
1 

 

Australian Military Design Thinking: A 2021 Review 
 

 
 
Professor Cara Wrigley 
University of Queensland, Brisbane 

 
Dr Murray Simons 
Australian Defence Force, Canberra 

 
Dr Aaron P. Jackson 
Australian Department of Defence, Adelaide 
 
The views expressed in this publication are exclusively those of the authors. They do not necessarily reflect the views or 

policies of any organisation with which any author is, or has been previously been, affiliated 

 
Abstract 
 

Design thinking is gaining momentum in the Australian Defence Force (ADF) as an 
important enabler to overcome the limitations of linear problem-solving processes. This 
chapter presents an audit of how widespread use of design thinking is in the ADF in 
2021. It traces the journey to date and surveys the diversity of employment across a 
range of military workplaces. While not claiming to be definitive, a selection of case 
studies helps demonstrate strategic, operational and tactical applications. The chapter 
explores five thematic topics of Force Design, institutional cultural reform, planning and 
conduct of operations, tactical capability advantage systems, and logistics and 
procurement. It then examines two additional areas that transcend these thematic 
groupings: the development of ‘Defence by Design’, the ADF’s first domestically-
developed military design method; and design thinking’s employment in joint 
professional military education (JPME). Further development in the last of these areas 
will be vital to ensuring that the ADF’s practice of design thinking can build upon the 
foundation laid by developments in the other areas.  
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Introduction 

 
This chapter reports on the Australian Defence Force’s (ADF’s) design journey thus 
far, examining key themes including approaches, challenges and successes, thereby 
constituting an audit of design thinking in the ADF in 2021. It not only provides a 
date-stamped ‘screen capture’ and exposé but, it is hoped, it will also provide a 
cause for reflection and a conversation starter for internal ADF audiences about 
where ADF design thinking should go next. 
 
Over the past decade, the ADF has sporadically employed design thinking in various 
areas. Some Services have invested more heavily than others with varying degrees 
of success, alongside ad hoc emergence of techniques within smaller areas, 
depending on their needs. Thus, both top-down and bottom-up design thinking 
practices are beginning to converge—making this reflective audit a timely 
endeavour. 
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The chapter deliberately avoids a chronological approach. Instead, it sequentially 
explores five work-area themes where design thinking is currently being employed in 
the ADF. This thematic approach enables easier identification of similarities, gaps 
and potential future linkages between actors, providing a more useful perspective 
given the ad hoc approach that has characterised the ADF’s previous design 
practice. Accordingly, this audit begins with a strategic focus, examining Force 
Design and institutional cultural reforms before ‘dropping down’ to discuss planning 
and conduct of operations. The final two themes discussed have tactical 
applications; these being product design and logistics and procurement systems. 
Two additional sections then explore themes that overlap these other focus areas. 
These discuss the development of ‘Defence by Design’, which is the first 
domestically-developed military design method in Australia, and the challenges and 
opportunities for educationally disseminating design thinking. This final area will be 
key to advancing the ADF’s practice of design thinking in the future, to enable it to 
move beyond the current ad hoc approach. 
 
Throughout the chapter, design thinking is understood to be an umbrella term 
describing a range of methodologies that assist with innovation, creativity, and 
reflective practice (Dorst & Cross, 2001). A range of different methodologies are 
currently applied within the ADF—each a valid form of design thinking. This diversity 
reflects both the informal nature of the ADF’s design thinking implementation, as well 
as the different requirements of each of the thematic areas of practice analysed 
below. This diversity of approaches reflects a tenet of design thinking. 

Designing the Future Force  
 

Future operating concept development was the first area in which the ADF used 
design thinking, shortly after the turn of the century. After a long subsequent hiatus, 
design thinking has been used in similar ways to support more recent Force Design 
efforts. Design has two meanings in this context.  Throughout this chapter, design 
thinking refers to the popular umbrella concept as discussed in this chapter’s 
introduction. However, Force Design is defined as: 

The process to translate strategic policy into a proposed future force structure 
that can be realised within the available resources. It will typically identify priority 
areas for capability adjustments (ADF, Australian Defence Glossary, 2021).  

This Force Design process need not involve design thinking, although, as this 
section will highlight, the innovative approaches offered by design thinking tend to 
enhance Force Design outcomes if correctly implemented. Some examples are 
illustrative. 
 
