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1 

1 Introduction 

“It seems plain and self-evident, yet it needs to be said: the isolated knowledge obtained by a group 
of specialists in a narrow field has in itself no value whatsoever, but only in its synthesis with all the 
rest of knowledge and only inasmuch as it really contributes in this synthesis toward answering the 
demand, `Who are we?´” (Erwin Schrödinger 1951). 

With the end of the Cold War, the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO) entered a process of 

transformation to adapt to an ever changing security environment. This continuous transformation 

process forms NATO´s large scale knowledge management intiative in reaction to the increasing 

requirement of new capabilities and the interoperability of Allied armed forces. An often overlooked area 

of this process, is the development of 26 multinational competence centres: the NATO Centres of 

Excellence (COEs). These competence centres represent a new model of multinational military 

organisations that support NATO transformation through knowledge exchange and capability 

development. Each centre is established on a specific functional area or profession, such as Cyber 

Defence, Military Medicine, or Civil-Military Cooperation. As a response to an increasingly downscaled 

NATO Command Structure, the COEs provide an alternative for nations to voluntarily participate in the 

development of specific capabilities. This sets the COEs apart from the formal hierarchies in NATO and 

offers a space for experimentation, multinational cooperation, and innovation. I argue that COEs are 

adopting an increasing role as service provider and reach-back organisations for niche-capabilities in a 

shrinking NATO Command Structure. Individually, each COE represents an important knowledge 

repository in its area of expertise. Collectively, the COEs form an organisational field that exceeds NATO’s 

remaining expertise in niche professions. How these organisations contribute to capability development 

and knowledge exchange, in the context of increased interoperability and transformation of Allied Forces, 

is the subject of this thesis. 

1.1 Relevance 

If the many different actors that work in the domain of information- and knowledge management would 

take Schrödingers words by heart, the multiple research avenues on the taxonomy of knowledge (Nonaka 

1994; Nonaka and Von Krogh 2009; Polanyi 1966; Amelingmeyer 2004), information and knowledge 

management (Alavi and Leidner 2001; Argyris and Schön 1978; Hendriks 1999; Nonaka 1991; Nonaka and 

Takeuchi 1995; Ipe 2003); individual and collective learning (Brown and Duguid 1991; Lave and Wenger 

1991), communities of practice (Wenger 1998; 2004; Wenger, McDermott, and Snyder 2002; Schulte et 

al. 2016; Zboralski 2007), and network management (Koller, Langmann and Untiedt 2006) would be 
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obsolete. Yet, the growing literature on these subjects demonstrates that sharing of relevant information 

with the right stakeholder, and at the right time imposes huge obstacles to organisations in the public and 

in the private sector.  

Military organisations are no exception, but form a specific case. National armed forces form large 

bureaucracies with hierarchical and often stove-piped channels of information exchange. Moreover, 

detailed information on military operations, such as campaign plans, equipment, tactics, and doctrine 

need to be guarded under the umbrella of secrecy. Hence, access to this specific military knowledge is 

generally limited to a small group of professionals. These circumstances are further aggravated in military 

alliances, such as NATO, that require cooperation among their members. Yet, continuing austerity politics 

have resulted in a rapid decrease of the NATO Command Structure, leaving only a thin layer of expertise 

in small and niche capabilities, which nevertheless form vital components in future operations.  

This expert knowledge, combined with experiences from military operations, forms the basis for the 

identification of military shortfall areas that define the need for capability development, doctrine, and 

training. Only if this knowledge is collected and processed, it can be turned into lessons learned and best 

practices, whose dissemination is vital for operational success and ultimately the lives and wellbeing of 

soldiers. The main parameters determining the increasing need as well as requirements for knowledge 

management are a changing security environment with emerging threats from state and non-state actors, 

and rapid technological change, especially the development of computerized applications across all 

services. The multinational nature of today´s operations further requires interoperability, cooperation, 

and division of labour among armed forces of allied nations, all of which require the exchange of 

information. This shows that knowledge management is a precondition for the effective and efficient 

fulfillment of tasks in NATO and the armed forces of the Alliance member states.  

Yet, there is little knowledge on how organisations and individuals contribute to multinational military 

capability development in NATO. Existing scholarship predominantly obtains a macro-perspective to 

explain military change processes in NATO (Farrell, Osinga and Terriff 2010; Flockhart 2011; Lindley-

French 2007; McCalla 1996; Mearsheimer 1990; Moore and Aybet 2010; Wallander 2000; Waltz 1993; 

Webber, Smith and Sperling 2012). While this approach is suitable to explain changes in policy and 

strategy, it fails to connect policy initiatives with organisational practices.  

The organisational field of NATO Centres of Excellence forms the empirical basis for addressing this 

research gap. Being especially designed to support NATO transformation as multinational competence 
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centres in their specific functional areas, it can be presumed that COEs contribute to capability 

development and proactively exchange knowledge between their constituting nations and NATO. 

However, it is yet unknown how coordination between the different stakeholders takes place, how 

multinational experts connect with each other in occupational networks to generate and exchange 

knowledge, which kind of products are provided by the organisations, and how these products are 

disseminated in NATO, where they eventually materialize into doctrine, training, and lessons learned. 

These knowledge gaps are addressed in the following research questions:  

• RQ1: What is the institutionalized framework COEs are operating in and how does coordination 

between NATO, the COEs, and their Sponsoring Nations work? 

• RQ2: How can COEs act as vehicles for the coordination of knowledge transfer between NATO 

and the Sponsoring Nations? 

• RQ3: What are the roles of Communities of Practice for knowledge exchange and improvement 

of capabilities in the working processes of COEs?  

Based on these research questions I address the formal framework the COEs are operating in. I further 

adhere to the primary interdependences between NATO as primary customer and the nations as 

investors. Last but not least, RQ3 addresses the role of informal processes in Communities of Practice and 

occupational networks. Thereby, the central objective of this research, the coordination processes and 

knowledge management between the COEs as multinational military competence centres and their 

stakeholders, as well as the collection, storage, and development of new knowledge, is addressed from 

different levels: the organisational framework of COEs, the COE´s role in knowledge management, and 

the working mechanisms of COEs.  

1.2 Research Approach  

This study follows an inductive and explorative research approach that has been derived from the research 

objectives and the state of research on the subject. With the rare exceptions of Lobo’s M.A. thesis (2012) 

and Roberts’s policy paper (2014), the COEs have neither been subject to the academic discourse, nor 

other informed debates outside NATO. Consequently, I have chosen to follow the difficult yet important 

path of doing ground work on the empirical field before asking more specialized questions. Therefore, the 

subject is explored by the qualitative inductive method of interpretations of observations and the 

embedded single case of eight COEs to identify action patterns in contrast to a deductive approach that 

aims at testing hypotheses (Borchert, Goos and Strahler 2004). Moreover, the inductive method allowed 
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for capitalizing on my embedded position as military officer within the empirical field through the use of 

primary sources. 

This was done by two strands of field research. Based on qualitative interviews, participant observations 

at conferences of the actors of the field between 2012 and 2016, and the analysis of official documents 

on the founding of COEs and their interaction with the different NATO headquarters, the first strand of 

data collection was focused on senior managers at Headquarters Allied Command Transformation (HQ 

SACT) and the members of the specific coordinating cell for the COEs at the same headquarters. The main 

method was the semi-structured interview. 20 interviews with senior decision makers and COE 

coordinators at HQ SACT provided data on NATO´s strategic perception of the COEs, and their official 

accreditation and coordination mechanisms. The second strand of field research was focused on the 

organisations. Eight of the 26 COEs were chosen as case studies by selective sampling (Kelle and Kluge 

2010). Cases include older and younger COEs, large and small organisations, and COEs in old and new 

NATO member countries. A total of 50 interviews with COE staff members, participant observations, and 

official documents provided the data on how COEs coordinate their activities, exchange knowledge, and 

create new organisational practices. 

For data analysis I have chosen the explorative method of Grounded Theory (Glaser and Strauss 1967), 

with open coding and an iterative sequence of data collection and data analysis. This combination of data 

collection and data analysis allowed for constant comparison and openness during the whole research 

process. Coding was further supported by the use of qualitative data analysis software. During the process 

of data analysis I deviated from the purist approach of coding without theoretical assumptions (Glaser 

and Strauss 1967). Instead I chose the method by Strauss and Corbin (1998), which also allows for 

theoretical considerations.   

The theoretical foundation of this thesis is institutional theory in organisation studies, which focuses on 

the interactions of organisations with their environment, and is especially suited for researching 

organisations in the not-for-profit sector (Senge 2011). In particular, I have applied the analytical 

framework of the institutional logics perspective (Friedland and Alford 1991; Thornton, Ocasio and 

Lounsbury 2012). The identification and definition of institutional logics that guide organisational 

behaviour of NATO COEs is deduced from the research objective and provides the foundation to 

analytically explore the empirical field and to identify commonalities. This social constructivist approach 

follows three levels of analysis that match the different perspectives of the research questions. On the 

society level, the emergence of COEs and their environmental context of NATO transformation are 



Introduction 

5 

analysed to increase the principal understanding of this type of organisation, and their main external 

influences and coordination procedures. The organisational level of analysis focuses on the mechanisms 

of the individual COEs for knowledge dissemination and capability development. The individual level of 

analysis is actor-centric and puts an emphasis on sensemaking processes of COE staff in the process of 

meaning creation and reproduction of symbols and practices of institutions. The comparison of the three 

levels of analysis unravels and explains how different institutional influences result in complexity and 

pluralism of institutional logics (Greenwood et al. 2010; Daudigeos, Boutinot and Jaumier 2013) that 

provide the action repertoire for organisations and individuals of the empirical field.  

The chosen research approach was accompanied by two particular challenges. First, research in a military 

environment imposes specific constraints for access to the empirical field (see the volume by Soeters, 

Shields and Rietjens 2014). My own position as COE staff member was crucial to obtain the required 

support from the organisations, but also required constant reflection to minimize researcher bias. The 

second peculiarity during data collection throughout the empirical field was the multinational 

environment. The 70 interviewees comprise of 19 different nationalities, which required a careful cultural 

reflection of the data as well as triangulation with other available sources.    

1.3 Research Contributions 

I contribute to the understanding of NATO Centres of Excellence as new type of multinational military 

organisations and their role in capability development to close the glaring gap on the contributions of 

single organisations and individuals to knowledge management in NATO. By applying institutional theory 

in organisation science, the work provides new empirical data on the development of a new type of 

organisations. This also contributes to the unresolved question of organisation science, where new 

organisations come from. (Purdy and Gray 2009; Suddaby and Greenwood 2005). By defining the 

institutional environment of NATO transformation and the organisational type of NATO COEs, I show how 

different institutional logics have led to the development of a new organisational field. The analysis of 

coordination processes between the organisations and their stakeholders, but also within the individual 

COE, contributes to the origin of institutional logics and their influence in shaping of both field practices 

and organisational decision making (Lounsbury 2007; Lounsbury and Crumley 2007). Thereby, the chosen 

approach provides a link to directly relate organisational practices and routines to strategic decisions and 

policy in NATO.  
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Specifically, this research applies the institutional logics perspective (Thornton, Ocasio and Lounsbury 

2012) to the not-for-profit sector of NATO COEs as multinational military organisations, thereby expanding 

an existing theoretical framework to new empirical data. The chosen approach of multiple levels of 

analysis, namely the society-, organisational-, and individual level, addresses the gap of cross level 

research in institutional theory (Powell and Colyvas 2008; Thornton, Ocasio and Lounsbury 2012) and 

contributes to several strands of institutional literature. First, the study adds to the literature on 

institutional complexity (Greenwood et al. 2010) at the levels of the field and the organisation. The 

findings support the work on institutional pluralism that argues in favour of the coexistence of multiple 

institutional logics that nurture each other and lead to variance in organisational practices (Daudigeos, 

Boutinot and Jaumier 2013; Lounsbury 2007; Marquis and Lounsbury 2007; Pache 2011; Reay and Hinings 

2005).  

Second, to analyze how organisations deal internally with institutional pluralism (Battilana and Dorado 

2010) and how social actors indorse multiple institutional logics within the organisation (Binder 2007; 

Pache 2011; Pache and Santos 2010), it is necessary to integrate the micro perspective of the 

organisational and individual level. Thereby, this study also contributes to the understanding of micro 

processes, which have often been neglected in institutional research (Biggart and Beamish 2003; Purdy 

and Gray 2009: 356; Thornton, Ocasio and Lounsbury 2012) because organisations were often viewed as 

unitary actors (Hirsch and Lounsbury 1997; Rao, Morrill and Zald 2000). The integration of the micro level 

is actor-centric and follows Friedland and Alfords (1991) proposition that actors are ‘nested’ within the 

analytical levels, which has become known as embedded agency (Seo and Creed 2002; Battilana 2006), 

and distinguishes the institutional logics perspective from the macro perspective of institutional theory 

(Thornton and Ocasio 2008; Thornton, Ocasio and Lounsbury 2012).  

A link between the structural perspective of the organisational field and the micro perspective of 

individual actors at the organisations is offered by the integration of the concepts of sensemaking (Weick 

1995; Weick, Sutcliffe and Obstfeld 2005) and Communities of Practice (CoP) (Brown and Duguid 1991; 

Lave and Wenger 1991; Wenger 1998; Wenger, McDermott, and Snyder 2002). Thereby, the study further 

contributes to the research project on Communities of Practice in the German Armed Forces by Hans 

Koller and associates. Following the idea that individual learning and knowledge exchange often takes 

place in self-organised CoPs and occupational networks (Brown and Duguid 1991; Lave and Wenger 1991; 

Wenger 1998; Wenger, McDermott, and Snyder 2002), the armed forces are no exception. The analysis 

by Schulte et al. (2016) of existing CoPs in the German Armed Forces could show that these self-organised 
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groups are deeply rooted in the culture of the formal organisation, and therefore follow the overall 

objectives. This work sheds a light on the international military context of NATO transformation, in which 

the existence of similar self-organised groups across the COEs as specialized competence centres is 

presumed highly likely. 

Adler (2008: 196) has taken the example of NATO’s transformation into a cooperative-security institution 

to argue that CoPs are strong carriers of social structures across functional and geographical boundaries 

without analysing particular communities. By identifying existing CoPs at various COEs and their 

contributions to the generation of new knowledge in the areas of doctrine, training, and lessons learned, 

I support his argumentation with practical examples. The formal ratification of CoP products lets their 

work become enduring and thereby makes them one carrier for the spread of institutions. I further show 

that CoPs and other occupational networks in the armed forces contribute to generation, coordination, 

and preservation of knowledge, but only when they operate in a distinct military profession or capability 

and without being disrupted by rotation of personnel. 

The cross level analysis explains how institutional logics shape the relation between symbolic and material 

parts of institutions. The institutional environment of NATO transformation and the different policy 

initiatives on the society level remain symbolic until they are reinforced by orgnisational practices and 

routines. These practices and routines are shaped by the military officers serving at the organisational 

level of NATO COEs and other headquarters in the NATO Command Structure. The analysis of the 

organisational type of NATO COEs, the existing governance structure, and informal means of knowledge 

exchange lead to implications for management practice on each level of analysis to increase the utilization 

of the organisations.  

1.4 Thesis outline  

This thesis is structured into seven chapters (Figure 1.1). Chapter one provides the introduction to the 

empirical field, the research aims, and contributions. Chapters two and three discuss the theoretical 

foundation of this work and explain the methodology of data collection and data analysis. The chapters 

four, five, and six form the core of the analysis. Chapter four takes a macro perspective and displays the 

empirical data from the first strand of research. The analysis focuses on the internal processes in NATO 

that have led to the emergence of the organisational field of COEs in the context of transformation, before 

analysing the specific organisational characteristics of the COEs, the existing governance structure, and 

strategic perception and role of the organisations. Chapter five changes the level towards the 
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organisations and displays the empirical data of the eight case studies. Consequently, this is followed by 

the cross case study analysis in chapter six, which combines the micro- and macro level of analysis. The 

discussion of the results provides an answer to the research questions and shows current developments 

of the empirical field. Chapter seven concludes this thesis by highlighting the theoretical and 

methodological contributions, offering recommendations for COE management and policy advice, 

discussing the limitations of this study, and pointing towards avenues for future research.   

Figure 1.1: Thesis Outline. 

 

 



Chapter 2 

9 

2 Theoretical Foundation  

Explaining the emergence of a group of organisations, their structures, coordination mechanisms, and 

exchange with customers and other stakeholders in an empirical field that has not been subject to 

research before, should be guided by an open theoretical approach and not a rigid framework.  

“Whereas definite concepts provide prescriptions of what to see, sensitizing concepts merely suggest 
directions along which to look. The hundreds of our concepts – like culture, institutions, social 
structure, mores, and personality – are not definite concepts but are sensitizing in nature. They lack 
precise reference and have no benchmarks which allow a clean-cut identification of a specific instance 
and of its content. Instead they rest on a general sense of what is relevant” (Blumer 1954: 7). 

This analysis of NATO Centres of Exellence follows Bulmer’s appeal that research should be guided by an 

open approach. This sociological perspective allows for unfolding the relationships between the 

organisations and their social environment. Such an open approach requires empirical data and real-life 

observations to transform a sensitizing concept into a more precise concept. It further requires a 

theoretical framework that provides the lenses through which the data is observed and analysed. 

Neoinstitutional theory in organisation studies is an analytical framework that especially focuses on the 

social environment and offers strong explanations for analysis of organisations in the public sector (Senge 

2011).  

“Institutional theory is among the most vibrant and rapidly growing areas in social science today” (Scott 

2014: vii; similar Senge 2011: 1; Greenwood et al. 2008: 2). Originating in the notion that organisational 

behaviour is largely influenced by their social environment and not so much by the objective tasks of the 

organisation, institutional research has been applied to almost all substantive topics within organisation 

studies (Palmer, Biggart and Dick 2008). The recurrence of institutions was triggered by the three seminal 

works of Meyer and Rowan (1977), Zucker (1977), and DiMaggio and Powell (1983), and became known 

as the new institutionalism (Greenwood et al. 2008). The authors also represent the three main emerging 

research areas – macro, meso and micro – of institutional theory in organisation studies. From a macro 

perspective, Meyer and colleagues study the global transfer of ideas across industries, organisations and 

nations. The development of a global cultural order or World-Polity, which is based on norms and values 

of western industrialized societies and their diffusion, is the anchor point of the macro level (Meyer 1987; 

2005). The main argument postulates that the order of states as the only legitimate authorities with 

territorial claims, and organisations as coordinators of collective action, has become taken for granted 

(Meyer et al. 1997a; Drori, Meyer and Hwang 2006). In another exemplary study of the not-for-profit 
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sector, Meyer at al. (1997b) showed the dissemination of environmental protection organisations and the 

role of the United Nations in the development and spread of a world environmental regime.  

Research on the sectorial or field level focuses on homogeneity and similarities among organisations that 

operate in the same public or private sector, provide similar products and services, and share key supplier, 

customer and regulatory agencies (DiMaggio and Powell 1983: pp. 147). Studies on the development of 

the profession of museum workers (DiMaggio 1991), change of the organisation of health care (Scott 

1992; Scott, Ruef, Mendel and Caronna 2000), reforms in the municipality sector (Tolbert and Zucker 

1983) are exemplary for this direction of research in the not-for-profit sector. Bohn’s (2014) analysis of 

the implementation of Corporate Social Responsibility provides a recent example for the application of 

the analytical concept in the industry. Those studies on the macro and meso level form the majority of 

institutional research (Powell and Colyvas 2008: 276).  

The micro perspective of institutional research focuses on the role of single individuals and organisations 

and how their interests shape institutional forces in daily practices (Powell and Colyvas 2008; Zucker 

1977). Drawing from Weick’s concept of sensemaking (Weick 1995; Weick, Sutcliffe and Obstfeld 2005) 

and cultural individual beliefs of status (Zelditch 2001; 2004), the micro-level perspective looks at local 

processes of individuals and groups that may result in taken-for-granted expectations (Powell and Colyvas 

2008: 285). Examplary, the research on academic entrepreneurship between public and private science 

shows how actions can been facilitated and integrated in organisational procedures prior to policy 

developments (Colyvas 2007; Colyvas and Powell 2006). Such local or bottom-up developments 

demonstrate that organisations can become successful in activities that are perceived unusual at first, but 

might later be mimicked by others (Colyvas and Powell 2007). Important tools in studying micro 

foundations are language and vocabulary, the relationship between meaning and action, and tradition 

and stories within organisations (Powell and Colyvas 2008: pp. 292).  

A more recent development in institutional theory that builds upon the previous work is the institutional 

logics perspective (ILP) that was first introduced by Friedland and Alford (1991) and further developed as 

a meta theory by a small group of scholars. (Thornton and Ocasio 1999; 2008; Thornton 2002; 2004; 

Thornton, Ocasio and Lounsbury 2012). They argue that behaviour of actors is prescribed by logics, which 

provide meaning and sense making in a given environment. Institutions are historically contingent in the 

sense that findings of studies on organisations may be valid in one time period but not in the other. This 

principle allows to derive a theory of institutional change and persistence that is less focused on 

homogeneity (Thornton, Ocasio and Lounsbury 2012: 12). Institutions consist of material and symbolic 
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elements and operate on three levels of analysis: “individuals competing and negotiating, organisations 

in conflict and coordination, and institutions in contradiction and interdependency” (Friedland and Alford 

1991: pp. 240). Preferring action over structure, interests, identities and values of individuals and 

organisations are embedded within institutional logics (Thornton and Ocasio 2008; Thornton, Ocasio and 

Lounsbury 2012). Actors are ‘nested’ within each analytical level and institutions are providing 

opportunity and constraint for individual action forming an inter-institutional system (Friedland and 

Alford 1991). Thornton and Ocasio define institutional logics as “the socially constructed, historical 

pattern of material practices, assumptions, values, beliefs and rules by which individuals produce and 

reproduce their material subsistence, organize time and space, and provide meaning to their social 

reality” (1999: 804). 

The roots of institutional theory stem from the rise of scholarly attention towards modern bureaucracy, 

culture, normative frameworks and civil society in which organisations emerged as a recognized field of 

study (March and Simon 1958; Parsons 1956; Selznick 1948; Stinchcombe 1965). An overview on the 

‘early’ institutionalists Emile Durkheim, Max Weber, Herbert Spencer, Herbert Blumer and Charles Cooley 

is provided by Scott (2014: pp. 2). More recent scholarship is based on Berger and Luckmann, who argue 

that social reality is a human construction with emphasis on the process of the creation of shared 

knowledge and belief systems (1966: 15). This indicates the broad and multidisciplinary spectrum of 

institutional theory, which draws from several of the social sciences and anthropology (Palmer, Biggart 

and Dick 2008). Consequently, institutionalist scholars are left with a comprehensive research programme 

to follow unanswered questions. Scott (2014: xi-xii) articulates a canon of questions that demand further 

attention1, Thornton, Ocasio and Lounsbury (2012: pp. 172) stress the importance of further development 

and validation of the ILP. In this study I contribute to the typology of the inter-institutional system by a 

qualitative application on the empirical field of NATO COEs. The study further highlights institutional 

pluralism and causal pathways between the individual, organisational and society level of analysis, or, 

from macro to micro and vice versa (Ibid: 183). Shifting the perspective across the different levels of 

analysis embraces the idea of institutional complexity (Greenwood et al. 2010) and focuses on the 

questions of how organisations respond to the pressure of multiple logics that originate from different 

                                                           
1 Examples of the proposed research programme are: “Why do organisations of the same type (…) located in widely 
scattered locales so closely resemble one another?”; “Why do individuals and organisations conform to 
institutions?”; “Why is the behavior of organisational participants often observed to depart from the formal rules 
and stated goals of the organisation?”; “Why is it, if formal rules are largely ignored, that resources and energy are 
expended to maintain these formal structures?”(Scott 2014: xi-xii). 
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institutional orders, and how field level dynamics are realted to organisational identity and individual 

sensemaking. Answering these questions provides a contribution to the strand of research emphasizing 

on agency and change in institutional analysis.  

To further develop the institutional argument, the differences of organisational institutionalism to other 

theories of organisations will be briefly portrayed (2.1), preceding a critical discussion of the central 

concepts of institutional theory (2.2). I will then introduce the more recent development of the 

institutional logics perspective and explain how the adoption of this framework helps to mitigate some 

gaps in earlier institutional research (2.3). This is followed by transferring the ILP onto the subject of NATO 

COEs (2.4) by crafting an inter-institutional framework of institutional logics that includes the macro-, 

meso-, and micro level for the analysis.  

2.1 Differences to Other Organisation Theories 

The classic theories of business administration and management focus on rationality of transactions and 

processes in the analysis of business organisations (Kieser and Ebers 2014; Senge 2011: 31; Lieberman 

and Asaba 2006). The organisational environment in that context is an economic environment, which is 

limited to the domain of financial resources, markets, quantifiable goods, and technical solutions for 

organisations. Senge (2011: 80) pointedly states that the organisation studies in the United States has 

become a science without society. The literature provides several examples to better understand this 

critique of the narrow analytical focus of other theories in organisation studies (Senge 2011: 14; Ortmann, 

Sydow and Türk 2000: pp.15; Palmer, Biggart and Dick 2008: 753). In their detailed discussions, Scott 

(2014: 30-38) and Senge (2011: 33-80) highlight the different perceptions of the organisational 

environment in transaction cost economics, contingency theory, population ecology, resource-based 

economics, and game theory. Rather than adding to this comprehensive and precise theoretical discourse, 

it is important to stress the commonality of the classic management theories: their focus on rationality of 

transactions, which limits their explanation power for organisations of the public sector. The military 

constitutes a not-for-profit environment in which economic measurements are extremely difficult. 

Existing measures of military effectiveness on the ratio of inflicting casualties on the enemy against war 

expenditures (Ferguson 1998: 331-338) take a (macabre) macro-economic perspective that can provide 

explanations of historic relevance. They do not yield a measure on capability development in specialized 

military organisations, such as the COEs. The environment of COEs is neither economic nor constituted, it 

is a constructed and complex social product (Jepperson 1991: pp. 153). In institutional theory formal 

organisation structure is less a tool for rational coordination and efficiency, it rather reflects a 
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manifestation of rules and expectations of a binding character (Meyer and Rowan 1977: 343; Walgenbach 

2000). Organisational features such as structure, departmental outline, or management positions are 

imposed by the environment of customer and supplier and can be independent from output. The desire 

for a re-integration of a greater societal environment in organisational analysis was explicitly expressed in 

the titles of institutional publications: “Bringing Society Back In” (Friedland and Alford 1991), or “Die 

Rückkehr der Gesellschaft” (Ortmann, Sydow and Türk 2000).  

This difference of institutional theory to the classic management theories is expressed in the strong 

analytical focus on not-for-profit organisations (Senge 2011: 137). Among many studies that examine the 

idea that the public sector is especially sensitive to institutional influences (Tolbert 1985; Baron and Bielby 

1986; Fennell and Alexander 1987; Pfeffer and Davis-Blake 1987), widely cited examples are DiMaggio’s 

study on the profession of museum workers (1991), and Meyer’s et al. analysis of the structure of a world 

environmental regime (1997b). The military on the other hand, has faced little scholarly attention in 

institutional research on organisations (Brockmann 1994). This gap will be addressed by looking at central 

institutional elements of norms and values, culture, and political goals (Senge 2011: 134).  

2.2 Central Concepts of Institutional Theory 

The discussion of the central concepts of institutional theory follows the categorization into structures, 

attributes and processes introduced by Palmer, Biggart and Dick (2008: 741). 

2.2.1 Structures  

The most fundamental structural concept are the ‘institutions’ that provides appropriate guidance, 

meaning, and stability for organising human activities. However, the term institution itself is subject to 

multiple definitions and concepts with little consensus in the scholarly debate (Scott 2014: viii; Jepperson 

1991: 143; DiMaggio and Powell 1991; Scott 1987). As a result, important institutions such as the state, 

the profession, the family, or religion have been specified, but without an overall systematic approach 

(Senge 2011:18). On the other hand, the indistinct use of the term institution has also been seen positivly 

by allowing for inventiveness and flexibility (Greenwood et al. 2008: 32; Senge 2011: 97).  

Many attempts have been made to define or describe institutions. An early definition states institutions 

as “settled habits of thought common to the generality of man” (Veblen 1919: 239). Jepperson 

summarizes institutions as “socially constructed, routine-reproduced, program or rule systems. They 

operate as relative fixtures of constraining environments and are accompanied by taken-for-granted 
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accounts” (1991: 149). Lawrence, Suddaby and Leca speak of institutions as “those (more or less) enduring 

elements of social life that affect the behaviour and beliefs of individuals and collective actors by providing 

templates for action, cognition, and emotion, nonconformity which is associated with some kind of costs” 

(2011: 53). Senge defines institutions as rules that are essential to the subject matter, socially binding and 

permanent (2011: 91). According to Scott “Institutions comprise regulative, normative, and cultural-

cognitive elements that, together with associated activities and resources, provide stability and meaning 

to social life” (2014: 56). As an analytical concept Scott’s model of three pillars of institutions intends to 

structure empirical analysis and allows a combined analysis of institutions with the attribute of legitimacy 

(Suchman 1995) and the structural concept of organisational fields (DiMaggio and Powell 1983). A broader 

construct definition of institutions further allows for epistemological pluralism, inventiveness and 

flexibility (Greenwood et al. 2008: 32). All definitions have in common that institutions are durable, 

socially constructed, and provide meaning or guidance for an area of social life. Hence, the concept of 

institutions remains abstract and intangible, but nevertheless provides valuable insights in explaining 

social patterns. 

Regulative elements are laws and effectively binding regulations. They constrain and regularize behaviour, 

have the power to set rules, to inspect conformity and issue sanctions or rewards to influence future 

behaviour (Scott 2014: 60). Organisations or individuals construct rule systems or conform to rules to 

pursue their self-interests. Primary mechanism of control is coercion (DiMaggio and Powell 1983). 

Normative elements consist of binding expectations that have a lower threshold than laws, for example 

standards and certifications. Norms introduce a prescriptive, evaluative and obligatory dimension into 

social life and thereby define legitimate means (Scott 2014: pp. 64). They are usually followed by a logic 

of appropriateness (March and Olsen 1989). Examples for normative types of institutions are kinship 

groups, social classes, communities, or professions. Empirical indicators are accreditation or standard 

setting bodies, and professional associations (Ruef and Scott 1998; Casile and Davis-Blake 2002). Norm 

compliance works by self-evaluation, trespassing leads to shame and disgrace. Emphasis is on the 

stabilizing influence of social beliefs, and norms that are internalized or imposed by others. 

The cultural-cognitive pillar consists of the shared understandings of social reality that provide meaning 

(Scott 2014: 67). Hofstede uses the metaphor that culture is the “software of the mind” (2010: 5) for 

organisations. This centrality is also pointed out by Douglas, who proposes to “treat cultural categories as 

the cognitive containers in which social interests are defined and classified, argued, negotiated and fought 

out” (1982: 12). The shared understanding common to cultural beliefs leads to strong routines that 
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become taken-for-granted. Compliance of organisations and other actors is recognized as proper and 

sound, and leads to the positive effect of certitude and confidence, whereas misalignment leads to 

confusion and disorientation (Scott 2014: 70).  

Table 2.1: Three Pillars of Institutions.2 

Mechanisms/Institutions Regulative Normative Cultural-Cognitive 
Basis of compliance Expedience Social obligation Taken-for-grantedness 

Shared understanding 
Basis of order Regulative rules Binding expectations Constitutive schema 
Mechanisms Coercive Normative Mimetic 
Logic Instrumentality Appropriateness Orthodoxy 
Indicators Rules, Laws, 

Sanctions 
Certification, 
Accreditation 

Common beliefs, Shared 
logics of action 

Affect Fear Guilt/ Innocence Shame/ Honour Certainty/ Confusion 
Basis of legitimacy Legally sanctioned Morally governed Comprehensible, 

Recognizable, Culturally 
supported 

 
The pillars provide guidance for an institutional analysis and can be combined or misaligned to compare 

different influences, which might be in contrast or support to each other. In stable social systems practices 

are taken-for-granted, normatively endorsed, and backed by authorized powers following a dominant 

pillar, whereas misalignment or contradiction among the pillars can lead to organisational change. The 

model builds a framework for the discussion of different institutional influences and resulting logics of 

action, mechanisms, and constraints between the organisations and their environment (Ibid: pp. 70).  

The general trichotomy of institutions to consist of regulative, normative, and cultural-cognitive structures 

is widely accepted, but the application by Scott is facing critique. Thornton, Ocasio and Lounsbury (2012: 

40) argue that a limited focus on the different pillars will lead to a typology of literature on institutional 

approaches instead of achieving theoretical integration. They see the three dimensions as complementary 

instead of distinct (Ibid: 51). Senge opposes the implicit parity between the three pillars as impossible by 

arguing that regulative and normative mechanisms always have a cognitive anchor point (2011: 87).  

What is the impact of institutions on organisations? Procedures, programmes, and structures, but also 

individuals and their interests are constituted by institutionalized rules (Zucker 1977; Jepperson 1991; 

Meyer et al. 1997a). Culture, in form of institutionalized rules, provides the framework for desirable 

                                                           
2 Taken from Scott (2014: 60). 
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products and results of organisations, the institutional environment defines legitimate means and 

purpose (Scott 1987; 1991). This institutional determination makes institutions to “macro level 

abstractions” of the organisational environment and society, and not a creation of individual 

organisational management (DiMaggio and Powell 1991: 15). Aggregated assumptions on the macro-level 

provide the taken-for-granted templates and rules for organisational management. Institutions are 

enforced and reproduced by routine procedures such as scripts, templates, or accreditation (Walgenbach 

1995). This constraints the courses of actions for individuals and organisations. Alternatives are not 

considered, because they are outside the common beliefs (Zucker 1983: 5). 

Institutions are further the connecting link between organisations and society (Senge 2011: 19). They 

provide a system of socially constructed rules and meaning for organisations to operate in. 

Institutionalized rules are independent variables that allow to derive interests and action as well as 

cultural-cognitive explanations for organisational structure (DiMaggio and Powell 1991: 8; Schneiberg and 

Clemens 2006: 201). Regulative, normative, and cultural-cognitive elements of institutions, constituted 

within the social environment are the underlying principles that guide action. The three elements of 

institutions form a continuum moving “from the conscious to the unconscious, from the legally enforced 

to the taken-for-granted” (Hoffman 1997: 36). The majority of rules that are prevailing for organisational 

life consist of institutions that unconsciously appeal on informal patterns of interaction (Senge 2011: 96).  

A second fundamental structural concept of institutional theory is the ‘field’, which is the domain a 

particular institution operates in (Palmer, Biggart and Dick 2008: 742). The term was defined by DiMaggio 

and Powell: “By an organisational field, we mean those organisations that, in aggregate, constitute a 

recognized area of institutional life: key suppliers, resource and product consumers, regulatory agencies, 

and other organisations that produce similar services and products” (1983: 148). An organisational field 

includes all organisations that are subject to the same institutional constraints. This leads to a common 

meaning system resulting in collective action patterns, identities, and regulative mechanisms (Scott 1994: 

pp. 70; Wooten and Hoffman 2008: 131). The organisations do not necessarily have to be similar to each 

other and belong to the same industry or population.   

From this perspective, fields constitute the institutional environment of organisations. Early 

institutionalists made the distinction between technical and institutional environments. Technical 

environments are characterized by the demands for efficient economic exchange, which can be measured 

by results that legitimize action. Institutional environments, on the other hand, focus on the integration 

of appropriate structures. Successful adoption of legitimate practices protects the organisation against 
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questions for efficiency. By conforming to the institutional environment, organisations appear legitimate 

and gain stability and resources. Meyer and Rowan (1977: 354) argue that technical environments are 

dominant for production-organisations, whereas not-for-profit organisations benefit from trust achieved 

by conformity with institutional rules.  

Scott (2003: pp. 138) summarizes the different influence of technical and institutional environments, 

derived from empirical studies on hospitals, schools, and the public sector (Meyer and Rowan 1978; 

Meyer, Scott and Deal 1981; Meyer, Scott and Strang 1987; Powell 1991; DiMaggio 1991).  

Table 2.2: Institutional and Technical Environments. 

 Institutional environments  
(+) (-) 

Technical 
environments 

(+) Banks, Public services Industry sector  
(-) Schools, Hospitals, Churches Restaurants, Fitness 

 

While the bifurcated distinction between institutional and technical environments has been criticized as 

articifial construct (Thornton, Ocasio and Lounsbury 2012; Palmer, Biggart and Dick 2008), it is of analytical 

value (Walgenabch 2000). The characterization of an institutional versus a technical environment allows 

for the explanation of organisational action in a societal context, which is not only bound by economic 

criteria of success, but also includes the state, culture, and the professions as constituting parameters. 

This multi-contextuality forms the core element of institutional theory (Senge 2011: 171). The 

organisational field is the intermediate unit that ties individual organisations to the society (Scott 2014: 

pp. 236; Becker-Ritterspach and Becker-Ritterspach 2006). The perspective of the organisational field has 

become an established meta-level of analysis to bridge between organisations and society, including all 

actors of relevance (Davis and Marquis 2005; Senge 2011: 103; Walgenbach 2000: 38; Wooten and 

Hoffman 2008). 

Using the organisational field as level of analysis requires empirical determination of the field’s 

boundaries, especially because social systems are open systems by nature (Scott 2014: 231). Boundaries 

can derive from actors’ membership, activities of common repertoires, relations and networks, or cultural 

markers in shared normative frameworks (Scott and Davis 2007: pp. 152). Martin states: 

  



Chapter 2 

18 

“whether a set of persons [or organisations] or their actions actually forms a field must be an empirical 
question and cannot be true by definition or methodology. A field theoretic analysis requires that the 
positions of persons [or organisations] in a field must be based on their orientations to each other, 
either directly through their interpersonal relations or in a mediated manner via shared goals” (2011: 
pp. 269).  

Despite the clarity in the methodological approach, scholars of field-level studies often fail to transfer the 

parameters into practice as found by Palmer, Biggart and Dick, who state that it is “ironic that fields are 

seldom characterized precisely” (2008: 742).  

2.2.2 Attributes 

“Legitimacy is a central concept in organisational institutionalism” (Deephouse and Suchman 2008: 49). 

This statement is shared with “remarkably consistency” (Suchman 1995: 604) in the literature. Legitimacy 

comprises of the conformity of structures and practices with institutions, which in an ideal case, are 

perceived as taken-for-granted. The main institutional argument places legitimacy as a socially 

constructed condition for organisational survival (Meyer and Rowan 1977: 353). “The institutional 

explanation emphasizes that organisations seek legitimacy and survival not efficiency, and highlights the 

role of cognition and obligation, not self-interest” (Greenwood et al. 2008: 7). Similar testimonials argue 

that “legitimate status is a sine qua non for easy access to resources, unrestricted access to markets, and 

long term survival” (Brown 1998: 38), or, “organisations require more than material resources and 

technical information if they are to survive and thrive in their social environments. They also need social 

acceptability and credibility” (Scott et al. 2000: 237). The statements have in common that gaining 

legitimacy is desirable, if not crucial, for organisations. Suchman provides a comprehensive definition of 

legitimacy: “Legitimacy is a generalized perception or assumption that the actions of an entity are 

desirable, proper, or appropriate within some socially constructed systems of norms, values, beliefs and 

definitions” (1995: 574). The definition and the preceding statements imply two perspectives of 

legitimacy: a strategic perspective of access to resources, and a cognitive institutional perspective of 

acceptance within the organisational environment. These two perspectives also form the two main 

streams of research on the concept of legitimacy (Ibid: 573).  

Following the strategic argumentation, legitimacy becomes a resource that can be managed (Ashforth and 

Gibbs 1990; Suchman 1995; Zimmerman and Zeitz 2002). This perspective empowers organisations to 

actively seek, maintain, and regain legitimacy. Legitimacy becomes a calculated subject of managerial 

control to create rituals or symbols. Suchman also refers to pragmatic legitimacy (1995). Especially 

emerging organisations are facing a “liability of newness” (Freeman, Carroll and Hannan 1983: 692; 
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Stinchcombe 1965: 148), which makes it important to actively create validity around new practices, or to 

integrate them into pre-existing and accepted concepts (Ashforth and Gibbs 1990: 182). The easiest 

strategy towards this aim is to conform to the environment and its pre-existing institutions (Suchman 

1995: 587). Organisations also seek legitimacy through formalization and professionalization (Ibid: 589), 

which can either be achieved through mimetic isomorphism (DiMaggio and Powell 1983), or by 

compliance with externally imposed standards (Walgenbach 2000; Brunssun and Jacobsson 2002). 

Following this line of thought organisations can also enhance their status and credibility by evaluation of 

legitimation sources (Deephouse and Suchman 2008: pp. 66). However, as environments are not always 

coherent but can also be contested, managers have a scale of strategic options between acquiescence 

and manipulation (Oliver 1991: 152; similar Zimmerman and Zeitz 2002: 423). Another option is to 

decouple activities from formal organisational structures and to follow strategies of segregation such as 

exalting ceremony or promising reform (Meyer and Rowan 1977). Ashforth and Gibbs (1990: pp. 186) 

remark that this strategy is dangerous because explicit announcements to be legitimate may give rise to 

the scepticism of stakeholders. Actors may appear clumsy, nervous or overacting, and should rather follow 

indirect and subtle claims for legitimacy. Their statement that “organisational legitimacy is a valued but 

problematic resource” (Ibid: 191) is a cautious conclusion of the strategic argumentation.  

Turning to the institutional perspective  

“(…) legitimacy is not a commodity to be possessed or exchanged but a condition reflecting perceived 
consonance with relevant rules and laws or normative values, or alignment with cultural-cognitive 
frameworks. Like some other invisible properties such as oxygen, the importance of legitimacy become 
immediately and painfully apparent only if lost, suggesting that it is not a specific resource, but a 
fundamental condition of social existence” (Scott 2014: 72).  

This argumentation derives from Berger and Luckmann, stating that “legitimation justifies the institutional 

order by giving a normative dignity to its practical imperatives” (1966: 111). By following this line of 

thought, cultural determination and social construction are providing the context in which “legitimacy 

and institutionalization are virtually synonymous” (Suchman 1995: 576). Scott visualizes this by also 

dividing legitimacy into – regulative, normative, and cognitive – dimensions, which are linked to his three 

pillars of institutions (2014: 60). This follows the idea that organisations seek legitimacy to enhance 

stability, credibility, support, and survival (Suchman 1995: 574). An organisation that gives the impression 

to be desirable, proper and appropriate will have easy access to resources, which leads to persistence 

(Parsons 1960). Moreover, organisations that can provide a narrative or social account for its existence, 

will be perceived as more meaningful, predictable, and trustworthy (Jepperson 1991: 147). If 
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organisations lack those legitimated narratives of their activities, they become “(…) more vulnerable to 

claims that they are negligent, irrational or unnecessary” (Meyer and Rowan 1977: 350). The highest 

source of legitimacy is consequently reached when an organisation becomes inevitable and is perceived 

as taken-for-granted (Suchman 1995: 583), which results in support and security within the environment 

because alternatives are unthinkable.  

Suchman argues that the duality of strategic operational challenges and institutional cognitive demands 

is a matter of perspective of managers looking “out”, or society looking “in” (1995: 577). Organisations 

are facing both directions. In this study I take a middle course to show how military culture constitutes 

institutional demands of a proper and appropriate behaviour of COEs on the meta-level of the 

organisational field. The organisational form of NATO Centres of Excellence and their practices are the 

subjects of legitimacy. On the other hand, narratives created at HQ SACT and the individual COEs can 

provide valuable insights in managerial efforts to seek legitimacy, or, to deviate from institutional norms. 

The sources of legitimacy are the internal and external audiences that are in the position to make 

legitimacy assessments in any given setting (Ruef and Scott 1998: 880), which often consist of 

organisations in regulatory or rulemaking functions (Deephouse and Suchman 2008: pp. 54).  

Legitimacy has become “an anchor-point of a vastly expanded theoretical apparatus addressing the 

normative and cognitive forces that constrain, construct, and empower organisational actors” (Suchman 

1995: 571). However, the measurement of legitimacy is a debated subject (Aldrich and Fiol 1994: 648; 

Foreman and Whetten 2002: 623; Hellmann 2006: 87). Organisational ecologists offer an indirect 

measurement that the density of organisations of a given form is positively related to their legitimacy:  

“an organisational form is legitimate to the extent that relevant actors regard it as ‘natural’ way to 
organise for some purpose. From this perspective, rarity of a form poses serious problems of 
legitimacy. When few instances of a form exist, it can hardly be the ‘natural’ way to achieve some 
collective end. On the other hand, once a form becomes prevalent, further proliferation is unlikely 
to have much effect on its taken-for-grantedness. Legitimacy thus grows monotonically with 
density but at a decreasing rate” (Carroll and Hannan 1989: 525-526). 

Zucker (1989) controversially argues that growth of organisations of a certain type is not an empirical 

measure for legitimacy. The argument however fits the strategic perspective on legitimacy that new 

organisations have to be active to establish themselves in their environment.  

If institutions formulate rules that support organisational development, organisations need to adopt and 

comply (Powell 1991: 196). Organisations that do comply with those concepts enhance their legitimacy 

(Meyer and Rowan 1977: pp 344; Zucker 1987: 443; DiMaggio and Powell 1983: 155). That enables 
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organisations to demonstrate rationality and conformity without technical efficiency (Meyer and Rowan 

1977: 340). Furthermore “legitimacy generally produces a taken-for-granted right to act and command 

within a particular sphere of activity” (Deephouse and Suchman 2008: 61). Legitimacy also forms an 

analytical concept, which is not separable, but also not congruent with empiric phenomena. For the 

subsequent analysis I will follow the recommendation by Deephouse and Suchman (Ibid: 69) to distinct 

between legitimacy agents, legitimacy mediators, and legitimacy guidelines. Legitimacy agents can confer 

legitimacy, because they are in the position to set administrative criteria for organisations, such as rules 

for accreditation (Durand and McGuire 2005). Legitimacy mediators are in the position to convey 

behavioural standards through fora and templates. Legitimacy guidelines are the set of intangible social 

rules that provide legitimacy (Deephouse and Suchman 2008: 69). 

2.2.3 Processes  

Institutionalization marks a fundamental process and a condition with a causal relation to institutions. 

“Institution represents a social order or pattern that has attained a certain state or property; 

institutionalization denotes the process of such attainment” (Jepperson 1991: 145). The process 

dimension can be described as “Institutionalization is the emergence of orderly, stable, social integrating 

patterns out of unstable, loosely organised, or narrowly technical activities” (Selznick 1992: 232), or 

similar, “Institutionalization is the process by which social processes, obligations, or actualities come to 

take on a rule-like status in social thought and action” (Meyer and Rowan 1977: 341). Zucker demonstrates 

this in her experiments on the transmission of cultural understandings (1977). Once a rule-like status is 

reached, the process is superseded by a condition. This usually occurs when actions are no longer 

questioned and become part of an objective situation (DiMaggio and Powell 1991). Selznick distinguishes 

between a two-step approach that starts by creating formal organisation structures as solutions to 

coordination problems, which is followed by “thick” institutionalization that consists of elements such as 

rules and procedures or symbols and ideologies that rally around unifying objectives to provide deeper 

meaning (1992: 235). These elements closely relate to the regulative, normative, and cultural-cognitive 

elements of institutions.  

Institutionalization takes place by different carriers (Jepperson 1991: 150; Scott 2014). Scott identifies and 

describes four types of carriers: symbolic systems, relational systems, activities, and artefacts, which are 

interrelated with his pillars (2014 pp. 95).  
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Table 2.3: Institutional Pillars and Carriers.3  

Institutional pillars and 
types of carriers 

Regulative Normative Cultural-Cognitive 

Symbolic systems Rules, Laws Values, Expectations, 
Standards 

Categories, 
Typifications, Schemas, 
Frames 

Relational systems Governance systems, 
Power systems 

Regimes, Authority 
systems 

Structural 
isomorphism, 
Identities 

Activities Monitoring, 
Sanctioning, Disrupting 

Roles, Jobs, Routines, 
Habits, Repertoires of 
collective action 

Predispositions, Scripts 

Artefacts Objects complying 
with mandated 
specification 

Objects meeting 
conventions, standards 

Objects possessing 
symbolic value 

 

Emphasis on the different carriers is dependent on scholarly preferences and which pillar of institutions 

is central for the analysis (Ibid: 95). This perspective can change with different levels of analysis. While a 

relational carrier might be dominant for the organisational field level, the singular organisation might be 

more affected by activities. Colyvas and Jonsson (2011: pp. 28) further argue that to speak of 

institutionalization a permanent character is necessary, not just a diffusion of artefacts or activities.  

While institutional pillars and carriers provides an analytical basis for institutionalization, the process itself 

can be distinguished between naturalistic and agency based distribution (Strang and Sine 2002). From the 

naturalistic perspective institutionalization is an unintended and undirected process in which habits 

develop over time. In the agency based perspective, institutional development is a response by actors to 

reoccurring problems for which no generally accepted solutions are available: “(…) institutionalization is 

a product of the political efforts of actors to accomplish their ends” (DiMaggio 1988: 13). Research on 

institutional development and change by actors is facing large scholarly attention under the notion of 

institutional work (Battilana, Leca and Boxenbaum 2009; Lawrence, Suddaby and Leca 2009; 2011; Hwang 

and Colyvas 2011; Hwang and Powell 2005; Hardy and Maguire 2008). While institutional work also 

includes persistence and deinstitutionalization, the creation of institutions is the most relevant aspect for 

this analysis.  

                                                           
3 Taken from Scott (2014: 96). 
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The classic rationalizing actors in institutional theory are the nation-state and the professions (DiMaggio 

and Powell 1983: 147). Other influential agents are corporations, associations, or social movements (Scott 

2014: pp. 121). States have the power to create and enforce regulative instruments qua legislation. This 

provides them with constitutive powers in institutional construction (Ibid: 120) that are usually based on 

a cultural-cognitive values of shared understanding. The professions, awarded to be the “preeminent 

institutional agents of our time” (Scott 2008a: 219), are the shaping forces for definition and advance of 

the knowledge base in their respective field. That includes shaping of identity, education, career paths, 

and appropriate behaviour. Linking the professions to the pillars framework shows the wide-ranging 

effects. Lawyers and the military have regulative powers of rule-setting. Teachers and doctors promulgate 

normative standards, and the sciences are shaping concepts and ideas (Scott 2014: pp. 122). This is only 

an exemplary categorization and should not mislead from the fact that professions often combine 

different elements from the pillars. The influence of professions in crafting institutions derives from their 

possession of expert knowledge and the development thereof, which stimulates competition and 

innovation (Scott 2008a: 223), but is restricted to others (Leicht and Fennell 2001: pp. 25; Suchman 1989). 

From the cultural-cognitive perspective ideas are the primary source of influence (Scott 2008a: 224) that 

are nested in a common understanding of solutions, problems, and the nature of work (Knorr-Cetina 1999: 

171). Ideas and solutions are often transferred to the normative dimension by becoming appropriate, 

formulating best practices, or through the promulgation of standards (Brunsson and Jacobsson 2000; 

Scott 2008a: 226). Regulative influence is carried out by hierarchies and coercive mechanisms forces. 

Access to such power is usually “privileged” to state powers such as the military, the police, or jurisdiction 

(Scott 2008a: 226).  

The agency based perspective of institutional distribution is represented by the concept of institutional 

entrepreneurs (Eisenstadt 1980; DiMaggio 1988), who are guided by self-interest and initiate the process 

of institutional construction. Such entrepreneurs can be individuals or organisations that play an 

important role in the creation of new organisations or sectors and their routines that become accepted in 

the regulative, normative, and cultural-cognitive dimension (Scott 2014: 119). Besides the creation of new 

practices, they can also change established scripts or patterns from existing environments (Dorado 2005: 

388). This process demonstrates different interests and power relations between social actors and their 

positions in a field (Battilana 2006; Fligstein 2001). “Field-level institutional entrepreneurs create or 

significantly transform institutional frameworks of rules, norms, and/ or belief systems either working 

within an existing organisation field or creating frameworks for the construction of a new field” (Scott 

2014: 117). Especially new fields may provide favourable conditions for entrepreneurship, because norms 
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and practices are less institutionalized and have yet to be developed (Maguire, Hardy and Lawrence 2004). 

Entrepreneurs must further be able to mobilize resources (DiMaggio 1988: 14). They require a set of social 

and political skills enabling them to “evolving collective ends”. This includes the construction of shared 

meaning and to broker agreements between actors with different interests to achieve cooperation 

(Fligstein 2001: 113; Perkmann and Spicer 2007). Hardy and Maguire (2008: 210) provide a literature 

overview that demonstrates the influential role of institutional entrepreneurs, stretching from 

introducing new practices, regulations, and shaping of identities, to the creation of organisations and 

whole sectors. Especially actors embedded in formal hierarchies, often possess valuable resources and 

can play an important role in establishing new ways of organizing (Rao, Greve and Davis 2001). A limitation 

to institutional entrepreneurship is bounded rationality (Simon 1959). Institutional creation may lead to 

multiple effects that can be unintended, unexpected, and undesired. Reasons for that are the cognitive 

impossibility to foresee all implications of institutional creation, but also because the initial situation may 

have changed over time (Pierson 2004). Another difficult aspect is to define the end state of institutional 

entrepreneurship that could be reached by the initial adoption of a practice or continue until institutional 

reproduction can be observed (Lawrence and Suddaby 2006). In summary, the role of individual actors in 

shaping institutions allows for an analytical micro-to-macro perspective that has faced growing attention 

in institutional research (Hwang and Colyvas 2011: 63).  

Carriers are proliferating institutions along the regulative, normative, and cultural-cognitive elements. 

Common mechanisms for that are coercive, normative, and mimetic processes (DiMaggaio and Powell 

1983). The process of institutionalizations is pursued by multiple actors of which the state, the 

professions, and organisations are the most prominent ones. Agents of this process can be described as 

institutional entrepreneurs. 

2.2.4 Relationships between Structures, Attributes, and Processes 

The relationships between structures, attributes and processes in organisational institutionalism can be 

distinguished in tendencies that unfold over time and causal relations between the concepts (Palmer, 

Biggart and Dick 2008: 743). In their seminal work DiMaggio and Powell discuss one central question of 

organisation research: “What makes organisations so similar?” (1983: 147). From the institutional 

perspective, organisations that share a similar environment develop structural homogeneity over time, 

which is not related to an optimal ‘fit’ for a maximum of efficiency, but constituted by societal 

expectations that provide legitimacy (Boxenbaum and Jonsson 2008: 78). The concept that describes the 

process of increasing structural homogeneity is isomorphism: “a constraining process that forces one unit 
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in a population to resemble other units that face the same set of environmental conditions” (DiMaggio 

and Powell 1983: 149). This definition relates isomorphism to the structure of organisational fields where 

the processes take place.  

Isomorphism is conceptualized by three mechanisms that lead to structural homogeneity. (1) coercive 

isomorphism is imposed by power relationships of which a prototype are legal frameworks by the state; 

(2) mimetic isomorphism that stems from uncertainty and is carried out by imitation of organisational 

peers that are perceived to be successful or legitimate; and (3) normative isomorphism, which can be the 

implementation of accepted and appropriate concepts and structures through standardization and 

professionalization (DiMaggio and Powell 1983). The three elements of isomorphism lead to the adoption 

of institutionalized structural elements within the organisational field without assurance that they will 

have a positive effect on organisational efficiency (Ibid: 153), thereby building upon Meyer and Rowan’s 

(1977) standpoint who raise legitimacy over performance. DiMaggio and Powell (1983) conclude with 

twelve theorizing hypotheses on the organisational- and the field-level to predict isomorphic change. 

Institutional research on diffusion widely supported the argument of structural isomorphism (for a generic 

overview see Scott 2014; Strang and Soule 1998; Walgenbach and Meyer 2008). Studies supporting the 

argument have focused on the fields of schools (Meyer and Rowan 1978), musea (DiMaggio 1991), and 

hospitals (Scott et al. 2000). “There exists a remarkable similarity in the structural features of 

organisational forms operating within the same organisational field” (Scott 2014: 185). Boxenbaum and 

Jonsson (2008) take a more critical perspective in their review on empirical studies. They observe that 

measurement of the level of isomorphism is rare and highlight the research by Kraatz and Zajac (1996) 

that demonstrates a decrease in homogeneity within an organisational field. Also Bohn (2014) argues that 

while isomorphism is often verified, it has only been analysed superficially. Mizruchi and Fein (1999) 

criticized a disproportionate focus on mimetic isomorphism, and the agency-driven research on 

institutionalization further demonstrates the possibility of different organisational responses within in a 

similar environment.  

A time invariant relation is the postulated loose coupling between institutional elements and the technical 

core of organisations (Meyer and Rowan 1977). This interplay between formal and informal structures in 

organisations have been already observed by Barnard (1938). Formal structure is the official diagram that 

separates an organisation into divisions and sections including standing procedures of how to conduct 

business. Informal structures are actual behaviour and work routines that cannot be identified from 

looking at the formal organisation (Rank 2003). ‘Decoupling’ is the neoinstitutional term for the separation 
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of formal and informal organisation structure that occurs because “the formal structures (…) dramatically 

reflect the myths of their institutional environments instead of the demands on their work activities” 

(Meyer and Rowan 1977: 341). The development of formal structures stems from the economic 

perspective of rationality and coordination in which they are considered as advantageous. Meyer and 

Rowan argue that this perspective neglects the powerful, binding institutional rules imposed by the 

society and integrated into formal organisation structure. Those elements are described as “highly 

rationalized myths” (Ibid: 343) that are taken-for-granted and consequently become part of the formal 

organisation structure as sources of legitimacy, although they might contradict established practices. 

Decoupling is the escape route for a possible contradiction of institutionalized pressures and internal 

organisational efficiency. “The advantages of decoupling are clear. The assumption that formal structures 

are really working is buffered from the inconsistencies and anomalies involved in technical activities” (Ibid: 

357). In contrast to structural isomorphism, organisations only suggest to implement to external 

institutional demands, instead of incorporation. This “institutional isomorphism” (Ibid: 349) leads to 

organisational success and survival. Empirical examples are the decoupling from ideology and structure, 

from programmes and activities at the Danish Red Cross (Christensen and Molin 1995) and the reform of 

the Swedish Rail, which did not affect the work of operational departments (Brunsson and Olsen 1993). A 

significant difference to the idea of structural isomorphism are different individual organisational 

responses to the same pressures in organisational fields (Boxenbaum and Jonsson 2008: 87). Meyer and 

Rowan (1977) take a micro-perspective focusing on individual organisational practice, instead of DiMaggio 

and Powell’s (1983) angle of the organisational field. This makes decoupling a pragmatic response 

exceeding a yes or no decision by ranging from a pure suggestion of implementation to partial adoption 

(Bohn 2014: pp. 17; Fiss and Zajac 2004).  

The solution of decoupling seems simple, but bears the danger of exposure, which would result in a loss 

of legitimacy (Bohn 2014: 18). Meyer and Rowan provide the idea of a “logic of confidence” (1977; 357) 

to create trust. Paired with avoidance or ceremonial enactments of accreditation, inspection, and 

evaluation, organisations maintain their decoupled status and their social ‘fit’. One strategy is the use of 

vocabulary to appear impeccable, for example through slogans like ‘the customer is always right’ 

(Ashforth and Gibbs 1990; Elsbach 1994). Another example are ritualized records and annual reports 

(Power 1997). Coordination and technical responsibility remains with the organisation member on the 

informal level to allow adjustments and flexibility to practical demands, while maintaining a facade of the 

formal organisation (Brockmann 1994). Critiques doubt that organisations sustain such hypocrisies and 

eventually adopt to the concepts in the long term (Brunssun 1989; Scott 2014). In that regard structural 
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isomorphism and decoupling can stand in conflict with each other, as DiMaggio and Powell (1983: 150) 

argue that structural change also occurs by ceremonial implementation, while Meyer and Rowan (1977) 

only see a loose coupling. Structural elements that are not reproduced in action patterns are not 

institutionalized, because they lack normative, and cultural-cognitive legitimacy (Walgenbach 2000: pp. 

51).  

Empirical studies on decoupling allow for deep insights how diffusion takes place on the organisational 

level, but they are also more sophisticated because they require access to the organisations, ideally in a 

longitudinal setting (Bohn 2014: 20). Brockmann (1994) addresses how the German Armed Forces used 

rational myths as a response to a changing security and political environment after the Cold War. He 

argues that the armed forces’ monopoly on the public good of security is difficult to communicate and 

therefore is lacking legitimacy from the individual citizen’s perspective. Consequently, the Armed Forces 

are between the poles of exploration and exploitation (March 1991) to fill a niche and to justify themselves 

in times of peaceful revolution and supranational defence alliances. Exploitative change, as the creation 

of a new narrative, forms a fast and cost-efficient solution, whereas explorative changes are simulated to 

the public. The narrative is decoupled from the underlying, persistent principles of military culture, norms 

and traditions.  

Another central causal relationship is between institutionalization and legitimacy of organisational 

structures and practices. It is a general assumption that institutionalization and legitimacy of 

organisational structures and processes positively correlate with beneficial organisational outcomes. If 

institutional conformity leads to a taken-for-granted understanding, adopted organisational structures 

and processes are perceived as beneficial even if they do not increase the efficiency of the organisation.  

2.2.5 Critical Discussion 

After discussing the central structures, attributes, and processes of neoinstitutional theory in organisation 

studies and their relationships to each other, the following assumptions can be derived for organisational 

behaviour. Organisations are shaped by their socially-constructed, institutional environment. They gain 

legitimacy by adopting appropriate practices that are perceived as taken-for-granted or institutionalized 

within the social environment. Institutions are the connecting link between organisations and society 

(Senge 2011: 19), and form the set of rules consisting of regulative, normative, and cultural-cognitive 

elements, which makes them legitimate in the eyes of their environment. Institutions can be perceived as 

developing naturally over time, or being crafted by institutional agents. Institutionalization is the process 
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in which structures and norms become objective or taken-for-granted. To gain the central attribute of 

legitimacy organisations adopt to institutions or enact conformity. Adoption results in structural 

homogeneity among organisations that share a similar environment and interact in an organisational field. 

By enacting conformity, organisations create myths to demonstrate formal compliance, but decouple 

their activities from the formal organisation structure. Institutionalized rules are an independent variable 

that allow for deriving interests and action as well as cultural-cognitive explanations for organisational 

structure (DiMaggio and Powell 1991: 8; Schneiberg and Clemens 2006: 201). Much empirical research 

has been done in analysing these assumptions on organisational behaviour on the societal, the 

organisational field, and the organisational level over the last 30 years. While many studies evidently 

supported the theoretical assumptions, they also highlighted the complexity of neoinstitutional concepts, 

that draw from multiple theories and concepts in sociology, organisation research, economics, and 

political science (Palmer, Biggart and Dick 2008). This interdisciplinary approach did not only enrich the 

neoinstitutional approach, it also formed a contrast to other management theories by shifting emphasis 

from effectiveness to societal fit and legitimacy.  

New institutionalism has developed as a general framework applicable to explain ceremonial and 

substantial organisational behaviour, primarily in not-for-profit, but also in market environments (Palmer, 

Biggart and Dick 2008: 747; Senge 2011). In his evaluations on institutional theory, Scott first used the 

metaphorical description of institutional theory as energetic teenager in need of encouragement and 

critique (1987: 510), before he attested the theory to have reached adulthood (2008b). Palmer, Biggart 

and Dick (2008: 760) agree to this assessment and answer the question if institutionalism is fulfilling its 

promise as a theory with a “qualified yes”. They base this statement on the comprehensive and general 

character of the theory, consisting of multiple, measurable concepts and empirically verifiable 

relationships that allow to explain organisational phenomena on multiple levels of analysis and the 

growing explanatory power over time. Donaldson however, strongly opposes the argumentation of 

institutional theory as “unlikely to enter adulthood” (1995: 128) because the construct is too pluralistic 

for an integrating organisation theory, and focuses rather on novelty instead of validity (Ibid: 230). He 

further argues that the turn towards ideation and cognition (DiMaggio and Powell 1991) rather belongs 

to the large questions of society in sociology and not in organisation research (Donaldson 1995: 81). 

Moreover, institutional research failed to provide evidence for the hypotheses of decoupling (Ibid: 113) 

and isomorphism, with the exception of coercive isomorphism through state power (Ibid: 102). Donaldson 

concludes that “institutionalism is fatally flawed theoretically and empirically” (Ibid: 127) with the only 

valuable contribution of structural adoptions in organisations stimulated by state regulation.  
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While not agreeing with Donaldson’s harsh critique, the institutional research programme is still lacking 

preciseness in many aspects. The use of multiple definitions for the central term institution is one 

example. Scott’s (2014) analytical model for institutions and their diffusion provides a useful 

characterization, but leads to fragmentation and separation of subsequent research along the pillars, and 

not to theoretical integration (Thornton, Ocasio and Lounsbury 2012: 40). Meyer’s (2005) macro-

perspective of World-Polity has a strong attention on isomorphism of Western values, but does not 

include other cultures. The equally strong attention on isomorphism in organisational field studies often 

focuses on naturalistic attributes of diffusion, but includes little agency. Boxenbaum and Jonssson 

advocate to strengthen the causal relationships among isomorphism, diffusion, legitimacy, and 

institutionalization (2008: 90).  

Other critiques argue that neoinstitutional theory draws an overly socialized picture (DiMaggio 1988; 

Powell 1991: 183; Walgenbach 2000) of organisations focusing on institutional conformity to increase 

legitimacy as attribute for security and survival, but excluding a strategic dimension of individual action. 

Institutionalized rules seem to be ‘just there’, especially in research focusing on the macro-level 

(Walgenbach 2000: 71). This passive role of organisations is leading to the question how to include micro 

processes of practice creation in organisations by groups and individuals in institutional research? 

Greenwood et al. (2008: 29) are in favour to have more studies that put the organisation at the centre of 

analysis, and to combine institutional theory with more elaborated micro-foundations. Such an intra-

organisational perspective holds promises for insights into institutional processes. To become meaningful, 

institutions need to be enacted and reproduced by individuals in social settings. One possibility to 

approach this micro-level is by arguing that routine behaviour and conventionalized activities are 

“institutions writ small” (Biggart and Beamish 2003: 457). Following this idea, institutionalized 

organisations can be understood as bundles of conventions that form pragmatic solutions, which have 

been recognized as normal and are integrated in structural forms (Ibid: pp. 457; Palmer, Biggart and Dick 

2008: 749). A related concept is the work on situated organisational learning by self-organized 

Communities of Practice (Brown and Duguid 1991; Lave and Wenger 1991) that create habits and routines 

of collective action. Hence, activities of Communities of Practice can carry institutions beyond a single 

organisation to acquire the ‘sticky’ knowledge embedded in the routines of other organisations (Brown 

and Duguid 1991). These research gaps are addressed by the institutional logics perspective, which 

provides a meta-theory that prefers agency over structure, and therefore allows to integrate micro-level 

processes in the inter-institutional analysis.   
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2.3 The Institutional Logics Perspective (ILP) 

The institutional logics perspective has been developed as a meta-theory to understand actors’ behaviour 

in a social and institutional context (Thornton and Ocasio 2008: 102). After outlining the elements of the 

ILP, the discussion focuses on the nondeterministic view of society as an inter-institutional system 

consisting of subsectors: the institutional orders (Friedland and Alford 1991: 244), which is the main 

advancement of the ILP to institutional theory. Research that is obtaining the perspective of institutional 

logics has proven to overcome some of the critique discussed in the previous section. This study will 

contribute to this stream of research be applying the ILP on a new empirical field.     

2.3.1 Elements of the ILP 

The notion of institutional logics was first introduced by Friedland and Alford (1991) and is based on their 

assumption that institutions are historically contingent in the sense that findings of studies on 

organisations may be valid in one time period but not in the other. This focus on the content and meaning 

of institutions (Thornton and Ocasio 2008: 100) allows to derive a theory of institutional change and 

persistence (Thornton, Ocasio and Lounsbury 2012: 12). The ILP has been developed from the 

neoinstitutional argument that cultural-cognitive rules, embedded in institutions, shape organisational 

structures (Meyer and Rowan 1977; Zucker 1977; DiMaggio and Powell 1983), but deviates from the idea 

of homogeneity through structural isomorphism. The main focus is on the effects of a differentiated set 

of institutional logics adopted by organisations and individuals, allowing for a variety of meanings and 

explanations of differences, autonomy, and deviations in organisational fields (Friedland and Alford 1991: 

244; Thornton and Ocasio 2008). 

The ILP rests on the assumption that society consists of a core range of institutions, the institutional 

orders, which follow a central logic that guides individual behaviour and provides organising principles. 

Institutions consist of symbolic elements and material practices available to organisations and individuals 

to construct and reproduce meaning. Individual decision making is shaped by the interpretations and 

preferences within the context or cultural belief system of the institutional order (Friedland and Alford 

1991). Material elements of institutions comprise of structures and practices, symbolic elements of 

ideation and meaning (Thornton, Ocasio and Lounsbury 2012: 10). Both elements constitute each other, 

are interrelated, and may be subject to change depending on their context. Hence the institutional 

content in the different institutional orders may be in conflict with each other, leading to change and 

transformation of organisational and individual identities (Thornton 2004; Thornton and Ocasio 2008). 
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Thornton and Ocasio define institutional logics as “the socially constructed, historical pattern of material 

practices, assumptions, values, beliefs and rules by which individuals produce and reproduce their 

material subsistence, organise time and space, and provide meaning to their social reality” (1999: 804). 

This definition provides a link between the macro-perspective of socially-constructed institutional 

practices and structures, and the micro-perspective of individual agency. It further integrates the three 

structural (regulative), normative, and symbolic (cultural-cognitive) elements of institutions as 

complementary (Thornton and Ocasio 2008: 101; Thornton, Ocasio and Lounsbury 2012: 51). This 

formulates a major distinction to the three separable pillars by Scott (2014) and helps to mitigate the 

critique of a cultural-cognitive dominance over the other pillars (Senge 2011: 87).  

Within the ILP institutions operate on three levels of analysis: “individuals competing and negotiating, 

organisations in conflict and coordination, and institutions in contradiction and interdependency” 

(Friedland and Alford 1991: pp. 240). As stated before, interests, identities, and values of individuals and 

organisations are embedded within institutional logics (Thornton and Ocasio 2008; Thornton, Ocasio and 

Lounsbury 2012). Indiviual action is both enabled and constraint by institutions with actors being ‘nested’ 

within the analytical levels (Friedland and Alford 1991). This core assumption, known as embedded agency 

(Seo and Creed 2002; Battilana 2006), distinguishes the ILP from the macro-perspective of institutional 

theory (Thornton and Ocasio 2008). This does not only answers DiMaggio’s critique that a lack of interest 

and agency limits institutional theory to explain the reproduction and diffusion of institutionalized 

organisational forms and practices (1988: 12), embedded agency is also broader than the idea of 

institutional entrepreneurs. Both individual and organisational action and institutions are embedded in 

institutions, which are socially constructed and therefore constituted by the actions of individuals and 

organisations (Berger and Luckmann 1967). As a result, society was conceptualized by Friedland and 

Alford (1991) as an inter-institutional system. Behaviour is related to the context of the institutional order, 

which might lead to heterogeneity and competition between institutional orders instead of isomorphism. 

Theorizing these elements and cross-level effects allows for observing institutional change. A thoroughly 

researched example is the work by Thornton (2002; 2004) and Thornton and Ocasio (1999) on higher 

education publishing, where the authors demonstrate the change of a professional logic towards a market 

logic. 

2.3.2 The Inter-institutional System 

Based on their earlier work, Thornton, Ocasio and Lounsbury (2012: pp. 52) developed the inter-

institutional system consisting of seven institutional orders that form the cornerstone institutions of 
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society, each representing cultural symbols and material practices that guide organisational and individual 

action and meaning in a commonly recognized area of life. Other institutions develop as branches around 

the seven institutional orders of Family, Community, Religion, State, Market, Profession, and Corporation. 

