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Introduction

C
hange is a constant in any organization. The 
emergence of new structures, the acquisition of 
new equipment with different capabilities, the 
adoption of new technology, or the development 
of new processes or doctrines are normal evolu-

tionary changes for any organization. But fundamental change 
is rare. Institutions – in particular military institutions – tend to 
be conservative and to eschew new directions that create tur-
moil and risk. Fundamental change occurs for a variety of 
reasons: new threats, the emergence of disruptive technologies, 
new doctrine or concepts, and changing resource pressures, to 
name a few. However, historically, such pressures exist for 
some considerable time, without anything but minor organiza-
tional ‘tinkering’ having occurred. Real change requires a cata-
lyst, either a significant military event, usually a defeat, or the 
emergence of a leader with a new vision and the courage to 
implement it.

General Rick Hillier assumed command of the Canadian 
Forces (CF) on 4 February 2005. He arrived with a vision for 
a very different CF, a ‘transformed’ military institution that he 
commenced to implement immediately. What followed was 
the start of what may be the most significant change to the CF 
in over half a century.

This article highlights the major points in a book-long 
case study on institutional leadership during CF Transformation 

– Inside Canadian Forces Transformation: Institutional 
Leadership as a Catalyst for Change.1 The study took a 
‘snapshot’ of the first two years of CF transformation, 2005-
2007. However, given that the year 2008 was a period of 
consolidation of the transformation, the conclusions, assess-
ment, and future challenges are relevant as of 2008. As such, 
the study essentially reflects a three-year history, 2005-2008, 
of CF Transformation. 

This article focuses upon the CF institutional leader and 
intends to show how institutional leaders achieve real change. 
Equally, it addresses the difficulties and failures encountered. 
It provides an analysis of CF Transformation as an example of 
institutional leadership in action. It refers succinctly to the 
chronology of events, describes the changes, analyzes what 
worked and what did not, provides insight into the institu-
tional leadership and change management lessons learned, and 
attempts to highlight the challenges that the CF will face as it 
continues to transform. Because that 43,000-word book is 
distilled here into a 6000-word article, readers are encouraged 
continually to cross-reference their review of this article with 
the book itself.
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The CDS, General Rick Hillier, visits Afghanistan, 12 March 2007.
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In building the case study, the CF manual, Leadership in 
the Canadian Forces: Leading the Institution, was used as the 
doctrinal foundation. This work was supplemented with refer-
ences on change management theory, with the principal change 
reference being John Kotter’s Leading Change.2 The case 
study was not an exhaustive work; rather, it was a ‘snapshot’ 
of a process that continues to evolve. The case study is meant 
to be widely read, and attempts were made to frame it in a 
readable style. (In this vein, the male personal pronoun has 
been used throughout, vice an alternating approach, or the 
more cumbersome ‘he/she.’) Finally, while many senior lead-
ers within the CF, including the Chief of the Defence Staff 
(CDS), were generous with their time and perspectives, the 
views and analysis in this case study are those of the author. In 
this context, where commentary reflects the position of the 
CF, the CDS or other senior officers, that is because it was 
assessed as such, and may not necessarily reflect CF policy or 
the opinions of any member of the CF.

Context and Background 

In order to understand the magnitude and importance of CF 
Transformation, it is vital to establish an understanding of 

what has gone before. The CF has not remained stagnant, but 
has undergone a considerable number of changes over the 
years. It has instituted new strategies and policies as required 
by government direction, adapted its operational structure and 
doctrine as required by changing threats, and adopted new 
technology as the operational environment demands and 
resources permit. Events as significant as the integration of 
the navy, army, and air force into the Canadian Forces and the 
end of the Cold War, as well as many incremental changes, 
were essential to creating the demand for more fundamental 
change, and for setting the conditions that made CF 
Transformation possible. 

Perhaps the most sobering era for the CF was the time 
frame 1990-2005, which witnessed the emergence of a new 
World Order; the First Gulf War; Canadian troops deployed to 
the Balkans in 1992; reductions to the defence budget in the 
1990s; and a Second Gulf War. This period was characterized 
by significantly declining operational capabilities, serious 
equipment shortcomings, inadequate personal protective equip-
ment, eroding morale of the troops, and a deplorable manner 
in which casualties, both physical and mental, were handled 
when personnel were repatriated. Events of this period also 
called into question the ethics and professionalism of the 
leadership. Most noteworthy was the ‘Somalia Crisis,’ which 
included the torture and murder of a Somali youth by Canadian 
soldiers. The government formed a Commission of Inquiry, 
which led to other investigations and inquiries on a range of 
issues, and to the condemnation of the military for its treat-
ment of its personnel. It was a very bleak period for the CF. 