The first example in this area was the Australian Army’s development of the 
Complex Warfighting and Adaptive Campaigning future operating concepts in the 
early-to-mid-2000s. The first of these was primarily an environment and problem 
frame, examining the nature of the Army’s major operations in Timor Leste, 
Afghanistan, and Iraq (Kilcullen, 2004). The second was more akin to a solution 
frame (Directorate of Army Research and Analysis, 2009). Although it remained 
high-level and conceptual in nature, it gave direction to Army. The concept it 
contained was implemented at the turn of the 2010s, over a three-year timeframe 
after concept finalisation (Jackson, 2019, pp. 11-13).  
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From a design thinking perspective, these concepts were highly influenced by 
complex adaptive systems theory. This is due to the prominence that Anne-Marie 
Grisogono and Alex Ryan—both systems theorists from Defence Science and 
Technology Organisation (DSTO)—played in this concept development (Grisogono 
& Ryan, 2003) (Ryan A. , 2016). Adaptive Campaigning, in particular, emphasised 
the need for an adaptable force able to quickly reframe operational problems then 
adapt itself to address them (Directorate of Army Research and Analysis, 2009). 
 
Once the momentum behind these concepts ran out in the early 2010s, it was half a 
decade before design thinking was used again to address similar problems. As has 
been the case in other areas of the ADF (see below), this is most likely due to the 
posting cycle shifting those who developed these concepts into other areas. There 
was one vital difference at this juncture, though: some of the key personnel who had 
developed these concepts were seconded to the United States (US) military to help 
that organization to address its own issues in Iraq and Afghanistan. In particular, 
Ryan became faculty at the US Army School of Advanced Military Studies, and 
Kilcullen became a special advisor to General Petraeus in Iraq (Ryan A. , 2016) 
(Kilcullen D. , 2009). 
 
When design thinking was used again in this area, from 2017, the timeframe was 
much further out—a fifteen-to-thirty-year horizon rather than a three-year one—and 
the design thinking methods used were derived primarily from commercially-
originated human-centred design methodologies. For example, a 2017 workshop 
addressed the challenge of designing a land force to meet likely 2050 Australian 
strategic defence objectives in an irreducibly uncertain and complex future. This 
design thinking activity was led by Defence Science and Technology Group (DSTG) 
but conducted in partnership with the Australian Army (Pincombe, et al., 2019). 
Another workshop held the following year addressed a similar theme: how robotic 
autonomous systems might influence land warfare in 2035 (Directorate of Army 
Research and Analysis, 2009, p. 35). These workshops employed a range of 
methods that will be familiar to most industrial designers, including horizon scanning, 
empathy mapping, wind tunnelling, and prototyping (Pincombe, et al., 2019, pp. 30-
44).  
 

Design to support institutional cultural reforms  
 

Building design thinking capability primarily occurs through education, workplace 
training, and project team involvement. In the ADF, these activities have historically 
required top-down permissions and enduring high-level support to become 
permanent. Design thinking faces an additional hurdle on top of gaining such 
support, which is that a range of exposures are necessary to developing a broadly 
skilled workforce rather than merely generating one or two design enthusiasts. 
Activity in this area in the ADF is very recent, with the Air Force playing the most 
prominent role. 

 
The Royal Australian Air Force launched Plan Jericho in 2015 to deliver 
transformational strategy that converged on a future-proofed 5th Generation Force. 
The then-Chief of Air Force, Air Marshal Geoff Brown, commented:  
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Previous large-scale changes experienced varying degrees of success, one 
lesson that we learned from our past experience is that plans such as Jericho 
only succeed if there is widely shared, persistent ownership of the plan. So, 
rather than take a traditional approach of a top down designed and owned 
change program, I have decided to empower the future leaders and innovators 
across the Air Force to design and then implement the Jericho transformation 
program (Brown, 2015). 

 
The Plan Jericho team reported directly to the Chief of Air Force and were given 
broad remit outside and beyond traditional Air Force command and control 
structures. This trust and freedom of manoeuvre permitted the Jericho team to take 
calculated risks on emerging concepts and technologies. The Jericho team used a 
wide range of design thinking methodologies to identify and develop investments that 
would offer Air Force transformation at speed. Jericho instigated Edgy Air Force in 
2019 as an accelerator program that helped Air Force personnel on bases across 
Australia design, prototype, and fund next generation capability with a bottom-up 
innovation approach using design (Davis, 2019). The program looked to develop and 
foster agility, creativity, and innovation at every level in the organisation.  
 