The ideal types of institutional orders (table 2.4) provide an analytical tool that is based on, but expands 

the theoretical formulations by Friedland and Alford (1991). The inter-institutional system advances 

institutional theory because the institutional orders are non-deterministic without an a priori causal 

primacy (Thornton and Ocasio 2008: 104). Sources of rationality change with different institutional orders 

as a response to the overly simplified characteristics of rational versus non-rational and technical versus 

institutional environments (Thornton, Ocasio and Lounsbury 2012: pp. 33), developed in earlier 

institutional research (Meyer and Rowan 1977; DiMaggio and Powell 1983; Scott 2003; Tolbert and Zucker 

1983). The availability of multiple logics leads to complexity and variation that at “the logic of one domain 

can be transported to another domain and infuse the same practice with a different meaning” (Thornton, 

Ocasio and Lounsbury 2014). Moreover, the inter-institutional system provides an understanding of the 

institutional foundations of categories of knowledge, which are not neutral because they are themselves 

shaped by the logics of the inter-institutional system (Thornton and Ocasio 2008: pp. 104). “Without 

understanding the historical and institutional specificity of the primary categories of analysis, social 

scientists run the risk of elaborating the rationality of institutions they study, and as a result become actors 

in their reproduction” (Ibid: 105).  

The matrix conceptualizes the theoretical model to identify and define the boundaries of institutional 

orders with the systematic of ideal types (Thornton, Ocasio and Lounsbury 2012: 53). The authors portray 

the subsystem of the seven institutional orders on the horizontal axis. Each order serves as a cornerstone 

institution, which provides actors with a frame of metaphors and symbols that serve for categorization 

and sense making, similar to the Latin root of a word. The institutional orders are domains for 

interpretations of material practices and cultural symbols, a governance system to frame institutions (Ibid: 

54). The y-axis represents the building blocks of material practices and cultural symbols for each order, 

depicted in elemental categories that are meant to specify the repertoire of behaviour of individuals and 

organisations. Attached to a specific institutional order, the elements capture the logics of action, motives, 

and identities of actors (Ibid), and represent central concepts of institutional theory such as sources of 

legitimacy.  
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Table 2.4: Inter-institutional System Ideal Types.4 

Inst. Orders/ 
Categories 

Family Community Religion State  Market Profession  Corporation 

Root 
Metaphor 

Family as firm Common 
boundary 

Temple as 
bank 

State as 
redistribution 
mechanism 

Transaction Profession as 
relational 
network 

Corporation 
as hierarchy 

Sources of 
Legitimacy  

Unconditional 
loyalty 

Unity of will/ 
Belief in trust 
& reciprocity  

Importance 
of faith & 
sacredness in 
economy & 
society  

Democratic 
participation 

Share price Personal 
expertise 

Market 
position of 
firm 

Sources of 
Authority  

Patriarchal 
domination 

Commitment 
to community 
values & 
ideology 

Priesthood 
charisma 

Bureaucratic 
domination 

Shareholder 
activism 

Professional 
association 

Board of 
directors/ Top 
management 

Sources of 
Identity 

Family 
reputation 

Emotional 
connection/ 
Ego-
satisfaction & 
reputation 

Association 
with deities  

Social & 
economic 
class 

Faceless Association 
with quality of 
craft/ 
Personal 
reputation 

Bureaucratic 
role 

Basis of 
Norms 

Membership 
in household 

Group 
membership 

Membership 
in 
congregation 

Citizenship in 
nation 

Self-interest Membership 
in guild & 
association 

Employment 
in firm 

Basis of 
Attention 

Status in 
household 

Personal 
investment in 
group 

Relation to 
supernatural  

Status of 
interest group 

Status in 
market 

Status in 
profession 

Status in 
hierarchy 

Basis of 
Strategy 

Increase 
family honour 

Increase 
status & 
honour of 
members & 
practices 

Increase 
religious 
symbolism of 
natural 
events 

Increase 
community 
good 

Increase 
efficiency 
profit 

Increase 
personal 
reputation 

Increase size 
& 
diversification 
of firm 

Informal 
Control 
Mechanisms 

Family politics Visibility of 
actions 

Worship of 
calling  

Backroom 
politics 

Industry 
analysts  

Celebrity 
professionals  

Organisation 
culture 

Economic 
System 

Family 
capitalism 

Cooperative 
capitalism 

Occidental 
capitalism 

Welfare 
capitalism 

Market 
capitalism 

Personal 
capitalism 

Managerial 
capitalism 

                                                           
4 Taken from Thornton, Ocasio and Lounsbury 2012: 73. 
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The conceptualization of society as an inter-institutional system is further characterized by partial 

autonomy between the institutional orders (Ibid: pp. 59), which can be understood as roots that can be 

divided into smaller subsystems. This institutional variety adheres to the multiple roles individuals and 

organisations occupy in pluralistic societies that often lead to conflict and pressures for cognition and 

behaviour. The cross classification of the X and Y cells marks the cultural content of each order, which 

needs to be specified by the researcher in accordance with the empirical context. By comparing the X and 

Y cells, the cultural content and its symbols and practices may appear complementary or contradictory 

between the institutional orders (Ibid). Individuals dealing with multiple roles can compartmentalize 

norms between the institutional orders to avoid conflicts and exploit opportunities. For organisations, the 

aspect of conflicting expectations is closely related to the theory of decoupling (Meyer and Rowan 1977). 

Ceremonial adoption of practices protects the technical core of the organisation. This increases legitimacy 

by conforming to the institutional environment, while maintaining the efficient functions. Thornton, 

Ocasio and Lounsbury (2012) assume that decoupling may be one way of dealing with pressures arising 

from conflicting logics of different institutional orders for individuals and organisations. The cultural 

differentiation, fragmentation, and contradiction that characterizes institutional logics (DiMaggio 1997), 

occurs within and between the institutional orders (Friedland and Alford 1991). The partial autonomy of 

elements in the inter-institutional system enables individuals and organisations to develop practices and 

symbols (Thornton 2004; Thornton, Ocasio and Lounsbury 2012). When individual decision making is 

shaped by the interpretations and preferences within the context of an institutional order, the availability 

of different institutional orders allow for a variety of meaning (Friedland and Alford 1991: 244) and hence, 

to explain differences, autonomy, and deviations. Thornton and Ocasio (2008: pp. 115) introduce three 

mechanisms of change in institutional logics: institutional entrepreneurs, structural overlap, and event 

sequencing. Institutional entrepreneurs are often associated to changes of emerging fields (Maguire, 

Hardy and Lawrence 2004), using the methods of storytelling (Zilber 2006), and rhetorical strategies or 

institutional vocabularies (Suddaby and Greenwood 2005). Examples for structural overlaps are found 

when previously distinct actors from different cultures are working in the same associations and create 

opportunities for institutional change (Thornton and Ocasio 2008: 116). This can account for different 

professional cultures such as in higher education publishing (Thornton 2004) or in French cuisine (Rao, 

Monin and Durand 2003), but also for different national cultures working in multinational corporations 

and organisations, such as global enterprises, the UN, or NATO. Event sequencing is the temporal and 

sequential unfolding of unique events that lead to disruption and dislocation of interpretation and 

meaning of symbols and structures, which are then rearticulated and transformed (Sewell 1996: 844). 
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Examples are technological innovations or changes of power after historic events, such as the end of the 

Cold War.   

2.3.3 Empirical Research and Advancement of Institutional Theory 

Empirical research on institutional logics has covered a broad array of interdisciplinary topics in sociology, 

organisation research, management theory, political science, public policy, and economics (Thornton, 

Ocasio and Lounsbury 2014). Examples are the research on thrifts (Haveman and Rao 1997), higher 

education publishing (Thornton and Ocasio 1999; Thornton 2002; 2004), health care organisations (Scott 

et al. 2000), consumer research (Moorman 2002), French cuisine (Rao, Monin and Durand 2003), equity 

markets (Zajac and Westphal 2004), symphony orchestras (Glynn and Lounsbury 2005), the accounting 

industry (Suddaby and Greenwood 2005), architects (Jones and Livne-Tarandach 2008), the European 

Defence Agency (Batora 2009), government reforms (Shipilov, Greve and Rowley 2010; Nigam and Ocasio 

2010), and workplace safety (Daudigeos, Boutinot and Jaumier 2013).  

This multi-contextual application of institutional logics is possible because the meta theory can be applied 

on different levels of analysis, which consequently need to be specified (Thornton and Ocasio 2008: 106). 

Changes on the society level, for example, can influence the development of distinct organisational forms 

at the industry level as Haveman and Rao (1997) have demonstrated for the California thrift industry. A 

corporate logic of bureaucratic decision making dominated over a community logic of mutual cooperation. 

They also noted that co-evolutionary processes at the industry level led to further development of society-

level logics. In their study on the transformation of health care, Scott et al. (2000) demonstrate a shift 

from a dominant professional logic to coexistence of three different logics of the profession, government, 

and market without a dominating logic. The series of studies on higher education publishing (Thornton 

and Ocasio 1999; Thornton 2002; 2004) could show a shift of influence in organisational decision making 

from the editorial logic in the profession’s order towards a market logic over a period of time.  

Research has also focused on changes within one particular order. The analysis of rhetoric in accounting 

and law by Suddaby and Greenwood (2005) demonstrated differences in the understanding of 

professionalism based on a trustee model in comparison to an expertise model. Different sources of 

legitimacy between the two logics led to the struggle in developing multi-disciplinary partnerships as a 

new organisational form. Within the professional order, the analysis of the French cuisine (Rao, Monin 

and Durand 2003) outlined two different understandings of classical and nouvelle cuisine leading to 

competition and shift of identities among chefs.  
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Research on the mechanisms of change triggered by different institutional logics have led to an 

understanding of competing or conflicting logics in at least three ways: one logic is dominating and 

replacing the other (Rao, Monin and Durand 2003), the coexistence of different logics (Marquis and 

Lounsbury 2007; Scott et al. 2000), and blending or hybrid creation of different logics (Battilana and 

Dorado 2010). Despite the research on change through different mechanisms of conflict, Thornton, Ocasio 

and Lounsbury (2014: 12) argue that a “fundamental empirical observation” shows “a tremendous 

amount of cooperation” that should be further exploited by empirical research. Daudigeos, Boutinot and 

Jaumier (2013) also argue in favour of institutional pluralism instead of competition. Their study on 

workplace safety in France highlights a pool of six institutional logics that evolved over time and often 

combine several of the institutional orders of the inter-institutional system. This recognition of 

institutional complexity has two implications: First, it helps to better understand the composite nature of 

the inter-institutional system and how logics may complement each other, and second, it mitigates the 

danger of neglecting institutional complexity by focusing solely on two dominant or competing logics 

(Ibid.). According to Thornton and Ocasio (2008: 108), the variety of subjects and levels of analysis in 

institutional logics research demonstrates the richness of the approach, but also leads to the danger that 

the levels of analysis and institutional logics sometimes are not precisely described.  

Applying the ILP helps to mitigate some of the critique that has been addressed to the other concepts of 

institutional theory. (1) The structuration of society as an inter-institutional system consisting of seven 

historically derived and defined cornerstone institutions provides clarity to the multiple definitions and 

usage of the institutional terminology. (2) The conception of the structural (regulative), normative, and 

symbolic (cultural-cognitive) dimensions of institutions as both necessary and complementary provides 

an alternative to the criticized separated nature (Senge 2011) of Scott’s (2014) pillars framework. (3) The 

notion that institutions consist of both material and symbolic elements that are constituting each other 

marks a cultural turn in institutional theory. Institutions develop from the interplay of these forces 

through social construction and interpretation of meaning. (4) The inter-institutional system expands the 

bifurcated distinction between technical and institutional environments (Thornton, Ocasio and Lounsbury 

2012). (5) The focus on institutional orders and their variety of contexts and meaning allows to theorize 

change, heterogeneity, and institutional pluralism, not only isomorphism. (6) With the notion of actors as 

‘nested’ within the institutional orders and the preference of action over structure, the ILP provides a link 

between the macro- and the micro-perspectives of institutional theory, framed as embedded agency. (7) 

The ILP emphasizes on the context of institutions that previously often appeared to be ‘just there’ 

(Walgenbach 2000). This historic contingency supports the explanation of change, because it sets the 
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institutional orders into a societal context. (8) The ILP is both a meta theory and a method for analysis of 

institutional logics that can provide more coherence to institutional research (Thornton and Ocasio 2008: 

121).  

2.4 Application of the Inter-institutional System to the Empirical Field of NATO COEs 

The application of the inter-institutional system to the empirical context of NATO Centres of Excellence 

follows several considerations. First, the inter-institutional system is understood as a set of predefined 

societal orders. Institutional logics for the empirical field form a subsystem in which the higher 

institutional orders are translated into practice by individuals and organisations (Lounsbury and Crumley 

2007). Linking context specific institutional logics to the societal orders reveals the composite nature of 

the inter-institutional system. Daudigeos, Boutinot and Jaumier (2013) have shown that institutional 

logics are often composed of a several orders that are complementary to each other, thereby highlighting 

institutional pluralism. To apply the theoretical framework, the empirical field of COEs need to be 

described to identify and characterize the different institutional logics. The development of institutional 

logics follows the method of analytically distinct ideal types (Doty and Glick 1994) that allow for 

comparison between theoretical assumptions and empirical observations. This is followed by the 

application of the model by Thornton, Ocasio and Lounsbury (2012: 73). The institutional logics within the 

field are related to the higher institutional orders. The categorial elements that prescribe the content of 

the x- and y-axis are explained to be transparent and derived from the empirical context and research 

aims (Ibid.).  

2.4.1 Description of the Empirical Field of NATO Centres of Excellence 

Characterizing and describing an organisational field requires an empirical determination of the field’s 

boundaries (Martin 2011; Scott 2014), which stem from actors, activities, relations, and cultural 

frameworks (Scott and Davis 2007: pp. 152). Yet, according to Friedland and Alford (1991), boundaries 

can hardly be defined a priori since they co-evolve with the institutional logics in the field. The resulting 

complexity may be one reason for the critique that fields often lack precise characterization (Palmer, 

Biggart and Dick 2008).  

According to the definition by DiMaggio and Powell (1983: 148) an organisational field consist of 

“organisations that, in aggregate, constitute a recognized area of institutional life: key suppliers, resource 

and product consumers, regulatory agencies, and other organisations that produce similar services and 

products.” The core of the organisational field of NATO Centres of Excellence are the organisations 
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themselves. While the term ‘centre of excellence’ is neither specified nor owned by NATO, the COEs share 

the unique characteristic of accreditation by the North Atlantic Council (personal communication, ACT, 

December 2015), following a firm set of criteria (NATO 2004b). Although each COE has been established 

around a distinct practice or functional domain, the organisational purpose and key services are the same: 

to support NATO transformation in Doctrinal Development, Education and Training, Lessons Learned, and 

Concept Development, as outlined in the COE-concept (NATO 2003b). The second main actor in the 

organisational field is the Headquarters Allied Command Transformation (HQ SACT), which functions as 

regulatory agency to coordinate with the COEs by entitlement through a NATO directive (NATO 2009a). 

The conceptual document (NATO 2003b) further declares NATO as the main customer of the COEs. This 

includes all headquarters and staff elements of the NATO Command- and Force Structure as well as the 

political part of NATO, and related agencies (NATO 2003a). But there is also a group of secondary 

customers that originate from the explicit encouragement in the COE-concept to foster relations with 

non-NATO nations and non-military actors in the industry, academia, and the governmental sector (NATO 

2003b). How this multitude of actors, which is not naturally in the focus of military organisations, relates 

to the different COEs will be subject of the case study analysis. Also the situation of the key supplier stands 

out. Both NATO and the COEs are funded by state revenues of the Alliance’s member nations. While all 

29 members resource NATO as defence alliance, the COEs are funded by individual constellations of the 

members on a voluntary basis. This distinction is important to understand the autonomy of the COEs, 

which are, despite NATO accreditation, not part of NATO. 25 of the 29 NATO member nations are funding 

one or more COEs. Additionally, four NATO partner nations have joined COEs as contributing nations.  

To constitute a recognized area of institutional life, organisations need to do more than just coexist. They 

need to form a common meaning system, resulting in collective action patterns, identities, and regulative 

mechanisms, which is guided by institutions that provide stability and constraints (Scott 2014). Special 

emphasis is given to the fact that the empirical field of COEs is a rather recent development in comparison 

to the history of NATO, or the establishment of industries in the private sector. Thus, only the empirical 

analysis of the COEs, their patterns of interaction, identities, and governance structures can further 

determine the boundaries of the organisational field. Moreover, the analysis will lead to insights on the 

development and on institutional changes of the field, for example if organisational practices resemble 

the conceptual design of COEs. One way to approach these aspects is the notion of historic contingency 

and event sequencing in the ILP (Thornton, Ocasio and Lounsbury 2012; Thornton and Ocasio 1999; 2008). 

Close attention to those elements, that will be included as categories into the y-axis of the institutional 

logics, promises insights into factors shaping the organisational and institutional field. To further verify 
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and empirically determine the boundaries of the field, the institutional logics that provide meaning to 

actors in the field need to be determined and subsequently analysed.  

2.4.2 The Use of Ideal Types 

Ideal types are a method for interpretive analysis that was developed by Max Weber (1904/1988) and 

applied in institutional logics research by Thornton and Ocasio (1999; 2008) and Thornton, Ocasio and 

Lounsbury (2012). The method follows a process of typecasting outlined in chapter 3. Ideal types of 

institutional logics represent abstract models and theoretical statements that help to explain variance: 

“Ideal types are not for describing an organisational field, but instead are theoretical models for 

comparing the effects of various meaning in a location with a definable boundary” (Thornton and Ocasio 

2008: 110). A prerequisite for using ideal types is the definition of a typology (Doty and Glick 1994: 237), 

which is done by the development of the categories on the y-axis and their material content. Ideal types 

form a yardstick to compare and contrast the propositions with actual observations, and therefore help 

to show how institutional logics emerge, become dominant, interdependent, or complementary in an 

empirical field. The use of ideal types can further hold value for theoretical specification. Since the ideal 

types are not specified with organisations that form the research subject, theory development is not 

constraint by the sample (Doty and Glick 1994: 238).  

Next to ideal types, the concept of organisational archetypes (Greenwood and Hinings 1993) helps to link 

institutional logics to organisations of the empirical field. Prior to the development of the meta theory of 

the ILP Greenwood and Hinings stated that “the pattern of an organisational design is a function of an 

underlying interpretative scheme, or a set of beliefs and values, that is embodied in an organisation’s 

structures and systems” (1993: 1055). The language used by the authors is similar to the ILP by sketching 

an interpretative scheme that consists of appropriate logics of action and core values and beliefs that are 

expressed in organisational structures (Ibid: pp. 1056); in other words the symbolic and material elements 

of institutions. Moreover, the notion that “neither individual organisations nor populations of 

organisations can be studied as though they have no past or direction” (Ibid: 1074), resembles the 

principle of historic contingency. A difference to institutional pluralism is that archetypes reflect a single 

interpretative scheme in which organisations strive for coherence (Ibid: 1058). This sets the concept of 

archetypes apart from the ILP, which tries to explain institutional pluralism and heterogeneity instead of 

isomorphism. However, the combination of the two concepts has value. Ideal types of institutional logics 

form abstract models that do not resemble organisations of the field, whereas archetypes do depict 
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existing organisations. Both, the ideal types of the institutional logics influencing the field and the 

archetypes of the organisations stem from empirical observations. 

Linking ideal types of institutional logics in the empirical field of NATO COEs with an archetype of the 

organisations highlights three aspects. First, Greenwood and Hinings (1993: 1073) mainly relate the 

analysis to the not-for-profit sector and argue that the institutional environment only allows for a limited 

number of archetypes. Since the state formulates the overarching principles of governance for the military 

in western societies, it is likely that organisational forms are designed deliberately. Although the 

subsequent analysis will show that each COE has an individual shape to some extent, the core 

organisational principles have been predefined in concepts (NATO 2003b; 2004b), directives (NATO 

2009a; 2013a), and templates (ACT 2015c). Further elaboration on those concepts will demonstrate the 

historic contingency of the empirical field. Second, archetypes reflect the institutional environment of the 

organisations with a strong emphasis on culture. “Understanding of organisational structures and systems 

and of organisational change requires a serious effort to systematically uncover the ideas, beliefs, and 

values of organisation members, and the ideas and values contained within the focal institutional and 

temporal contexts” (Greenwood and Hinings 1993: 1076). By deriving archetypes from data of the 

empirical field, this grounded approach provides an organisational template that can be compared with 

the sample organisations in the comparative case analysis. Third, this methodological aspect further tests 

the conclusion of Greenwood and Hinings that “archetypes exist as intellectual constructs within 

institutional sectors and organisations tend to seek to organise their structures and systems in terms of 

those archetypes” (Ibid: 1076). If evidence supports the argumentation, the result will show a degree of 

structural isomorphism. Deviation on the other hand, supports the idea of institutional pluralism and 

heterogeneity, and can be explained by the interplay of different institutional logics.  

2.4.3 Defining Institutional Logics for NATO Centres of Excellence 

The field of COEs is shaped by multiple logics that originate from different institutional orders. The 

different logics derive from sense making of organisational and individual action in response to societal 

developments and may coexist or compete with each other. Mainly relying on primary sources of 

interviews and observations, but also on document analysis, four logics have been developed that stretch 

across four orders of the inter-institutional system. Before outlining the institutional logics, the 

constituting institutional orders of the x-axis and the elemental categories of the y-axis are explained in 

relation to the empirical field.  
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2.4.3.1 Institutional Orders on the X-Axis 

Each institutional logic is rooted in one or several of the seven institutional orders, but which orders are 

available for sensemaking is temporally and contextually dependent. The family for example is an older 

institution than the state. While not all institutional orders necessarily serve as roots for the institutional 

logics that guide the empirical field, it is important to explain the ones that are relevant for the analysis.  

Table 2.5: Institutional Orders. 

x-axis: Institutional Orders  
Family Community Religion State  Market Profession  Corporation 

 

The state holds the monopoly on legitimate use of force in Western societies and consequently has the 

prerogative to establish Armed Forces, which automatically become government bodies. Also 

membership in NATO is confined to states as stated in Article ten of the North Atlantic Treaty: “the Parties 

may, by unanimous agreement, invite any other European State in a position to further the principles of 

this Treaty and to contribute to the security of the North Atlantic area to accede to this Treaty” (NATO 

1949). Further conditions on NATO membership are outlined in nation specific Membership Action Plans. 

This defines the state as the principle constituting institutional order in the empirical context of NATO and 

the Armed Forces in Western societies.  

This explanation also serves as example to demonstrate temporal and contextual dependence. The 

current development in the Middle East and the movement of Daesh show that actors, which do not fulfil 

the three elements of statehood (Jellinek 1929), and are not endorsed as nations by the United Nations, 

are using military force. In this case, the use of force is also linked to the religious institutional order. 

Historically, religion has served as a legitimating order for the use of force on many occasions, also 

because it is the older institutional order. Another institutional order related to the use of force in a 

historic context is the family. Societies that have been organised along large families or clan-structures 

have tied their defence on patriarchal domination. These two examples from historic and geographic 

contexts demonstrate that different institutional orders can be available to rationalize the use of military 

force. In the context of the empirical field of NATO COEs, the state forms the main constituting 

institutional order, the institutional order of the family, and religion are not further addressed.  

The order of the profession is often interdependent with the institutional order of the state. Stare 

regulations enable and constrain the professions, but are also dependent on professional knowledge 

(Daudigeos, Boutinot and Jaumier 2013: 31). Members of the professions have been attributed a key role 
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in the proliferation of institutions (Meyer and Rowan 1977; DiMaggio and Powell 1983; Scott 2008a). 

Professions are organised groups of individuals that define and shape areas of interest by creating 

knowledge and belief systems including identity, education, career paths, and appropriate behaviour. The 

influence of professions in crafting institutions derives from their possession of expert knowledge and the 

development thereof, which stimulates competition and innovation (Scott 2008a: 223), but is restricted 

to others (Leicht and Fennell 2001: pp. 25; Suchman 1989). The military officer increasingly meets the 

criteria of professionalism (Janowitz 1960; Huntington 1957; 1986; Moskos 1977). Originating in the rise 

of the nation state and its primacy on the use of force in the 19th century, serving in the armed forces have 

developed as an increasingly distinct profession from civilian careers. The emerging profession of the 

military officer developed a distinct military culture, not only creating unity among the professionals, but 

also sharing similarities in hierarchy, discipline, control, bureaucracy, ceremonies, and traditions across 

nations (English 2004: 32). According to Farrell (1998: 413) military organisations have imitated each other 

over centuries in an isomorphic way and abolished non-state actors in favour of a state-based military 

regardless of national differences in wealth and power. The military profession is built through selection 

processes, education, promotion, and career paths with professional officers as the “ultimate keeper” 

(Ulmer et al. 2000: XXV) of military culture, which shapes military organisations by providing meaning for 

appropriate behaviour (Farrell 1998: 416). Moreover, the knowledge of each military capability is shaped, 

exchanged, and stored by professionals. In most COEs, the overwhelming majority of personnel belongs 

to the profession of the military officer. Their average experience is between 15 and 35 years of service. 

Only few COEs employ a minorioty of civilian personnel. Therefore, the institutional order of the 

profession is of relevance for the analysis of the empirical field.  

Next to the development of the military profession, structural changes in NATO have led to new 

organisational forms or corporations. With the establishment of the Supreme Allied Command 

Transformation after the Prague Summit, a strategic headquarters was founded to guide the 

transformation of military capabilities and interoperability in the Alliance (NATO 2002, para. 4b). The 

Prague Summit also marks the hour of birth for NATO Centres of Excellence, which were first mentioned 

in the document on the NATO Military Command Structure (NATO 2003a). COEs are an alternative 

organisational solution outside the NATO structures with the focus on a specific military function 

voluntarily established and funded by NATO nations. This coalition approach allows voluntary 

participation and a high degree of specialization on relatively little expenses. A unique characteristic is the 

autonomy in which COEs are operating. Being neither included into NATO’s nor a single national chain of 

command is a major difference to the hierarchical characteristic of any military structure. The 
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management by a steering committee of the participating nations (or investors) has similarities to a board 

of directros of a civil organisation. This relates the organisational form of NATO COEs to the institutional 

order of the corporation with one main distinction. Private enterprises and corporations are 

interdependent with market pressures. Although the setup of COEs has similarities to civilian 

organisations, they remain part of the military and the public sector, which constitutes a not-for-profit 

environment. Hence, the institutional order of the market is not part of the analysis.  

The remaining institutional order of the community was the latest addition to the inter-institutional 

system (Thornton, Ocasio and Lounsbury 2012: pp. 68). The concept of community is broad and holds 

many forms of organising and sources of identity (O’Mahony and Lakhani 2011). Especially the concept of 

communities of practice (Brown and Duguid 1991; 2001a; Wenger 1998; 2000; Lave and Wenger 1991) 

focuses on self-organised groups of practitioners that share and develop knowledge. This ties the 

community order to the profession of the military officer, especially in light of the trend towards 

specialization and service orientation in the professions (Scott 2008a), which also accounts for the military 

in form of growing needs to adapt to technological advance and capability spread. The self-perception of 

soldiers is moving away from a specialist in combat to a sophisticated managerial technician (Moskos 

2000: 19). The distinct subject matter of each COE is an example for the broad range of capabilities in 

today’s Armed Forces. Military professionals are the individual agents of this multidimensional concept 

that is based on expertise, responsibility, and uniform group behaviour at the intra-professional level. The 

organisation in communities of practice centred on the multitude of capabilities is a viable anticipation. 

The role of individuals forms the micro foundation of institutional theory that accounts for the role of 

institutional logics and agency for the reproduction and transformation of organisational practices, 

identities and institutions (Thornton, Ocasio and Lounsbury 2012: 98).  

Relating the seven institutional orders of the inter-institutional system to the empirical field of NATO 

Centres of Excellence already indicates the plurality of institutional influences that enable and constrain 

individuals and organisations. Four of the seven institutional orders, namely the community, the state, 

the profession, and the corporation form the roots for institutional logics of the field.  

2.4.3.2 Elemental Categories on the Y-Axis 

The elemental categories on the y-axis characterize the institutional logics. They form the building blocks, 

which allow to specify the organizing principles for both individual and organisational behaviour (Ibid: 54). 

Thus, the categories selected on the y-axis depend on the research context and should be derived from 
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empirical data and the research questions. The categories should further be transparent (Ibid: 59). 

Following this suggestion, I have chosen ten elemental categories for the analysis of the COE´s institutional 

framework, the formalized coordination elements in the field, and the COE´s role in knowledge 

management in capability development, which are displayed in Table 2.6.  

Table 2.6: Categories of Institutional Logics. 

Categories on the y-axis Content of the categories 
Event Sequencing Constituting events and historic origin of the COE 
Basis of Attention The COE´s functional domain and/or military capability   
Basis of Mission The COE´s given mission and role for capability development in 

the functional domain 
Basis of Strategy Examples of main activities by the COE to address the basis of 

attention and basis of mission 
Coordination of Practice Creation  Formal and informal mechanisms of coordination that lead to 

new practices and routines of knowledge exchange and/or 
capability development. Contributions to NATO and the SN 

Institutional Entrepreneurs Specific pioneering contributions by individuals, groups, or 
organisations that have resulted in new routines and practices  

Sources of Authority  Military hierarchy, recognition as competence centre, and 
professional expertise in the functional domain    

Sources of Identity Binding elements for identity creation of the COE and the staff 
Sources of Legitimacy  Compliance with the COE concept; recognition by stakeholders 
Logic of Investment What is the rationale of actors to invest into the COE 

 

(1) Event sequencing focuses on the constituting events and historic origin of the COE. This category is 

necessary to explain the founding rationale that provides the specific local institutional environment for 

each COE.  

(2) Basis of attention addresses the specifics of the military capability or functional domain of each COE, 

thereby providing the content-related frame for each organisation.  

(3) Basis of mission explains the mission that was given to each COE by the Sponsoring Nations. This is 

needed to explain the main focus of the organisation to direct its actions.  

(4) Basis of strategy displays the main activities that are followed by the COE and its staff to fulfil the 

mission in the specific functional area.  
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(5) Coordination of practice creation focuses on organisational practices and routines by the COE´s staff 

to coordinate activities. This category is central to demonstrate means of interaction and knowledge flows 

that result in contributions to capability development for NATO and the Sponsoring Nations.  

(6) Institutional entrepreneurs are individuals, groups, or organisations that have provided pioneering 

contributions to specific routines and practices. The analysis of this category allows for an actor-specific 

perspective of knowledge exchange and capability development.  

(7) Sources of authority are the elements that lead to stakeholder recognition of the COE. These can draw 

from military hierarchy, the recognition as a competence- and knowlegde centre for the capability, or the 

combined knowledge and professional expertise of the staff. A competence-based authority forms an 

important prerequisite that contributions of the COE and new knowledge and practices are seen as 

relevant and credible by stakeholders.  

(8) Sources of identity are the binding elements that can lead to a common identity for each COE and its 

staff. Identity marks an important category to look at coherence, trust, and coordinated action within a 

COE. This can be an important enabling factor for knowledge exchange in a multinational environment. 

(9) Sources of legitimacy include the formal compliance with the COE concept and the recognition and 

standing each COE receives from its stakeholders. The analysis of legitimacy can yield limiting and enabling 

factors for knowledge exchange by looking at the level of integration of each COE with other relevant 

actors within the specific field of expertise.  

(10) Logic of investment addresses the rationale of the Sponsoring Nations to invest into each COE. 

Rationales for participation yield explanations if investment is triggered by an interest in multinational 

knowledge exchange and capability development or for political reasons.  

Seven categories are closely related to the theorizing work by Thornton, Ocasio and Lounsbury (2012: 73). 

The three additional categories – that focus especially on the forms of coordination that result in 

organisational practices and routines, the role of institutional entrepreneurs, and the sequence of defining 

events for each COE – have been specifically added to further account for the empirical context.   

The elemental categories of the y-axis are not exhaustive and their variation is related to the focus of the 

researcher. Together, the cross classification of the institutional orders of the x-axis and the categories of 

the y-axis form the cultural content for each cell (x, y cells) of the institutional logics, which is applied as 

ideal type for each logic to allow for analytical interpretations of the key concepts (Ibid: 59).  
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2.4.3.3 Logic of Transformation – Institutional Orders: State, Profession 

Core assumption of the logic of transformation is that each COEs support NATO’s transformational effort 

through capability development and multinational knowledge exchange in its distinct functional area. This 

rationale is laid out in the conceptual documents on NATO COEs (NATO 2003b; 2004b; 2009a; 2013a). The 

state is the main constituting institutional order to explain NATO’s continuous adoption to a changing 

security environment, defined as transformation. The different military capabilities represented in the 

functional domains of each COE are linked to the order of the profession. The logic of transformation 

connects the society, the organisational, and the individual level of the inter-institutional system. The 

society- or macro-level describes the rationale and origin of the political transformational agenda in NATO. 

On the organisational level, HQ SACT was founded as a structural element for transformation and the 

COEs emerged as multinational military organisations, always centred on a specific military domain. The 

acting individuals stem from the profession of the military officer. They obtain both a role in agenda 

setting of transformation and, more specifically, form the body of expertise that represents specific 

military capabilities.  

Table 2.7: Ideal Type of the Institutional Logic of Transformation. 

Logic of Transformation Society level Organisational level Individual level 
Basis of attention Military development/ 

transformation 
Support 
Transformation 

Execute leadership 
Solution to specific 
problems 

Basis of mission Shape lean and 
efficient Forces 

Develop the 
functional domain 

Serving the country/ 
Develop the capability  

Basis of strategy Structural reform and 
policy initiatives 

Visible contribution to 
NATO initiatives 

Increase of status/ 
Knowledge exchange 

Coordination of Practice 
Creation 

Consensus of NATO 
nations 

Board of Directors Execute hierarchy  
  

Institutional 
entrepreneurs 

Allied Command 
Transformation 
Anders Fogh 
Rasmussen 

Allied Command 
Transformation 
JAPCC 

General James Soligan5  
Mr. Tony Wedge6 

Sources of authority North Atlantic Council, 
national mandates  

Sponsoring Nations  Hierarchy 
Expert knowledge  

Sources of identity  Collective defence of 
transatlantic values  

Corporate identity  Military Officer/ 
Specific military branch 

                                                           
5 General James Soligan was the Deputy Chief of Staff for Transformation at HQ SACT from 2006-2009.  
6 Mr. Tony Wedge was responsible for COE establishment and accreditation at the COE-section from 2004-2016.  
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Sources of legitimacy Government support/ 
NATO structural 
reforms 

NATO accreditation, 
acceptance by NATO 
Command Structure 

Military rank/ 
reputation 

Logic of investment  Build mechanisms of 
Collective Defence 

Build multinational 
cooperation and 
advance capabilities 

Personal development 

Event sequencing  1989 – 1991 end of 
Cold War 
2002 – Prague 
Capability 
Commitment  
2009 – Economic crisis 
2011 – Smart Defence 
initiative 

2002 – Prague 
Capability 
Commitment 
2003 – Establishment 
HQ SACT 
2004 – COE-concept 
Since 2005 – COE 
establishment  

1990ies – Revolution in 
Military Affairs and 
capability spread 
 

 

To become meaningful, symbolic macro-level initiatives of the logic of transformation need to be 

imprinted in material practices at the organisational level, carried and reproduced by individual agents. 

Conformity reinforces legitimacy on both levels: COE legitimacy will rise by compliance to higher order 

institutional logics (Thornton 2002: 83), the symbolic legitimacy of transformation will rise by adding 

material practices shaped at the organisational level. Transformation forms the root logic for the empirical 

field by linking the society level of NATO policy to the organisational structures of the COEs, and to the 

individual levels of military officers that shape both, NATO and the COEs. In the greater context of 

transformation, each COE forms an individual entity and forum for knowledge exchange, harmonization, 

and progression for a specific military capability. The logic is equally applicable to the three levels, which 

are strongly interconnected without one dominating the others.  

2.4.3.4 Logic of Multinational Cooperation – Institutional Orders: State, Profession 

The logic of multinational cooperation is shaped by the rationale of defence partnerships between NATO 

member countries. The defining institutional order is the state, which confers the authority to engage in 

partnership projects with other nations. Adjacent to the state is the order of the profession, which defines 

the subject of multinational cooperation. The parameters of cooperation materialize on the society and 

on the organisational level in forms of bilateral agreements, memoranda of understanding, and 

cooperation in multinational organisations. This forms the context for understanding the development of 

COEs as new organisations, and their institutionalization in NATO. The political goals on the society level 

are dominant over the actual cooperation of individuals in organisations.  
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Table 2.8: Ideal Type of the Institutional Logic of Multinational Cooperation. 

Logic of multinational 
cooperation 

Society level 
(dominant) 

Organisational level Individual level 

Basis of attention Multinational 
cooperation  

Participation in MN 
organisations 

Understand different 
positions of nations  

Basis of mission Enhance multinational 
cooperation 

Increase national 
prestige and visibility 

Working together/  
Engage in work of COE 

Basis of strategy Engage in multinational 
projects 

Establish COEs/ 
Participation in COEs 

Fill position at COE 

Coordination of 
Practice Creation 

Bi-national agreements 
MOUs 

Board of Directors 
Consensus 

Execute hierarchy  
 

Institutional 
entrepreneurs 

Germany; Poland; 
The Netherlands 

JAPCC - 

Sources of authority National policy of 
multinational 
cooperation 

COE sponsorship  
Memorandum of 
Understanding  

Status of Forces 
Agreement (SOFA)  

Sources of identity  NATO membership 
 

National symbols of 
Sponsoring Nations  

Member of armed 
forces 

Sources of legitimacy Normative value: 
cooperation ≥ conflict  

Agreement on mutual 
participation in COEs 

Member of armed 
forces  

Logic of investment  Mutual cost reduction  
Defence synergies 
Political interests  

Enhance visibility/  
Participation with 
minimal investment 

Different experience/ 
Fun to work in an inter-
national environment 

Event sequencing  2009 – Economic crisis 
2011 – Smart Defence 
initiative 

2004 – COE-concept 
Since 2005 – COE 
establishment  

- 
 

 

2.4.3.5 Corporate Logic – Institutional Orders: Corporation, Profession, Community 

Focal point of the corporate logic is the self-perception of the COE as organisation. Main constituting 

institutional order is the corporation, which is synonymous with the COE in this context. The logic is further 

reinforced by the orders of the community and the profession. Members of the profession represent the 

functional domain, which is the COE’s raison d'être and root cause for the identity of the organisation. 

The communities are the formal and informal bands that tie practices and meaning to the organisation 

(corporation) and the functional domain (profession). Influence of the society level is marginal for the 

corporate logic.  

 

http://www.dict.cc/englisch-deutsch/raison.html
http://www.dict.cc/englisch-deutsch/d%27%C3%AAtre.html
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Table 2.9: Ideal Type of the Corporate Institutional Logic. 

Corporate logic Society level Organisational level 
(dominant) 

Individual level 

Basis of attention Increase COE visibility 
in NATO 

Prestige and standing 
of the COE 

Identification with COE 

Basis of mission To sell a success story Reinforce the 
corporate identity  

Be part of a greater 
whole 

Basis of strategy Marketing of COEs Visible contribution to 
NATO initiatives 
Internal code of 
conduct 

Represent the COE 

Coordination of 
Practice Creation 

Joint conferences COE Directorate/ 
management  

Execute hierarchy  
 

Institutional 
entrepreneurs 

Allied Command 
Transformation 

JAPCC; CSW COE; CCOE COE directors 

Sources of authority Not foreseen/ COEs are 
independent 

Execution of corporate 
vision 

Military position/ rank  

Sources of identity  Belonging to NATO  
 

Corporate identity  Membership in COE 

Sources of legitimacy National investment 
NATO accreditation 

Corporate vision Compliance with 
corporate vision 

Logic of investment  - Strengthen COE by a 
corporate narrative  

Insert own ideas into 
corporate narrative 

Event sequencing  2013 – Collective 
promotion of COEs in 
Transformer magazine 

2014 – CSW COE 
corporate system 
2014 – JAPCC capstone 
document 
2014 – CCOE Vision 
2020  

- 
 

 

2.4.3.6 Logic of Professional Excellence – Institutional Orders: Profession, Community, Corporation 

The logic of professional excellence is performance-driven and follows the rationale to develop the 

functional domain of the COE. Dominant institutional orders are the profession and the community that 

shape the military capability by the development of material practices. The order of the corporation forms 

the organisational frame of the COE in which capability development takes place. The naming convention 

Centre of Excellence as such places a demand for performance on the organisations. Here, the individual 

level is dominant, because practices and content are developed and reproduced by the professionals of 

the discipline.  
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Table 2.10: Ideal Type of the Institutional Logic of Professional Excellence. 

Logic of professional 
excellence 

Society level Organisational level Individual level 
(dominant) 

Basis of attention Capability 
development 

Capability 
development 

Solution to specific 
problems 

Basis of mission Need for capabilities 
and interoperability  

Develop the functional 
domain 

Working group/ 
community 
participation  

Basis of strategy Formalization of 
knowledge 

Visible contribution to 
NATO initiatives 

Knowledge exchange/ 
Innovation 

Coordination of 
Practice Creation 

Transformation 
framework 

Program of Work  Working groups/ 
Communities  

Institutional 
entrepreneurs 

Allied Command 
Transformation 

CCD COE; CSW COE; 
COOE 

Michael N. Schmitt7 
General Viereck8 
COE staff/ subject 
matter experts 

Sources of authority NATO working groups Recognition as leading 
knowledge institute  

Personal reputation 
Expert knowledge  

Sources of identity  Military culture Role as think tank  Specific military branch 
Sources of legitimacy Military 

professionalism 
Customer acceptance 
quality output 

Expert knowledge 
Specific education 

Logic of investment  Efficient capability 
development 

Reputation as 
successful organisation 

Personal development 
Enhance knowledge  

Event sequencing  2002 – Prague 
Capability Commitment  
2013 – Connected 
Forces initiative 
2013 – Global 
Programming 

2009 – Tallinn Manual 
Since 2013 – COE as 
Department Heads  

- 
 

 

2.4.3.7 Linking the Institutional Logics to the Orders of the Inter-institutional System 

The four institutional logics that have been identified and crafted provide meaning to the actors of the 

empirical field of NATO COEs, they provide a repertoire for behaviour and action that will be shown in the 

subsequent analysis. Each logic forms a prescription how COEs and their staff members will perceive 

                                                           
7 Prof. Michael N. Schmitt is head of the Stockton Center for the Study of International Law at the US Naval War 
College. He chaired the process of the Tallinn Manual.   
8 General Karlheinz Viereck was Deputy Chief of Staff Joint Force Trainer at HQ SACT from 2010-2013. He initiated 
NATO’s educational reform of Global Programming.   
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demands from their institutional environment, and how they respond. Institutional logics provide 

guidance for organisational and individual activities on each level of analysis. A focus on the society level 

will result in actions and practices that are directed at greater goals of the institutional environment. Such 

actions are likely politically-driven responses to NATO transformation. A focus on the organisational level 

is directed at self-centric actions by the COE, such as identity building and gaining of prestige and 

recognition from the actors of the environment. A focus on the individual level is directed at the micro-

level of actions by individual officers at each COE. This is the level where most knowledge exchange takes 

place, and new practices and routines are shaped. The combined analysis of influences on all three levels 

of analysis yields explanations for the full repertoire of actions by each COE and its members, which are 

often influenced by more than one logic. Therefore, the different institutional logics help to explain the 

rationale for actions by the COEs and their staff members. These rationales for action are important to 

uncover enabling and constraining factors for knowledge management.       

The chosen approach also follows the five core meta theoretical principles of institutional logics: 1. 

embedded agency; 2. society as an inter-institutional system; 3. the material and cultural foundations of 

institutions; 4. institutions at multiple levels of analysis, and 5. the historic contingency of institutions 

(Thornton and Ocasio 2008: pp. 103). 

Integration of motifs and interests of individual actors and organisations in institutional analysis allows 

for an analytical micro-to-macro perspective that has faced growing attention in institutional research 

(Hwang and Colyvas 2011: 63). Military officers, whether shaping transformation as senior decision maker 

on the society level, or as experts for a distinct capability on the organisation level, are the individuals that 

reinforce or contradict institutional logics by creation of meaning and interpretation.  

The perception of society as an inter-institutional system allows to connect the institutional logics to the 

higher constituting orders. “Looking more deeply, how logics are supported by institutional orders may 

certainly open the way to a better understanding of institutional complexity and therefore of interactions 

between logics” (Daudigeos, Boutinot and Jaumier 2013: 8). This heterogeneity and plurality 

demonstrates the different institutional influences COEs and other actors of the empirical field are 

confronted with, which may be in complementary or in conflict with each other. For each of the identified 

logics influences of at least two institutional orders, and more often three of them, could be recognized.  

The elemental categories allow to portray the cultural and material foundations of institutions, the 

underlying norms that guide individual and organisational behaviour. This “cultural turn” (Thornton and 
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Ocasio 2008: 106) shows the integration of society and the originating values for institutional orders 

(Friedland and Alford 1991). In this not-for-profit environment, behaviour is not decided by economic 

alternatives, but by a logic of appropriateness (March and Olsen 1989).  

Institutions are influencing multiple levels ranging from world systems to individuals (Scott 2014: 106). 

While studies on the macro and meso level of the society and organisational fields form the majority of 

institutional research (Powell and Colyvas 2008: 276), the ILP allows for a greater focus on agency at micro 

levels of individuals and organisations. Furthermore, the material and symbolic elements of institutions 

combine the three levels of analysis (Friedland and Alford 1991: 240), which I have reflected in the ideal 

types of the institutional logics. Although this increases the complexity, it allows for identifying the 

dominant level for each logic without neglecting the influence of the other levels. Together with the 

connection to the higher institutional orders, this uncovers the interdependencies between institutional 

logics and society (Thornton, Ocasio and Lounsbury, 2012). 

The attention towards historical contingency helps to analyse if institutions are particular to the 

parameters of a certain time and environment (Thornton 2004). Especially in recent and developing fields, 

the elemental category of event sequencing helps to identify defining moments of institutional 

development and change to answer the question how organisations can overcome the “liability of 

newness” (Freeman, Carroll and Hannan 1983: 692), and how they develop legitimate organisational 

practices (Kostova and Roth 2002).  
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3 Methodology and Research Design 

This research has two objectives. First, to explain the organisational form of NATO Centres of Excellence, 

their institutionalization in NATO, and ways of coordination with their stakeholders. This forms the basis 

for the second objective, how the COEs contribute to multiantional knowledge exchange and capability 

development. For the first objective, the whole population of COEs are observed from a meta-level to 

explain their organisational features. The second aim requires an insight into the single organisations to 

study how organisations and their members share knowledge and shape new practices. Specific to the 

empirical field of NATO COEs is the absence of previous scholarly invrestigations, and that it consists of a 

multinational military environment.    

Qualitative methods have been used for both parts of the analysis, which derives from the state of theory 

and the nature of the research questions that focus on explaining causal mechanisms rather than on 

testing causal effects (Bennett and Elman 2006). Their purpose is to examine and explain the “how” of 

mechanisms and processes, which cannot be followed by a statistical analysis (Gläser and Laudel 2010: 

pp. 70). It is further difficult, or might even lead to “irritation” (Walgenbach 2000: 94), to ask about the 

degree of institutionalization or processes of knowledge exchange in a questionnaire with a five or seven 

point scale. The advantage of non-standardized methods is to grasp the complexity of micro-processes 

within the organisations and to understand the character of causal relationships (Goertz and Mahoney 

2012: pp. 101), in order to relate them to the different theoretical assumptions. The qualitative design is 

further related to the small size of the empirical field, which only consists of 26 organisations with 

approximately 820 members.         

The chapter is structured along the most important methodological specifics for this study, starting with 

research and access to data in a military environment (3.1). In absence of previous research, the collection 

of first hand data from interviews, conference participation, and internal documents form the main 

sources (3.2), which are analysed following the use of open, modifiable categories of Grounded Theory 

(3.3). This is followed by explanations on case study selection (3.4), and methods of data analysis (3.5).  

3.1 Research in a Military Environment  

“Military organisations and the professions they spawn are unique” (Soeter, Shields and Rietjens 2014: 3). 

This statement indicates peculiarities in researching the military, which are a world-wide working 

environment in sometimes hazardous conditions, work in secrecy, the monopoly of the use of force in 

armed conflict, and the establishment of a military culture. These specifics also constitute a necessity of 
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studying the military (Ibid.). Access to an empirical field in the military is often constraint and imposes the 

obstacles of bureaucracy and negotiations with gatekeepers (Ben-Ari and Levy 2014). As I have been an 

officer of the German Armed Forces and a staff member of the Civil-Military Cooperation Centre of 

Excellence at the time of writing this thesis, access was less troublesome, confirming Irwin’s observation 

that previous service members are often granted easier access (2011). In my professional function in the 

Planning & Coordination department, I was responsible for the coordination of stakeholder requests in 

preparation of the annual programme of work of the organisation. This included elements from the NATO 

Command Structure, other Centres of Excellence, non-governmental organisations, and Universities. 

Nevertheless, it was necessary to gain support for the research within the empirical field. This was 

achieved during participation in annual meetings of the Centres of Excellence. The project was first 

presented to a working level audience during the annual COE programme of work conference in June 2014 

and again, to a decision maker’s audience, during the annual COE directors’ conference in October 2014. 

The COE directors and the coordinating section at HQ SACT unanimously supported the research with the 

only caveat that the COE shouldn’t be rated against each other in a scale of effectiveness, which is not 

part of the research aims. It was critical to gain support within the empirical field at an early stage of the 

research. Being acquainted to the director or the chief of staff of each COE was an additional benefit for 

scheduling appointments for the field research. It also guaranteed easy access for follow-on questions 

and later clarifications. Despite the difference in military rank and seniority, I was closely linked to the 

empitical field as a COE member.      

However, the chosen approach also bears methodological and cultural dangers. Approaching the 

empirical field from the inside raises the question of researcher bias in case study selection and during 

data collection. Hence, reflexivity on the methodological tools is explicitly important. Following 

Salzmann’s argumentation that those descriptions are never pure because they contain an expression of 

the social and cultural environment of the research (2002), it is even more important to provide 

transparency about the methods of data collection and analysis, and to discuss their strengths and 

weaknesses. The hierarchical nature of the military bears another possible limitation in form of access 

through order. Ben-Ari and Levy warn that researchers may receive the “party line” instead of true 

attitudes when for example questionnaires are pushed through the chain of command (2014). Although 

questionnaires have not been used for data collection in this study, interview partners could have also 

been pre-briefed or pre-selected. Another methodological problem rests in the fact that both the 

researcher and the interviewees are working in the COE environment. This might lead to a confirmation 

bias that COEs and their work are generally presumed as important. The problem is adhered by critical 
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reflections on possible inefficiencies of COEs throughout the analysis, and specific emphasis on critical 

statements in the interviews. The interview data has further been compared to additional sources, such 

as official documents and publications on the topics, whenever possible.  

As a COE member and recognized peer at COE conferences, access to the empirical field was 

straightforward without bureaucratic hurdles. The possession of a security clearance allowed access to all 

facilities during the field research. Although access might be more difficult for an external scholar, the 

COEs as military knowledge centres can be considered much more open than a classic military 

environment. One example are their many links to Universities and think tanks. Moreover, the COEs 

usually do not issue classified reports, which can be a major obstacle for conducting research in a military 

environment, and especially for publication (Soeter, Shields and Rietjens 2014: 3). However, it was 

important to thoroughly assess the level of classification of all military documents.  

3.2 Data Collection  

“Qualitative empirical research, especially on topics that have not received much attention, is time 

consuming” (Vennesson and Wiesner 2014: 100). This study is mainly based on first hand data from the 

empirical field of COE, consisting of semi-structured interviews and direct observations. Other sources of 

data are internal NATO documents on the founding principles and coordination of COEs, meeting minutes, 

memoranda of understanding that set the legal framework, COE publications, and publicly available 

reports and press releases on the internet. This allows for triangulation of data to mitigate the weaknesses 

of each method and to gain different perspectives on the material. Triangulation further increases validity 

as it provides the possibility to verifify results (Flick 2007). For example, it allows for comparing first hand 

data from interviews with COE publications and official documents. Moreover, COEs are the recent 

organisational developments that are still in a process of growth and maturation within the dynamics of 

a changing security environment. Those features are exciting for researching this empirical field, because 

they allow for participation and direct observations on current developments.          

3.2.1 Documents 

There are only few official documents on COEs that can be divided into the founding documents, directives 

on coordination between the COEs and HQ SACT, and minutes from regular meetings. Most of those 

documents are available at “Transnet” (ACT 2017a), an online forum that is managed at HQ SACT. Login 

data for access to the platform is provided on request by the webmaster. The founding principles for the 

COEs are comprised in a small nucleus of NATO documents. They are the basis for the Operational and 
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the Functional Memorandum of Understanding that have been negotiated by the founding nations of 

each COE. The memoranda form the legal basis and govern the organisational principles of the COE and 

its relation to HQ SACT. The next type of documents are directives and internal point papers on the 

practical coordination between the COEs and NATO. An additional source are minutes from the annual 

conferences of the COE directors, and on the coordination of the programme of work. The efficacy of 

those documents is declining from the North Atlantic Council approved founding documents, headquarter 

internal documents and directives, to conference reports. Access to data (Ben-Ari and Levy 2014: pp. 12) 

was possible via Transnet and by directly receiving the conference reports as a natural participant. The 

documents are not classified and therefore could be used in the analysis, which can be a restriction for 

research in other military domains (Rendon and Snider 2014). Other open source documents are 

publications from COEs and their websites.   

3.2.2 Participant Observation 

Data collection in social sciences is usually done by observation of social reality through interaction of the 

researcher with the empirical field (Gläser and Laudel 2010: 39). Participant observation can be a valuable 

tool in qualitative research on contemporary topics. The researcher has the advantage to make better 

sense of information, especially on unfamiliar topics. Being close to the research objects may also ease 

access to additional documents and background information (Vennesson and Wiesner 2014: pp. 100). Due 

to my professional role, I was a natural participant in the annual coordination meetings between the COEs 

and their stakeholders from different NATO headquarters. I further conducted field research at HQ SACT 

and at each of the eight COEs that were selected as case studies. A complete overview of direct 

observations during this study is displayed in table 3.1.     

Table 3.1: Direct Observations. 

Meeting/ 
Year of 
observation 

COE POW 
meetings 

COE DIR 
Conferences 

Field research HQ 
SACT COE-Section 

Field 
research 
at COEs 

Field research at CCOE 

2012 1    CCOE COI WS CCOE SC-Mtg 
2013 1    1 1 
2014 2 1 1  1 1 
2015 2 1 1 8 1 1 

 

Direct observations have been especially important during the field research at the selected COEs. They 

allowed access to internal documents that provided vital insights into the organisational history. A central 

ability is to gain trust during participant observations by being able to ‘talk the talk’ (DeWalt and DeWalt 
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2011: pp. 56). In case of this particular environment familiarity with a lot of technical language or ‘military 

jargon’ and uncounted military acronyms was extremely important. However, despite my own military 

background, the COEs cover a broad range of capabilities, often in ‘niche’ areas, that stretch across all 

military services. Therefore, it was important to have the time for clarifications on the broad diversity of 

subjects. The aim was not to fully understand each aspect of the COE’s practice, but to get attached to 

the culture and the environment of the organisation (Vennesson and Wiesner 2014: 100). This was 

achieved during side discussions or by scheduling an additional interview.   

The two periods of research at the COE-section at HQ SACT had an embedded character that allowed 

many side discussions and provided access to the internal documents. The six months in between the field 

trips allowed for comparing the data with findings at the COEs and to sharpen the theoretical perspective. 

Especially the first visit to HQ SCAT and the first research at a COE had an exploring character to sense the 

dynamics within the empirical field. Vennesson and Wiesner bring this aspect to the point: 

“Explorative research is useful in the early research phase. Early evidence sharpens the research 
question as well as the framework and design. Theoretical framing might not be fully completed once 
the data collection starts. Often the theoretical framework as well as its operationalisation is subject 
to adjustments one ‘real-world’ data is coming into play as empirical research progresses” (2014: 100). 

Although participant observation is praised as the “hallmark of anthropological methods” (DeWalt, 

DeWalt and Wayland 2000: 291), it does not come without limitations. The researcher needs to safeguard 

himself to avoid the danger of being lost in involvement (Moelker 2014: 114). As much as a personal 

involvement is needed to use participant observation, the method also needs an adequate balance of 

involvement and detachment (Elias 2007 pp. 69). For direct observations in this study, the level of 

involvement and detachment varied with the context and is shown by applying Spradley’s (1980) 

observation type chart.  
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Table 3.2: Participant Observation Type Chart.9  

Type of participant 
observation 

Level of involvement Limitations Application 

Non-Participatory No contact with population or 
field of study 

Unable to build rapport or 
ask questions as new 
information comes up. 

Not applied 

Passive participation Researcher is only in the 
bystander role 

Limits ability to establish 
rapport and immersing 
oneself in the field.  

Not applied 

Moderate participation Researcher maintains a balance 
between ‘insider’ and ‘outsider’ 
roles 

This allows a good 
combination of involvement 
and necessary detachment to 
remain objective.  

COE directors conference 
2014 and 2015; 
Case studies C2 COE, CCD 
COE, CSW COE, JAPCC, 
JCBRN COE, MILMED 
COE, and NMW COE 

Active participation Researcher becomes a member 
of the group by fully embracing 
skills and customs for the sake of 
complete comprehension 

This method permits the 
researcher to become more 
involved with a risk of ‘going 
native’ as the researcher 
strives for an in-depth 
understanding of the 
population studied.   

COE programme of work 
meetings 2012, 2013, 
2014, 2015; 
Embedded research at 
HQ SACT COE-section 
2014 and 2015 

Complete participation Researcher is completely 
integrated in population of study 
beforehand (i.e. he or she is 
already a member of particular 
population studied) 

There is a risk of losing all 
levels of objectivity, thus 
risking what is analyzed and 
presented to the public. 

Case study CCOE 

 

Moderate participation occurred during the field research at the different COEs and during the 

participation in the COE directors’ conferences. Active participation took part during the participation in 

the COE programme of work meetings, due to my professional function during those events that was 

detached from the research. Two of the meetings occurred prior to the research, allowing a distant 

reflection. The embedded research at the COE-section can also be considered as active participation, 

because the small number of actors in the section led to more intensified and personal relations, which 

provided valuable insights on subjects where no official documents and scholarly research existed. The 

danger of ‘going native’ was eased by the relatively short duration of five days per research stay. Access 

to documents also relied on the good-will of the actors with the possibility that some documents may 

have been deliberately withheld. Since the researcher is not aware of the existence of those documents, 

there is no solution to this problem (Walgenbach 2000: 101). Complete participation only occurred for 

the research at the CCOE. The resulting risk of losing objectivity can only be mitigated by careful reflection 

                                                           
9 Taken form Spradley 1980.   
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and constant comparison to the data of the other case studies. Another general danger is to alienate the 

empirical field by publishing results that are considered harmful. One solution to this problem is provided 

by Lucas (2009), who favors an informed consent in which the observant is informed on the aims and 

aware that he or she is a part of the study. In addition to that, the ethical code of most meetings are 

‘Chatham House rules’, which provide additional protection for the individual. Observations were most 

valuable at the beginning of the research to get indications for case study selection and important topics 

within the empirical field. During the end of the data collection they still led to access to additional 

material and clarifications. Within their given limitations they have been proven an important tool for the 

data collection of this study.  

3.2.3 Interviews 

Next to participant observation, interviewing is a powerful technique used by qualitative researchers. The 

popularity of interviewing results in numerous types, such as narrative, expert, qualitative, and 

bibliographic interviews, which, according to Gläser and Laudel, do not follow a systematic logic (2010: 

40). Main criteria for choosing one type is its practical value for the research aims, which also determines 

the selection of the interview partner (Ibid). Another classification lies in the technique of data collection, 

which mainly differs between structured, semi-structured, and unstructured interviews (Gläser and 

Laudel 2010: pp. 41; Moore 2014 pp. 117). While structured interviews are a method of quantitative 

research and are often used in surveys following a formal approach of standardized questions with a 

limited number of pre-defined answers, unstructured interviews are completely flexible without 

formulated responses or a fix set of questions to explore the full narrative of the interviewee (Fontana 

and Frey 2000). The semi-structured interview uses both forms of closed and open-ended questions, 

allowing the researcher to stay close to the topics of interest, but also to provide the flexibility to react on 

an unexpected answer. All interviews in this study have been conducted as semi-structured expert 

interviews. Bogner et al. (2014: pp. 2) argue that there is no scholarly consensus on the expert interview 

as method of qualitative research, since it is often used in a pragmatic way to achieve easy wins (also see 

Meuser and Nagel 2009: 17). Another difficulty is the frivolous use of term expert, which seems to be 

ubiquitous in our societies (Bogner et al 2014: pp. 9; Gläser and Lauder 2010: pp. 11). Hence, a distinct 

characterization of the type of knowledge and the actors that carry the information is necessary. Experts 

are members of a “functional elite” (Meuser and Nagel 1994: 181). They hold knowledge and power of 

practical relevance that provides orientation and guidance for other actors in their field (Bogner et al. 

2014: pp. 12). Next to their role in society, experts are also a construct of the research interest (Meuser 
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and Nagel 2009). Three groups of actors have been defined that hold relevant knowledge on the 

institutionalization of COEs, their coordination mechanisms, and their contributions to knowledge 

exchange: 

First, the institutional environment of NATO transformation is steered by the strategic Headquarter Allied 

Command Transformation. The general officers at this headquarter are setting NATO’s transformational 

agenda. The role of COEs in this process should be guided by the top management in their role as policy 

maker, especially by the commander and the chief of staff. Official statements (Paloméros 2014a; 

Paloméros 2014b) are only indicators that COEs are seen as important and valuable, but they do not lead 

to conclusions on their institutionalization within NATO or their strategic role. Furthermore, most of the 

general officers have a formal role as Flag Officer General Officer (FOGO) Champion to several COEs (NATO 

2013a), in which they function as mentor or ‘godfather’ to link the COE to the headquarter.             

The second group is the COE-section within the Transformation Network Branch at HQ SACT, which is the 

coordinating structure between the COEs and the headquarters and also responsible for the accreditation 

of COEs. Their members hold the knowledge of processes, past events, and are also able to explain the 

background and technical specifics of official documents (Bogner et al. 2014: pp. 17). 

The third and largest group are the members of all COEs. Logically, they obtain a different perspective as 

they are the subjects of the strategic aims and coordination elements. This allows for an analysis from the 

providing and the receiving end. Usually knowledge on coordination processes is held by the COE 

management, which often consists of the director, the deputy director, and the chief of staff. To answer 

how COEs contribute to knowledge exchange, insights into tacit process knowledge are required. It is less 

the subject of COE projects that is of interest, but the way of execution and communication (Nonaka 

1994). Naturally, this makes the staff members that are actively involved in COE projects, the key source 

of information. Other COE members in administrative functions are of lesser relevance for the study.       

A further possible methodological distinction is between expert and elite interviews. The elite interview 

(Dexter 1970) is a common approach within the Anglo-Saxon research practice (Bogner et al. 2014: 5). 

Although Littig (2009) argues that the main differences rest more in the tradition than in the practice of 

research, the differentiation has been made in this study. The group of general officers at HQ SACT 

constitutes an elite of senior decision makers in NATO, whose influence in policy setting greatly differs 

from the other groups. They also imposed different parameters in terms of access, time, and dynamics on 

the researcher, which justifies a separate reflection on elite interviews.  
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Interviewing elites imposes several difficulties on the researcher. Elites often create access barriers to 

their work- and life domains (Hertz and Imber 1995: viii) and have little time according to rigid agendas 

(Brandl and Klinger 2006: 47). Military generals are comparable to top management and CEOs. The simple 

formula “the higher the social status, the more difficult the access” (Bogner et al. 2014: 37) remains valid 

when social status is replaced by military rank. Most of the appointments have been scheduled without 

personal contact between the researcher and the general prior to the interview. Only one appointment 

with a retired general was scheduled by a formal approach as advised in the literature (Bogner et al. 2014: 

pp. 38; Gläser and Laudel 2010: pp. 158). For the other appointments little success was anticipated by a 

formal approach, as it might be odd for a general to receive a service member of lower rank for an 

academic interview. Since there would also be no room to negotiate appointments, it would have been 

extremely difficult to schedule several interviews in the same week, a limitation imposed by the distance 

and costs for travelling to Virginia. The solution was to use the CCOE liaison officer at HQ SACT as a broker. 

After selecting suitable weeks that promised the presence of most generals, the appointments were 

scheduled with their military assistants. The existing personal relationships between the broker and the 

military assistants was key to schedule 30-45 minute interview appointments without sharing the 

interview questions beforehand. The advice from Thomas (1995) to schedule interviews prior to 

lunchtime was of value also in a military environment, because it sometimes led to an extension of the 

interview time. Table 3.3 provides an overview on the elite interviews. It was possible to get access to 

72% of the target group and two former position holders. This demonstrates the value of the broker, who 

managed to schedule the appointments from inside the organisation. The interviews have been 

conducted at the offices of the generals in two weeks of field research in December 2014 and May 2015. 

This also led to a certain dynamic of ‘take it or leave it’ as there was little likelihood to reschedule at a 

later date. The CCOE liaison officer was present during the interviews, but remained in a passive role. This 

allowed for a detailed reflection after the interview, which was captured in an interview report. The only 

interviews conducted by telephone were the ones with the two retired generals. The limitations of 

emotional distance, missing eye contact, and possible distraction (Burke and Miller 2001; Christmann 

2009) have been considered. In those two cases, the decision was a balance of limitations against costs.    

Table 3.3: Interviews with General Officers. 

Interviews Relation to N-
total 

Position of interview partners Nationalities Retired Civilian Female 
Commander 
Chief of Staff 

FOGO-
Champion 

10 8/11 ≈ 72%                  
+ 2 former FOGO 

2 8 NLD, ESP, DNK, USA, UK, 
TUR, FRA, NOR, LVA, DEU 

2 0 0 
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Table 3.3 further illustrates that senior military leadership is a male-dominated domain, and demonstrates 

the specific of multinational diversity. The research implications thereof are outlined at the end of this 

chapter. The interviews with personnel of the COE-section have been conducted at several occasions. 

Some could be combined with the two blocks of interviewing the general officers. Others have been done 

alongside the regular meetings of the COEs. Access to the COE-section was straightforward since personal 

contact to all members already existed. Table 3.4 provides an overview on the interviews conducted in 

this group. Since the COE-section only consists of seven members a complete survey was possible.   

Table 3.4: Interviews at the COE-section. 

Interviews Relation to N-total Positon of interview partners Nationalities Retired Civilian Female 
management working level 

10 7/7 = 100%                 
+ 1 former member 
+ 1 associate  

2 710 ITA, 2x DEU, 2x UK, 
POR, ROM, USA, NLD  

0 3 0 

 
It was also possible to interview one former member of the COE-section to gain information on the early 

establishment phase of COEs. Another particularity is the employment of civilian contractors and civil 

servants, which, in contrast to military personnel, are not necessarily subject to regular rotations. This 

made the civilian staff valuable sources of information on the history of COEs. Also this group is 

characterized by multinational diversity.  

The third and largest group of experts is the staff at the COEs. The aforementioned early consent of the 

COE directors to support the research mitigated the problem of information bias (Gläser and Laudel 2010: 

pp. 159). Direct access to the decision makers made it possible to schedule appointments at eight COEs in 

the timeframe from May to October 2015. The field research included the methods of interviewing and 

observation through moderate participation (Spradley 1980). The atmosphere was very supportive at 

each COE, but there were differences in the selection of the interview partners. In all cases, I had access 

to the annual programme of work to make a pre-selection of topics of interest. The availability of staff 

during the field research was ensured by a careful selection of visiting periods, for instance not during the 

summer leave period or in coincidence with major NATO exercises. Interview partners were chosen in two 

different ways. At some COEs, I had a list of the available staff and could move around freely to make 

appointments with whomever I deemed important. At other COEs there was less flexibility through a pre-

selection and scheduling by the management. In my perception that was not done to exclude certain 

persons from the research, but rather to maximize success in an almost over-supportive manner. For 

                                                           
10 One person was interviewed twice. 
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reasons of tact and etiquette in the international military environment, it was not possible to alter the 

schedule, which led to the challenge to sometimes conduct four interviews on one day. Another difficulty 

was the selection of officers from the middle management or branch head level. This group focuses largely 

on portfolio management and often lacks the tacit knowledge inside the different projects. This 

observation was made during the first field research at C2 COE and could be largely avoided thereafter, 

by explicitly mentioning that the branch head level is not part of the focus group. At all COEs one interview 

was conducted with the executive level to get the COE perspective on coordination with HQ SACT and on 

strategic objectives. The interviews with the staff members varied between four and eight per COE. In 

relation to size of the organisations (N-total) between 11% and 27% of the COE staff have been 

interviewed. An overview on all interviews conducted at the COEs is provided in table 3.5. Noticeable was 

the possibility to conduct a complete survey at NMW COE, which only consisted of two genuine members 

at the time of the evaluation. Although the overall number of civilian employees in COEs is insignificant, 

CCD COE forms an exception with almost 50 per cent civilian staff, which could be reflected in the data 

collection.     

Table 3.5: Interviews at COEs. 

COE 
 

Interviews Relation to N-
total 

Positon of interview partners Nationalities Civilian Female 

Directorate Branch 
Head 

Working 
level 

C2 6 6/22 ≈27% 2 2 2 NOR, DEU, EST, 3x NLD 0 0 

CCD 7 7/49 ≈ 14% 1 1 5 2x DEU, NLD, ESP, LIT, 
2x EST 

4 0 

CIMIC 6 6/50 ≈ 12% 1 0 6 3x DEU, 1x NLD, DNK, 
HUN 

0 0 

CSW 5 5/33 ≈ 15% 1 0 4 4x DEU, NLD 1 0 

JAPCC 7 7/63 ≈ 11% 1 0 6 NLD, 2x USA, HUN, 3x 
DEU 

0 1 

JCBRN 9 9/64 ≈ 14% 2 2 5 4x CZ, GRC, ITA, POL, 
UK, USA 

1 0 

MILMED 8 8/43 ≈ 18.6% 1 1 6 2x USA, DEU, UK, 3x 
HUN, CZ 

1 2 

NMW 2 2/2 ≈ 100% 1 0 1 NLD, DEU 0 0 
8 Cases 50 50/326 ≈ 15.3% 10 6 34 14 7 3 

 
A total of only three interviews with women clearly indicates the male dominance in this field. 

Multinational diversity is again a prominent feature.           

All 70 interviews in this study have been conducted between December 2014 and October 2015 as semi-

structured interviews. A different interview guideline has been developed for each target group, the 
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general officers, the personnel of the COE-section, and the COE staff.11 Especially the guideline for the 

general officers imposed several challenges. The time constraint of 30-45 minutes, which is a typical pitfall 

in interviewing elites (Richards 1996: 200), was one limitation. It was further not possible to test the 

interview guideline with a person of similar status and involvement beforehand. The greatest danger 

however, lies within a typical behaviour of elites in leadership positions. Taking control of the interview, 

providing political statements, and lengthy monologues are prominent examples (Gläser and Laudel 2010: 

181). Hence, the questions needed to focus on the general’s involvement and perception on COEs. 

Detailed preparation on the interview partner, professional appearance, and preparation of follow-on 

questions are mitigation strategies (Richards 1996: 202) that have been applied. The guideline for the 

COE-section was mainly based along the official NATO documents on COEs to get real-life insights on the 

COE-establishment process and the different coordination elements. The questions were tested with the 

CCOE liaison officer. The interview guideline for the data collection at the COEs was developed based on 

the initial findings of the interviews at HQ SACT and could be tested with a colleague at the CCOE. An 

often cited danger in handling guidelines for semi-structured interviews was articulated by Hopf as 

“Leitfadenbürokratie” (1978: 102). It occurs when the researcher uses the guideline as a too narrow, 

bureaucratic checklist, which limits the exploratory character of the qualitative interview by taking away 

openness and flexibility (Ibid. 1978), but can be mitigated by the researcher’s self-awareness. Moreover, 

applying the method of the Grounded Theory leads to an iterative sequence between data collection and 

data analysis. The interviews from each COE were transcribed and coded before the following field trip. 