Accordingly, by the end of the 20th Century, the CF faced 
an array of problems: it was structurally and culturally consti-
pated; focused upon industrial age warfare; a hollow force 
with declining military effectiveness, after years of economies 
driven by ‘shaving the ice cube’; a high, indeed, unsustainable 
operational tempo exacerbated by the reduction in personnel 
capacity; a presumption of professionalism and a belief that 

specific failings were only aberrations; declining institutional 
cohesion; poor and declining morale; and the lack of a clear 
and positive vision for the future.

There were a variety of internal and government-directed 
reforms and attempts to chart a more sustainable course for-
ward. Most significant among these was the development of a 
new strategic framework (Shaping the Future of the Canadian 
Forces: A Strategy for 2020, or “Strategy 2020”) that would 
guide efforts to shape a new and sustainable CF.3 Regrettably, 
such work lacked a coherent and compelling vision for the 
future. Critically, it postulated the continuation of an industrial 
age model and doctrine for the CF that lacked credibility with 
the government and virtually guaranteed no appreciable 
resource improvements. However, confronted as it was with 
institutional failure and a continuing high tempo of operations, 
the army faced the most comprehensive challenge, and, argu-
ably, became the leader in terms of self-reflection and change. 
Commencing in the late 1990s, it implemented a succession of 
pragmatic initiatives to improve the way it trained, generated 
force, and managed its resources, all with the objective of 
optimizing its limited capabilities. This effort reached its 
zenith with the development and implementation of the army 
strategy, beginning in 2000.

The September 11 2001 attack on the World Trade Center.
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On 11 September 2001 (9/11), terrorist attacks on the 
World Trade Center in New York and the Pentagon in 
Washington set in motion a fundamental change in the way 
that North Americans, particularly Americans, perceived their 
security. Thus began what some have called the Global War on 
Terrorism (GWOT), in which Canada would play a significant 
part. It also saw a shift away from classic industrial-age mech-
anized tactics to operations that were decidedly asymmetrical. 
That is to say, conflict was between ‘high-tech’ 21st Century 
conventional forces and agrarian age tribal warriors, or, as the 
British General Sir Rupert Smith has categorized it, “…war 
amongst the people.”4

While the CF had been shaped by the Cold War, 15 years 
of post-Cold War operations and events unquestionably set the 
stage for the real transformation that was to come. Many key 
reforms shaped the values, leadership, and the personnel man-
agement philosophy of the CF, and the experience gained by 
each of the environments over a decade of demanding oper-
ations brought major changes in terms of how they fought. 
However, these changes principally were the 
result of tactical reactions to problems as 
opposed to any coherent view of where the CF 
needed to go. This is not to suggest that no 
such attempt was made, but that attempts fell 
short of providing a new vision essential to 
moving the CF forward, and it clung to the 
view that all future operations would follow the 
industrial age model. 

The Nature of Organizational Change 

Essential to an informed analysis of CF 
Transformation is an understanding of the 

dynamics of any organizational change process. 
The specific principles and factors are high-
lighted in the book Inside Canadian Forces 
Transformation. Most large organizations have 
been through different stages of attempting to 

revitalize, streamline, ‘right-size’ or ‘re-engineer’ themselves, 
often driven by the ideas of the latest organizational manage-
ment guru. The challenge facing organizational leaders con-
templating change is to adjust elements of the current organi-
zation over time in order to realize a new system that better 
meets its needs. In change terms, it must focus upon moving 
the organization from where it is currently to a new, more suit-
able or effective system in future. 

Core to implementing such change is the need to develop 
a vision, a strategy, and a strategic plan. The vision is a clear, 
simple, and objective articulation of the new system to be 
achieved. This vision must identify a genuinely new end state 
that is practical and achievable, and a strategy or a conceptual 
focus that drives organizational change. This strategy must be 
the ‘big idea’ that shapes the entire change process.