Warfare Innovation Navy (WIN) is the Royal Australian Navy’s equivalent to Plan 
Jericho (Kuper, 2019). Since its earliest days in 2015, WIN has utilised design-led 
innovation methodologies to assist with institutional transformation. This was done 
by framing the projects the Navy developed in a similar way to Jericho—in turn 
disseminating such an approach to problem solving. This design-led approach to 
innovation was derived from user-centred design, experimentation, and co-design, 
as well as from principles derived from other corporate-sector design methodologies 
(Wrigley 2017). This approach provided an environment to brainstorm, develop and 
prototype ideas, then turn these into practical solutions. 
 
The Australian Army has a number of similar initiatives where design thinking is 
employed effectively. Like the other two Services, Army’s Diggerworks and the 
Directorate of Training Systems and Training Transformation both focus on 
developing equipment to help achieve a tactical advantage. However, cultural 
differences between the Services impact on how these are implemented. As long as 
they remain isolated efforts, such projects are unlikely to shift the Army’s long-
standing tradition of using mission command to implement top-down initiatives such 
as Army in Motion (Australian Army, Army in motion: Army's contribution to Defence 
Strategy (Edition Two), 2020). 

Design to support the planning and conduct of military 
operations  
 

Both the planning and conduct of military operations are significant areas where 
design thinking offers value. The emergence of military design thinking in Israel in 
the late 1990s had this focus (Weizman, 2006), and amongst military-specific design 
thinking methodologies, support to planning and operations is generally agreed to be 
the longest-standing aim (Jackson, 2020). It is therefore interesting that this was not 
the case in the ADF, which first used design thinking in the early-to-mid-2000s in 
support of future operating concept development (Jackson, 2019). 
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A possible reason for this situation is the ADF’s cultural inclination to defer to its 
larger allies in preference to operationally innovating in its own right. Due to its 
optimisation for addressing complex and ill-structured challenges, it has been 
asserted that design thinking is better suited for addressing operational and strategic 
challenges (Elkus & Burk, 2010). As a junior coalition partner, the ADF has tended to 
focus on achieving tactical excellence, while leaving operational and strategic 
innovation to its larger allies. This should not be viewed as a negative trait. In fact, 
the opposite may be true: this practice has been vital in allowing the ADF to direct its 
limited resources to the most vital area for conceptual development (Palazzo, 2012). 
Nevertheless, the ADF lagging behind its key allies in employing military design 
thinking to support operational planning and conduct may be a by-product of this 
tendency. 
 

When the ADF decided to employ military design thinking in this area, in the mid-
2010s, it did so primarily through the incorporation of design thinking methods into 
joint doctrine and related professional military education programs. The latter is 
explored later in the chapter. The former has mostly been in alignment with 
developments in the equivalent US doctrine manuals, and resulted from 
interoperability requirements. As a North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO)-
partner country that frequently contributes forces to US-led coalitions, maintaining 
doctrinal alignment with US doctrine has been a perennial concern. When the US 
incorporated design thinking methods into its own doctrine in the late 2000s, it was 
only a matter of time before the ADF followed suit (Jackson A. , 2017). The first ADF 
publication to do so was the second edition of the Joint Planning doctrine publication, 
released in 2014 (ADF, 2016). 

While Joint Planning provides only a short summary, the more comprehensive Joint 
Military Appreciation Process doctrine goes into detail about how the ADF uses 
design thinking methods to support operational planning. Here it is determined that: 

Operational design … constitutes a synthesis between classical notions of 
operational art, developed during the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries … and selected aspects of complex adaptive systems theory that have 
emerged during the early twenty-first century. (ADF, Australian Defence Force 
Publication (ADDP) 5.0.1—Joint Military Appreciation Process, 2016, p. 1.4) 

Along with methods for problem and environment framing, the latter of which uses a 
pseudo-scientific approach to develop observed and desired systems diagrams 
(Paparone, 2013) this doctrine includes several traditional operational art concepts 
under the label ‘operational design’. These include centre of gravity analysis, 
determination of a ‘desired end state’ and development of lines of operation (ADF, 
2016, p. 1.15). As a result, ADF doctrine subordinates design thinking as a sub-step 
within a linear and reductionist planning methodology. Although the included design 
thinking method may help to enhance planners’ situational understanding, it can be 
criticised for not going far enough towards encouraging these planners to challenge 
their existing paradigms and thereby ‘really reframe’ their perspectives (Ryan A. , 
2016). 
 