This rapport between researcher and data allowed a constant reflection, openness, and the discovery of 

new distinctions between the cases.          

Data processing followed the consensus in the literature that, although difficult, there is no satisfactory 

alternative to recording and transcribing qualitative research interviews (Bogner et al. 2014: 40; King 

1994: 25; Thomas 1995: 16). 66 out of 70 interviews have been recorded with the consent of the interview 

partner. In the four cases where the interview partner objected to the use of a voice recorder, a detailed 

report was produced directly after the interview. The length of the interviews varied between 15 and 140 

minutes. Direct time constraints only occurred for the interviews with the general officers, which usually 

lasted 30 minutes, but were extended to circa 50 minutes in three cases. The average length of the other 

interviews was between 50 and 60 minutes. The interviews were conducted at the offices of the interview 

partner to create a normal atmosphere and to minimize disturbance, admitting the general dilemma of 

                                                           
11 The interview guidelines are in Annex A. 
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conducting a normal conversation in an artificial situation (Hopf 1978: 114). Another benefit was that 

interviewees often used presentations, additional documents, or pictures during their explanations. Due 

to the typical array of working cubicles in the United States this approach could not be followed for the 

interviews with members of the COE-section. A meeting room was used to adhere to the interviewees’ 

privacy to the detriment of atmosphere. This factor should be taken into account for interviews in a US-

office environment below the senior executive level. At the COEs it was important to balance between 

the expenses for traveling and field research, or conducting telephone interviews. Due to the discussed 

limitations of the latter and the huge advantages of field research, each COE was visited for a period of 

two to four days. Interviews were conducted at the offices of the interviewees, thereby minimizing the 

intervention in their working routine. A constraint of this approach is the strain for the researcher. The 

advised number of two interviews per day (King 1994: 34) or two hours of interviewing (Rubin and Rubin 

1995: 109) was sometimes exceeded. Thus, conducting interviews in the field always contains the 

challenge to negotiate resources and research practice.                  

All interviews have been fully transcribed to evade a pre-interpretation that is caused by selective 

transcripts (Bogner et al. 2014: 80). Dresing, Pehl and Schmieder (2015) provide a good overview on 

different ways of transcribing interviews. The decision for simple or complex transcription rules should be 

guided by the type of analysis. For example dialect research may require the complex GAT2 rules that 

emphasize also on intonation, speed and pitch, and non-verbal phenomena. In this case the focus was on 

semantics and readability, which only requires simple transcription rules following the principle “as 

detailed as necessary and not as possible” (Bogner et al. 2014: 42). Transcription followed the basic rules 

provided by Kuckartz et al. (2008: pp. 27) with the alterations to write dialects as they are spoken, and to 

mark discontinuations (Dresing et al. 2015: 30) due to the many non-native English speakers.  

The multinational environment in NATO was a specific across all groups of experts. Research in this 

context faces linguistic challenges that impose practical limitations during the interviews and cultural 

limitations for the interpretation. This reality has been widely neglected in the methodological literature 

(Bogner et al. 2014; Inhetveen 2012; Squires 2009; Welch and Piekhari 2006). A multinational composition 

is a logical canon of international organisations. 25 of the 29 NATO member states are participating in 

COEs. The only possibility to conduct data collection in a unilateral context would be by researching the 

motifs of a particular nation. Since this study especially looks on how COEs contribute to capability 

development and coordination of knowledge across nations, interviews in a multinational setting were 

necessary and desired. Table 3.6 illustrates the allocation of interviews across the nationalities. Several 
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consideration were taken to minimize the effect of multilingual interviewing. In an ideal case interviews 

are conducted in the native-language of the interviewee (Kruse et al. 2012). All interviews with German 

nationals have been conducted in German that both parties could use their native language.12 During the 

interviews with British and US nationals the interviewee could use his or her native language, which 

provides a linguistic advantage for the interviewee (Marschan-Piekkari and Reis 2004). All other interviews 

were also conducted in English, which imposed the linguistic challenge that both parties could not use 

their native language (Ibid). The possible mitigation to use interpreters would have been difficult from a 

practical standpoint. It would have required interpreters for 16 different languages, and sometimes on an 

ad hoc basis, because most of the interviews were scheduled on short notice in the field, not to mention 

access barriers to military facilities and costs.          

Table 3.6: Interviews by Nationalities. 

Nation (N-
total = 19) DE
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18 11 7 5 5 5 3 2 2 2 2 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 
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1,4
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Another critique on the use of interpreters is that it may lead to a loss of control in the interview situation 

(Kruse et al. 2012). Translation of language is always an act of interpretation, which might cause the loss 

of meaning (Bogner et al. 2014: 46; Nes et al. 2010). In this particular context, it is also questionable if an 

interpreter is able to understand the military acronyms and technical terms of the environment. In 

addition to the arguments against the use of interpreters, several considerations support the practice of 

the researcher conducting the interviews. With a professional experience of four years in NATO, I am very 

familiar in communicating in English with other non-native speakers. Since English is the lingua franca in 

NATO, there are standardized procedures for language education as pointed out in one interview: “all of 

us have to fulfill at least level two from the language, and if you are joining the multinational environment 

you should pass level three. I believe that this is enough for communication” (Personal communication 

MILMED COE, OCT 2015). More casual, but similar another person mentioned: “it doesn’t matter if he is 

German, or US, or Czech. We support each other and the language also helps. Fortunately we all speak 

                                                           
12 All quotes from interviews conducted in German are inserted into the text in the original language. A translation 
by the author is provided in a footnote on the same page. 
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English (laughs)” (Personal communication JCBRN COE, OCT 2015). This supports the argument that the 

use of English can also be perceived “as a ‘neutral platform’ for the exchange of ideas, producing a sense 

of fairness” (Welch and Piekkari 2006: 425). This shared understanding of a multinational collective is also 

helpful for the interpretation, because the presumably heterogeneous group of 19 nationalities is linked 

by similar education and values of the military profession. All interviewees have in common that they are 

members of the armed forces, more precisely military officers ranking from captain to general, which 

translates into military working experience and socialization between 10 and 40 years. Strong binding 

elements such as the career system (Jans and Schmidtchen 2002: pp. 81) are highlighted in research on 

military culture and the profession of officership (Huntington 1986; Janowitz 1960; Moskos 1977). Hence, 

it can be argued that the military profession consists of a highly homogeneous group in terms of age, 

gender, career paths, and educational background (Jans 2014: 22), despite their different nationalities.   

3.3 Grounded Theory  

The grounded theory approach by Glaser and Strauss (1967) has been developed as a critique to the 

perceived mainstream of theory testing in sociological research. Their book “The Discovery of Grounded 

Theory” (1967) is a pledge for research that is ‘grounded’, namely based on data. This should be achieved 

by an iterative approach of data collection and data analysis with the aim to generate new theory, instead 

of trying to only test hypotheses with available data in order to validate or falsify existing theory. Scholars 

are encouraged to pursue their research without preliminary theoretical considerations. 

“An effective strategy is, at first, literally to ignore the literature of theory and fact on the area under 
study, in order to assure that the emergence of categories will not be contaminated by concepts more 
suited to different areas. Similarities and convergences with the literature can be established after the 
analytic core of categories has emerged” (Glaser and Strauss 1967: 37). 

This radical inductive method has been widely criticized (Kelle 2007 pp. 33; Kelle and Kluge 2010: 13, 

Suddaby 2006 pp. 634; Walgenbach 2000 pp. 94). As Archer points out: “In any empirical research the 

researcher requires a set of taxonomic categories as a basis for classifying data and some concepts of 

relevance in deciding what to ignore” (1988: 285). This critique was answered by introducing analytical 

dimensions to guide the process of open coding (Strauss 1987; also Strauss and Corbin 1998), which 

opened the method of grounded theory for the incorporation of theoretical considerations. Kelle provides 

a good overview on the development of grounded theory (2007: pp. 39). Other critique that the use of 

grounded theory is an invitation to random data analysis is addressed by Suddaby’s seven requirements: 

“Grounded Theory is not an Excuse to Ignore the Literature (1)”; “Grounded Theory Is Not Presentation 

of Raw Data” (2); “Grounded Theory Is Not Theory Testing, Content Analysis or Word Counts” (3); 
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“Grounded Theory Is Not Simply Routine Application of Formulaic Technique to Data” (4); “Grounded 

Theory Is Not Perfect” (5); “Grounded Theory Is Not Easy” (6) and “Grounded Theory Is Not an Excuse for 

the Absence of a Methodology” (7) (2006: 633-642). This critique has been taken into account in this 

study. The relation between the researcher and the empirical field has been addressed. Data collection 

followed an iterative procedure to sharpen in which the interplay between data and analysis allowed to 

discover many facets of the empirical field. During data analysis (3.5) open coding and the method of 

constant comparison have been applied following Strauss and Corbin (1998), who highlight the open and 

exploratory character of grounded theory, but also emphasize on theoretical conceptualization. 

Theoretical considerations provide the lenses to look upon the object of study. The method of grounded 

theory allows to stay close to the data, and to explore an empirical field that has not yet received scholarly 

attention.  

3.4 Case Studies 

The qualitative method of case study research is usually applied on subjects with a small number of cases 

(George and Bennett 2005; Van Evera 1997:50; Yin 2002). Yin highlights that case study research has a 

distinct advantage when “(…) a “how” or “why” question is being asked about a contemporary set of 

events, over which the investigator has little or no control” (2002: 9), but the term case study has also 

been stated as a “definitional morass” (Gerring: 2007: 17). The case study analysis follows a comparative 

approach (Lijphart 1975). Hence, to identify cases that allow for a comparison it is important to describe 

the key parameters in that context: the research object, the sample, and the selection criteria. The object 

of study is the organisational form of NATO Centres of Excellence. Their basic distinction to similar 

organisations is accreditation by the North Atlantic Council, and activation as NATO Military Body. 

Although rather technical, this differentiation is necessary since ‘Centre of Excellence’ is not a protected 

term and is widely used in many sectors (Moore and Birkinshaw 1998). The total population of NATO COEs 

(26 in 2017) forms an organisational field (DiMaggio and Powell 1983), which implies similarities between 

the organisations. This is important for the selection of a sample of comparable cases. With a small-N of 

26 it is in theory possible to select the whole population. This was not done due to practical limitations of 

time, financial resources, and being a single researcher. The chosen sample consists of eight COEs.      

Case selection faces the danger of a bias by random sampling (King, Keohane and Verba 1994 pp. 124; 

George and Bennett 2005 pp. 22; Gerring 2007 pp. 87). Gerring provides a detailed overview on nine 

possible selection criteria and techniques for cross-cutting analysis (2007: 89-147). Applying this typology 

on the population of NATO COEs bears some difficulties. In principle, any NATO accredited COE should be 



Chapter 3 

69 

a typical case. It can further be argued that three COEs form a deviant case, because they do not fully 

meet the accreditation criteria. It can also be argued that the number and constellation of Framework- 

and Sponsoring Nations is leading to most similar and most different cases. The same applies to the 

numerical size, the age, and the origin of the organisations. The solution to evade this selection bias was 

to include a larger number of cases. This selective sampling allows to cover a broad spectrum of influences 

(Kelle and Kluge 2010: 55). Theoretical sampling (Glaser and Strauss 1967; 1968) further allows to use 

cases that are suited to answer the research question or to broaden the theoretical conceptualization. 

This enables the researcher to decide on a high degree of comparability or contrast. The given 

characteristic for each COE is its distinct subject matter or practice. By selecting the cases according to 

contrasting variables, eight of the 21 COEs provide maximum variance. Contrasting variables (also see 

table 3.7) are:  

- Framework Nations (FN) from ‘old’ and ‘new’ NATO member nations;  

- the number of Sponsoring Nations (SN), which differs between two and twenty; 

- the size of the organisation in overall numbers, varying between two and 89, and, in post 

vacancies, varying between zero and 30 percent;  

- the year of establishment between 2005 and 2015; 

- the origin from existing structures or as newly established organisation. 

COEs established after 2014 can be considered as being in a phase of organisational maturation and have 

not been selected. This was a finding emerged from discussions with their representatives during the 

programme of work conference in 2014. Another possible selection criteria are national reasons for 

sponsorship. Joining incentives are only a brief part in this analysis, but would most certainly provide a 

valuable analysis of their own. Alternatively, the selection of COEs could also focus on their military 

service: army, air, land, and medical. This would have led to a distorted picture since most COEs have a 

dominant service, but also incorporate the other services, which is called ‘joint’ in military terminology. 

An example for a COE in a joint practice is chemical, biological, radiological, and nuclear defence. 
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Table 3.7: Empirical Sample. 

COE  Framework 
Nation 

Sponsoring 
Nations  

Manning Year of 
establishment  

Origin 

C2  NLD 8 22/25 2007 National structure 
CCD EST  20 49/58 2008 COE 
CCOE NLD/ DEU 7 50/54 2006 Existing NATO HQ 
CSW DEU 8 33/42 2008 COE 
JAPCC DEU 15 63/89 2005 Existing NATO HQ 
JCBRN  CZ 12 64/81 2006 National structure 
MILMED  HUN 10 43/53 2009 COE 
NMW  BEL/ NLD 2 2/2 2006 Bi-national school 
Average for all 
COEs  

19 of 29 NATO 
nations are FN 

∅ SN/COE 
8,5  

∅ PE/COE 48 
Filled 77,2% 

2005-2015  

 

The identification of suitable COEs was done in three steps. First, by reviewing the contrasting variables 

and analyzing open source information provided by the COEs themselves. Second, all COEs have been 

asked to voluntarily contribute to the study during the briefing to the COE directors in 2014, which was 

followed by three of the selected COEs. The third step was using the method of constant comparison 

during field research. The interviews with the general officers and within the COE-section at HQ SACT 

provided valuable insights that confirmed the pre-selection, but also led to additional cases. Theoretical 

saturation was reached after eight cases. A particular challenge in this small organisational field was 

anonymity, because the individuals at HQ SACT and the COEs frequently interact in various working 

relations. Therefore, complete anonymity of the COEs would have led to a high degree of abstraction 

without the possibility to use specific examples from the empirical data on the distinct practice of the 

COE. Hence, it was beneficial for the data display that the COEs gave their consent to openly refer to each 

organisation. Therefore, only the interview partners remain anonymous.          

3.5 Data Analysis 

Qualitative data analysis has often faced the criticism of insufficient replicability and arbitrary 

interpretations. Several systematic approaches have been developed during the last decades to change 

this situation (Mayring 2003; Miles and Hubermann 1994). The emergence of qualitative data analysis 

software, such as MAXQDA, NVivo or Atlas.ti, also contributed to transparency in qualitative data analysis. 

The software supports the methodically guided analysis of larger amounts of text and interviews. It also 

holds a lot of flexibility. Codes can be renamed, changed, and differentiated at any time. This especially 

supports the ‘open’ Grounded Theory approach. New phenomena can be coded initially although the 
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analytical focus may shift after the complete coding of the material. Coded segments can further be kept 

in their original context (Kelle and Kluge 2010: 60). For this study MAXQDA has been used to support the 

data analysis. Additional transparency shall be added by outlining the data analysis process, which 

followed the inductive method of Strauss and Corbin (1998) and was done in three steps.  

(1) The transcribed interviews were coded along main categories (Table 3.8) that have been derived from 

the research questions, theoretical considerations (Strauss and Corbin 1998), and practical indications 

from the field along the topics of the interview guidelines (Kelle and Kluge 2010: 66). For example all text 

passages that refer to coordination elements between the COEs and HQ SACT are coded with the main 

categories “Relation to HQ SACT”, whereas coordination between the COEs and the SN have been coded 

with “Relation to SN”. The scheme of categories remained open during this process, which means it can 

be constantly extended or amended to incorporate new findings. This allows to identify more relevant 

aspects in regard to the research questions. The main categories can be sorted under four headlines. This 

differentiation is a result of the different focal groups. Strategic considerations were given in the 

interviews conducted at HQ SACT, both by the generals and the members of the COE-section. 

Organisational characteristics were mainly provided by COE-members and partially by the COE-section. 

Coordination elements implicate the formal interaction procedures between HQ SACT, the COEs, and 

other stakeholders. Knowledge exchange and practice creation focuses on communication and networks 

inside and outside the formal procedures. Categories within those two headlines applied to all interviews.  

Table 3.8: Scheme of Categories. 

Strategic considerations 
(HQ SACT) 

Coordination elements 
(HQ SACT & COEs) 

Knowledge exchange 
(HQ SACT & COEs) 

Organisational 
characteristics (COEs) 

Strategic purpose Relation to HQ SACT Communication tools COE specifics 

NATO transformation Relation to SN Networks/ communities Working environment 

Security environment Relation to other COEs Hub/ vehicle Stakeholder  

Future development Institutional patterns  COE products/ output 

National political value   Return of investment 
 
(2) In a second step the main categories have been extended by subcategories through the process of 

open coding, which derived from theoretical considerations, organisational characteristics, or directly 

from the interviews as in-vivo-codes (Wenzler-Cremer 2007: 70; Kelle and Kluge 2010: 62). The result was 

a widespread code scheme. Subcategories were added, divided and merged for specification and 

integration of new findings, but also to keep the scheme of categories manageable for the evaluation. The 
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iterative process of field research and coding followed the method of constant comparison (Glaser and 

Strauss 1967) and had several advantages. Memories from the field research were still fresh during the 

coding and analysis. The field research was further focusing on either HQ SACT or one particular COE, 

which allowed a sequential analysis. Findings from each data set broadened the code scheme and 

sharpened the perspective during next period of field research. Such stimuli during this process of 

constant comparison derived directly from the data and renewed openness during the whole process by 

careful reflection (Schmidt 2010: 474). This also mitigated the danger of confirmation bias. While the 

sequence of the field research at the selected COEs followed rather practical than theoretical 

considerations, it was important to start with the research at HQ SACT. Since the institutional environment 

and coordination elements are shaped at the headquarters, the findings from the interviews with the 

general officers and members of the COE-section influenced the category scheme and the case selection. 

Table 3.9 provides an overview on the iterative sequence of field research and data analysis.  

Table 3.9: Iterative Sequence of Field Research and Data Analysis. 

 

The use of MAXQDA during the coding process provided an easy handling of the category scheme as it 

supports the methodically guided analysis of larger numbers of interviews with a high amount of 

flexibility. Adoptions such as adding, renaming, and refining or merging categories are automatically 

applied to all data files. This especially supports the ‘open’ approach of Grounded Theory. New 

phenomena can be initially coded although the analytical focus may shift after all material has been coded. 

It therefore prevents to stick rigidly to a fix code scheme (Jensen 2007: 142). The coding of all interviews 

resulted in a total of 4570 codes.   

(3) The third step after coding of the material was the systematic, synoptic comparison of the categories 

to work out contrasts (Kelle and Kluge 2010: 56). This is an important phase towards a typology of cases. 

Do coordination elements reach the same degree of formalization and application for all COEs? Are there 

different contingencies for the COEs as vehicles for knowledge transfer? Do practitioner groups and expert 

Data analysis 
1. Coding  
2. Refinement 
 

Field research 
at HQ SACT 

Field research 
at COE 2-7 

Field research 
at COE 1 

Field research 
at COE 8 

Data analysis 
1. Coding  
2. Refinement 
  

Data analysis 
1. Coding  
2. Refinement 
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networks exist in each discipline and to what extent do they support capability development? The process 

of typecasting followed Kluge’s four-step approach: the establishment of comparison dimensions (1), 

grouping alongside empirical regularities (2), analysis of the context of meaning (3), and type 

characterization (4) (1999: pp. 260). As already described, the category scheme subsumes theoretical 

considerations, practical indications from the field and inductive categories by open coding. They all form 

suitable dimensions for comparison (Kelle and Kluge 2010: pp. 94). Synoptic comparison of the coded 

material led to the identification of regularities among the cases, which were subsequently analyzed to 

identify patterns that could explain organisational behaviour. The last step, the characterization of types, 

can be approached by defining an ideal type, which artificially reflects the main organisational features 

(Weber 1904/1988: 190). Drawing on Weber, Kuckartz suggests to construct an archetype by using 

plausible segments from the material. This provides a data based foundation to the model case leveraging 

it from ideal based to social reality (2010: pp. 106). Since the organisational model of NATO COEs has 

never been subject to scholarly research, the definition of an archetype based on empirical data forms an 

important step for subsequent case study analysis.  

The step of contrasting the material against a typology was also supported by MAXQDA following the 

description by Kuckartz (2010: pp. 97). The software allowed easy navigation and retrieval of text 

segments and memos to each category for comparison. Since the transcribed interviews roughly comprise 

1300 pages of text, the process would have been much more difficult without the software. In that regard, 

qualitative data analysis software has become an important supporting tool, but analytical work and 

interpretation remains with the researcher (Rietjens 2014: 140). Kuckartz provides a detailed overview on 

the critical methodological discussion whether the use of QDA software actually increases the quality of 

research (2007: pp 27).    

The chapter concludes with a brief discussion of reliability and validity. Silverman defines reliability as the 

“degree of consistency with which instances are assigned to the same category by different observers” 

(2006: 282). A widely practiced method to increase reliability is team research. There are different ways 

to assign more than one researcher to the coding of interviews, directly or blindly (Kuckartz et al. 2008: 

40). This allows to measure the correlation of the coding, which is labelled inter-coder reliability 

(Diekmann 2006: 492). But there are also doubts that coding by more than one researcher automatically 

leads to more reliability. Schmidt describes the possibility that two researchers may end on the wrong 

track if they support each other on a mutually false assumption (2010: 481). Bohn refers to team research 

as “double-edged sword”, which may come at the cost of validity, because every team member needs to 
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on the same theoretical level for data comparison. He alternatively suggests a transparent description of 

the research and analysis process to increase intersubjectivity (2014: 93). This study follows the same 

approach. Some difficult passages have been discussed with colleagues, but there was no possibility that 

someone could go through the whole data set with the same theoretical perspective. The criterion of 

validity is defined as the “extent to which an account accurately represents the social phenomena to which 

it refers” (Silverman 2006: 405). This indicates the general challenge of a low degree of external validity 

to qualitative research as it usually does not aim for generalizations on the phenomena. Internal validity 

can be generated by close handling of the material and further extended by triangulation (Flick 2007). The 

interviews have been compared with COE publications, observations, meeting minutes, and official 

documents. 
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4 Establishment and Institutionalization of COEs and their Governance Structure in NATO 

NATO’s continuous post-cold war transformation forms the organisational context and the institutional 

environment for the emergence of the COEs on the society (or macro) level of the analysis. The 

transformation process is characterized by the symbolic elements of NATO’s new strategic concept and 

identity, the revolution in military affairs (RMA), and financial austerity. Material changes during this 

course are the reforms of the military command structure, out of area operations, and the development 

of new capabilities. These developments on the society-, or macro-level resulted in changes on the 

organisational-, or meta- level. Supreme Headquarters Allied Command Transformation (HQ SACT) has 

been founded as a strategic headquarter to lead the transformational process and capability development 

in NATO. The COEs support this process by multinational knowledge exchange and the development of 

interoperable capabilities in their specialized areas.  

In this chapter, the societal and the organisational level of analysis are combined to explain the integration 

of the new organisational structures of COEs into the existing framework of NATO. The research shows 

how symbolic elements of the institutional environment are converted into material practices, guided by 

institutional logics. The delineation of the establishment of the COEs and their operating principles further 

defines the organisational field. The analysis of the coordination mechanisms between the COEs and HQ 

SACT demonstrates how COEs should ideally contribute to capability development. This provides the 

answer to research question one: 

• What is the institutionalized framework COEs are operating in and how does coordination 

between NATO, the COEs, and their Sponsoring Nations work? 

Methodically, this chapter draws from the interviews with the generals and the members of the COE 

section at HQ SACT, but also from the analysis of documents on COE establishment, and participant 

observations of coordination mechanisms during conferences within the empirical field. The discussion of 

the institutional context, coordination mechanisms, and structural and legal parameters of COEs is 

important to understand the nature and characteristics of the organisations. Thus, this chapter builds the 

basis for the following analysis of how the COEs contribute to knowledge exchange.        

After outlining the scholarly debate on NATO’s adaption process after the cold war, I discuss the paradigm 

of transformation as the institutional environment for COEs (4.1). This is followed by the characterization 

of the organisations, their founding and operating principles, and the modelling of an archetype COE to 

show differences and similarities between the organisations (4.2). Main part of the chapter is the analysis 
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of the formal coordination elements within the field that form the governance structure (4.3), before 

discussing the strategic perceptions on the COEs (4.4). The chapter concludes with the discussion on how 

the aforementioned elements of the institutional context, COE establishment, the governance structure, 

and the strategic perception are reflected in the theoretical considerations of institutional logics. This 

answers research question one of this study.  

4.1 NATO’s Adaption after the Cold War: The Paradigm of Transformation 

NATO has been awarded to be “one of the most extensively researched topics in alliance politics” (Ivanov 

2011: XVIII). Main topic of scholarly attention throughout the last two decades is NATO’s adaption to a 

changed politico-strategic environment with a broad focus on strategic vision (Moore and Aybet 2010), 

military capabilities, identity (Flockhart 2011), (global)-expansion, economic constraints (Wallander 

2000), and security communities (Adler 2008). NATO itself labels this process as transformation, which is 

generally defined as “a marked change in character or form, usually for the better” (Sloan 2008: 1). NATO 

has defined transformation as “a continuous and pro-active process of developing and integrating 

innovative concepts, doctrines and capabilities in order to improve the effectiveness and interoperability 

of NATO and partner forces, as appropriate” (NATO 2003a: 3). In the context of this thesis, transformation 

is understood as NATO´s large scale knowledge management intiative in reaction to a changing security 

environment.   

NATO’s adaption since the 1990s was influenced from three directions: the demand for new capabilities 

by increased number of operations, technological advancement, known as RMA13, and financial austerity 

after the 2009 economic crisis. These developments are intertwined and provide a historic contingency 

for transformation. Demchak (2003) characterizes the RMA as military superiority through technological 

advantage. This US-led development was demonstrated during the Gulf War and in subsequent 

operations in the Balkans and in Afghanistan. The RMA forms the technological root of transformation 

(Farrell and Terriff 2010: 2), which is linked to the nature of Peace Support Operations. These operations 

required a different set of capabilities that was based on small military contingents, communication 

technology, and precision weapon systems, in contrast to the Cold War scenario of large-scale defensive 

operations. The economic crisis and subsequent cuts in defence spending put pressure on military 

capability development and further resulted in attempts for resource optimization (Ivanov 2011).  

                                                           
13 For detailed studies on RMA from different perspectives see Adamsky (2010); Grinter and Schneider (1998); Halpin 
(2006) and Sapolsky (2009).  
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NATO’s transformational agenda was initiated by a political process, which was followed by structural 

changes. The first “blueprint for change” (Herd, Kriendler and Wittmann 2013: 23) was the Strategic 

Concept 1991 for continuous relevance and legitimacy. Twelve summits have been held until the 

proclamation of the next Strategic Concept in Lisbon 2010, which was more than during the first 40 years 

of the alliance. With the Strategic Concepts as the “headlines” for the political process of adaption 

(Webber et al. 2012: 220), reform and transformation are addressed as continuous process for enhancing 

coherence, cost efficiency, and joint capabilities (NATO 2010a: para. 37). Building on the existing common 

norms and values in NATO, the Strategic Concept delivers a mandate for further internal change 

(Wittmann 2011 pp. 41). Hence, the political process provided the narrative for successful change and 

continuous relevance of NATO, which can only be verified by implementation (Flockhart 2011: 44). 

As a result to the new circumstances, the NATO Command Structure (NCS) was subject to four reforms 

since 1990 that resulted in a tremendous reduction from 24,500 to circa 9,000 posts in the Peacetime 

Establishment (PE). This leaner structure also led to a reduced number of NATO headquarters, which have 

last been revised after the 2010 Lisbon Summit (Hilde 2011 pp. 128). A significant impact in this process 

was the decision to align structural changes with the implementation of specific capabilities as a result of 

the Prague Summit, also known as the 2002 Prague Capability Commitments (PCC). The PCC are based on 

the Defence Capabilities Initiative (DCI), a list of 59 items that have been identified as challenges for 

interoperability during the operations in the Balkans (Schnaubelt 2011). This lesson identified originates 

in the different roles of alliance member states. While the United States are focusing on expeditionary 

warfare, most European allies are emphasizing on territorial defence (NATO 2005). A detailed overview 

on the resulting capability gap also includes a variety of small or niche capabilities, for example Energy 

Security and Joint Chemical, Biological, Radiological and Nuclear (JCBRN) defence (Ibid). Those are seen 

as chances for new members to actively participate in the overall burden sharing (Ivanov 2011: 131; 

Johnson, LaBenz, Driver 2013: 43). Therefore, the PCC marks an initiative for multinational cooperation 

on specific targets to increase progress and acceptance by the alliance members (Terriff 2013: pp. 95).  

Structurally, NATO has split the headquarter activities into an operational and a transformational arm. 

While Allied Command Operation (ACO) became the single strategic command for operations, Allied 

Command Transformation was established as a strategic headquarter to guide the transformation of 

military capabilities and interoperability in the Alliance (NATO 2002: para. 4b). This change was positively 

observed as a “significant milestone” (Ivanov 2011: 123; also Robertson 2004: pp. 30), or “major 

innovation” (Binnendijk and Kugler 2003: 7; similar Wiesmann 2003: 24). Terriff (2013) takes a more 
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critical view, arguing that HQ SACT is lacking political guidance. Since capability development is a national 

responsibility, HQ SACT’s role is identification, coordination, and prioritization of NATO shortfalls to 

embody political initiatives into structures and procedures, which is reflected in the headquarters’ self-

perception as “forcing agent for change” (Giambastiani14 2004), and has been further developed in policy 

and vision documents to explain the narrative of transformation (NATO 2004a; ACT 2015a). Osinga most 

pointedly concludes that “after the Prague Summit of November 2002, ‘Transformation’ became 

institutionalized within NATO, and operationalized with the creation in 2003 of Allied Command 

Transformation in Norfolk, Virginia” (2010: 14). 

Since 2009 NATO transformation has been increasingly influenced by the economic crisis. Shrinking 

defence budgets have led to an austerity debate, which was prominently tied to transformation by 

Secretary General Anders Fogh Rasmussen during the 2011 Munich Security Conference: “we need a new 

approach: Smart Defence – ensuring greater security, for less money, by working together with more 

flexibility” (2011). The Smart Defence Initiative is not only seen as key to keep a smaller NATO relevant 

(Shea 2012: 17), it was even declared as the heart of the approach towards NATO Forces 2020 at the 2012 

Chicago Summit (NATO 2012a: para. 7). With the three main components of prioritization of national 

capability requirements in alignment with NATO priorities, specialization on national strengths, and 

cooperation in defence investments projects, NATO has identified a list of Smart Defence projects (NATO 

2012b; NATO 2015a). Complemented by the Connected Forces Initiative (CFI) to enhance multinational 

interoperability mainly through training, the concepts have become buzzwords in NATO. Within the 

academic debate, this development has been criticized as being too ambitious (Keller 2012; Larrabee et 

al 2012). Several scholars conclude that it is a new word for an old set of problems, referring to the DCI 

and PCC initiatives (Henius and McDonald 2012: 5; Ivanov 2013: 3; Johnson et al. 2013: pp. 39). Moreover, 

Henius and McDonald state that the presentation of Smart Defence “as a silver bullet against capability 

shortfalls” (2012: 5) is in no relation to the limited results to close the capabilities gap. On the other hand, 

Smart Defence and the CFI both address the growing need for interoperability and multinational 

cooperation as an answer to technological advance and shrinking defence budgets. Achieving these aims 

requires a greater investment into knowledge management by NATO and national armed forces.  

The changes of the international security environment resulted in sequential changes in NATO, 

demonstrating that institutional development is historically contingent (Friedland and Alford 1991; 

Thornton, Ocasio and Lounsbury 2012). Changes in NATO follow the macro-perspective of the institutional 

                                                           
14 US Admiral Edmund Giambastiani was the first commander of HQ SACT. 
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logic of transformation, largely focusing on the symbolic part of institutions. The growing attention 

towards multinational cooperation in response to financial austerity indicates that the logic of 

multinational cooperation can work in complementary. It also reflects the majority macro level 

perspective of existing scholarship on grand strategy and NATO’s political agenda. While this allows to 

explain the initiation of structural changes in response to the recognition of a growing capability gap, and 

based on shared transatlantic values as source of identity, there is little analysis on sub-organisational 

structures and their rationale. Neither the theories of international relations, nor the debate on military 

change and strategy (Farrell, Osinga and Terriff 2010) provide sufficient explanations on the composition 

and functionality of micro-structures such as COEs in the framework of NATO transformation. 

Here, the logic of transformation can function as a bridge from the society to the organisational level of 

analysis. The establishment of HQ SACT provides the link to demonstrate how symbolic policy elements 

of institutions can be reinforced by material practices. The attempt to create a narrative to act as 

transformational agent, or institutional entrepreneur (DiMaggio 1988), is stressed by issuing policy and 

vision documents (NATO 2004a; ACT 2015a). Two observations of the 2004 document were 

foreshadowing NATO’s more recent initiatives. The need for “truly interoperable forces” (NATO 2004a: iii) 

was reiterated in the CFI, and the need for capability development builds upon the idea of the PCC and 

reflects today’s Smart Defence Initiative. Identified capability gaps stretch across a wide-spectrum listing 

Command & Control, Force Protection, Air Power, and Human Intelligence among others (Ibid: 16). COEs 

have been established on at least nine of those capabilities. This fact was highlighted in the recent 

narrative stating that COEs are supporting transformation “in those areas that are underdeveloped in the 

NCS, thereby helping to fill capability gaps” (ACT 2015a: 22). Not explained in these documents is the 

practical contribution of COEs to the overall framework, other than their pure existence. The narrative 

further tries to link HQ SACT to the symbolic elements of transformation arguing that change processes 

in traditional military structures “often lack the agility to be truly effective” (Ibid: 2). The headquarter itself 

is presented as the solution: “in selecting a visionary and proactive identity, the Alliance created a new 

strategic command which, in name alone, sent a clear message concerning the importance of 

transforming and, indeed, the urgency of doing so” (Ibid: 3). The political initiative of Smart Defence is 

described as an enabler of transformation among others (Ibid: pp. 5).  

The documents demonstrate how symbolic and material practices of the institutional logic of 

transformation are being tied together, thereby creating a transformational identity and legitimacy. The 

implicit self-assurance makes transformation to appear as taken-for-granted. Also the COEs appear in a 
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prominent role as being “at the forefront of NATO’s collective efforts and representative of the principles 

and advantages of Smart Defence” (Ibid: 23), without any examples that could prove their actual 

contribution. This commitment towards transformation, both by policy initiatives and new organisational 

structures and material practices, demonstrates a strong attention towards change in NATO and the 

ability of the alliance to adapt. In other words: “transformation is today’s NATO” (Lindley-French 2007: 

93). Transformation itself no longer seems to be the means directed towards an end-state, it has become 

a continuous, integral, and institutionalized part of the Alliance itself (ACT 2015a: 2). These indicators for 

legitimacy and organisational (self)-identity are important factors for the establishment of new 

organisational structures (Kostova and Roth 2002; Suchman 1995; Suddaby and Greenwood 2005). 

However, the creation of COEs around niche capabilities, such as Energy Security and Naval Mine Warfare, 

alone, does not answer the question on how COEs can provide a contribution to closing capability gaps 

through multinational knowledge exchange. To answer this question it is important to analyse the specific 

organisational characteristics of COEs and the process of their institutionalization in NATO.    

4.2 Organisational Principles of COEs and the Process of Institutionalization  

The institutional environment of the COEs was formed by the enduring transformation process, which 

characterizes NATO’s persistence after the end of the Cold War (Lindley-French 2007; Shea 2010). The 

decisions of the Prague Summit provided a link between the society- and the organisational level of 

analysis, because they have led to a materialization of symbolic policy in organisational practices. 

Therefore, the Prague Summit also marks the historic origin of NATO COEs, which were first mentioned in 

the document on the NATO Military Command Structure (NATO 2003a). In 2005, the Joint Air Power 

Competence Centre (JAPCC) was inaugurated as the first COE.  

There are few scholarly contributions that contribute to an understanding of specific organisational 

structures and their development in NATO. The only study solely looking at the COEs has been written by 

Lobo (2012). The author analyses rationale and roles of COEs in relation to transformation from a macro 

level perspective. Using the institutionalist approach in political science, Lobo identified defence solidarity 

and defence pluralism as the dominant patterns of the COEs’ organisational rationale, which is supported 

by Moskos, Williams, and Segal’s (2000) argumentation of increased multinational integration in the 

Military. The role of COEs is suggested to be more supportive than operative. Despite some indicators for 

strategic relevance, according to Lobo (2012), the origins and development of the concept did not seem 

to follow clear intentions. Similar, Ivanov argues in favour of an inter-governmental bottom-up approach 

for specialization, based on consensual decision-making. This approach “involves several groups of nations 
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(or Centres of Excellence) bound together by geography, cultural affinity, availability of resources, 

similarity of equipment, etc.” (2013: 4). The findings of these studies are reflected by the society level of 

the logic of multinational cooperation. Roberts (2014) adds a different perspective by focusing on the 

establishment process, legal arrangements, and governance structure in his policy paper. In contrast to 

the other studies, he argues that COEs are especially successful because their establishment follows a 

rigorous procedure and proposes to evaluate the NATO COE model if it could serve as a template for the 

creation of comperence centres in other international organisations. 

The COEs have also been subject in the German Parliament and military media. Bundeswehr Aktuell 

(2016), the medium of the German Armed Forces, characterizes the COEs as “Vordenker”15 that work on 

core topics of future military operations, similar to academic or private competence centres. COEs have 

also been subject to a German parliamentary enquiry that critically asked if their status outside the formal 

hierarchies is used to camouflage military experiments outside the norms of international law and beyond 

parliamentary control (Deutscher Bundestag 2015). In the absence of further research, the main sources 

to analyse the organisational design of COEs are the founding documents, Memoranda of Understanding 

(MOUs), and interviews with coordinating staff of the COE section at HQ SACT.  

4.2.1 The COE Concept 

The COEs are first defined in the conceptual document issued by the Military Committee (MC) in 2003.  

“A COE is a nationally or multinationally sponsored entity, which offers recognized expertise and 
experience to the benefit of the Alliance, especially in support of transformation. It provides 
opportunities to enhance education and training, to improve interoperability and capabilities, to assist 
in doctrine development and/or to test and validate concepts through experimentation. A COE is not 
part of the NATO Command Structure (NCS), but forms part of the wider framework supporting NATO 
Command Arrangements (NCA)” (NATO 2003b: 1).  

The definition contains several indicators that the organisations are a novel way of multinational 

cooperation in NATO. COEs are multinational military organisations that support NATO in several 

functions, but are not directly incorporated into the NCS. This implies that there is no direct grasp or 

command of the COEs. Funding and establishment remains a national responsibility, resulting in a dualism 

between NATO and the Sponsoring Nations that are establishing the organisations. COEs further rest on 

a set of principles, accreditation criteria, relationships, and legal arrangements. The basic COE principles 

allow every NATO member nation to participate in and establish COEs under three conditions: avoidance 

                                                           
15 Pioneers. 
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of duplication and competition with existing structures in the NCS, national funding that is not to the 

expense of contributions to the NCS, and conformity with NATO standards (NATO 2003b: 2). 

Consequently, COEs are additional voluntary contributions for NATO offered by the nations.  

To avoid duplication, a COE is always created on a specific functional domain or subject matter. The 

definition further assigns certain areas of work, which are usually referred to as the “four pillars”16: 

Education & Training, Doctrine Development, Concept Development & Experimentation, and Lessons 

Learned. All of these areas have a primary focus on the creation and exchange of knowledge, especially 

when they are being performed on a specific subject matter and in a multinational environment. Products 

and services on those strands are primarily designed for NATO. The document on accreditation criteria 

explicitly states that “NATO nations and entities have assured customer access to COE services and 

support” (NATO 2004b: 3). Since only the nations invest in COEs, their services are free of charge for NATO.  

A rather paradox phenomena, also observed by Lobo (2012: pp. 15), is the autonomy COEs are operating 

in, which is explicitly stated in their MOUs. With hierarchical command at the heart of every military 

organisation, this forms a unique characteristic. Their very nature – being neither included into NATO’s 

nor a single national chain of command – is paradox for the hierarchical characteristic of any military 

structure. Managed by a Steering Committee of the investors – the Sponsoring Nations – embedded into 

a coordinating network – the COE section17 at HQ SACT – and serving the various NATO commands and 

departments – the primary customers – a NATO COE shares many elements of a civil organisation. 

Therefore, COEs are an alternative organisational solution outside the NATO structures with the focus on 

a specific military function, voluntarily established and funded by NATO nations. This coalition approach 

allows participation, experimentation, and a high degree of specialization on relatively little expense in 

relation to participation in other defence projects. The resulting autonomy enables the COEs to foster 

relations with non-NATO nations and non-military actors in the industry, academia, and the government 

sector (NATO 2003b); a wide portfolio of services that is not naturally in the focus of military organisations.  

Hence, the conceptual document also provides little guidance on the organisational design of the COEs 

and their governance structure, which has been recognized within HQ SACT: “there were no rules. The 

COE concept doesn’t get into specific rules as for example on finances. We made the rules as we went 

along and they followed only one basic, practical principle. Agile enough to work out, capable enough to 

                                                           
16 This terminology is commonly used during conferences by the COE section and among the COEs itself.  
17 The COE section is a sub element of the Transformation Network Branch. Since this detail is not relevant for the 
analysis I only refer to the COE section as coordinating element.   
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produce” (IW7, para. 10). According to this principle, the founding documents for COEs have been further 

specified by a series of directives and internal papers at the Strategic Commands or internally at HQ SACT.  

4.2.2 Early Structural Integration of COEs 

The COE concept assigns the formal role of accreditation to HQ SACT (NATO 2003b: 2), which itself was 

only inaugurated in 2003. Consequently, the actors involved had first to develop an understanding of this 

new field for themselves: “that was I would say a fancy concept at the beginning” (IW5, para. 55). There 

were no criteria for accreditation, no coordination elements, and no governance structure within the 

headquarters. Furthermore, COE establishment was not based on clear expectations on the number for 

organisations and their functional domains. This structural vacuum at the beginning led to confusion, but 

also provided favourable conditions for institutional entrepreneurship (Maguire, Hardy and Lawrence 

2004; Scott 2014: 117).    

In 2006, the Deputy Chief of Staff for Transformation at HQ SACT, General James Soligan created the 

Transformation Network Coordination Cell (TNCC) as an independent staff element, which was not 

embedded into the structure of the headquarters. This construct consisted of three civilians and one 

military branch head and remained in place until 2010 (IW9, para. 41). “The TNCC was extremely artificial, 

it was a name only. We had no resources, no people. Basically it was me doing it (…). We got no guidance 

and no direction. As long as we didn’t piss off the nations nobody cared” (IW7, para. 5-7). Eventually, the 

TNCC was formalized during the 2010 command structure reform and renamed into Transformation 

Network Branch (TNB), which includes the COE section (IW9, para. 41). Until this moment 14 COEs had 

been accredited without a structural embedded counterpart, providing the actors with enormous 

flexibility: “Bei der Erstellung der COEs hatten wir freie Hand. Der Auftrag COEs aufzustellen stammt aus 

dem COE Konzept. Gab es Kontrolle? Nix (lacht). Wir hatten alle Befugnisse direkt von General Soligan. 

Ansonsten hat das keinen im HQ interessiert. TNCC hatte ganz viel Power, man musste dafür aber proaktiv 

sein”18 (IW9, para. 30). This early entrepreneurship required the mobilization of resources (DiMaggio 

1988: 14) to accredit the COEs, which got more difficult with growing numbers: “I think when we started 

they were three Centres of Excellence. And when I left, I think there were like 17 (…). We actually had to 

call down and prioritize [accreditation] in a sequence” (IS4, para. 80).  

                                                           
18 Translation by the author: We had full reign to establish the COEs. Was there any oversight? Nothing. We had all 
authority by General Soligan, but nobody else at the headquarters had an interest in this. TNCC had a lot of power, 
but needed to be proactive. 
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Furthermore, dealing with COE-offers by nations requires diplomacy and tact, especially when the offer 

lacks a mature concept. From that perspective it was important to have the support of a high-ranking 

actor within the formal hierarchy (Rao, Greve and Davis 2001) to broker agreements (Perkmann and Spicer 

2007).   

“But it takes a lot of work and a lot of effort, and quite frankly, some both risk and vision in order to 
be able to, you know, say no to certain nations and, "Hey we don't need that Center of Excellence," I 
know you want one, but things aren't always as perfect as we would like them to believe it, right?” 
(IS4, para. 71). 

This early development of new organisations stresses the importance of institutional entrepreneurs, but 

it also yielded uncertainty. “In the good old days of the Wild West we didn’t know what a COE was. 

Basically we accredited anything that was offered by the nations” (IW7, para. 35). The strong political 

attention towards multinational cooperation made it difficult to establish COEs along relevant functions, 

which flawed the COE concept: “Die eigentliche Grundidee, dass Länder ein COE in Nischenfähigkeiten 

aufstellen in denen Sie gut sind, wurde so nie umgesetzt. Die ersten 5 COEs wurden akkreditiert, ohne 

dass es dafür ein Prozedere gab. Die sind mit den heutigen Richtlinien teilweise nicht konform”19 (IW9, 

para. 19). The situation was also fostered by missing oversight and direction on the development, because 

nobody expected the nations to actually respond to the concept with the establishment of so many COEs. 

“The concept came out with the idea of building international cooperation in addition to nations’ 

obligations to NATO. And in fact both ACT and the military committee only expected about 4-5 total COEs, 

we have certainly exceeded that now” (IW10, para. 12). 

Further specification to the concept was provided by a NATO directive, placing HQ SACT’s in a coordinating 

role for COEs (NATO 2007: 3). A formal governance structure on coordination with COEs was first 

established by a strategic directive in 2009 (NATO 2009a), which was revised in 2013 (NATO 2013a). At 

that point nine COEs had already been accredited. “Diese Steuerungsprozesse haben wir mit Masse ab 

2009 und 2011 eingeführt. Davor gab es nichts, auf das man sich einigen konnte”20 (IW9, para. 35). This 

lack of agreement can be explained by the hierarchical independence of COEs, which is an unusual way of 

operating for military organisations outside the common hierarchical culture. The new governance 

                                                           
19 Translation by the author: The principle idea that nations establish COEs along niche areas they are good at was 
never applied. The first 5 COEs have been accredited without procedures. They are partially not conform to the 
standards we have today. 
20 Translation by the author: We have introduced the coordination mechanisms in 2009 and 2011, prior to it was not 
possible to reach an agreement.  
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structure (Chapter 4.3) demonstrates a process of institutionalization, but also led to additional diffusion 

because the directive introduced a different definition of COEs:  

“Organisations voluntarily established by national contributors and/or sponsoring nations. The COE 
are NATO accredited but are resourced and funded solely by the Framework and Sponsoring Nations. 
They are governed under stipulations found in their Operation and Functional Memorandums of 
Understanding (MOUs). Their Programmes of Work (POW) are developed in response to Bi-SC 
Coordinated NATO requirements” (NATO 2009a: 2). 

This new definition reads more technical and focuses on funding and coordination. An explanation for this 

could be to provide a rationale for a directive that focuses on coordination mechanisms. On the other 

hand, a NATO directive is in a lower hierarchy than a policy issued by the MC. Therefore, the original 

definition can technically neither be replaced nor altered, a conclusion shared within the COE section: “I 

agree, there should be no difference, but I am also not aware of this. This shouldn’t be. It should be the 

same as in the MC concept” (IW7, para. 61). 

Another example for the process of institutionalization is the reproduction of routine procedures, such as 

scripts and templates (Walgenbach 1995), which have been issued on the establishment of COEs, the 

MOUs and technical agreements, the Periodic Assessment, and financial arrangements (ACT 2015c; 

2015d; 2015e; 2015f; Wedge 2012; 2014). Especially the legal documents provide further clarity on the 

characteristics of the organisations. 

4.2.3 Legal Framework  

Especially laws and accreditation- or certification procedures are indicators for regulative and normative 

institutions that provide a morally and legally sanctioned legitimacy (Scott: 2014). The establishment of 

COEs is based on MOUs21 between the Sponsoring Nations and the Strategic Commands. MOUs are not 

considered as legally binding documents, but are seen as politically binding by the SNs (ACT Legal Office 

2014: pp. 6). Therefore, MOUs do not formulate a pure law for COEs, they are a result of negotiations and 

agreements amongst nations. A legal officer at HQ SACT argues that the legal framework of COEs is similar 

and comparable to international non-governmental organisations (NGO) (Personal communication, HQ 

                                                           
21 A definition for the term MOU is provided by NATO (2007: Annex A): “A term commonly used in a wide variety of 
situations as the title for an international agreement not rising to the status of Treaty. MOUs are considered by some 
NATO nations as not legally binding; the MOU nevertheless constitutes the mutual consent of the parties to be 
bound by the terms of the document. International law recognizes that where a clear statement or representation 
is made by one state to another, which then in good faith relies upon it to its detriment, the first state is precluded 
from reneging on its statement. In terms of Host Nation Support, the term MOU refers to a written overarching 
bilateral or multilateral agreement to support allied forces and organisations (…).” 
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SACT, December 5, 2014). A unique feature is the integration of COEs into the legal regime of NATO: their 

activation as a NATO Military Body (NMB), and granting of the status as International Military Organisation 

(IMO). Although these are separated procedures, they are usually taken together (ACT 2013a). The legal 

basis for this process is outlined in article IX of the North Atlantic Treaty NATO (1949) and article IVX of 

the so called Paris Protocol (NATO 1952), which are supported by subsidiary documents that state the 

generic criteria for activation of NMBs (NATO 1969), and specific accreditation criteria for COEs (NATO 

2004b). Authority for accreditation rests with the highest political institution: the North Atlantic Council. 

This constitutes a firm regulative and a strong normative legitimacy of COEs with the only reservation that 

MOUs do not have the status of legal treaties. The status of an International Military Organisation is the 

organisational specific of COEs. Other questions considering legal personality and the boundaries of 

national and international law are subject to the MOUs, which express a clear intention not to conflict 

with national or international law22. Possible conflict situations and legal practices on those matters have 

not been noted respectively do not exist (Wedge 2012). Therefore, MOUs are regimes that follow existing 

domestic and international law without being part of it. COEs are supposed to comply with the relevant 

law of their Host- or Framework Nation with additional specifics provided by their international status. 

One particular outcome of the COE establishment process are structural differences between the single 

COEs. A logical difference, inherent to the voluntary participation approach, are the different numbers 

and composition of nations sponsoring each COE. Historical, political, and military motivations for 

participation are further discussed in the case study analysis (Chapter 5). Also the individual composition 

of the MOUs allows for structural differences. However, the MOUs have been continuously refined (ACT 

2015e; 2015f). This gradual change did not alter the general form of the documents, it rather made them 

more succinct enhancing the quality of the information. One example is the integration of terms on 

intellectual property in the MOU of the Energy Security COE, which are not part of older MOUs, for 

example of JAPCC. Organisational structures and manning tables that were part of the old templates, have 

been separated to avoid the consent of all Sponsoring Nations to small changes due to operational 

necessities. This development reflects a learning process in establishing the organisations. The 

incorporation of these best practices support new COEs from the beginning according to the COE section: 

“a new COE has no idea what to do, so we help them. And as I just said there were the lessons learned. 

New COEs have a flying start in comparison to the old ones” (IW7, para. 12). The growing adoption of 

                                                           
22 Exemplary see Operational MOU Civil-Military Cooperation Centre of Excellence, Section IV; Operational MOU 
Centre of Excellence for Operations in Confined and Shallow Waters, Section 14. 
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templates minimizes the structural differences between the organisations, especially the ones that have 

recently been established, which is an indicator for isomorphism (DiMaggio and Powell 1983). However, 

the different national composition and functional domains also provide room for individualism, despite 

increasing similarities of the legal framework. The discussion of the legal framework shows that COEs may 

be less integrated in NATO. However, the legal concept grants more flexibility to operate and engage with 

military and non-military actors, which provides an important precondition for multinational cooperation 

and knowledge exchange.       

4.2.4 Current COE Development and Organisational Landscape 

The implementation of the governance structure and accreditation procedures occurred parallel to the 

proliferation of COEs. 20 of 29 NATO nations have established a COE on their territory with an average 

participation of eight Sponsoring Nations. This demonstrates a strong commitment to invest in COEs, in 

contrast to the overall trend of reductions in defence spending (Larrabee et al. 2012; Mölling and Brune 

2011). From NATO’s perspective of Smart Defence, there are two explanations why investments in COEs 

are attractive. First, participation and overall costs are marginal. The organisations work on the basis of 

an accumulated per capita share that is provided by the SNs. The figures differ between 6.000€ and 

25.000€ per officer position with an average of circa 18.000€. Having an average figure of 48 positions per 

COE, this generates an operational annual budget of less than 900.000€, or as stated by one COE member: 

“we always say to our political leadership that for the price of having one airplane for a week, you can 

have an international organisation operating here” (MILMED3, para. 125). For Germany as the largest 

contributing nation to COEs, the overall membership fees are approximately one million Euro for circa 120 

positions. This calculation only considers the annual contributions and does not account for absolute costs 

including salaries, housing, and infrastructure. The second reason for participation is the influence and 

access to capabilities that is achieved by posting a single officer at a COE. It allows for synchronization of 

national and NATO positions, often leading to the implementation of standards, thereby forming a small 

example for the Connected Forces Initiative. This is arguably easier to achieve in the small organisational 

setting of a COE with less than ten participating nations, than in the large bureaucratic, consensus-based 

structures in NATO. Therefore, some nations consider an officer at a COE as more influential than one in 

a NATO headquarters. The investment in COEs reflects the logic of transformation on the level of the 

organisation. Despite their liability of newness (Freeman, Carroll and Hannan 1983: 692; Stinchcombe 

1965: 148), constant expansion of COEs (Figure 4.1) indicates growing legitimacy from an organisation 

ecology perspective (Carroll and Hannan 1989: pp. 525).  
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Figure 4.1: Growth of COEs. 

 

The COEs appear as inexpensive and specific knowledge centres in niche capabilities that follow the 

principle of multinational cooperation, hence complementing the transformational policy of Smart 

Defence. This observation is supported by the interests of individual actors to establish COEs (Personal 

communication HQ SACT, May 2015). One member of the COE section, who accredited all COEs, obtained 

the role as institutional entrepreneur throughout COE development. Steering the negotiations among the 

nations requires the social skills to induce cooperation among others to evolve collective ends, construct 

shared meanings, and to broker agreements among diverse individuals and interests (Fligstein 2001: 113). 

Scott’s observation that “institutions have many fathers and mothers, only some of which recognize and 

acknowledge their parental role” (2014: 119) finds acknowledgement in that context:  

“In a way a godfather looks after his godchildren. Not as a direct parent, but as a godfather, there 
is a connection. I have to say that there is a feeling of pride on my side. I have the best job in NATO. 
That sounds corny, but it is very satisfying. That is why they call me the godfather of COEs in NATO” 
(IW7, para. 66).  

The organisational principles always lead to the same interdependencies between the Sponsoring 

Nations, HQ SACT, and the COEs. The SN collectively own the COEs and are responsible for funding and 

manning based on the MOU. For NATO, HQ SACT functions as coordinating entity for the COEs and further 

supports their accreditation, which strengthens the headquarters’ rationale as a network structure (NATO 

2003a). Furthermore, HQ SACT is providing the accreditation requirements and guides COEs through the 

process (NATO 2004b). By writing the procedures of the accreditation process, HQ SACT in fact created 

interpretational sovereignty on the institutionalization of COEs, which is was confirmed within the COE 

section: 
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“I could have written my own rules. And in some cases I have. They have become widely accepted 
now. The establishment manual was never designed to become an official document. It has no 
classification or official staffing. It is written to assist the COEs. It is a collection of best practices. 
But you are right, it has become an accepted document, but it is not official. By no means” (IW7, 
para. 63).  

Most of the official documents and directives on COEs have been written by the small group of persons in 

the COE section at HQ SACT, which puts them in the role of legitimacy agents (Deephouse and Suchman 

2008: 69). The narrative and procedures for COEs were constructed deliberately. HQ SACT took an 

entrepreneurial role at the organisational level of analysis to construct the governance system of COEs 

and to inform other elements in NATO on the capacity of the organisations. Elements for this rhetorical 

strategy of narrative creation (Suddaby and Greenwood 2005) are the annual COE catalogue (ACT 2012; 

2013b; 2014a; 2015b; 2016), in which each COE presents its core functions and main effort of work, and 

HQ SACT’s magazine, “The Transformer”, with a special issue on COEs (ACT 2013c). Online information 

are provided via open source at the NATO website (NATO 2014a) and on the information sharing platform 

Transnet (ACT 2017a; NATO 2009a: 3) that requires a membership account. The result of this process are 

26 NATO accredited Centres of Excellence in 2016 (Table 4.1).  
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Table 4.1: NATO Accredited COEs.23  

Centre of Excellence (in alphabetical order) Framework 
Nation 

Total SN  Positions Year of 
founding  

Command & Control COE (C2 COE)  The Netherlands 8 20/25 2007 
Analysis and Simulation Centre for Air 
Operations (CASPOA) 

France 1 38/46 2008 

Cooperative Cyber Defence COE (CCD COE) Estonia  20 48/58 2008 
Counter-Improvised Explosive Devices COE  
(C-IED COE) 

Spain 11 50/60 2010 

Civil Military Cooperation COE (CCOE) The Netherlands/ 
Germany 

7 50/53 2006 

Combined Joint Operations from the Sea COE 
(CJOS COE) 

United States 13 26/33 2006 

Crisis Management and Disaster Response 
COE (CMDR COE) 

Bulgaria 3 35/42 2015 

Operations for Confined and Shallow Waters 
COE (CSW COE) 

Germany 7 36/42 2008 

Cold Weather Operations COE (CWO COE) Norway 1 16/16 2010 
COE Defence Against Terrorism (COE DAT) Turkey  8 52/62 2006 
Energy Security COE (ENSEC COE) Lithuania  8 21/27 2012 
Explosive Ordnance Disposal COE (EOD COE) Slovakia 5 21/43 2011 
Human Intelligence COE (HUMINT COE) Romania 9 60/88 2009 
Joint Air Power Competence Centre (JAPCC) Germany 15 58/89 2005 
Joint Chemical Biological & Nuclear Defence 
COE (JCBRN COE) 

Czech Republic 12 65/81 2006 

Military Engineering COE (MILENG COE) Germany 17 36/50 2009 
Military Medicine COE (MILMED COE) Hungary 10 43/53 2009 
Military Police COE (MP COE) Poland 9 33/45 2014 
Modelling and Simulation COE (M&S COE) Italy 4 29/44 2014 
Mountain Warfare COE (MW COE) Slovenia 5 32/36 2015 
Naval Mine Warfare COE (NMW COE) Belgium 224 n/a 2006 

Stability Policing (SP COE) Italy  8 27/31 2015 
Strategic Communications (STRATCOM COE) Latvia 11 23/25 2014 
Counter Intelligence COE (CI COE) Poland 10 n/a 2016  
Security Force Assistance COE (SFA COE) Italy n/a n/a 2017 
Foreign Feighters COE (FF COE) Albania n/a n/a MOU 

Negotiations 
Summary  20 of 29 NATO 

nations are FN 
∅ Nat/COE 
8,5  

∅ PE/COE 48 
Filled 77,2% 

2005-2015 

   Total COE PE: 1060  
Filled positions: 819 

                                                           
23 Data taken from ACT 2015b; 2016. 
24 Three nations (DEU, ITA, POL) are in the process of joining NMW COE. 
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The overview demonstrates that the COE concept resulted in a group of organisations, which cover a 

broad variety of military capabilities. Organisational pluralism is further demonstrated by the different 

nations that host COEs, and the variety in size and number of SNs. The combined number of 1060 PE 

positions marks a significant voluntary contributions by the nations in comparison to the circa 9000 

positons of the NCS, and exceeds the approximate number of 650 positions at HQ SACT.  

4.2.5 Development of a COE Archetype 

An archetype template provides a suitable form to better comprehend institutional pluralism and the 

rationale of small differences between the COEs by comparing them to a model organisation. In contrast 

to ideal types of institutional logics, archetypes depict existing organisations. By using a COE archetype it 

is possible to highlight the individual differences between the COEs in comparison to the COE-concept. 

Further validation of the assumption that “organisations tend to seek to organise their structures and 

systems in terms of archetypes” (Greenwood and Hinings 1993: 1076) would serve as indicator for 

structural isomorphism. Deviation on the other hand, would support the argumentation in favour of 

individualism and institutional pluralism.  

The conceptual documents and templates (NATO 2003b; 2004b; ACT 2015c) provide the prescriptions to 

develop the COE archetype. Since the organisational development follows a ratified concept, there can 

only be a single archetype. This is determined by the institutional environment of NATO transformation, 

linking the analysis of the organisational structures to the ideas and beliefs within the institutional and 

temporal context (Greenwood and Hinings 1993: 1076). The notion of an “underlying interpretive 

scheme” (Ibid: 1055) that is guiding organisational behaviour offers a strong relation to institutional logics. 

According to the conceptual documents, COEs are to support NATO transformation along the 

aforementioned four pillars (NATO 2003b). The document does not provide a structural template of the 

organisation or operational procedures. Also the introduction of accreditation criteria (NATO 2004b) 

focuses on generic topics, for example compliance with NATO regulations and no duplication of NCS 

elements, instead of specifying the organisational form. The same can be stated for the two MOUs that 

form the legal basis for COEs. An operational memorandum formulates the agreement between the SN 

on the organisational setup, funding, manning, host nation responsibilities, and logistical and 

infrastructure support to the COE. A functional memorandum governs the relations between the COE and 

NATO bodies, primarily HQ SACT. This includes the contributions along the four pillars, the 
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acknowledgement of the governance structure, and the assurance that the COE will not issue any financial 

claims for its services from NATO.25  

Because these rather abstract criteria do not allow many conclusions on the organisational structure of 

COEs, the COE section has issued a document to give practical advice to nations that want to offer a COE, 

based on previous experience and best practices, which includes a template of an ideal type structure 

(ACT 2015c). Figure 4.2 depicts the proposed COE design, which includes the four pillars and governance 

by a Steering Committee (SC). Because the document is addressing future Framework Nations, a strong 

focus rests on the division between the functions provided by the Host- or Framework Nation and the 

international positions. Host nation positions include the director, legal affairs, budgeting, and all support 

related functions. The outline further suggests the number of staff allocated to these positions and 

includes optional functions.  

Figure 4.2: COE Organisational Chart.26  

 

 

The amount of detail in the template document provides a transparent overview on the requirements to 

establish a COE. In practice, some of the organisations already deviate from the suggested separation of 

international and FN positions. The MILMED COE is the only COE that has a director whose nationality 

(Germany) differs from the FN (Hungary). The CCOE is hosted by two FNs (Germany and The Netherlands), 

                                                           
25 Exemplary see Operational and Functional MOU CCOE, ENSEC COE, JAPCC and C2 COE.  
26 Taken from ACT 2015c: 14. 
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which rotate the positions of the director and deputy director. The work along the four pillars is sometimes 

characterized by division of labour, which is mostly done by large COEs. Other COEs have introduced 

shared responsibilities for some of the pillars. These examples demonstrate some differences between 

the organisations, resulting in structural pluralism.       

To incorporate these fine structural details in the COE archetype, I have put less emphasis on the 

separation of FN and international positions. These considerations are important to assess the resources 

and capabilities required for establishing a functioning organisation, but of lesser relevance for the general 

conceptual idea of COEs. Instead, I included two other elements that have not been depicted in the 

template. These are a planning division and structural liaison to NATO bodies according to the functional 

MOUs. Many COEs have set up a planning or management division that develops the annual programme 

of work and coordinates the execution of daily operations. In a military staff such a function is usually 

directed by a chief of staff. Hence, this function is incorporated into the COE archetype, shown in figure 

4.3. Execution of the chief of staff function can have several variations. Some COEs have a distinct position 

of a chief of staff (JCBRN; JAPCC), others delegate the tasks to the branch head planning or a senior 

coordinator (CSW COE). Also common is a combination of the position of deputy director and chief of staff 

(CCOE; C2 COE; CCD COE; MILMED COE).  

The relations to HQ SACT and other NATO bodies are also conducted in two variations. The majority of 

COEs coordinates remotely with HQ SACT through their planning divisions. Parts of the governance 

structure, for instance the Programme of Work (POW) conferences and Subject Matter Experts (SME) 

(Chapter 4.3), provide further coordination channels. Two COEs have embedded a permanent position as 

liaison officer within the COE section. The CCOE maintains this position to have a direct link and insights 

to the headquarters’ activities: “so you're more into the game than another COE (…). That is quite an 

added value” (IW4, para. 18). JAPCC on the other hand, concluded differently and terminated the post. 

Other COEs have not established the position, mainly because of the additional costs: “we are talking 

somewhere in the addition of a 100 thousand euros per year. Nations would rather invest that 100 

thousand euros in something more tangible in their nation. That tangible thing will be the COE” (IW10, 

para. 24). Nevertheless, the members of the COE section and managerial staff at other COEs perceive the 

position as valuable (personal communication CSW COE, May 20, 2015). 
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Figure 4.3: COE Archetype. 

 

The development of a COE archetype from observations of organisational practices increases the 

understanding of the structural elements of COEs, which have not been laid out in the official documents. 

A first link between symbolic and material elements of institutions are the templates by the COE section 

(ACT 2015c). The COE archetype further elucidates these typical examples for institutionalization 

processes (Walgenbach 1995), because it validates that conceptual ideas have in fact been reproduced in 

organisational practices and structures. Therefore, the ideal type provides the basis to further analyse 

indicators for institutional pluralism or isomorphism and their adoption in the organisational structures. 

Further insights into organisational practice is provided by the analysis of the practical coordination 

elements and the governance structure. 

4.3 Formal Coordination Elements 

Each organisational field is characterized by a distinctive governance system. These relations are formed 

by “those arrangements which support the regularized control – whether by regimes created by mutual 

agreements, by legitimate hierarchical authority, or by non-legitimate coercive means – of the actions of 

one set of actors by the other” (Scott et al. 2000: 21). A structure for coordination between NATO bodies 

and COEs was established in 2009 by a strategic directive, providing HQ SACT with the responsibility for 

coordination with all COEs (NATO 2009a: pp. 3), which was continuously developed into the current 

architecture by refinements (NATO 2013a). In this section, I discuss the reciprocal development of 

institutionalized rules in the environment and organisational adoption (Meyer Rowan 1977: 345). The 
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coordination elements are a periodic assessment or certification on the validity of existing COEs, a gap 

analysis to determine the need for additional COEs, and a process on how to issue requests for support 

(RFS) to COEs. These procedures have been restated in the 2013 directive (NATO 2013a) and extended by 

two additional elements: a Flag Officer General Officer (FOGO) champion is assigned to each COE to 

increase their strategic visibility in NATO, a functional staff officer is assigned to support the COE as SME 

in the coordination of requests. In addition to these main coordination elements, the COE section serves 

as generic entry point regarding all COE related topics, including public relations, marketing, and 

organising additional meetings on topics of common interest. The analysis of the formal coordination will 

also address how the different elements enable or constrain knowledge management by COEs.  

4.3.1 The Periodic Assessment (PA) 

“COEs have to be periodically assessed by HQ SACT to ensure they still meet the criteria for a NATO 

accredited COE” (NATO 2013a: 6). In addition to the accreditation, this assessment is a form of 

certification, which is conducted by a self-assessment questionnaire in combination with a visit from the 

COE section to the COE, and a final report to the MC (Ibid). The questionnaire template (ACT 2015d) 

includes questions on mission and command arrangements of the COE, the contribution to the four pillars, 

qualification of personnel and post vacancies, infrastructure, and compliance to NATO regulations for 

safety and security. Since military organisations are usually embedded in a hierarchy and steered by direct 

command, this procedure is unusual. However, such coercive instruments (Scott 2014: 60) cannot be 

applied, because the COEs are outside national and NATO command structures. Hence, the PA is a form 

of normative compliance with rules and procedures following a logic of appropriateness (March and Olsen 

1989).   

Following this argumentation, the certification process and the questionnaire template (ACT 2015d) form 

a collection of best practices and advice as described by a member of the COE section:   

“Tony provided guidance when he found out that the COE is not in line with whatever they had agreed 
from the beginning. And I know at least one example when our periodic assessment visit didn’t finalize 
with sending the green light to our masters in Brussel, and therefore it was a second visit assessing 
whatever was implemented there as a correcting measures” (IW5, para. 90).  

The statement indicates that the PA creates normative pressure on the COEs. In institutional theory, 

proliferation of best practices often has a mimetic effect on organisations resulting in structural 

homogeneity (DiMaggio and Powell 1983). Especially when the sector is shaped by the institutional order 

of the state, variations of organisations are limited, which increases the speed of assimilation processes 
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due to a lack of alternatives (Walgenbach 2000 pp. 41). At a first glance this is a strong argument for 

isomorphism. However, the dissemination of best practices through quality checks does not necessarily 

lead to adaptions in the formal organisation structure. Instead, COEs can develop a portfolio of answers 

in response to demands from their institutional environment that stretch from non-compliance, to 

symbolic compliance, to changes in the organisation structure and processes (Meyer and Rowan 1977). A 

similar organisational behaviour was observed by Walgenbach on the implementation of the DIN EN ISO 

9000 standards (2000: 332-356).  

The PA shows similar differences in organisational response by the COEs. On the one hand, it provides an 

opportunity for organisational improvement: “it is a tool for the director. The COEs are very happy for the 

PA. They thanked us because there is always something to learn” (IW7, para. 32). For the COE section it is 

also a form of regulation:  

“One COE was treated by its Framework Nations like a toy of their general staff (…). In this case the PA 
was a tool and not a sham. We informed the nations on our findings and said to them ‘if we write this 
to the MC your nation will be embarrassed’. So we told them that we can wait with the report and 
give them some time to change, and they did” (IW7, para. 32).  

However, the same person also ambiguously states that the PA “is a bit of a sham for COEs that are 

working perfectly (…). But I can tell you that we always discover something useful during a PA. The sham 

part is the report to the Military Committee” (IW7, para. 32). The COEs themselves are aware that the PA 

is not a coercive element, but confirm that norm compliance increases their legitimacy:  

“Die NATO erwartet das wir in allen 4 Pillars was tun. Auch wenn die uns das nicht beim PA um die 
Ohren hauen, dass wir nur in 2 Pillars aktiv sind, so glaube ich doch das wir mehr Relevanz erzeugen 
wenn wir überall präsent sind und dann auch besser akzeptiert werden”27 (personal communication, 
CSW COE, May 19, 2015). 

The institutional argument that organisations adopt to demands of the institutional environment to 

increase their legitimacy, is therefore valid for COEs. The adoption process however, is marked by a variety 

of individual organisational solutions. Certification by the PA is a formal tool, “a sharing of their best 

practices and it keeps the relationship between NATO and the COEs alive” (IW7, para 33), but not a rigid 

instrument that decides on the fate of the organisations:  

                                                           
27 Translation by the author: NATO expects us to work along the 4 pillars. Although they will not beat us around the 
head with the PA if we are only active on 2 pillars, I believe we will be more relevant if we follow all pillars. This will 
also increase our acceptance.    
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“The PA is also a carrot stick. We can only say that we will point out your failures to the MC (…). We 
would never write to the MC that this COE is fucked up. That would embarrass us. We cannot use the 
PA to take away the NATO accreditation. We can only, mildly, embarrass a nation. In that way it is a 
sham, but the process is valuable” (IW7, para. 33).  

This view stresses the political nature of the logic of multinational cooperation. NATO is a consensus-

based organisation founded on different national perceptions. Blunt embarrassment and harsh 

consequences are not appropriate for the normative basis of understanding. Stinchcombe would argue 

that this framework is lacking the guts of institutions:  

“The guts of institutions is that somebody somewhere really cares to hold an organisation to the 
standards and is often paid to do that. Sometimes that somebody is inside the organisation, 
maintaining its competence. Sometimes it is an accrediting body, sending out volunteers to see if there 
is really any algebra in the algebra course. And sometimes that somebody, or his or her commitment 
is lacking, in which case the centre cannot hold, and mere anarchy is loosed upon the world” 
(Stinchcombe 1997: 18).  

