The OODA Decision Process – Observe, Orient, Decide, Act – The Boyd Loop

John Boyd was an underappreciated maverick fighter pilot who changed the face of decision making in warfare, business, and life.  A USAF Colonel when he retired (with not a chance of ever advancing further), he passed away in 1997 at the age of 70. John Boyd had two categories into which he classified people: ‘do-ers’ and ‘be-ers.’ He felt that those who burned days and nights seeking rank, advancement, prestige, and high office with all their energy (the ‘be-ers’, who were called ‘careerists’ by ‘doers’ like Boyd) were not the ones who were contributing to the true success of his organization, in his case the United States Air Force, or to its growth, or to a viable future. Simply stated, they exhausted their creative energies on themselves.

Boyd deeply believed organizations grew and succeeded fundamentally based upon strengths emerging from better ideas, better execution, better information; he emphatically and deeply believed those with visions of making success happen, who developed transitions to the future, who knew the better way (fighting those saying “But we always did it this way”) had to act to facilitate the needed change; change would be driven by no one else – not the staffers or strategic planners, not the executives (generals), not by the administrators – it had to be the do-ers! Since they were not the high rollers, they had to depend upon the clarity of their vision and the power of their persuasion – and the do-ers knew full well they were sacrificing ‘a career.’ In all fairness, occasionally a person of high rank (often from their exploits, not scheming) is a ‘do-er.’

John Boyd died, according to those who knew him best, believing that he was perceived as a kook, and thinking that he had likely just wasted his time. He was the penultimate DO-er. He certainly had not wasted his time. He was bold, audacious, irreverent…and relentlessly relevant.
If you were caught off guard by the brilliant ‘left hook’ attack across the desert into areas behind Iraqi lines in the 1991 Gulf War, or stunned by the logistical ‘left flank’ supply forces miracle performed by the positioning of those supply troops and their materiel, that was very much John Boyd; or years later, if you were amazed at seemingly random decisions on short notice to ignore the much touted ‘shock and awe’ at the beginning of the 2nd Gulf War, seeing instead a sudden and wholly unexpected attack on a residential meeting place possibly hosting Saddam Hussein and his cohorts, again you witnessed John Boyd’s legacy. His admirers, disciples, and listeners included Dick Cheney, Secretary of Defense in 1991, and many others in very important leadership positions, like Donald Rumsfeld. These acts occurred well ‘inside the decision loops’ of the adversaries – classic Boyd.

In simple terms, a cardinal thrust of Boyd was about the survival of the organism when it was under assault, siege, or threat. In his framework, if you did not survive – whether a jet fighter pilot, an army platoon, a business firm, or a Navy SEAL in harm’s way, nothing else really mattered. 

One of his lessons for firms: Catching a competitor ‘off guard’ and throwing the competitor’s thinking about you into disarray by ‘getting inside the adversary’s decision loop’ – as Boyd phrased it; this meant in simplest terms ‘you live; he dies.’ 

Much of Boyd’s more understandable work concerned tactical level decisions. The implications of even his more accessible work will not be fully deciphered and made digestible for some time. He always insisted on doing presentations himself – some 1,500 or more times – and would not cut it short for anyone, not even for generals – he tried to ‘tailor’ his presentations a few times but that led to abbreviated ‘chunking’ in knitting his meticulously, inductively-constructed, main points, and hence, to disaster. (We will attempt to avoid disaster in here). Nor did he present to a scheduled time frame, his pace was the whole time frame. One presentation on OODA had over 360 slides, each discussed in some detail.  John Boyd was an interesting and unusual person – one could say one of a kind.  Seminars given in later years have shown that a suitable presentation of just one area of his work can occupy a busy three to five days in schools, and he himself took two days for some presentations – yep, a maverick. An extract from one of your assigned readings:  (emphasis added)
“Boyd's ideas translate seamlessly into business. In a groundbreaking article published in 1988 in the Harvard Business Review titled "Fast-Cycle Capability for Competitive Power," Joseph L. Bower of Harvard Business School and Thomas M. Hout, a partner at Boston Consulting Group, actually cited the OODA loop -- although not its author. (Years later, Boyd called Hout to rectify the oversight.) "The OODA loop limbers up your organization," Hout says now. "It keeps you constantly worried about the next cycle," about making rapid, incremental improvements that throw off competitors.  Bower and Hout's classic example -- and one that Boyd also studied -- was Toyota, which designed its organization to speed information, decisions, and materials through four interrelated cycles: product development, ordering, plant scheduling, and production. Self-organized, multifunctional teams at Toyota, they observed, developed products and manufacturing processes in response to demand, turning out new models in just three years compared with Detroit's cycle of four or five.
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While there is risk in implying that too much is wrapped up in this model, consider: (emphasis added)
(John Boyd) said deception and speed were more important.  Confuse your enemy about your intentions, and then press him so hard that he doesn't have time to think.  If you get far enough inside your enemy's OODA loop, he'll get confused and demoralized.  And if he gets demoralized enough, he may surrender without fighting.
These are nuggets from the heart of his message, but are far from the totality of Boyd’s message. The discussion we engage in regarding OODA is worth the time it takes, and is as worthwhile as the time taken up by your own diligent reading of his commentators and commentaries.  Note that separate materials are provided.
When we see that McCarthy’s 4P’s – Product, Price, Promotion, Place – are not actually strategic as often presented, but primarily tactical (Kartajaya, 2000), the OODA Boyd Loop implications become extremely relevant. Such marketing decisions can be short-term and may require fast action, perhaps OODA Action! 
Now please view first Boyd’s OODA Loop (as slide show) and Certain to Win (as a slide show). These links are in the schedule. 

The latter was created and provided by a vendor; it features Business Intelligence software G5 (a product) in a few of the slides, but it is fairly ‘soft-sell,’ transparent, and innocuous, and the slide show is well worth your time in appreciating the role of the OODA Loop in business.
The emphasis on the people in the organization as a key to success should not be lost on you either.
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Boyd’s O@DA “Loop”
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Note how orientation shapes observation, shapes decision, shapes action, and in turn is shaped by the
feedback and other phenomena coming into our sensing or observing window.

Also note how the entire “loop” (not just orientation) is an ongoing many-sided implicit cross-referencing
process of projection, empathy, correlation, and rejection.

From “The Essence of Winning and Losing,” John R. Boyd, January 1996.
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