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JOHN A. WARDEN Ill AND LELAND A. RUSSELL,
WINNING IN FAST TIME: IGNITING THE FUTURE OF
YOUR ORGANIZATION

Dr. John Andreas Olsen

John A. Warden Ill has co-authored a new book, Winning in Fast
Time, where he translates his ideas on military strategy into the
world of business. This review essay will trace the genesis of
Warden’s ideas, develop a synopsis of the presented thesis, and
finally provide a brief assessment of the book.’

Part One:
The Genesis of Winning in Fast Time

In response to the Iraqgi invasion of Kuwait on 2 August 1990, a small
group of air power advocates in the Pentagon, the so-called
“Checkmate” office, proposed a conventional strategic air campaign to
liberate Kuwait. The group, which was under the direction of Colonel
John Ashley Warden lll, had one clear purpose in mind: to force Irag’s
army out of Kuwait by applying air power in a strategic offensive directly
against the sources of Iragi national power. The stated objectives were to
“isolate Saddam; eliminate Irag’s offensive and defensive capability;
incapacitate the national leadership; reduce the threat to friendly nations;
and minimize the damage to enhance rebuilding”.? Warden termed the
concept “Instant Thunder”, and as he suggested that air power through
stealth and precision could be a distinct war winning instrument, which if
successful would relegate armies and navies to secondary roles, it could
be nothing other than controversial both within and outside the American
military establishments. “Instant Thunder”, as presented to the United
States’ military and political leadership between 9 and 20 August 1990,
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was bold, imaginative
and innovative, but
not in accord with
then current military
doctrine and what
was politically
acceptable. Despite
bureaucratic
obstacles and
conceptual opposition
the “Checkmate”
team prevailed
through personal and
collective dedication
to the task, and an
unrelenting
persistence to see
through a change of
focus in military
planning. Rather than
accepting that air
power should be a
subordinate of the
ground commander’s
“scheme of
manoeuvre”, as
suggested in the
“AirLand Battle”
doctrine at the time,
Warden’s team
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developed an offensive option where air power was envisioned to have a
decisive political effect short of engaging ground forces. Whether the
concept was operationally attainable as it stood in early August 1990 is
highly questionable, but it changed the overall direction of planning. It met
the requirements of an overall grand strategy, an underlying strategy for a
set of operations, and importantly, a system approach to war was chosen.
Together with then Lieutenant Colonel David A. Deptula and Brigadier
General Buster C. Glosson, both of whom were in charge of the
implementation, the “Instant Thunder” concept remained at the heart of
what became the strategic air campaign — phase one — of “Operation
Desert Storm”. The concept provided the American leadership with an
offensive alternative that did not exist at the time, it gave the overall
planning a strategic orientation and both Generals Norman Schwarzkopf
and Colin Powell have credited Warden as the architect of the strategic
part of the 1991 air campaign.®

The strategy was, however, not the result of an instant flash of brilliance.
Warden had developed many of these ideas in his book, The Air
Campaign: Planning for Combat, which was published in 1988.* The work
is a philosophical and theoretical framework for conceptualizing, planning
and executing an air campaign. It is about how one should go about
winning an air campaign, focusing on the importance of air superiority and
anti-surface operations on the one hand, and how to orchestrate an air
force on the operational level of war by developing a strategic mindset on
the other. According to Professor Dennis Drew, The Air Campaign was
“hailed as the most significant theoretical work on airpower since the days
of Billy Mitchell”, and Professor Richard P. Hallion argues that the book
“had profound impact on the American defense establishment”.> Although
few dispute that ideas on modern air power are elegantly expressed in the
book, Warden has also been extensively criticized for being an air power
zealot, for not using historical examples correctly in illustrating his
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conclusions and for not including alternatives to conventional inter-state
warfare scenarios.® Be that as it may, by early 1990 Warden extended his
thesis to include the “Five Rings Model”.” In brief, Warden argues that one
could analyse the enemy as a system by identifying the state’s “centres of
gravity” — the leverage points within the system — consisting of five
concentric circles: isolate the leadership (decision making organ); degrade
key production (oil and electricity); disrupt the infrastructure (railroads and
bridges); “turn” the population and troops against the regime; and destroy
offensive and defensive military forces.® As technology allowed for parallel
attacks, that is, multiple centres of gravity could be attacked
simultaneously, Warden argued that by focusing on desired political effect,
rather than physical destruction, one could achieve a rapid victory at
minimal cost. As such, The Air Campaign, the evolving “Five Rings” and
the overall conviction that the enemy should be treated as a system, was
the genesis of what became “Instant Thunder”, and Warden had the rare
opportunity of articulating an air power concept that by and large was put
into effect. Although shrouded in controversy, his stature as an authority on
air power theory has grown significantly in the 1990s, and he remains at
the centre of the current air power debate.® He developed a new curricula
through his position as Commandant at the USAF’'s Air Commmand and
Staff College after the war, and his thinking has influenced air power
doctrines all over the world.™