While this demonstrates the difference between hard evaluation and soft steering elements, not every 

COE favours the procedure. One COE director perceives the PA as a lack of trust and waste of resources: 

“we have to pass too many exams, the accreditation, the PA. How many times do we have to demonstrate 

this credibility to NATO? That is too much. I lose the manpower to do my work when I am busy with 

accreditations” (personal communication COE DIR conference 2015). Another director introduced the 

idea to use external certification standards: “my COE is ISO 9001 accredited. Maybe that is a way to go to 

get the Periodic Assessment. ISO is there to do this and you don’t need to use the manpower” (Ibid). 

Walgenbach (2000) demonstrated the positive correlation between the ISO 9000 standard and 

organisational legitimacy. While the topic was not further discussed among the COEs, it is doubtful if the 

use of an external certification agency still allows to use the PA as a carrot stick. It would likely turn this 

tool into a hard evaluation criterion. The current mechanism of the Periodic Assessment is a 

communication channel between the COEs and HQ SACT. It can enhance knowledge management by the 

dissemination and adaptation of best practices from other COEs. To achieve this, the PA needs to be 

performed in form of a dialogue instead of a compliance audit.  

4.3.2 The Programme of Work Cycle (POW) 

Especially designed to facilitate requests from NATO to the COEs as working agents, the annual POW 

process is a complex, multi-step (Figure 4.4) coordination task, lasting from January to November. “NATO 

Requests for Support are collected through the annual COE POW development process, managed by TNB 

for coordination of NATO inputs to COE POWs” (NATO 2013a: 6). Initial project inputs are forwarded to 
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the COEs and discussed in a first workshop (WS) between the COEs and the requestors. The outcomes and 

subsequent refinements lead to a collection of consolidated inputs to the different COEs. A second 

workshop provides the opportunity for final discussion and adjustments. The agreed results are issued as 

a formal request to each COE by the chief of staff of HQ SACT. Endorsement of requests takes place during 

the annual Steering Committee meetings.      

Figure 4.4: Annual POW Process. 

 

The process involves most actors of the organisational field. The group of requestors is formed by all 

elements of the NATO Command and Force Structure, and NATO agencies that form the primary 

customers of COEs (NATO 2004b: 3). The COE section serves as intermediate for collecting and clustering 

of requests as well as organising the POW workshops. “Das ist im Moment unsere wesentliche 

Koordinierungsaufgabe, die wir haben”28 (IW3, para. 29). On the other side are the agents of that process: 

the COEs. They decide which requests they incorporate in their annual POW. The workshops are designed 

to provide a forum to discuss content and refinements directly between the COEs and the requestors. The 

numbers of RFS to COEs indicate growing complexity of the process with reliable figures dating back to 

2011. Between 2011 and 2016 RFS grew significantly and more than doubled (Table 4.2). This increase 

can be explained with the growing numbers of COEs, and with the decrease of large-scale operational 

commitments in Afghanistan, which is resulting in more resources for conceptual tasks and education. 

While all stakeholder perceive the process as an established practice, which is supported by the growing 

numbers and attendance at the workshops, there are many debates on the procedure and quality of RFS.   

Table 4.2: Number of RFS From NATO to COEs 2011–2016. 

Year  Number of RFS Development  
2011 330  
2012 390 + 18% 
2013 320 -  18% 
2014 326 + 2% 
2015 600 + 84% 
2016 740 + 23% 
2017 840 + 13% 

                                                           
28 Translation by the author: This is currently our most substantial coordination task.  
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From 2012 to 2015 I participated in all POW workshops and directly observed this discussion. The COE 

section at HQ SACT is confronted with the difficulty that they can only act as intermediate to collect and 

forward the RFS between the requestors and the COEs. “Bis heute bleibt das Problem das es allein 

quantitative Arbeit ist. TNB kann nur sammeln und weiterleiten, aber nicht fachlich bewerten. Das kann 

TNB nicht leisten und dafür braucht man die SMEs”29 (IW9, para. 35). The person working on this task 

states: “when it comes to the programme of work, it is just me (…). I am that filter, which is uncomfortable, 

which is why I need the support of the SMEs” (IW1, para. 40). In light of the increased numbers of RFS and 

the complexity of 26 different functional domains, this is a real concern. A possible solution to this capacity 

problem is the SME initiative (4.3.3). However, the main critique seems to rest in the communication 

between the COEs and the requestors, frequently stated in the interviews within the COE section and at 

the organisations. Since the coordination of RFS forms a central part of the governance structure, the 

main arguments are summarized in table 4.3.    

Table 4.3: Critique on the POW Process. 

COE section arguments  COE arguments  
The NATO requestors, a lot of them didn’t realize that 
they could be asked questions on their RFS. Nothing 
wrong in a Center of Excellence picking up a phone or 
writing an email directly saying, ‘I don’t understand 
what you want here.’ I got the feeling that the COEs 
sat back, looked at these and just said, ‘Well that’s 
crap.’ And did nothing about it. And I found that 
personally very annoying with the COEs. So I was 
annoyed with both sides. (…) So both sides looked to 
the middle point, which happens to be me, and say, 
‘Well, he didn’t talk to me, he didn’t talk to me,’ and 
it’s like a schoolyard squabble (IW1, para. 40). 

The RFS we receive, I would say that on average half of 
them are not even worth reading. They put it in an Excel 
that has maybe three lines of discretion that tells us 
nothing. So when we receive these requests that are 
supposedly coordinated by ACT, and to be honest I 
wouldn’t call putting stuff into an Excel coordination. We 
tend to ask nicely on the POW conference, ‘Okay what is 
this? What is this? What is this?’ If we receive an 
appropriate answer then we, of course, include it. But 
otherwise the added value of ACT is hardly visible for the 
ultimate outcome, to be honest (MILMED3, para. 25). 
 

Aus meiner militärischen Erfahrung ist das das 
Problem zwischen Truppe und Stab, COE und ACT: 
‘Die da oben wollen immer alles von uns wissen. 
Warum?’ Und unsere Wahrnehmung ist: ‘Die 
Informationen, die wir brauchen, die kriegen wir 
nicht’. Dieses Problem ist so alt wie das Militär30 (IW3, 
para. 45). 

Über die Workshops haben wir ja schon gesprochen, dass 
sind die unnützesten Veranstaltungen, die es überhaupt 
gibt. Meine Korrespondenz mit denen ist die Excel-Liste 
(...). So, und die geht hin und her. Alle Versuche da mal 

                                                           
29 Translation by the author: Until today, we are facing the problem that we can only do quantitative work. TNB can 
only collect and forward RFS, but has no capacity for quality checks. For that you need the SMEs.  
30 Translation by the author: My military experience tells me that this is the problem between staff work and the 
troops? “The brass always wants to know everything”. From our perception we do not get the information we need. 
This problem exists as long as the military.  
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mehr Koordination von ACT abzufordern scheitern. Es 
passiert nicht31 (CCD1, para. 102). 

There is a misperception that COEs are the golden 
solution to all problems. If a COE doesn’t pursue the 
RFS from a given customer it has a bad reputation. 
NATO requestors expect COEs to be ‘obedient’. It is 
different when the requester understands what he 
can task or ask and if the COE is the most suitable 
organisation to send the RFS to. This is about the 
expectation of RFS (personal communication HQ 
SACT, Dec 04, 2014). 

Mit der POW Genese bin ich echt verärgert. Meine Kritik 
ist, dass aus der Quantität auf die Relevanz von COEs 
geschlossen wird. Der POW Prozess ist komplex und frisst 
viele Ressourcen. Wir haben da ein internes Prozedere. 
Ein quick check dauert einen halben Tag. Eine dezidierte 
Relevanzanalyse dauert eine Woche. Wie soll ich das 
aber machen, wenn ich gar keine Daten/Inputs zur RFS 
Performance bekomme. Ich weiß teilweise weder was für 
ein Produkt gefordert ist, noch wie viele Tage und 
Dienstreisen ich da planen muss. Ich bekomme auch 
keine Prioritäten – nur einen Koffer mit RFS. – das ist 
doch innerhalb der NATO gar nicht koordiniert32 
(personal communication CSW COE, May 19, 2015). 

In den letzten Jahren haben die NATO Vertreter auf 
allen Ebenen erkannt, dass COEs hervorragende Orte 
sind, um Aufgaben zu erfüllen. Hier haben wir auch 
unseren Schwerpunkt gelegt, weil wir der festen 
Überzeugung sind, dass die beste Form der Werbung 
für ein COE eben die gute Arbeit ist33 (IW3, para. 33). 

I think that actually for a big part probably all requests 
are too vague. I understand that you want to put all 
information in one excel spreadsheet, but it must be 
possible to force requestors to come up with more 
details for a project (C2_3, para. 37). 

The critique allows for conclusions on four important aspects. (1) Despite the workshops being frequented 

by all COEs and many requestors, there appears to be a significant lack of communication. (2) Instead of 

direct matchmaking between requestors and agents, both groups of actors point towards the COE-section 

as official coordination element. This lack of direct matchmaking may result in a rejection of important 

requests, because they are not evaluated by persons that hold the necessary knowledge. For better 

knowledge management, direct communication between the requesting organisation and the COEs is 

necessary. Such a qualitative assessment of requests is neither intended by the process, nor possible with 

the given capacity. This makes it impossible to distinguish between important and less important subjects. 

                                                           
31 Translation by the author: We have discussed the workshops, they are the most useless meetings that exist. My 
correspondence with them is the Excel-sheet. That goes back and forth. All attempts to get more coordination from 
ACT fail. It is not happening.  
32 Translation by the author: I am quite grumpy about the POW process. I criticize that they deduce the relevance of 
COEs only from the quantity of RFS. The process is complex and eats up resources. We have an internal procedure: 
A quick check takes half a day, a dedicated project analysis a week. But how shall I do this when I don’t get 
information on the details. Sometimes I neither know what kind of product they want, nor the resources I have to 
commit. I also don’t get priorities, just a basket with RFS. This is not coordinated within NATO.   
33 Translation by the author: NATO representatives recognized that COEs are exceptional organisations to get work 
done. That is why we put our main emphasis on the POW. We are convinced that the best advertisement for COEs 
is a job well done.  
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(3) The RFS itself are under the critique of lacking precise formulation and coordination within NATO.34 

This supports the perception that the COEs are seen as a silver bullet (ACT 2011a: 1) to all problems. (4) 

Despite the severe critique, the POW process is functioning and is kept in place with little amendments.  

As a consequence, many RFS are rejected. “Am Ende des Tages bin ich da völlig schmerzfrei. Ich streiche 

einfach Projekte raus. Das ist ein Mechanismus, den finde ich super. Und es ragt ja auch keiner mehr dazu. 

Das ist dann so, Ende der Geschichte”35 (CCD1, para. 102). Other COEs act in a similar way: “at some point 

we have to prioritize and figure out what we will not do. I think it is part of the life cycle of COEs that at 

some point they have to make tough decisions about what work they’ll take on” (CBRN2, para. 27). The 

combination of a low quality RFS and a lack of personal communication with the requestors, also leads to 

frustration at the COEs:  

“Da habe ich zwei RFS von MARCOM, wo der eine eine Teilaufgabe des anderen ist. Da muss der 
Sachbearbeiter doch mal 3 Türen weitergehen und das mit dem Kollegen abstimmen. Wir sind da jetzt 
rigoros und setzen die auf rot. Hier sehe ich das Potential zur Optimierung. Bei Rückfragen haben wir 
auch schlechte Erfahrungen. Da bekomme ich keine Antworten. Ich bin es leid der NATO 
hinterherzulaufen. Entweder ich bekomme demnächst bessere RFS oder ich setze die auf rot”36 
(personal communication CSW COE, May 19, 2015). 

This reaction is seen critically by the requestors, who sometimes seem to have difficulties in 

comprehending the independence of the COEs. In military culture the expected behaviour would be 

obedience. Yet, the governance structure does not foresee a mechanism forcing the COEs to follow all 

requests. Moreover, the majority of the RFS are accepted, a fact stressed by the COE section:   

“Viele in diesem Stab sagen: ‘Ja, wir haben 600 Requests. Davon werden vielleicht nur 350 bearbeitet.’ 
Dem halte ich entgegen: ‘Wir haben 350 bearbeitete Requests mit guten Ergebnissen, die sonst von 
keinem in der NATO bearbeitet würden.’ Das heißt, die Center leisten für NATO einen großen Beitrag. 
Wenn sie auch nicht jede Frage beantworten”37 (IW3, para. 33). 

                                                           
34 See Annex B for an example of a request for support.  
35 Translation by the author: At the end of the day, quick and easy, I just delete projects. That is a fantastic 
mechanism. And nobody asks any questions. That’s it, end of story.   
36 Translation by the author: I got two RFS from MARCOM, of which one is a part of the other. The desk officer should 
see his colleague on the same corridor and coordinate this. We rigorously mark them red. This issue needs 
optimization. We also have bad experiences with queries. I am sick of running after NATO. Either I receive improved 
RFS in the future or I will mark them red. 
37 Translation by the author: Many in this headquarters (HQ SACT) say: ‘we have 600 requests, but only 350 are being 
followed’. I argue against that we have 350 processed requests with good results, nobody else would work on in 
NATO. The COEs hugely contribute to NATO, also if they do not answer every question.  
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In addition to the debate on the quality of RFS and the communication between the requestors and the 

COEs, there are two other observations on the POW process. The system is only designed for the primary 

customer – NATO – and excludes inputs from other customers, such as the industry, and academia, which 

are explicitly highlighted in the COE concept (NATO 2003b: 3). Furthermore, the COEs develop their own 

projects and the SN are also unlikely to be altruistic by funding COEs without issuing requests. Because 

the figures only portray the RFS issued by NATO, a conclusion on the COE’s entire POWs is not possible. A 

comparison of the POWs from different COEs showed that numbers on RFS from other stakeholders and 

own projects vary too much between the organisations to provide a reliable figure.          

Another puzzling feature is the absence of feedback mechanisms in the POW process. This is also 

recognized by the COE section. “The real feedback whether actually the work is done, I haven't seen it so 

far” (IW4, para. 52). “Im Moment ist es so, dass das Programm of Work dort endet, wo der Chef des Stabes 

ACT einen COE-Direktor bittet, folgende Aufgaben zu übernehmen (…). Ob das Produkt dann abgeliefert 

wird, können wir nicht feststellen, und schon gar nicht, ob derjenige, der es erhalten hat, mit dem Ergebnis 

auch zufrieden ist”38 (IW3, para. 39). This further demonstrates that there are no criteria to measure the 

quality of COE results. In theory, a reporting system could serve as solution, but bears the danger of 

creating a bureaucratic overhead. Furthermore, the COEs seem to be reluctant in providing status reports. 

“Das Meldeaufkommen ist überaus gering. Wir bewegen uns bei vielen Abfragen unter 50 Prozent 

Antworten. Und das Bestreben der COEs ist in toto, die Meldungen so gering wie möglich zu halten”39 

(IW3, para. 42-43). Hence, it is questionable if the organisations would voluntarily report on aborted 

projects or failures.   

At least one COE diverts from the established POW process. MILMED COE is deciding on the POW already 

in May and not in December. This is related to a consolidated process of developing military medicine in 

NATO by the main working board, the Committee of the Chiefs of Military Medical Services (COMEDS). As 

a result, the coordinating workshops only play a minor role for this COE: “by the time this whole request 

for support and coordination process is done, we usually have an approved programme of work” 

(MILMED3, para. 30). This deviation shows a certain degree of organisational flexibility.  

                                                           
38 Translation by the author: At the moment, the POW process ends when the Chief of Staff HQ SACT formally asks 
a COE director to include the RFS into the POW (…). We cannot observe if the product is delivered, and even less if 
the requestor is satisfied with the results.   
39 Translation by the author: Reports from COEs lack responsiveness. On many inquiries we receive answers of less 
than 50%. All COEs seem to be eager to keep reporting at a minimum.  



Chapter 4 

103 

The POW process brought structure into the growing need for coordination between the COEs and NATO 

as their main customer, but is not without critique, and appears to be incomplete in absence of qualitative 

measures. The organisational principle of independence from military hierarchies leads to the individual 

decisions to reject RFS or to follow a different rhythm. The main critique of inadequate coordination and 

poorly written requests demonstrate flaws in communication, which can constrain effective knowledge 

management. These problems are not inherent to, or caused by the POW process itself. While there are 

possibilities to improve the system, the coordination tool is functioning, well established, and accepted 

by the actors involved. A pragmatic instead of dogmatic position may mitigate some of the critique. “I try 

to persuade my people that the programme of work must be flexible. We are not an organisation whose 

dogma is planning. I am not blaming NATO that they have the wrong planning system. I try to use the 

situation for the good purpose” (CBRN1, para. 32). Other improvement strategies have materialized with 

the SME and FOGO Champion initiatives that were introduced in 2013.  

4.3.3 The SME Initiative 

The SME initiative was introduced to provide additional coordination support between the COE section, 

the requesting divisions at HQ SACT, and the COEs. “The assigned SME provide content expertise on the 

OF-4/5 level for COE activities, integrating the work of the COE with Strategic Command activities and 

vice-versa” (NATO 2013a: 7). Further specification of the task is provided in a HQ SACT directive (ACT 

2013d). Within HQ SACT, one staff officer that holds expertise in the functional domain was identified and 

assigned to each COE, with the intent to provide additional coordination during the POW process. In 

principle, the initiative was designed as a response to the increased coordination effort of the COE section 

(ACT 2011a), to allow for qualitative assessments of the RFS to each COE, instead of a quantitative 

collection only. After being in place for three years, the results of the initiative are perceived ambiguously.     

The general idea to attach a SME to each COE was developed in the COE section and is appreciated. “I see 

the SME initiative as extremely positive. It is sometimes hard to find a good guy to do it, but the idea is 

good. It comes all down to the individual. Some of the SMEs are very active guys, others don’t give a shit. 

You see, it is a personality driven thing. But the idea to have the expert is wonderful!” (IW6, para 15). 

However, the statement already indicates the difficulties in the execution to identify a person with the 

right set of competencies, which bears the danger to have “just somebody who is assigned, okay you're 

the SME for this COE and basically you don’t want to do it” (IW4, para. 46). Furthermore, the task is 

secondary to the primary staff function of the officers, which has resource implications. “You don’t have 

this job written in your job description, and also you don’t have national funds allocated to this to travel” 
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(IW5, para. 82). Therefore, one person concludes: “für mich ist es eine Lösung des armen Mannes. Ich 

nehme immer dann eine Doppelhut-Funktion, wenn ich mir ein eigenes Personal dafür nicht leisten kann. 

Am besten wäre es, wenn jedes COE hier im Stab jemanden hätte, der eindeutig als Vertreter des COEs 

erkennbar ist”40 (IW3, para. 35). This desideratum is only met by the liaison officer of the CCOE. The 

structural difficulties to implement the SME initiative sometimes leads to reluctance in fulfilling this role 

as mentioned by the COE section: “a lot of the people listed frankly refused to recognize that role and 

ignored any request for them to cooperate with the COE, or look at the Programme of Work, or even 

answer an email. And that’s how bad it was” (IW1, para. 36). Another person similarly states that “when 

you ask for the SMEs to reach out to their COEs and get feedback on any particular topic, you’re going to 

meet a certain degree of resistance. Some of that is they’ve got higher priority stuff in their primary job” 

(IW2, para. 62). Such resistance is often observed as part of institutional change and can point towards 

competing institutional logics (Marquis and Lounsbury 2007). Although the COEs, HQ SACT, and NATO 

working groups are working towards the same objectives, the following anecdote demonstrates that some 

staff officers seem to miss this important connection for their role as SME.     

“In the maritime world, I was getting very little engagement from some SMEs for CJOS and Naval Mine 
Warfare (…). But there’s a maritime operations working group, NATO MAROPS, that they all attend. 
So I found out that one of the SMEs actually was the secretary of the MAROPS working group doing 
the same sort of questioning and business, but was having nothing to do with the NATO Programme 
of Work. But actually a lot of it was duplicated in this MAROPS working group. And it's only when we 
sat down and said: ‘Aren’t you doing this anyway?’, and forced them to actually realize that they were 
looking at the same issues and therefore casting an eye over the NATO request for support that were 
gonna be asked of the COEs, that they started actually realizing that they could assist with this process. 
Before then it had never been explained to them, they never bothered to ask the questions as to what 
their role is as an SME. And so they basically just ignored it. ‘I don’t understand it, therefore I’m not 
doing the job’ was the response we got. And we’re like, ‘Well that’s, that’s pathetic your, your already 
running a MAROPS working group.’ – ‘Well that’s my MAROPS working group business.’ It’s the same 
community of interest, exactly the same point as you made. And the MAROPS working group is asking 
for the same sort of business that is now being requested in the, in the, in the Programme of Work 
(…). It had to be pointed out to them” (IW1, para. 48). 

Also the COEs share similar observations and highlight individual differences. The CCOE has the structural 

advantage of the permanent liaison officer that was described as the ideal solution by the COE section. 

MILMED COE highlights their close cooperation with the COMEDS working group as important factor. “I 

think that this kind of direct link to the professional part within NATO (…) is the life blood of the COE’s 

                                                           
40 Translation by the author: For me this is the poor man’s solution. I always use double-hatted functions when I 
cannot afford dedicated personnel for the task. The best solution would be if every COE had a representative in this 
staff (HQ SACT), clearly recognizable as his COE’s representative.   
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programme of work. Because most of the really priority issues will come out from there. And the SME at 

ACT is involved in these processes” (MILMED3, para. 27). While other COEs perceive the idea of a 

functional link for coordination as valuable, the implementation is flawed. Points of critique are the 

absence of a competent SME: “es würde einiges einfacher machen, wenn denn ein dedizierter SME mit 

entsprechend auch ein bisschen Fachexpertise da wäre”41 (NMW1, para. 133), and insufficient 

coordination due to different interests: “the day to day champion is too busy and also has his own agenda 

in which he tried to involve the C2 COE. Because he also has to show his relevance in his own office to his 

boss” (C2_2, para. 107). Other critique focuses on a lack of prioritization. “Dann frage ich ACT: ‘Gib mir 

doch mal bitte eine Priorisierung. Welche Sache ist denn wichtig oder nicht wichtig?’ Ja, im Prinzip setzt 

sich dann der Major da dran und schreibt irgendwas rein. Manchmal antwortet der so schnell, dass ich 

mich frage, mit wem hat der (lacht) das abgesprochen?”42 (CCD1, para. 102). This critique demonstrates 

that the SME can only support coordnination, knowledge management, and prioritization of RFS to COEs 

if the person holds expertise on the subjects and has time to perform this duty. This role is further limited 

to RFS issued from the departments at HQ SACT, and does not include requests from other stakeholders.   

The coordination itself either occurs during the POW workshops or when COE personnel travels to HQ 

SACT for other occasions. A second possibility are Video Tele Conferences (VTC). “We have a direct link 

and yearly meetings with the SME at ACT. So it’s usually the leadership that travels out to Norfolk or has 

an extensive VTC with the SME about the POW lines” (MILMED3, para. 27). These examples support the 

critical voices from the COE section. Despite a clear description of the tasks in the HQ SACT directive (ACT 

2013d), the SMEs are either drawn into their primary task, show little interest or awareness for the 

coordination with the COE, or, HQ SACT is missing an officer holding the expertise. Only the SMEs with 

the right set of competencies, additional capacities, and personal interest are fulfilling the task according 

to the concept. In combination with the standard three year rotation, it becomes a chance hit on the 

roulette table to get a competent SME. 

4.3.4 The FOGO Champion Initiative  

The FOGO champion initiative was introduced as a strategic link for the COE in conjunction with the 

functional link of the SME. “FOGO ‘Champions’ provide Strategic Direction and Guidance with respect to 

                                                           
41 Translation by the author: Many thing would be a lot easier if there was a dedicated SME with just a little expertise.   
42 Translation by the author: Than I ask ACT for a prioritization of the important tasks. In principle, the Major is 
working on that and fills anything in. Sometimes he answers that fast that I am asking myself with whom he did 
coordinate it (laughing).  
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the COE activities ensuring these activities are coordinated with NATO priorities” (NATO 2013a: 7). 

Prioritization of NATO RFS and strategic visibility of the organisation summarize the role of this function, 

for which a flag or general officer is assigned to each COE (ACT 2013d). The FOGO champion initiative is 

the coordination element with the most diverse opinions. Similar to the SME initiative, one officer in the 

COE section observes: “we have very engaged FOGOs, which try to give guidance to the COE, to advocate 

for the COE within the Headquarter and within NATO, and we have some FOGO champions that have 

other priorities” (IW8, para. 21). Dysfunctionalities rest on the same set of problems, as explained by 

another person:  

“Was die FOGO Champions anbelangt, haben wir dasselbe Problem. Wenn ein General mit seinem 
COE zusammenarbeitet, kann er in enormer Weise das Programm of Work beeinflussen. Wenn er es 
mit seinem SME gemeinsam täte, was in den seltensten Fällen vorkommt, wäre es die ideale Form der 
Priorisierung von Aufgaben und vor allen Dingen der Nutzung der COEs. In den letzten sechs Monaten 
habe ich das hier nicht gesehen. Das System ist die zweitbeste Lösung. Sie würde funktionieren, wenn 
alle engagiert dabei wären oder erkennen würden, welche Vorteile in ihr stecken”43 (IW3, para. 35). 

An explanation for the lack of cooperation between the FOGO Champion and the SME could be the unique 

status of the COEs being outside the NCS, which is alien to the hierarchic nature of the military.    

“They don’t understand that they cannot task them directly, and no flag or general officer who works 
in this NATO command chain likes being told that they cannot task COEs, however much I like telling 
them that, and I do like telling them that because they need to be educated themselves. The least 
educated individuals about COEs are often our flag and general officers (…). As soon as they find out 
they cannot task a COE directly, they can be literally quite dismissive of that COE. Because why would 
they bother being involved with it if they can’t task it?” (IW1, para. 30).  

Another member of the section dismisses the idea of the initiative in favours of a different solution.    

“The FOGO champion idea is not so nice. They are not taking care of the COEs (...). The particular 
initiative is not useful in that regard. In my opinion the COEs don’t need a FOGO. They are starting to 
be more present and more recognized in the NATO HQs. They are visible. It would be a better idea to 
have a director, who can speak for all COEs for one year” (IW6, para. 19). 

However, there are also indicators for good cooperation, especially in those cases where additional 

national interests exist. “If the FOGO champion or the SME are the same nationality as the Framework 

Nation of the COE, generally there is better and a higher engagement” (IW8, para. 21). These diverse 

                                                           
43 Translation by the author: Regarding the FOGO champions, we have the same set of problems. A general can have 
enormous influence on the POW, if he works together with the COE. If he coordinates this with the SME, which 
happens in the rarest occasions, it would be the ideal prioritization of tasks and use of the COE. I have not witnessed 
that during the last six months. This system is the second best solution. It would work if everybody would commit to 
it and realize the advantages.    
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opinions within the COE section indicate the difficulty in assigning a general officer as ‘godfather’ to the 

COEs. The critique is somewhat surprising because the idea originated in the same branch: “we also 

convinced the chief of staff, and this was a TNB initiative, that he should assign a flag officer general officer 

to each of the COEs for them to have some sort of strategic point of contact” (IW10, para. 22). 

Turning towards the COEs, the ambiguous perception is further stressed. While many COEs have 

established a relation to their FOGO champion, they often appear to be rather superficial and based on 

mutual courtesy. “Once in a couple of months we have a phone call together and when I am there, we 

meet. We have a good relationship and he really appreciates what we are doing and he is also telling that 

around” (CCOE3, para. 26). Very similar to that at another COE: “it happens by two calls and two visits a 

year. One to the general when he is in the ACT. And one with the general while he is in Europe. That’s it” 

(C2_2, para. 107). This superficial engagement goes alongside the uncertainty of how to establish a 

functional relation. “Every time when I am in Norfolk I have communication with the FOGO and CBRN 

SME. But how to use them? (…) We inform him on what we are doing, we inform the SME, but we don’t 

use this link permanently because he has different responsibilities” (CBRN1, para. 14).  

At some COEs there is also strong dissatisfaction with the involvement of their FOGO Champion. 

“Apparently that system at least from our COE is not very well working. Perhaps the FOGO Champion is 

too busy, not having enough time” (C2_3, para. 31). A further point of critique is the assignment of the 

FOGOs. “Wir maritimen COEs werden von einem Heeresmann betreut, daneben sitzt aber Admiral 

Grooms, warum macht der das nicht? Das versteht auch keiner und es wirkt sehr willkürlich”44 (personal 

communication CSW COE, May 19, 2015). The random assignment has also been criticized by another 

COE: “that was an idea to strengthen the links, but that is also forced and artificial. I have zero contact 

with our FOGO, I only talked to him once during the Chiefs of Transformation Conference. This is 100% 

useless” (JAPCC1, para. 8). At JAPCC there was little awareness on the FOGO champion and SME initiatives 

in general. One person had never heard about the concepts prior to the interview.  

On the other hand, COEs also view the FOGO champion as beneficial. “There are a certain issues that we 

still would like to push in ACT and as far as I see he is a good advocate. He also deemed us important 

enough to visit us for a whole day. And as far as I could tell he was really impressed” (MILMED3, para. 32). 

A clear example on the benefits of the initiative was provided by a FOGO champion himself:  

                                                           
44 Translation by the author: We maritime COEs are assigned to an Army General, but next door is Admiral Grooms. 
Why isn’t he doing the job? Nobody understands this and it is quite random.  
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“Sometimes the director cannot reach at the proper level in their chain of command. Last June I was 
in Bulgaria and I visited their Chief of Defence. It’s an opportunity for the director. He’s with me to 
have a chance to talk with their Chief of Defence and bring their attention what kind of problem they 
have. So in that regard, you know, the role that FOGO playing is very important” (IS6, para. 44). 

This potential of strategic leverage has also been recognized by other COEs. “The idea of a FOGO champion 

is probably pretty important for COEs in the long run, precisely because we are not a part of the NATO 

command structure (…), there needs to be a flag officer champion who can take the issues of the COEs to 

the senior levels within NATO” (CBRN2, para. 35). 

Further comments from the FOGO champions themselves support the ambiguous observations including 

some self-critique. “It relies entirely on the nature of the FOGO himself. So it has to do with how busy they 

are and to whether they are particularly interested in. I know one or two have been successes and there 

are one or two areas where it hasn't been successful” (IS5, para. 33). One FOGO openly admits his 

superficial link after being asked on his relation to the COE: “Honestly? Not good, because I am not in the 

pace, the tempo in that they do it. I should be better, just to stay in contact with them and to visit them. 

And what I did being a FOGO champion, I visited only one COE” (IS9, para. 23). Also the artificial 

assignment to the COEs has been recognized by the generals.  

“I'm responsible for all the C2 systems in the services. For example air, land, maritime, SOF, the C2 in 
those areas is my responsibility. But I am FOGO for these COEs? No, I'm responsible for Intel and 
situational awareness, but am I FOGO for those? No. I'm not sure that the FOGO champion role is the 
way to do it. We should have functional connections” (IS8, para. 39). 

However, there are also at least two examples that support the idea of the initiative to provide strategic 

guidance together with the SME. “I have a meeting with my SME, not on a regular basis but before we 

have the workshops, before we finalize the Programme of Work (…), and I’m making sure that we are, as 

far as possible, following and attending the, the important meetings that the COE is doing” (IS3, para. 12). 

This also includes to bring the SME when visiting the COE. “Whenever I have a visit I take my SMEs with 

me. So before going there we need to have homework. What is the state of play, what we can provide?” 

(IS6, para. 42).  

On the negative side, some generals argued that the additional task might lead to a distraction from the 

primary focus of HQ SACT and require additional resources. “It should not been ACT’s role to educate all 

of NATO on COEs. We should bear in mind that we compete with the COEs for manpower provided by 

nations” (personal communication HQ SACT, May 06, 2015). One former general bluntly stated that the 

idea only served internal power games.   
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“Die strategische Partnerschaft fand ich ganz bescheuert damals, sag ich mal ehrlich, weil das waren 
reine Showallüren von meinem Headquarter. Weil man wollte alles vermarkten und jeder wollte 
teilhaben. (…) Also ich fand das total bescheuert und es war rein formal ne Idee des Chef des Stabes 
ein System zu schaffen wo er meinte er hätte wieder Einfluss, total beknackt”45 (IS10, para. 24). 

The FOGO champion and SME initiatives demonstrate the difficulties in establishing formal coordination 

elements that require resources, which are not foreseen in the primary tasks of the individuals involved. 

While both initiatives appear as a logical step to mitigate the increased demand for coordination and 

channels for knowledge exchange between NATO and the COEs, the implementation lacks clear 

understanding of the tasks and individual commitment. The ideal solution of a dedicated liaison officer at 

HQ SACT has been discussed as too expensive and will remain a singular exception for the CCOE. The 

discussion often focused on the specific characteristic of COEs being outside the NCS and command 

hierarchies. Here, the opinions on the establishment of COEs in NATO are divided. The group that argues 

in favour of strong recognition and visibility is supported by the growing numbers of requests to the COEs 

from NATO. On the contrary, the communication flaws in the POW process and the difficulties in the 

execution of the FOGO champion and SME initiatives, are indicating that the COEs are not yet fully 

established. This debate is closely linked to the degree of institutionalization of the COEs in NATO, which 

will be discussed to provide an answer to research question one after a full review of the coordination 

mechanisms at end of this chapter.  

4.3.5 Other Forms of Coordination  

Besides the coordination elements that have been formalized by NATO and HQ SACT directives (NATO 

2013a; ACT 2013d), a series of other processes and periodic meetings has been established. These include 

annual conferences of specific actors in the COE community, namely the directors, legal advisors, and 

financial controller. Other processes yield towards advertisement of COEs in NATO, and the analysis of 

competence gaps to establish additional organisations. Last, each COE is managed by the SN through an 

annual Steering Committee and some nations are further starting to introduce a national forum. Since 

2010, the COE directors conduct an annual conference to discuss topics of strategic importance, namely 

Strategic Communication, COE visibility in NATO, and terms of reference for the governance structure. 

Another part is the exchange of best practices on common issues, for example legal affairs and the POW. 

                                                           
45 Translation by the author: For me the strategic advocacy was stupid. Honestly, this was a masquerade within my 
headquarters. We wanted to capitalize everything and everybody wanted to participate. For me this was completely 
stupid and it was an idea of the chief of staff to create a formal system he thought it would increase his influence, 
just idiotic.    
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From 2014 onwards, the COE directors began to debate the idea to represent the COEs as a collective 

group and not as individual organisations. While this debate faces some scepticism, “we are so different 

as COEs that it is very complicated to find really common or mutual interests” (personal communication 

JCBRN COE, Oct 20, 2015), a first result was the nomination of a COE spokesperson in 2015.  

Technical conferences have been conducted among the financial controller and legal advisors. In 2015, a 

first COE financial controller meeting was conducted to share lessons learned. Since COEs are independent 

organisations that should work in accordance with NATO regulation, they have used the capstone 

document on NATO Financial Regulations and Financial Rules and Procedures (NATO 2015b) as a template 

to develop their own regulations. Some of these rules are seen as not practical and as difficult to 

comprehend for new financial officers at COEs. As a solution to this problem, the financial officers 

discussed a COE specific template for financial procedures. This effort was appreciated among the 

participants and considered as tremendous help that does not constrain the COEs, but serves as a 

reference. Moreover, the conference established a network, which was considered hugely important for 

mutual exchange of best practices and knowledge on this specific subject (personal communication CCOE, 

May 25, 2015). The financial controller meeting was initiated by the COE section as a response to debates 

on financial software and external auditing during the director’s conferences and POW workshops. These 

topics demonstrate that COEs face the same technical challenges despite their different functional 

domains.         

The COE legal advisors follow a similar approach. The MOU-based organisational setup leads to very 

specific topics, especially in the domains of host nation regulations, working with non-NATO nations, 

private companies, the European Union (EU), and the United Nations (UN). Few lawyers in the armed 

forces are trained on those topics (personal communication CSW COE, May 19, 2015), which increases the 

demand to share knowledge, experiences, and best practices. Moreover, the meeting was seen as 

extremely valuable for newcomers to the group, according to the CCOE legal advisor (personal 

communication CCOE, Sep 5, 2016). Also in this forum, a main area of work is the development of new 

templates on the MOUs (ACT 2015e; 2015f), to create a common framework. This validates the 

observations that MOUs have been continuously refined during the COE establishment process. 

Both events demonstrate how scripts and templates are used to increase a common understanding within 

the empirical field, without constraining the independence of the organisations by coercive mechanisms. 

By initiating these for a for knowledge exchange, the COE section is shaping the field by addressing 

normative and appropriate means, but also emphasizing their role as institutional entrepreneur claiming 
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interpretational sovereignty for the field. On the other hand, these fora also place an additional burden 

on the COEs.    

“Nowadays TNB requests quite some capacity from COEs. If I see all the meetings that are organized 
by TNB (…). If you would be a smaller COE I can imagine that you will skip some of those meetings, and 
thereby you lose some opportunities. So TNB is quite demanding towards COEs” (IW4, para. 49). 

Given the average number of only 48 staff members per COEs, not including post vacancies, this caution 

towards establishing additional annual meetings seems justified. Moreover, during the 2015 COE 

directors’ conference, it was discussed to introduce yet another forum on education-related topics among 

the COEs with a Department Head (DH) function. While the COEs momentarily appreciate the 

coordination provided by the COE section, this would result in a total of six administrative conferences 

per year – including the POW workshops – that contribute to the exchange of knowledge and ideas, but 

are not directly related to the operational work in the functional domain.   

Next, the COE section also actively promotes the COEs in NATO. Aim of this effort is to increase general 

knowledge about the organisations, what services they can provide, and how to issue requests via the 

POW process. Practical means are the information sharing platform Transnet (ACT 2017a; NATO 2009a: 

3) that requires a membership account, the annual COE catalogue (ACT 2012; 2013b; 2014a; 2015b; 2016), 

and a special issue on COEs in HQ SACT’s magazine “The Transformer” (ACT 2013c). The contributions to 

those materials are provided by the organisations, but not without difficulties: “having 21 COEs is like 

having 21 different babies or children. You’ll find some COEs are not happy with anything you'll send out, 

because you are seen as a pain in the butt because you request stuff they are not really keen in doing (…)” 

(IW5, para. 69). This critique is also shared by another member of the COE section.  

“Wir haben COEs, die wir angefragt haben, sie mögen uns bitte einen Zwei-Seiten-Beitrag schicken, 
und sie haben uns nichts geschickt. Und nach der dritten Anfrage kam als Resultat: ‘Nehmt doch das, 
was Ihr habt‘ (...) Ich denke mal, die Masse der COEs, zumindest die Hälfte der COEs, sieht nicht, 
welchen großen Vorteil dieser Katalog hat (…). Er ist ein öffentlich zugängliches Medium und es sind 
letztendlich zwei Seiten DIN A4, die ihnen die Möglichkeit eröffnen, bis hin auf höchste Ebenen, 
national und in der NATO, sich zu präsentieren”46 (IW3, para. 45). 

                                                           
46 Translation by the author: We kindly asked COEs to send us their two page contribution, and some of them have 
delivered nothing. After we asked them three times they responded: ‘just take what you already have’. I guess that 
most of the COEs, at least half of them, do not recognize the big advantage of the catalogue (…). It is a medium that 
is publicly available. Just two pages provide them with the possibility to represent their organisations up to the 
highest echelons of NATO and the Nations.    
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Also the possibility to present results of their work at the Military Committee, the highest political organ 

in NATO, is showing little responsiveness by the COEs. An explanation for this could be organisational 

adolescence resulting in a stubborn focus on independence as indicated by one person. “I am not seeking 

their guidance, I am going to inform what we are doing without guidance” (personal communication 

CCOE, August 2016). Further explanations could be miscommunication, or different interpretations of the 

relevance and effectiveness of the marketing tools.  

The governance structure was implemented to ensure coordination between HQ SACT, the different 

elements of the NCS, and the COEs. While the meaning of this architecture for the institutionalization of 

the organisational field and the integration of the COEs in NATO will be discussed at the end of the 

chapter, there are three striking commonalities. (1) The COE section took a leading and entrepreneurial 

role in establishing the governance architecture and advertising the COEs in NATO. The proliferation of 

COEs was followed by a growing number of directives, scripts, and templates to organise the field. (2) The 

coordination elements are evolving in a process. Although some are better implemented than others, all 

procedures follow a clear rationale, and are accepted by the organisations. A distinct shortfall of all 

coordination elements is their strong aim on technical topics like accreditation, or pure quantitative 

assessments such as the collection of inputs for the POW. Conclusions on the quality of COE contributions 

would require a feedback mechanism, which does not exist at this time. (3) After more than ten years of 

existence, the new organisational form of COEs is still leading to a lot of confusion in NATO. The unique 

principle of being outside formal hierarchies is difficult to comprehend for many customers in NATO. As a 

result, COEs have a low priority on the agenda of senior leaders. Requestors, too, have to understand that 

a COE can simply reject their requests for support. This typical resistance to new ways of organising 

(Marquis and Lounsbury 2007) is likely to decrease with growing acceptance of COEs in NATO, but this 

requires clear communication.  

4.3.6 Coordination Between the COEs and the Sponsoring Nations  

To conclude the discussion on coordination, it is necessary to look at the Sponsoring Nations as investors 

and second main group of stakeholders. The annual Steering Committee meeting for each COE is their 

main coordination element, which will be analysed from the perspective of the COEs. The national 

positions will be shown by the example of the Federal Republic of Germany as the largest contributor to 

the COE concept. A full portray of these relations would require to include all 25 nations that participate 

in one or several COEs, and to assess their different national interests in COE sponsorship. It is not only 
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extremely difficult to get access to reliable data from all Ministries of Defence (MOD) on such sensitive 

topics, this would also alter the focus of this study towards national politics of multinational cooperation.  

During the annual Steering Committee meeting of each COE, the Sponsoring Nations act as board of 

directors and decide on the general policy, the Programme of Work, the budget, and structural changes. 

Decisions are taken by consensus. This understanding is also shared by the COEs: “das ist mein Gremium, 

dem ich Rede und Antwort stehen muss für jeden Cent, den wir ausgeben, und für jedes Ergebnis, und ich 

muss den Steering Nations das Gefühl geben, dass dieses Geld sinnvol investiert wurde”47 (MILMED1, 

para. 43). Similar at another COE: “also, im Prinzip sehe ich das Steering Committee wie einen Aufsichtsrat, 

der gewisse grundlegende Dinge absegnet. Dazu gehört eben das Budget, dazu gehört das Programm of 

Work, was unmittelbar miteinander verknüpft ist”48 (CSW1, para. 13). This procedure is unique for military 

organisations and originates in the MOU-based, multinational composition outside formal hierarchies. In 

a national military hierarchy, orders are issued by the higher echelons of the command chain to the 

different units. NATO’s multinational headquarters act upon the commanders’ annual guidance.  

Proposals from the COEs are usually approved by the Steering Committees with little conflict. 

“The Steering Board comes together every year in September we will propose our programme of work 
for the next year. The estimate of what we think it will cost. Basically my conclusion so far, and that's 
also what I hear from my chief of staff, who has been here longer, that if we come up with a good plan 
the nations will approve” (C2_3, para. 19). 

The result is a high amount of flexibility, which is appreciated by the organisations. “We have our Steering 

Committee meetings, and yes, we do get all the flexibility. We are also not shy to suggest tricky things. 

We provide extra presentations if a topic may be a bit critical. But usually they agree to this” (JAPCC1, 

para. 38). This indicates a relationship built on trust and aiming towards commonly agreed solutions. Also 

the SN provide suggestions to the COEs to improve their work. “Nations have asked the COE to deliver a 

‘troops to tasks’ overview to better assess the use of resources. This was asked by the SC in 2015 to 

implement measures of effectiveness” (personal communication CBRN COE, October 20, 2015). While 

JCBRN COEs sees this as part of the organisational maturation process, there is also a general point of 

                                                           
47 Translation by the author: this is my panel where I have to justify myself for every cent we are spending and for 
every result; and I need to convey to the steering nations that the money was well invested.   
48 Translation by the author: In principle I perceive the Steering Committee as a board of directors that approves 
fundamental doings. This includes the budget and the POW, which are directly related to each other.  
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critique that the SC members often do not have the expertise in the functional domain, and that the board 

membership is not their primary task.     

“Wir wissen ja alle wie Steering Boards zusammengesetzt sind. Da sitzen in der Regel nicht die 
Experten, sondern da sitzt irgendjemand im Ministerium, der das als 15te Aufgabe hinten dran hat, 
ohne dem Kameraden Böses zu wollen. Der ist Verwalter, aber nicht Gestalter. Gestalter kann 
eigentlich nur der Kunde sein und das ist die NATO”49 (C2_6, para. 9). 

Although this critique was issued by several COE members, there is no data on how many national 

representatives are subject matter experts in the COE’s domain. A common practice is to propose the 

budget and POW one month in advance to the nation for assessment. A representative of the German 

MOD stated that the SC members are appointed by the department that is responsible for the content of 

the COE. The appointed persons however, are free to decide on how much they intent to shape the 

content, or to only administer the COE (personal communication DEU MOD, June 2, 2015). SC meetings 

are the most influential of all coordination elements, since the SN representatives hold the authority on 

the budget, POW, and manning of the COE. The meetings are either conducted annually or bi-annually. 

Empirical evidence on the SC meetings suggest that this practice is not only accepted, but also result-

oriented. There are no accounts that a SC did not approve the budget or POW of a COE. In contrast to the 

governance architecture between the COEs and HQ SACT, the administration focuses on both quantitative 

and qualitative outcomes. The amount of influence each SN asserts to the COE is a national decision, 

carried out by the representative.  

In 2014, Germany introduced an additional national forum for the representatives from the MOD and the 

senior national officers of all COEs with German sponsorship. The meeting follows the idea to establish a 

closer connection between the MOD and the organisations, which seems to be justified by the role as 

largest contributing nation with more than 120 positions in 17 COEs. Serving as a forum for mutual 

exchange, the senior German representatives of the COEs keep close ties to the MOD, thereby forming a 

national counterpart to the COE director’s conference. The discussion during the 2015 meeting reflects 

many of the identified shortfalls of the coordination elements, for example the missing qualitative 

feedback was highlighted as a problem diminishing the visibility of COE contributions.  

                                                           
49 Translation by the author: We all know how the Steering Committees are built. Usually, it is not the experts, but 
someone from the MOD who covers this as task number 15, which is not a critique towards the person. This person 
is an administrator and someone shaping the domain. Shaping can only be done by the customer, which is NATO.   
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The German position is further characterized by the principle of ‘NATO first’ and multinational 

cooperation. Hence, the large contribution to the COEs is a logical conclusion. Following this rationale, the 

organisations should form a hub for the nations to take on the ideas of transformation. Each COE acts as 

a ‘small NATO’ within their functional domain, which increases the influence of the individual officer in 

comparison to a function in a large NATO headquarters. This serves the functional determination to insert 

national positions along the four pillars of doctrine, capability development, lessons learned, and 

education and training. An example that participation in COEs also serves other national interests is the 

German participation in the Mountain Warfare COE in Slovenia. Although there was no functional 

necessity to participate in this COE because the capability has strong roots in Germany, the sponsorship 

forms the first military cooperation between the two countries.  

The different political and functional interests in participation demonstrate that there is no general 

national policy. In fact, the decision on participation is based on a single case assessment, originating in 

the peculiar structure of the MOD with separate responsibilities for each functional domain. As a result, 

German COE personnel receives no overall national guidance, but incorporates national interests in an 

indirect way. This is built on the liberal position that each officer automatically represents the national 

virtues, based on the education and socialization within the German Armed Forces. Following this idea, 

over time, participation in a COE will always result in representation of German national interests 

(personal communication DEU MOD, June 2, 2015). While the German approach is focusing on the 

individual COE, instead of a national policy on COEs, it provides a theoretical solution to assess the 

outcome of COE contributions. Avoiding hard measurement criteria of success, it formulates an indirect 

appreciation of added value by incorporation of national positions through participation. This perception 

is based on trust in the education and the quality of personnel sent to the COEs, and appeals on the duties 

of the representatives. They have to reflect on their individual contributions to influence within the COE 

through their personal networks and linkages to the national community of interest. Therefore, COEs are 

considered attractive, because they can provide practical solutions and coordination across NATO.  

However, apart from participating in a COE by the contribution of officers, there is little evidence for 

national driven knowledge exchange and harmonization in the given subject matters.  

4.4 Strategic Perception of COEs  

The discussion of the FOGO champion initiative has shown an ambiguous perception of COEs by those 

senior leaders in NATO that are directly involved in the governance structure. The general officers at HQ 

SACT hold the power of agenda setting and are formulating policy initiatives for NATO transformation, 
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which are the symbolic elements of institutions. Therefore, it is important to analyse if NATO follows a 

strategic idea on how to utilize the COEs. In the self-perception of the headquarters, “HQ SACT is naturally 

positioned to be in the vanguard of the main effort” (ACT 2015a: iii) of transformation by calling itself the 

“military-strategic dynamo and catalyst for change” (Ibid: ii). Amongst others, the COEs are highlighted as 

“proven models for multinational cooperation” (Ibid: 23) in support of a wider transformational hub. This 

assessment is based on internal point paper at HQ SACT, which concludes a growing need for COE services 

as a result of the structural reductions in the NATO Command Structure (ACT 2014b: 2). Some COEs are 

even recognized as single capability holder with no matching expertise longer present in NATO. Moreover, 

COEs are seen as practical examples for the policy initiatives of Smart Defence and the Connected Forces 

Initiative due to their multinational composition. On the other hand, the document also concludes a lack 

of adequate appreciation of the COEs individual and collective capabilities, despite an increased 

understanding of the organisations and how to use them (Ibid; also NATO 2013b: 4). A previous 

assessment comes to a similar conclusion stating that “many NATO stakeholders reach directly to the 

centres or consider them to be ‘silver bullets’ that will solve all problems” (ACT 2011a: 1). The COEs are 

also mentioned in the strategic guidance by the Supreme Allied Commander Transformation for 2015, 

which defines interoperability through the CFI as a priority area that should be supported by the COEs 

work on NATO training and education (ACT 2013e: 5). The document further offers several links to the 

other working areas of COEs by addressing a focus on capability development through coherence of 

doctrine and implementation of lessons learned (Ibid).   

In public statements, the COEs are perpetually lauded as a success story and “an indispensable tool for 

transformation” (Paloméros 2014a; 2014b), or as “good example of cost-efficient cooperation amongst 

nations coordinated by NATO, as promoted by Smart Defence” (Abrial 2011). These statements put a 

strong focus on multinational cooperation and the complementary effects to the Smart Defence agenda 

and the CFI through COEs. Also the political pillar of NATO, the International Staff stressed the value of 

COEs. Ambassador Ducaru, NATO’s Assistant Secretary General for Emerging Security Challenges, 

emphasized on the specific role of COEs being linked to NATO but likewise independent and able to open 

doors to new partners and domains, which enables them to collaborate on multiple fronts as drivers for 

the next stage in NATO transformation. They further complement Smart Defence and the CFI with 

pragmatic solutions, and fast and competent advice (personal communication AMB Ducaro, Oct 8, 2014).   

The data from the interviews with the general officers at HQ SACT does not fully support this enthusiasm 

and shows more differentiated views. While some generals are affirmative to a role of COEs in Smart 
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Defence and the CFI, there are also more evasive remarks. “I would not dare to talk about Smart Defence 

because it doesn’t fall in my domain” (IS2, para. 11). Other controversial topics are the command 

arrangements and the relation of COEs to the NCS.   

The discussion on the coordination elements already indicated that especially senior officers face 

difficulties to understand that the COEs operate outside a direct chain of command. One explanation for 

this is the military culture, formed by a career of 30 to 40 years in a hierarchical system that influences 

the cognition of senior decision makers. This leads to uncertainty in dealing with COEs, and to attempts 

to employ command and control. “The military instinct is always to engineer something and then over-

engineer it. There is a danger that someone sooner or later in the Headquarters NATO or in the Military 

Committee, or somewhere else will put a proposal on the table and wants to organize the COEs more 

formally” (IS5, para. 45). These thoughts on direct command arrangements do exist within HQ SACT as 

one general explained: “I'm confidently arguing that we have to try to apply the same principles in the 

transformational part of NATO. So that is my basic idea of how we should utilize the forces. And in this 

respect COEs should be a part of the force structure” (IS8, para. 7). Other indicators for the struggle on 

dealing with the COEs are conveyed in the language used by the generals. In a possessive way the term 

“my COEs” is often used while explaining the role as FOGO champion. Another widely used expression is 

“tasking COEs” as illustrated by one example: “Yeah, I've been inspecting my three COEs. I've done that, 

but I'm not satisfied with the way we are tasking the COEs” (IS8, para. 45). However, not everybody agrees 

with the proposal to formalize the command arrangements. “On the flip side the last thing you wanted to 

do is to bury the flexibility and the nimbleness of what a Center of Excellence could do reaching out to 

nations, and bury that inside the ACT staff, which sometimes couldn't find its way out of a paper bag” (IS4, 

para. 50). Also another general takes a clear position against the integration of COEs in a formal hierarchy: 

“Ich kann von meiner Seite mit Fug und Recht und voller Überzeugung sagen, ich würde an den COEs 

erstmal nichts ändern, ich würde sie multinational in diesem Raum lassen. Denn wenn ich mit Ihnen als 

Hierarchie reden müsste, heiliges Sakra”50 (IS10, para. 38).  

A second concern is the possible rivalry between the COEs and the NATO Command Structure. The COE 

concept formulates the condition that the organisations shall neither duplicate nor compete with existing 

structures in the NCS (NATO 2003b: 2). However, it remains a national decision where to place personnel, 

                                                           
50 Translation by the author: I am absolutely convinced to argue not to change anything regarding the COEs. I would 
keep them in this multinational sphere. Because, if I had to speak to them through a hierarchy, holy crap!  
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which sometimes resulted in conflicts. “I had a huge battle with SHAPE51. Because SHAPE was being 

manned at 75 or 80 percent, and the nations were putting people into the Centres of Excellence” (IS4, 

para. 80). The most radical position sees COEs as being established on the expense of the NCS.   

“I found the views in NATO, not just ACT but back in Europe, were quite complicated. They went from 
people seeing this as sucking up scarce resources, manpower and I can remember one very senior 
officer telling me that COEs are nothing more than PE-thieves. (…) So this bottom up initiative is 
suspicious and what's more it's corrosive because it sucks. And I have sat with a very senior guy, who 
may have had four stars, he told me that that is his view” (IS5, para. 23).   

Although this is a single statement, the characterization of COEs as PE-thieves demonstrates opposition 

against these new organisations on the senior level in NATO. The majority opinion favours to exploit 

synergies between the reduced NCS and the COEs. “I think they complement each other. This is not a race. 

Complementarity I think is the key word here” (IS6, para. 12). In that regard COEs are seen as a possible 

solution to bridge the capability gaps in NATO. “The reduction in the PE is actually opening gaps in the 

NATO command structure. And then the COEs are able to, to help closing these gaps” (IS3, para. 20). This 

idea is also shared by another general: “the Centres of Excellence cannot feed the gap in a capability that 

we have, as NATO. They can support us to fill a gap” (IS6, para. 63).   

80% of the generals consent that the status of COEs being outside the NCS is beneficial, thereby 

contradicting the debate on more formalization. The argument in favour of COE independence has been 

further elaborated by some generals, who see an opportunity in using COEs to bridge the principle of 

consensus in NATO.   

“And quite frankly without all the consensus problem, I brought problems outside, I took them outside 
of NATO. I had a saying that said, ‘Nothing gets done inside NATO but nothing lasts outside NATO.’ So 
what I was able to do was take the problem (…) outside of consensus, you'd get real experts from the 
nations who would share, come out with the document and then we would bring it back into the NATO 
approval process, so that everyone agreed to it and it became institutionalized” (IS4, para. 23).  

“Here we can really not override that, but move forward without this I would say this obstacle. At a 
certain stage, we know that we will have to be consensus, but there is a time for reflection, for 
thinking, for sharing in a very open way. Where you don’t need a consensus, only the consensus of the 
willing parties, and then afterwards you build something consensual, but build on a very solid ground” 
(IS7, para. 26).  

The two examples bring the strategic value of COEs into a new perspective. It is not only that the 

organisations employ flat hierarchies and are more flexible in their working mechanisms, they can further 

be used to build consensus among the SN as a ‘small NATO’ in their functional domain. The examples also 

                                                           
51 SHAPE – Supreme Headquarters Allied Powers Europe 



Chapter 4 

119 

highlight the importance to reintegrate COE products into formal processes to become accepted. Also this 

thought contradicts the previous debate on more formalization, which would take away this alternative 

form to reach agreements. 

One explanation for the heterogeneous perceptions on COEs by senior officers is the cognition to 

comprehend a new organisational form outside the normal hierarchies. No general is used to a resource 

he cannot task, steer, or command directly. Another quite simple but logical reason is the recent 

establishment of the COEs, resulting in liability of newness (Freeman, Carroll and Hannan 1983: 692), 

paired with the normal degree of resistance to change and new practices (Marquis and Lounsbury 2007). 

This was acknowledged by the previous commander at HQ SACT. “I feel that we are just beginning to 

understand the enormous potential that the centres represent together. Centres of Excellence own a 

unique role for NATO and they constitute a wonderful reservoir of expertise that contributes to the 

progress of our transformation” (Paloméros 2014a). Such statements by senior decision makers 

demonstrate the necessity to employ rhetoric and narratives to create a shared understanding between 

the actors of the field (Greenwood and Suddaby 2006). Reoccurring interaction between the COEs and 

senior officers at the COE directors conference and the annual Chief of Transformation Conference 

provide suitable fora to convey such rhetoric, following the principle that “the edifice of legitimations is 

built upon language” (Berger and Luckmann 1966: 82). However, rhetoric only forms the symbolic part of 

institutions that need to be reflected and reproduced in material practices. Hence, it is important to show 

how the work of COEs can contribute to the main policy initiatives of NATO transformation, namely Smart 

Defence and the CFI. Since both initiatives aim at increased cooperation and effectiveness for 

interoperability of NATO and national armed forces, the contribution of COEs is the harmonization work 

on specific subjects by knowledge exchange among member nations.      

A major obstacle on that road is the absence of a strategic document on the utility of COEs in NATO. The 

COEs, their conceptual documents, and the governance structure exist for twelve years, but without 

strategic guidance. This lack of strategy and priorities was already reflected during the debate on the 

FOGO champions and the RFS. A clear statement of one representative at the 2015 COE directors’ 

conference is a case in point: “How can you add value when you don’t know what NATO is heading to? A 

bit more commanders’ guidance would help the COEs in that case” (personal communication, COE 

directors conference 2015). Such a COE strategy can only be drafted at NATO headquarters in Brussels or 

at the two strategic commands.  
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4.5 Discussion    

In conclusion of this chapter, the institutional context of NATO transformation, the establishment process 

of the COEs, their governance structure, and the strategic perceptions are discussed in relation to the 

theoretical considerations and the research questions. Focus of this chapter was the macro- and meso-

level of analysis. Starting with the institutional environment of NATO transformation, the proliferation of 

COEs, and their organisational characteristics have been analysed to further define the organisational field 

in relation to the underlying institutional logics. This was followed by the discussion of the governance 

structure to show the different mechanisms of coordination between the actors of the empirical field. 

Together, with the strategic perception of COEs in NATO, the results provide an answer to RQ1 of this 

study. Moreover, the analysis of this chapter provides an understanding of the nature of actors and 

organisations involved, which is needed to evaluate the COE´s role for multinational knowledge 

management in NATO.   

4.5.1 COEs as Example for the Creation of a New Organisational Field in NATO 

COE establishment took place in the framework of NATO’s continuous political and strategic reorientation 

after the Cold War, known as transformation. This process is characterized by structural changes with 

tremendous reductions of the NCS, but also by a series of policy initiatives to form lean and efficient forces 

based on multinational cooperation. Those changes on the societal level can influence the development 

of distinct organisational forms on the industry level as shown by Haveman and Rao (1997). 

Transformation provides a logic for sensemaking and guiding actor’s behaviour in NATO and thereby sets 

the institutional frame for the development of the COEs as new organisational forms in NATO. The 

sequence of events that resulted in the current state shows the importance to look at change instead of 

persistence and stability for the analysis of NATO from an institutional perspective (Menon and Welsh 

2011). The development further demonstrated an increased need for cooperation and knowledge 

exchange among NATO members, due to technological advance and shrinking financial resources. The 

COEs can contribute to fill this gap by being intended for multinational work on a specific subject.  

Two strands of research are focusing on institutional construction and institutional change: natural- and 

agent-based accounts. Naturalistic approaches view institutional development as “natural and undirected 

process” (Strang and Sine 2002: 502), agency-based approaches highlight the importance of power and 

self-interest for institutional construction (DiMaggio 1988). At the beginning, COE development has been 

managed by an informal staff element, with a strongly influence of few institutional entrepreneurs, 
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preceding the current COE section at HQ SACT. For a military environment, associated with command and 

control and regulation, this is surprising and further emphasizes the role of the actors involved. “Field-

level institutional entrepreneurs create or significantly transform institutional frameworks of rules, 

norms, and/or belief systems either working within an existing organisation field or creating frameworks 

for the construction of a new field” (Scott: 2014: 117). Entrepreneurs must have the social positions 

(Battilana 2006) to exert power and interest over the field at a given point in time, including resources, 

and a sense for the ‘social game’ (Fligstein 2001). At HQ SACT, COEs have been utilized by strategic leaders 

such as General Soligan that wanted ‘to get things done’ by avoiding the slow processes and consensus of 

NATO structures. Exertion of strategic support was also important to advertise the organisations on senior 

executive level. 

“But I can tell you that it would work from Giambastiani, to Smith, to Mattis, to Abrial 
(Commanders HQ SACT). Each one of them didn't have a good appreciation until we were able to 
show the value of the Centers of Excellence. So to them it, it was out there but they didn't really 
understand what they could really bring. And once you showed them and once you explained it 
they were big champions” (IS4, para. 71). 

On the working level, the COE section was the place were organisational creation and shaping of the COE 

landscape took place. At the beginning, institutional designers were guided by norms of appropriateness 

and did not act instrumentally (Pierson 2004: 110). They rather exploited an opportunity and used the 

momentum, but were conscious about their role in shaping the field: “this is why they call me the 

godfather of COEs” (personal communication, HQ SACT, May 2015). This rather flexible and undirected 

growth has resulted in a high degree of COE independence, which is an enabler for independent thinking 

and the exchange of ideas.   

Since 2009, the process of institutionalization was marked by increasing formalization. The COE section 

conveyed the new developments through narrative creation (Lounsbury and Glynn 2001), use of rhetoric 

in various settings of field actors (Greenwood and Suddaby 2006), and the production, distribution and 

consumption of texts (Phillips, Lawrence and Hardy 2004). Examples for that are the aforementioned 

reoccurring fora, the COE catalogue, the various templates on MOUs, and organisational scripts and 

guidelines for administration (ACT 2011b; 2012; 2013b; 2013c; 2013e; 2014a; 2015a; 2015b; 2015c; 

2015d; 2015e; 2015f; 2016; NATO 2013b). This demonstrates that institutions are crafted by actors in 

response to recurrent problems for which no existing ‘off-the-shelf’ solutions are available. Main result of 

the institutionalization process are the formal coordination elements of the governance structure. 

Therefore, COE establishment provides an example for Scott’s theoretical argumentation that “the 
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development of such templates or archetypes and the specification of their structural characteristics, 

utilities, capabilities and identities has taken place over many years but, once established, they provide 

cultural models for the rapid molding of other similar forms” (Scott 2014: 89). Institutional entrepreneurs 

are also bound by limitations, because institutional arrangements invariably have multiple effects, which 

may be unexpected, unintended, or unwelcome (Pierson 2004: 109). For example, the growth of COEs 

and their staff was both, unexpected and unintended. While COEs are further compensating gaps in the 

NCS, some perceive this development as competition for resources and as establishment of a ‘shadow 

NCS’. In comparison to the flexible nature of the organisations, the formal coordination elements are not 

dysfunctional, but can be a constraint to knowledge exchange. If coordination and processes are an end 

in itself, this will draw away resources from the focus on subject related work.    

In the institutional literature the development of new organisational forms is closely linked to the concept 

of legitimacy. Organisations and their structural forms are developing in context of the social or 

institutional conditions present at the time of establishment. Stinchcombe identified this for the growth 

of universities in the United States during the main period from 1870 to 1900 (1965: 151). While Thornton, 

Ocasio and Lounsbury label this observation as historic contingency of institutions (2012: 12), Scott 

describes it as an “imprint” of the characteristics at the founding period to avoid the costs of developing 

alternative approaches (Scott 2014: pp. 193). Accreditation and certification procedures are further 

indicators for legitimacy (Ibid: 163). Ruef and Scott (1998) found that those organisations lacking 

accreditation in the health care sector are seen as suspect and not eligible for government funding. Also 

customers perceive certified companies as more legitimate (Walgenbach 2000). Proliferation of the same 

organisational type in a short period fortifies structural templates and increases legitimacy (Carroll and 

Hannan 1989). A fourth influencing role is attested to social and cultural entrepreneurs, which shape the 

process of founding by agenda setting and mediation (Boeker 1989; Johnson 2007). Zimmerman and Zeitz 

(2002) highlight the relevance of legitimacy for new organisations, Aldrich and Fiol have argued that 

entrepreneurial awareness of legitimacy is important in that context and can be gained by employing 

symbolic language and consistent communication (1994: pp. 652).  

According to Deephouse and Suchman, legitimacy is provided by legitimacy agents, legitimacy mediators, 

and legitimacy guidelines (2008: 69). For COEs, the agents that confer legitimacy are the MC and HQ SACT, 

because they developed the criteria for accreditation and administer the process (Durand and McGuire 

2005). The COE section acts as legitimacy mediator by conveying explicit and implicit assessments in form 

of the PA, the different fora, and templates. Legitimacy guidelines are described as the intangible social 
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rules that provide legitimacy (Deephouse and Suchman 2008: 69), which are deeply rooted in the military 

profession. A similar military culture across NATO member nations provides a common belief system. All 

actors, the MC, the staff at HQ SACT, and the COEs share similar norms and social rules that translate into 

the underlying constitutive schema of the logic of transformation. Therefore, and despite being a new 

type of military organisations, the COEs have received a high degree of legitimacy from the beginning, 

because they resemble the greater military cultural environment and receive normative support through 

accreditation. COEs also receive cultural support by their environment (Meyer and Scott 1983: 201) in 

being perceived as “success story” (personal communication, ACT, May 2015) by their main legitimacy 

agent. Specialized competence centres fit HQ SACT’s rationale of being the transformational engine in 

NATO (ACT 2015a). Mediation efforts towards the customers in the NATO Command Structure 

materializes in the guidelines and directives that formulate the formal coordination elements, executed 

by the COE section. This strategy of collective marketing and lobbying (Aldrich and Fiol 1994: 663) leads 

to increased acceptance of COEs as ‘natural’ partners to consult in their professional domains, which is 

supported by the growing numbers of requests to the organisations. It further demonstrates that actions 

by institutional entrepreneurs are shaped by greater institutional logics (Marquis and Lounsbury 2007). 

For the COEs themselves, support by advocates and growing legitimacy is an important factor to get 

involved into NATO-wide projects within their subject matter. Unknown and unrecognized organisations 

are easily excluded from important information or left aside altogether. Therefore, legitimacy is a 

precondition for COEs to being recognized in their field of expertise and consequently act as a forum for 

multinational knowledge exchange.    

One characteristic that does not support the strong legitimacy is the COEs’ exclusion from formal 

hierarchies, which is a core principle of military culture. A result are the ambiguous opinions on 

formalization by senior leaders and the uncertainties within the NCS on how to utilize the COEs. On the 

other hand, the COE members share the same social background. Thus, a high degree of appropriate 

behaviour and compliance can be expected without formal hierarchies. Therefore, it can be argued that 

more regulation is not necessary, because decisions are constructed within the same belief system and 

predetermined (Suchman 1995: 576). For example, the PA functions on basis of binding expectations that 

the organisations comply with NATO rules and regulations instead of being a coercive element with legal 

sanctions. This shows the strong and constraining forces of a symbolic environment (Ibid). Such normative 

governance systems often substitute regulative systems in transnational organisations with a utilization 

of MOUs and other soft elements instead of hierarchies and law (Mörth 2004). Coordination, agenda 

setting, and fora to propose and disseminate desirable practices are the mechanisms and carriers to 
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convey this form of governance (Jacobsson and Sahlin-Andersson 2006). Examples are the directors’ 

conferences, programme of work meetings, and the fora of legal advisors and financial controllers. The 

COE section usually functions as broker or intermediate to coordinate the information flow in those 

networks. It is the normative execution of coordination that permits COEs to deviate from established 

practices by rejecting RFS and following individual trends of organisational structure and coordination.  

In summary, the development process of COEs is an example for the creation of a new and alternative 

type of international military organisations in NATO without precedents. Starting as a bottom-up 

development from an idea of multinational cooperation and driven by institutional entrepreneurship, 

COEs have matured into an organisational field of 26 organisations, which is deeply rooted in the 

institutional environment of NATO transformation. This common belief systems conveys strong legitimacy 

to the COEs, which can be considered as accepted structures. Attributes of accreditation and 

acknowledgement by normative authorities provide positive indicators for organisational survival (Scott: 

2014). Such institutional anchorpoints are important enablers for COEs in their role as military knowledge 

centers. If they were neglected by the NATO Command Structure, the COEs would likely be excluded from 

relevant projects and their knowledge flows. In fact, no COE has ever been de-established and the field is 

still growing, which is an indirect measure for legitimacy and demonstrates that the COEs have overcome 

their liability of newness (Freeman, Carroll and Hannan 1983: 692). 

4.5.2 The COE Governance Structure 

One characteristic of an organisational field is a distinct governance structure. The discussion on the 

establishment of COEs in relation to their environment has revealed a process, starting with institutional 

entrepreneurship and few rules, towards increased formalization and legitimacy. This reciprocal 

development of institutionalized rules in the environment and organisational adoption (Meyer Rowan 

1977: 345) was also shaping the governance structure. Growing numbers of COEs and increasing requests 

for support required additional coordination. From the organisational field perspective, governance 

mechanisms represent growing interaction between the actors, shaping their awareness to participate in 

a field, and consequently result in institutionalization through reproduction of practices (DiMaggio 1983: 

150; DiMaggio and Powell 1983: 148). The first research interest of this study was to analyse the 

coordination elements between COEs and their stakeholders, to better understand the interaction 

patterns among the organisations on the field level.  
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RQ1: What is the institutionalized framework COEs are operating in and how does 

coordination between NATO, the COEs, and their Sponsoring Nations work?  

The analysis has shown that the coordination elements of the governance structure have been developed 

in interdependency to growing numbers of COEs and growing numbers of RFS. Despite some critique, the 

COEs are following the different coordination means, which indicates their overall acceptance. This also 

accounts for the more recent meetings and processes. Therefore, the governance structure is an example 

for soft regulations instead of command authority. It initially followed a bottom up development that has 

been proliferated in different fora and was further established by the adaption of best practices. Fields 

that share such collectively agreed upon rules and practices to which their members adhere, are 

considered highly institutionalized (Rao, Morrill and Zald 2000).  

A comparison of the coordination elements between the COEs, their Sponsoring Nations, and HQ SACT 

and NATO bodies is outlined in table 4.4. Although two elements have already been stated in the COE 

concept, their formalization was only initiated in the 2009 directive (NATO 2009a). The other elements 

have been introduced as a response to the growing requirement for coordination. Most elements have a 

high degree of acceptance within the field and all are being continuously reproduced, once established. 

The combined elements of the governance structure between NATO bodies and COEs allows to shape and 

develop the field on the organisation- and society level of analysis. However, the limitation of the 

governance structure are that some elements receive limited support from the addressees, and all 

elements are lacking criteria to measure performance. Hence, it is not possible to assess how knowledge 

exchange works in the different projects, and if knowledge flows are targeted to the relevant addressees. 

