
nology stifle experimentation and innovation; plus, 
they inhibit learning essential to the production of 
divergent and accommodative knowledge.67

 ● Myopic decision-making. When decisions are 
tied to an inflexible set of criteria or a set technol-
ogy, the result is myopic decision-making. In this 
mind-set, learning usually entails comparing the 

results of a single course of action against poten-
tially factitious standards, thus fueling low-risk, 
single-loop learning while “discouraging more 
frame-breaking innovations and change.”68 One 
could argue that the MDMP espoused by U.S. Army 
doctrine falls into this category.69

 ● Impression management. In this defensive 
routine, the individual or organization fixates on a 
facade of performance. (In the case of the military, 
this is often a facade of readiness.) This mode 
privileges form over function, overlooking substan-
tive performance. Impression management distorts 
communications and intensifies information asym-
metries among hierarchical levels of organization, 
thereby inhibiting effective decision-making and 
fueling suspicions.70 Such masquerading amounts 
to a technology of deception.

Implications for Senior Leaders 
and Clients 

When senior officials of the institution are also 
active members of the profession, they should 
function as stewards. According to Webster’s 
Unabridged Dictionary, a steward is “one called 
upon to exercise responsible care over possessions 
(time, talent, and treasure) entrusted to him.” Stew-
ards of a profession are intrinsically motivated to act 
in the best interests of their clients. In the case of the 
U.S. military, we might describe the ultimate client 
as the American people constitutionally represented 
by elected and appointed officials. Good steward-
ship entails not only accomplishing assigned mis-
sions, but also propelling the entrusted profession 
to new heights by setting conditions for the forms 
of knowledge outlined above to work eclectically, 
simultaneously, and without encumbrance.71

By providing opportunities to experiment and fail, 
effective stewards set the conditions for high-quality 
collaborative inquiry into divergent knowledge. 
Accepting thoughtful, open, and honest feedback, 
they encourage and share a passion for creativity 
among professionals.72 They appreciate the uncertain 
nature of divergent knowledge and the need to cur-
tail preemptive, hierarchical-style decision-making 
where it is not warranted. Stewards learn to defer 
to and encourage those professional knowledge 
explorers who have the potential to be the artful 
framers of a transformed paradigm.73 The steward’s 
role is to help set conditions for action research with 
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other professionals in the absence of the clarity, 
accuracy, and precision so appealing to the techni-
cally rational mind-set.74 Under the right conditions, 
the professional practice of action research will 
occur naturally in the field during strategy sessions, 
operations, training, and educational opportunities.75 
Action research, we argue, is essential to all levels 
for adaptation and survival in the COE.

One way those in senior institutional positions 
can best steward the accumulation of professional 
knowledge is by providing sufficient resources for 
experimentation. We should not underestimate the 
challenges such a goal presents. In the military, jus-
tifying budgets for exploring divergent knowledge 
could be considered cost-prohibitive. Moreover, the 
planning, programming, budgeting, and execution 
process calls for predictions of clearly identified 
problems, milestones, and technical solutions.76 
Good stewards are aware that the emergent knowl-
edge professionals report can prompt institutional 
bureaucrats to converge or assimilate it, entrenching 
with comforting myths while paying less attention to 
or summarily dismissing more divergent views.

Deciding too early on a course of action in the 
MDMP, the Joint Capabilities Integration and Devel-
opment System, or in an acquisition system milestone 
approval process are examples of impulses to converge 
knowledge too quickly. The cultural propensity to 
employ analytical decision-making at early stages 
of knowledge development may prematurely close 
on possibly attractive solutions rather than allow 
accommodative knowledge to develop further. The 
wise steward fights the impulse to rush to cost-benefit 
analysis or ORSA-style decision-making when knowl-
edge is in the process of being explored.77 Effective 
stewards of the military profession facilitate multiple 
perspectives and invite nonmilitary sources to develop 
theories, based on emergent forms, that enhance 

double-loop learning. They also convince their politi-
cal clients to fight the impulse to suppress and under-
resource activities in the divergent and accommoda-
tive stages of professional knowledge development. 
The steward’s shaping task, then, becomes a matter 
of not only encouraging professional action research 
and consideration of alternatives, but also reducing 
or eliminating defensive routines that might interfere 
with double-loop learning.78

In addition to dealing with systemic or culturally 
embedded defensive routines, the good steward of 
the profession ensures that a diversity of knowledge 
types is working simultaneously and that multiple 
perspectives are available. In short, the steward 
shapes conditions for critical evaluation of the pro-
fession’s corpus of expert knowledge.79

To recapitulate, the institutional conditions neces-
sary to sustain the professional body of knowledge 
exist when—

 ● Professional reflection is facilitated by valuing 
the processes that challenge assimilative knowledge 
(i.e., continuous truth seeking) and by embracing the 
inevitable conflict associated with truth seeking.

 ● Professionals are encouraged to “speak truth to 
power” despite bureaucratic pressures to conform to 
a body of assimilative knowledge.

 ● Double-loop learning and action research are 
institutionally valued processes whereby knowledge 
is created and reformed, and where the conditions are 
sometimes set for a complete paradigm shift.

 ● Stewards of the profession set conditions for an 
institutional climate that enables patterned, sound 
judgments about the condition of divergent, accom-
modative, assimilative, and convergent professional 
knowledge.

 ● Effective stewards help shape professional 
roles, norms, and values that set the conditions for 
all of the above. 

Professional reflection-in-action requires free and 
open dialog, so that effective collaborative judg-
ment across Kolb’s forms of knowledge can occur. 
Professionals who aspire to action-research practices 
should—

 ● Advocate positions as forthrightly as possible, 
but do so in a way that encourages others to ques-
tion them.

 ● Ask for a better-supported argument whenever 
someone states a disagreeable position, or help the 
arguer better assess the position.

Effective stewards of the military 
profession facilitate multiple 

perspectives and invite nonmilitary 
sources to develop theories, based 

on emergent forms, that enhance 
double-loop learning.
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 ● Use illustrative data and make lucid, cogent 
arguments when evaluating another person’s argu-
ment. Clearly articulated reason, rather than author-
ity, should serve as the standard for assimilated 
knowledge.

 ● Apologize if, in the process of professional 
discourse, you act in ways that appear to upset 
others. Assure them that this was not the intention 
(provided that is genuinely the case) and state the 
intent and the reasoning behind it.

 ● Ask for the reasoning behind actions that you 
find upsetting, in order to understand the other’s 
intentions.80

Summary
The military profession’s health depends in no small 

part on the accumulation and maintenance of a special-
ized body of abstract knowledge. In this article we 
have argued that in a COE characterized by complex 
and rapid change, good habits of reflective practice are 
essential to adapt the professional body of knowledge 
effectively. To develop such practices, an understanding 
of how professional-knowledge social processes work 
is beneficial, especially for stewards of the profession. 
Good stewards of the profession set the conditions for 
collaborative inquiry and are appreciative of Kolb’s 
four-part framework of knowledge. MR 
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