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UTILITY OF EFFORT
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The thorns I have reaped

Are of the tree I planted

George Noel  Gordon, Lord Byron

 

 

The present lecture is based on experience ï over 30 years of it, in fields as distant from each 

other as molecular neuropathology and theory of leadership, with everything in between.  

Experience from the lab, field operations, decks of ships, and the chairmanôs office. 

Hence, what follows is not a lecture but rather a reflection on the cumulative impact of 

everything I have done, on personal conclusions derived from those experiences, and on the 

personal vision of the future.  The title has been shamelessly adapted from the book by Sir 

Rupert Smith, with the word ñUtilityò used in the same sense that Dr. Hirschheim used when 

addressing the issue of what constitutes useful research in Information Systems in his ñparadigm 

paper.ò of 2000. 

Indeed, long live the paradigm of pragmatism, especially in the field of disaster  management for 

so long dominated by functionalistic philosophy.  Many will surely disagree with me, but, 

personally, I consider the paper by Goles and Hirschheim the essence of philosophy behind both 

research and practice of disaster management.  The book of Sir Rupert shows clearly why much 

of what we do in homeland defense and security fails.  Finally, the concept of Teams of Leaders 

developed by another General ï Frederic Brown - points toward the way forward.  This is, 

indeed, a personal view of the field, and hence ï at the purely personal level ï I will allow 

myself to consider these three works to belong among the most significant for the field despite 

the fact that none carries the words ñemergency managementò in their title. 
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TIGHTLY 

COUPLED 

SYSTEM

IN UNSTABLE 

EQUILIBRIUM

 

 

The world today exists and operates as a tightly coupled system.  Worse ï it is a tightly coupled 

system in an unstable equilibrium.  Tight coupling, i.e., interdependency of systems within the 

ñsystem of systemsò is the source of that instability: a failure of one element induces destructive 

reverberations within the environment which, unless promptly addressed and eliminated, will 

have sufficient force to overcome the tenuous ability of the system to resist.  As a result, the 

equilibrium will be lost, and its loss will induce further, exceedingly destructive and potentially 

irreversible consequences.  
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ñTHE CALAMITY RULEò

ñCatastrophic 

destructuring is 

not an exception 

anymore, but a 

norm built into all 

super-complex, 

tightly coupled 

systems.ò

Lagadec, 1995
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Since catastrophes can reach the extinction level (or, more directly, end the existence of humans 

at best, and at worst terminate all advanced life forms on earth), it is not surprising that in the 

recent years there has been an explosion of studies devoted to the ñrule of calamityò affecting all 

super complex, tightly coupled systems.  From engineers to social scientists, and explorers of 

crisis, all agree ï ñcatastrophic destructuringò is a built-in property rather than a theory unlikely 

to become the reality.  
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PATTERNS

4

CONFLICT

DISASTER

Smith, 2007
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e.g., Boin, 2005

 

 

Catastrophic destructuring, whether manifesting as war or natural disaster displays a very similar 

pattern of increasing instability, followed by the critical event, then resolution in form of either 

diminishing tensions or recovery. 
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STAGES
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These stages can be expressed as the prodrome ï where tension grows exponentially and stresses 

the system beyond its capacity to resist, through the critical event during which the system loses 

its coherence, followed by the stage of consequence management. 

The initial recovery is quite slow ï the level of destruction is overwhelming and hinders the 

immediate efficacy of the recovery effort.  With time, more and more tasks are accomplished, 

and the progress becomes increasingly faster.  Toward the end, however, priorities change: the 

reconstructing forces are withdrawn, and the bureaucratic process wins the upper hand.  The 

speed of the recovery slows down to a glacial crawl.  Post-Katrina New Orleans provides one of 

the best examples of such sequel. 
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LEADERS IN CRISIS
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Historically, each time a major disaster or crisis took place, a charismatic leader emerged, united 

the people, organized the effort, gave it cohesion and meaning, and led the followers to a 

stunning success.  The sheer willpower of the man or woman ready and able to lead was 

instrumental in converting defeat into moments of the national pride. 
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EXPONENTIAL GROWTH 

OF CONSEQUENCES
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The increasingly tight coupling of modern world is mirrored by the exponential raise in the 

frequency of disasters related to human activity.  Significantly, the  incidence rate of catastrophic 

events escalated dramatically in the 80ies, i.e., at the same time the continuously fragile and 

easily disrupted computer technologies (IT/telecommunications) started to play the ever-

dominant role as facilitating and controlling tools in business, politics, transportation, industry, 

etc.   Based on this state of affairs, our demand for charismatic leaders of superb ability should 

show similar exponential growth.  Unfortunately, the reports of spectacular failures in dealing 

with major disasters indicate the collapse of yet another market whose trading commodity ï the 

charismatic leader ï is close to extinction. 
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THE COST 
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The issue is by no means trivial.  Repercussions of major disasters have increasingly global 

range, and what happens in the US can and often will have a major impact on EU, China, or 

Africa.  Equally, distant events may have an indirect but still forceful influence on vital US 

interests at home and overseas. 