Coordination between the SNs and COEs is mainly accomplished by the SC meetings on the level of the 

individual organisation. This form of coordination provides no indicators for knowledge exchange with 

other national staff elements. The German COE forum is a recent initiative that was established due to 

the strong national commitment to the concept.  
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Table 4.4: Comparison of Coordination Elements. 
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The strong legitimacy of COEs and the acceptance of the coordination elements support the initial 

institutional argumentation that organisations can rely on societally legitimated, rationalized myths that 

are apart from technical efficiency (Meyer and Rowan 1977: pp. 352). A strong indicator for that is the 

process-oriented composition of the POW that only allows quantitative assessments. In that regard, also 

the FOGO champion and the SME initiatives have failed to provide a qualitative twist of more prioritization 

to the POW. Thus, the POW becomes a ritualized form of report and accounts (Power 1997), instead of 

being an effective tool for request-based knowledge management. The other coordination elements, 

conferences, and templates have been designed for structural optimization, and have proven positive for 

the proliferation of best practices among the COEs, but that does not allow for drawing direct conclusions 

on organisational efficiency and outcome. Moreover, the introduction of efficiency criteria and a 

comparison of COEs is not intended (personal communication, ACT, May 2015). Consequently, this 

imposes the ‘so what’ question on the performance and added value of COEs, which has also been 

recognized at the COE section.   

“So I think we are not in a position to close the loop and to assess the impact of the COEs. Without 
doing that you don’t have a hard case for whoever you want to brief about how important is a COE. 
Because right now, the only fact I have to make the COEs important to whoever I brief is that the COEs 
have more than thousand billets, which is more than ACT. So the COEs are a bigger force than us, there 
are tremendous human resources there, the COEs work more than 600 projects a year. But I don’t 
have, the so what” (IW5, para. 52). 

The result that the analysis of the institutional environment, the establishment of COEs, and their 

governance structure does not allow for a conclusion on the effective contribution to multinational 

knowledge exchange and capability development, stresses the importance to expand the analysis on the 

micro perspective of the different COEs and their staff members.        

Another important result from the process of organisational development and the establishment of the 

governance structure is the interpretational sovereignty that the small COE section at HQ SACT has 

created over the organisational field. Being the broker between the COEs, SNs, and NATO bodies, the COE 

section has produced all scripts and templates for organisational development and structures, and is 

actively steering the interaction between the COEs by setting the agenda for the various conferences. This 

demonstrates how actors can secure the prerogative of interpretation with an opening move to exploit 

an environment that is not yet defined by efficiency criteria (Brockmann 1994: 300).    

http://www.dict.cc/englisch-deutsch/prerogative.html
http://www.dict.cc/englisch-deutsch/of.html
http://www.dict.cc/englisch-deutsch/interpretation.html
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4.5.3 Complementation and Competition of Institutional Logics 

From the institutional logics perspective this result uncovers a paradox. In the logic of transformation, 

COE steering by HQ SACT is a reasoned basis of attention to support transformation, reinforced by NATO 

accreditation. On the other hand, the logic of multinational cooperation was also influencing the 

development of the COEs, which was highlighted in the discussion of the German position. The SNs are 

the actors that negotiate the legal framework of any COE in the MOUs, and fully resource the COEs by 

providing infrastructure and personnel. Therefore, it is surprising that HQ SACT has been so dominantly 

leading the process of institutionalization. The SNs are only influencing the policy of the individual COEs 

they are participating in via the MOU and the SC meeting. The establishment of the governance structure 

and all coordination means of the organisational field has been left to HQ SACT. A first indicator for that 

was already placed in the COE concept by granting HQ SACT the coordinating authority (NATO 2003b: 3). 

Ratification of the concept occurred via the NATO consensus process of all member nations, which are 

identical to the SNs of the COEs. The only other attempt to gain some field level influence is the national 

COE forum that was established by Germany in 2014.  

There are two interpretations to explain this paradox. (1) The institutional logics of transformation and 

multinational cooperation are complementary because international cooperation and transformation 

mutually reinforce each other. This is supported by a statement on the original idea of COEs. “The concept 

of course came from the military committee. It came out with the idea of building international 

cooperation in addition to nation’s obligations to NATO” (IW10, para. 12). From the perspective of military 

culture, one can further argue that the constituting military principles and values are timeless and exist 

independent of specific organisational structures, policies, or alliances (Brockmann 1994: 285). In that 

case there would be no paradox since NATO and transformation are a consequence of multinational 

cooperation. (2) The process of COE development resembles a bottom up initiative, which nobody 

expected to grow into the dimension it has today. Participation in COEs is opportune due to the 

comparably low investment. However, economic constraints have led to tremendous budget cuts in many 

nations, leading to the question at what expense nations are willing to sustain COEs in times of scarce 

resources? COEs are voluntary contributions by nations that are only based on MOUs and not on 

international treaties. Although no COE has been de-established, the SN hold the authority to withdraw 

from the MOU at any time. From this perspective the strong commitment is indeed paradox. COEs are 

subject to an additional diffusion of resources besides the national armed forces and the contributions to 

the NCS, a critique that was also labelled as ‘PE-thieves’ by one senior decision maker in NATO. Hence, 
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the resistance in NATO can be argued as socially structured by competing logics, thereby defining a 

dimension of conflict in the organisational field (Marquis and Lounsbury 2007: 815). A continuation of 

shrinking resources would further fuel this clash between the logic of transformation and the logic of 

multinational cooperation. Moreover, the discussion would benefit from additional comparative research 

on national incentives to join COEs, and other multinational defence initiatives.  

The past decade has shown that COEs have become an increasingly accepted alternative organisational 

form in the context of NATO transformation, which supports the argumentation of little competition 

between the institutional logics. Their popularity is accompanied by the unique characteristic of being 

hybrid military organisations that remain outside a direct chain of command and stand in between NATO 

and the SNs. While this is alien and even paradox for hierarchy-driven military structures, it enables them 

to engage with a broad spectrum of actors, unrestricted from political sensitivities. It further results in a 

freedom to explore subject matters with a high degree of specialization on relatively little expenses. This 

flexibility enables the COEs, better than any other military organisation, to discuss new concepts, and to 

share knowledge among NATO, their Sponsoring Nations, and other non-military actors. The variety of 

actors, perspectives, and sources of knowledge further put the COEs in a position to timely adopt to 

changing technological and security requirments. Therefore, COEs answer the desideratum to increase 

defence networks, accentuated by the Dutch Chief of Defence: “The future force we need is a deeply 

networked and networking force, a force that is embedded in an ecosystem that involves us all: 

governmental agencies, IOs and NGOs, industries and researchers and other stakeholders” (Middendorp 

2015). This quote almost literally restates the encouragement to engage with a broad spectrum of entities 

outlined in the COE concept (NATO 2003b).  

Institutions are composed of symbolic and material elements that are entangled and constitutive of each 

other, the first providing ideation and meaning, the latter structures and practices (Thornton, Ocasio and 

Lounsbury 2012: 10). Institutionalization is the reproduction of symbolic and material elements of 

institutions by societal, organisational, and individual actors. The application of institutional logics 

demonstrates that the symbolic elements of institutions on the macro level have been aligned with the 

material content by adoption and reproduction in organisational practices. The COEs embody the ideal of 

transformation and multinational cooperation, and the policy initiatives of Smart Defence and the CFI on 

the organisational level. Therefore, the combined analysis of the macro- and meso-level further 

demonstrates the explanatory power of the institutional logics perspective when looking at subsidiary 

structures, in contrast to theoretical approaches that are only focusing on the policy or macro level.  



Chapter 4 

130 

The logic of transformation provides a link between the levels of analysis, which works both ways. 

Materialization of policy in organisational structures conveys additional legitimacy to the overall concept 

of transformation. In fact, most COEs have been established long before initiatives such as Smart Defence 

or the CFI came on the political agenda in NATO. Moreover, the material development of organisational 

practices by far exceeded the expectations behind the symbolic concept. Hence, NATO can utilize the 

COEs as tools for these transformational initiatives that should increase synergies and thereby reduce 

costs by increased multinational cooperation. Effective knowledge management will arguably be a key 

indicator for their success. This development also leads to the difficulty of ambiguity in the strategic 

perception on COEs that may weaken the logic of transformation. Evidence for this is the lack of a strategy 

for COEs in NATO, which appears negligent against the background that COEs combine an amount of 

expertise and repository of knowledge that surpasses HQ SACT. This has also been recognized by the COEs. 

“Wir lassen nahezu 800 Dienstposten frei im Weltall. Das kann kreativen Impetus haben. Es kann aber 

auch wie bei Neutronenbeschuss in alle Richtungen davon gehen und nach meinem Dafürhalten geht es 

momentan mit wenigen Ausnahmen in alle Richtungen davon”52 (C2_6, para. 63). Ironically, one could ask 

the question if transformational policies are ever intended to materialize. If the work of COEs is no longer 

linked to policy initiatives, it is difficult to align the symbolic and material dimension of the logic of 

transformation.  

The analysis of the development of the organisational field of COEs has shown a process of 

institutionalization that resulted in continuous proliferation of COEs, and a governance structure to 

systemize coordination and interaction between the organisations. From a macro-level perspective, field 

creation was guided by a logic of transformation and a logic of multinational cooperation, demonstrating 

institutional complexity and pluralism (Greenwood et al. 2010; Daudigeos, Boutinot and Jaumier 2013). 

While the transformational logic has largely shaped the field by the development and knowledge 

monopole of the main institutional agent, the COE section at HQ SACT, multinational cooperation is 

equally important as rationale of national participation in COEs on the macro level. Therefore, both logics 

are largely complementary in shaping the field of COEs. However, increasing resource competition caused 

by shrinking defence budgets may result in future rivalry. If COEs remain without a strategic direction the 

SNs may perceive their investment as purposeless for NATO transformation. In that case, the nations have 

little influence on field level agenda setting, which might result in decreasing support to the concept. The 

                                                           
52 Translation by the author: We leave almost 800 positions alone and free-standing. This can give a fresh impetus, 
but in can also scatter in all direction. To my belief it does scatter in all directions with only a few exceptions.    
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analysis of the macro- and meso-level exclude the perspective of the individual COE. A closer look inside 

the organisations is not only necessary to answer the ‘so what’ question on COE contributions that is not 

part in the pure quantitative coordination processes, a micro perspective further uncovers the underlying 

logics that are constituent for the organisations and may result in individual responses within the field 

(Scott 2014: 200). 
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5 The Micro Perspective of Eight COEs  

The analysis of the development of COEs has shown how a new organisational type was created in NATO. 

Morevover, the COEs have grown into a mature and accepted field of alternative international military 

organisations. Institutional theory was used to explain how this development followed the logics of 

transformation and multinational cooperation. The analysis could further show how coordination 

between the COEs, NATO, and their Sponsoring Nations is organised. However, this macro-level analysis 

failed to explain how the COEs can effectively contribute to multinational knowledge exchange and 

capability development.  

Consequently, the analytical perspective has to shift focus on the micro-level of the individual COEs and 

their members to examine how they increase and share knowledge, thereby leading to the creation of 

new organisational practices and routines. This main research interest is addressed in chapters five and 

six to answer the research questions two and three. 

• RQ2: How can COEs act as vehicles for the coordination of knowledge transfer between NATO 

and the Sponsoring Nations? 

• RQ3: What are the roles of Communities of Practice for knowledge exchange and improvement 

of capabilities in the working processes of COEs?  

To answer the research questions it is necessary to analyse how knowledge management is organised by 

military officers within the different COEs, and how each organisation contributes to the creation of new 

practices and routines, the exchange of ideas, and the development of their specific subject areas.  

This will be explained by adopting a micro-perspective of institutional theory, which allows for including 

and highlighting the role of individual actors in carrying institutional logics through reproduction of 

organisational practices by their daily activities and routines (Powell and Colyvas 2008: 277). Sensemaking 

by individuals results into the materialization of meaning and enables or constrains action and identity 

(Mills 2003: 35; Weick, Sutcliffe and Obstfeld 2005: 409). The resulting action patterns and routines reflect 

larger society-level logics and beliefs, translated into local circumstances. To gain further insights into 

those processes, it is important to focus on traditions and stories (Weick 1995) that form the foundation 

of organisational narratives and practices, and guide sensemaking, decision making, and attention 

(Thornton, Ocasio and Lounsbury 2012). This framework is applied to analyse how the officers at each 

COE develop routines and organise knowledge management and capability development.   
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Further conceptualization on the micro-foundations of institutional theory with the central element of 

embedded agency within the ILP (Ibid: 90) is provided in 5.1. The key focus is on the social actors that are 

guided by institutional logics and shape organisational practices. The majority of actors in the empirical 

field of NATO COEs belongs to the military profession, whose characteristics are outlined in 5.2. This sets 

the frame for the core part of this study: the inductive case study analysis of the eight sample COEs. I 

present the results as follows:  

(1) Overview of the analysis criteria derived from the institutional logics and coding of the material  

(2) Display of each case study in alphabetical order  

(3) Case study comparison (Chapter 6) 

(4) Deriving conclusions from the combined findings of the micro-level, the organisational field- and 

society level (meso- and macro) (Chapter 6) 

Ilustrative case studies are particularly valuable to enable readers to focus on the conceptual relationships 

in an empirical setting of real-life situations (Siggelkow 2007). Hence, the display of data includes the self-

perception of COE staff on the organisation’s focus of attention, practical examples of coordination and 

knowledge management in formal and informal settings, and personal accounts on identity. Thereby, the 

analysis of the individual COEs uncovers their organisational practices and how they shape the material 

content of institutions by continuous reproduction; or in practical terms: the contribution of COEs to 

knowledge exchange and capability development. To provide a link between the theoretical categories of 

institutional logics and the content of organisational practices, each case study analysis is structured along 

the parameters outlined in table 5.1. The practices and routines of knowledge management and capability 

development at COEs can be both, enabled and constrained by institutions. Variation in organisational 

practices will uncover the influence of different institutional logics on individual and organisational 

behaviour, demonstrating institutional complexity. This shows the exchangeable character of theoretical 

categories in the ILP and their interrelations to institutional orders (Thornton, Ocasio and Lounsbury 2012: 

pp. 59), which, in combination, provide the toolbox that can be broken up and rearranged into different 

logics like Lego™ Bricks.  
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Table 5.1: Theory Derived Analysis Criteria and Codes. 

Theoretical category Material content and practices 
(logic dependent)  

Codes from data analysis/ other sources 

Event sequencing  Constituting events for the COE Historic origin; location; COE development;    
COE website and documents 

Basis of attention Functional domain Distinction of domain; profession 
Basis of mission Capability development in the 

functional domain 
COE products/outputs; Stakeholder; COE 
mission statements 

Basis of strategy Examples of main activities 
 

Working environment; COE 
products/outputs; return of investment  

Coordination of 
practice creation  

Formal and informal 
mechanisms of knowledge 
exchange for capability 
development. Contributions to 
NATO and the SN 

Communication tools; communities/ 
networks 

Institutional 
entrepreneurs 

Special contributions through 
pioneers 

No a priori allocation 

Sources of authority Recognition as competence 
centre; human capital of the 
profession  

Domain leader; Recognition; Visibility; 
profession; quality of personnel; rotation   

Sources of identity  Identity and organisational 
maturation 

Identity; COE development; role 
understanding; alumni; individual 
development; COE vision documents    

Sources of legitimacy Compliance with COE concept; 
recognition by customers 

Stakeholder; relation to HQ SACT; relation 
to SN  

Logic of investment  What is the rationale/guiding 
logic of actors to invest?  

Relation to SN; inexpensive investment; 
Individual development; COE maturation  

 

The display of the case studies determines the further structure of the chapter.   

5.3 Command & Control Centre of Exellence (C2 COE) 

5.4 Cooperative Cyber Defence Centre of Excellence (CCD COE) 

5.5 Civil-Military Cooperation Centre of Excellence (CCOE) 

5.6 Centre of Excellence for Operations in Confined and Shallow Waters (CSW COE) 

5.7 Joint Air Power Competence Centre (JAPCC) 

5.8 Joint Chemical Biological Radiological & Nuclear Defence Centre of Excellence (JCBRN COE) 

5.9 Centre of Excellence for Military Medicine (MILMED COE) 

5.10 Naval Mine Warfare Centre of Excellence (NMW COE) 
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5.1 Micro Foundations of Institutional Theory 

Micro foundations of institutional theory focus on how institutional logics enable and constrain practice 

creation and routines by social actors. Cultural, interpretive, and social factors guide and influence 

individual actors in their decision making by providing regularities and action patterns (Biggart and 

Beamish 2003: 444). This concept, also referred to as embedded agency is a central part of the ILP 

(Thornton, Ocasio and Lounsbury 2012: 90) that defines the actor-centered strand of research in 

institutional theory. According to Friedland and Alford, individual behaviour is nested within organisations 

and institutions (1991: 242). Thornton, Ocasio and Lounsbury used this stance to develop a micro theory 

of institutional logics. According to the authors, the micro-perspective demonstrates how institutional 

logics are culturally embodied in the identities of social actors and provide scripts for organising activities 

and channeling interests that lead to reproduction and transformation of institutional logics (2012: pp. 

80). Palmer, Biggart and Dick also highlight the importance of a micro-perspective and propose to develop 

it along five lines: (1) focus on the professions including employee selection, training and leadership; (2) 

theorize the role of individuals as institutional entrepreneurs; (3) examine the cultural-cognitive 

components decision makers use for sensemaking of the institutional environment; (4) comparative 

analysis of conventions in different institutionalized fields to identify how actors find solutions; and (5) 

the development of a more active understanding of institutionalization processes (2008: pp. 749). The 

incorporation of this micro-perspective in the analysis is of vital importance to demonstrate how 

multinational knowledge exchange is organised and performed inside the COEs. This includes the military 

officers as actors that are exchanging knowledge between NATO and their national armed forces, and a 

detailed look on how different projects lead to capability development and the creation of knowledge.    

The ILP largely combines these proposed elements because “organisational actors are culturally 

embedded in dominant institutional logics” (Thornton, Ocasio and Lounsbury 2012: 81), which implies 

that organisational decisions and actions will also lead to continuous reproduction of institutional logics. 

Consequently, social actors form an active part in shaping the institutional environment between the 

macro and the micro level of analysis. This reciprocal action has been theorized by Coleman (1990: 12) in 

the following way and is visualized in figure 5.1:     

o Macro to macro: institutional logics shape organisational structures and practices 

o Macro to micro: institutional logics shape the focus of attention 

o Micro to micro: focus of attention shapes decision making and practice creation 

o Micro to macro: decisions affect organisational structures and practices  
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Figure 5.1: Linking Macro to Micro Processes Through Sensemaking. 

 

“Institutional logics provide building blocks for focusing attention through the set of social identities, 

goals, and schemata contained in each logic” (Thornton, Ocasio and Lounsbury 2012: 91). This micro 

perspective of institutional theory helps to develop the analytical narrative of the organisational practices 

and routines that are prescribed by institutional logics within the empirical field of COEs. The field is 

influenced and nourished by several institutional logics that derive from four orders of the inter-

institutional system (Chapter 2). The logics of transformation and multinational cooperation are expected 

to have a strong shaping influence from macro to macro, and from macro to micro, because they emerge 

from the institutional orders of the state. The corporate logic and the logic of professional excellence, 

which are expected to be more influential on the individual and organisation level, are more likely to work 

bottom up from micro – micro, and micro – macro, because of their origin in the institutional orders of 

the profession and community. These are the processes in which actors refine and develop COE identities 

and narratives that direct the attention of professionals towards practices and routines shaped through 

professional networks and communities of practice. Consequently, it is the micro-level where capability 

development and knowledge exchange primarily take place. Being new and particularly autonomous 

actors in NATO, COEs can mobilize fresh ideas and serve as catalysts for the creation of new routines and 

practices. Social actors become actively involved in institutional change because they are embedded in 

institutions. Hence, “logics, organisational practices, and social interactions mutually reinforce each other 

so that social reproduction is highly likely” (Thornton, Ocasio and Lounsbury 2012: 99). 

Shaping of 
organisations 
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The understanding of micro processes benefits from linking institutional theory and sensemaking (Weber 

and Glynn 2006). Sensemaking is primarily a theory on the processes how individual actors deal with 

ambiguity by creating meaning from events. This is an everyday life situation that provides answers to the 

question “what’s the story here” or “what does an event mean” (Weick, Sutcliffe and Obstfeld 2005: 410). 

Sensemaking processes consists of seven categories: identity construction, retrospective (of experience), 

enactment of environment, social, ongoing, focused on cues, and driven by plausibility (Weick 1995: 

Chapter 2). Weick describes that “the organism or group enacts equivocal raw talk, the talk is viewed 

retrospectively, sense is made of it, and this sense is stored as knowledge in the retention process. The 

aim of each process has been to reduce equivocality and to get some idea of what has occurred” (Weick 

1995: 134). The nature of sensemaking processes is not only ongoing, momentarily and local, it is also 

generated by subtle notions of cues, vocabulary, and experiences (Weick, Sutcliffe and Obstfeld 2005: 

410). Consequently, sensemaking processes are part of cultural beliefs and identities, which highlights the 

link to institutional logics. Because reproduction of routines and practices is the essential outcome of 

enactments (Magala 1997: 325), sensemaking becomes “the feedstock of institutionalization” (Weick 

1995: 36). Therefore, it is important to analyse what is guiding the focus of attention of the officers at the 

COEs. What are subjects they attend to? Which means of interaction guides their working routines? How 

do they generate new knowledge and capabilities? What are the mechanisms for knowledge exchange? 

These important questions are the basis for the micro-level analysis of the different organisations and 

individual actors.    

On the other hand, organisations need to be understood in their wider social and cultural context (Scott 

2014), which is defined by institutions. This leads to the link from macro to micro in which institutions also 

influence sensemaking, both by cognitive constraints that lead to homogeneity and regularity, and by 

priming and triggering meaning creation (Weber and Glynn 2006: 1654). Consequently Weber and Glynn 

appeal to reverse Weick’s statement and argue that “institutions may be the feedstock for sensemaking” 

(Ibid: 1655). Also this perspective relates back to the ILP. Individuals and organisations follow the 

prescriptions of different coexisting or competing logics, but are confronted with ambiguity that requires 

sensemaking. Moreover, sensemaking is about labeling and categorizing to integrate past experiences 

into the process (Weick, Sutcliffe and Obstfeld 2005: 411). Categories are socially defined and adapted to 

local circumstances as shown in the construction of institutional logics. Thus, institutions form the building 

blocks for sensemaking (Weber and Glynn 2006: 1644).   
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In this process, sensemaking provides the background for the concept of attention (Weick, Sutcliffe and 

Obstfeld 2005: 419), which further helps to understand the cognitive perspective in organisational 

decision making (Ocasio 1997; 2011: 1286). Since most organisations are subject to the institutional 

complexity of different institutional logics, their focus of attention can vary. COEs direct their attention to 

the different directions of developing their capability, exchanging knowledge among NATO and nations 

through their officers, being a political tool for multinational cooperation, or to contribute to NATO 

transformation. This range of attentional foci follows different and sometimes even competing intra-

organisational directions. Ocasio proposes that “the attentional perspectives of organisational decision 

makers are embedded in industry structure (industry velocity), cultural structure (institutional logics), and 

social structure (top management team demography)” (2011: 1292).   

Therefore, the attentional perspective of a COE defines how work is organised, which follows a distinct 

language and practice. Practices are shaped by conventions and related concepts, such as habits, customs, 

routines, and standards that help to organise and coordinate action in predictable ways, which can happen 

both conscious and tacit (Biggart and Beamish 2003: 444). More precise, “conventions are shared 

templates for interpreting situations and planning courses of action in mutually comprehensible ways that 

involve social accountability, that is, they provide a basis for judging the appropriateness of acts by self 

and others” (Ibid). The social construction of such arrangements and practices helps to deal with 

uncertainty. They become institutionalized and maintain or reproduce institutional beliefs when they 

solidify through individual action at the micro level. Professional networks or communities of practice are 

developing practices into customs, and conventions can turn into standards (Brunssun and Jacobsson 

2002). Scripts and templates can lead to new organisational forms. Hence, such conventions are 

“institutional theory writ small” (Biggart and Beamish 2003: 457).  

Because such social interactions are part of formal or informal organisations or interorganisational 

relationships (Thornton, Ocasio and Lounsbury 2012: 102), it is particularly important to focus on the 

micro-level of the individual organisation, and closely observe how interactions of military officers at the 

COEs contribute to knowledge exchange and capability development through new routines. Beforehand, 

it is important to look at the characteristics of the main group of actors: the military officer, because 

models or institutional logics can only be understood within the social and environmental structure in 

which action takes place. 
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5.2 Individual Agents of NATO Transformation: The Military Officers 

“Organisations and/or the professionals within newly developing organisational fields can themselves 

have significant influence on defining the institutional logics that will become imprinted upon that sector” 

(Leicht and Fennell 2008: 434). This statement stresses the importance of a closer look at the social actors 

that define the institutional field. Professionals are the incumbents of occupations 

“a) whose work is defined by the application of theoretical and scientific knowledge to tasks tied to 
core societal values, b) where the terms and conditions of work traditionally command considerable 
autonomy and freedom from oversight, except peer representatives of the professional occupation, 
and c) where claims to exclusive or nearly exclusive control over a task domain are linked to the 
application of the knowledge imparted to professionals as part of their training” (Leicht and Fennell 
2008: 431; based on Leicht and Fennell 2001: pp. 25). 

These criteria of professionalism also apply for the military officer (Janowitz 1960; Huntington 1957; 1986; 

Moskos 1977). Especially education systems and career paths lead to the development of a distinct 

professional culture, resulting in similarities across occupational members. This forms a pool of 

exchangeable individuals with nearly similar orientations and dispositions (DiMaggio and Powell 1983: 

152). Moreover, individuals that share the same career path build occupational networks, which further 

increase the diffusion of appropriate normative behaviour through a “single mind set” (Galaskiewicz 1985: 

656). National military academies and NATO training centres are classical examples of schools that lead 

to socialization and continuous re-socialization of the military profession. This larger institutional context 

shapes the normative frame of values and taken-for-granted beliefs of occupational incumbents (Leicht 

and Fennel 2008: pp. 433). As a result, the military professionals are an extremely homogeneous group, 

also across nationalities of NATO member states. One example for that are historically developed 

hierarchies, which are imprinted in universal military ranks. Also education systems in military academies 

follow very similar patterns, and are further aligned by multinational education in NATO training centres 

and Professional Military Education institutes. Therefore, military socialization and culture is also 

imprinted in specific, coherent ways of organising that often become archetypes (Greenwood and Hinings 

1993). The size and structure of military units follows nearly identical patterns that are based on the core 

principle of hierarchy.  

Consequently, the empirical field of COEs has to be analysed in light of its constituting professionals. The 

fact that a large majority of COE staff are military officers indicates similar socialization and homogeneity. 

Although ten of the interviewees were civilians, five had previous military careers or have been socialized 

in NATO. Since COE staff is seconded from their national armed forces, the officers have followed similar 
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career paths (Jans and Schmidtchen 2002: pp. 81). Moreover, most positions in COEs are staff officer 

posts, which include the ranks of Major, Lieutenant Colonel, and Colonel. Hence, the professional 

experience of this group is relatively consistent between 15 and 35 years and an age span of 35 to 60. 

Careers are linear with limited options for side-entrance, which further marks a closed and exclusive 

group. Other characteristics of the distinct military culture are conservatism, security vetting, discipline, 

bureaucracy, tradition, and ceremonies. The overwhelming majority is male, only three interviewees were 

women (4%). This stresses the homogeneity within the military profession that forms the majority of COE 

staff, influenced by shared career paths, educational background, age, and gender (Jans 2014: 22) that 

are similar across nations (English 2004: 32). COE members are ‘typical’ staff officers.  

While military organisations have imitated each other over centuries in an isomorphic way (Farrell 1998: 

413), COEs deviate from this pattern, because they form a new type of international military organisations, 

which has been shown in the previous analysis. The absence of national hierarchies, voluntary 

participation, and loose steering by a board of directors, are key differences to traditional military 

structures and share similarities with civil organisations. This makes the field of COEs more fragmented, 

which is in contrast to the assumption of unified fields in the military (Pache and Santos 2010: 457). 

Consequently, highly socialized professionals are confronted with a novel way of organising, which is likely 

to increase their effects on shaping the institutional logics. This process occurs both on the level of the 

organisational field and at the micro level of the individual COE. A general influencing factor on the field 

level is the high amount of autonomy of COEs, being outside a direct chain of command. This is a 

tremendous increase of decision-making power as argued by an MOD official. “Wo darf ich heute noch 

etwas entscheiden? Selbst der Bataillonskommandeur kann nicht mehr viel entscheiden, der darf 

eigentlich nur noch beurteilen. Das ist schon eine große Entmündigung. Da muss man dann erstmal lernen, 

mit so einem freien Element umzugehen”53 (personal communication DEU MOD, June 2nd, 2015). The 

critical statement also demonstrates that military officers have less decision-making power in many areas 

than one would expect. Hence, the principally beneficial increase of authority also includes the challenge 

that actors need to comprehend the different circumstances. Another factor that imposes change on the 

professions, also common to civil organisations, is increasing globalization (Leicht and Fennel 2008: 442), 

which also affects COEs, through the organising principle of multinational cooperation. While the 

homogeneity among COE staff enables multinational work, the professionals need to move with their 

                                                           
53 Translation by the author: When can I take a decision nowadays? Even a battalion commander cannot decide 
much anymore, he is only allowed to evaluate. In principle this is a large incapacitation. So I need to learn how to 
cope with such an autonomous element.   
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families to different countries and sometimes remote areas. They further need to conduct their work in 

English. Thus, it can be expected that adoption to the new environment takes longer than in national 

positions.    

In addition to these general factors that influence professionals in the field of COEs, the distinct functional 

domain of each organisation is also influenced and shaped by actors. The observation of increasing 

specialization and service orientation within the professions (Scott 2008a: pp. 229), also occurred in the 

military with the RMA in the 1990s. Technological advance and a spread of capabilities led to more 

networked and specialized armed forces that rely on information technology (Demchak 2003). This 

development largely affects institutional logics on the individual level. The self-perception of soldiers is 

moving away from a specialist in combat to a sophisticated managerial technician (Moskos 2000: 19). 

Tension can be expected between the solution-oriented expert at the COEs, who identifies himself with 

the functional domain, and senior leaders at HQ SACT, bound by a more classic managerial, hierarchic 

understanding. This is reflected in the discussion between the military intellectual who works in an 

advisory role, and the generalist suited for command positons (Janowitz 1986). Although professional 

education leads to a small group of military intellectuals that hold a PhD, these are few in comparison to 

civilian professions with the exception of medicine and law. Aronsson and O’Donnell state that “NATO 

must ensure that a system is in its place to institutionalize lessons learned and guard NATO’s intellectual 

infrastructure” (2012: 10). COEs and their distinct practices are a practical example for specialization and 

military capability spread that could fulfill this role, but ironically, the COEs are outside the NCS.  

Being built around a distinct functional area, each COE somewhat represents a profession in its own. 

Routines and practices within this domain are diffused by previous experience, for example a career path 

and socialization in Military Medicine, Cyber, or CBRN defence. The professionals that follow this career 

path form the body of subject matter expertise and knowledge in their nations. Within the COE, the 

domain is further exploited and developed by organisational practices and multinational knowledge 

exchange in professional networks. COEs often use a wide range of partners that can include academia, 

the industry, and non-NATO nations. The practice is further developed and sustained by internal relational 

systems, such as experiential learning or on-the-job training. Professionals inevitably participate in 

practitioner communities, which is known as “legitimate peripheral participation” (Lave and Wenger 

1991: 29) and means that newcomers need to attend to the sociocultural practice of a community to 

master skill and knowledge. In order to be transported and reproduced, routines and practices need to 

be learned first. Knowledge should therefore not only be dependent on the national experts that are 
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currently posted at a given COE, but stored over time to become long-lasting institutional knowledge. This 

demonstrates the importance of the profession for this analysis. Being not only an institutional order in 

its own, professionals are also actors that actively shape and craft institutions by possession and 

reproduction of expert knowledge (Scott 2008a: 223) that is restricted to others (Leicht and Fennell 2001: 

pp. 25; Suchman 1989). In this context, the military officer closely links the institutional orders of the state 

and community to the professional one. This combination leads to the creation of meaning on different 

levels in the inter-institutional system.     

The influence of the professionals both on the organisational field and the micro level of the individual 

COE increases institutional complexity with complementary and competing effects on how professionals 

apply institutional logics (Scott 2008a: 232). Military officers, whether being senior decision makers on 

the society level, or experts for a distinct capability on the organisation level, are the individuals that 

reinforce or disrupt the institutional logics by creation of meaning and interpretation. The organisational 

field level follows the logics of transformation and multinational cooperation. At the micro level, 

professionals follow additional logics of professional excellence within the COE’s practice and a corporate 

logic formed by membership and organisational identity. How these practices are established and 

reproduced will be shown in the following case study analysis.  

5.3 Case 1: Command & Control Centre of Excellence (C2 COE) 

Event sequencing. The NATO Command and Control Centre of Excellence (C2 COE) was established by its 

Framework Nation, the Kingdom of The Netherlands, in 2007 and is located in Utrecht. The other seven 

SNs are Estonia, Germany, Norway, Slovakia, Spain, Turkey, and the United States of America. The overall 

participation is reflected in a Peacetime Establishment (PE) of 25 positions of which 20 were manned in 

2016 (ACT 2015b: 4). The basic parameters place the C2 COE among the older COEs with an average 

number of Sponsoring Nations. The overall number of PE-position and post vacancies is below average in 

comparison to the other COEs.  

According to C2 COE (2016), the Royal Netherlands Armed Forces have a strong focus on modern C2 

issues, which is structurally reflected in three national expert centres on the subject matter. This existent 

expertise preceded the initiative to offer the C2 COE to NATO. One interviewee confirmed this root of the 

COE. “It was established on a Dutch unit. They did have the C2 support unit in Ede (…). At that time there 

was a Norwegian liaison officer in that entity. The US had the same thing. So when it was established, 

naturally these nations participated” (C2_4, para. 61). While this indicates that the COE was deliberately 
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offered due to existent expertise on the subject matter, other arguments also stress a political reason as 

pointed out in two interviews. “The Netherlands claimed a position within HQ SACT (2 Star General), and 

in order to do so they have founded a COE” (C2_2, para. 75). Thus, the historic origin of the C2 COE is a 

mixture of existing national capabilities and political interests to increase influence in NATO. The COE was 

not established in response to an identified capability gap in NATO.   

Basis of attention. “Command and control (C2) encompasses the exercise of authority and direction by a 

commander over assigned and attached forces in the accomplishment of the mission” (NATO 

Standardization Agency 2011: 0147). The broad spectrum of this fundamental function includes 

information systems, communication, and human factors. Due to this complexity there is no commonly 

agreed definition of C2 in NATO. Acknowledging these diverse perceptions, the COE developed an own 

working definition that states C2 as “the exercise of authority by a properly designated commander over 

assigned and attached forces, performed through an arrangement of personnel, equipment, 

communications, facilities and procedures in the accomplishment of the mission” (C2 COE 2016). At the 

COE, the broad area of C2 is further streamlined by a designated focus on three areas: C2 processes and 

structures, information and knowledge management, and human factors. (Personal communication C2 

COE, May 2015). 

In the interviews 80% of the staff explicitly mentioned the broadness of C2. “C2 is nearly in everything. It 

is within the communications officers, it is within the operations officers and within the intelligence 

officers, it is with the S5 or G554, and it is with the commander himself” (C2_2, para. 73). As a result, it was 

critically mentioned that C2 is lacking a common understanding. “As of today, the topic itself, or the main 

theme of Command and Control is not so well defined” (C2_1, para. 8).  

The missing distinction of the functional domain of the C2 COE has several implications on what COE 

members attend to. First of all, it creates an internal process of sensemaking within the organisation. 

“There is no common opinion about what C2 is. Not within NATO, but also not in the center itself and 

there have been some attempts by some people to give a clear understanding on C2” (C2_2, para. 31). 

But also the current idea to focus on the three areas remains broad for the work of 22 staff members. 

  

                                                           
54 The terms S5 and G5 refer to the military staff function of planning at battalion, brigade and division level.   
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“Command and control processes and structures is about the organisational part of command and 
control. How effective and efficient is the organisation, the military organisation.  

The second part is how are you handling information? What kind of information do you need? How 
are you processing it? And how do you deliver that information to the commander so that he can make 
the right decision at the right time?  

Human factors is how the people interact with each other. It can be language, but it is also how they 
react with each other within that organisation. It has many dimensions to it. I fully realize these three 
areas are also huge. I think that you can have a complete COE on human factors if you want, but at 
least this brings some focus in the centre and we already are using these areas” (C2_3, para. 10). 

The lack of definition also effects for the external relations of the COE. “The C2 community of interest is 

like the whole subject C2 very broad and can differ a lot” (C2_3, para. 39). As a result, one officer stated 

that it is difficult to guide attention on relevant matters. “Our participation is more just attending to 

discussions and trying to contribute as much as possible. But because those discussions are quite broad, 

the contribution is not so much Command and Control related” (C2_1, para. 8). One area that is 

deliberately separated from the COE is the technical domain of C2. Here, the COE avoids a duplication 

with NATO’s Communications and Information Agency (NCIA), which focuses on C2 in the domain of 

information systems (NCIA 2015).  

The universal character of C2 as a joint capability, applicable to all military services and present on all 

levels, does not allow for a clear definition of the functional domain. This confronts the COE with the 

difficulty to act as a competence centre in a broad area with diverse perceptions, internally and externally. 

One officer pessimistically argued that “whenever it is spoken about Command and Control then usually 

the conclusion is that it is such a wide topic that you can't touch it. For me it is very difficult to accept this, 

because the information age has given us new tools and also the situation in security area has changed 

over time” (C2_1, para. 117). The universal character of C2 also prevents a competence buildup through 

clear career paths in which people work in the area for a long time. Thus, the rationale of behaviour and 

underlying logics that guide individual action and practice creation are likely to be defined within the COE 

and not beforehand.  

Basis of mission.  

“We support NATO, nations and international institutions/organisations with subject matter expertise 
on Command and Control. Our main level of interest is C2 at the Operational level with a focus on C2 
Processes and Structures, Information and Knowledge Management, and Human Factors (including 
Leadership)” (C2 COE 2016). 
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By including the three focal areas and further defining the main stakeholders and the level of engagement 

in the mission statement, C2 COE follows a combination of the logics of transformation and professional 

excellence. COE staff highlights interoperability, leadership, and information management as the core 

topics they should attend to. “We are not producing some furniture or whatever. We are actually staying 

in the information domain. And if you look that there can be information consumers or information 

producers or information brokers or intermediates. So I would position us as information broker” (C2_1, 

para. 127). Another example describes the practical implications on leadership.  

“In wie weit wird Mission Command, Auftragstaktik, überhaupt noch möglich sein in einer NATO, wenn 
die politische Kontrolle zum Beispiel so stark ist, wie sie zur Zeit ist? Nehmen sie doch nur mal den Bin 
Laden Vorfall in Pakistan, wo der Präsident mit seinem Außenminister, Verteidigungsminister und 
mehreren Aides irgendwo im White House im Keller sitzt und auf dem Monitor guckt und sieht wie 
seine Special Forces dort diese hochsensitive Mission durchführen. Das ist ein Punkt, wo ich sage, da 
sollte man auf jeden Fall mal reingucken, das ist unheimlich wichtig”55 (C2_6, para. 19). 

The example not only describes the complexity to execute military command between political and 

military hierarchies, it was further a national operation that occurred simultaneously to a NATO mission 

in the same area. The focus on these complex topics however, is seen critically by half of the staff. “Das 

ist Utopie C2 Experte zu werden. Das ist Wahnsinn, aber man soll es immer versuchen”56 (C2_5, para. 93). 

These difficulties result from the diverse basis of attention and definition of the task, and further appear 

in the COE’s strategy to address the topic of C2.  

Basis of strategy. The staff members describe that the COE was well embedded in a HQ SACT concept 

called Network Enabled Capabilities (NEC) until 2012. “At that time it was very hot within NATO and we 

got the NATO NEC criteria on how well connected are the joint elements within joint staffs, especially on 

the information needed for decisions superiority” (C2_2, para. 59). According to another person, more 

than half of the COE staff was involved in this project: “they asked the center of excellence to validate this 

NEC model. And from 2008-2012 the center was into exercises and operations doing a good job in 

assessments of different exercises” (C2_4, para. 30). Eventually, this project was stopped in 2012, which 

had a large impact on the COE and shows the vulnerability of small structures. “You always are getting 

into balloons of others from HQ SACT, which suddenly are not sexy anymore and if you are a small COE 

                                                           
55 Translation by the author: How much mission command will be possible in NATO, if political control remains as 
strong as it is momentarily? If we look at the Bin Laden incident in Pakistan where the President, his Foreign Minister, 
Defence Minister and several aides are sitting in some basement in the White House, watching this sensitive Special 
Forces operation on the screen. This is a topic we need to look at, that is extremely important.   
56 Translation by the author: It is utopia to become C2 expert. This is nuts, but you should always give it a try. 
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and you get all your attention, all your man power into one subject and suddenly HQ SACT says, ‘hey you 

skip that subject’, then you have nothing. And then you suddenly have to ask, ‘hey where is my 

relevance?’” (C2_2, para. 55). 

A look at the COE products further stresses the impact of the development. “Today we don’t have 

touchable products. We usually produce a kind of review document after each seminar as publication. I 

see that this is the only tangible product” (C2_1, para. 159). The homepage of the COE verifies this 

statement, revealing that the publication of articles, reports, and transformation papers has stopped 

between 2011 and 2013 (C2 COE 2016). Currently, the main basis of strategy is to conduct an annual C2 

seminar and to support education and training events. “We are not a school ourselves we are simply too 

small for it, but we can contribute to existing courses at the NATO school Oberammergau or go to 

seminars like I did last weekend, [or] go to working groups of NATO to provide briefings” (C2_3, para. 55). 

This describes how the COE is reaching out to stakeholders in NATO and the SN to fulfill an identified 

information requirement. “There seems to be a big request for general knowledge of the NCS, and also 

over executing C2. We see very clearly when we are going to Slovakia to brief them on the NATO structure 

they do have a big need of this knowledge and I don’t think they are alone” (C2_4, para. 34).  

The case further demonstrates the influence of changing demands from the environment on the centre. 

One officer stated that the support to exercises and courses as gap filler. “This was just to keep us into 

the loop of the development until we find maybe something more internal. Something to develop as a 

center. Either to be a hub for the knowledge of C2 in some way or another as response to the lost task 

after NEC” (C2_4, para. 32). A difficulty, observed by another officer, is knowledge management. “The 

other challenge is that a lot of knowledge isn’t structured and available within the center” (C2_2, para 

154). A proposal to mitigate this challenge and to reintegrate the COE into NATO is to conduct a general 

C2 assessment. 

“Man könnte einfach mal eine Bestandsaufnahme machen im Bereich der NATO Nationen, der NATO 
Kommandostruktur, Force Structure. Wie sind die verschiedenen Herangehensweisen an Führung, an 
Command and Control, um mal zu gucken, wo sind Diskrepanzen. (…) Und dann könnte man sicherlich 
auch im Bereich Lessons Learned Prozess eine Funktion finden, für dieses Center”57 (C2_6, para. 21). 

The main difficulty appears to be a lack of both internal cohesion and innovation, and external requests 

that leaves the COE in a vacuum. “Obviously there is no real product required except from what’s stated 

                                                           
57 Translation by the author: One could take stock in NATO nations and the NATO Command and Force Structure on 
the different approaches on C2 to identify disconnects. Then there would be a role for this centre in the Lessons 
Learned Process. 
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in the Programme of Work, which is a very broad area and not specific. People don’t even ask if those 

products, which are agreed upon, are delivered and against which quality” (C2_2, para. 35). 

Coordination of practice creation. Next to the governance structure within the institutional field of COEs, 

practice creation takes place in various formal and informal professional groups and networks. The 

involvement of COE staff in these groups differs. “I would say that in C2 COE there hasn’t been much 

progress in expanding our network. We are dealing with HQ SACT as they are the coordinating entity. 

Then it is those we are supporting at the Joint Warfare Center, SHAPE, we do have some contacts into the 

Joint Force Commands” (C2_4, para. 24). These stakeholders are formal NATO organisations. Another 

officers recognizes more involvement of the COE in diverse professional groups. 

“What you see in a lot of projects we do is that these kind of communities do exist in projects like 
Future Framework for Allied Operations, Strategic Foresight Analysis. There is a community of 
researchers and developers busy in these kind of projects. If you look at the projects more on the 
operational side, like operation evaluations assessments of NATO exercises, they have a totally 
different community. Then we are talking about the joint forces command, the high readiness forces 
that are going to be trained and their staff, and also the joint warfare center, SHAPE J7 who's 
responsible for the overall evaluation. There you see a different community and we are a part of 
actually a lot of communities” (C2_3, para. 43). 

This account remains generic and there are little examples on personal involvement in any of these groups 

and how they lead to practice creation. A third person argues that the COE could increase support to 

networks with non-technical aspects of C2.  

“Multinational Capability Development Campaign, MCDC, ist so ein Netzwerk wo wir beteiligt sind, die 
allerdings den nichttechnischen Anteil erst seit kurzem oder noch gar nicht so entwickelt haben, aber 
da kann man eine Aufgabe sehen, dass man sagt: ‘Ok, wir kommen mit der operationellen Expertise, 
die dann halt auch die Techniker bei der Bestimmung der zukünftigen Fähigkeiten unterstützt’”58 
(C2_6, para. 33). 

One person provided a more detailed account on his involvement in an expert community on education 

and training. I examine this example in length to show the group dynamics, the members, their 

contribution to practice creation, and personal motivation of involvement. Main purpose of this group is 

to mentor students that follow the NATO operational planning course at the NATO School Oberammergau 

and to further support NATO exercises on operational planning.  

                                                           
58 Translation by the author: MCDC is such a network we participate in that has just recently started to develop non-
technical aspects. There, one could see a task to contribute with operational expertise to support the technician in 
the identification of future capabilities.  
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“Es ist eine ziemlich kleine Gruppe und immer dieselben. Auch retired Generals sind da mit drin, die 
Senior Mentors, die es nämlich auch gibt”59 (C2_5, para. 21).  

“Von Major bis Vier Sterne General. Also der höchste, der dabei ist, ist General Lather, der war Chief 
of Staff in SHAPE. Der ist pensioniert und ich war mit dem dieses Jahr schon 2 Wochen in Brunssum, 
vergangene Woche habe ich mit ihm zusammen gearbeitet in Ramstein. Also geht das von retired Four 
Star über Active Duty, bis Major runter”60 (C2_5, para. 39).  

The description of the participants shows that involvement is across different levels of hierarchy and 

sometimes even continues after retirement. Additionnaly, the members also belong to the NATO working 

group that is drafting the doctrinal papers on the topic. “Die machen auch andere Sachen, weil es gibt ja 

auch NATO Documents, die müssen ja auch bearbeitet werden in diesem Bereich und dieselben Leute 

sitzen dann wieder in der Operation Planning Working Group zum Beispiel”61 (C2_5, para. 23). 

Involvement in the group is based on personal expertise. Once membership is earned, accepted group 

members are focusing less on hierarchy and military rank.    

“Man muss sich das da verdienen, man kann da ja keinen Bullshit reden. Man muss Ahnung haben. 
Man muss auch den Charakter, die Eigenschaft dafür haben, man muss hier auch Englisch beherrschen. 
Es gibt vielleicht Leute, die sind genial in ihrer eigenen Sprache, aber wenn man nicht kommunizieren 
kann, dann läuft das auch nicht. Also das meine ich, man muss sich das verdienen. Man kann hier nicht 
für eine NATO Staff School zum Beispiel vor 50 neuen Schülern sitzen und sagen OK, ich zeige Euch 
erst mal Centre of Gravity analysis und man hat keine Ahnung. Das sagen die dann, einmal und (pfiff) 
nie wieder. Habe ich auch schon erlebt mit Kollegen. Die kommen nie wieder zurück”62 (C2_5, para. 
29).  

“Hierarchie gibts wegen dem Dienstgrad, aber weniger. Es sind Experten, es sind Spezialisten, die 
etwas Spezielles tun, das nicht viele tun, und das nimmt einen Teil von der Hierarchie weg. Weil man 
wird eingestuft, kennt er das oder kennt er das nicht”63 (C2_5, para. 45).  

                                                           
59 Translation by the author: It is a pretty small group. Always the same persons. Also retired Generals belong to the 
group, the senior mentors. 
60 Translation by the author: From Major to Four Star General. The highest ranking member is General Lather, he 
was Chief of Staff at SHAPE. He is retired, but this year I have been with him for two weeks in Brunssum and we have 
worked together last week in Ramstein. So, that stretches from retired Four Star to an active duty Major. 
61 Translation by the author: They also do other work, because there are also NATO documents on the topic that 
need to be worked. The same persons are belonging to the Operation Planning Working Group for example.  
62 Translation by the author: You have to earn it, because you cannot talk bullocks. You need to have expertise. You 
also need the character and skill for this and you need to speak proper English. There are many people, who are 
genius in their own language, but it won’t work if you cannot communicate. That’s what I mean that you have to 
earn it. You cannot sit in front of 50 students at a NATO staff school and do Centre of Gravity analysis without having 
a clue. That is noticed once, and (whistling), never again. I have seen this with colleagues, they are never coming 
back again.   
63 Translation by the author: There is less hierarchy. They are experts, specialists that do something very specific, 
which is not done by many. This takes away part of the hierarchy. You are valued against your knowledge.    
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Members of the group further share an own identity based on specific expertise on the topic.  

“Wir sagen immer Planung is Art. Planning is Art. Es gibt da ein Buch, das ist genau wie die Bibel. Man 
kann das nicht lesen, oder man liest das und versteht es nicht. Man braucht einen, um das zu erklären. 
Das ist ja mit der Bibel auch so, da steht einer, der Priester, die auch alle Teil eines Vereins sind. Das 
ist genauso mit dieser Gruppe, die sich mit Planung beschäftigen”64 (C2_5, para. 31).  

While the network is spread across Europe, there seems to be little organisation within the group and no 

roster on who is attending which event. This is done at the organisation the group members belong to, to 

legitimize participating in the training events.    

“Ne das ist nicht, ne, weil diese Gruppe über ganz Europa verteilt ist. Da wird einfach gesagt wir 
brauchen für dieses Timeframe hier zum Beispiel 2 Leute, die das machen. Und dann gehen xy und ich 
dahin”65 (C2_5, para. 47). 

“Obwohl man kann das ja ein bisschen steuern, ich meine ich gehe gerne nach Oberammergau. Das 
gefällt mir unheimlich. In meiner Agenda steht schon, ich gehe im Juli 2 Wochen, ich gehe im 
Dezember, ich gehe im Oktober, dass habe ich schon fest eingeplant. Und das ist auch im Program of 
Work, ich stelle sicher, dass die das beantragen”66 (C2_5, para. 49). 

The statement further shows that part of the motivation is going to a specific location. Other motivation 

is related to the nature of work and to contribute with expertise. “Das hat mich aber interessiert, es gefällt 

mir, es hat auch damit zu tun, was man mag. Mag man gerne Briefings, steht man gerne vor einer Gruppe, 

spricht man gerne mit anderen Leuten oder nicht. Hat man die Ahnung. Ich bin mittlerweile 38 Jahre bei 

der Luftwaffe”67 (C2_5, para. 25). 

The example shows that the group is using official training events and exercises to get together. Thus, 

informal engagement becomes legitimate by using official governance channels such as the POW to 

formalize participation. While training on operational planning is a part of C2 (NATO Standardization 

                                                           
64 Translation by the author: We say, planning is art. There is also a book, like the bible. You cannot read it, or you 
read it, but don’t understand it. You need someone to explain it. This is the same with the bible. There is someone, 
the priest, who is part of a club. This is the same with this group that deals with planning.  
65 Translation by the author: No that is not, no, because this group is spread all over Europe. They just say that we 
need 2 persons in a certain timeframe, for example. Then xy and I go there. 
66 Translation by the author: You can influence this a bit. I like to go to Oberammergau. I really like it there. My 
calendar already shows that I am going there for two weeks in July, December and October. This is planned and I 
make sure that they request it via our programme of work. 
67 Translation by the author: I am interested in that, I like it. It depends on what you like, do you like briefings, do 
you like to be in front of the audience, do you like to interact with others or not, are you knowledgeable. I am now 
in the Air Force for 38 years.  
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Agency 2011: 0153), the professional network is primarily involved in knowledge dissemination instead of 

practice creation. Participation is further driven by individual motivation and incentives.  

Interaction generally takes place during official meetings with a strong preference for personal contacts. 

“Yeah, it is heavily depending on personal contacts. The Command and Control seminar that we are 

organizing is like the first step where we are trying to get people to participate. And when people are 

there then actually it is already easier to spread the word” (C2_1, para. 39). Another officer similarly 

states: “wenn man sich kennt dann geht alles viel einfacher. Eine E-Mail mit einem, den man nie 

gesprochen hat, ist immer schwierig. Da gibts immer Chancen für Communication Misunderstandings”68 

(C2_5, para. 59). The organisation of work around meetings and conferences comes to the cost of 

extensive travelling and internal information sharing. “People are out a lot and sometimes you are kind 

of a travelling COE. Then it is very difficult to share and it should be enforced by leadership and what you 

have seen in the last times is that it has not been really enforced” (C2_2, para. 69). Moreover, there is 

little room for in-depths studies on the topic as the same person observes. “There isn’t that much study 

within our center because most information is based on meetings, conferences, exercises, and that will 

be fed back, but there is no real studying, nobody who does really study in books and find out what is 

stated on the subject” (C2_2, para. 69). 

While official meetings are seen as the main venues to establish contacts, there is not always long-term 

continuation due to changing participants. “Every year when we have this Command and Control seminar 

then you would see that the main audience is changing all the time. But you could see that some people 

will come again and again. There is quite a small number of people who we could name that they are 

somehow belonging to this specific community” (C2_1, para. 46). A peculiarity for the military in this 

context is rotation of personnel in NATO.  

“I would say that we will lose the contact with the majority of those who have been involved. Someone 
from NATO attends our seminar, but when he leaves NATO headquarters then also this contact itself 
leaves in that meaning, that his email will lose its validity. And you will not reach those people anymore 
if they are not specifically interested to keep this contact” (C2_1, para. 62). 

Consequently, the initiative to further belong to a professional network has to come from the participant 

and cannot be steered by the group or the COE.    

                                                           
68 Translation by the author: If you know each other everything is much easier. An email to someone you have never 
met is difficult. There is always a chance for miscommunication.  
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Other forms of communication have the purpose to promote the COE. “Due to social media we have been 

more clever and effective to actually sell ourselves, because we do now get questions from nations and 

staff officers in staff courses who have questions related to C2 so this has something to do with 

promotion” (C2_4, para. 38). One person admits that these tools should be used much more for 

knowledge exchange and discussions on the topic. “There are some NATO web pages and there are also 

kinds of chat rooms, or possibilities to post your opinion. But at least I haven't used it. I would say that we 

are not so much using those possibilities the information age has given us today” (C2_1, para. 97). A critical 

aspect is a lack of access to secure communication networks and confidential material in NATO. “Natürlich 

kann ich telefonieren, dann kommen wir aber schnell in den Bereich Geheimnisverrat. Also bleibt nichts 

anderes übrig als möglicherweise dann doch zum NATO secret wide area network (NS WAN) zu gehen, wo 

man die Sachen vielleicht auch finden könnte. Nur das lässt meine Domain hier nicht zu”69 (C2_6, para. 

69). This lack of access limits the possibilities to contribute to confidential projects. As a result, personal 

contacts are a mandatory prerequisite for involvement. “Jetzt gehen wir mal in Confidential und Secret 

Sachen hinein, dann wird das noch viel restriktiver und dann fehlt mir eigentlich der Hintergrund um 

fundiert beitragen zu können. Ende vom Lied ist, man schickt Leute rüber nach Amerika oder wo auch 

immer hin, nach Brüssel oder Mons und versucht da einen Einblick zu nehmen. Der Aufwand ist wesentlich 

höher”70 (C2_6, para. 69).  

The examples offer several insights. First, the broad area of C2 is reflected in a variety of professional 

networks, but there are little accounts on the involvement of COE members and how these groups are 

organised and contribute to practice creation. One person admits the difficulty to show the contributions 

of individual staff members. “Wobei ich jetzt keinen Einblick habe, wie der einzelne SME Dinge aus dem 

Netzwerk für seine Arbeit nutzt, weil das nicht unbedingt immer in dessen Resultaten klar identifiziert 

ist”71 (C2_6, para. 41). This shows that the management is aware of the involvement in professional 

networks, but does not pay particular attention to these for overall project management as observed by 

another COE member. “Du hast hier Leute, die haben weiß der Teufel wie viele Jahre Erfahrung. Du sollst 

die benutzen. Ich habe ein nationales Netzwerk, logischerweise, weil da bin ich ja 38 Jahre bei der 

                                                           
69 Translation by the author: Of course I can use the phone, but that easily leads to a breach of secrecy. Thus, there 
is no other way than to receive the information via NATO secret WAN, but this is not possible from my domain.  
70 Translation by the author: If we look at confidential and restricted materials, everything becomes even more 
restricted and I don’t get the background information to contribute. End of story, I have to send personnel to the 
United States, Brussels or Mons to get direct access. The effort is much higher. 
71 Translation by the author: I have no insights how the single SME is utilizing parts of his network for his work, 
because you cannot clearly identify this within the results.   
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Luftwaffe, aber ich war auch 25 Jahre in NATO. Adversieren tue ich es, aber ob es sich realisiert, weiß ich 

nicht”72 (C2_5, para. 61). A second observation shows that professional networks are organised around 

official events from the COE or NATO working groups. This shows how members legitimize their 

participation and travel. Looking at communication, members use a variety of tools to interact, but prefer 

personal contacts, which mainly occur during official meetings and conferences. As a result, work is rather 

characterized by travelling than by studying to increase knowledge. Being part of an expert group further 

appears to soften military hierarchy to some extent. Rotation of personnel and changing audiences seem 

to be a disruptive factor. The only detailed example of a professional network confirms the observations 

and further shows that participation is also based on individual interests.    

Turning to how knowledge is circulated from the centre to the SN shows that the Steering Committee is 

primarily agreeing to the proposal by the COE: “If we come up with a good plan the nations will approve” 

(C2_3, para. 19). However, the SN do not provide many inputs to the COE. “As an assumption maybe 5% 

of the program or the request we get is directly from the nations, so actually the nations have been poor 

to request support” (C2_4, para. 56). Another staff member critically observes: “Also, Einschränkungen 

habe ich bisher noch nicht erlebt, aber auch nicht unbedingt Unterstützung. Ich sage mal, hier gibt es eine 

wohlwollende Passivität, die dazu führt, dass unser Steering Commitee wirklich in einem Tag über die 

Bühne geht”73 (C2_5, para. 77). This is surprising, given the identified need for conceptual studies on C2. 

“Some of the nations have their own Command and Control doctrine. And I see that some nations are 
struggling to build such a paper. I actually see that we could contribute a lot if we are able to first 
collect information and maybe generate a kind of overall conceptual paper on NATO Command and 
Control. Usually a lot of people are looking towards NATO and hoping to get NATO documents, which 
to include or integrate into their national documents. So if we’re able to generate such documents 
then most probably nations will be happy to have those” (C2_1, para. 190). 

Currently, this gap is neither fulfilled by practice creation of the COE, nor by knowledge dissemination 

between the COE and the SN.  

Institutional entrepreneurs. The case of C2 COE does not provide clear examples for institutional 

entrepreneurship. Despite the perceived vacuum of clear projects for the COE and the internal approach 

towards C2, actual practice creation has not led to institutional adaptions.   

                                                           
72 Translation by the author: You have personnel, the devil only knows how many years of experience they have. You 
should use them. I have a national network, logically, because I am 38 years in the Air Force, but I have also been 25 
years in NATO. I advertise this, but I am not sure if that is realized.   
73 Translation by the author: I have not witnessed restraints, but neither much assistance. I would say there is 
friendly inactivity, this is why we can conduct the meeting in a single day.   
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Sources of authority. In contrast to regular military structures where authority is conferred by a chain of 

command between organisations and a clear hierarchy of ranks, the unique characteristic of COEs is their 

independence from NATO and national command structures. Of course, the military officers at the COE 

have ranks and are socialized in a hierarchical system, but the group is relatively homogeneous and the 

multinational working environment softens command relations. Therefore, other plausible sources of 

authority are professional expertise and recognition as competence centre for the functional domain in 

NATO. While the independence is recognized as beneficial for the COE, the staff has the perception not 

to be recognized in NATO. 

“We are very open in this and that is also I think a big advantage of COEs. We are not part of the NATO 
command structure and we are entitled to have our own opinion so we can bring that experience 
forward. Even if that is a bit critical to some extent. So we will certainly do this, but it is not recognized 
enough and it is something that I am pushing at the moment” (C2_3, para. 53). 

Another officer similarly remarks: “we are not that well known and in the working groups there are always 

new people coming into these groups” (C2_4, para. 28). Moreover, the COE is left aside on current topics 

of high importance, for example the decision on the Readiness Action Plan during the Wales and Warsaw 

Summits (NATO 2014b; 2016). “What you see is that it’s so important to NATO that it’s done by ACO. It 

also has to do with uhh secret” (C2_2, para. 81). The lack of recognition and involvement is also reflected 

in the internal discussion on the focus of attention and mission, which is linked to the internal and external 

expectations towards a competence centre.   

“We have had kind of struggles with positioning ourselves or our Centre of Excellence. And if you look 
the name, Centre of Excellence, then I would think that most of the people assume that there is a quite 
extensive academic work conducted within this centre. At least I would assume that. But you would 
see that if the center is built up on personnel who are actually usual military officers and it is not 
requirement to have a kind of academic background or then this already limits their ability to generate 
or create kind of new knowledge” (C2_1, para. 127). 

Consequently, a key resource is the experience and quality of personnel. Being asked on his satisfaction 

about human resources, one officer immediately responded “no, I’m not, it differs a lot. Very experienced 

people and very inexperienced. Not even having the proper NATO courses that they should have had” 

(C2_3, para. 73). Other staff members argue this lack of experience is organic and related to the indistinct 

functional area in comparison to well defined areas where “you could expect that those people who are 

appointed to those positions have worked already in this area (…), but in C2 you can have the people 

coming from all areas” (C2_1, para. 207). This was confirmed by all interviewees.  
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Training and education of personnel prior to the assignment would mitigate different levels of experience, 

but does not always occur. “I have two staff officers, who are very nice guys, willing and enthusiastic, 

nothing wrong. No knowledge at all on operation evaluation assessment no COPC course from NATO 

school Oberammergau, no C3 course, nothing. If you are a center of excellence nations should provide 

you with the proper required resources. Flesh to the bone” (C2_3, para. 77). Although a justified 

observation, this is outside the responsibility of the COE and sometimes difficult due to the indistinct 

subject area. “Ausbildung ist eine nationale Verantwortung. Die Soldaten sollten hier hinkommen, 

ausgebildet für den Job. Findet manchmal nicht statt, weil es auch manchmal gar nicht möglich ist. Was 

haben sie denn an Ausbildung im Bereich Command and Control?”74 (C2_6, para. 17).  

Another limitation is the military rotation rhythm, which usually foresees three years in international 

positions. In fact, all interviewees at the C2 COE confirm this limitation. “The officers are going to be 

replaced at the moment they have the most experience and the most knowledge. Developing a COE as a 

real knowledge center, as a centre of excellence the rotation of military personnel is an issue. On the other 

hand, it is a given fact. We are not civilians, we are rotating” (C2_3, para. 71). Two officers propose to 

extend the rotation to four years. “I think after 4 years it’s healthy that you move on” (C2_4, para. 48). It 

was further stated that rotation does result in loss of knowledge and disruption of projects. Sometimes, 

vacancies occur due to late arrival of the replacements, which increases the negative effects. “Also, es ist 

ein Verlust von Expertise. Vor allem weil vielfach im niederländischen Bereich kein Overlap da ist, sondern 

wir haben hier teilweise bis zu 16 Monate Platz zwischen A und B gehabt. Das sind natürlich Sachen, die 

können Sie gar nicht mehr covern”75 (C2_6, para. 89). Besides the loss of expertise, changing personnel 

can also lead to new directions, which can either lead to innovation or disruption. “And you would see 

that the expertise which we had a time ago, it just has been changed, and the different people have 

different opinions what is the most relevant” (C2_1, para. 162). 

The interviewees conclude that the COE has little influence on national selection processes. “Man hat 

keinen Einfluss darauf, was für eine Person ein Land hierhin bringt. Das steht zwar in der Job Description, 

aber das heißt nichts. Ob die jetzt anständig Englisch sprechen oder nicht, oder die Qualifications haben, 

                                                           
74 Translation by the author: Training is national responsibility. The soldiers should be trained for the job. Sometimes 
that does not happen. But sometimes this is also not possible. What kind of training and education do you have in 
the area of C2? 
75 Translation by the author: It is a loss of expertise. Mainly because there is often no overlap for the Dutch positions. 
Instead we had sometimes a vacancies of up to 16 months between A and B. Such things, you cannot cover anymore.   
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die man braucht, da schaut kein Schwein drauf”76 (C2_5, para. 89). Another person rightly argues for more 

support by the SNs on that matter. “If you pretend to be a knowledge center of excellence you should be 

recognized for that and nations should do their best to supply you with staff officers that do at least have 

the experience and knowledge that you require” (C2_3, para. 75). 

Sources of identity. In the vision statement, “the NATO C2 COE will become the international main source 

of expertise regarding all aspects of the C2 Process; a marketplace for C2 Knowledge and Expertise” (C2 

COE 2016), the COE claims an identity based on professional excellence. Two thirds of the officers do not 

confirm this statement. “I must say that we don’t have a very clear identity and I think one of the reasons 

is that the topic is quite hard to deal with” (C2_1, para. 207). Another officer does not only neglect an 

identity, but even states his dissatisfaction with the position. “Ich bin auch nicht freiwillig hier 

hingekommen. Das war ein wie ein Donnerschlag bei heiterem Himmel”77 (C2_5, para. 83-85).  

Two officers mention an internal divide between personal interests and actual tasks. “There is always a 

lot of criticism on the internal functioning of the centre. On the other hand people are very proud to get 

all those goodies and they wear them (…). The COE could be used for personal benefits to show off 

yourself. I think people also do that” (C2_2, para. 27). Again, the officers relate this to the lack of 

distinction in the functional domain. “The other thing which relates to identity is that also the outside 

world doesn’t has an identity on the subject, on the topic of C2, because that is something you could also 

guide from the outside” (C2_2, para. 35). It was further suggested to receive external support in identity 

creation. “Das ist auch das, wo ich zum Beispiel HQ SACT in der Pflicht sehe, diese Identität zu schaffen 

für COEs, die nicht so klar umrissen sind wie zum Beispiel Cyber. Da finde ich, da muss schon von Seiten 

HQ SACT relativ stark am Zügel gerissen werden, damit das Ganze nicht irgendwie in das Nirwana geht”78 

(C2_6, para. 7). The person however, does not explain how this should be done in practice. Only one 

person gives a positive statement on identity within the COE based on team events. “We try to do a lot 

with the people here and especially the international staff is here for 3 years in a totally different country, 

together with family, so we have a budget to do an event. An all center event twice a year and at the end 

of the year we take the family and children as well” (C2_3, para. 90). C2 COE also portrays previous staff 

                                                           
76 Translation by the author: You have no influence on the person a country assigns to the centre. There are job 
description, but those mean nothing. If they speak proper English or not, if they bring the necessary qualification, 
they don’t give a damn.  
77 Translation by the author: I didn’t come here voluntarily. That was like a crack of thunder out of the blue.  
78 Translation by the author: This is where I see an obligation for HQ SACT to create this identity for COEs that are 
not as clearly defined as Cyber. I think HQ SACT really need to seize the reins that this is not disappearing into nirvana. 
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members as COE ambassadors on the homepage (C2 COE 2016). The last update on the ambassador page 

was in 2014. There was further only a single reference on the ambassadors during the interviews: “I don’t 

think there is a structured approach except for inviting them for the next seminar. There is nothing like a 

newsletter for those who left” (C2_2, para. 117). This does not allow for conclusions on how the 

ambassadors promote the COE in practice. The majority of the interviewed officers at C2 COE contradict 

the official vision statement and deny the COE an identity. One officer identifies himself with the 

international team and leisure activities, but not with the subject matter. Others see internal conflicts, 

and interests in personal benefits.    

Sources of legitimacy.  “C2 COE will be a worldwide well-known and appreciated entity in the C2 and 

Operational Communities of Interest, playing a catalyst role in the further development of C2” (C2 COE 

2016). With this statement the COE claims a leading role in the professional development of C2. The 

previous analysis has shown that, in fact, the COE faces several difficulties to occupy this role by not being 

embedded in NATO working groups and not producing much content. “So we have had some products in 

the past. We are not so much producing today” (C2_1, para. 159). Also the exclusion from work on current 

security challenges demonstrates that the COE is not used to the full extent.  

“Everyone is using COEs as a perfect example of how efficient nations work together. A good example 
is the CFI and things like that. I gave him the example Wales Summit, the decision to start the Very 
High Readiness Joint Task Force. I am still trying to get in that community to be a part of it. Why is the 
organisation ordered to develop this concept not automatically triggered ‘hey command of very high 
readiness joint task force there is also a C2 part of it. Let's ask the Command and Control Center of 
Excellence to be a part of this development?’ That is also for other areas. I think that COEs could and 
should be used more” (C2_3, para. 65). 

On the other hand, work delivered by the COE is seen as appreciated by the customer. “If I talk to the 

people responsible within Joint Warfare Center and SHAPE, who are doing operations evaluations, 

assessments, they are always very happy with our support and quality” (C2_3, para. 47). From the 

perspective of formal legitimacy, C2 COE can be considered as well established. The COE is NATO 

accredited and both MOUs, functional and operational, are in place. The COE is further following all of the 

four pillars to support NATO transformation. However, Belgium has withdrawn from the status of SN in 

2016, reducing the overall number of SN to eight, which is an average number. While the loss of a SN is a 

rare event for COEs, C2 COE also could not acquire additional SN over the last years. Joining decisions are 

difficult to interpret, because they follow a variety of political and subject related interests. While the 

subject of C2 will always be of importance in NATO and national armed forces, there is no trend that this 

is equally reflected in the C2 COE.     
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Logic of investment. The case display has shown that the C2 COE is driven by institutional complexity of 

several logics. Therefore, the rationale of actors to invest or participate in the COE is separated into the 

perspective of the SN and of the individual COE members. A nationally driven rationale was the interest 

of the FN to claim a general officer position at HQ SACT. This example shows that COE establishment or 

participation can also follow political interests. In that case, the COE is turned into a symbolic entity and 

the actual contributions become less important. Such reasoning can also influence postings at COEs.  

“You talked about COEs as a political organisation and I think that is a part of it. Who are you going to 
send to a COE? Someone who is very interested in this specific field of work? Someone who has to do 
a job for 2-3 years because we don’t have another job for him or her? Someone who did very well in 
his previous job and should be rewarded in a nice position abroad? You see all possibilities” (C2_3, 
para. 73). 

Until 2012, investment in the COE also followed a transformational rationale through the strong 

integration into the NEC project. Since the termination of that project this link is disrupted and the COE 

was not reintegrated into NATO capability development. “We were highly visible because it was a very 

hot topic within HQ SACT and then suddenly, hey that drops and what’s left?” (C2_2, para. 59). Another 

person further criticizes a missing framework and guidance on how the COE can support transformation. 

“Auftrag ist, dass ich Added Value to NATO bringen muss und NATO in dem Transformationsprozess 

unterstützen muss, aber dann muss da auch ein Rahmen geschaffen werden. Dann muss auch gesagt 

werden: ‘Was bringt denn Added Value to NATO? Was unterstützt den Transformationsprozess?’”79 

(C2_6, para. 65).  