When considering organizational change, it needs to be 
understood that change initiatives must be implemented 
according to some framework that ensures the maintenance of 
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Figure 1: The Dynamics of Organizational Change5
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a coherent and effective organization. This framework is com-
monly referred to as Enterprise Architecture, a model repre-
sentative of the various elements of an organization that will 
normally depict the organization both as it is today and as it is 
envisioned for the future. 

A more illustrative way of considering these organiza-
tional elements is shown below.

Any change will impact upon all of the elements of 
Purpose, Organization, Process, Command Philosophy, 
Technology, People, and Culture (see the detailed descriptions 
in the book) albeit to varying degrees and at different rates. 
Healthy organizations are those in which all elements of the 
organization are in balance and harmony. Maintaining a 
healthy balance of organizational elements during a period of 
change is difficult, and the progression of change must be 
carefully charted to ensure the maintenance of organizational 
balance over time. The following figure pro-
vides a depiction of this progression, created 
to reflect balance over time.

Organizational change, either planned 
or unplanned, can come in many forms, gen-
erally identified by the principal change ini-
tiative.6 Modern Transformation is really the 
holistic change that results in a fundamental 
shift in either what an organization does, or 
the way in which it accomplishes its objec-
tives. Central to this paradigm change is the 
development of a new or adapted organizational culture. 
Without a changed culture, transformation has not occurred.

This is particularly true with strong cultures, such as the 
military, where doctrine and training inculcate members with 
values of loyalty to their comrades and their unit, and a strong 
sense of tradition. As a consequence, any attempt to change 
the organization or the way it operates is perceived as being in 

direct conflict with the underlying values of the culture. A 
model, guide, or template can be valuable, but there are many 
philosophies of how change is achieved within organizations. 
The CF was partial to John Kotter’s Eight-Stage Process of 
Creating Major Change, with its key steps, provided in detail 
in the case study.7 Change leaders need a solid understanding 
of the underlying principles of organizational change in order 
to ensure success, such as offered by Kotter. But, above all 
else, they must be leaders.

Canadian Forces Transformation 

Attempting to provide an overall assessment of CF 
Transformation is far from easy. It is, after all, a work 

still in progress, and there is much more to be done before 
anyone can conclude with certainty that it has achieved its 
intended purpose. However, it is a superb case study of an 
institutional leader leading change. This is not to suggest that 

General Hillier as the change leader did 
everything either right or wrong. Rather, it 
shows a strong, visionary leader making 
reasoned judgments as he shaped the change 
process and the institution to his will. In so 
doing, he achieved considerable success, 
but not without difficulty or setback.

On assuming his responsibilities as 
CDS, General Hillier immediately com-
menced the process of institutional change. 
Analyses were conducted, and an overarch-

ing framework and sequencing of change developed. This 
planning envisaged four phases of change; Phase 1 – the 
development of a vision, Phase 2 – the restructure of the CF 
operational command and control architecture, Phase 3 – the 
alignment of the strategic and operational enablers and Phase 
4 – the evolution of force generation. In implementation, this 
sequence was generally followed, albeit the intended timings 
were disrupted by a variety of factors. At the time of this 

publishing, the first two phases are largely 
completed, while Phases 3 and 4 remain a 
work in progress.

Perhaps an effective portrayal of the CF 
Transformation plan was the use of the ‘mis-
sile’ metaphor that the CDS had developed dur-
ing 2007 to explain the phases – a rocket or 
missile with each stage as one of the respective 
process elements – with change commencing at 
the tip by virtue of Force Employment (FE), 
and progressing in turn through the various 
stages of Force Generation (FG), to the fuel of 
Force Development (FD). 

Why Change?

There is little doubt that, during the early 
part of this century, the CF was facing 

major challenges that called into question its 
long-term viability and value to the nation. 
Indeed, General Hillier did not believe the sta-
tus quo was either sustainable or viable for 
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Canada. Central to his sense of the need for change in the CF 
was his concern with respect to the institution’s operational 
effectiveness. While the CF had generally performed well in 
a variety of missions and environments, General Hillier saw 
the Canadian contribution as being increasingly rudimentary, 
unresponsive to mission needs, and providing Canada a poor 
return on investment. This he saw as a consequence of the 
CF’s traditional “industrial warfare” force structure and 
operational doctrine, a non-responsive and bureaucratic 
approach to C2, and an environment-oriented culture, all of 
which he believed was impeding the effectiveness and limit-
ing the ability of the CF to meet the missions to be faced in 
the 21st Century.