Within the ADF’s Joint Operations Command, design thinking is slowly gaining 
acceptance. Although examples exist of design thinking being used to contest 
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wargames, the general sense is that it remains limited to isolated pockets of a few 
individuals. However, design thinking is rising in prominence as an alternative yet 
complementary means to enhance critical thinking in support of operational planning 
and conduct (Kardos & Dexte, 2017). The Navy delivers short educational courses 
based on alternative thinking principles taught at the US’ former University of Foreign 
Military and Cultural Studies, with additional input from Defence scientists. As well as 
incorporating more robust design thinking methods than those currently in doctrine, 
ADF operational planning and conduct may be further enhanced by development of 
better linkages between design thinking and complementary contestability 
methodologies. But operational level planning is not the only area where design 
thinking offers value. 

Designing a tactical capability advantage  
 
Since the dawn of time, militaries have sought to gain a tactical advantage by 
developing new capabilities—be they products or ways to employ them. In either 
case, the use of human-, or user-centred design thinking methodologies is a 
powerful way to conceive that which has never been seen. Across the ADF, design 
thinking is used to bring military experts, academics, and industry partners together. 
This section summarises how the three Services engage their respective innovation 
hubs to leverage tactical advantages. While Jericho, Diggerworks and WIN have all 
been mentioned earlier, it is important to note that other parts of Defence work in this 
space as well. 
 
The Australian Army uses designing thinking methods to assist in acquisitions and 
procurement, with Diggerworks and Future Land Warfare Division’s MakerSpace 
program (Old, 2021) being two examples. Diggerworks is a partnership between 
Army, various parts of the Department of Defence, and industry partners, which has 
a mission to develop new equipment to enhance individual soldier and small team 
capability (Barrett, 2017). It does this in part by crowd-sourcing good ideas from 
soldiers themselves (soldiers can submit ideas to Diggerworks in several ways), and 
in part by designing (usually technological) solutions to problems identified during 
major exercises and operations. It performs the latter function by applying a user-
centred design method, which is almost unchanged from the way this method is 
used in civilian industry (Samson & Cebon, 2013). This application has resulted in 
design of products such as enhanced body armour, holsters, and night vision 
equipment, to give just a few examples, which are then manufactured through 
industry partnerships (Samson & Cebon, 2013, pp. 32-34). 
 

The Navy’s dedicated innovation system has a central headquarters and satellite 
hubs on dispersed bases. These locations promote key focus areas: continuous 
improvement; robotic process automation; artificial intelligence; and robotic and 
autonomous systems (Day, 2020). The innovation spaces are equipped with 
computer-aided design software, 3D printing machines, prototyping materials and a 
vast array of advanced technology electronics (such as virtual, mixed, extended, 
hybrid, and augmented reality). The innovation hubs allow sailors to design and 
iterate their ideas through experimenting. 
 
Meanwhile, Air Force has employed design thinking with extensive engagement of 
academia and widespread adoption of innovation systems. In 2019, Plan Jericho 
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used the Defence by Design framework (see below) to rapidly prototype a multi-
aperture testbed using event-based sensing technologies. The aim of the build sprint 
was to produce a small number of self-contained devices ready for flight trials 
(Parker, 2020). A small group of end-users with air combat experience, together with 
the Jericho Smart Sending Lab Design Team, used the Defence by Design 
framework to ideate a number of competing solutions (as seen in figure 1). Over a 
period of weeks, the solution space was refined to one digital prototype. A final 
design meeting was held to pass the digital model before the production began. The 
production utilised rapid manufacturing capabilities to create suitable flight-ready 
devices (Paparone, 2013) (Mirage News, 2019). 
 
 

 
 

 
These devices permit the test and evaluation of event-based sensing throughout a 
range of flight envelopes. Air Force use the data collected throughout flight trials to 
evaluate the best path-to-capability options, matching sensor technology to current 
and future platforms and weapons. The Boeing Advanced Teaming System, or Loyal 
Wingman (Insinna, 2021), is among the numerous platforms examined for potential 
integration. This rapid problem-to-capability methodology, validated the Defence by 
Design framework, gives Air Force the confidence to apply the approach to a number 
of new initiatives. 