Part Two:
A Synopsis of Winning in Fast Time

Since his retirement from the USAF in 1995 he has applied the ideas of
The Air Campaign, “Centres of Gravity”, “the Five Rings Model”, “Parallel
Warfare”, “Targeting for Effect” and “Instant Thunder” to the commercial
world. Warden argues that at the grand strategic level, the strategies of

war and business have much in common, and through his new book,
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Winning in Fast Time: Igniting the Future of Your Organization, he sets out
to explain a mindset and a method of rapid and decisive strategic action.
Drawing on examples from the planning and execution of “Operation
Desert Storm”, vied with stories of companies that have already adopted
the so-called “Prometheus Process”, Warden and Leland A. Russell
provide a new approach to business strategy in today’s world that is
worth serious consideration. They discuss principles and concepts that
they believe are the key to successful operations in any kind of
competitive environment, and the fundamental assumption is that one
cannot merely react to change, or adjust through incremental
improvements: one needs to act offensively and decisively by creating the
future through outthinking the competitors. “Instant Thunder” is Warden’s
basic formula for winning: “think strategically, focus sharply and move
quickly”. The following paragraphs will take a closer look at the core of
Winning in Fast Time. The structure and essence is represented in

Figure 1, where the “Prometheus Touchstones” is at the heart of the four-
phased “Prometheus Process”.

Figure 1: The “Prometheus Process”
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The key to success, according to the authors, is to think like a winner. For
such a mindset to materialise, they suggest basic principles — the so-
called “Prometheus Touchstones”: create a vision and implement it
systematically:
In today’s warp-speed world, a new approach that accelerates strategic thinking and
action is essential. To win, you must decide what you want your tomorrow to be, and then
make it happen faster than the rate of change in your competitive environment. This is
winning in Fast Time. The Prometheus Process is a systematic and proven method for
designing winning strategies that is simple enough for everyone to grasp, yet
sophisticated enough to plan, execute and complete projects of any scope and
complexity. Prometheus includes a common strategic vocabulary that is shared across the
organization. It is also fractal, which means that the same process pattern can be
repeated over and over at an ever-smaller scale.
The approach is clearly derived from “Instant Thunder”: what was “fast,
precise and parallel operations” in the military world is translated into
“think strategically, focus sharply and move quickly” in the world of
business. This will next enable a change of game, that is, one has to
create one’s own rules with a winning mentality, as the strategy,
organisation and force structure of yesterday may not apply. In order to
change the terms of references one needs a comprehensive
understanding of the environment in which one is working, and therefore
one must think of competitors and customers as strategic entities, or
systems. It is a question of getting the upper hand, and in that process
one needs to focus on the system’s centres of gravity and next act on
them rapidly and decisively. In order to change the overall system to your
own advantage the authors have developed the Promethic Laws:
Every action affects the future; Specific actions create a specific future; Everything and
every action happens in a system; All systems have inertia and resist to change; All
systems have Centers of Gravity; Systems change when their Centers of Gravity change;
The extent and probability of system change is directly proportional to the number of

centers of gravity affected and the speed of which they are affected; All known systems
and things have a beginning and an end; and Specific actions produce specific ends.
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This is the theoretical linchpin from which the four imperatives derive:
Design the Future, Target for Success, Campaign to Win and Finish with
Finesse.