Reverberations within tightly coupled and largely stochastic systems spread in often highly 

unpredictable even erratic patterns that are hard to predict, and with a constantly changing force.  

While the current preoccupation with global terrorism dominates newspaper front pages, TV 

news, and academic activities, the economical and social consequences of natural disasters are 

not less worrying, and may have far more substantial repercussions.  Thus, in the absence of the 

bulwark afforded the rest of us by charismatic leaders, where do we turn for the measure of 

needed protection? 
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von Clausewitz, 1832

PEOPLE
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In mid 19
th
 century the Prussian general Carl von Clausewitz wrote a monumental treatise that 

changed our perceptions of war and, in many ways, also influenced the way we interpret 

relations within the modern society. 

Clausewitz argued that the emergence of the French Republic, the associated rule of the people, 

and the introduction of levee en masse as the means to build her armies, changed the societal 

balance.  The stability of the nation and its relationships with neighbors ceased to depend on the 

royal whim.  Instead, it was assured through the balancing influence of three elements: people, 

politics, and the army - the guardian of national safety and interests.  Within the triad people 

influenced politicians, politicians directed the army, the army under the direction of politicians 

defended the interests of the nation, i.e., people, and the people exercised pressure on the 

politicians depending on their satisfaction with the way the army (consisting of the people) 

performed in serving the interests of the nation.  As long none of the constituents of the triangle 

abrogated its role, the balance was maintained. 
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Homeland Defense and Security

PEOPLE
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The Clausewitzean concept of social relations can be readily applied to the realm of homeland 

defense and security: people demanding security and defense against threats exercise pressure on 

politicians who, by creating appropriate legislation, provide direction and purpose to 

governmental agencies.  The latter develop a strategy whose aim is to attain politically 

determined objectives, i.e., the nature, extent, and the degree of protection demanded by the 

people.  The people regulate their pressure on the politicians depending on their satisfaction with 

the effectiveness of agencies.  The triangle closes, and the pressures within the system remain in 

equilibrium, assuring the optimum level of preparation and maximally efficient and effective 

responses to eventual threats. 

However, these are the ideal circumstances existing in the ideal society.   
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PEOPLE
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In reality, under the pressure of other influences, people have largely abandoned their role in 

directing politics governing management of homeland defense and security.  The threat of 

foreclosure is far more imminent than the seemingly remote danger of a terrorist triggered 

nuclear device exploding near MY neighborhood, or a hurricane flattening MY house.  In 

essence, therefore, the two remaining actors who are now responsible for the maintenance of 

national safety are the politicians, and the agencies they have created.  The triangle of von 

Clausewitz became greatly unbalanced, and the outcome of political wrangling now determines 

whether MY house stands long enough for the bank to foreclose it.  As a matter of fact, it may 

even determine whether I live through the next disaster. 
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THE CHAIN
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POLITICS AND 

POLICIES

STRATEGY

DOCTRINE

THEATER 

OPERATIONS

GOALS

(NATIONAL)
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(NATIONAL 
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FORCE

(THEATER      

COMMAND)

INTENT

(LOCAL 

COMMAND)

 

 

Politics and policies that emerge from political debate define national goals attained through the 

implementation of national strategy.  Note, however, that the very same goals will also influence the 

manner in which strategy is formed. 

Strategy that is only loosely coupled to the aims it is supposed to attain will invariably fail.  

Implementation of strategy is therefore based on the doctrine which governs all actions within the ñtheater 

of operationsò defined as the totality of physical, political, and societal environment in which these 

actions are performed (the definition differs significantly from its military counterpart).  Strategic 

objectives determine the nature, size, and combined strength of the force needed to attain them.  

The doctrine has a profound influence on the structure of the force to be used (force means in this context 

the totality of resources human, material, and technological to be employed in the execution of a specific 

task.)  Therefore, divergence between the nature of the force and the doctrine which specifies how the 

force is to be used within the theater of operations will nullify the utility of employing that force (even if 

at times quite useful, firefighting will hardly affect post-hurricane recovery.  Heavy lifting units will).  

The objective will not be reached.  In sum, the doctrine governs how all activities are performed within 

the theater, and how the force is applied toward attainment of politically predefined strategic objectives.  

In the reality of disaster management all actions are local (ñall disasters are localò).  Hence, the local 

commanders must understand the intent of their superiors ï the actions at the local level are subordinate 

to the overall objective (intent), but the execution of these actions is the prerogative of the local 

commander rather than subject to rigid orders from above.  In essence, it is the success of the local 

ñground effectò that, cumulatively, leads to victory.  The ñground effectò is, however, contingent on the 

clarity and coherence of all the preceding steps. 