When he was given an opportunity to change it, he had 
to decide, with very little time to assess all the factors, 
whether he would take the risk, inherent in the fast-paced 

approach to change, that he knew would be required. There 
is little doubt that his decisions to accept appointment as 
CDS, and to transform the institution, were taken together. 
Not by nature one to be a ‘caretaker,’ General Hillier came 
into the position because he felt strongly that the change was 
required. In his view, the risks were acceptable because the 
objective was so important.

Some will argue that the time was not right, that the lack 
of clear resourcing and the certainty that operations in 
Afghanistan would take their toll on the CF should have 
predicated a delay in organizational change, or at least a more 
measured approach. As one commentator argued, the approach 
was misguided as the resources did not exist to achieve the 
ends – akin to departing on a 1000-kilometre journey with 
only 800 kilometres of fuel. However, the perspective of the 
CDS was that at no time would conditions be right for such 

levels of change. To delay or 
to slow down would only sac-
rifice the opportunity pro-
vided. 

An Inspiring Vision 

To address his concerns, 
General Hillier foresaw a 

new kind of CF and shaped 
his vision statement accord-
ingly.9 It indicated that the CF 
“…will become more effec-
tive, relevant and responsive, 
and its profile and ability to 
provide leadership at home 
and abroad will be increased.”10 
Implicit in this vision, General 
Hillier believed three funda-
mental changes were neces-
sary to the modus operandi of 
the CF. These were a shift of 
institutional focus away from 
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its post-Cold War mind set, placing a much higher priority on 
domestic and continental security, but also playing a greater 
role on the world stage; a paradigm shift in command philoso-
phy that would reassert command to its rightful place, with an 
appropriate subordination of the staffs; and the development 
of an integrated CF culture, resulting in focused 
and integrated effects in operations to ensure 
all elements of the CF were able to contribute 
effectively to the mission. 

He also envisaged a new strategic para-
digm, in which the military would have a more 
important role in helping the nation realize its 
strategic objectives, would truly be part of the 
fabric of the nation, and, as a consequence, 
would have the support, in both moral and resource terms, of 
the people and government.

CF Transformation was launched with vigour, and it very 
much captured the imagination of most observers, both within 
the CF and across the nation. General Hillier’s vision, deliv-
ered with passion and conviction, resonated with many, and, if 
the substance of the message was lacking at times, the energy 
definitely was present. Perhaps most importantly, this was a 
military leader who had presence, a ‘soldier’s soldier,’ and 
many were inspired and re-energized by him. The troops felt 
that, finally, here was a leader to lead them out of the 
wilderness. For Canadians used to political leaders, col-
oured in shades of grey, here was a colourful, charismatic 
leader to brighten their mood and to make them feel good 
about themselves. In presenting his vision and selling 
himself to the members of the CF and the Canadian pub-
lic, he established a solid foundation of understanding 
and trust. This credibility provided him the essential sup-
port, both within and outside the institution – support that 
became the foundation upon which his transformation 
efforts were built.

The Strategy

In launching CF Transformation, General Hillier 
adopted a sound strategic approach. Realizing that he 

had limited time available to prepare, he eschewed 
detailed plans in favour of a dynamic, command-led 
strategy. Relying upon his own experience and playing to 
his own strengths, he developed a strategy intentionally 
focused to unseat the existing culture and to create a 
more malleable environment. By creating a new com-
mand structure and moving the operational focus out of 
NDHQ, he fractured the existing staff-centric bureau-
cracy. Then, by emphasizing the effectiveness of opera-
tions, he shifted the balance away from the staff process 
and reshaped command and control to drive change to 
DND and CF culture. 

General Hillier believed that speed was vital in cre-
ating the conditions for change, and he shaped his strat-
egy accordingly. Some observers will argue that time was 
not that critical, and will suggest that more planning 
would have overcome many of the problems he encoun-
tered. However, he made a sound decision to proceed 

quickly, given his overall objective, but it was one that was to 
haunt him throughout the change process.

The strategy adopted was properly one that best fit 
General Hillier’s personal style and abilities. He is, by nature, 

an intuitive, strategic thinker, and he saw the 
broad thrusts he would have to make to create 
the change required. It was founded upon his 
personal operational experience and philoso-
phy, and, as an armour officer, he took a 
‘manoueverist’ approach to the problem. He 
saw the need to overcome institutional inertia, 
not unlike that of attacking a defensive posi-
tion, and his strategy, much like the German 
Blitzkrieg, was intended to break through and 

destabilize the situation. He could then consolidate the gains, 
‘mop up,’ and prepare to attack again. While clearly under-
standing the need to plan such a strategy, he saw detailed 
planning as being wasteful of time, and, potentially, as jeop-
ardizing attainment of his objective.