  

Figure 1 Defence by Design being used to improve ‘Man Over Board’ survivability rates. 
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Design to support logistics and procurement 
  
Defence logistics and procurement can be complex activities. While some systems 
are now well established and reduced to largely complicated processes, the 
military’s need to react to novel or complex situations means a more dynamic 
approach is sometimes required. Events can be as basic as no-notice responses to 
natural disasters, or as difficult as responding to unforeseen events where agility, 
flexibility, and systemic resilience are essential. Related to Defence’s need for such 
capability preparedness comes the often bespoke need to acquire unique platforms 
or materiel. Supporting the ADF with robust logistics and procurement systems is a 
vital yet challenging task ("Concept for Logistics", 2020).  
 
In 2020, The Navy’s’ Innovation team conceived and led a 24-hour online hackathon 
to address the global crisis around national logistics resilience (Reynolds, 2020). The 
country was struggling due to COVID-19-related infrastructure shutdowns and border 
closures at a time when no one knew how long the situation would last. The fear that 
gripped the country about second and third order effects on the security of essential 
items (both short and long term) was a significant concern. The goal was to address 
the emerging crisis in not only supply chain management, but across the spectrum of 
domestic independence with research and design, sustainable production, 
procurement, acquisition, and distribution.  
 
Design thinking was not only used to plan the hackathon, but the teams employed 
the system to resolve supply-chain challenges. This was a major Trans-Tasman 
initiative drawing on experts from Defence, academia, industry, and government 
agencies from both Australia and New Zealand. The activity had endorsement from 
both countries’ respective Ministers of Defence and had high-level engagement. This 
successful event was widely celebrated for both the speed with which it was 
assembled and the solutions it generated (ADM, 2020), including ideas on the 
employment of machine learning, cyber resilience and enabling policy development. 
This event demonstrated how the ADF used design thinking to transcend its usual 
business practices by adding value to the public sector. 

Defence by Design: An Australian military design method 
 

The ADF’s historic approach to design thinking has been characterised by global 
sampling, in which isolated pockets of Australian military designers have sought 
training wherever they can. As was the case elsewhere, early ADF attempts to 
employ military design thinking methodologies stemming from overseas were 
hampered by culturally entrenched linear problem-solving methodologies. Culturally, 
the esoteric language and necessarily abstract thinking associated with design was 
considered too abstract by many (Grisogono, 2019). Since then, significant effort has 
been made to simplify both terminology and concepts (Wrigley, Mosely, & Mosely, 
2021). The global sampling approach has contributed to this simplification, which has 
increased receptiveness to design thinking at the cost of some of its more pertinent 
reflective practices (Jackson, 2019). Yet the true value of design thinking is these 
reflective practices and their ability to generate deeper understanding of situations, 
problems and possible solutions. Achieving widespread receptiveness while 
retaining the more disruptive elements of design thinking therefore remains a 
challenge for the ADF. 
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Recently, an emerging community of ADF design thinkers has become self-aware 
and previously isolated designers are beginning to form connections. Parts of this 
growing community are developing a bespoke framework to overcome these barriers 
to the use of design thinking, generating a deeper understanding and promoting 
design thinking more broadly within the ADF.  
 
A team of military practitioners and civilian academics used design thinking to 
produce the Defence by Design framework (Wrigley, Rana, Hinton, & Mosely, 2021). 
This partnership highlights the value of military and civilian collaboration to achieve 
innovative solutions—generating something greater than the sum of the parts. At is 
core, the Defence by Design framework hosts six stages: scouting; empathising; 
interrogating; designing; building and breaking; and deploying (Error! Reference 
source not found.). Initially deployed within the Air Force for several years, it 
became popular in the ADF more broadly once packaged as a boxed card set in late 
2020. This success was enhanced by the publication of Design Innovation and 
Integration (Straker, Wrigley, & Nusem, 2021), which rapidly became a valuable 
companion guide to further explain the methodologies underpinning each phase of 
the framework. 
 
In particular, Defence by Design has proven to be a useful way of introducing military 
design thinking to those trained in reductionist methods such as the ADF’s military 
planning processes (Jackson 2017). With the inclusion of familiar military jargon, 
there appears to be a more comfortable appetite for risk when trying something new 
in a format reminiscent of a game (Figure 3). Another benefit is the deeper learning 
value of tactile interaction. Although it is not strictly a game, or even exploiting the 
tenets of gamification (Kim, Song, Lockee, & Burton, 2018), the boxed card set gives 
a more constructivist feel to learners. By coincidence, there has been a resurgence 
in the popularity of wargaming within the ADF in the last few years (for instance, see 
(Hill, 2020).. 
 