Despite these shortcomings there are also arguments that support an investment to achieve professional 

excellence. “What I think is the unique strength of COEs is that you have a combination of experienced 

international military staff officers. And they combine let’s say theoretical knowledge with operational 

experience and that is a huge advantage” (C2_3, para. 51). However, it appears to be difficult to follow 

professional excellence in a practice that is too broad to be defined. Nevertheless, some nations do see 

participation in knowledge as rationale for participation. “As far as I remember my nation’s decision to be 

involved in the C2 COE was quite about getting this knowledge back to the nation” (C2_1, para. 179). Last, 

the environment of the COE also offers possibilities for personal development. “I think for officers who 

are willing and curious COEs are an opportunity because it’s not that structured” (C2_2, para. 18). The 

                                                           
79 Translation by the author: Our mission is to add value to NATO and to support the process of transformation, but 
then there needs to be a framework. Someone needs to tell us what adds value to NATO and what supports 
transformation. 
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only supporting example for such personal interest is the professional group that supports training on 

operational planning, which is furthermore not really tied to the functional domain of C2 and therefore, 

does not build a strong argument that investment is primarily opting for results. Evidence from the 

interviews and secondary sources suggests that C2 COE has little influence on practice creation and 

multinational knowledge exchange.  

Main conclusion of the case study of C2 COE is that the indistinct functional domain of C2 results in an 

uncertainty that stretches through all categories. Without a clear basis of attention and mission, strategies 

either follow symbolic multinational cooperation, or personal interests of individuals, which prevents 

coherence in sensemaking and the development of new practices by the COE. The situation is further 

aggravated by the reluctance and difficulty to supply the COE with suitable personnel, the absence of an 

internal identity, and little input to contemporary security topics. The vacuum in capability development, 

caused by the termination of the NEC project in 2012 prevails, and is likely to persist if neither an internal 

stimulus from the COE or an external incitement from NATO leads to a new direction. Since the evidence 

neither suggests a clear role for the COE to support NATO, nor an active interest by the Sponsoring 

Nations, effective knowledge exchange does not exist. Instead, information exchange by COE staff is 

pursued by personal interests, and not following a greater rationale. Thus, the following statement from 

a COE member can not live up to reality: “We are a new, small, highly motivated organisation with a ‘can 

do’ mentality. We are entrepreneurs in a situation with room for initiative and where nothing is fixed. (…) 

We, as a unique social group, ‘own’ the centre” (C2 COE 2016). 

5.4 Case 2: Cooperative Cyber Defence Centre of Excellence (CCD COE) 

Event sequencing. The NATO Cooperative Cyber Defence Centre of Excellence (CCD COE) was established 

in 2008 by the Republic of Estonia as Framework Nation in Tallinn. The other SNs are Belgium, the Czech 

Republic, France, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Italy, Latvia, Lithuania, the Netherlands, Poland, Slovakia, 

Spain, Turkey the United Kingdom, and the United States of America. Austria, Finland and Sweden have 

joined the CCD COE as contributing participants. The overall participation of 20 nations is reflected in a PE 

of 58 positions of which 48 were manned in 2016 (ACT 2015b: 8). According to these figures, the CCD COE 

has acquired the highest number of SN of COEs (ACT 2016: 31). The PE-positions are manned to 83%, 

which is above average.  

The COE was offered by Estonia, which has a high national affinity to online services in the public sector. 

The general national interest on the subject is also reflected by the previous existence of a national 
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Estonian Cyber Centre (personal communication CCD COE, September 2015). Moreover, Estonia was the 

first nation that has been targeted by a denial of service attack in 2007 (Lesk 2007). Although Gaycken 

(2011: 171) follows the tempting idea of a causal relation between the establishment of the CCD COE and 

the cyber-attacks on Estonia, the time horizon of a COE establishment process makes it unlikely (Wedge 

2014). This is also confirmed by one officer at the COE. “Bei diesen Zeitläufen kann ich mir nicht vorstellen, 

dass 2007 tatsächlich der Impuls war, das Center zu gründen. Also das hat es vielleicht beschleunigt, war 

aber sicher nicht der Impuls”80 (CCD1, para. 29). Of importance is the continuous growth of the COE that 

widened the operational portfolio. 

“The centre and the number of nations that joined have increased drastically. So we have more people, 
we have more money, more projects, and the organisation is more complex. At the beginning, the 
centre was focusing on technology and legal aspects and some doctrinal aspects from the academic 
view. Now the centre is more comprehensive, it tackles all the aspects from all levels of the military, 
and the civilian side as well. So the political, strategic, operational, technology, and tactical” (CCD7, 
para. 62). 

Thus, the CCD COE serves national, NATO, and even civil interests on different levels, which have been 

continuously increased in a process of organisational maturation.  

Basis of attention. Cyberspace is an emerging man-made environment of the information age that is not 

subject to a common understanding or common definitions. The most prominent attempt towards a 

juridical framework on cyber is the Tallinn Manual (Schmitt 2013), which consists of 95 rules on 

international law to cyberspace operations. Although those rules do not convey legislation, they formulate 

legal advice to policy advisors based on interpretations of 20 international scholars. Critics value the 

Tallinn Manual as the “Cybersecurity Canon” (Clark 2015). In the Tallinn Manual cyberspace is defined as 

“the environment formed by physical and non-physical components, characterized by the use of 

computers and electro-magnetic spectrum, to store, modify and exchange data using computer networks” 

(Schmitt 2013: 258). Besides the juridical discussion on the subject, Cyber is becoming a more prominent 

topic in publications (Gaycken 2011), the political discourse (Deutscher Bundestag 2014), and the media 

(The Telegraph 2013), which was stimulated by several events, such as the German Parliament hacking 

(Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung 2015; Spiegel Online 2015). This broad attention is accompanied by a 

legal complexity, which originates in a lack of definition of the new domain. “Der internationale 

Rechtsrahmen ist manifestiert in der UN Charta, da brauchen wir uns keine Gedanken machen, dass sich 

                                                           
80 Translation by the author: Given the timings, I cannot imagine that 2007 was the impulse to found the centre. It 
may have increased the traction, but certainly was not the impulse.   
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da irgendwas ändern wird. Oder in der Haager Kriegskonvention. Die haben aber auch nie Cyber 

reflektiert. Das ist also explizit da nicht drin. Von daher ist das eine reine Interpretationsfrage”81 (CCD1, 

para. 23). The CCD COE attempts to systemize the different perceptions in form of a collection of the most 

common definitions on cyber terminology used by nations and international organisations (CCD COE 

2016). The organisation divides itself into a political-, a legal-, and a technical branch to cover all aspects 

of the cyber domain, which is distinct from other capabilities. “Also wir haben halt ein ziemliches 

Alleinstellungsmerkmal mit der fachlichen Expertise”82 (CCD5, para. 17). Nevertheless, the different 

aspects make it difficult to acquire comprehensive knowledge. “In Cyber this is more difficult to be an 

expert. So, the only thing you can do is to be an expert in a very narrow dimension in the cyber domain” 

(CCD7, para. 39).   

A second characteristic that sets Cyber apart from other military functions, is its recent existence. While 

receiving a lot of attention, Cyber also needs to be properly understood and integrated among other 

capabilities as pointed out by one officer.  

“I don’t think we should focus too much on really abstract academic research papers, but just getting 
NATO, getting nations, getting outsiders to understand how you can translate what’s happening in 
cyber space to what’s happening in the real world and how you can bring them together. A lot of it is 
just debunking the myth about cyber that it’s gonna be completely different. Just make sure that 
people understand that this is just another aspect of military operations, and it’s not gonna change 
everything. Just how do you fit it into existing structures and how to make people understand that?” 
(CCD4, para. 49).  

These difficulties to integrate cyber as a new capability are also present in the political discourse The topic 

receives high attention from senior policy makers, which is to the benefit of the COE. “Aber das liegt halt 

eben wahrscheinlich nicht nur an dem Center, sondern eben auch an der Relevanz der Thematik, die hier 

behandelt wird. Und die ist halt, Cyber ist halt gerade sexier. Wir segeln natürlich so ein bisschen auf einer 

Welle, muss man auch sagen. Das ist halt so glückliche Fügung”83 (CCD5, para. 99). Moreover, the 2007 

cyber-attack on Estonia has demonstrated vulnerabilities and a latent danger as one of the Estonian 

officers remembers. 

                                                           
81 Translation by the author: International law is set in the UN Charta, we don’t need to think about any changes to 
that. The same for the Hague Land Warfare Convention. They never reflected on Cyber. It is explicitly not a part of 
these documents, which makes it subject to interpretation. 
82 Translation by the author: Well, we have a very unique characteristic in our functional subject matter expertise. 
83 Translation by the author: That is not only because of the centre, but also due to the relevance of our subject area. 
This is, Cyber is currently quite sexy. I have to admit that it is a bit like riding the crest of a wave. That is a happy 
chance.   
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“Some of the services were down. Even some of the news letters were down. You couldn’t read the 
main newspapers, you couldn’t use the banks for some time, you couldn’t use some kind of 
government services (…). It was inconvenient for the people, who were trying to get the information. 
But actually, for me as a professional it was, a good thing that it happened because then I got a lot of 
money to my budget. I got people into my team that were working with IT security. So for us it was 
like really grateful that they, they attacked us” (CCD3, para. 22).  

A more detailed overview on various cyber threats and attacks is provided by Gaycken (2011: pp 169-

180). In light of these events, it is even more surprising that nations are still reluctant to share information, 

a fact that is criticized inside the COE. “Da fangen die Diskussionen schon wieder an. Weil real life haben 

wir ja noch nicht so richtig schlimme Dinge gesehen. Das Pearl Harbor fehlt uns ja noch, deshalb sind die 

Staaten ja alle noch so bisschen blauäugig mit dem, wie sie ihre Cyber Defence denn mal angehen wollen 

(Schnalzt.)”84 (CCD1, para. 17). This demonstrates both the importance and difficulties towards an 

attentional focus on operations against cyber threats. 

Last, the use of cyber requires a legal distinction between military and civilian activities, which is more 

challenging, because of the difficulty to attribute a cyber-attack to state or non-state actors.   

“Tallinn redet über die einfache Welt des Rechts, wenn wir in einem bewaffneten Konflikt sind. Dann 
ist alles einfach, weil dann haben wir schwarz und weiß. Dann gibt es den Bösen und den Guten, es ist 
nur noch die Frage, ist er wirklich böse? Aber die Welt ist dann klar. Viel schwieriger ist jetzt der 
Friedensbetrieb. Irgendwer dringt in die Computer von irgendeiner Firma, Bank oder so was ein, dann 
ist das heute in Deutschland Polizeiaufgabe. Ist ja erstmal Cyber Crime”85 (CCD1, para. 23). 

Cyber can be characterized as a recent, but highly specific capability that has an impact on both military 

and civilian aspects. The focus of attention is on technical and legal aspects of the subject area.   

Basis of mission. The mission statement of CCD COE focuses on two aspects: information sharing among 

partners, and capability development along the four pillars of the COE concept (NATO 2003b: 1). It states: 

“Our mission is to enhance the capability, cooperation and information sharing among NATO, NATO 

nations and partners in cyber defence by virtue of education, research and development, lessons learned 

and consultation” (CCD COE 2016). Starting point for capability development was the Tallinn Manual 

                                                           
84 Translation by the author: That’s where the discussion is starting again, because we haven’t experienced the real 
bad events. We have not had our Pearl Harbour, that’s why the nations are still starry-eyed how they organise their 
cyber defence (clicking tongue). 
85 Translation by the author: Tallinn is discussing the simple world of law when we are in an armed conflict. Then, 
everything is simple, because we have black and white. There are good guys and bad guys, we just have to ask the 
questions, if they are really bad? But the world is clear. In peacetime it is much more difficult. Someone infiltrates a 
computer of any company, bank or whatever, which is an issue for the police in Germany. It is a cyber crime.  
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(Schmitt 2013), which was written by the COE and legal experts to provide a first answer on how to 

respond to the emerging use of cyber in conflict from a legal perspective. 

“Also einer der Auslöser ist das Tallinn Manual, wo auch die NATO am Anfang: ‘Finger weg’, sich 
zurückgezogen hat, so: ‘Nein, das ist nicht NATO Policy’. 2007 war dieser Denial of Service gegen 
Estland, 2008 Georgienkonflikt, Russland, Georgien, da gab es auch eine Cyberkomponente, die das 
Ganze begleitet hat. Immer noch ist nicht genau klar: ‘Ist da jetzt so richtig der russische Staat als Staat 
verantwortlich, oder waren das wieder irgendwelche anderen Player?’ (…) Und die Frage war jetzt, 
wie wollen wir denn auf so was reagieren?”86 (CCD1, para. 13).  

A second inherent part of cyber are the hard- and software components of information technology. One 

officer explicitly highlights the benefits of combining legal, technical, and political aspects.     

“My main interest was technical courses and conferences provided by the centre. So I understood the 
centre like a tool for us to provide these. But now I see the centre more like a knowledge house 
because it has very strong legal part in this. And there are many centers, but they specialize either in 
political or strategy levels, and not technical. Or the others are technical ones. And this one combines 
everything. This is the strong part of the centre, can have value for both sides” (CCD2, para. 117).  

This shown behaviour is primarily driven by the logic of professional excellence, which is pursued by the 

interdisciplinary combination of the different elements. The work and structure of the COE follows the 

four pillars, but support to transformation is only one part of the work. Especially the legal work of the 

Tallinn Manual was not fully endorsed by NATO, and is broader than the scope of NATO member nations. 

Thereby, the COE stresses its perception as independent think tank with the aim to define and advance a 

recent, but growing capability through knowledge exchang among the participating nations. CCD COE 

does not have an operational role in form of active support to NATO or SN cyber activities, but it needs to 

defend its own IT architecture as described by one officer. “Wir haben schon operative Funktionen, die 

beschränken sich halt darauf, dass wir eben die Angriffe auf das Centre selbst abwehren müssen, kommt 

ja schon vor. Natürlich versuchen die uns zu hacken und anzugreifen (…)”87 (CCD5, para. 107).  

The work on the Tallinn Manual also resulted in cooperation with a wide network of academic institutes, 

which have been mentioned in five of seven interviews as prospect to gain additional expertise. 

                                                           
86 Translation by the author: One trigger was the Tallinn Manual, where NATO backed off at the beginning: ‘Hands 
off! That is not NATO policy.’ 2007 was the denial of service against Estonia, 2008 the conflict in Georgia, Russia 
against Georgia, which was accompanied by a cyber-element. It is still unclear if Russia as a state, or some other 
players were responsible for that (…). The question we asked ourselves, was ‘how to respond to these issues?’  
87 Translation by the author: We sometimes have an operational function, which is limited to defend the centre 
against attacks. That occurs! Of course they try to hack and attack us (…). 
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“But in certain cases where we see that our expertise is not sufficient we partner with externals, for 
example universities. We have a good cooperation with several universities, such as Oxford, Harvard, 
Cambridge and Westminster. In the US certain smaller universities like Syracuse University, or the 
University of Melbourne in Australia (…). I think I missed some Estonian universities in the partnership 
program” (CCD6, para. 18).  

Other forms of cooperation are exercises, which include interaction with multiple nations and other 

partners as described by another COE member. “For example in Baltic Ghost nations participate together 

with industry partners, from critical infrastructures. In Cyber Coalition are mainly NATO nations, the 

European Union, NATO itself, so NATO Technical Center and CERT” (CCD2, para. 22). Although the SN put 

emphasis on the term ‘cooperative’, one staff member also explains the difficulties of information 

exchange in cyber. 

“Jeder redet ja immer nur vom Cyber Defence Centre of Excellence, aber dieses ‘Cooperative’ war 
irgendwie zumindest den mitmachenden Nationen am Anfang so wichtig. Die Rolle ist natürlich nicht 
immer einfach, weil gerade in Cyber viele Nationen so einen Vorbehalt haben, tatsächlich 
Informationen auszutauschen. So, und jetzt hängen wir dazwischen, sind nicht ganz NATO, sind nicht 
ganz Nationen und sollen jetzt die Informationsdrehscheibe sein. Das ist schon, schon eine 
Herausforderung”88 (CCD1, para. 5).  

Following this paradox, the mission of CCD COE is only superficially shaped by the logic of multinational 

cooperation, assuming that the COE has no access to real sensitive topics. “Die Informationen, die wirklich 

sensitiv sind, bekommen wir hier nicht zu sehen. Wir haben zwar unsere Cyber Range, die auch 

nachgefragt wird. Es ist aber nicht der Fall, dass die Nationen hier ihre neuesten Entwicklungen testen”89 

(personal communication CCD COE, September 2015). Main focus is to advance the new capability and 

profession of cyber in support of NATO transformation, but also more general with the development of 

international law to further define cyber activities.   

Basis of strategy. The strategy of the CCD is following the understanding of being a research institute in 

the cyber domain: “also wir machen hier keine 24/7 Netzwerkverteidigung. Wir machen wirklich nur 

Forschung. Think-Tank-mäßig. Vorausdenken”90 (CCD1, para. 37). This principle is organised along three 

                                                           
88 Translation by the author: Everybody is only talking about the Cyber Defence Centre of Excellence, but the addition 
‘cooperative’ was very important to the participating nations at the beginning. This role is not that easy because 
many nations have caveats to exchange information, especially on cyber. Well, now we are in between, we are not 
a part of NATO, nor do we belong to a nation, but we should act as information hub. That is a challenge.  
89 Translation by the author: We don’t get to look at real sensitive information. We do have our Cyber Range, which 
is requested, but the nations will not use it to test their latest developments.    
90 Translation by the author: We don’t do active 24/7 defence of IT-networks. We actually only do research and 
development. Thinking ahead, like a think tank.  
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main projects: “the centre has officially three Flagship projects. They are Cycon, Locked Shield, Tallinn 

Manual (…), for me the most important issue is to operationalise cyber. How to integrate Cyber into joint 

operations. This is much demanded by NATO and by nations” (CCD7, para. 47).  

A specific requirement for a developing capability is a common understanding of the legal frame and 

terminology, a work that progressed with the Tallinn Manual, especially in the legal domain. “The Tallinn 

Manual is focusing on existing international law and tries to bend some interpretations in order to be 

applicable in cyber space” (CCD6, para. 13). Another person further explains the rationale of working 

towards legal consensus. “Das war nicht die Idee, Internationales Recht zu ändern, sondern einfach so ein 

Handbuch für den Praktiker zu schaffen. Jetzt haben die 20 Rechtsexperten es tatsächlich geschafft, sich 

auf 95 Regeln wie sie dieses Internationale Recht in Anwendung sehen, zu einigen. Was schon 

bemerkenswert ist”91 (CCD1, para. 13). The COE staff is consent that one of the main achievements was 

an agreement that a cyber attack can be considered as use of force that results in an armed attack 

according to the Charter of the United Nations (United Nations 1945, Art. 51). The Tallinn Manual states: 

“A cyber operation constitutes a use of force when its scale and effects are comparable to non-cyber 

operations rising to the level of a use of force” (Schmitt 2013: 47). 

Building on the Tallinn Manunal the COE provides a list of “Cyber Definitions” that are available on the 

hompage (CCD COE 2016), but have been meticulous work to develop according to two officers: “it can 

take such a long time before there is [an] established baseline of understanding what all these terms 

mean. And you can endlessly discuss it, dwell on it, but it’s just gonna take time. So it’s good that it’s being 

done, it’s important” (CCD4, para. 55). These difficulties to establish a common framework originate in a 

reluctance of information sharing by the nations. “Und in die Nationen hinein, da ist der Informationsfluss 

in Cyber insgesamt sehr gering. Also vieles habe ich bisher noch nicht begriffen, warum es nicht so ist, 

aber so dieses Informationsteilen ist da nicht so ausgeprägt”92 (CCD1, para. 64). Because of these 

difficulties, the COE is reluctant to take the role as custodian for NATO doctrine on cyber.  

“No, I'm pretty reluctant to take on that task because, given the fact that there is no consensus within 
NATO on what cyber means and what it should mean for NATO, and how nations should develop these 

                                                           
91 Translation by the author: The idea was not to change international law, but to create a practitioners’ handbook. 
Now, the 20 legal experts actually managed to agree upon 95 rules how to apply international law, which is 
remarkable. 
92 Translation by the author: Information exchange on cyber is very limited among the nations. I do not fully 
understand why this is the case, but information exchange is not very visible. 
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capabilities within their own military structures. It's going to be very difficult to establish anything 
generic for NATO that makes it operational” (CCD4, para. 73).  

Moreover, the formal structures of NATO working groups are not yet established in comparison to other 

capabilities. Therefore, the COE is rather focusing on the development of own concepts and publications 

with a focus to reach consensus between legal experts based on best pracices and normative behaviour.  

“Jetzt kann man natürlich einfach Fakten schaffen und sagen: ‘So, wir benutzen diesen Begriff wie 
folgt’. Und wenn wir genügend Publikationen haben, wird man an dem nicht mehr dran 
vorbeikommen. Jetzt der NATO aber irgendwo vorzuschreiben: ‘Ja, aber Cyber Attack ist folgendes. Ihr 
benutzt das zwar anders, aber’; also zu arg kann man da natürlich auch nicht divergieren”93 (CCD1, 
para. 50).  

Current research includes an update of the Tallinn Manual on how to respond to cyber incidents during 

peace time and a series of other publications on legal considerations of case studies and cyber security 

strategy (Ziolkowski 2013). Citations and numbers of downloads give an indication on the recognition of 

the COE. “I think that all proves that we have some certain credibility and we are a reliable source of 

expertise” (CCD6, para. 68). To adhere to these different aspects of cyber, the COE is following an 

interdisciplinary approach with mixed project teams as explained by several officers. 

“Our projects usually are multidisciplinary. So, this is our main asset in the projects. We study some 
aspects in our courses, we study the issue from different aspects, from the NATO aspect, the strategic 
aspect, the legal aspect, or from the operational aspect. For that we need people from other branches, 
so that we consider all the members of the centre as part of an available pool” (CCD7, para. 17). 

This leads to a high amount of internal information exchange due to the multinational environment, which 

is appreciated among the staff. “And what is good in the centre is that we have lawyers, we have 

technicians, and we have strategic policy advisors. They are all coming together from different nations 

with different backgrounds, with different experiences” (CCD3, para. 132). The previous critique of limited 

information sharing in cyber seems less pronounced within the COE. “Und alle haben in gewisser Weise 

ihre National Secrets, die hier natürlich thematisiert werden. Wir sind schon ziemlich offen miteinander. 

Der große Win-Win ergibt sich tatsächlich so aus der Austauschmöglichkeit”94 (CCD5, para. 83).  

                                                           
93 Translation by the author: Of course I can create precedents by saying: ‘well, we are using this term as follows’. 
Once we have enough publications you will not get around this. But to use this to dictate NATO: ‘Cyber attacks is 
defined as. You are using it differently, but’; well, you cannot diverge too badly.   
94 Translation by the author: In a certain way, all of them have their national secrets, which we also address. We are 
quite open to each other. In fact, the possibility to exchange information is the big win-win.   
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The interdisciplinary approach further fosters a flexible working environment, which is widely appreciated 

throughout the centre. “We have quite a lot of freedom to decide what to do with the project (…). It is 

probably a pretty open atmosphere, research scientific atmosphere, that nothing is off limits and there is 

no politically correct vision on what cyber is, what you need to follow. You're quite free to say whatever 

you want” (CCD4, para. 137). One researcher explicitly highlights the importance of that liberty as enabler 

to publish and test critical opinions.  

“That might seem like not such a big deal, but actually it is quite an important thing for the researchers 
here, who would like to express the views and opinions, which are not necessarily correlating to what 
the NATO official policy says. But the benefit of this is that we are able to test certain opinions on the 
general public, which an organisation as NATO would not be able to” (CCD6, para. 73).  

Half of the interviewees further stressed the importance of working outside operational commitments as 

they experienced in national positions. “In the cyber command you work day to day in operations, and 

here you work mid- or long term. That is really different. You have more time for thinking here, at the 

cyber command you have little time for thinking, you have activities most of the time” (CCD7, para. 66).  

For the practical application, several NATO and regional exercises are the CCD COE’s main tool to bring 

different expertise together, and to train cyber defence in the fast-changing software environment. The 

aim of the exercises is to prepare against real cyber attacks. “So we are putting the defenders in a very 

stressful situation for two days in a row. And fifty best of the best attackers from Europe and the NATO 

partners are attacking them. So this is actually a pretty awesome exercise I think” (CCD3, para. 36). The 

same person highlights the mutual learning experience of the participants: “it’s really, really cool that we 

are getting the people, the best expertise in that field from different nations and agencies. Because of 

course, we are learning from them, and some of them are also continuing some kind of cooperation with 

us” (CCD3, para. 107). 

Other information exchange is done through education and the annual Cyber Security Conference 

(CyCon), which is important for the debate according to one officer. “That’s a domain to organise meetings 

here and organise debates and conferences and give lectures, and training” (CCD4, para. 64). CCD COE 

has not taken the role as Department Head for NATO, but is supporting this effort and offering a wide 

range of training courses. “We offer courses from a technological aspect, from a legal aspect, from an 

operational level aspect, and from a comprehensive aspect. This is the package of training we are offering 

to NATO and the nations” (CCD7, para. 7). Especially the Cyber Security Conference is seen as a tool 

through which the CCD COE developed into a hub for knowledge exchange on cyber. “Das merkt man 

auch an unserer Konferenz, die jetzt aus einem kleinen, regionalen Workshop zu der, zumindestens in 
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Europa, führenden Cyber-Konferenz gewachsen ist, die CyCon, mit mehr als 500 Teilnehmern”95 (CCD5, 

para. 21).  

A favourable condition for CCD COE is the current political attention towards cyber as a new capability, in 

combination with the geographic location in the focal area of the Baltic States that has resulted in a large 

amount of high-level visits.  

“Und dann haben wir jede Menge, puh, Premierminister, Außenminister, Verteidigungsminister, 
Chiefs of Defence, die kannst du gar nicht zählen. Also wenn ich in die Liste der NATO gucke, also Chief 
of Defence, wer da im Military Committee sitzt, da kann ich sagen, die Hälfte habe ich hier schon im 
Briefing Raum gehabt und gebrieft”96 (CCD1, para. 62).  

The COE is utilizing this growing attention, which also included a visit by the NATO Secretary General, to 

successfully influence the political level in NATO as one officer explains.   

“Jetzt muss man quasi sagen ist das so ein Trägerprojekt gewesen, was jetzt tatsächlich zum 
Doktrinwechsel in der NATO, also zumindest zum Anstoß eines Doktrinwechsels in der NATO führt. 
Dass die NATO sich jetzt also tatsächlich auch auf die Fahne geschrieben hat, über eine reine passive 
Verteidigung hinaus auch ein bisschen proaktiv zu denken. Also dieses Denkverbot, überhaupt etwas 
darüber hinaus zu machen, das kippt jetzt gerade”97 (CCD5, para. 15).  

The strategy of CCD COE is characterized by developing a common framework on cyber with a strong legal 

focus, knowledge exchange through training, conferences and publications, and practical applications in 

exercises. These activities are based on the understanding of an interdisciplinary think tank, which relates 

to the logic of professional excellence. While the COE is reluctant to take official roles in doctrine 

development, it can nevertheless influence NATO policy due to the high political attention to the topic. 

However, academic freedom of thought has more esteem than support to transformation. Multinational 

cooperation is seen as important within the centre, but also faces the limitation of national secrecy, which 

hinder information exchange.   

Coordination of practice creation. Especially in the Cyber domain, practice creation and knowledge 

exchange is expected to largely occur in informal groups and communities for two reasons. First, the 

                                                           
95 Translation by the author: You notice this by our conference, which has developed from a small, regional workshop 
to the leading conference on cyber, at least in Europe. The CyCon with more than 500 participants. 
96 Translation by the author: Then we had lots of, phew, prime ministers, ministers of foreign affairs, ministers of 
defence, chiefs of defence, you cannot count all of them. If I look at NATO, at the chiefs of defence that are sitting 
in the MC, I would say that I briefed half of them at our centre. 
97 Translation by the author: You need to say this project was kind of a driving force with an impetus to change 
doctrine in NATO. Now, NATO is beginning to think about actions that exceed passiv cyber defence. The ban of 
thinking on anything in that direction is toppling. 
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nature of the subject is defined by electronic information systems, which allow for realtime 

communication and interaction independent from physical locations. Second, formal working groups are 

less established in this emerging area. Indeed, COE members describe a versatile landscape of online 

communities and groups, confirming common stereotypes of Cyber activists: “Man muss natürlich sagen, 

die ganze IT-Branche selbst ist natürlich auch ein bisschen spezifisch. Da gab es schon immer so 

Freakgruppen, nennen wir sie mal, so Hackergruppen und so”98 (CCD5, para. 27). These groups follow a 

large variety of different interests and activities, which sometimes get broader attention, such as the 

Chaos Computer Club, or Anonymus that are advocating the internet as an open, deregulated space. Two 

of their prominent activities have been a denial of service attack on VISA, and the video threat towards 

the so-called Islamic State after the terrorist attacks in Paris and Brussels in conjunction with the 

elimination of terrorists’ social media accounts (The Mirror 2016). Such groups and their members share 

several commonalities, starting with a passion and ideology: “Das ist wie eine Religion. Man versucht, die 

Leute eben zu überzeugen. Das ist so eine Art Cyberreligion (…), dass ist wirklich dieser 

Weltverbesserungsansatz (Lacht). Man muss schon ‘Idealismus’ als Überschrift da drüber schreiben”99 

(CCD5, para. 53). The person further explains that affiliation grows from an early age and is based on 

technical skills, which the members consider as art.  

“Als kleiner Jugendlicher fängt man halt so normalerweise mit anderen Motivationen an. Da wächst 
man eigentlich rein, indem man einfach versucht irgendwelche Highscores zu brechen. So auf 
unlauterem Weg, weil man es auf dem lauteren Weg nicht hinkriegt, versucht man es halt durch eine 
Hintertür irgendwo zu brechen. Das sind so die normalen Sachen (…). Man kann natürlich auch in die 
kriminelle Richtung abbiegen. Die Gruppen gibt es natürlich auch, muss man natürlich so ein bisschen 
aufpassen”100 (CCD5, para. 55).  

“Eine gewisse technische Begabung ist schon notwendig. Bei Cyber redet man ja inzwischen auch mehr 
von Kunst als von Wissenschaft. Man hat entweder dieses Talent: Ich kann in Bits und Bytes denken 

                                                           
98 Translation by the author: Well, you have to admit that the whole IT sector is quite special. There have always 
been many freak-groups, let’s call them hacker-groups and such.  
99 Translation by the author: This is like a religion. You try to convince people. That is kind of a Cyber-religion (…). 
That really is this starry-eyed idealists’ attitude (laughs). You can call it ‘idealism’. 
100 Translation by the author: As an adolescent you usually start with a different motivation. You are growing into 
this by trying to break highscores, right? To use unfair methods, because you cannot achieve it otherwise. So you 
are trying to use a back door to break them. These are the usual things (…). Well, you can also enter the criminal 
path. Such groups are also existing, there you need to be careful.   
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und handeln. Oder eben auch nicht. Das ist so dieses Kriterium. Man sollte ein gewisses Talent eben 
mitbringen”101 (CCD5, para. 35). 

This also shows the difficulty for CCD COE to work with these groups. Skilled experts are rare and 

sometimes follow ideologies that are either criminal, or strongly divert from NATO. A disctinction between 

the groups is only possible for professionals, which view the cyber world as less anonymously. “Schon 

alleine wie man gewisse Techniken umsetzt, und wie man es dann auch noch implementiert, das ist schon 

so eine Art Footprinting. Das ist wie eine digitale Spur, aber das kann man eigentlich nur als Insider 

kennen”102 (CCD5, para. 45). Cooperation is possible in areas where goals and ideology of internet activists 

and the COE meet as shown by the following examples.   

“Also wir haben auch so Kooperation mit, wird dir jetzt nichts sagen, Honeynet Project. Das ist auch 
so eine Weltverbesserer, quasi eine Hackergruppe, die sich dem Ausmerzen von Schadsoftware 
verschrieben hat. Also, dieses Thema: Sichern wollen, so dass es eben keine Viren und Trojaner und 
so was mehr gibt. Und die dann natürlich sagen: ‘Ja, cool, ne? NATO? Ihr wollt das auch? Wir helfen 
euch’. Und dann helfen wir zum Beispiel mit Expertise bei technischen Kursen”103 (CCD5, para. 27) 

The COE member himself is actively contributing to a solution to the Zero Day problem. “Also Zero Day 

ist, dass es halt immer wieder Verwundbarkeiten gibt, die noch keiner kennt und die ausgenutzt werden 

können, eben um Systeme zu hacken”104 (CCD5, para. 49). Such informal work also addresses more 

military related topics, for example to apply classic strategic literature to the cyber context.  

“Wir wollen jetzt ein ‘Vom Cyberkriege’: quasi mal Clausewitz nehmen, insbesondere das sechste 
Buch, ‘Die Verteidigung’, und dann mal gucken, wie wir das jetzt in den Cyberkontext übertragen 
kriegen (…). Und da suchen wir noch irgendeinen Strategen, hier so militärisch strategisch-taktisch (…). 
Das hat eben nichts mit dem formellen Auftrag zu tun”105 (CCD5, para. 59).  

                                                           
101 Translation by the author: Well, a certain technical talent is necessary. In the meantime you are talking more 
about cyber being an art than science. Either you have the talent to think and act in bits and bytes, or you don’t. 
That is a criterion. You need to have this talent.    
102 Translation by the author: The very way you realize certain techniques and how you implement them leaves a 
certain footprint. That is like a digital trace, but this is only recognizable for insiders.  
103 Translation by the author: Well, we have a cooperation with, you won’t know it, the Honeynet Project. That is 
such a starry-eyed idealist a hacker group that has dedicated themselves to the elimination of malware. Well, to 
work on security until there aren’t any viruses, Trojans and the like anymore. They say: ‘cool thing, NATO, you want 
the same, don’t you? We will help’. We have supported them with expertise in technical training for example. 
104 Translation by the author: Well, Zero Day looks at vulnerabilities nobody knows of, but can be used to hack a 
system.  
105 Translation by the author: We want to take Clausewitz and want to discuss about a version ‘On Cyber Warfare’, 
especially book six ‘the defence’, to see if you can translate it into the context of cyber (…). There we are looking to 
find a strategist, who knows the classic strategic levels (…). That has nothing to do with the official task of the COE.  
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These examples demonstrate the variety of topics and ideologies, present in internet activist groups and 

communities that operate under the umbrella of Cyber. While participation for the purpose of CCD COE 

requires careful assessment, the examples demonstrate how the COE benefits from some of these groups 

in a generic way.  

A more detailed example is the expert community that wrote the Tallinn Manual, which originated from 

an idea within the COE as explained by one officer: “Okay, wir versammeln einfach mal so eine Gruppe 

von so ein paar namhaften Experten. Die haben dann tatsächlich auch alle die Idee gut gefunden. Dann 

brauchte man noch Funding, also Projektdrittmittel”106 (CCD5, para. 23). The person further stresses the 

importance of single individuals to bring this group together: “effektiv quasi durch das Engagement von 

Einzelnen, die es aber geschafft haben, Gruppen zu aktivieren, zu motivieren. Und insofern hat das Centre 

hier auch so eine gewisse Steuerfunktion inzwischen. Also so Prozesssteuerung. Wobei die jetzt nicht 

formell [ist], sondern eher so informeller Art”107 (CCD5, para. 23). The example shows a blend of formal 

and informal elements. The community is actively formed and funded by the COE, but the members, 

although handpicked, participate in their individual capacity. However, the COE seeks to actively tie the 

members to the organisation by providing them with the honorary title as Senior Fellow or Centre 

Ambassador (CCD COE 2016). The practice of the group, to develop the international law on Cyber, 

resulted in the Tallinn Manual, which is seen as a remarkable achievement. “Dieses Tallinn Manual ist das 

erste Mal, dass überhaupt jemand sich dieser Thematik in dieser Detailtiefe angenommen hat. Und das 

ist halt so der Ausgangspunkt, wo man jetzt sagen kann: ‘So, jetzt können wir mal diskutieren. Seht ihr das 

als Staaten denn tatsächlich so?’”108 (CCD1, para. 13). The importance of these substantial baselines for 

interpretation rests in the difficulty to distinct between combatants and non-combatants in the cyber 

domain, in which activities can be conducted by everybody and are difficult to attribute. The Tallinn 

Manual constitutes an example for knowledge management by a group of experts that has taken the 

responsibility to apply legal knowledge to a new context, and to conserve the results in a manual that is 

used to harmonize legal technicalities across different nations.  

                                                           
106 Translation by the author: Okay, let’s bring a group of notable experts together, which actually supported the 
idea. Then we needed money, meaining external funding for the project.  
107 Translation by the author: effective by the dedication of individuals, who managed to activate and motivate 
groups. In this respect, the COE developed a steering function in the meantime. To control the process. Whereas, 
this is more of an informal than a formal nature.  
108 Translation by the author: This Tallinn Manual was the first time that someone attended the topic with this 
amount of detail. It forms the basis where I can say: Alright, now we can start the discussion. Do you indeed share 
the same interpretations as nations? 
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Another practitioners group is centered on the annual exercise Locked Shields. Here, the COE relies on a 

broad network of Cyber experts to augment the different functions in the exercise. The community 

comprises a total of 400 members, which is mainly formed by volunteers. The core of the group has grown 

over time, even prior to the launch of the exercise in 2010. “So most of them who are in the Estonian 

cyber security community were helping us out during the 2007 [incident]” (CCD3, para. 175). The COE 

member, who is also the coordinator and moderator of the community further explains some peculiarities 

and how the group interacts. Different events of the annual exercise form the practice of interaction. “We 

have almost 400 people involved in this exercise who are preparing tests scenarios, preparing the 

objectives, preparing the environment, building up some kind of images, making the attack phases and so 

on” (CCD3, para. 40). Some of these tasks are done by students from the technical University in Tallinn to 

simulate the different cyber defence situations.    

“These students are putting up the test run [for] the blue defence teams. And then are rating and 
rehearse how the attacks are going. And besides the test run, this is an actual experience what they 
are getting there. How they are attacked, what kind of tools are used, what kind of methods are used. 
And then after that they are switched in the execution and then they are the people behind the 
computers” (CCD3, para. 42).  

While some of the students may become members of the core practitioners group later on, specific 

attention is given to find new experts, which is done by a snowball system and contacts of existing 

members that need to vouch for newcomers. “It’s not very formalized at all. So it's on a voluntary basis. 

Everybody who recommends somebody will take the responsibility that this guy or girl is good and the 

background is perfect. So we don’t have anything formal going on. But of course the invitations and some 

kind of teams are of course formal” (CCD3, para. 54). This shows that the group composition is mainly 

following informal networks, the members, however, are later activated for an official exercise of the COE. 

This blend of formal and informal elements secures funding for travel and availability of some members 

that work at national Computer Emergency Response Teams (CERT) and other cyber defence units, but 

also allows to acquire additional top level expertise. Specific attention is given to the background of the 

members, especially due to the blurred lines of genuine, criminal, or political motivated cyber activists.        

“The people that we are taking in our red team, of course we are doing some kind of background tests 
to them. Usually the red team is put together from national service and military CERTs. And of course 
we are not taking in any people who are some kind of criminals. But we are lacking people, who have 
some kind of experience. And they have to have a really high level of experience to get into the red 
team” (CCD3, para. 44).  
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Although this lack of experts places a constraint on the voluntary nature of the community, it also benefits 

the trust among the group, which is highlighted as key for cooperation in the cyber domain.  

“There is trust between people and this is the most important thing in the cyber security that you have 
trust. Especially when the red teamers are coming together, they don’t want to show their faces, they 
don’t want to show what kind of agencies they are working for and so on. So there is trust. We have 
buil-up our own collaboration environment (…). If they have any questions then we are communicating 
here. And then of course we are flying them in here four times in a year” (CCD3, para. 46).   

Main motivating factors are the exercise, but also the people involved. “I think the ambition, to keep up 

the good work and the people. The people are like unbelievable. Because all the people who are coming 

together are doing something like Dividas over here, brain guys, so its fun to work with these interesting 

people” (CCD3, para. 103). Another person also highlights the benefit of sharing expert knowledge among 

the group: “we usually share recent incidents, major incidents (…), but when you meet the guys in the 

group you can talk, discuss technical details, and then about products as well, what tools you use, what 

methods they use, yeah” (CCD2, para. 159). The example demonstrates how an informal community 

supports the official event of the COE by providing additional expertise, which is scarce in the cyber 

domain. Moreover, the members benefit from each other’s knowledge and have formed a long standing 

group that organises themselves around the annual exercise. Coordination is done by a staff member of 

the COE, who moderates the group and also runs an online exchange platform. Particular emphasis is 

given to trust among the group, and security vetting of newcomers that must come from a NATO-, or a 

partner nations, and be without a criminal cyber record.      

Next to the practitioner groups that are mainly virtual, offical meetings and periodic events, such as the 

annual CyCon or the exercise Locked Shield, form the fora for personal interaction. All interviewees 

highlight the importance of personal contacts, despite the inherent virtual nature of cyber activities. The 

events become the legitimate tools for different groups to meet and interact, and are characterized by 

attendance of a regular group of individuals: “Das ist schon so ein stabiler Kern, der da eigentlich 

meinungsbestimmend vorwärts geht. Wenn wir jetzt westliche Welt angucken, Europa, die USA. In diese 

Gruppe gehören natürlich China, Russland und so was nicht rein”109 (CCD1, para. 46). The same was stated 

on the group of legal experts: “we can clearly identify a group of lawyers or the legal community in the 

cyber defence or cyber security area. This group, you can identify very easily. You see the same faces 

pretty much in all the events and conferences” (CCD6, para. 24). Another person further values the events 

                                                           
109 Translation by the author: Well, there is a core group that is developing the prevailing opinions. If we look at the 
Western world, Europe, the USA. Of course, China, Russia and the like do not belong into this group.  
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for increasing personal networks. “When you work in this environment, you start building contacts, you 

go to the conferences, it comes naturally” (CCD2, par.a 162). Moreover, personal interaction increases 

trust and improves working relationships according to two other officers. “I have to know every single 

person, individually, I have to know their capabilities. So everything that we do is built on relationships 

and on trust” (CCD3, para. 89). The other person states: “I always try to at least meet them once to know 

them face to face. After the first face to face meeting, the working relation changes drastically, it is more 

efficient, it is faster, and they trust more” (CCD7, para. 41). One officer offers an interesting interpretation 

that relations can also be established via a virtual footprint.       

“Die Frage ist jetzt, wie definieren wir in diesem Zusammenhang das persönliche Kennen? Weil ich 
behaupte mal, ich kenne einige Leute ziemlich gut, weiß, wie sie denken, weiß wie sie agieren, auch 
wenn ich die noch nie gesehen habe. Ich kann das alleine auch schon durch gewisses Handeln, Äußern 
im virtuellen Raum. Man entwickelt tatsächlich so eine virtuelle Menschenkenntnis”110 (CCD5, para. 
41). 

This statement supports the earlier argumentation that internet activists can be recognized by their digital 

footprint, adhering to the core principle that the internet is a virtual space without borders. While this 

forms an interesting opinion, the majority of the interviewees still preferred a real personal relation to 

the people they work with.  

The COE management is generally aware and supportive to this interplay of formal and informal elements 

of practice creation as long the activities stay within legal boundaries that are justifyable to NATO and the 

SN. Broad networks of subject matter experts are even seen as prerequisite for working at the COE.     

“Also wenn man hierherkommt, was der Einzelne mitbringen müsste, wäre schon mal ein Netzwerk 
von Leuten, die er kennt. Egal welches Projekt ich organisiere, wenn das um das Thema geht, dann 
müsste ich halt die relevanten Größen in meinem Fachbereich kennen. Also nicht nur in meiner Nation, 
sondern so übergreifend.”111 (CCD1, para. 88).  

Another officer agrees and confirms that such a network is already in place. “We have a pretty well worked 

out and functioning list of contacts. Whenever anybody needs an expert advice on something we have, I 

think the right person is just one or two phone calls away” (CCD6, para. 37). Hence, COE staff is not 

                                                           
110 Translation by the author: The question is how to define face-to-face contact in this context? I claim to know 
several people fairly well, know how they think, know how they act, even though I never met them in person. I have 
developed a lot of insights on knowing people from the way they act and communicate in the virtual space.  
111 Translation by the author: Well, when you get here, every individual would need to bring a network of personal 
contacts. No matter what project I am working on, I should know the relevant actors in my area of expertise. Not 
only in my nation, but comprehensively, right?  
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constrained by the senior management to be active in different practitioner groups, which confirms earlier 

statements of a liberal working environment, following the self-perception as a think tank. This 

demonstrates an organisational culture that enables multinational knowledge exchange by all staff 

members.  

COE members further use the position to foster information exchange with their national networks. “I've 

been involved with Dutch cyber security policy development for five years. So I got a pretty broad network 

in academia, in government, and a little bit less, but also in business. Both military and civilian and private, 

and I try to use them as much as possible” (CCD4, para. 35). The statement shows how the COE can form 

a link between national positons and NATO, nurtured by the different personal networks of the 

multinational staff. Another person explains a similar network, but also the difficulties of information 

sharing on the national side.  

“We have a community, we have a Cyber community. Not only in the ministry of defence but with 
other people and ministries that are involved in national cyber security. There is a cyber-security 
manager board on governmental level. In theoretical way this is enough, but in the practical way we 
need to communicate much more. So the information sharing is not flowing the way it must be. And 
this usually needs a lot of time. It is not a matter of technology, it is not a matter of policy or 
procedures. It is a matter of willingness and trust, even on the national level” (CCD7, para. 31).    

An interesting parallel to the COE is the similar use of both formal and informal elements to legitimize 

projects and receive funding as the person further explains: 

“You need both, because the informal way is sometimes faster. The official way you also need, because 
at the end every cooperation needs agreement, every cooperation needs budget, every cooperation 
needs formal commitments. At the unofficial way you can work on it, but at the end when there needs 
to be a signature you need to follow the official way. So you need both”. (CCD7, para. 35). 

At the CCD COE, the specific virtual environment of the cyber domain is characterized by a multitude of 

activist groups and communities. While many of these groups operate outside the ethical and legal 

ideology and framework for cooperation with NATO, the COE uses genuine groups for practice creation in 

the area Cyber exercises and on a range of other topics. Also the Tallinn Manual process was largely done 

in a legal practitioner community. Nevertheless, the majority of COE staff stresses the importance of 

conferences and other events to build personal networks as key element to overcome distrust. Informal 

work further blends into official projects of the COE, which guarantees funding and travel to events. The 

mangement is aware and supportive of the network approach, as long the activities are congruent with 

official policy.  
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Institutional entrepreneurs. The prime example for entrepreneurship at CCD COE is the Tallinn Manual 

process. Headed by Professor Michael N. Schmitt from the United States Naval War College, the Tallinn 

Manual marks the most recognized contribution on how to apply international law on cyber operations 

in war as already described in previous sections. The Tallinn Manual itself is used by practitioners and 

academics alike. In the legal debate on cyber it has become a key source, which is proudly acknowledged 

by a CCD COE member: “that is what makes me happy every day, to see a reference in a document to the 

Tallinn Manual” (CCD6, para. 68). Even more important, the manual provides guidelines for the practical 

application of law: “it is for the legal advisors of the decisions makers, who can take the Tallinn Manual 

book and see, ‘alright, there’s a general rule on who for example is a combatant in cyber space. Who am 

I allowed to target?’ So this kind of very practical advice” (CCD6, para. 15). Michael Schmitt remarked that 

he was at first doubtful about the success, but the Tallinn Manual has become an important document at 

the desk of every national legal advisor.112 Best evidence that the Tallinn Manual has influenced legal 

practices as legitimate handbook is the continuation of the project towards the Tallinn Manual 2.0.  

“Currently we are in the phase of revising and updating the original Tallinn Manual and adding a 
significant part to the original manual. Well, the first Tallinn Manual was focusing on the Law of Armed 
Conflict, but the current project, which is also a three-year effort, is focusing on the peacetime regime. 
So mapping the possibilities of the states to respond to cyber incidents, which take place during the 
peace time. Be it economic sanctions, diplomatic sanctions, just applying some counter measures in 
cyber or whatever. So it’s a multidisciplinary approach to the cyber incidents” (CCD6, para. 9).  

The revised version has been published in March 2017 (Schmitt 2017) after a series of introductory panel 

discussions in Washington D.C., The Hague, and Tallinn.  

This example of institutional entrepreneurship does not only stand for the skill of individual actors to 

influence others and reach agreements on diverse topics, it also demonstrates how COEs can integrate 

academic experience into their projects and act as coordinating entity, which is seen as one of the core 

tasks. “So if we were able to clarify the situation a little bit for the nations and for NATO, then I think we 

have achieved already the goal of the centre to be the coordinating body” (CCD6, para. 64). Moreover, it 

is explicitly emphasized in the Tallinn Manual 2.0 that it is not a NATO document, but provides rules and 

commentary on international law in cyber operations for state legal advisors (Schmitt 2017: pp. 2). Thus, 

the Tallinn Manual is also an example on how a COE can use its independent status to include international 

                                                           
112 The Hague Launch of the Tallinn Manual 2.0 on the International Law Applicable to Cyber Operations and a Panel 
Discussion. Asser Institute, February 13th, 2017. 
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experts outside NATO member nations to allow for a broader perspective and harmonization of legal 

technicalities and knowledge.   

Sources of authority. CCD COE draws authority from the recognition of professional expertise in the 

functional domain in NATO and through high level attention to cyber from politicians and military leaders. 

The interviewees unanimously state that the COE is a well recognized entity: “if we are talking about the 

cyber security then, yes we are a tough player in the field. So that's more than sure” (CCD3, para. 138). 

Two officers argue that the COE is in a unique position, due to the comprehensive combination of different 

aspects. “I think we’re the only NATO entity that truly tries to think about everything regarding cyber. 

From a research, scientific perspective, but also try to be as much relevant to policy makers, and military 

operations or structures as possible” (CCD4, para. 71). The combination of expertise and political traction 

provided a favourable condition to present working results that are harmonized among the COE members 

directly at NATO’s political decision making body, the Military Committee. 

“[Die] anderen COEs, die sind ja alle ein bisschen neidisch auf uns, weil wir das denn tatsächlich 
geschafft haben, mal auf diese politische Entscheidungsebene. Also das hört man schon zwischen den 
Zeilen ganz deutlich raus. Weil ich glaube, das haben überhaupt nur zwei COEs bis jetzt überhaupt 
geschafft in dieser Ebene zu agieren. Also von daher, ich kann den Neid verstehen (Lacht). Neid ist 
aber doch bekanntlich auch die höchste Form der Anerkennung”113 (CCD5, para. 95). 

A key prerequisite to act on that level is highly qualified personnel with relevant technical and legal 

expertise, which is difficult to acquire in the domain of cyber for two reasons. First, the COE has a limited 

influence on the recruitment of international personnel. “You can't control what you're gonna get from 

the nations too much. You just have to wait and see and sometimes they're amazingly good, better than 

expected, and sometimes they are totally useless” (CCD4, para. 102). Two other persons provide similar 

accounts and also highlight that it is against protocol to reject personnel that does not meet the 

requirements, which results in a farce of sugarcoated evaluation assessments. This situation is further 

aggravated by the scarcity of cyber experts in the military across nations that was mentioned by all 

interviewees. “We actually lack good technicians. Our R&D department is the biggest one. If we don’t 

have good technicians then we are not able to build up a proper environment, and we are not able to 

conduct a proper exercise and doing some kind of courses” (CCD3, para. 120). Such shortages can be 

explained by the recent development of cyber capabilities, which therefore cannot draw from organically 

                                                           
113 Translation by the author: All the other COEs envy us a little, because we managed to penetrate the political level 
of decision making. I clearly hear this between the lines. I think that only two COEs ever managed to act on that 
level. Therefore, I can understand the envy (laughing). Envy is also still known as the highest form of appreciation.   
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grown expertise. “Das ist echt schwierig. Wo haben wir denn echtes Cyber-Know-how, wo die Leute die 

Finger an der Tastatur haben und sagen: ‘Ja, ich kenne mich an der Maschine aus’?”114 (CCD1, para. 86). 

Hence, the SN always have to decide between supplying the COE or their national structures. “The profile 

we need is very specific, usually these people are very rare as well in the nations. So the nations have a 

very small quantity of these kind of profile. Probably they need this kind of profile as well” (CCD7, para. 

21). Moreover, the military is generally competing with the industry on a small group of persons of which 

many keep an ideological distance to the executive state organs. “Alle, die den entsprechenden Abschluss 

normalerweise machen, die werden eigentlich ziemlich schnell von der Industrie eingekauft (…). Man 

muss halt ein paar Überzeugungstäter finden, die trotzdem die Uniform anbehalten”115 (CCD5, para. 89).  

The second challenge that was discussed from several perspectives is military rotation. The majority 

highlights the negative aspects of information loss and discontinuity, especially when experts are a single 

source of knowledge. “Let's say when Dividas is leaving then I'm really worried about who’s gonna be the 

next scoring master. Usually Dividas has at least one guy to help him out and if he also wants to leave then 

I have nobody who has that kind of knowledge” (CCD3, para. 115). Two officers further criticize that 

rotations are usually taking place during the summer period, which is also the period of project finalization 

in the annual POW rhythm. Moreover, the complexity of the projects and the different skillsets often 

require additional education and a period of settling in. Therefore, half of the interviewees argue in favour 

of a longer rotation cycle of five years, which is problematic due to predetermined national strucutres.  

“Hier sind drei Jahre definitiv zu wenig als Rotationszeit. Aber gibt ja immer höhere Weisheiten. Das 
Problem ist, es sind halt vordefinierte Strukturen, wie das so ist mit internationaler Verwendung. Das 
sind selbstinduzierte Schmerzen. Aber das sind halt nationale Prozesse, die dahinterstecken. Die sind 
eben nicht zu durchbrechen”116 (CCD5, para. 91).  

One person contradicts this perspective by arguing that researchers lose their hands-on skills and 

experience after a period of three years, a valid point in the fast thriving information environment.   

“If you have been here for three years then your hands-on experiences are going down. Or your 
knowledge on what is going on in the actual world is going down. And that’s why I think the longest 
period is [a] maximum four years if you want to continue your professional career and you want to be 

                                                           
114 Translation by the author: This is quite difficult. Where do we have real-expertise on Cyber, the people with their 
fingers on the keyboard that say: ‘I know how this is done in practice’? 
115 Translation by the author: Everybody who graduates in this domain is usually bought by the industry (…). You 
need to find a few people with a strong conviction that keep wearing the uniform.   
116 Translation by the author: Three years are definitely not long enough at this COE. But there is always superior 
wisdom. The issue are predefined national strucutres and protocols on how an international post has to be filled. 
This is self-inflicted pain, but there are national processes behind that, which you cannot overcome.   
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the top of the top. Working here as a researcher is good, but also you have to have some kind of hands-
on activities and the real experiences” (CCD3, para. 179).  

Following this argumentation, rotation is also necessary to get access to new knowledge from active cyber 

operations and technical developments. Others accept rotation as fact of military life: “I mean people are 

always gonna rotate, you're always going to have to deal with it. What is good about this structure is that 

there are a lot of national Estonian staff and they stay for longer. So you have your continuity guaranteed 

by the fact that there's national staff here” (CCD4, para. 99). This account points towards one possible 

mitigation to rotation. CCD COE is one of the few COEs that employs a large amount of Estonian staff that 

are hired as civilian experts, and hence are not subject to military rotation. These civilians are mainly 

employed in the legal and technical branches, and help to preserve knowledge and ensure continuity. 

“The good thing about Estonians is that they are not leaving every three years. So I can trust these people 

to gather the knowledge inside them” (CCD6, para. 58). A further solution to rotation are external 

networks and communities that can cover knowledge gaps for a certain period according to one person. 

“I'm losing certain skill sets and I'm not sure whether I'm going to get a replacement with the same skill 

set. So I will have to, at least partially and then occasionally, provide mundane expert knowledge from 

outside the centre. So having these external contacts is very important for us” (CCD6, para. 52). Hence, 

professional experts and their knowledge are a particularly valuable source of authority for the COE, but 

equally scarce and precious to the nations. The resulting competition for personnel can partially be 

mitigated by hiring civilian staff, but might also lead to some degree of discontinuity and gaps of expertise.      

Sources of identity. CCD COE has issued a vision that states “our vision is to be the main source of 

expertise in the field of cooperative cyber defence by accumulating, creating, and disseminating 

knowledge in related matters within NATO, NATO nations and partners” (CCD COE 2016). This expresses 

a competence based identity, which was also stressed in five of the seven interviews. “We are perceived 

as a subject matter experts. And we try to get this knowledge and be really, really good experts. So that’s 

the main point for me. To help the nations and my nation in particular and all the others to get that from 

us” (CCD2, para. 215). Another officer even argues that the official vision is not necessary, because the 

centre identifies itself with the main projects. “Wir haben eine Mission/Vision auf unserer Webseite. Ich 

habe das einmal gelesen, ganz nett, aber wir brauchen das nicht. Bei uns läuft es doch auch so. Wir haben 

unsere drei Flaggschiffprojekte. Das ist das Tallinn Manual, die Übung Locked Shield und die Cycon”117 

                                                           
117 Translation by the author: We do have a mission and vision on our website. I have once read this, well-meant, 
but we don’t need this. We are doing well anyway. We have our three flagship projects. These are the Tallinn Manual, 
the exercise Locked Shields and the Cycon.  
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(personal communication CCD COE, September 2015). A second commonality that was explicitly 

mentioned in four interviews, but implicitly conveyed in all seven, is that the officers have a high degree 

of identification with the COE. “I always like to identify myself as a member of the COE and I do it, I feel 

proud” (CCD2, para. 211). Practical expressions of this corporate identity are team events, the corporate 

logo, and the establishment of an alumni network.    

“Wir haben ein eigenes Outfit zum Beispiel. Wir haben unsere Banner, wir haben eigene Jacken, T-
Shirts. Ne, also so richtig auch mit Centre's Logo und so. Es wird schon sehr darauf geachtet, hier so 
eine Art Corporate Identity zu schaffen, so ein Wir-Gefühl zu erzeugen. Auch wenn man hier weggeht, 
man geht nie so ganz. Also man bleibt oben im Ehemaligen-Board”118 (CCD5, para. 75).  

Specific attention is given to the alumni network, which tries to informally tie former members to the COE 

and to involve them in the ongoing discussions. This group was further expanded by the categories of 

centre ambassadors and senior fellows, for example the authors of the Tallinn Manual (CCD COE 2016). 

“Wir haben ja jetzt Centre-Ambassadors also so Botschafter des Zentrums und Alumnis, und dass man 

den Leuten einen Ehrentitel, so einen (lachend) Ehrendoktor quasi verpasst und sie damit in die Arbeit 

einbindet. Das war ein sehr schlauer Schachzug”119 (CCD5, para. 27). The staff further states that this 

involvement is more than symbolic because the persons are actually contributing to the COE. “Well they 

tend to use their ambassadors, their previous staff quite often. And there are some very good ones, who 

remain in the academic sphere and can be used quite easily, quite a lot by the centre” (CCD4, para. 111). 

Another person further confirms that this idea is also appreciated by many of the fellows themselves and 

a viable tool to expand the network. 

“Die kriegen dann auch noch so ein Titelchen. Und die gehen damit natürlich auch immer hausieren. 
‘Ich bin Senior Fellow of Cyber Defence Centre of Excellence.’ Die sind auch auf unserer Website. Und 
das ist so ein kleines Bonusprogramm. Da erwischen wir natürlich nicht jeden Staff Member mit, aber 
so ein paar haben wir schon bei der Stange”120 (CCD1, para. 96). 

Another specific characteristic of the CCD COE is the high amount of civilian staff in comparison to other 

COEs, which has a positive effect of more liberal internal relations according to one civilian staff member. 

                                                           
118 Translation by the author: We have our own outfit for example. We have our banner, we have our own jackets, 
t-shirts. Well, with the COE’s logo and such. It is very much taken care of to create a kind of corporate identity, a 
sense of unity. Also when you leave here, you are not really gone. You get a place at the alumni board.  
119 Translation by the author: Now we also have centre ambassadors and alumni. To give these people a title, 
(laughing) a kind of honorary doctor to integrate them was a very clever move.  
120 Translation by the author: They also get a title and they go peddle around with that: ‘I am senior fellow of the 
Cyber Defence Centre of Excellence’. They are also on our website. That is a little bonus programme. Of course we 
don’t catch every staff member with that, but a few we can keep.  
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“The centre being not entirely military and, and not entirely civilians, and also being located in this remote 

corner of Europe somehow unites people. So we have become a pretty friendly team and, and the 

colleagues are supporting each other” (CCD6, para. 111). One practice to bring the groups together are 

team-building events that combine leisure and work related activities. “There are activities for the whole 

centre twice a year and there is team-building for the branch. What are the activities? In the branch and 

the centre we merge funny activities with brain storming aspects in order to create more cohesion 

between the people in the branches” (CCD7, para. 58).  

Next to the identification with the subject area and the organisation, the principle of multinational work 

has a specific role due to the nature of the cyber domain. “Cyber is always cooperative work, we are not 

only working on this in the military or the ministry of defence. There are people working in governmental 

firms, people working on critical infrastructure protection et cetera” (CCD7, para. 39). These aspects 

demonstrate a deeply rooted identity that draws from professionalism and multinational cooperation. 

The COE is further trying to foster this identity by the active attempt to integrate former members and 

affiliates. The combination of competence-based identification, team-building activities, and 

multinational cohesion is shared throughout the staff.    

Sources of legitimacy. A major source of external legitimacy for CCD COE is the political attention that is 

given to the topic as a result to a series of cyber incidents (for an overview see Gaycken 2011: pp. 169-

180). The COE has been frequented by heads of states, defence ministers, the NATO Secretary General 

and other senior decision makers that were visiting the centre. “Im Herbst 2014 wollte SACEUR121 uns 

besuchen und sein Wille war, das Centre zu besuchen. Er wollte wirklich mal cybermäßig auf Stand 

kommen. Das war seine Intention”122 (CCD1, para. 54). The CCD COE was further mentioned as prime 

example for the importance of COEs by the majority of the generals at HQ SACT.  

The external attention is not only reflected in prominent visits, also the products of the COE are recognized 

by NATO and the nations, which was unanimously stated by the staff. One officer remarks: 

  

                                                           
121 SACEUR – Supreme Allied Commander Europe 
122 Translation by the author: SACEUR wanted to visit us in autumn and it was his intend to visit the centre. He really 
wanted to be updated on cyber-affairs. That was his intent.   
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“Das ist so eine Erfolgsgeschichte, wo ich einem Researcher zeigen kann: ‘Das, was du machst, das 
kann tatsächlich Auswirkungen haben. Das wird oben dann auch schon gesehen’. (…) Wenn ich da in 
andere COEs gucke, die dann ihre Schwierigkeit haben, überhaupt wahrgenommen zu werden, dann 
kann ich sagen, wir sind da im Lauf drin”123 (CCD1, para. 54).  

Another person agrees to that statement with a special emphasis that the CCD COE can shape an emerging 

field. “I think we have more direct policy relevance impacts than most other COEs, because NATO is still 

struggling itself with what the hell to do with this” (CCD4, para. 68). In this regard, the centre is closely 

working with the Emerging Security Challenges Division in NATO that is responsible for cyber. Moreover, 

the strategy of the COE to apply international law on cyber is further increasing legitimacy for two reasons. 

First, international law is a strong normativ sources of legitimacy in its own, and second, the work is not 

limited to NATO nations, but aiming on a broader consensus among scholars. This was also observed by 

one of the lawyers: “I think the situation is improving as we are becoming more credible through our 

products. So NATO puts more and more trust on the centre and on the legal analysis and work done here” 

(CCD6, para. 93). 

From the perspective of formal legitimacy, CCD COE can be considered as well established with a 

functional and operational MOU in place. The COE is further operating along all of the four pillars to 

support NATO transformation. A strong indicator for a high degree of legitimacy is that CCD COE was able 

to attract additional Sponsoring and Contributing Nations on a constant basis. As a result, the COE has the 

highest number of participating nations.  

Logic of investment. The rationale of actors to invest or participate in the CCD COE follows several logics 

and is separated into the perspective of the SN, and of the individual COE members. Several persons stress 

the importance of multinational cooperation as peculiarity in cyberspace. One officer argues: 

“In cyber there is no serious case, when a nation can cope with a cyber-threat isolated. Most of the 
cases a nation needs a cooperation with other nations to cope with a cyber-threat to their own nation. 
So multinational cooperation is absolutely necessary to protect national interests. It is a really different 
domain from others. In other domains there are cases when your traditional armed forces could be 
enough to deter some threat to your nation on your territory. In cyber this is not possible, most of the 
attacks come from outside and you have not any authority and influence to prevent this kind of 
attacks. So you need cooperation outside your nation for sure to defend your own national interest. 
There is no doubt about this” (CCD7, para. 64). 

                                                           
123 Translation by the author: This is one of these success stories where I can point to a researcher and say: ‘what 
you are doing can actually have an impact. It is noticed at a higher level’ (…). If I look at other COEs that struggle to 
be noticed at all, I say we are on course.   
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This rationale of the logic of multinational cooperation receives further emphasis due to the growing 

attention to the topic, not only caused by the 2007 cyber-attack on Estonia. “The IT is rapidly developing 

all over the world and some of the countries who didn’t pay attention to this kind of topic, let's say two 

years ago, they are starting to pay attention now” (CCD3, para. 143). Similarly, a German officer states: 

“Deutschland hatte ein tatsächliches Interesse an der Thematik, eben weil Deutschland seine eigene 

Position, gerade auch zu dieser Schwelle Defensive/Offensive Cyber, noch sehr/ also sie haben ja 

eigentlich noch gar keine Position. Das ist noch in so einem Findungsprozess”124 (CCD5, para. 97). 

Additional validity to this argumentation is the constant growth of CCD COE, which has become an 

influential organisation: “Das ist da ein wirkliches Strategic Asset für Estland. Also damit haben wir eine 

sehr hohe außenpolitische Wirkung”125 (CCD5, para. 65). A constraint to this paradigm of multinational 

cooperation are national security and state secrets that minimize cooperation on sensitive topics. 

Sometimes, the logic of multinational cooperation also focuses less on the actual work of the COE, which 

has been critically stated by half of the interviewees. “I would say that the Framework Nation, in our case 

Estonia, is using the centre as something that is nice to recommend for the visitors. And that happens 

really a lot. But from the substantial part I even am a little bit surprised to see that Estonia is not really 

using the centre in its full capacity” (CCD6, para. 76). An international COE member similarly elaborates 

on the same topic:  

“They should pay more attention to their investment. I was already in the cyber community in the 
Netherlands, I have a large network there, which I use. But my other colleague at the law and policy 
branch, he went back to the Netherlands only twice in the three years (…). He was basically just 
dumped here: ‘well good luck and see you in three years.’ So there is no clear idea within the MOD in 
Netherlands of what I wanna get out of this” (CCD4, para. 92).  

Although multinational cooperation appears superficial to some degree, it nevertheless forms an 

important precursor to achieve professional excellence. The majority of the interviewees explains how 

the COE provides favourable conditions to participate in each other’s knowledge. “The nation sends an 

expert, the expert puts his expert knowledge into a product or a research paper, and the other nations 

can then take this product and sort of assume this knowledge from the content” (CCD6, para. 78). Another 

COE member provides an example on the sharing of best practices during exercises: “the benefit of this 

[for] a nation is that they can rehearse some kind of procedures. They can test how good their persons 

are” (CCD3, para. 128). Also a common mean to use national sponsorship, are formal requests issued 

                                                           
124 Translation by the author: Germany had a real interest in the topic, also because Germany did not yet define a 
national position on the brink between defensive and offensive cyber. This is an identification process.  
125 Translation by the author: This is definitely a strategic asset for Estonia. We have a high foreign policy impact.  
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during the annual POW process. This content related incentive to invest in the COE is congruent with the 

logic of transformation with an emphasis on capability development: “Wir sind halt ein kostenloser Muskel 

quasi. Ein kostenloser Arbeitsmuskel für die NATO”126 (CCD5, para. 87).  

Most of the COE members perceive the work as an opportunity to increase their personal competencies, 

especially due to the many possibilities of high level education as stated by three officers:  

“All our members are free to go in all our courses that we are doing ourselves. So of course we have 
proficient development, every single person can go to one course per year. But if you are taking part 
of our own exercises then you can do whatever you want and how many times you want as long as it 
doesn’t affect your job quality” (CCD3, para. 122). 

Another opinion, shared by two persons, is the opportunity to influence political and military decision 

makers from NATO and the SN by providing independent expert advice without political restrictions and 

tedious staffing procedures. One person describes this recognition as motivating: “Dass man auf höchsten 

Ebenen, national wie international, auch wahrgenommen wird. Ob nun jetzt mit Workshops oder 

Konferenzbeiträgen auf großen internationalen Veranstaltungen”127 (CCD5, para. 83). Only one officer is 

more cautious and formulates diverse interests to join the COE:  

“Some see it as a punishment, some see it as an extended holiday, and some see it as a brilliant 
opportunity to advance their careers and their knowledge (…). It is not that easy to find someone who 
is willing to go to Tallinn for three years. It has to fit into your career planning. It has to fit in with your 
family, your relatives” (CCD4, para. 106-108). 

The rationale to invest in the CCD COE is influenced by different logics, which are largely reinforcing each 

other, especially the political attention to the COE offered individual incentives and new perspectives to 

increase professional excellence. However, if detached from strategies and clear objectives, multinational 

cooperation alone does not suffice.   

The case of CCD COE contains the unique characteristic of an emerging subject area that is not yet fully 

defined in NATO and the SN, but receives an enormous amount of political and military attention. As a 

result, the influence of the different logics of multinational cooperation, transformation, and professional 

excellence appears equally strong. So far the COE has managed to use these different streams of 

sensemaking to an advantage by delivering pioneering products and promoting them directly to senior 

decision makers. Moreover, the CCD COE developed its own corporate identity that helps to connect the 

                                                           
126 Translation by the author: We provide free of charge services. A complementary working muscle for NATO. 
127 Translation by the author: Being recognized on the highest level, nationally and internationally. Whether during 
workshops or conferences at large international conventions.   
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growing multinational community. The difference of the functional domain also resulted in a broad 

portfolio of technical, military, and legal expertise that follows the principle of interdisciplinary work. 

Knowledge exchange takes place on all subjects, such as the multinational exercises and the Tallinn 

Manual. COE staff and external experts manage to harmonize different national positions, to develop new 

ideas, and to present their results to executives in NATO and their Sponsoring Nations. A constrain to this 

favourable environment for knowledge management are the scarcity of experts and hidden national 

agendas. Other typical military factors, such as rotation and hierarchies are less pronounced due to a high 

number of civilian staff. These specialists are further hired as independent personnel, which can partially 

mitigate the shortage of skilled military personnel in the cyber domain.  

5.5 Case 3: Civil-Military Cooperation Centre of Excellence (CCOE) 

Event sequencing. The Civil-Military Cooperation Centre of Excellence was established in 2006 by the 

Kingdom of the Netherlands and the Federal Republic of Germany as Framework Nations in Budel. The 

other five SNs are Denmark, Hungary, Latvia, Poland, and Slovenia. The CCOE has a PE of 53 positions, of 

which 50 were manned in 2015 (ACT 2015b: 12). According to these figures, the CCOE has less than 

average SNs, but an above average manning of 94%. The CCOE was preceded by the CIMIC Group North, 

an organisation in the NCS. Together with the CIMIC Group South in Italy, these units acted as tactical 

force supplier for CIMIC capabilities in the NCS. The establishment of the COE changed the role from force 

provider to a competence and capability development centre. Hence, the establishment of the CCOE 

originated from existing structures and was capability driven. Another peculiarity in the history of the 

CCOE are two relocations within the Netherlands. In 2009, the CCOE was first transferred from Budel to 

Enschede, before in 2014, the organisation was moved again to its present location in The Hague.    