The rapid implementation of a new CF command and 
control structure was very much General Hillier’s Blitzkrieg, 
disrupting the old NDHQ matrix structure and culture while 
ensuring that he and his operational commanders retained the 
initiative. Unquestionably, this action created the environment 
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he sought – an environment of “constructive chaos” – and the 
new structure was in place in a remarkably short time. 

Rapid change within the CF was an essential element of 
the strategy to set the conditions for achieving his long-term 
goal. For only by establishing the institution’s credibility as an 
organization willing and able to change, and demonstrating 
the value that it could have for meeting the nation’s interests, 
would the necessary support and resources be forthcoming. 

Achieving Unity 

By far, one of the most important and difficult tasks for 
the change leader is that of developing the team, getting 

all on board with his vision and strategy, and keeping them 
engaged. There is little doubt that most were inspired by the 
vision and the style of this new CDS, and all looked forward 
with anticipation to the new world he promised. However, 
some of the more senior and experienced officers – those 
who understood well the limits that the institution was facing 
– had their doubts. In the final analysis, the degree of unity 
achieved was a direct result of the ability to achieve a shared 
vision and a level of trust between the CDS and his leaders.

The vision was captivating but never fully understood, 
and it certainly was not shared by all of the leadership. This 
was caused primarily by concerns with respect to achievabil-
ity and inclusiveness, which resulted in a fragmented vision 
and approach to achievement. Unquestionably, the vision was 
inspiring, and many saw it as a new and better world that they 
all could embrace and support. However, the CDS had not 
‘operationalized’ it, that is to say, defined the details and the 
‘how,’ with the result 
that such was not 
clear. Given the lack 
of time to conduct 
p lanning  before 
launching transforma-
tion, this lack of clar-
ity with respect to the 
end-state was under-
standable. But, with 
the passage of time, 
the problems were 
still not resolved. 

Many could not 
see themselves within 
the vision, or, if so, 
in a much-reduced 
role. The navy and 
air force were partic-
ularly concerned over 
what some saw as an 
‘army-centric’ vision 
that they perceived as 
minimizing their role 
to one of support. 
There was also a con-
cern on the part of all 
Environmental Chiefs 

of Staff (ECSs) with respect to their roles in the evolving 
DND/CF structure. There also persisted a genuine concern 
with respect to the ability to achieve the vision. Part of this 
worry came from the belief that the resources were not suf-
ficient – and would not become sufficient – to achieve all 
that the CDS envisaged. The achievability issue was not a 
surprise, as all parts of the CF had been living a marginal 
existence for some time. The CDS saw the implementation 
of a new CF vision as an opportunity to resolve many of the 
shortfalls facing the CF, from which, by showing a willing-
ness to change and truly embracing reform, all would bene-
fit. He was a risk taker and he did not appreciate the degree 
of risk aversion that others would possess. 

However, the leadership concerns were not limited to 
the vision itself, but also involved problems of inclusiveness 
in the transformation process. Driven in part by the need to 
develop the vision early, the CDS relied largely on a small 
staff and some trusted advisers to shape the way ahead. For 
whatever reason, he did not take the ECSs into his confi-
dence for some time, and they, for all practical purposes, did 
not play a major role in shaping the vision. As a conse-
quence, the leadership did not come together early enough 
in the process, did not enthusiastically embrace the vision, 
and adopted a ‘wait-and-see’ attitude. As implementation 
proceeded, given the urgency and in accordance with the 
“command centric” philosophy, change issues were nor-
mally taken to the CDS for decision. Consultation was not 
the norm, with the consequence that the senior leadership 
was not always aware of the decisions being taken, and did 
not feel part of that process.
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Canadian soldiers patrol through the village of Teymurian, Afghanistan, 7 December 2009.
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In addressing this very difficult and sensi-
tive subject, there is a danger in over-general-
izing and misrepresenting the true chemistry 
present in a very challenging and dynamic 
situation. However, some degree of under-
standing of the situation is essential for future 
leaders. The first and, arguably, the most influ-
ential aspect of the command relationship was 
the CDS’s leadership style. General Hillier 
approached his role as CDS in a similar man-
ner to that of an operational commander. In 
part, this was due to his background and expe-
rience, but his approach was also the conse-
quence of a conscious decision, as he believed it was just this 
aspect of command that the DND/CF corporate culture needed 
to change. Following this operational model, he anticipated 
that he would make clear his intent, he would seek the views 
and advice of his subordinates, and then he would decide how 
the CF would proceed. He was comfortable with others dis-
cussing or even debating the elements of the emerging plan, 
but did not see himself engaging in that debate. However, this 
approach, in a consensus culture quite used to such debates, 
did not help his cause. This dynamic created an environment 
that set the stage for some difficulties in command relation-
ships. The result was an erosion of mutual respect and trust.