 
Figure 2 Defence By Design Framework  (Straker, Defence by design: Redesigning the acquistion process for the Royal 

Australian Air Force, 2017) 
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While the transactional motivational system of gamification is possibly antithetical to 
the transformational goals of real-world design thinking, it might have a place in 
introductory-level learning settings. Pushing through initial reluctance is an important 
phase in allowing the benefits to be appreciated. Using game-like tools to teach an 
abstract concept is gaining popularity with design educators due to a growing belief 
that these techniques aid in reducing cognitive barriers and epitomise learner-
centricity. The ‘sage on the stage’ mentality of instructivism (Porcaro, 2011) served 
the military well for centuries—and still has an important place in the training of 
young, inexperienced soldiers—but advancements in learning theory have exposed 
its weaknesses. 
 
Gaming is an increasingly accepted methodology to explore topics in an engaging, 
collaborative and non-threatening way (Brick, 2021). This is particularly so in the 
ADF in the last few years (Hill, 2020). Although the technique dates back to at least 
the Prussian Kriegsspiel, its value is now much wider than just testing battlefield 
tactics (Sabin, 2017). Gamification of design thinking —including perhaps a 
multimedia-rich, app-supported resource—may be a means to unlock its full potential 
that has not yet been explored within the ADF.  
 

 
 

Figure 3 The Defence by Design boxed set 

 

The current card version of the Defence by Design framework is an interactive way 
of guiding teams to derive innovative options to military problems at a rapid pace 
(Straker, 2017). It aims to break down traditional linear problem-solving methods 
prevalent in deductive disciplines such as the natural sciences and military planning, 
and has been the ADF’s most comprehensive attempt to internally develop a design 
method to date. For this – or perhaps some new method yet to be developed – to 
become the basis of a permanent transition in how the ADF implements design 
thinking, there is one final area in which the ADF must further invest: design 
education. 
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Teaching Design Thinking: The Key to Future Success 
 

Design thinking is yet to be taught in any meaningful way within the ADF. As already 
discussed, detached pockets of design thinkers exist across the ADF and are 
beginning to form networks, but efforts to teach design thinking remain isolated. The 
challenges to wider (or cohesive) JPME pedagogical thinking and delivery appear to 
come from two inter-related legacies. The first is an entrenched culture of risk 
aversion and the second is an industrial-era paradigm of mass mobilisation. The 
former is manifested through institutional inertia and overly complex language 
(Grisogono, 2019), while the latter is enacted through a high-pressure training 
system that churns out relatively competent graduates in short periods of time 
(Zweibelson B. , 2019). While this approach to training geared towards predictability 
and uniformity has served military forces for centuries, and still has relevance at 
junior levels today, it creates a vulnerability in creatively preparing for future warfare. 
Numerous publications highlight the challenges of Western JPME systems and their 
inability to extend learners in the higher order thinking skills required for design 
thinking  (Reed, Bullis, Collins, & Paparone, 2004; Kelly & Brennan, 2004; 
Zweibelson, Jackson, & Bernard, 2018; Paparone C. , 2013).   
 
The challenges of teaching design thinking, within the traditional JPME construct, 
highlights the need for a radically different approach. This legacy system, which 
remains dominant in the ADF as well as most other Western militaries, is based on 
Bagley’s pedagogy of essentialism philosophy (Bagley, 1938). In such instructivist 
systems, it is the institute that determines what, how, when and if material has been 
learnt (Porcaro, 2011). Courseware itself is grounded in a linear, reductionist 
approach (Waring, 1994) that inhibits creative insights and deeper understanding 
(Zweibelson, Jackson, & Bernard, 2018). Using this approach, problem solving is 
typically taught as a dogmatic process to junior leaders.  
 
The fact that problems are thought to be solvable, echoes the sentiment that a single 
correct solution is in fact discoverable. This rush to simplify military operations down 
to mere complicated problems, reinforces the problem with training doctrinal 
reductionism. In realty, warfare occurs in an open complex system where influence 
can be asserted to nudge towards a more favourable state. The use of design 
thinking, therefore, is to introduce systemic dissolution (Ackoff, 1994), which further 
reinforces the challenges of using transactional decision-making tools over 
transformational ones. 
 