Basis of attention. Civil-Military Cooperation (CIMIC) is a joint function that according to its name deals 

with the interaction between civilian and military stakeholders. CIMIC is defined as “the coordination and 

cooperation, in support of the mission, between the NATO Commander and civil actors, including national 

population and local authorities, as well as international, national and non-governmental organisations 

and agencies” (NSA 2013: para. 0201). This definition contains a broad field of actors that are present in 

the area of a military operation and can become subject to coordination. Interaction between civilian and 

military stakeholders in general is inevitable and applicable to all soldiers, both in peacetime and during 

a crisis. In recognition of that fact, NATO has further introduced the concept of Civil-Military Interaction 

(CMI), which is rather a way to think than a military capability. CMI is defined as  
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“group of activities, founded on communication, planning and coordination, that all NATO military 
bodies share and conduct with international and local non-military actors, both during NATO 
operations and in preparation for them, which mutually increases the effectiveness and efficiency of 
their respective actions in response to crises” (NATO 2014c: para. 13). 

By issuing the new concept of CMI as permanent process, not limited to missions and not owned by the 

military in a new policy document, also the definition of CIMIC was subject to change, stating “CIMIC is a 

joint function comprising a set of capabilities integral to supporting the achievement of mission objectives 

and enabling NATO commands to participate effectively in a broad spectrum of CMI with diverse non-

military actors” (Ibid: para. 14). Thus, CIMIC is currently subject to two slightly different definitions, one 

on policy level and one on doctrinal level. While the policy level represents a higher canon of documents, 

the doctrinal level is operationalized for application.  

Focus of attention is the implementation of the new policy and the concept of CMI in NATO by translating 

them into CIMIC doctrine. This was initiated by a comprehensive survey in the NCS to identify the status 

of operationalization of CMI in 2015. The results have shown a significant gap in the adoption of the CMI 

in staff functions that are not related to CIMIC (CCOE 2015). In a broader perspective, CMI and CIMIC are 

a mindset and a function to structure relations between civilian and military stakeholders.    

“It is about human natures, military human natures and civilian human natures (…). We can run the 
same bike or whatever, but we are not the same. So you cannot make a solution how to cooperate 
between military and civilian because there are lots of soldiers and military people, and there are lots 
of civilian people that you have to cooperate with. There is no standard NGO, there are so many (…)” 
(CCOE3, para. 44). 

The implied complexity of actors that is also described in the official definitions, puts emphasis on 

different cultural backgrounds, and differences on how military personnel and civilians conduct their 

work. Important factors are communication and respect: “you have to respect each other in the field also 

when you don’t want to cooperate and that is also not really easy” (CCOE3, para. 44). Therefore, the 

subject area of the CCOE maybe clearly defined in NATO, but does not represent a tangible capability. It 

is rather a concept that requires multiple methods to harmonize inevitable interaction of non-benign 

actors.   

Basis of mission. The CCOE has defined its mission as follows: 

“To assist NATO, Sponsoring Nations and other military and civil institutions/organisations in their 
operational and transformation efforts in the field of civil-military interaction by providing innovative 
and timely advice and subject matter expertise in the development of existing and new concepts, 
policy and doctrine; specialised education and training; and the contribution to the lessons learned 
processes” (CCOE 2016). 
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This mission statement is formulated along the four pillars of the COE concept to support NATO 

transformation. The mission further includes the SNs and civil organisations in the scope of the CCOE, a 

logical course given the nature of the subject matter. The main strands in capability development are to 

integrate doctrinal development, lessons learned, and education and training.  

“Doktrinen, Ausbildung und Weiterbildung im internationalen Bereich, im Bereich Civil-Military 
Cooperation und Civil-Military Interaction. Verbindungsaufnahme zur Weiterbildung, und das macht 
das CCOE eigentlich gerade so einzigartig, mit externen Partnern, auf einer Kommunikationsebene, 
die so in den Streitkräften eigentlich gar nicht, niemals denkbar wäre, nämlich im direkten Richten, 
wie man das so gerne sagt”128 (CCOE1, para. 5).  

Especially the promulgation of the recent NATO policy that combines the capability of CIMIC with the 

mindset of CMI (NATO 2014c) stimulates actors’ behaviour to implement these new concepts in NATO.  

“I see that there are areas of information sharing, doctrine and training related to CMI. And therefore, 
first of all we have to have our concepts and our doctrine in place to see, okay, how do we wanna do 
this? And when we go in and dig into the weeds of it and talk about training and education it becomes 
different” (CCOE6, para. 31).  

The doctrinal development is mainly focused on NATO and the work with elements of the NCS. Since CMI 

is a wider concept, relevant for all military personnel, one officer describes his involvement with different 

divisions: “Die hauptsächlichen Ansprechpartner sind für mich in den Joint Forces Commands die 

Abteilungen 7 und 9. Dazu in SHAPE die Abteilung 9 und 3 und 5. Das sind die, mit denen ich vor allem 

zusammenarbeite”129 (CCOE2, para. 9). This part of the mission reflects the logic of transformation by 

supporting NATO along the four pillars.  

Most of the interviewees also highlight the importance to cooperate with humanitarian civil actors. These 

include organisations under the umbrella of the United Nations, such as UN OCHA and UNHCR, but also 

the ICRC, other international organisations, and NGOs. While it is often difficult for the military to connect 

with these actors, half of the staff perceives the CCOE as a good facilitator. “If an NGO gets connected 

with us they get indirect contact with 28 nations, and with NATO. That is high value (…). That could be one 

of our unique selling points, but it could also be our trap because some people don’t want to work with 

                                                           
128 Translation by the author: Doctrine, Education and international capability development in the areas of Civil-
Military Cooperation and Civil-Military Interaction. Establishing communication for capability development with 
external partners. This is a unique selling point for the CCOE, because the way we communicate is usually not 
possible in the Armed Forces, this direct interaction as we like to say.   
129 Translation by the author: For me the main counterparts are the divisions 7 (Education) and 9 (CIMIC) in the Joint 
Force Commands. In addition, the division 9 (CIMIC) and 3 (Operations) and 5 (Planning) at SHAPE. That are the ones 
I mainly work with.  
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NATO” (CCOE3, para. 48). This position derives from the status of the COE outside the NCS, which is seen 

as advantage for cooperating with civilian stakeholders.  

The strong emphasis on connecting different actors resembles the logic of multinational cooperation. On 

a working level COE staff perceives the main role to be a facilitator of expertise. “Das Zusammenbringen 

von Expertise. Das ist glaube ich mehr die Aufgabe eines Centres of Excellence als selber die Expertise 

komplett zur Verfügung zu haben”130 (CCOE1, para. 81). Enhancing cooperation of non-benign actors also 

serves as strategic goal for multinational cooperation. “It is important to build bridges between 

organisations, to build bridges between the military and civilian part (…). That is more or less the strategic 

goal we are only not telling about it. We not only do it in the field but we also think on the highest level 

how to make it possible” (CCOE3, para. 40). The CCOE’s mission follows the rationale to support NATO 

transformation in the areas of CIMIC and CMI, which by name require cooperation with civil organisations.   

Basis of strategy. The main strategy of the CCOE is aimed on capability development along the four pillars 

stated in the COE concept (NATO 2003b: 1). In education and training, the CCOE is offering a broad range 

of courses, and was the first COE taking the role as NATO Department Head to align training with 

operational requirements. One person stresses the relevance of this education in relation to current 

security challenges. “Wir leben gerade davon, das muss man mal ganz so hart sehen, je mehr Krisen wir 

auf der Welt haben, desto mehr Studenten bekommen wir”131 (CCOE1, para. 77). Other training activities 

are the support to large NATO exercises with subject matter expertise.  

Also in the doctrinal pillar, the CCOE has taken the official role of custodian and is leading the development 

of NATO CIMIC doctrine, which is accompanied by the process to translate the concept of CMI into 

tangible guidelines for all military personnel, following the comprehensive assessment throughout the 

NCS. This work also includes interaction with neighbouring capabilities in the information and 

communication domain. “The main goal is to have a buy-in from the Information- and Psychological 

Operations community when we talk about CMI. Because we approach all kind of military branches with 

the CMI things (…). If we could get that joint effort, then it would be easier for the CMI implementation” 

(CCOE5, para. 19). According to the staff, this integrative approach is especially fostered by the official 

roles in training and doctrine. “Wir sind eben doch breiter aufgestellt mit dem Lehrbetrieb und dem 

                                                           
130 Translation by the author: Bringing expertise come together. For me rather this is the task of a Centre of 
Excellence than provide all the expertise ourselves.  
131 Translation by the author: It’s our daily bread, although it sounds tough. The more crises there are worldwide, 
the more students we get.  
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konzeptionellen Betrieb (...). Und weil wir natürlich auch durch das Custodianship und den Department 

Head weiter sind als die meisten anderen. Was eben nach außen auch sichtbar ist”132 (CCOE4, para. 77). 

Another officer states: “we have the chance to shape the future in a sense of defining or not only defining 

the training, education objectives CIMIC-wise, but also executing them. Being custodian and being 

department head, that means a lot” (CCOE5, para. 62). This shows that a combination of several pillars 

can lead to greater harmonization in capability development, and knowledge is spread by the use of 

different channels.   

Most recently, the area of lessons learned was formalized by the initiation of a specific CIMIC community 

of interest on lessons learned to assist NATO in collecting and sharing observations. “We need to assist 

our partners. And here I'm mainly thinking about the NATO Command Structure. SHAPE and all the way 

down to the components in organising their lessons learned environment (CCOE6, para. 11). Activities in 

lessons learned are further seen as a tool to connect civilian and military perspectives. “When we have 

the NATO lessons learned conference we will have civilian stakeholders there. So there we will have these 

opportunities to link up with other agencies on lessons learned. Then of course we have our internal CIMIC 

framework of lessons learned” (CCOE6, para. 33). The work in lessons learned is an example how to 

organize knowledge exchange within NATO and the Sponsoring Nations, but also with civilian actors. 

While the CCOE has taken a formal assignment by NATO on these three pillars, the area of concept 

development is characterized by self-initiatied projects. One example is a multinational collection of best 

practices, called CIMIC field handbook, which receives wide appreciation.     

“The field handbook and the e-book I would say that’s a practical approach that gives anybody the 
opportunity to have access. You don't need to look into a doctrine. Doctrine has a negative word to it 
in the essence that doctrine is a procedure that you translate into something practical. And nobody 
reads doctrine. But they read the CIMIC field handbook” (CCOE6, para. 95). 

The success of the field handbook led to the development of an interactive smartphone application, which 

is still in a testing phase. “The mission app is currently a project that is in a beta version, nothing else. It’s 

not practical for use. In its current status it's at a stage where it could be shown as a possible tool that you 

can use, but it needs further development. So we are using it as a promotion material” (CCOE6, para. 93). 

Another project that complements education and training is the development of a Master of Arts degree 

in Civil-Military Interaction that aligns military and academic education. This attempt to link the work of 

                                                           
132 Translation by the author: Our position is broader due to providing training and doing conceptual work (…). We 
are also more advanced than other due to the custorianship and the role as Department Head, which increases our 
visibility.   
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the COE to academia is seen as a huge advancement: “we reach out of our own organisations and into 

academia. I mean the consequences of the Master of CMI, if it’s accepted and embraced, has a huge 

impact on the scholar world” (CCOE6, para. 83).  

To facilitate results and to act as a link between civil and military actors, the CCOE follows an active 

strategy of information sharing, which is seen as important by the staff. “Die wichtigsten Beiträge sind 

natürlich in allen Bereichen das Promoten von CIMIC. Sowohl innerhalb der NATO, als auch im Bereich der 

zivilen Komponente. Eben als Think Tank uns Neues auszudenken, aber eben auch das Bewährte den 

Leuten nahebringen”133 (CCOE4, para. 53). The main fora are NATO working groups on CIMIC doctrine and 

training and CCOE-initiated conferences. “Es funktioniert nur über die Konferenzen, wo man teilnimmt, 

wo man dann die Leute dafür sensibilisiert. Es funktioniert über die Teilnahme an der Entwicklung neuer 

Doktrinen, wo wir auch fast immer die zivile Seite mit einladen, mit mehr oder weniger großer 

Beteiligung”134 (CCOE4, para. 19). Next to the official meetings, COE staff is also active in informal 

knowledge exchange with several actors in their nations as explained by one officer. “I always do that to 

make sure that I have the right people. I don’t wanna have one fixed point. That doesn’t make sense” 

(CCOE6, para. 119). Other staff members support this statement and highlight the role of the CCOE as 

connecting organisation between NATO and their nation. “If we wanna have an international exercise in 

Hungary then it’s easy to say ‘CCOE, please connect us to this one or this one. Or do you have already 

connections to these organisations?’ And we have” (CCOE5, para. 82). A more recent development is the 

growing use of social media for information exchange. The CCOE is using their own network area, 

Facebook, LinkedIn, and webinars during conferences, as different means for knowledge exchange.   

Despite these broad engagements, an area that receives less attention are publications, which is stated 

by half of the interviewees. “So wie ich die Zielrichtung vorgebe, ok ich will diese Plattform werden, ich 

will bestimmte Themeninhalte bereitstellen, dann muss ich natürlich auch publizieren”135 (CCOE2, para. 

97). Another officers agrees and highlights the potential if the CCOE would do academic research. “It might 

be a big ambition, but if we could publish research, this would be different than sending out messengers 

                                                           
133 Translation by the author: Our most important contribution is to promote CIMIC in all areas, both inside NATO 
and towards the civil actors. To develop new ideas as a think tank, but also to communicate seasoned practices.  
134 Translation by the author: It only works through participation in conferences, where you can sensitise the 
participants on the topic. It works through participation in doctrine development, where we also always invite civil 
actors, with varying success. 
135 Translation by the author: If my aim is to become that platform and to provide content to certain topics, I also 
need to publish. 
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and all of this (…). Then we reach out to a bigger community” (CCOE6, para. 83). Moreover, existing 

publications by the CCOE are argued to lack marketing and visibility. “Ich denke, dass wir diese 

Publikationen, wenn wir sie rausgeben, auch wesentlich besser vermarkten müssen (…). Wie transferieren 

wir es auf die sozialen Medien? Wie bringen wir es bei Konferenzen ein? Also wie vermarkten wir uns? 

Und das fehlt einfach”136 (CCOE1, para. 86).  

CCOE staff is further emphasizing that the independence from the NCS is an important condition to 

facilitate knowledge between military and civilian actors. “That’s the perfect organisation, I guess. 

Because it’s NATO affiliated, but not NATO really. So it's really a hub between NATO and the civilian part” 

(CCOE5, para. 84). Another officer supports the argumentation that this independence especially enables 

cooperation with civil actors. “Also für den Austausch nach außen, außerhalb der NATO ist es sehr 

begünstigend, weil man hat einfach schlichtweg, jederzeit freien Zugang zu allen Medien. Das ist in einem 

NATO Stab deutlich eingeschränkter”137 (CCOE2, para. 69). A third officer stresses the importance of being 

proactive and to collect first hand information for capability development, which could be increased.  

“When there are large events going on inside the NATO community, be it big multinational exercises 
like Trident Juncture (…), we need to be there. And then we should not limit ourselves from traveling 
to conflict areas and meet our partners out there. We should actually think about making study trips 
out there and meet them. Both the civilian actors and our soldiers that are out there doing a CIMIC 
job in different complicated missions in the world, and talk to them on the ground, regardless of the 
fact that it’s difficult and dangerous. But this is why we have uniform on. We cannot do everything 
from our ivory tower here in The Hague” (CCOE6, para. 105).  

Internally, all interviewees are appreciating the flexibility to develop own ideas and share them with other 

actors. “Die positive Seite ist natürlich das man seine eigenen Vorstellungen sehr gut verwirklichen kann. 

Man kann sich austauschen, man kann Ideen entwickeln und kann die Ideen sehr leicht einbringen”138 

(CCOE2, para. 115). This openness has been actively initiated by the directorate. “Well I think one of the 

important tools is to give people the freedom of movement. To ask a lot of questions, because if you ask 

questions people have to think of answers (…). I think that one of our roles is to make people think about 

civil military interaction and where we can do it better” (CCOE3, para. 34). But there are also more 

                                                           
136 Translation by the author: I think we need to do better in marketing these publications after issuing them (…). 
How do we use social media? How do we communicate this at conferences? How do we market ourselves? That 
simply is missing.    
137 Translation by the author: It is beneficial for the external exchange, outside NATO, because you have free access 
to all communication means. This is much more restricted in NATO.   
138 Translation by the author: The positive part is that you can realize your own ideas quite well. It favours exchange 
and you can develop and implement own ideas easily. 
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cautious opinions, for example that too much liberty can have a negative impact on military principles. 

“Generell ist es positiv, außerhalb dieser militärischen Regularien zu arbeiten. Es hat allerdings auch den 

kleinen Beigeschmack, dass hier vergessen wird, ich sage es einfach mal so: Dienststellung und Position 

gehen teilweise in diesem lockeren Beisammensein einfach unter”139 (CCOE1, para. 109).  

The CCOE’s strategy is characterized by taking official roles to influence doctrine, training, and lessons 

learned, which is further complemented by own concept development. These activities are reflected in 

the logics of transformation and professional excellence, and are mainly focused towards NATO and less 

on civil actors despite the rationale of the capability. Knowledge is exchanged through official working 

groups, but also via informal channels and social media.  

Coordination of practice creation. One vehicle for practice creation at the CCOE is participation in NATO 

working groups. While only one of these has a direct focus on CMI and CIMIC, the officers are frequenting 

meetings of neighbouring disciplines to connect and share information. “The working group itself brings 

them together and they share information with each other. Not on daily basis, but if they have something 

I'm in the loop, I'm informed, but it's due to the fact that we participate in the working groups, that’s it” 

(CCOE5, para. 17). The COE also tries to promote CIMIC in other areas, such as naval affairs, which requires 

continuous frequentation of events. “Man muss erstmal ständig präsent sein bei den einzelnen 

Veranstaltungen. Und man muss mit Fachwissen glänzen und Erfahrung”140 (CCOE4, para. 35). Next to 

meetings, also training events form occasions to meet and exchange information.  

“Also Meetings haben wir dahingehend, dass ich jetzt natürlich die Meetings nutze, die sich mit den 
Übungen beschäftigen, wo sich ein bestimmter Kernbereich immer trifft. Der andere Teil ist eben 
während der Durchführung der Kurse hier, wo ich dann auch bestimmte Leute, die ich eben schon 
über Jahre kenne, dann immer wieder treffe und man sich da austauschen kann”141 (CCOE2, para. 33). 

Practice creation also occurs in informal groups that have more frequent interaction. One example is a 

practitioner’s network on education and exercises that developed as a personal network.    

“Ich organisiere mein Netzwerk und mich über LinkedIn. Derzeit habe ich knapp 450 Leute mit denen 
ich dort vernetzt bin. Das Netzwerk wächst in der Woche um circa 10 Personen, einfach aufgrund 

                                                           
139 Translation by the author: In general it is positive to work outside the military formalities. On the other hand, it 
is also a bit tinged that some people tend to forget to respect rank and position in this casual environment. 
140 Translation by the author: You need to be permanently present at the different meetings. And you need to convey 
expert knowledge and experience. 
141 Translation by the author: I benefit from the meetings on exercises, where I always meet a certain group of 
people. The other part is during our training at the COE, where I also meet certain people that I know for years and 
we can swap ideas. 
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dessen, dass Leute sehen, dass ich aktiv bin. Ich poste regelmäßig wo ich mich befinde, wo ich dran 
teilnehme, was ich dort mache. Was dann automatisch dann dazu führt, dass wieder neue Kontakte 
sich ermöglichen”142 (CCOE2, para. 17). 

This large group divides itself into a consistent core and more fluctual participants. “Da gibts nen harten 

Kern. Also der harte Kern beläuft sich auf circa 40 Leute, die haben sich über 10 Jahre NATO CIMIC halt 

herauskristallisiert. Und die sind sozusagen die treibenden Faktoren. Andere springen von außen immer 

wieder auf, verlassen das Ganze aber auch genauso schnell wieder”143 (CCOE2, para. 25). Rationale of this 

network is to update each other on current developments in training, which mainly occurs through online 

discussions. Examples for contemporary topics in the group are the future of comprehensive approach as 

a strategy after Afghanistan and the role of CIMIC in high-kinetic operations. The group developed a 

distinct practice for their discussions as the person further explains.    

“Also was wir gerne machen ist, also wir nehmen einen irgendwie gearteten Text, am besten ein 
Statement das gerade wieder topaktuell über Twitter gekommen ist, schmeißen das rauf, schmeißen 
noch ein paar Kommentare dazu rein, und sagen ‘Leute, wie sieht denn eure Meinung dazu aus?’ Das 
reicht völlig aus in diesem Kreis um sich da auszutauschen. Leute sprechen dann auch geziehlt andere 
an, die vielleicht nicht direkt mit diesem Netzwerk verbunden sind und sagen hier komm XY, du bist in 
meinem Netzwerk und wir würden uns gerne mal über dieses Thema unterhalten. Da hast du doch 
schon mal was zu gemacht, wie sieht denn deine Meinung aus? Und so läuft das relativ schnell hoch 
und erreicht nen relativ breiten Adressatenkreis”144 (CCOE2, para. 27).    

The moderation of the topic is always done by the person, who initiated the discussion. Participation in 

such online debates further demands timely response and the use of the internet and a device, which is 

not necessarily provided by the armed forces, hence turning this into a voluntary engagement. An 

important result of the discussions is to identify suitable persons that can support traininig by injecting 

their different practical experience.  

“Vorteil ist eben das sich die Leute, die ich nutze um hier Ausbildung voranzutreiben, sich gegenseitig 
updaten. Die bleiben up to date. Sie informieren sich ständig über den aktuellen Sachstand und sie 
lernen dazu. Und das halte ich für den größten Vorteil den man haben kann, weil die Leute die hier 

                                                           
142 Translation by the author: I organise my network and myself via LinkedIn. Well, currently I am connected with 
about 450 persons. The network grows weekly by circa ten persons, just because people see that I am active. I 
regularly post where I am, where I participate and what I do. That automatically generates to new contacts.  
143 Translation by the author: There is a core group, which are circa 40 persons, who emerged from my ten years in 
NATO CIMIC. They are driving the train. All the others repeatedly hop on the train, but also leave fairly quickly.    
144 Translation by the author: What we like to do is to take a topical statement that we got from Twitter, throw it on 
the platform, add a few comments and ask the others for their opinion. That is all it takes in this group to exchange 
opinions. People also start to address others that are outside the network, but may have previously worked on the 
topic, to contribute. That is how it escalates fairly quickly and reaches a large audience.     
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herkommen sollen ja wirklich Experten sein sollen und nicht Ehemalige die tagesaktuell nichts mehr 
dazu beitragen können”145 (CCOE2, para. 53).    

Thus, some members from the virtual community are later integrated into official training events. 

According to the officer, the network plays a key role to stay up to date and to get access to contemporary 

information, which is much easier through the network than through official channels.  

“Ich basiere im Prinzip mein gesamtes Arbeiten hier auf diesen Netzwerken. Weil die Erfahrung, die 
ich bisher gemacht habe in der NATO Kommandostruktur sind jetzt auch schon wieder veraltet. Das 
muss man ganz klar sagen, ich bin aus diesem Bereich jetzt seit zwei Jahren raus, das ist outdated. Das 
heißt ich muss mich darauf verlassen, dass meine Netzwerke [mich] updaten”146 (CCOE2, para. 87). 

Another effect is to broaden the horizon by a competence based discussion. Members engage with each 

other independent from rank or position in the military hierarchy. 

“Keiner im Team, oder in diesen Netzwerken stellt die Konpetenz des Anderen in Frage. Das gibt es 
nicht, sondern jeder hat seine Kompetenz und trägt aus seinem Sichtwinkel dazu bei. Das natürlich ein 
SACEUR einen anderen Sichtwinkel hat als der Fieldworker von Amnesty International ist völlig klar. 
Aber man kann sich gegenseitig Erfahrungen austauschen und man kann dazu beitragen, dass der 
Blickwinkel ein bisschen breiter wird. Und genau darum geht es”147 (CCOE2, para. 55). 

This makes the discussion also more accessible for members of civilian organisations, which often are 

disconcerted by hierarchical structures. The example shows how a personal network can form the basis 

of a practitioner’s community that follows a clear practice of knowledge exchange to the benefit of all. 

While part of the engagement is fluctual and not persistent due to the voluntary nature of the online 

discussions, a core group maintains the contact and forms a pool of SMEs that can be invited to official 

tranining events. Thus, the experience is reintegrated into formal practices of the organisation.   

Five of the six interviewees emphasize on the value of personal contacts for their networking activities 

and nature of work in the CIMIC domain. “In our line of work it's definitely important to know the face on 

the other hand. Because we are so engaged in people. Our work is actually to get people to talk with each 

                                                           
145 Translation by the author: The advantage is that the persons I use to develop education also update each other. 
They stay up to date and constantly inform each other on current developments and learn. I think that is the biggest 
advantage you can get because the people we want to come here should be real experts and not some former 
colleagues that cannot contribute to contemporary developments.  
146 Translation by the author: In principle I have based most of my work on such networks. The knowledge I gained 
in the NCS is already outdated after being two years at the COE. I have to rely on my network to be in the loop.  
147 Translation by the author: Nobody in this team or inside the network is questioning the other’s competence. This 
doesn’t exist. Instead, everybody has his experience and contributes from his point of view. Obviously, a SACEUR 
has a different perspective than a field worker from Amnesty International. But you exchange experiences with each 
other and help that the perspective gets a little broader. That’s what this is all about.    
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other and get people connected” (CCOE6, para. 37). Another person similarly states: “Es ist immer wichtig, 

den Menschen persönlich kennen zu lernen. Es ist immer wichtig mit dem Menschen auch weiter in 

Kontakt zu bleiben”148 (CCOE1, para. 27). The CCOE management recognizes the value of networking, also 

in light of the many different military and civilian stakeholders that require a systematic approach. “That 

is broad and that is exactly what we are now looking for where to start first and what is the opportunity 

to get connected and why. That is our community of interest within the armed forces NATO armed forces 

and outside” (CCOE3, para. 8). Two of the COE members are dubious towards the viability of this 

systemized approach.  

“Ich denke auch, dass die meisten ihr eigenes kleines Netzwerk aufgebaut haben in der Zeit beim 
CCOE, zumindest sind sie daran interessiert, und dass dieses CCOE durch diese kleinen Netzwerke 
unglaublich davon profitiert. Aber wir haben es noch immer nicht geschafft, diese kleinen Netzwerke 
zusammenzufahren”149 (CCOE1, para. 69). 

The statement demonstrates the difference between institutional or technical, and personal networks. 

Especially contacts that are primarily based on personal relationships will be difficult to transform into a 

technical database with functional and impersonal communication. On the other hand, the management 

follows a progressive path to integrate several virtual tools that support structured networking.     

“Well, the new tools I think are more social media and the electronic tools. We are just beginning 
starting with that, but I think we made a good start. We have our website and now we have our own 
network area on the website. We are connected in LinkedIn, we started Facebook. That’s one way and 
I think the new way. We start with webinars soon and advanced distance learning. These are the new 
things. More old fashioned things we also do are attending symposia, conferences” (CCOE3, para. 10). 

In general, this is supported by the staff and might also help to partially mitigate the liability of a high 

amount of duty travel one officer refers to: “Der zweite negative Aspekt ist, man ist eigentlich nur 

unterwegs. Das muss man eben auch mögen, und man muss eine Nation haben die willens ist das zu 

bezahlen”150 (CCOE2, para. 115). On the other hand, the large majority values personal interaction, which 

now is considered as ‘old fashioned’ by the directorate. One person further critizices a lack of strategy and 

direction for the use of the electronic tools.  

                                                           
148 Translation by the author: It is always important to know the other as a person. It is also always important to 
continue to stay in contact with the person.  
149 Translation by the author: I think that most persons have built their small personal network during their time at 
the CCOE, or have at least an interest in doing so, and that the CCOE tremendously benefits from these small 
networks. But we have not yet managed to connect these networks. 
150 Translation by the author: The second negative aspect is that you are constantly underway. You need to like that 
and to come from a nation willing to pay for that.   
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“Was will ich denn damit erreichen, mit der Nutzung des ganzen? Will ich nur präsent sein? Dann ist 
das recht und schön. Dann ist das wirklich ausreichend wenn ein Presseoffizier ein paar Postings im 
Monat macht. Damit ist man präsent. Wenn es ein Medium, ein Mittel sein soll um ein Netzwerk 
aufrecht zu erhalten, dann muss ich eine Strategie entwickeln. Mit einer klaren Vorstellung was das 
Endprodukt sein soll, was ich rausziehen will”151 (CCOE2, para. 47). 

Therefore, success of the CCOE network area and social media initiative will depend on management 

guidance, further establishment, and acceptance by COE staff and external stakeholders. Two examples 

on how such online portals can be used with different purpose are provided by the interviewees. In the 

area of lessons learned, such a platform is successfully used fur updating and information exchange. “We 

have our community of interest webpage where we formulate information. JALLC is doing that also on 

behalf of themselves from their own portal. So there is a recognized stream of information coming out 

that people are being informed” (CCOE6, para. 45). Also the NATO working groups are using an online 

container to store draft documents, which is stated as similar to other network areas: “Theoretisch ja, 

wobei das eben ein standardisierter Vorgang ist, wo man über die NATO Standardization Organisation 

eben den Zugang bekommt, Ne? Also da gibt's ein offizielles Verfahren”152 (CCOE4, para. 47). The main 

difference is the restriced access, which follows a standardized procedure.  

Two officers explain how they use the position at the CCOE for knowledge exchange with their national 

networks. The first example shows a structural approach of communication on CIMIC. 

“We have a knowledge sharing structure back home on CIMIC. So we have what we call a coordinating 
forum for CIMIC. So this is where the Joint Headquarters people, the Defence Ministry people [are], it 
is the military structure part of it. (…). My role is being the Danish representative to the CIMIC Centre 
of Excellence” (CCOE6, para. 107).   

In the second example, there is also a systematic approach to reporting, but the person also mentions 

additional exchange with the colleagues from his personal network.   

“I'm eyes and ears, that’s true, but its not confidential reports or whatever. But yeah, I have to report 
every month back to Hungary (…) and I'm also in contact with the Joint Forces Command J9, because 
he‘s the CC member. Again, because of personal relationships. I worked at the CIMIC and PsyOps 
Center for eight years, I'm also in contact with them. If I have anything, for example from the PsyOps 

                                                           
151 Translation by the author: What do I want to achieve with these tools? Do I just want to be present? Then it is 
alright and sufficient that a public affairs officer does a few postings each month. Then you are present. If it should 
be medium, a tool to maintain a network, then you need to develop a strategy. That includes a clear vision on the 
final product and the results I want to achieve.  
152 Translation by the author: Principally, yes, whereas this is a standardized procedure where you can get your login 
data via the NATO Standardization Organisation, right? Well, there is an official procedure. 



Chapter 5 

197 

working group then I share it with Gabor because he became the PsyOps deputy of that unit. Thats 
normal for me, that's the national strand” (CCOE5, para. 33). 

At the CCOE, practice creation takes place in official events of NATO working groups and COE conferences, 

but also in personal networks. The detailed example of the CoP on training and exercises demonstrates 

the importance to update each other and to gain access to expertise that can be used in future training 

events. While the management is aware and supportive of the network approach, there is no clear 

strategy towards a structured information and network management system. However, by providing 

exchange platforms and an organisational culture that supports information sharing, the networks are 

already of benefit for the COE.  

Institutional entrepreneurs. The CCOE has taken an entrepreneurial role in the area of education and 

training as the first COE that took over the newly established role of Department Head in 2012. This 

practice derived from a governance reform to restructure education in NATO, which was initiated by the 

department of the NATO Joint Force Trainer at HQ SACT. The reform focused on quality management and 

accreditation systems to standardize training in NATO. Before taht, training was following the ideas of the 

different training institutes, which not always matched operational requirements. The new system 

foresees a Department Head for each discipline that is responsible to translate operational requirements 

into training, based on a training requirement analysis. However, it was not predefined what type of actor 

should act as DH for each discipline, a process initially based on trial and error as a senior policy maker 

explains in an anecdote.       

“Erstmal habe ich da geguckt wen haben wir überhaupt auf dem Markt im Augenblick von den Centres. 
Dann war die Frage wer von den Chefs ist eigentlich bereit meine Linie mitzuziehen, dass wir Education 
& Training verändern müssen, auf einen richtigen Maßstab bringen und nicht dass jeder so vor sich 
hin wurschtelt und macht was er will und wenn er keine Lust mehr hat dann hat man schlechtes 
Training. Ich hatte da so die Nase voll. Und dann habe ich 1, 2, 3, oder auch 5 COEs besucht, hab mal 
geguckt wie sie alle so reagieren und dann hob einer den Finger und sagte: ‘ich fahre Attacke mit 
Ihnen!’ Und das war der Kasselmann. So ist das gekommen. Wir kannten uns auch nicht, er war 
Bundeswehr ok, aber ansonsten kannten wir uns nicht. Aber er war der erste der mal richtig den Finger 
gehoben hat und gesagt hat: ‘ich bin dabei’”153 (IS10, para. 5). 

                                                           
153 Translation by the author: First of all I did a market scan of the centres. Then the question was, who of the 
commanders is willing to follow my course that we need to change education and training. Raise it to a standard 
that not everybody can do his own thing, and we might end up with bad training if the person loses interest. I was 
fed up and then I visited 1, 2, 3, or 5 COEs to see how they reacted. One of them raised his hand and said: ‘I run the 
attack with you!’ That was Kasselmann. That is how it happened, we didn’t know each other. He was from the 
German Armed Forces, okay, but other than that we had no relation. But he was the first who really raised his finger 
and said: ‘Count me in’.     
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This example demonstrates the possible role of individual actor’s commitment in practice creation, in this 

case by the director of the CCOE and NATO’s Joint Force Trainer. Moreover, it is also an example of how 

policy and practice can reinforce each other, using the dynamics of an early phase of concept 

implementation.     

“Das drehte sich nach einem Jahr und dann marschierten die viel schneller als ich marschierte. Das 
war natürlich der interessante Punkt für mich. Wenn Sie was umändern wollen brauchen Sie eine 
Challenge. Und das war die erste Challenge eines Ausbildungscentres (…). Und da waren Sie 
diejenigen, die am meisten Speed gegeben haben um dort mitzumachen. Und Sie hatten super Ideen. 
Und das schaukelte sich permanent auf”154 (IS10, para. 5).  

Hence, sensemaking processes at the micro level of the CCOE led to practice creation and local enactment 

of the DH function, which validated the macro level policy as a functioning governance structure for 

training, instead of just another idea to create bureaucracy.   

“Die Rolle, die Sie jetzt haben als CIMIC, von einem der eigentlich beiträgt zu Education & Training, 
haben Sie sich so entwickelt, dass Sie das Training im Prinzip führen wenn Sie wollen und wir vom 
Hauptquartier eigentlich nur noch unterstützendes Beiwerk bieten. Wir bieten also die Kurse, wir 
setzen den Rahmen und Sie marschieren los”155 (IS10, para. 7). 

By executing the DH role for CIMIC, training development was in the responsibility of the subject matter 

experts, the necessary quality management systems however, are centralized at HQ SACT. Thus, the 

example highlights the effects individual actors’ initiative can have for practice creation, but also how to 

support policy initiatives with material practices.  

In the second example of institutional entrepreneurship, the CCOE further developed NATO’s approach 

to education by combining military and civilian educational standards in a recognized university degree. 

Based on the notion of a growing job market at the many interfaces of civilian and military areas of work 

in response to humanitarian crises, and following the idea to maximize the benefits of education for each 

individual by increasing attractiveness, the CCOE developed the Master of Arts ‘Civil Military Interaction’ 

with three partner Universities. In 2016, the degree was formally accredited according to the standard of 

the European Qualifications Framework for Lifelong Learning. Thereby, the CCOE follows the 

                                                           
154 Translation by the author: That turned after one year and they were marching faster than I did. That was the 
interesting issue for me. If you want to change something you need a challenge. And this was the first challenge for 
a training centre (…). And you have been the ones, who provided the initiative and set the pace to contribute. And 
you had very nice ideas, and that went back and forth.    
155 Translation by the author: You have developed your role in CIMIC from being a contributor to education and 
training into someone, who is directing the training if you want to. We, at the Headquarters are just providing the 
supporting framework. We set the parameter for training and you start to march on. 
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encouragement to establish relationships with academic institutes, stated in the COE concept (NATO 

2003b: 3), which is also seen as opportunity to create “intellectual interoperability” (Hargrave 2014: 43). 

Moreover, the degree is also bringing life to a specific paragraph of NATO’s training directive stating:  

“NATO Education may receive recognition and potential transfer credits towards an alternative 
qualification or credential which is conveyed by a body outside of NATO, including: professional 
certification, a certificate, a diploma and/or a degree.  

This additional credit recognition through professional and academic institutions is often a desirable 
secondary effect for NATO E&IT.  

Education Facilities are urged to forge partnerships with academic institutions and Organisations 
which recognise the value of NATO courses and provide additional opportunities for NATO personnel” 
(NATO 2015d: para. 3.23).  

This translation of symbolic policy into a tangible practice was embraced by both practitioners and policy 

makers at the CCOE and HQ SACT. One officer enthusiastically elaborates on the potential of the Master 

of Arts degree by opening the CCOE to a wider academic community through a research facility. “The 

Master of CMI, if it’s accepted and embraced, has a huge impact on the scholar world. I would love to see 

us as a research institution with PhDs that could give us credibility for NATO as a level 7156 entity” (CCOE6, 

para. 83).  

Vice Admiral Gonzalez-Huix, at this time in the position of Joint Force Trainer at HQ SACT congratulated 

the CCOE by stating: "This is like a dream come true! We have written about the cooperation with 

academic institutions in our policy documents, but so far, there were little tangible results” (personal 

communication HQ SACT, June 2015). A similar appraisal was given by General Paloméros, Supreme Allied 

Commander Transformations: “This is a very concrete, very relevant outcome that we expect from COEs” 

(personal communication HQ SACT, May 2015). The second example demonstrates how local enactment 

and interpretation of policies can have additional and unforeseen results, which are supported by the 

flexible nature of COEs that have the time to run such experiments.  

Sources of authority. There are two plausible sources of authority at the CCOE. As a military organisation 

authority is conferred by a chain of command and hierarchical structures. Being a competence centre at 

the same time, authority also derives from the recognition of professional expertise in the functional 

domain in NATO. These arguments are both reflected by the CCOE staff with the majority arguing that the 

COE has become a recognized actor in NATO. “Ich sag mal im Bereich NATO Kommandostruktur sind wir 

                                                           
156 Referring to level seven of the European Qualifications Framework for Lifelong Learning.   
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ein etablierter Player in der Zwischenzeit”157 (CCOE2, para. 85). However, one person adds that having a 

director in the rank of a general would increase the leverage of the COE. “Es wäre schöner, hätten wir 

eine goldene Ebene. Gerade was eben auch die Relevanz und die Augenhöhe angeht. Aber dadurch, dass 

wir eigentlich relativ gut anerkannt sind, kann man eben auch bei Bedarf mit dem Direktorenposten 

ähnlich viel erreichen158 (CCOE4, para. 92). This demonstrates that both competence and hierarchy are 

seen as important.  

However, this recognition is facing the limitation of being not connected to the NATO secret WAN 

communication system, which excludes the CCOE from direct information exchange with large parts of 

NATO. This was stressed by half of the interviewees. One person explains the gravity of that situation.  

“I feel hampered in the way that I am not really sure that I get all the information. Because after my 
nearly 20 years of experience with NATO, I know that two thirds or maybe even, well actually 75 
percent of whatever is going on is classified. And therefore NATO has a tendency to put a classification 
on anything. And as soon as it has a classification it goes into the NATO secret land and then we are 
out. And this is a game stopper for us at the end of the day (…). If we as CCOE are not having a regular 
access to NATO secret, we would become irrelevant some way down the line. And that would be the 
death of us. I think this is very harsh to say, but this is my sincere opinion. (CCOE6, para. 49). 

To mitigate this situation, COE staff often needs to travel to the Joint Forces Command Brunssum and 

SHAPE to get access to classified information or rely on the good will of colleagues. “So it's only by courtesy 

by them sitting out there saying: ‘Hey we need to inform CCOE.’ That’s really a problem” (CCOE6, para. 

49). The advantage of being outside the NCS allows the COE to communicate with a broad variety of 

actors, but the missing access to the interior network limits the ability to connect in NATO.    

Competence-based recognition also requires a high level of expertise within the staff. While half of the 

interviewees reacted evasive on that topic, the others draw a mixed picture. One person positively argues: 

“If I look at the kind of quality we have got, I think that the requirement and the quality meets 80-90% 

something like that. That’s good” (CCOE3, para. 56). Another statement is more doubtful:     

“Ich betrachte jetzt mal dieses Centre of Excellence hier und sage mal Fachexpertise ist vielleicht bei, 
wenn wir ne Gesamtzahl von 60 Leuten haben ist die Fachexpertise bei, na 15 ungefähr vorhanden. 
Die sich mit dem Thema CIMIC auseinandersetzen. Wir haben genügend andere Leute, die haben in 
anderen Bereichen Fachexpertise, aber die ist ja nicht die gefragte als CIMIC Centre of Excellence. Und 

                                                           
157 Translation by the author: I would say that we have become an established actor for the NATO Command 
Structure.  
158 Translation by the author: It would be nicer if we had a general officer, especially for our relevance to be on an 
equal footing at that level. But because we are actually well accepted, we can achieve similar results with our 
director.  
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jetzt ist da eben die Frage reicht es aus wenn man das was wir da wollen, mit 15 Leuten unterfüttert? 
Reicht das aus um zu sagen wir sind der Think Tank für CIMIC? (...) Glaube ich nicht. Da hab ich meine 
ganz persönlichen Zweifel, dass das so funktioniert”159 (CCOE2, para. 79). 

The account does not critize the skillset and competencies of officers, but demonstrates a mismatch of 

CIMIC SMEs in relation to the total number of staff. This is also reckoned by a third person: “They are all 

dedicated and they all want to do their best, but they are not all very experienced CIMIC-ers. But they can 

become so. And it’s our task to make them so” (CCOE6, para. 129). The small number of CIMIC SMEs 

originates in that fact that CIMIC is not a career path in any nation. Thus, personnel is only temporarily 

appointed to CIMIC positions, which hampers organic growth of expertise.  

Another given factor is military rotation, which is perceived both positive and negative among the staff. 

“There is a positive and a negative side. The negative side is that you lose company knowledge every 
time, but on the other hand we are used to it, and people who get in and have the right papers and 
right past and experiences they will fit in rather easy and rather fast because we are used to doing so 
many jobs after 10 years. You also get new blood in and new knowledge and that’s also very 
important” (CCOE3, para. 52). 

This view is also shared by other offciers, who argue that the negative aspects of rotation can be 

mitiagated if there is a dedicated handover period of a minimum of two weeks. An argument in favour of 

rotation is the abilty to react to recent security development and gain recent mission experience. “Unser 

Fokus sollte auf Afrika liegen. So viel Afrika-Experience haben wir nicht. Also ist es auch dringend 

notwendig, die Leute auch auszutauschen”160 (CCOE1, para. 77). On the other hand, five of the six 

interviewees argue that the period of three years it too short. Three officers favour a rotation cycle of at 

least four years due to the time it takes to build your network and become an accepted member in the 

relevant communities.  

“When you are an international coming into a new place, (…) it takes you a year to become fully 
fledged (…). Then you are contributing one year, and one year before you go home you start to think 
about leaving. So you need at least one year where you are fully engaged. And in the best way it should 
be four years” (CCOE6, para. 125). 

                                                           
159 Translation by the author: When I look at this COE, I would say that about 15 out of 60 have subject matter 
expertise on CIMIC. We have many persons with expertise in other areas, but we don’t ask for that as CIMIC Centre 
of Excellence. The questions is if it is enough to but 15 persons to the tasks we want to achieve? Is this enough to 
argue that we are a think tank for CIMIC? I am not sure, I have my personal doubts if that can work out.   
160 Translation by the author: Our focus should be on Africa. We don’t have much experience on Africa, therefore 
we should rotate the personnel.  
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Two officers argue that the rotation period should depend on the position and should ideally be much 

longer for those persons that represent the organisation to external stakeholders or are deeply embedded 

in expert networks. However, the COE has little influence to influence national selection processes. 

“That’s a fragile topic because it depends on the nations. So we don’t, "we" meaning the CCOE, doesn't 
have a word in it. I know the Dutch approach, meaning that he has to have an interview with the 
director, with the branch chief, and that’s good, I like it. But from the Hungarian perspective, yeah, I 
was appointed by Hungary and that’s it” (CCOE5, para. 107).  

Thus, authority through competence is dependent on the provision of qualified staff by the SN. CCOE staff 

argues that this criterion is only partially met. Military rotation can result in fresh ideas, but this is also to 

the cost of corporate knowledge. To mitigate this, the officers would welcome a rotation cycle of at least 

four years.   

Sources of identity. In 2014 the CCOE has initiated a change management process to define the midterm 

goals of the organisation. The result, called ‘Vision 2020’, states that “CCOE is the preferred network 

campus to connect people, share collective knowledge and to gain unity of purpose in the field of Civil-

Military Interaction” (CCOE 2016). Half of the interviewed staff favour the development of the vision as 

orientation for the work of the COE. “I think especially after the vision to mission session we have become 

more dedicated. And especially after we have now reviewed our program of work and we are aligning our 

program of work together with our vision 2020 milestones we are becoming more dedicated so we are 

actually getting the train in motion” (CCOE6, para. 59). Two staff members see the vision related to an 

identity that is based on professionalism. “That's our professionalism. This is our dedication when we, 

when we go towards what we do. (…). That’s shaping our identity” (CCOE6, para. 79). Another source of 

identity is the understanding to be a service provider. “Ich glaube es ist wirklich dieser 

Dienstleistungsgedanke, der prägt das ganze”161 (CCOE2, para. 125). The same officer further argues that 

the brand of the CCOE provides additional identification. “Man hat schon ein gewisses 

Zusammenhaltsgefühl hier. Ich glaube die Personen, die hier tätig sind, sind hier gerne tätig und sie wollen 

auch das Logo Centre of Excellence nach außen tragen. Das ist ist glaube ich wirklich identitätsstiftend, 

soll es auch sein”162 (CCOE2, para. 123). 

                                                           
161 Translation by the author: I really think it is the idea of being service provider that is shaping us. 
162 Translation by the author: You have some kind of shared identity here. I think that the people that are here, like 
to work at this place and also want to carry our logo as Centre of Excellence to the outside world. That is providing 
an identity and it should.  
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One officer does not dissent with the vision, but is more hesitant towards an identity. “Identity, good 

question. I’m not sure if we have a real identity. We try to express ourselves in our corporate 

communication, but a good question is: ‘are we looking for identity to have a new corporate design and 

do we make this or identity or is this a translation of our identity?’” (CCOE3, para. 68). Two of the staff 

members argue against an identity of the organisation due to a lack of teamwork and non-transparent 

decision making. “I know that we don't really work as a team in a house or in a branch, but I think that we 

have a lot of good personnel, good persons with good personalities” (CCOE5, para. 122). 

“Nein, das fehlt. In meinen Augen fehlt das. Das wäre noch, ich sage mal, das Sahnehäubchen, wenn 
es das geben würde. Aber dazu werden hier viel zu viele Dinge intransparent entschieden. Und 
Entscheidungen eben teilweise auch nicht kommuniziert. So dass, dass man sich damit kaum 
identifizieren kann. Das Fachliche, ja. Ich bin überzeugt von CIMIC. Ich bin überzeugt von dem Zentrum 
an sich. Aber eine Identität hier, die haben wir nicht”163 (CCOE4, para. 100).  

Especially the critical position towards communication and transparent decision making shows a 

discrepancy to the vision that specifically focuses on information sharing. “The main relevance is I think 

exactly what our mission is that we connect people, all those people and that we share that collective 

knowledge and to gain that unity. We need to gain that unity of purpose in the field of civil military 

interaction in missions or in preparation of missions” (CCOE3, para. 42). Thus, the CCOE appears to 

communicate an ideal to its stakeholders that has yet to be adopted internally. A clear tendency towards 

an identity cannot be recognized, instead some staff members individually identify themselves with the 

subject matter, being a service provider, or with the CCOE as a brand, while others do not.    

Sources of legitimacy. The formal functions in doctrine development, education and training, and lessons 

learned lead to recognition in NATO and therefore provide external legitimacy to the CCOE as shown 

throughout the case study. Moreover, half of the interviewees stated that the CCOE is further promoted 

at higher levels by the FOGO champion “He uses us as an example in his forums where he is speaking and 

he is of course speaking at top level forums on the NAC or the Military Committee” (CCOE3, para. 26). 

While this evidently demonstrates close linkages to NATO, the CCOE was not yet able to be equally 

recognized within the humanitarian community that forms the civilian side of civil-military cooperation. 

One person simply remarks in this context: “Aber wir haben natürlich immer noch viel zu tun, gerade was 

                                                           
163 Translation by the author: No, that is missing from my perception. It would be the icing on the cake if we had 
that. But there are too many untransparent decisions. Some decisions are also not communicated that you can 
hardly identify yourself with them. The subject matter, yes. I am confident of CIMIC, I am confident of the COE as 
such, but we don’t have an identity here.    
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die zivile Community angeht”164 (CCOE4, para. 55). Another COE member is much more critical, especially 

against the background that the location of the CCOE in The Hague is home to approximately 200 

international- and non-governmental organisations.    

“Leider muss man auch sagen, dass man gerade die Liaison zu diesen Organisationen, seitdem wir hier 
sind, oder auch schon davor, hat sträflich vernachlässigen lassen. Also man hat sie sträflich 
vernachlässigt. Und ich hoffe, dass es dann auch irgendwann mal dazu hinkommt, dass wir einen 
permanenten Liaison Officer zu diesen Organisationen haben”165 (CCOE1, para. 8). 

Internally, the CCOE has started several initiatives to improve this situation. The implementation of the 

CCOE’s vision foresees more active engagement towards civil stakeholders, the entrepreneurial university 

cooperation that has led to the master degree in CMI, opens the work of the CCOE to a broader academic 

audience.  

Formally, the CCOE possesses a strong basis of legitimacy. Accreditation is based on a functional and 

operational MOU and the organisation is structured along the four pillars to support NATO 

transformation. Moreover, the CCOE was officially appointed as custodian for NATO CIMIC doctrine, 

Department Head for training, and manager of the NATO CIMIC lessons learned community. Being the 

only COE that employs a permanent liaison officer embedded in the COE section at HQ SACT further eases 

coordination whenever necessary.   

Logic of investment. Most of the officers at the CCOE describe national interests in the services of the 

organisation as primary logic of investment, especially in the area of education and training: “Für die 

meisten Nationen ist das Interesse der Lehrbetrieb und die entsprechenden Lehrgänge. Das auf jeden 

Fall”166 (CCOE4, para. 81). This is supported by an officer of the Host Nation, arguing that defence 

synergies compensate for the investment in the COE. “This is a rather expensive COE of about 20 officer 

contributions [and] a couple hundred thousand euros. Though what they expect in return is that we train 

and educate all the Dutch CIMIC officers so they don’t need to duplicate it and of course they can maintain 

the knowledge in some kind of exercise” (CCOE3, para. 40). The multinational education also has the 

practical value of competence build-up as emphasized by another person:  

                                                           
164 Translation by the author: There is still a lot to be done, especially regarding the civil community.   
165 Translation by the author: Sadly you need to say that since we are here and even before, the liaison to these 
organisations was reprehensibly neglected. I hope that we will manage at some point to establish a permanent 
liaison officer with these organisations.   
166 Translation by the author: Most of the nations are interested in education and the specific modules. Absolutely.  
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“We provide an instructor for the CCOE, which is good for the CCOE, but it’s also good for Hungary 
because we then have internationally trained instructors. We also have a NATO accredited course 
every year in Hungary meaning that we can save money because they don’t have to travel here. I 
would call it really beneficial” (CCOE5, para. 64).  

The same person further stresses that the position at the COE provided him with extensive insights on the 

working procedures at higher headquarters and in NATO working groups. Next to the cost savings through 

multinational training, two officers highlight the importance to influence the process of doctrine and 

concept development, which reflects the logic of professional excellence by focusing on content. 

“Denmark has an opinion about international assignments that we want to have content relevant 

positions where we can influence these positions on specific areas. And we can gain experience that we 

can use back home” (CCOE6, para. 109).  

One officer further argues that investment in the COE serves also the support of NATO: “Der zweite Teil 

ist eben, dass man wirklich Hauptquartieren, die in der Zwischenzeit so ausgedünnt sind, dass sie ihre 

Arbeit eigentlich in dem Bereich wo wir tätig sind nicht mehr machen können, einen Arbeitsmuskel 

gibt”167 (CCOE2, para. 89). The same person perceives himself as being “mehr oder weniger ausgeliehen 

an einen internationalen Bereich und auch einem internationalen Arbeitgeber verpflichtet”168 (CCOE2, 

para. 99). The data shows that investment into the CCOE rather follows competence-based interests than 

political ones. The SN gain access to international knowledge and use the CCOE as agent to train their 

personnel, which are complementary elements of the logics of transformation and professional 

excellence. There are two explanations to this rationale. First, the topic of Civil-Military Cooperation is not 

as prominent as Cyber or CBRN to stimulate greater political interest. Second, the CCOE has been 

established from an existing NCS-element, hence nations were rather changing existing MOUs on 

multinational cooperation instead of taking a new decision to join.     

The case of the CCOE is an example for a COE that was established out of the existing structures of the 

CIMIC Group North. CIMIC has received increasing attention starting with the out of area missions in the 

Balkans and during the development of a comprehensive approach in Afghanistan. However, the 

capability was always a subsidiary function with a volatile application in different mission contexts. The 

CCOE’s mission and strategy are leading to a more structured approach by the dual focus on doctrine and 

                                                           
167 Translation by the author: The second part is that you provide a working muscle to headquarters that have been 
drained of personnel that they are actually no longer able to do the work in the area we are focusing on.   
168 Translation by the author: more or less outsourced to an international area and also obliged to an international 
employer. 
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training that are both deeply embedded in NATO. Especially training has been developed in an 

entrepreneurial way by setting benchmarks for the Department Head function and the alignment of 

military and civilian education. However, CIMIC is not an organic part of most armed forces, which 

prevents coherent career paths. This structural disadvantage is reflected in disruption of expert networks, 

a low career prospect, and lack of a grown identity. Also the interaction with civil actors, an integral part 

in name and definition of the capability, is not a primary focus despite the favourable location of the COE 

in The Hague.  

5.6 Case 4: Centre of Excellence for Operations in Confined and Shallow Waters (CSW COE) 

Event sequencing. The Centre of Excellence for Operations in Confined and Shallow Waters was 

established in 2008 by the Federal Republic of Germany as FN. The COE is co-located with large parts of 

the German Navy in Kiel. The six Sponsoring- and Contributing Nations are Finland, Greece, Italy, The 

Netherlands, Poland, and Turkey (ACT 2016: 30). The nations provide a PE of 42 positions of which 36 

were manned in 2015 (ACT 2015b: 18). The figures place the CSW COE among the older COEs with less 

than average Sponsoring- and Contributing Nations and PE-positions, but few post vacancies.  

According to the information displayed on the website of the German Navy, the CSW COE was offered by 

Germany to support NATO transformation against the background of the distinct experience of operations 

in littoral waters in the North- and the Baltic Sea (Bundeswehr 2015). The homepage of the CSW COE 

(2016) provides a similar statement with the additional remark that the COE was deliberately offered by 

Germany due to the expertise on the subject matter and not in response to an identified capability gap in 

NATO. Nevertheless, it took time to get recognized as a NATO COE in the Navy.  

“Natürlich wurden wir 2008 und 2009 auch erstmal als ein Stück Bundeswehr gesehen, weil das war 
irgendwie nicht nachvollziehbar, dass da ein Stockwerk auf einmal NATO sein soll. Das heißt, wir 
mussten überhaupt erstmal eine Überzeugungsarbeit auch innerhalb der Bundeswehr, auch innerhalb 
unserer Marine leisten. Sozusagen: ‘Wir sind jetzt da und mit uns kann man ganz anders und viel 
offener und viel lockerer arbeiten, als mit Bundeswehr’ (…)”169 (CSW2, para. 7). 

This process of becoming more mature and accepted progressed with increased visibility of the COE. 

“2011 haben wir erstmalig eine Maritime Security Conference gemacht in Kiel, mit 250 Teilnehmern, das 

war hier in Kiel schon mal ein großer Aufschlag. Spätestens dann wussten alle, die NATO sitzt auch an der 

                                                           
169 Translation by the author: Of course we have been somewhat perceived as a part of the Bundeswehr back in 2008 
and 2009, because it was difficult to comprehend that one floor of the building suddenly is NATO. That means we 
had to do work in persuading within the Bundeswehr and the Navy about our presence. ‘’Look here we are and you 
can engage with us much easier and more open than with the Bundeswehr’. 



Chapter 5 

207 

Förde”170 (CSW2, para. 7). Currently, the COE is in the process of an internal review to increase the 

relevance in the pillar of lessons learned (Personal communication CSW COE, May 19, 2015). This shows 

a constant development of the COE, both internally and towards external stakeholders. 

Basis of attention. Operations in Confined and Shallow Waters (CSW) belong to the maritime theatre of 

military affairs. More specific, CSWs subsume the complex areas of narrow straits, archipelago, rugged 

coastlines, and tidal areas under the term confined-, and a depths up to 200 meters as shallow waters. 

Possible challenges that arise in these geographical formations are often referred to as the 70-80-90 rule 

(CSW COE 2016; CSW COE 2015). 70 per cent of the earth is covered by water, 80 per cent of the 

population lives near the seas, and 90 per cent of all international trade travels by sea. A study on 

prospective operations in Confined and Shallow Waters provides the following definition:           

“CSW is a cramped, congested and contested operational environment constituting an extremely 
complex thus challenging littoral joint battlespace which affects the freedom of movement and 
action by specific geographical and geophysical factors as well as manifold threats and risks. On the 
other side, CSW also offers a broad range of possibilities and opportunities for military operations.” 
(CSW COE 2015: 1) 

Especially the words cramped, joint, and, geographical and geophysical factors are highlighting the many 

dimensions of the CSW environment. While the military term Joint implies that military operations in CSW 

are not limited to the Navy, but also include the Land, Air, and Cyber domains, the other terms have even 

broader connotations. Cramped is focusing on a constrained area for naval traffic, which also includes all 

civilian shipping, thereby adding a civil-military dimension. The geographical and geophysical 

circumstances have a natural influence on all human actors in this environment. Tides, shoals, and 

currents are specific characteristics of CSW, and global warming might be a factor leading to new confined 

environments in the Arctic (CSW COE 2015: 3). Recapitulating those aspects, CSWs can also be described 

as a transition area interfacing between land, often with densely urbanized areas, and sea. The latter is 

the stage for a significant amount of naval traffic for global merchandise, local economies but also 

international organised crime such as piracy and human trafficking. Together, CSWs are a very specific 

operational environment for any conflict or crisis response (Ibid: pp. 3).    

Although the area of CSW is clearly defined, the inclusion of army, air force and civilian shipping elements 

make it increasingly complex as outlined by one officer.  

                                                           
170 Translation by the author: In 2011 we conducted a Maritime Security Conference with 250 participants in Kiel for 
the first time. This was a big hit. At that moment everybody new that NATO is also present in Kiel. 
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“CSW mag klar definiert sein, ist aber auf der anderen Seite dadurch, dass die Landkomponente und 
auch die Luftkomponente ja mit drin ist, ein weites Feld. Also wir reden da auch ganz schnell über 
Harbour Protection, Force Protection, Riverine Operations, wo wir auch nicht wissen, wo hört CSW auf 
und wo beginnt dann der Flusslauf und was haben wir dann? Das heißt dann damit redet man 
automatisch mit einem ganz großen Feld von Leuten. Wir reden auch mit Reedern, wir reden mit 
Logistikbetreibern, mit Hafenbetreibern und so weiter und so fort. Die sind alle mit im Boot. Obwohl 
dieses Thema auf der einen Seite klar umrissen ist”171 (CSW2, para. 21). 

CSW is defined as a geographical area and not a military function or capability. This broadens the focus of 

attention and includes many civilian stakeholders from merchant shipping and harbour management.  

Basis of mission. “The mission of the COE CSW is to provide joint and combined Subject Matter Expertise 

in the range of Operations in Confined and Shallow Waters (CSW) for NATO and the nations participating 

in the COE CSW in order to advance future developments, and in particular, to support NATO 

Transformation” (CSW COE 2016). This mission statement explicitly addresses competence-based 

capability development in a multinational approach to support the logic of transformation. Along the four 

pillars, CSW COE is embedded in a variety of maritime working groups and has left a footprint in doctrinal 

development, which currently focuses on the topic of harbour protection. “Wir haben für bestehende 

taktische Vorschriften, aber auch strategische Allied Joint Publications (AJPs) schon wirklich einige 

Beiträge geleistet und wenn das denn umgesetzt wird nachher NATO approved ist, dann ist das schon ein 

gewisser Wert den man da in die NATO eingebracht hat”172 (CSW3, para. 69). The COE has further taken 

the role as Department Head for training in maritime operations, which is being recognized by the staff 

as positive development. “Wir [haben] hier natürlich eine hohe Relevanz bekommen durch diese neue 

Department Head Funktion. Das finde ich schon eine tolle Sache, recht sportlicher Angang Maritime Ops 

zu bereedern173” (CSW3, para. 67). An area that is less developed are lessons learned. Here, the COE tries 

to become more active in cooperation with NATO Maritime Command (MARCOM). “Die Säule LL ist bei 

uns sehr dürftig, wir kommen kaum an LL ran. Die werden von den Nationen oft wie Staatsgeheimnisse 

gehütet. Wir wollen jetzt gemeinsam mit MARCOM etablieren, dass wir deren LL circle nutzen können. 

                                                           
171 Translation by the author: On the on hand, CSW is clearly defined, but the integration of Army and Air Force 
elements makes it a very wide field. We often discuss topics like Harbour Protection, Force Protection and Riverine 
Operations where we don’t know the point when CSW stops and the river begins, what is then? Automatically, we 
talk to a broad audience of stakeholders. We talk to ship-owners, logistics managers, harbour management and so 
on. They are all sitting in the same boat, although the area is clearly defined.  
172 Translation by the author: We have contributed to advance existing tactical doctrine and strategic AJP’s. Once 
these doctrines are promulgated we do see certain value of our work for NATO.  
173 Translation by the author: We certainly got more relevant because of this new Department Head function. It is a 
good but ambitious approach to operate Maritime Operations. 
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Die haben von sich aus nie die Idee gehabt das COE da mit hineinzunehmen”174 (personal communication 

CSW COE, May 2015). A prominent area of work outside the direct scope of NATO, is Operational Maritime 

Law where the COE has established a forum to discuss legal implications of stateless ships, refugees, and 

piracy. These activities demonstrate active engagements towards capability development and knowledge 

management as pointed out by the mission statement.  

CSW COE advertises its role as a focal point to advance capability development in cooperation with 

multiple partners that operate in the COE domain, including civil organisations from harbor management. 

Other partners are nations and universities that support the COE’s work on Operational Maritime Law, an 

area that is not limited to NATO. “Das Völkerrecht ist nicht auf die NATO beschränkt. Da muss ich sogar 

breiter warden, wenn ich was erreichen will. Ich brauche ja fast immer einen Konsens der Beteiligten oder 

zumindest eindeutige Mehrheiten”175 (CSW5, para. 12). Another person concludes: “Das ist tatsächlich 

ein weltweiter Outreach immer mit Rückbezug auf NATO”176 (CSW1, para. 27). Such engagement with 

other nations reflects the logic of multinational cooperation, which is supported by one officer who argues 

that COEs generally have an integrative function. “COEs sind auch eine gute Möglichkeit der 

Länderbindung an die NATO. Wir waren beispielsweise mit Finnland das erste COE, dass eine Nicht-NATO-

Nation integriert hat”177 (personal communication CSW COE, May 19, 2015). Thus, the mission of CSW 

COE follows the rationale to support maritime capability development in NATO, but also focuses on wider 

areas of global outreach, such as Operational Maritime Law.  

Basis of strategy. The strategy of COE CSW to address the logic base of attention is twofold. First, the COE 

aims for integration in relevant NATO fora and working groups to support capability development. In 

recognition of the global importance of confined and shallow waters, the COE further enlarges its scope 

towards non-NATO, and non-military actors. Both courses of action are based on the perception to act as 

independent think tank in the CSW domain, an ambition that is uncommon for a military environment. 

“Wir wollen insgesamt mehr zu einem Think Tank werden. Das ist aber bei der militärischen Mentalität 

                                                           
174 Translation by the author: The Lessons Learned pillar is poor. We hardly get access to LL, because they are often 
guarded like state secrets by nations. Now we try to establish a cooperation with MARCOM to use their LL-cycle, but 
they never had the idea to integrate the COE by themselves.  
175 Translation by the author: International law is not limited to NATO. I need to act more broadly if I want to 
accomplish something in that area. I always need consensus of the actors or at least clear majorities.  
176 Translation by the author: The outreach is indeed global. But always with a reference to NATO. 
177 Translation by the author: COEs are a good way to tie nations to NATO. For example, we have been the first COE 
that integrated a non-NATO nation, which was Finland. 
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sehr schwierig in die Köpfe zu bekommen”178 (personal communication CSW COE, May 2015). To 

guarantee independent thought and development, the staff is granted a high a mount of flexibility and 

independence in the project execution by the directorate. “Das ist ja eine Grundvoraussetzung, sagen wir 

mal in so einem Think Tank, dass die Leute Freiheit haben und die müssten wir ihnen auch einräumend 

gewähren”179 (CSW1, para. 37). The interviewees confirmed this statement unanimously. One officer 

exemplary states: “reguliert ist das gar nicht. Bei meinen Projekten habe ich wirklich, und das ist ein super 

tolles Gefühl, alle Freiheiten meine Projekte so auszugestalten, wie ich sie für richtig halte”180 (CSW3, 

para. 51). Another favourable condition for the work as a competence- and knowledge centre is little 

distraction by operational tasks or national commitments as explained by another staff member. “I'm not 

fuzzed, I'm not interfered, I don't have a dual role. People I worked within the Netherlands, in the maritime 

warfare center, they are dual hatted. 80% of their time they spent on national doctrine. And, oh yeah, 

they need to do this NATO stuff as well” (CSW4, para. 28).  

Integration in NATO is pursued by participation in maritime working groups on doctrine and concept 

development. The main partner is MARCOM, but the nature of the CSW domain at the crossroads of 

different military services also leads to participation in Army-dominated working groups: “mittlerweile 

haben wir eine sehr große maritime Identität in einer sehr landdominierten Working Group in der NATO 

gefunden, also da sind alle NATO Nationen mit ACO und ACT voll involviert”181 (CSW3, para. 17). Other 

officers concur with the idea to capitalize on synergies between the different services, which could lead 

to the initiatition of larger Smart Defence projects. In general, the staff shares the opinion that the COE 

can act as information hub between different groups. “Ich denke mal der große Vorteil ist, dass wir in 

verschiedenen Working Groups teilnehmen und das Wissen hin und herschieben können, sodass also alle 

davon profitieren”182 (CSW3, para. 67). This demonstrates how a COE can play an active part in knowledge 

management across different military services.  

                                                           
178 Translation by the author: Overall, we want to grow more into a think tank, which is difficult to plant into military-
driven mindsets.  
179 Translation by the author: In a think tank academic freedom is a basic requirement that we have to grant to the 
staff.  
180 Translation by the author: Well, my work is not regimented. I have all the freedom to develop my projects 
according to my own judgement, which feels very good. 
181 Translation by the author: in the meantime we have established a maritime identity in a quite land-dominated 
NATO WG in which all NATO nations, ACO and ACT are fully involved. 
182 Translation by the author: According to me, our big advantage is participation in different WGs, which allows us 
to exchange knowledge to the benefit of all.   
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A second important event to increase the visibility of the organisation, is the COE’s own annual maritime 

security conference that is integrated in the world’s largest sailing event, the ‘Kiel Regatta’. This allows 

the COE to utilize the prominent attention to steer the focus on current topics of interest. 

“Wir machen eine eintägige Veranstaltung während der Kieler Woche mit dem Ziel, eben die 
Expertise, die zur Kieler Woche sowieso schon Vorort ist möglichst in einem Raum an einem Tisch zu 
bringen (…). Und der Untertitel von [der] Kiel Konferenz ist Maritime Security Challenges und wir 
wollen jedes Jahr eine neue Focus Area beleuchten. Nun haben wir dieses Jahr die Baltic Sea. Das passt 
zu Kiel. Das passt zur Kieler Woche. Das ist ein gutes Einstandsthema und es passt natürlich aufgrund 
der politischen Gegebenheiten”183 (CSW2, para. 17).  

NATO working groups and own conferences are the vehicles to actively contribute to concept 

development in the functional area, and to share information across NATO and with the SN. Especially the 

importance of regular conferences is highlighted by the staff. “Ich glaube, dass der Austausch im 

Wesentlichen über Konferenzen stattfindet. Weil dann eben auch die Fachexpertise gezielt eingeladen 

wird zu einer bestimmten Thematik und es natürlich auch dazu führt, dass ich auf diesen Konferenzen 

natürlich oft auch die gleichen Leute treffe”184 (CSW2, para. 34). Moreover, the COE takes the position as 

hub between NATO and national lines of communications. “I keep a strong link with the Netherlands. I 

can do that more easily than some of the other guys here, because it's 500km to Den Helder. So I've been 

to Den Helder very regularly of the last two years. So, staying connected with my counterparts in the 

Netherlands is easy and I've done that” (CSW4, para. 61). Another officer similarly states: “Ich bin nicht 

nur in allen NATO Working Groups zu meinem Fachgebiet, sondern auch in allen deutsch nationalen 

Working Groups aus Berlin, also Minister of Defence, vom Naval Headquarter in Rostock. Und das ist eben 

das Schöne, dass man auch die nationalen deutschen Aspekte auch mit sieht”185 (CSW3, para. 53). These 

examples show how COE staff members use their position to exchange knowledge with their nations.  

The other work of the COE that exceeds the scope of NATO, is mainly focused on developing solutions for 

existing legal gaps in Operational Maritime Law, on topics such as mission command, boarding of stateless 

                                                           
183 Translation by the author: We conduct a one day meeting during the Kiel Regatta with the aim to utilize and bring 
the expertise together, which anyway is present during that week (…). The subtitle of the Kiel conference is Maritime 
Security Challenges in which we want to address a new focus area every year. This year the topic is ‘Baltic Sea’. That 
fits Kiel, that fits the Kiel Regatta and it is a good starting topic in light of the current political situation.   
184 Translation by the author: I believe that conferences are the main vehicle for exchange of information, because 
invitations are targeted to the experts on a given topic. Moreover, I often meet the same persons at these 
conferences.   
185 Translation by the author: I am not only participating in all NATO WGs on my subject area, but also participate in 
all national meetings in Germany, for example at the MOD in Berlin or the Naval Headquarters in Rostock. The good 
thing is that I also get the national perspective.  
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ships, and piracy. The COE attempts to act as a mediator in this domain of international law, which is 

based on national consensus. “Wir bieten eben das Forum und die Plattform sich hier auszutauschen und 

ich sage mal Mehrheitsauffassungen zu publizieren, denen sich dann die Nationen anschließen können 

(…). Über dieses Vehikel kann man aus unserer Sicht tatsächlich auch Völkerrecht entwickeln”186 (CSW1, 

para. 29). A preferred mean to reach agreement is through conferences that are followed by publications 

to create a foundation for legal interpretations. “Inhaltlich zielt das Projekt darauf ab, Konsens zwischen 

den Rechtsberatern in der maritimen Community zu Erlangen. Das versuchen wie über Konferenzen zu 

erreichen, die in Workshops vorbereitet werden. Die Ergebnisse werden dann publiziert. Diese Ergebnisse 

dienen dann oft als Basismaterial für Staatliches Recht”187 (CSW5, para 5). The project officer further 

stresses the importance that these publications are of academic format and detached from NATO. “Wenn 

da NATO draufsteht liest das keiner weil alle denken, dass da nur NATO-Themen drin sind oder nur NATO-

Auffassungen vertreten werden. Wir achten da schon auf die akademische Freiheit. Jeder soll da schreiben 

was er denkt”188 (CSW5, para. 18). The aim of the COE is to further develop this area by continuity of an 

annual conference and periodic publications of the results. The work on Operational Maritime Law is 

receiving growing attention and places the COE in a mediating role between different actors.  