A weak link within these tightly orchestrated relationships is always the source of failure, and Hurricane 

Katrina serves as an excellent example of absent coherence of the initial recovery effort that led to 

consequences that could have been easily averted.  
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POLITICS

¸What are they?

¸Who are the major actors?

¸Do they have coherence?

¸What is their influence?

¸What is their utility?
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Politics have thus a major impact on disaster management.  It is therefore essential that all 

professionally engaged in disaster management are clearly aware of what these politics are, who 

are the major actors, and whether there is coherence between politics at the national level and the 

interests of the major actors involved in the field (in other words - do national level politics serve 

materially the interests of local emergency management).  Such understanding becomes 

absolutely critical in international disaster management operations. 

Understanding the impact politics may or will have on the conduct of field operations is 

absolutely critical ï apparent coherence notwithstanding, the reality of politics is often clearly 

different from the reality on the ground (UN disaster relief operations are a glaring example of 

this rule.)  Moreover, politically influenced actions may be (and often are) ballasted with 

elements that make them without any ground utility whatever: legislative loopholes and 

exemptions will entirely deflect the original intent. 
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POLICIES

¸ Is there a policy-based strategy?

¸What is its utility 

¸Are objectives linked to strategy?

¸Are theater actions:

1. Strategy aligned?

2. Relevant?

3. Adequate?
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Policies are the tangible result of politics.  Ideally they should provide a clear definition of 

political aims to be attained.  Hence, policies define the strategy.  Policy-based strategy must, 

however, have a clear utility: it has to be specific, coherent, with precisely and unambiguously 

defined objectives, and define with equal clarity the means of how these objectives are to be 

attained.  It is, unfortunately, quite common for legislatures and administrations to debate 

ñstrategiesò without any content and/or linkage to identifiable aims.  Whatever passes for the 

latter is not defined on the basis of objective evaluation, but based on partisan ideologies which 

may be largely irrelevant to the currently adopted strategy. 
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STRATEGY

¸Expression of the aim and its links to 

the overall purpose and context of 

the effort together with limitations on 

action that flow from that political 

purposeé

Sir Rupert Smith, 2007
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Since ñstrategyò has such pivotal role, it needs a precise definition, and, with its origin in the 

military thought, the best definition is the military one, here provided by the British general, Sir 

Rupert Smith. 
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THE CHAIN

¸POLICY

¸STRATEGY

¸DOCTRINE

¸THEATER OPERATIONS

¸TACTICS

¸POINT OF ACTION
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And to recapitulate the structure of mutual dependencies, let us restate the chain of defining 

concepts which emerge from the political debate: 

  

ÅPolitics (and policies) define the strategy 

ÅStrategy shapes the doctrine 

ÅDoctrine defines the nature of theater operations that depend on 

ÅTactics which are employed 

Åat the Point of  Action 

  

Curiously enough, the same thought process and even terminology are applied by both the 

military and business ï the two oldest forms of human activity, and both essentially based on one 

of the most fundamental biological instincts: competition for resources and the assurance of 

survival. 
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STRATEGY

¸ñAll Hazards Responseò
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In the realm of the US disaster management (and to a large degree foreign as well), the defining 

strategy is that of ñall hazards responseò: the ability to respond to any and all threats whenever 

such threats materialize, with the response based on common elements that characterize such 

threats regardless of their nature and origin. 
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DOCTRINE

¸National Response Framework
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The strategy-defined doctrine of response is contained in the National Response Framework 

(NRF) providing specifics of the way in which all actors interact, collaborate, and participate in 

the overall effort.  Like with any other doctrine, the purpose of NRF is to assure maximum 

efficiency of effort while minimizing interagency friction, lack of collaboration, or lack of 

administrative interoperability. 
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THEATER OPERATIONS

¸National Incident Management System
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NRFôs effectiveness is contingent on the manner in which theater operations are conducted, and 

National Incident Management System (NIMS) provides the required coordinating guidance.  

NIMS specifies the manner in which often highly complex assets are amassed, deployed, and 

employed.  It also defines the level and nature of interactions, and the way in which overall 

theater command and control are executed.  To maintain military/business convention of 

terminology, NIMS can be compared to ñgrand tacticsò of von Clausewitz. 
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TACTICAL OPERATIONS

¸ Incident Command System
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All activities at the ñpoint of actionò of every incident, disaster, or even a catastrophe, are 

conducted under the umbrella of Incident Command System (ICS) which specifies local level 

command structure, defines the local commander, his staff, their roles, interaction among the 

individual subcomponents of the responding force, and the manner in which individual 

commands interact with each other, cross-jurisdictionally, and with higher echelons of the unified 

command.  ICS defines tactical actions ï in a sense, it serves as the ñcompany command 

manual.ò 

 

 

 

  