Critics would argue that operational planning processes used throughout Western 
militaries do actually accommodate complexity, but this debate remains contested in 
the academic literature. Within the ADF, the most commonly taught problem-solving 
system is the Military Appreciation Process (Field, 2020). Often, teaching becomes 
product-focused, in part because most ADF schoolhouses tolerate (or even reward) 
templated solutions that are not only fast but which exude a reassuring familiarity. 
 
This delivery approach remains effective for training at the lower levels of learning 
taxonomies and enables rapid acquisition of relatively simple skills and knowledge, 
as well as the ability to scale for mass mobilisation. Although the predicable 
mindsets that result from it have a place in tactics, they are often counter-productive 
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when applied to operations and strategy. In truth, JPME courses at these levels 
blend both training and education to achieve hybrid outcomes.  
 
The ADF’s emphasis on training operational planning processes contrasts with the 
predominantly education approach necessary for design thinking. In pedagogical 
terms, design thinking requires higher order thinking skills to develop novel and 
innovative ideas. While Bloom’s taxonomy (1956) is perhaps the most well-known 
framework, Biggs and Collis’ (1982) extended abstract realm of knowledge creation 
more accurately describes the needs of strategy and operations. For design thinking 
to help elevate the ADF’s tactical excellence focus, its JPME schoolhouses need to 
not just teach the theory of design thinking; students also need to internalise the 
necessary mindset. Until recently, opportunities to gain such a deep understanding 
have been limited. 
 
Design thinking’s foothold in the ADF is largely based on self-motivated individuals. 
These positive deviants (Mertens, Recker, Kohlborn, & Kummer, 2016) crave 
innovation and actively seek out opportunities to learn and grow. Their sources of 
professional development come from a variety of backgrounds. Various books, 
academic journals, and online resources have assisted this fragmented pool of 
innovators. As discussed earlier, ADF doctrine is now tentatively advocating design 
thinking, while other domestic sources include ADF publications (Jackson, 2019) and 
various Australian university programs. Early-adopters are also emerging following 
participation in the various innovation workshops and projects mentioned previously. 
Having whet their appetite, the curious are seeking more formal learning 
opportunities. This begs the question: where should such opportunities be provided? 
 
The Australian Defence College (ADC) is the ADF’s only institution for joint 
professional military education. In addition to the Australian Defence Force 
Academy, ADC is home to both a Joint Warfare Training Centre and Australian War 
College. The latter is responsible for both the mid-career Australian Command and 
Staff Course (ACSC) and the executive level Defence and Strategic Studies Course 
(DSSC). Various other smaller courses include part-time and distance versions of 
above courses, plus one- or two-week symposia on topics related to strategic 
leadership, including a dormant theatre-level planning course at the star rank level. 
Since 2018, the two highest level courses have included introductions to military 
design thinking (Error! Reference source not found.), but these have not yet gone 
beyond cursory awareness raising (Jackson, 2019). 
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Figure 4 ADC has briefly explored design thinking since 2018 

The only time ADF officers immerse in military design thinking is when attending 
foreign courses at Canadian Forces College or the various US post-Staff Course 
programs such as those at the School of Advanced Military Studies or the School of 
Advanced Warfighting. Ad hoc attendance at the US Joint Special Operations 
University or various NATO courses is not part of the standard military education 
system for ADF officers, but occasional ADF personnel attending these courses help 
to broaden the ADF’s awareness and pool of personnel who are trained in design 
thinking methods. A number of current PhD candidates are also exploring military 
design thinking in the Australian context. This increasing depth of local expertise 
complements the ADF’s JPME Continuum but is not an explicit part of that 
framework. 
 