In the final analysis, the CDS was not able to achieve the 
level of unity or consensus that he would have preferred. To 
some degree, this was driven by factors beyond his control, as 
he could not promise the CF leadership that which he could 
not deliver. There was also some criticism that he did not 
invest the requisite time and effort building greater under-
standing, or was not as open to compromise as he should have 
been to achieve a shared vision. There may be some merit in 
that view, but it is likely that the CDS saw this increasingly as 
too high an investment for the probable return. In the final 
analysis, he was prepared to work around people, if necessary, 
relying instead upon the great support of the members of the 
CF and the public to sustain him.

Leading Change

As the change leader, General Hillier was the visionary, 
and CF Transformation was his initiative. As was his 

custom, he led CF Transformation from the front. He was the 
face of change within the CF, and his effect was motivational, 
particularly with respect to the troops and the Canadian pub-
lic. Accordingly, it was here that he concentrated his effort, 
perhaps realizing that his ability to influence all aspects of 
the institution was limited. How people saw General Hillier 
very much reflected their sense of transformation, and his 
ability as a charismatic leader and communicator was the 
foundation of this credibility. General Hillier has become a 
public persona like no CDS who served before him. Much as 
with the troops in the front lines, the Canadian public was 
largely impressed with him and saw him as truly the face of 
the CF. General Hillier’s personal credibility counts for much 
in this dynamic, and it allowed him to accomplish a great 
amount. In the final analysis, his credibility with Canadians 
and the members of the CF provided a strong counterbalance 
to any lack of support among the senior leadership. 

Managing Change

Leadership is by far the most vital compo-
nent of effecting change within an organi-

zation. However, management speaks to the 
requirements for organizational coherence, 
which is essential if transformation is to be 
sustained. This implies effective corporate 
planning and coordination to ensure the strat-
egy and its objectives can be achieved, along 
with the constant balancing of the institution’s 
ambition against its capacity.

The development of internal plans, vital to the under-
standing and coordinating of the change intended, was not a 
strong feature of this period. While the vision was the focus, 
there was no clear strategy for getting there, and no such stra-
tegic document was ever written. The result was that the 
“commander’s intent,” so strongly held by the CDS in his mis-
sion command philosophy, was not always clear. In addition, 
the CF corporate structure was, as a result of the change, frag-
ile and lacking requisite capacity. The consequence of this 
turmoil was a fracturing of the coherence essential to good 
organizational management. While much was accomplished, 
and major disconnects were avoided, this was primarily due to 
the hard work of a few key players. 

The old saying, “A man’s reach must exceed his grasp,” is 
a sound personal philosophy, but it has serious implications 
for an organization undergoing change. To maintain organiza-
tional effectiveness and cohesion, the level of ambition must 
be carefully balanced with the capacity of the institution to 
implement and coordinate the actions required. Unquestionably, 
General Hillier’s expectations for change during his tenure 
were very high and he intentionally pushed the organization to 
do as much as he thought it could. However, there is some 
evidence that capacity is a problem that has impacted and will 
continue to impact the CF’s attempts to change. 