Imperative One: Design the Future

The first imperative, design the future, depends on four steps. First one
needs to assess the environment in which one is operating, that is, one
needs to understand the broad technological, economic and political
context of the market. The authors use the term “scoping the
environment”: although one cannot predict the future, one can identify the
direction of change, question dubious assumptions, and therein
acknowledge the opportunities and potential obstacles. It is about
developing strategic awareness in order to be able to exploit the
opportunities of chance, friction and fog, rather than being passive and
defensive about inevitable changes. Having scoped the environment, the
next step is to paint the future picture, that is, a clear and compelling
description of where one wants to be at some point in the future. The
future position should be a “constant beacon toward which everyone in
the organization can steer”, and as such it is the most important step in
planning the grand strategy. The authors stress that an “architectural”
rather than a “bricklayer’s” view is an important point of departure. Based
on “Key Descriptors”, every company is advised to develop brief
statements about the prospects of the future, emphasising high-level
outcomes in an optimistic, creative and specific way. “Open planning” is
recommended since the key to steering in the right direction is that as
many as possible feel that they are part of defining the strategy, that is,
they get the perception of purpose through active participation and
ownership. When the destination is identified the third step is to engrave
the guidance precepts. These are “behavioural touchstones”, that is,
short statements about permissible behaviour as employees work at
meeting the firm’s stated objectives. On the one hand issues of
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philosophical and operational importance should be stated, and on the
other differentiation should be sought. The authors distinguish between
prime directives and rules of engagement. The former is of a higher order,
while the latter are to a large degree subject to change over time and new
circumstances. The fourth and final step within the first imperative of the
“Prometheus Process” is establishing measures of merit. \While measures
for tactical success may be easy to identify, the key is to measure the
less tangible strategic effect. To win a battle or a campaign is one thing,
to win the actual war is another, and finally to win the peace for which the
war is fought is yet another challenge. The authors use the term “Go to
Rome”, reflecting on the fact that while Hannibal was quite successful at
the “Battle of Cannae”, he never exploited the advantage of that success
and marched to Rome, something which would have given him the
ultimate victory. The suggested approach to measure merits is to evaluate
the results against the ends as defined by the “Key Descriptors” identified
in the second step. Creating an integrated measuring system is part of
the motivation for having a strategy, and it links the day-to-day
performance to the Big Picture.

Imperative Two: Target for Success

The theoretical foundation for “Instant Thunder” is the “Five Rings”. The
model is founded on the belief that the enemy can be treated as a
system, and within that system there are several key targets (“centres of
gravity”). By identifying these, one can either remove or add energy to the
system in order to maximise the desired effect. In bombing a building one
reduces the energy level by applying negative energy, while maintaining a
Coallition is referred to as positive energy. As one attacks selected
“centres of gravity” one can manipulate the situation, and in this process
the “Five Rings” is a convenient planning tool. The model is a
simplification of the real world that helps provide an overall impression of
what needs to be affected in order to arrive at the future previously
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defined. By looking at the competitors and customers as a whole, as a
system, one acknowledges that interrelationships, rather than linear
cause-effect chains, have practical utility, and one must consider the
process of change rather than static snap-shots of the situation. Systems
have enormous resilience, but by exceeding the system’s “elastic limits”
one can achieve permanent change. The significance of such an exercise
resides in the fact that if one does not get the strategic targets right it
becomes difficult to alter the system. It is not so much about doing
“things right” as doing the “right things”. Having identified the centres of
gravity, the task is to determine “which action will result in the greatest
probability of having a real effect”. Having understood the concept of
effect-based targeting, the next step is to develop an action plan for each
centre of gravity, ensuring the strategic linkage, that is, the connection
between desired effects and the realisation of the future picture. The
authors recommend six steps in creating this plan: define the desired
effect, clarify the measure of merit, decide the timeframe, gather
meaningful and reliable information, develop high-level directions and
estimate the resource requirements.

Imperative Three: Campaigning to Win

Having defined the desired effects and developed an action plan, the next
challenge is to apply resources as effectively as possible to achieve them.
Rather than approach the targets serially, the authors suggest parallel
campaigns, that is, multiple centres of gravity should be attacked through
multiple and simultaneous operations. It is not about relying on one
decisive blow, it is about approaching several avenues that may lead to
the desired change, and as such one does not depend on any single
success, but the degradation of the overall system. It is essential that one
accounts for the “time value of action”, that is, the impact on those
“centres of gravity” depend on the “velocity” of operations, where
“velocity” is defined as “speed in the right direction”. In such a context the
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management needs only concern itself with orchestrating the campaign
and timing, as opposed to the tactical and technical details. In order to
ensure commitment throughout the organisation the authors recommend
the “Three-Echelon Rule”: have three organisational echelons present
during planning. It reduces confusion and strengthens morale. Through
multiplicity and simultaneity the orchestrator must focus on momentum,
as the overall orientation is strategic, and as such he would need to take
instant decisions without reference to higher authority. In order not to let
enthusiasm overtake objective judgement, the authors recommend a
“Red Team”, that is, a team tasked with contesting the firm’s assumptions
and raising potential problems in advance. Another challenge in this
context is the overall organisational structure. According to the authors
one has to organise for success. New situations require new structures,
and in order to maintain strategic flexibility one needs a dynamic
organisation that accounts for new technologies. It is about being able to
exploit the information faster than the competitors, and therein three
pieces of advise are provided: “have an open attitude about information, if
the hierarchy slows you down, go around it; and avoid serial information
dissemination”.