Yet there is an emerging appetite to further explore design thinking during ADC 
courses (Error! Reference source not found.). Current projects are investigating 
ways to embed it as a more meaningful component of the ACSC joint operations 
module and to potentially weave it into a parallel curriculum that runs alongside the 
current content-centric syllabus. The intent of such an inclusion would be to employ 
various thinking models for sustained periods throughout ADC’s flagship courses, as 
vehicles for examining more traditional topics such as international relations. 
Combined with investigation of these options, ongoing work involves upskilling 
faculty staff in facilitation methods as well as psychometric pre- and post-course 
testing of students’ cognitive development. While measuring the difference is 
interesting, more work still needs to be done on control group comparisons and 
identifying exactly which methodologies contribute to increasing the ADF’s 
intellectual edge (Ryan M. , 2019). 
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Indeed, scope exists to enhance the intellectual edge across the ADF. While JPME 
institutions such as ADC have a role to play, there needs to be a much broader 
paradigmatic culture shift (Ryan M. , 2019) before design thinking is normalised. 
Even now, as design thinking is applied in each of the areas identified above, early 
proponents of such broad cultural change are seen as heretics by traditionalists, 
while others greet their approaches with a degree of scepticism (Grisogono A.-M. , 
2019) (Zweibelson, Jackson, & Bernard, 2018). Shifting mental models away from 
those focusing on linear, template-based techniques takes time. Defence by Design 
is the most prominent of several initiatives that are trying to overcome this issue by 
taking approaches that create more comfortable environments in which sceptical 
personnel can take intellectual risks (Wrigley, Rana, Hinton, & Mosely, 2021).  
 
Incorporating alternative approaches such as design thinking into flagship JPME 
courses is a vital step to build upon the foundation laid by these initiatives. But this 
incorporation also needs to be viewed as the next step in a much longer journey, 
which is linked to enhancing the intellectual edge across the ADF. 

Conclusion 
 

This chapter has explored the state of Australian military design thinking as at mid-

2021. Although akin to an audit, it is not intended to be either exhaustive nor 

definitive. Instead, it serves as a barometer of the ADF’s appetite for innovation at 

this point in time. The chapter’s exploration has identified five thematic areas in 

which parts of the ADF, its three constituent Services, or the Department of Defence 

Groups that support it, have employed design thinking. Noteworthy among these 

areas are Army’s Diggerworks and future operating concepts development teams, 

and the Navy’s WIN program and innovation hubs. To date, however, the Air Force 

stands out most prominently for its aggressive acculturation of innovation, with the 

Figure 5 War College students using Defence by Design to resolve blood distribution problems 

during a natural disaster (consent to use images granted by participants).   
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Plan Jericho disruptive thinking program initiated to support that Service’s transition 

of its entire fleet to ‘5th Generation’ airframes.  

 

Yet even when calls for innovation come from the top, as they have with Plan 

Jericho, cultural change is still a slow, multi-generational process. Recently, an 

emerging community of ADF design thinkers has become self-aware and previously 

isolated designers have begun to form connections. This emergence has been 

accompanied by the development of Defence by Design, a bespoke framework 

intended to overcome institutional barriers to the use of design thinking, to generate 

a deeper understanding of it, and to promote it more broadly within the ADF. 

 

Despite these recent developments, there is still significant untapped potential for all 

three Services and Defence’s Groups to more comprehensively utilise military design 

thinking. As of 2021, the ADF has experienced only small pockets of design practice. 

While some of these have grown horizontally within the tactical space, the majority 

have withered as posting cycles moved key people on. There has been little 

evidence of design thinking growing vertically, either from the bottom-up or the top-

down, perhaps with the single exception of Plan Jericho. As a result, the use of 

design thinking to link strategic direction to tactical initiatives stands as the single 

most potent untapped opportunity that ADF designers to pursue in the near future. 

 

The key to overcoming such divides is the development of comprehensive and 

robust military design thinking JPME programs. Accordingly, the final section of this 

chapter went beyond simply providing an overview of the current situation, as the 

prior sections had done, to also argue that design thinking education will fit well 

under the auspices of the ADF’s JPME provider—the Australian Defence College. It 

is therefore, encouraging that ADC has recently begun to investigate ways to more 

meaningfully incorporate design thinking education into its courses. To achieve their 

full potential, such courses need to overcome existing barriers to both the practice of 

design thinking within the ADF, and between hitherto isolated groups of design 

thinkers across each of the thematic areas identified in this chapter. Most 

importantly, however, design thinking JPME courses need to support enhancing the 

intellectual edge across the ADF as a whole. The next few years promise to yield 

changes in the ADF’s JPME approach to better incorporate design thinking 

methodologies. 

 

 

Limitations & Disclosures 
 

All efforts have been made by the authors to seek out relevant information regarding 
design thinking-related activities within the ADF. It is acknowledged that this chapter 
is neither exhaustive nor definitive, but rather a thematic representation of areas 
across the ADF in which such activities occur. All views expressed in this chapter are 
exclusively those of the authors and do not represent those of any institution with 
which any author is affiliated. 
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