Two aspects of this issue added significantly to the degree 
of difficulty encountered. First was the increase in the tempo 
of operations. It was not just the number of troops deployed, 
but the change in intensity that had the greatest consequences. 
With the move to the Kandahar region, the CF’s Task Force 
Afghanistan now was undertaking major combat operations, 
and, significantly, incurring casualties. The effect of this was 
to increase the demands on the CF, its leadership, and the gov-
ernment in managing the conflict, which, in turn, added con-
siderable pressure to all activities of the CF. Second, with the 
change in government, a great amount of energy was con-
sumed to respond to the political change in direction. As with 
any such change, harmonizing ongoing initiatives with the 
new government agenda was expected to take time, and there 
was always the potential for directed change to plans. However, 
the very different visions of the CF, held by the new Minister 
of National Defence and the CDS, created considerable ten-
sion and resulted in an inordinate amount of time passing 
before an agreed-upon way forward was reached. The effects 
of this were to both slow and alter the CDS’s plans for trans-
formation. Having launched a high risk venture, his political 
support was, at best, eroding.

“The reality is that 
during a period of 
change, it is vital 

that the institution 
carefully balance 

its level of  
ambition with  
its capacity.”
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The consequence of all this was a CF that was over-
loaded, and, with the benefit of hindsight, seemingly lacked 
the ability to make the really tough choices. The reality is that 
during a period of change, it is vital that the institution care-
fully balance its level of ambition with its capacity. The sec-
ondary consequence of these challenges, given the reduction 
in available time, capacity, and political support, was most 
certainly to slow down the change initiative. 

By mid-2006, with operational commands established, 
the CDS identified the need for an independent assessment 
of the new command structure, and a requirement to set the 
stage for the next phases of CF Transformation. Three retired 
senior officers undertook a validation study of the trans-
formed CF command structure focused upon force employ-
ment, which resulted in two reports11 that provided the CDS 
an opportunity to reflect on CF transformation, to make 
course corrections to ensure his overall objectives were being 
achieved, and to shape the process going forward. Perhaps 
the most significant of the recommendations made to the 
CDS was that he, as the face of transformation, personally 
re-engage in the process and champion that effort – particu-

larly the cultural transformation he envisaged for the CF. 
This galvanized the CDS into action to recalibrate the trans-
formation effort and to ensure that his leadership team was 
well aligned to re-energize the initiative. Overall, by late 
2007, CF transformation had entered a consolidation phase 
that, for the most part, lasted to the end of General Hillier’s 
tenure in mid-2008. 

The Future of Transformation

The demands of organizational change are considerable – 
more so for military organizations – and require the 

change leader to maintain the energy for the change initiative, 
and to manage the perceptions and expectations of many 
stakeholders and constituencies, all while maintaining institu-
tional stability and balance. General Hillier understood these 
requirements extremely well, and, while his ability to adhere 
to them was limited, it was not from lack of effort. He is a 
strategic leader and clearly had the long-term vision in his 
mind at all times. However, events, some beyond his control, 
detracted him from ensuring that his schedule and objectives 
were always met, and that the management of change was 

always properly focused. 

In spite of the challenges faced, 
there can be no question that General 
Hillier created significant change 
within the CF. He put in place a new 
command and control structure that is 
fundamentally changing the way in 
which the CF and DND operate. In 
addition, he created a dynamic that 
has already shaped a much more oper-
ationally focused organization. He 
started a shift in institutional culture 
to meet these demands, and the orga-
nization is, arguably, already much 
more agile.

But, there remain doubts. There 
are concerns as to the sustainability of 
the command and control structure 
over the long term. There are ques-
tions as to whether the evolving shape 
of the CF will meet the defence needs 
of the country. Perhaps the greatest 
issue of all remains the continuing 
challenge of shaping the CF culture, 
one focused upon operations. 

Change is not a destination but a 
journey. The implementation of CF 
Transformation has laid a foundation 
and created a dynamic that should see 
the institution continue to adapt. The 
ultimate impact of this change will 
depend in part upon how well the CDS 
has been able to consolidate his efforts 
and to firm up that foundation. But, 
ultimately, it will depend upon his 
successors.

A section from the Police Operational Mentoring Liaison Team on presence patrol in the village of 
Deh-e-bagh in the Dand district of Afghanistan, 6 November 2009.
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NOTES

It is said that changing an organization that has enjoyed a 
long period of relative stability is much like moving a large 
rock in a garden. The greatest challenge is getting it out of the 
mud so that it can be moved. Thereafter, moving it anywhere 
can be a relatively easy task. One may debate whether General 

Hillier has been able to get the rock moving, but there is no 
doubt that he has unleashed the suction around it and turned it 
over. Movement now is inevitable. 

D
N

D
 P

h
o

to
 A

R
2

0
0

9
-0

0
11

-2
6