Imperative Four: Finish with Finesse

While most firms and organisations stop the planning-loop at the stage of
having implemented an idea or a strategy successfully, the “Prometheus
Process” argues that one needs to consider termination, the end game.
In accepting that every campaign, project or product must end at some
point, the authors suggest that one does it properly and orderly — one
should finish with finesse rather than leaving it to chance. It is about
exiting on top with style, and as such one needs to define “exit points”.
The following criteria are suggested: maximise (and retain) financial gains;
minimise losses by “failing fast”; and end the game while strong.
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Part Three:
An Assessment of Winning in Fast Time

Winning in Fast Time culminates with the twelve Cardinal Rules of
“Prometheus”: Think Like an Architect, Execute Good Enough Plans, Be on
the Offensive, Impose Your Plan, Do Not Underestimate What It Takes to
Win, Choose Enemies and Friends, Use an Indirect Approach, Stay out of
the Balkans, Exploit Your Key Force, Maintain and Use Reserves, Focus on
the Future and Bypass Obstacles. These rules are quite symptomatic for
the book, which provides the reader with a set of guidelines and
procedures for the road to success. It is seductive in its simplicity and it is
elegantly written. It is in many ways Jominian, as is Warden’s previous
work, in the sense that it provides a recipe for success. Winning in Fast
Time will surely be criticised on that basis, as one can argue that there are
few universal truths on how to succeed in war and business. But one
should be careful not to dismiss it on such a basis, as the work is really
more about a mindset and an orientation to problem solving than it is a
checklist. It is about how to think strategically rather than tactically, it is
about how to deal with the problem rather than the symptoms, and it is
about thinking positively rather than complain about self-imposed
restrictions. The challenge is to ensure that guidelines do not become
straightjackets, and when entwined with creativity and foresight they are
surely worthwhile having. Models simplify the real world, and in that
process one might well lose some important aspects, but if used sensibly
they enable you to think clearly, they provide a common basis for
discussing important issues, and in the end they provide a tool that
encourages further studies. The “enemy as a system” is an interesting
perspective that invites two final comments. While some firms tend to
focus on its “competitors” as the “enemy”, the Warden-Leland suggestion
is to look beyond that and use the customers and their future requirements
as measurement criteria for progress. Importantly, when the firm starts to
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focus solely on the “competitors” it might already be losing. Moreovery, if the
bureaucratic system within a firm has problems complying with “Fast
Time”, one may be able to work around the system initially, but in a wider
sense, this might be the right time to “exit”: it is an indication of necessary
change on both the individual and organisational level.

Woven into the “Prometheus Process” is a rather comprehensive lexicon
for communicating strategic issues throughout the organisation. “Open
Planning”, “Scoping the Environment”, “Go to Rome”, “Stay Out of the
Balkans”, “Velocity”, “Centres of Gravity”, “Instant Thunder” and “the Five
Rings” are useful terms as they have explanatory value. Winning in Fast
Time is motivating reading and impressively coherent: the deductive logic is
progressively applied throughout the work. The reader does not lose track
of the strategic concept, as the book is well structured and consistent (see
Figure I). As such the “Prometheus Process” contributes to strategic
awareness and strategic thought at a conceptual level, and next the
common language and concrete action plans are sufficient for
implementation. It is a business philosophy worth consideration, and as it
accounts for the complete planning cycle it is rather comprehensive and
holistic. It does not provide all the answers when it comes down to
implementation, but it does ask many of the right questions. The defence
establishnment in Britain, Norway and other nations have applied a
manoeuvre approach to warfare on the operational level of war. Such a
philosophy needs a strategic orientation, and the “Prometheus Process”
might very well contribute in providing the required framework.

1 | would like to thank Dr. H. P. Willmott at the British MoD and lecturers Nils Naastad,
@ystein Espenes and Anne-Marie Gorset at the Royal Norwegian Air Force (RNoAF)
Academy for comments on this review essay.

2  Colonel John A. Warden, briefing to General Norman Schwarzkopf, 17 August 1990,
«Irag Air Campaign Instant Thunder», p. 5.

3 Colin Powell with Joseph E. Persico, My American Journey, (New York: Ballantine
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Books, 1995), pp. 459-460; General H. Norman Schwarzkopf with Peter Petre, It Doesn’t
Take a Hero, (New York: Bantam Books, 1992), pp. 369-371. On the evolution of the air
campaign, see for example Diane T. Putney, «From Instant Thunder to Desert Storm:
Developing the Gulf War Air Campaign’s Phases», Air Power History 41, No. 3, (Fall
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7, No. 3, (Spring 1998), pp. 182-238; and Benjamin S. Lambeth, “Bounding the Air
Power Debate”, Strategic Review 25, No. 4, (Winter 1997), pp. 42-55.

Warden’s thinking has influenced air power doctrines all over the Western world — for
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explicitly endorsed Warden'’s five air superiority cases and the Five Rings Model.
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