“Mittlerweile sind wir das Netzwerk, sind wir der Hub, der im operativen maritimen Recht jetzt 
tatsächlich übernational eine Rolle spielt und als die Institution, die die verschiedenen Nationen 
zusammenbringt wahrgenommen wird, was die NATO nicht tut. Interessant natürlich auch gerade 
der Link zu NATO und EU, der über unser COE sehr gut möglich ist”189 (CSW1, para. 25).  

The statement demonstrates how the COE proactively contributes to the development of a specific area 

within the functional domain that is not covered by NATO. The example also shows the possibility to 

integrate other actors and to establish a link between theory and practical aspects.   

“Spreche ich die gleiche Sprache mit den Partnernationen, haben wir ein ähnliches Verständnis? 
Zentral ist es für uns das Seerecht voranzubringen, und zwar nicht auf eine professorale Weise. Das 
ist oft sehr praxisnah. Unser Ziel ist die operative Ebene, da hilft keine professorale 

                                                           
186 Translation by the author: We offer the forum and the stage to exchange information and to publish majority 
opinions, which can be followed by the nations (…). In our opinion, this is a vehicle to develop international law.     
187 Translation by the author: The project is aiming to build consensus among the legal advisors within the maritime 
community. We try to achieve this during the conferences, which are prepared in separate workshops. The results 
are being published and often serve as foundation for national law.  
188 Translation by the author: Nobody will read the publications if they are labeled as NATO, because people assume 
that they consist only of NATO topics and positions. We emphasize on academic freedom. Everybody should write 
his opinion.   
189 Translation by the author: We have become the network, the hub that has a supranational role in operational 
maritime law with the recognition to the the organisation that connects the different nations, something NATO is 
not doing. Also of interest is the connection between NATO and the EU that is enabled by the COE.    
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Wolkenschieberei. Das ist im Detail oftmals sehr schwierig und wir werden auch oft von der 
praktischen Relevanz überholt. Ein Beipiel ist das Boarden von staatenlosen Schiffen. Die 
Flüchtlingsschiffe im Mittelmeer sind alle staatenlos. Die Frage ist aber wie erkenne ich 
Staatenlosigkeit, was muss ich dann beachten wenn ich an Bord gehe und was darf ich an Bord 
machen? Das sind aktuelle Themen wo, wir die Leute fit Machen für den Einsatz”190 (CSW5, para. 6). 

This specific and topical example of Operational Maritime Law highlights the importance of consensus and 

interoperability for practical application by multinational actors. While the COE stresses the practical 

application, the theoretical foundation is built in cooperation with the legal faculties of several universities 

that also attend the conferences and support the publication process. 

The basis of strategy of the CSW COE is characterized by facilitation of information between different 

NATO and non-NATO actors. Main tool are conferences and NATO working groups that result in 

harmonization of different positions in military doctrine and legal publications. In the future, the COE also 

aims to increase its role in training and education as NATO Department Head for maritime operations. 

The staff values own initiative and proactive behaviour as important to drive results. “We can wait until 

somebody asks us, but you need to make sure that people get to know you, get your market value up and 

then they'll come to you. Then they'll ask for more than you can give. That's when you are an established 

COE” (CSW4, para. 2). The actions of the COE demonstrate a combination of the logic of professional 

excellence, multinational cooperation, and transformation. The emphasis on the role as think tank, own 

initiative, and visibility further indicates the presence of a corporate logic as knowledge house.   

Coordination of practice creation. In accordance with the CSW COE’s strategy, the main attempts towards 

practice creation are participation in several NATO working groups and the own maritime security 

conference. This work is highly formalized by the NATO Standardization Office with firm responsibilities, 

meeting rhythms, appointed chairmen, and rules for participation and ratification of documents. The COE 

staff stresses the importance of participation in all relevant working groups to be able to broker 

information on the different subjects according to the guiding principles of the COE. “Von unserem Leitbild 

her haben wir den Anspruch hier die CSW Community zu sein, die auch immer wieder Leute da rein holt 

                                                           
190 Translation by the author: Do I speak the same language as partner nations, do we have a similar understanding? 
Key is to advance maritime law in relation to practice and not in a very academic fashion. We focus on the operational 
level. Here, abstract theory is of little use, too difficult and detailed and often overtaken by events. One example is 
boarding of stateless ships. All refugee ships in the Mediterranean are stateless. The relevant questions are how do 
I identify their status, what do I have to focus on when I board them and what am I allowed to do? These are topically 
issues on which we train people for missions.         
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und miteinander vernetzt. Nichts anderes soll auch auf dieser Konferenz passieren”191 (CSW2, para. 21). 

Participation in these events is important for building relationships according to one officer: “Weil es trotz 

der Kommunikationsmöglichkeiten von unschätzbarem Wert ist, in diesen Working Groups auch Face-to-

Face bei einander zu sein in meinen Augen”192 (CSW3, para. 83). However, the same person also criticizes 

that most of the work does not occur during these working groups meetings, which sometimes become a 

burden. “Wenn man so viele Projekte hat, die so intensiv bearbeitet werden, dann muss man auch dazu 

kommen mal zu arbeiten und sich nicht immer nur auszutauschen”193 (CSW3, para. 81), or bluntly put: 

“Ja, nur um irgendwohin zu fahren, um dort die Luft wegzuatmen, was habe ich denn dann? Also, man 

muss ja auch wirklich sehen, dass man auch sinnvoll reist”194 (CSW3, para. 83). Another person argues 

that the working groups always consist of the same subject matter expert community, which limits the 

possiblility to establish new contacts due to this formalized setting. The statements show that favourable 

conditions for knowledge management at the COE are sometimes hampered by formal proceedings.   

Examples for involvement in less formal practitioner communities are given by two staff members. One 

takes part in an expert group to develop a German maritime security strategy on behalf of the Navy Chief 

of Staff. The group consists of eight hand-picked experts that develop the topic from the different angles 

of strategic communication, naval strategy, European Defence Agency, and academia. The practice of the 

group follows a clear pattern that includes monthly meetings and work on documents in an online 

container. Management of the team done by the Admiral, who selected the members and is responsible 

to deliver a draft of the strategy paper to the MOD, and an organiser, who administers the work. The 

member from CSW COE especially highlights the role of the organiser as the more important one.       

“Der Organisator, der administriert diesen Wissenscontainer. Der organisiert alles rund um diese 
Gruppe. Reisen, Unterkünfte, ‘haben sie dieses Paper schon bekommen, ach ich mach das irgendwie 

                                                           
191 Translation by the author: According to our principles we should form the CSW community that integrates and 
connects new persons. That is the purpose of our conference.   
192 Translation by the author: Despite modern communication tools, in my opinion it is invaluable to get together 
face to face in these working groups.  
193 Translation by the author: If you are involved in that many intense projects, you also need to find time to work 
and not only exchange information.  
194 Translation by the author: Only going somewhere to breathe the oxygen, what is the benefit? Well, you should 
see to it that travels are meaningful.   
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möglich’ (…). Er ist Notetaker. Was ganz wichtig ist, ist dass jemand mitschreibt, bei solchen 
Diskussionen, der auch Ahnung von dem Thema hat”195 (CSW2, para. 39).  

Although the group was initiated by the Navy, the work is being done in addition to the regular post 

obligations. “Das ist eine reine Zusatzverpflichtung, dafür muss man sich selber frei kämpfen”196 (CSW2, 

para. 47). Despite this commitment, the COE member describes it as honor to be selected for this task, 

which indicates a high level of personal motivation. An interesting aspect is the hybrid character of the 

group that has been formally initiated with hand-picked members and a budget, but operates like an 

independent think tank. This allows to explore the topic in an organised fashion, but without formal 

constraints.  

“Das wurde gesteuert und das ist der typische Fall von persönlichen Netzwerken. Kapitän Kark, der 
kannte die Leute. Er hat sich Leute gesucht, wo er sagte: ‘Das sind die, von denen ich glaube, dass sie 
als Gruppe zusammen a) funktionieren, und b) diese komplexe Thematik so rocken und erarbeiten 
können’. Wir haben ja sowas noch gar nicht, keine maritime Sicherheitsstrategie”197 (CSW2, para. 43).    

“Wie gesagt, ich sitze in der Expertengruppe zum Thema Maritime Sicherheitsstrategie ich glaube das 
ist auch etwas, was für COEs eigentlich gut wäre. Nicht nur Konferenzen zu machen, sondern wirklich 
auch Arbeitsmeetings. Zu sagen: ‘Ok, wir legen mal auf den Tisch: was hast du? Was hast du?’ Nicht 
nur in irgendwelchen schillernden Vorträgen und intelligenten Rednern und Panels, sondern wirklich 
mal auf den Tisch legen: ‘hier ist mein Papier, hier ist dein Papier’”198 (CSW2, para. 37).  

The other informal group is the community on Operational Martime Law. This group developed as a loose 

network based on personal contacts among the legal advisors from the different nations. The idea to 

develop a more formalized structure was hampered due to the high workload of military legal advisors, 

especially deployments to missions. “Wir haben in der Praxis keine festen Strukturen. Ich dachte da am 

Anfang viel formalistischer. Ich wollte eine ständige Gruppe bilden, mit festen Strukturen und fester 

Kommunikation, so wie man sich das als Deutscher typischerweise vorstellt. Das hat aber überhaupt nicht 

                                                           
195 Translation by the author: The organiser administers the cloud. He does everything on behalf of the group: duty 
travel, hotel bookings. ‘Did you get this paper already? I will distribute it’ (…). He is the note taker. It is very important 
that the minutes of such discussion are written by somebody, who is competent on the topic himself.  
196 Translation by the author: All of this is purely additional work, you have to make room for that yourself.  
197 Translation by the author: That was steered and is a typical example of personal networks. Captain Navy Kark 
knew the persons. He was looking for individuals being able to work together as a team and have the expertise to 
manage this complex topic, because we never had a maritime security strategy.   
198 Translation by the author: As I said, I am part of the expert group to develop a maritime security strategy. That is 
something COEs could generally benefit from. Not only to initiate conferences, but to conduct working meetings and 
to put the facts on the table: ‘what is your contribution? What is yours?’ Not only to conduct dubious presentations 
with intelligent lecturers and panels, but to really put the work on the table: ‘this is my paper, this is your paper’.  
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funktioniert”199 (CSW5, para. 10). Therefore, the group mainly uses the legal conferences for interaction 

and also as legitimation for travel funds. Formal invitations by HQ SACT and the COE have also been used 

to grow the network, which was initially based on personal contacts. “Ich hatte eine Liste – meine 

Buddylist, die habe ich dann erstmal eingeladen zu einem ersten Workshop. Da kamen zwar nicht viele – 

aber so fing es an. Dann wuchs die Gruppe auf ungefähr das 10-fache an”200 (CSW5, para. 11). The practice 

of the group is twofold. As described earlier, main aim is to develop international law by consensus of as 

many nations as possible, which is followed by the conference and subsequent publications as reference 

documents. A second aim is general knowledge exchange among the legal advisors, a practice that is 

especially of value for new members.  

“Der Wissensaustausch ist extrem. Vor allem bei den Neuen im Feld. Ich bin schon 10 Jahre dabei. Den 
größten Sprung machen Leute von kleinen Nationen wie z.B. Griechenland. Wir haben bei uns mehr 
Fortbildungen und Lehrgänge als die haben. Insgesamt findet auch eine Erfahrungsübertragung statt. 
Die Leute lernen die Einsätze und die Seegebiete kennen. Das nimmt vielen auch die Angst. Man fühlt 
sich insgesamt gut aufgehoben in der Rechtsberater Community”201 (CSW5, para. 24).  

Motivation for this additional commitment are the publications, but also to choose attractive palces for 

the conferences. “Das ist im Wesentlichen alles Freiwillig und ad hoc, was ist die Motivation? Die 

Motivation sind Publikationen unter dem eigenen Namen. Aber auch das schöne Verreisen”202 (CSW5, 

para. 15). This example shows a voluntary CoP on a topic that works without internal organisation, but is 

based on a COE project with funding and formal conferences to get together for practice creation.  

In general, COE personnel stresses that most of the interaction relies on personal contacts that are 

established through the various conferences and working groups. However, these networks are not 

established as technical data bases and often disappear once the person rotates. 

“Ich glaube, das liegt viel an der Eitelkeit der Personen, die sagen: ‘Ich bin nicht unbedingt bereit, so 
einen Netzwerkkontakt irgendwie weiter zu geben’ und das ist der eine Punkt. Und der andere Punkt: 

                                                           
199 Translation by the author: In practice, we don’t have any formal structures. At the beginning, I had the idea to 
establish a formalized group with clear structures and communication. Well, a typical German approach, but that 
didn’t work at all.  
200 Translation by the author: I had a list – my buddy list, which I invited for a first workshop. There weren’t many, 
but this was the start. After that the group increased tenfold.  
201 Translation by the author: The knowledge exchange is huge, especially for newcomers. I am doing this for ten 
years. Persons from small nations, such as Greece, make the most progress. We have more further education than 
they do. There is also exchange of experiences. People get to know the mission areas, which soothes their fears. 
Altogether, you feel to be in good hands within the legal adviser community. 
202 Translation by the author: In general, all of this happens voluntarily and ad hoc. What is the motivation? Incentives 
are publications in your own name, but also the nice duty travels.  
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damit habe ich natürlich auch einen persönlichen Bonus für mich, den ich immer mit mir 
herumschleppe. Wer mich einkauft, der kauft auch mein Netzwerk mit ein”203 (CSW2, para. 25). 

A mitigation to this critique would be an institutionalized network on a platform similar to Xing or LinkedIn, 

which is not yet established. Another structural solution would be functional instead of personal mail 

accounts in NATO, according to the directorate.  

The COE management is aware of the importance of broad networks and stresses the value of own 

initiative and participation in events as main activities to establish and maintain contacts.     

“Also, zunächst mal hat man ein breites Netzwerk von Kontakten in all diesen Bereichen, dass man 
pflegen muss und die Pflege dieser Kontakte geschieht auf unterschiedliche Art und Weise, durch 
Einladungen zu Events, die wir organisieren, durch Weihnachtspost, durch gezielte Einbindungen in 
Prozesse, durch Hinweise hier läuft etwas wovon du vielleicht wissen solltest”204 (CSW1, para. 23). 

Another rationale behind this approach is to increase the visibility of the organisation in NATO. The case 

of CSW COE demonstrates that the main engagement in official working groups is characterized by highly 

formalized processes that limit the ability to develop own ideas as a think tank. Two alternative 

approaches to practice creation and knowledge exchange are the practitioners groups on Operational 

Maritime Law and the German naval security strategy. Both groups also share formal elements to different 

degrees, but have a stronger focus on practice creation on a narrow topic. Especially the legal group is 

characterized by open access and voluntary commitment. All networks are described as very personally 

dependent with the critique that there is no institutional approach to the contacts once an officer is 

leaving the COE. The COE management is aware of the importance of communities and networks and 

supports their activities. The dedication of resources to the legal community in the COE´s Programme of 

Work shows how the management can provide favourable conditions for the establishment and work of 

communities of practice.   

Institutional entrepreneurs. At CSW COE, the main example for institutional entrepreneurship is the work 

on Operational Maritime Law, which has already been described in the sections on strategy and practice 

creation. According to other COE members, the project is primarily driven by the initiative of the COE’s 

legal advisor. “[Es] war im Wesentlichen eine Initiative unseres Legal Advisor, der (…) dieses Defizit kannte 

                                                           
203 Translation by the author: I think that has to do with the vanity of persons that say: ‘I am not willing to share my 
network’, that is one point. The other reason is that I have a personal advantage, I bring along. Whoever buys my 
services also buys my network. 
204 Translation by the author: Well, first of all you have a broad network with contacts to all these areas, you need 
to take care of. We are doing that in different ways: by invitations to the events we organise, through Christmas 
cards, specific integration in our processes and by exchanging information and giving hints that could be of relevance. 



Chapter 5 

218 

und vorgeschlagen hat, dass wir hier ich sage mal an die Sache herangehen und das Forum etablieren”205 

(CSW1, para. 31). Such initiatives further increase the flexibility of the organisation by allowing a focus 

towards topical subjects, in this case the migration in the Mediterranean. “Wir machen nichts im Bereich 

Piracy – das ist total abgegrast. Wir müssen neue Sachen machen wie zum Beispiel die Verminung von 

Wasserstraßen oder Search & Rescue. Da sind wir total aktuell, wurden aber von den aktuellen politischen 

Ereignissen noch überholt”206 (CSW5, para. 6). At the beginning, not all of the SN supported the idea that 

the COE contributes to legal development. These reservations have been overcome by explaining that the 

work of the COEs leads to harmonization of different opinions provided by multinational experts, and not 

to drafting of legislative text. The implementation of the legal best practices into national legislation is 

outside the scope of the COE.  

The work on Operational Maritime Law demonstrates the possibilities for self-initiative in the COE 

environment, which is consistent with the staff’s perception of a high liberty in project execution and the 

organisational understanding as a think tank at CSW COE. The open environment is also stated as being 

of importance within the project: “Es war aber auch wichtig eine offene Kommunikation zu pflegen. Wir 

machen alles unter Chatham House Rules. Jeder sagt seine Meinung und das tun die Leute auch. Wir 

brauchen keine nationalen Auffassungen bei den Meetings”207 (CSW5, para.10). This shows that 

innovative concept development is rather competence driven than steered by formal hierarchies.  

A second example for institutional entrepreneurship is the Department Head function for Maritime 

Operations, which has been taken over by CSW COE in 2015. In contrast to the operational maritime law, 

this function is driven by a management decision and not by individual self-initiative. Moreover, the DH 

function is not a new development, but a practice that is receiving growing acceptance within the COEs 

and in NATO. Thus, the COE also contributes to practice spread and institutionalization.     

Sources of authority. One source of authority at CSW COE is military hierarchy. Being one of the few COEs 

with a director in the rank of admiral is seen as a structural advantage. “Also, der Rang ist sehr maßgeblich. 

                                                           
205 Translation by the author: It was mainly based on the initiative of our legal advisor, who (…) knew the deficit and 
proposed to work on this topic at the COE and to establish the forum.   
206 Translation by the author: We don’t do anything on Piracy – that topic is worn out. We need to work on 
contemporary topics, for example mining of waterways or Search & Rescue. This is topical, as a matter of fact, we 
have been overtaken by the current political events.   
207 Translation by the author: It was also important to foster open communication. We use Chatham House rules. 
Everybody can state his opinion and the people are doing it. We don’t need the official national positions during 
these meetings.  
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Man kann das ja vergleichen mit COEs, die keinen Direktor in dem Rang haben dass der Flagrang Türen 

öffnet und natürlich auch einen gewissen Rückschluss und Relevanz [erzeugt], auch wenn das nicht 

unbedingt sachlich geboten ist, aber de facto ist es so”208 (CSW1, para. 5). The staff is further claiming 

professional expertise in the functional domain as second source of authority. “Ich sage mal in seiner 

Komplexität, seiner Struktur und Aufbau und auch in seiner Vielschichtigkeit gibt es eigentlich nichts 

vergleichbares als das COE CSW”209 (CSW2, para. 68).  

Key prerequisite for the competence based argumentation is the availability of personnel that has both 

the expertise on the subject matter and is familiar with NATO procedures as one officer states: “this will 

very much depend on: Who do they have available? What's the person’s knowledge? What's his attitude 

etcetera? I happen to be lucky that I've got quite a history in NATO. So, I can speak NATO. Not everybody 

is experienced, but we should be” (CSW4, para. 36). However, the COE itself has no influence on the 

personnel seconded by the SN. “Bei den Nationen habe ich gar keinen Einfluss. Da wird mir ein Name 

genannt und mit dem habe ich zu leben und es gibt da sehr unterschiedliche Qualität”210 (CSW1, para. 

41). An example of an extreme case is mentioned by another officer: “wir haben hier einen Griechen 

gehabt, der hat auf dem Höhepunkt der Griechenlandkrise den ganzen Tag hier gesessen und hat Geld 

von griechischen Buddys von Griechenland nach Deutschland verschifft”211 (CSW2, para. 9). A third person 

is observing a general trend of nations sending less qualified staff to COEs.   

“I do have the impression that COEs have a lower priority than NATO Command Structure positions 
and national positions. So, it's the, oh man, how do I call it, it's the rest basket. So, you don't get 
experts. That's a little bit of an observation I've seen in not just this COE also in other COEs. And that 
impacts big time on the quality of output. So, if you have on the manning list 20 people in a production 
team. If you are really honest you need to say: ‘Well, we have probably 10 people that can produce 
and the rest are warm bodies in the building’” (CSW4, para. 44). 

While this may be a harsh opinion, it nevertheless demonstrates a general dependency of COEs on their 

Sponsoring Nations to get qualified personnel.  

                                                           
208 Translation by the author: Well, the military rank is essential. You notice that the flag officer rank can open doors 
when you compare it to those COEs that don’t have a director on that level. It also allows for some conclusions on 
relevance of the organisation, even though that is no functional criteria, but de facto this is the case.  
209 Translation by the author: I would say that there is nothing comparable to the COE with this complexity, structure 
and multifacetedness in CSW. 
210 Translation by the author: I have absolut no influence on the nations. They forward a name and I have to live with 
it, but the quality of the personnel differs a lot.    
211 Translation by the author: we had a COE member from Greece, who, during the Greek financial crisis, was sitting 
here all day transferring money of his Greek buddies to Germany.   
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A second factor of influence is military rotation. Here, the COE members have at least two different 

opinions. One officer takes rotation as a given fact. “I don't see that as a big problem, that's the reality in 

NATO. You get a job and you get along with it and that depends on yourself and the team around you 

whether or not you become the expert” (CSW4, para. 42). The majority opinion, shared by three officers, 

is that rotation has a negative impact on continuity. “Also, die Schwierigkeit beim Militär ist natürlich 

immer, dass wir hier ständig durchwechseln”212 (CSW2, para. 5). This is often aggravated by little or no 

time to handover projects to the successor. Therefore, the majority argues in favour of longer rotation 

cycles of four to five years at the COEs. “Rotation ist eine Frage der Geschwindigkeit im Zyklus. Eine 

schnelle Rotation wirkt sich natürlich sehr nachteilig aus, weil Know-How flöten geht, weil auch Netzwerke 

nicht in der Form weiter gepflegt werden können”213 (CSW1, para. 39). A second possibility to prevent 

knowledge loss caused by rotation is the preservation of knowledge in professional networks and 

communities of practice.   

Sources of identity. CSW COE is using the motto “nemo solus satis sapit!”214 (CSW COE 2016), which, 

together with the slogan “Meet the Experts – Get Access to Competence” (Ibid), serves as source of 

identity for the staff. Two COE members agree with this competence-based corporate identity.  

“Meet the experts. Get access to competence heisst auch, wir sind hier ein Einfallstor für Kompetenz 
im Bereich Confined and Shallow Waters. Und das ist die Identität, die meines Erachtens auch heute 
mit einem viel größeren Selbstbewusstsein gelebt wird, weil wir mittlerweile auch entsprechende 
Erfolge vorzuweisen haben, die wir uns am Anfang sicherlich noch selber ein bisschen hochloben 
mussten”215 (CSW2, para. 7).  

In addition to the motto, the COE directorate is actively pursuing a corporate identity and has issued a 

code of conduct as guiding principles in conjunction with teambuilding events.  

“The COE CSW’s...  
... Purpose is to generate benefit for the customers, primarily for NATO and our participating nations;  
... Reputation arises out of expertise and professionalism;   
... Recognition depends on decisive activities and determined promotion;   

                                                           
212 Translation by the author: Well, the difficulty in the military is the constant rotation.  
213 Translation by the author: Rotation is a question about the period of the cycle. A fast rotation has a negative 
impact, because you lose expertise and cannot maintain your networks.  
214 Translation by CSW COE 2016: No one alone is sufficiently wise! 
215 Translation by the author: Meet the experts. Get access to competence means that we are the entry point for 
competence in the domain of Confined and Shallow Waters. That is the identity, which today, I believe we experience 
with much more confidence because we produced success in comparison to the early days when we needed to hype 
ourselves.  
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... Relevance is interrelated to the level and scope of the work and results as well as to the range and 
number of users or beneficiaries;   
... Significance is primarily determined by the quality of the achievements and contributions, far less 
by the quantity of activities and publications;   
... Achievements are influenced by the ambition and motivation of our team as well as the level and 
quality of manning” (CSW COE 2016). 

A senior member confirms the idea to proactively create a corporate identity by the management, but 

also puts the code of conduct in the perspective of midterm goals that are not yet achieved.   

“Also ich denke mal, dass dieses Corporate Handbook schon erhebliche identitätsstiftende Effekte 
erzeugt (…). Der eine oder andere soziale Event, den wir organisieren für das COE, ich denke mal schon, 
dass doch eine relativ große Corporate Identity besteht. Das ist natürlich von den Mitarbeitern wieder 
ein bisschen unterschiedlich. Der eine nimmt es mehr an, der eine weniger. Ich denke mal, die 
Rahmenbedingungen haben wir schon so gesetzt, dass von den Mitgliedern ein gewisser Stolz hier 
mitzuwirken besteht”216 (CSW1, para. 47).  

Another source of identity is the working environment that creats possibilities for self-development. “Ich 

habe auch den Eindruck, dass gerade diese Freiheiten, die wir bieten können außerhalb militärischer 

Hierarchien und Strukturen mit den eingeräumten Freiräumen innerhalb der Arbeit, dass die auch ein 

Motivator sind und auch ein Identifikationsmoment entwickeln”217 (CSW1, para. 47). One staff member 

partially agrees with this statement, but is also cautious towards too much flexibility. “Die Freiheit, das 

Reisen, jeder macht auch irgendwie was er will. Das ist jetzt natürlich negativ. Aber andererseits wird auch 

Eigeninitiative belohnt und man kann sich hier selbstverwirklichen. Insgesamt denke ich, dass hier die 

Extreme gefördert werden”218 (CSW5, para. 29-30). The same person is generally positive towards an 

identity, which is also related to team events and the perception to work somewhere special.  

“Ich denke schon, dass wir eine Identität haben. Nicht nur weil die Fusballmannschaft gestern ein 
Trikot vom COE hatte, da sind auch die vielen Vorteile, die man hat wenn man für die NATO arbeitet, 

                                                           
216 Translation by the author: I think the corporate handbook created significant amount of identification (…). The 
social events we organise at the COE, I think there is a quite high amount of corporate identity. Of course that 
depends on the staff. One accepts this more, the other a bit less. I think we have set the parameters in a way that 
the staff is somewhat proud to work here.   
217 Translation by the author: I have the feeling that especially our freedom to work outside formal hierarchies and 
be more flexible in our working style can lead to additional motivation and serve as source of identity.   
218 Translation by the author: The freedom, travelling, everybody kind of does what he wants. That sounds negative, 
but on the other hand, self-initiative is being rewarded and you have the possibility for self-realization. In the end, I 
think the environment supports the extreme positions.   
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zum Beispiel das steuerfreie Tanken. Da werde ich quasi immer an der Tankstelle daran erinnert, dass 
ich irgendwo Besonders arbeite”219 (CSW5, para. 29). 

In contradiction to the majority of the German officers, one of the international staff members denies the 

perception of identity. “No, and that's probably one of the flaws in the organisation. Quite a sizeable 

chunk of the Germans do this job, because it's in Kiel. Not because of the potential for an international 

job. It is not really an international community. That's again a harsh statement, but the day to day reality 

is, no” (CSW4, para. 50). The same person further explains the difference of the work at a COE in 

comparison to a large NATO headquarter that he views as more rewarding. “That's a big difference from 

say a NATO organisation. Maritime Command, that's an international organisation. ACT, my previous job, 

that's an international community. So, that was a bit of a disappointment, both for me in my job and in 

my social life, but also for my wife” (CSW4, para. 50).  

CSW COE is operating with a motto and a slogan instead of a vision statement to foster identity. Moreover, 

the management is proactively creating a corporate identity through a code of conduct, leisure and 

teambuilding events. This identity is based on a perception of professionalism and subject matter 

expertise and contributes to an organisational culture of knowledge exchange. Half of the interviewed 

staff share this initiative and identify themselves with their achievements. One staff member favours the 

benefits of the international position and the freedom for self-development. However, not all of the staff 

share these sources of identity as shown by the clear statement of the international COE member.   

Sources of legitimacy. CSW COE is subject to the peculiarity that three COEs operate in the maritime 

domain. One of the key criteria for COE establishment stated in the COE concept is to avoid duplication of 

efforts (NATO 2003b: 2). Yet, the three maritime COEs automatically cause the difficulty to clearly 

distinguish the functional area as one officer explains.   

“It is difficult to limit the environment to the CSW, because you could say it's a maritime COE and then 
there is the challenge: ‘Hey, wait a minute, there are three maritime COEs. One in Oostende, one in 
Norfolk and here.’ The COEs don't own their own domain. CIMIC is different, a discrete area that's 
even an identified Joint function (…). CSW is part of wider maritime community” (CSW4, para. 22). 

Two other persons at CSW and NMW COE explain the maritime COEs as subsets that include each other: 

“Inklusion. Sagen wir mal so, das sind ja Teilmengen und nicht Überschneidungen. Das sind alles 

                                                           
219 Translation by the author: I am positive towards an identity, not only because yesterday the football team played 
in a COE-jersey. There are also the many advantages in working for NATO, e.g. tax free gas. Every time I drive to the 
gas station I am effectively reminded that I work somewhere special.  



Chapter 5 

223 

Teilmengen. CJOS hat die CSW in sich. Die CSW hat Mine Warfare in sich”220 (NMW1, para. 150). Following 

this explanation Combined Joint Operations from the Seas (CJOS) COE has the largest focus on global 

maritime operations, or blue-water navies in military terminology. This of course includes the geographic 

area of CSW, which in turn contains the specific shallow areas and straits suitable for NMW. Therefore, 

duplications are generally likely but can be avoided by defining boundaries of responsibility.   

“Das kann man so mit den russischen Puppen vergleichen. Die drei COEs haben halt inhaltliche 
Überschneidungen. So, das führt dann automatisch zu der Frage: ‘Wie gehen wir damit um?’ 
Versuchen wir gemeinsam Dinge uns aufzuteilen oder führt es eher zu Konfrontation und zu einer 
gewissen Konkurrenz?”221 (CSW1, para. 17).  

Both CSW and NMW COE argue that they support each other in joint projects (CSW COE 2014) and 

coordinate their work to prevent duplications. One officer clearly states: “Die COEs sollen sich 

überschneiden mit der Realität. Das heißt, mit Akademien, mit der Industrie und mit den militärischen 

Bedarfsträgern. Nicht mit sich selber”222 (NMW1, para. 175). On the other hand, the cooperation between 

CJOS and CSW COE has not yet reached this state of agreement. “Also, es gibt Konkurrenz. Es gibt auch 

unschöne Entwicklungen in dem Bereich, die aber im Wesentlichen tatsächlich darin begründet sind, dass 

die Felder nicht sauber abgestimmt sind und das offenkundig ein COE Sorge hat, dass es in der Relevanz 

nach hinten rutscht”223 (CSW1, para. 19). This discussion demonstrates that there is indeed a danger of 

duplication among the maritime COEs, which is a violation of the formal COE policy. On the other hand, 

the COEs themselves are rather trying to avoid duplication instead of causing it. The responsibility and 

oversight for clear distinctions between the functional areas rests with HQ SACT. There is further no 

evidence for a complete duplication of work, which would significantly reduce legitimacy of the COEs.   

Another formal criterion is to follow the four pillars of the COE concept. At the beginning, CSW COE was 

less active in the areas of education and lessons learned, but initiated a structural reform in 2014 to 

comply with this standard. “Die NATO erwartet, dass wir in allen 4 Pillars was tun. Dafür haben wir auch 

unterschrieben. Auch wenn die uns das nicht beim PA um die Ohren hauen, dass wir nur in 2 Pillars aktiv 

                                                           
220 Translation by the author: Inclusion. I see it as subsets and not as overlaps. These are all subsets. CSW is included 
in CJOS. Mine warfare is included in CSW.     
221 Translation by the author: You can compare this with a matryoshka doll. The three COEs do have content related 
overlaps. Well, that automatically raises the question on how to deal with it? Do we try to divide the topics among 
each other, or does it lead to confrontation and rivalry?   
222 Translation by the author: The COEs should create overlaps with reality. I mean with academies, the industry and 
military customers, not with each other.   
223 Translation by the author: Well, there is competition. There are also unpleasant developments to that, which are 
mainly caused by the blurred lines between the subject areas and because one COE is afraid to lose relevance.   
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sind so glaube ich doch, dass wir mehr Relevanz erzeugen wenn wir überall präsent sind und dann auch 

besser akzeptiert werden”224 (personal communication CSW COE, May 19, 2015). The argument shows 

that this change is following a normative rationale of compliance and is not forced upon the COE.  

A further source of legitimacy is the recognition of the COE in NATO and the German Navy. One officer 

describes that at the beginning it was important to get known and also to overcome skeptical views as a 

new organisation. Referring to COEs in general he argues: “Sie sind die am meisten unbekannten. Das ist 

glaube ich ein Hauptproblem. Das war damals auch ein Hauptproblem (…). Wie werden wir bekannt?”225 

(CSW2, para. 3). The previous analysis of this case study has shown that recognition was achieved by a 

dual strategy of conducting events and participation in the relevant working groups in NATO.  

Logic of investment. Investment into CSW COE follows a blend of the logics of transformation, 

multinational cooperation, and professional excellence. First, one officer rightly explains the initial 

rationale to invest in COEs in support of NATO transformation. “[The] COEs’ primary goal is to support 

NATO’s transformation. It's the PE drain, but it's agreed 2002 concept, where the nations agreed [the] 

NATO Command Structure will be smaller, but will have these outsourcing groups or communities where 

countries will have their semi-NATO flag” (CSW4, para. 2). In reality, national investment is less altruistic 

and also guided by subject specific interests to participate in multinational knowledge on the subject. “Wir 

schicken hier einen her, in dieses CSW COE, weil wir dann einfach auch einen Wissensvorsprung haben. 

Wir können uns nicht nur selber mit einbringen, sondern wir wissen auch, was gerade in diesem Bereich 

besprochen wird”226 (CSW2, para. 53). Competence-based interests are further expressed in specific 

national RFS to the COE that are considered as important: “Unser Selbstverständnis ist auch, wenn eine 

Nation ihren einen Beitrag leistet, dann sollen sie auch tatsächlich die Möglichkeit bekommen, einen 

Mehrwert aus diesen COE zu bekommen”227 (CSW1, para. 15). Investment further provides the possibility 

to influence NATO doctrine and other documents.   

                                                           
224 Translation by the author: NATO expects us to be active on all pillars. That’s also what we signed up for. They 
won’t beat us around the head during the PA because we are only active on two pillars, but I think we can gain more 
relevance when we are active on all pillars and also get more accepted.  
225 Translation by the author: They are the most unknown. That is a key problem. That was also a main issue back 
then (…). How do we get known? 
226 Translation by the author: We send someone to this COE because we will have an advance in knowledge. We can 
not only participate, but also know what is being discussed on these subjects.    
227 Translation by the author: It is our self-understanding that the nations participating in this COE should indeed 
have the possibility to get an added value.   
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The third rationale for investment follows political interests of multinational defence cooperation. “Don't 

forget, sometimes I'm just the warm body. You send a warm body to fill a position. Not primarily for its 

operational tactical outcomes, but for political reasons. The Netherlands and Germany want to cooperate 

between the navies. One of the outcomes of that is they sent a guy here” (CSW4, para. 65). If such political 

reasons are predominant, they can sometimes contradict the competence-based work of the COE as 

explained by one officer: “Insgesamt gebe ich Ihnen recht, dass die Nutzung der COEs durch die Nationen 

besser sein könnte. Das wird oftmals nichts fachlich nachgefragt. Das ist vor allem dann der Fall wenn die 

Mitgliedschaft militärpolitische Gründe hat”228 (personal communication CSW COE, May 19, 2015). 

From the perspective of the individual COE members, the COE provides a favourable environment for self-

development, which was stressed in four interviews. One officer exemplary states: “Honestly, it's got so 

much potential to improve yourself (…). In these environments you can, I wouldn’t say determine your 

own future, but to a large extent you can” (CSW4, para. 48). Another person highlights the opportunity to 

obtain a broader perspective. “Ich kannte es vorher nicht so in diesen verschiedenen Working Groups zu 

arbeiten. Mit der NATO aber auch mit PFP (Partnership for Peace) Partnern, das ist genial. Das macht 

Spaß, es ist interessant, es fordert einen in jeder Hinsicht und erweitert den Horizont auch über den 

dienstlichen Bereich hinaus”229 (CSW3, para. 11). The perception of the individual COE members supports 

the logic of professional excellence and transformation. The only possible contradiction of logics occurs 

when political objectives in the logic of multinational cooperation become predominant.   

The case of CSW COE provides an example of a COE that was originally established to exploit the German 

national expertise in the functional area. As one of three maritime COEs, CSW is not focusing on a military 

capability but on a geographical area that has always been important for human settlement and trade. 

The COE follows a twofold strategy with the self-understanding of being a maritime think tank and 

knowledge house. One angle is focusing on NATO transformation with contribution to doctrine and high 

visibility through participation in events. The other main area of attention are maritime legal affairs, which 

result in practice creation of much wider scope than NATO. A distinct practitioner’s community in this 

area also forms an example of institutional entrepreneurship. This demonstrates an institutional pluralism 

                                                           
228 Translation by the author: I concur with you that the COEs could be used better by the nations. Often, there are 
no subject related inquiries. This is especially the case when participation is determined by military politics.  
229 Translation by the author: Beforehand, I was not familiar to this working group business in NATO and also with 
the PFP-nations, which is brilliant. That’s fun, it is interesting and demanding in many ways. It also increases the 
horizon beyond the official business. 



Chapter 5 

226 

that is largely complementary. A corporate code of conduct and efforts to define an organisational identity 

are additional elements to create favourable conditions for multinational knowledge exchange.      

5.7 Case 5: Joint Air Power Competence Centre (JAPCC) 

Event sequencing. The Joint Air Power Competence Centre was established in 2005 by the Federal 

Republic of Germany as FN. The COE is co-located with the German Air Force centre for air operations in 

Kalkar and in vicinity to the Combined Air Operations Centre (CAOC) in Uedem. The 14 Spomsoring Nations 

are Belgium, Canada, the Czech Republic, Greece, Hungary, Italy, The Netherlands, Norway, Poland, 

Romania, Spain, Turkey, The United Kingdom, and the United States of America. The nations provide a PE 

of 89 positions of which 58 were manned in 2016 (ACT 2015b: 30). JAPCC was the first NATO accredited 

COE and the number of SN and PE-positions is among the top three. With a current manning of only 65% 

of the positions, JAPCC has the highest number of post vacancies of all COEs.  

The JAPCC was formed out of an existing multinational competence centre, to close the gap of a missing 

protagonist for air and space power on the strategic level in NATO (JAPCC 2016). Hence, the existing 

organisation was transformed into the new model of NATO COEs, which received a lot of traction at the 

beginning. “Obviously when you start something, I think it gets probably quite a bit of attention and has 

a pretty good view point, especially as a new concept to get start up, because lot of people are supporting 

it” (JAPCC7, para. 79). The same officer states that the COE later got in the focus of critique, which required 

a strategic response from the organisation (Oliver 1991). This is one explanation for the high amount of 

vacancies in the staff.  

“So, we actually went through a restructure, changed how we approached our programme of work, 
moved a little bit from the strategic towards the operational-strategic level and tried to do as much as 
we could with engagement to keep ourselves relevant, to get more feedback from stakeholders, to 
get more strategic guidance from our steering committee and senior resource communities. And now 
I think we are back on the up-raise again, because we listened to that criticism, we tried to adapt our 
organisation to support as the changes require” (JAPCC7, para. 79). 

A different person claims that the historic origin of JAPCC was of political nature to secure a certain level 

of high ranking general positions after the downsizing of NATO structures, instead of offering capabilities 

to NATO (personal communication, HQ SACT, May 2015). Following this argumentation, paired with the 

liability as first COE, it is plausible that the organisation needed to find its role.   

Basis of attention. Air Power belongs to the classic military services and has become a fundamental part 

of military strategy since the early twentieth century, first conceptualized by Douhet (1927). Especially as 
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a mean for initial military response, Air Power was core to NATO’s operations in the Balkans, Afghanistan, 

and Libya (JAPCC 2014a: 5). A good overview on the effects of Air Power during those missions is provided 

by JAPCC (2014b pp. 7). The competence profile of JAPCC further includes Space Power. “We have the 

advantage that we are covering a whole realm and not a niche area. This is different from other COEs. We 

are better able to shift our effort to the topics that are relevant at the moment” (JAPCC1, para. 22). On 

the other hand, the subject area is extremely broad, which has been stated in five of the seven interviews. 

“We cover a huge area but there are many gaps where we are just not able. If you compare it to others 

we may be a bigger organisation as a COE (…). We were the first to realize how big this area is. We would 

love to cover everything, but we miss the people (JAPCC4, para. 65).” Covering a whole military service 

and not a niche area leads to several peculiarities in the focus of attention. First, the COE is not able to 

cover all of the aspects. Second, there are also many Army officers working at JAPCC, because it is a joint 

function. Third, the subtopics within the broad area of JAPCC, such as Space, are themselves very specific. 

Hence, one person characterizes JAPCC as a bundle of smaller COEs within the organisation, which he 

describes both as strengths and challenge for the COE.  

“One thing that also unique about the JAPCC is, we're like a whole bunch of little COE's put together. 
If you look at air power and you break air power down by the different roles, each one of those 
probably could be its own COE. Now, we have them kinda broken down in the branches. So it's almost 
like each branch is its own little COE in a way” (JAPCC7, para. 46). 

Thus, attention is focused on many topics that are reflected in the organisational structure. While this 

allows to redirect the focus on relevant matters, it also places a challenge for the overall management of 

the COE.   

Basis of mission. JAPCC has formulated the following mission statement: “The JAPCC, as a team of 

multinational experts, is to provide key decision-makers effective solutions on Air and Space Power 

challenges, in order to safeguard NATO and the Nations’ interests” (JAPCC 2014a; 2016). The explicit 

mentioning of support to NATO and the SN by multinational work connects the statement to the logics of 

transformation and multinational cooperation. The core rationale rests on the ambition to provide advice 

on the highest level, which derives from the understanding of importance and self-confidence as stated 

in the COE’s capstone document. “Air Power has been of the utmost importance to the NATO Alliance 

since its inception” (JAPCC 2014a: 5).  

Representing a whole military service and not a niche capability is seen as a special characteristic by the 

staff: “this COE is even more unique than the other ones, because multiple of the elements are 

predominantly focused on education and training. This COE is not. It's a little broader focused than that” 
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(JAPCC7, para. 8). One officer argues that JAPCC has the advantage to derive tasks of political importance, 

for example from the declaration of the 2014 Wales Summit (NATO 2014b).  

“Even before the summit started we were given the tasker on the long term requirements for air 
capabilities. That is Para 64 in the summit declaration. We were also tasked to provide a clear 
narrative for General Gorenc to explain the air contribution for readiness. 10 of the 16 shortfalls 
include Air. This is a message that is definitely directed to JAPCC (confidence). That is what we will 
work on the next couple of years” (JAPCC1, para. 17).  

This ambition is further reflected by initiating high level projects, for example the annual Joint Air and 

Space Power conference, “we used to say this is the most important event of the JAPCC” (JAPCC5, para. 

55), or the publication series of the Future Vector project (JAPCC 2014b; 2014c; 2014d) to define capability 

needs for Air Power. Also the agenda of JAPCC’s second focus area, Space Power, is influenced by a high 

level NATO mandate. “One thing I will always call a benefit that we have in the space world is that we 

have this military committee mandate that has 12 core tasks associated with it and that we're supporting 

those directly” (JAPCC7, para. 8).  

Within the two areas of Air and Space Power, JAPCC is primarily working on doctrine, capability 

development, and interoperability, but less on the pillar of education and training. The topics covers the 

whole area of air operations, such as Air to Air Refueling (AAR), Unmanned Aerial Vehicles (UAV), or 

helicopter operations. To cover this broad domain, JAPCC primarily focuses on NATO and the SNs, but is 

also working with other actors. “The JAPCC has the ambition and means to maximize its contribution to 

the transformation and improvement of Joint Air and Space Power through a well-formulated 

engagement strategy within NATO and the SNs in addition to contemporary organisations and academia” 

(JAPCC 2014a: 7). Two staff members provide examples of this cooperative approach. “We always have 

meetings with the European think tanks, the Nations, and other multinational units. We are aware of each 

other’s programme of work. During those meetings we identify duplications and streamline with NATO 

Air elements, European Air, and other players” (JAPCC1, para. 30). Next to these coordinating activities, 

other organisations also support standardization activities. “We also work with the ARSAG, this is the Air 

Refueling Systems Advisory Group. They are a non-profit organisation within the United States. They are 

the Joint Standardization Board for the US-Military. We can use those standards and transform them into 

NATO” (JAPCC2, para. 11). JAPCC’s mission is characterized by the ambition to contribute high level 

strategic developments, but also to advance capability development of the whole Air and Space domain. 

The multiple aspects of this broad mission require a cooperative approach towards many different actors, 

which puts the COE in a position to broker knowledge and harmonize positions among all stakeholders.  
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Basis of strategy. JAPCC follows several courses of action to address operational challenges in the broad 

realm of Air and Space Power. A list of capability gaps that has been defined during the Wales Summit and 

previous operations serves as guidance for the work of JAPCC. Main aim along these topics is to increase 

interoperability and standardization, which is organised along the pillars of the COE concept. JAPCC is not 

leading doctrinal development on air operations, but takes a supporting role through participation in a 

variety of working groups. In the domain of Space Power, the COE is embedded in the NATO working 

group that follows a catalogue of core tasks defined by the Military Committee. “I'm the secretary of that 

working group, so we have direct input on the actual organisation and the working group, and the direct 

support there” (JAPCC7, para. 8). JAPCC further attempts to create a general understanding on the 

subject. “The other thing is to raise awareness across the different levels of leadership to really help to 

understand what space brings to the fight, because people do not realize that this is such an embedded 

part of their daily operations” (JAPCC7, para. 24). To achieve this, JAPCC has taken the role as Department 

Head in education and training on Space Power. The COE is further delivering training to NATO and nations 

on specific topics to support operations, for example to prepare Croatian helicopter pilots on capacity 

building in Afghanistan. “JAPCC decided to support Croatian air force and on that hand we were also 

participating in the pre-deployment course training. So, we visited them. We provided lectures to them. 

We were overlooking their agendas and stuff like that” (JAPCC4, para. 9). These examples demonstrate 

the broad focus to adhere to the diversity of the subject area.   

The main area of work aims on advancing concept development on identified shortfall areas. One example 

that received wide recognition was a study on UAVs in contested environments (JAPCC 2014f), which was 

developed at the COE. “Das ist komplett hier entstanden. Ich hab die Idee dann NATO-weit vorgestellt in 

den NATO Arbeitsgruppen, die sich mit dem Thema Drohnen befassen und auch in den Nationen. Das wird 

mit Ausnahme von Deutschland, muss man trauriger Weise so sagen, überall sehr positiv 

aufgenommen”230 (JAPCC6, para. 15). The example further shows an active attempt of the COE to spread 

and integrate the results in NATO and the SN. Another example to create practical solutions to an 

operational challenge is in the area of Air-to-Air Refuelling, which was identified as a shortfall during the 

Wales Summit (NATO 2014b: para. 70). The root problem of AAR in the quantity of tanker aircraft, which 

is further increased by a growing diversity of aircraft types and software that are not always compatible. 

                                                           
230 Translation by the author: This was solely developed at JAPCC. I introduced the idea all over NATO, in the NATO 
WGs that work on drones. I also introduced the topic to nations, which mostly appreciate the idea. Sadly, Germany 
was the only nation that did not welcome the study.   
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As a first solution to this problem, JAPCC has developed a matrix that lists all types of provider and receiver 

aircraft and their compatibility for NATO and 29 non-NATO nations (JAPCC 2015b)231. 

“Many pairs of Fighter Aircraft and Tanker Aircraft simply don’t match. That is why we have 
developed the matrix. Physically they can connect, but the delivery of fuel doesn’t work. That are 
technical problems the nations have to implement and integrate into their legal regulations and 
safety standards. That is the main importance of the matrix, we have sent the message that there 
is a problem” (JAPCC2, para. 35). 

The project demonstrates a relatively simple tool of high practical value for interoperability, and also 

highlights the aspect of partnership by integration of the European Defence Agency (EDA) and non-NATO 

nations. The matrix is open source and available online with daily downloads according to JAPCC. AAR 

exemplary demonstrates how an operational demand was translated into a practical application through 

effective knowledge management among many different actors, organised by the COE.  

The main instrument to disseminate results are military publications that complement the work on AAR 

(JAPCC 2011; 2014e; Pizzimenti 2014; Cicconardi 2014) and other concepts, such as the Future Vector 

project (JAPCC 2014b; 2014c; 2014d). To ensure periodical publications of concept papers that are written 

by the staff or external experts, JAPCC is producing a bi-annual journal, named “Transforming Joint Air 

Power: The Journal of the JAPCC” (JAPCC 2016). Management of the journal is done internally by two 

officers that work as editors in a secondary function. While this binds capacities, it also ensures a 

coordinated dissemination to the target audience in NATO and the SN.  

“Wenn eine Publikation fertig ist, dann geht der Autor der Studie hin zu dieser Adressliste und macht 
'n Kreuzchen, in den Stäben, wo er meint, da müsste das Ding hin (…). Und dann geht so 'n Ding in der 
Regel raus 300, 400 Briefe, wenn's gedruckt ist in alle Bereiche der NATO. Zeitgleich wird das dann für 
die Internetseite aufgearbeitet und quasi als E-Book, als PDF auf die Seite gestellt. Das sind die ersten 
Schritte, die wir mit jeder Publikation machen”232 (JAPCC6, para. 38).   

The different backgrounds of the COE members lead to diversity of opinions, but also the quality of the 

work differs as one editors observes: “Da kann man natürlich schon merken, dass die Qualität der 

einzelnen Artikel, wie sie beigesteuert werden schon recht unterschiedlich ist. Von der inhaltlichen 

                                                           
231 JAPCC AAR Matrix complete list of non-NATO nations: Argentina, Australia, Austria, Bahrein, Brazil, Chile, 
Colombia, Ecuador, Egypt, Finland, India, Israel, Japan, Jordan, Kuwait, Malaysia, Morocco, Nigeria, Oman, Pakistan, 
Saudi Arabia, Singapore, South Africa, South Korea, Sweden, Switzerland, Thailand, United Arab Emirates, and 
Venezuela. 
232 Translation by the author: Once a publication is finalized, the author makes a checkmark on each unit or 
headquarters in our address list that should receive it (…). We then mail 300, 400 prints to the recipients all over 
NATO. At the same time we prepare the study as a PDF-file, similar to an e-book and upload it on our homepage. 
These are the first steps we do for every publication.      
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Substanz oder von der Art und Weise wie man gut schreibt, es gut darstellt”233 (JAPCC5, para. 67). 

Newcomers are usually sent to a one week training on methodology of essay writing at the University of 

Lincoln to enhance the standard. The publications demonstrate a proactive initiative of knowledge sharing 

by the COE, which is also emphasized across the staff. “I guess it's in a way for us trying to lean into what's 

going on instead of being a receiver of it to try to pull what's going on. Maybe you can even say to attempt 

to become the air power knowledge broker” (JAPCC7, para. 87). Another officer states: “We have to do 

something with our work. You have to write down what you do and you have to spread the message. We 

use our publications also to measure relevance. We see how often they are downloaded from our 

website” (JAPCC1, para. 34).  

Another course of action is to act as facilitator between different parties, which primarily occurs through 

JAPCC’s annual Joint Air and Space Power Conference. Several officers highlight the importance of the 

conference and similar meetings for knowledge exchange.    

“We're trying to get other people that are interested in air power topics to get together to say: ‘Hey 
just trade information’ and face to face it always the best thing for that, right (…). Which is the reason 
why we have conferences, which is the reason we have working groups. Human interaction is always 
getting better that way” (JAPCC7, para. 81).  

Next to the official events and conferences, information exchange also happens on an informal basis.  

“Our main role is to be the hub for informal flow of information (…). We have been approached by a 
Canadian military representative for tanker aircraft. They bring them to Trident Juncture and he needs 
to be interoperable with the Italians. They couldn’t connect. I could help him and point him towards 
the right person, or at least a person that definitely knows the right person” (JAPCC2, para. 48).  

The majority of the interviewees mentions independence from the NCS and the freedom to develop ideas 

as important conditions that enable JAPCC to act as competence centre and knowledge broker. “The main 

benefit of any COE is that we are not in the NATO command structure and therefore, we are not in the 

normal tasking stream of other organisations. That's the main benefit of the COE, we can take tasks and 

really sink our teeth into it to use a slang term” (JAPCC7, para. 38). According to another officer this is also 

the major difference to a national position: “Freie Arbeit, auch mal ne eigene Idee haben, mal outside-

the-box-Denken. Das kann man hier tun. Das war in der Bundeswehr so vorher nicht gegeben”234 (JAPCC6, 

                                                           
233 Translation by the author: You notice quite a difference in quality of the single contributions. This counts for the 
content, but also for the style on how to delineate an article.  
234 Translation by the author: Independent work, to develop own ideas and to think out of the box. You can do that 
here. In previous positions in the German Armed Forces this was not possible.  
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para. 7). Officers that are working in the NCS further have little time to invest in capability development 

due to operational commitments.     

“Sitting at air component command level the guys there know exactly what are the problems and what 
are the issues [and] they would be really happy to hear solutions, or advice, or something which would 
make life easier, but they don’t have time because of the ongoing operations. They don’t have the 
time to sit down, think, research” (JAPCC4, para. 43).  

The strategy of JAPCC attempts to close these shortfalls by providing independent advice and solutions to 

operational shortfalls in the domain of Air and Space Power. One officer puts this understanding as 

competence centre in a nutshell: “Well, the evolution of ideas. And that's really what our goal is, to help 

evolve of mindsets or evolve ideas and really try to be thinking in the future” (JAPCC7, para. 46). The 

various tools of conferences, publications, concept development, and education reflect the logics of 

professional excellence and transformation. 

Coordination of practice creation. At JAPCC practice creation is predominantly shaped by participation in 

the different NATO working groups on Air and Space Power, which was stated in six of the seven 

interviews. The COE also participates in periodical events of other stakeholders, such as the EDA, or the 

US-led multinational Aerial Refueling Systems Advisory Group. Particularly in the Space domain, JAPCC 

was influencing the development of the current working group according to one officer.   

“I think the major ball started to get rolling in about 2007. When we actually put out the first JAPCC 
space ops assessment (…). It was the predecessor to the actual military committee, mandated Bi SC 
Space working group. Because before of that it was just a group of interested people, it was the 
coalition of the willing” (JAPCC7, para. 26). 

The person further highlights the advantage resulting from his role as working group secretary for JAPCC. 

“I'm the secretary of that working group, so we have direct input on the actual organisation of the working 

group and the direct support there” (JAPCC7, para. 8).  

Three of the interviewees explicitly mention the benefits for networking through participation in these 

periodic events. “You connect when you meet on regular basis. In that regard we get many requests for 

information and we just bring the person that asks to the person where we know he has the answer. We 

are a connector” (JAPCC2, para. 18). Another person stresses the value of personal relationships that 

result in frequent interaction through different channels. “Die Gesichter sind immer gleich. Und da 

unterhält man sich mittlerweile komischer Weise sogar schon über LinkedIn und Facebook. Und wird da 
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zu Vorträgen gebeten. Das funktioniert auf allen Ebenen: Telefonisch, soziale Medien, dienstlich”235 

(JAPCC6, para. 21). This also accounts for the smaller subject area of Space Power: “I would say, because 

it is so small, pretty much everybody knows each other” (JAPCC7, para. 14). These statements show that 

the COE is in a good position to perform multinational knowledge management. Despite the value for 

networking, one officer also criticises poor organisation and efficiency of the working group meetings.   

“Leider ist das oft so, dass die Arbeitsgruppen sich treffen und meinen: ‘Wir müssen da mal was 
erarbeiten’, aber kommen ohne einen anständigen Draft und das ist fruchtlos (…). Großes Treffen und 
dann hat man zweieinhalb effektive Arbeitstage und einer meint da kommt der grosse Wurf raus. 
Stimmt eben nicht. Da kommen Ideen raus, nicht aber fertige Ergebnisse”236 (JAPCC5, para. 30). 

This demonstrates that interaction does not always result in practice creation, also because these official 

working groups are bound by a structural approach and formalities that regulate participation.   

One way to avoid these formalities are informal groups within the subject area. Two officers provide 

detailed examples on their participation in a helicopter pilot and a space community. The first example 

for a specific group are the helicopter pilots at JAPCC. “We have a small community. We created it 

ourselves, ‘helicopter rotary wing’ inside the JAPCC, we discuss and inside the JAPCC it makes sense to 

have everybody on the same sheet of music” (JAPCC4, para. 11). Members are mainly from JAPCC, but 

also from other units in the vicinity.  

“We invited also the helicopter SMEs from the CAOC they just came over from Uedem, and we also 
invite the guys from Rammstein, but it is more difficult, it is like 3-4 hours for them. But we have guys 
coming from Rammstein as well. It is kind of a self-organised, obvious team and we keep each other 
informed about our ongoing areas of responsibility” (JAPCC4, para. 13). 

While the group developed as an informal CoP – “The rotary group itself is not official. So you wouldn’t 

find it in the structure. It is just a background, a shadow organisation” (JAPCC4, para. 37), – it is headed 

by one of the branch heads and was also announced to the directorate. Through this approval, the group 

was able to establish an online platform on the COE’s website:  

“We have a work space, which is basically dedicated to us rotary wing group, and this is where we 
share all the information. So we have the group meetings documented which topics we discussed. We 

                                                           
235 Translation by the author: The faces are always the same. Now, you strangely discuss even via LinkedIn and 
Facebook and you are asked to give presentations. It works on all levels: via the phone, social media and on official 
business.  
236 Translation by the author: Unfortunately, working groups often meet with the assumption ‘we need to work 
something out’, but show up without a proper draft and that is fruitless (…). Big meeting and you have two and a 
half effective working days and someone reckons this will be a big shot. That is nonsense. It leads to ideas, but not 
to achievements.   
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also collect the references, which might be useful for helicopter guys: doctrine, symposia, someone 
who visited an exhibition or a meeting: ‘Hey guys if you are interested in more details I have put 
everything there’. That’s kind of a good system I think” (JAPCC4, para. 19). 

The CoP member further highlights the importance of personal interaction, which resulted in a practice 

of a bi-monthly meeting rhythm. The meetings are used by the CoP members to update each other, 

discuss doctrine, or prepare conference participation as shown by the explanation below.     

“Rotary wing meetings for the community can be used as a vehicle to come together to discuss, to sit 
down, and say ‘ok put it on the screen and go sentence by sentence or just tell me what you think 
about this.’ So this is the way we use the rotary wing (…). If we are assigned to something that is 
helicopter related, I would definitely put it into here and say ‘hey guys I am in my projects and I want 
to discuss this with you because it is my task so what do you think?’” (JAPCC4, para. 37).   

“We share the news, we share rumors, we share technical things, so many things what we consider 
important and relevant we share. The other practice what we do, and this is not only helicopter related 
in our branch, is so called ‘murder board’. I don’t know if you are familiar with that. If I have to provide 
a presentation somewhere even in my area of expertise, I show it first to my colleagues and they will 
sit down, take notes, and play the audience. Play the devil’s advocate and pick up anything which could 
be better or whatever advice they have. With the experience we have here, it is always a great event 
and it helps a lot” (JAPCC4, para. 13).    

The account demonstrates a strong emphasis on knowledge exchange within this sub-discipline of the 

COE. The CoP members are further tied together by their shared profession as helicopter pilots, which is 

a particular military branch, often present in several services, including Air Force, Army, Navy, and Medical 

Corps. Hence, the CoP has both a joint and multinational perspective, based on a common identity as 

helicopter pilots that was vividly explained.      

“When you start speaking, especially being a pilot, you immediately start flying. So even if the intent 
was just to discuss about how can we come up with a good system, a safe system when you land on 
board, in two seconds you will go and get into the very deep technical flying issues, because this is 
where people feel comfortable, and this is where you feel good. You don’t feel good when you have 
to deal with doctrine and paperwork and everything, but you feel good when you go back and you find 
the small door of your past and you are happy to discuss things like this. But then you have to filter it 
and take it up to the level when it goes into doctrine and it goes so it is a vice versa it is a kind of 
vertical, you know? You have to be able to see. This is very technical, but this belongs to a subject 
matter expert to see what is the technical issue and then the ability to translate it to doctrine or more 
operational level. This is the secret I think” (JAPCC4, para. 27).  

The statement further demonstrates the importance of expert knowledge for capability development. 

This particular CoP connects the multinational experts on helicopters at JAPCC and other units and has 

developed a common practice to share information and deliver results.   
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In the evolving space domain, the development took a different turn from an informal community towards 

more formalization. “I would say in the space community to use an American slang term, there is definitely 

more, what we would call "bro network" (…). So, these informal connections are of course the way a lot 

of business gets done” (JAPCC7, para. 18). The CoP consists of approximately 30 persons that fill the space-

related positions in the NCS. While acknowledging the value of this informal community for knowledge 

exchange among the group members, there is also a caution that these structures may not be persistent, 

the reason why the group is trying to formalize the work.     

“The main issues we are trying to do is to design enduring processes. We are trying to get away from 
this bro network concept. Even in previous operations, some of that has actually been done that way. 
In actually named operations. Things may not have been as solidified as one would hope. So, if you 
want to summarize it, what we are really trying to do as the community is to make all of the processes 
and procedures enduring, official, and ratified” (JAPCC7, para. 24).  

A second rationale for formalization is to secure funding and to be officially recognized, which has been 

achieved by legitimizing the community through transformation into a mandated NATO working group.    

“Because we have been able to get funding related to that in different groups to do specific tasks. That 
always helps, because everybody is always short of money and manpower, so any time you can get 
manpower or money focused on working on a particular task then it that would obviously keep its 
momentum. Because the MC wrote that mandate and established the Bi-SC Space working group as 
an actual NATO group, that was a major part to keep the momentum going” (JAPCC7, para. 30). 

The example demonstrates reverse engineering of a CoP to ensure a persistant working environment to 

advance the topic, which is possible in this case because the working group consists of the same persons 

that have formerly been active in the community.  

Also the work on Air-to-Air Refueling is characterized by informal networking. “In AAR everything was 

much unstructured. There were a lot of sub-groups and such. In that case you really need the networks. 

In other domains there are fewer groups and clear structures. Then you don’t need the networks in the 

way we do” (JAPCC2, para. 32). The informal work in this case further helps to prepare the official working 

group meetings, which is seen as the key benefit.   

“The networks are informal that is correct. The meetings however are usually formal working groups. 
The nations are representing themselves officially. So we get the products and ideas from the networks 
into the formal groups. This is how it is beneficial. Sometimes we can also use ideas from the networks 
and integrate them into the JAPCC POW. So we formalize it in a certain way to get the resources we 
need” (JAPCC2, para. 28). 

Again, the example demonstrates how informal networks use official strucutres to acquire legitimacy and 

the necessary resources that are attached to it, but also that they can help to prepare content.    
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The senior management at JAPCC shares the perception of being a networking organisation that works 

both as facilitator and participant in the relevant fora. One specific advantage is the co-location to other 

main actors in the Air domain.  

“I am in the middle of the action. My neighbor is the CAOC in Uedem next door, just 4 km away. On 
base we have the German Centre for Air Operations. I can ask them for support to our projects and 
then you really pull in operational expertise. That is always good. When people see this they are usually 
very excited: ‘can I get a tour here’. My Director is the CAOC Commander. So I am well embedded. 
That was a very good strategic decision on our location here” (JAPCC1, para. 28).  

One liability connected to the networking approach is the high amount of travel. Formally, the SN have 

granted the necessary resources to JAPCC according to one officer. “Also unser MOU gibt uns 41 oder 46 

Tage Dienstreisen, pauschal. Wofür die Nationen eigentlich mit Sponsoring des JAPCC bewilligt haben, 

dass sie Geldmittel zur Verfügung stellen”237 (JAPCC6, para. 7). On the other hand, this has severe practical 

implications for some staff members. “Der ist nie da, er ist ja nur auf Dienstreisen, weil der in allen Force 

Protection Working Groups und Doctrine Development der NATO ist, weil da 'n Mann ist, der sich damit 

auseinander gesetzt hat”238 (JAPCC5, para. 38).  

Also other forms of communication are increasingly in the focus of JAPCC. Several officers put emphasis 

on the online presentation of JAPCC, which also includes a collaboration portal.   

“Actually one of the things that we've developed is something called ‘who's who?’ So we've developed 
a data base of space experts across NATO. Then we also have two or three different collaboration 
pages that we have established. And so we try to establish those exchange mechanisms for experts, 
or at least say space interested people” (JAPCC7, para. 12). 

Other tools to develop and maintain personal networks, which are used by the staff, are social media: 

“Was auch sehr intensiv genutzt wird sind diese sozialen Medien, ich klammere Facebook jetzt mal aus. 

Das ist mehr so'n Ding für's Private. Also dieses LinkedIn, dieses berufliche Facebook, das nutzten nahezu 

alle, die ich irgendwie kenne”239 (JAPCC6, para. 54). While these platforms are mainly used for individual 

                                                           
237 Translation by the author: Well, our MOU provides us with 41 or 46 annual travel days out of hand. The nations 
are committing the resources for that through their sponsorship.   
238 Translation by the author: He is never here, he is always on duty travel, because he is a member of all Force 
Protection working groups and doctrine development boards in NATO, because he has come to grips with these 
issues.   
239 Translation by the author: Social media are also being used in an intensive way, but I like to exclude Facebook. 
That is more of a private account. Most of the people I know use LinkedIn, this professional networking platform.  
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communication, JAPCC is also present with an official Facebook profile. Some of the publications, for 

example on UAVs, are further uploaded on academia.edu. 

Besides the practice creation for NATO, one officer provides a detailed account on how he can utilize the 

position at the COE to achieve his nation’s policy by information exchange. “It's definitely a goal of the US 

to bring together a multinational community of responsible space bearing nations or organisations (…). 

It's been a huge issue for us in space situational awareness and we've done many national agreements 

with people to set up information sharing for that purpose” (JAPCC7, para. 99). Moreover, the officer 

explicitly mentions the importance of the international community and the network he could establish 

across NATO.  

“It's really been incredible that the space guys that I have met across NATO and from the different 
nations are very knowledgeable, very plugged in. It almost seems to me like a extremely natural 
extension of my US space community. These guys know exactly what's going on, they are part of the 
conversation, they're part of the processes. It's been really impressive to be involved with these guys, 
because I think it's almost like I am home talking to my national colleagues. So it's been really 
interesting” (JAPCC7, para. 97). 

However, this always depends on national interests in the topic, which in this case are reflected in a career 

path in the Space domain. “For me that's my career field. So, I will go back to the US and be plugged in 

somewhere directly into the space community, because in the US it's a little different than in the other 

nations. We have a specific career field that is focused on space” (JAPCC7, para. 105). 

 

The case of JAPCC shows that practice creation takes place in a combination of official working groups and 

informal personal networks and CoPs. The latter are used to concentrate on capability development of 

specific topics in the broad domain of Air and Space power, outside the rigid formalities. This effort helps 

to harmonize different position. As long the results are reintegrated into the formal cycle this can further 

mitigate the deficiencies of bureaucracy. On the other hand, informal groups are also resource-

dependent. Members seek various degrees of official endorsement to conduct meeting or to create a 

virtual work space. Both, formal and the informal networks are primarily based on networking and 

personal contacts, but also use social media and other communication for information exchange.   

Institutional entrepreneurs. JAPCC was the first NATO accredited COE and therefore, the organisation in 

itself can be seen as institutional entrepreneur for the organisational development of NATO COEs. By 

taking the responsibility as Department Head for Space Operations, the COE further contributes to 

practice spread and institutionalization in the area of education and training.     
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Sources of authority. Sources of authority at JAPCC are the military hierarchy structure and the 

recognition of professional expertise in the functional domain. Being formally headed by the commander 

of NATO Air Command in Ramstein, the COE was able to present a project at the Wales Summit in 2014, 

by utilizing the Four Star General. “The rank structure of the Directorate is an asset (…). It is ideal to have 

a direct link to a 4 Star and a 3 Star” (JAPCC1, para. 44). On the other hand, COE staff is also referring to 

their own achievements, for example in AAR, which result in increased recognition of competence. “JAPCC 

has earned a lot of respect in knowledge and credibility over the last few years. I believe we are recognized 

experts” (JAPCC2, para. 34). JAPCC itself stresses the importance on competence and professionalism in 

the staff guide (JAPCC 2015a) and capstone document:  

“‘It’s all about people.’ The JAPCC’s level of excellence is derived from its people and their individual 
and collective competencies. The JAPCC consists of a multinational team of SMEs from the branches 
of the Armed Services covering a broad spectrum of Air and Space Power topics. The JAPCC places high 
demands upon its personnel: they should be proficient in both written and oral English; preferably 
Staff / War College graduates; and have recent operational experience” (JAPCC 2014a: 13). 

Yet, the analysis of the interviews results in a more ambiguous conclusion for two reasons. First, JAPCC is 

the COE with the higest number of post vacancies. One officer from the management states: “It is difficult 

to get those SMEs. We are on only 60% manning, which is very low. The UK for example has six billets but 

fills only one” (JAPCC1, para. 26). Another person views the vacancies as a critique by the SN on how the 

COE has performed in the past. “I think we went through a little bit of an identity crisis. Or at least came 

under some criticism about how to make sure we stay relevant (…). And so now I think we are back on the 

up-raise again, because we listened to that criticism” (JAPCC7, para. 79).  

Second, there are also indicators that the nations are not able or willing to provide the staff with the 

qualifications according to JAPCC’s ideals. A topic of concern that was mentioned by half of the 

interviewees are language skills. One officer for example states: “we may get a true expert, but sometimes 

people come here without the fully required language level” (JAPCC7, para. 59). Another person criticizes 

that some staff members have language qualifications on paper that are not matching the reality.  

“Wir haben schon Menschen hier gehabt ein die tatsächlich ein 4er SLP auf Papier haben, die dann 
aber vielleicht hier in der standardisierten Sprachprüfung es hier vor Ort gerade mal auf eine 2 
gebracht haben. Super, mit dem Menschen können sie nichts anfangen. Den können Sie aber auch 
nicht einfach wieder nach Hause schicken, macht man nicht international”240 (JAPCC3, para. 46).  

                                                           
240 Translation by the author: We have had staff members, who had an SLP of four on paper, but only managed to 
achieve level two during the standardized assessment they did here. Super, with such a person you can’t do anything. 
You cannot send him back home either, this is against international etiquette.     
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Against the ambition to publish a bi-annual journal and other studies, insufficient language skills impose 

a problem to the organisation. A possible mitigation is through staff training the COE provides in 

cooperation with Lincoln University. “We provide additional English classes and we send our newcomers 

to the University of Lincoln for a one week course in academic writing. That is an investment you have to 

make if you want good results” (JAPCC1, para. 19). According to the staff guide this training is part of the 

onboarding of all new staff members (JAPCC 2015a: pp. 13). However, both post vacancies and missing 

qualifications can constrain knolwdge management and demonstrate a dependency on the Sponsoring 

Nations with with little leeway for the COE. 

Another topic that influences professional expertise is military rotation. Here, the data shows a 

discrepancy between the COE management and the officers that are working on the different topics. The 

management perceives rotation as positive for gaining recent experience and fresh ideas and therefore, 

favours a period of three years: “We also should not extend the standard posting period of a maximum of 

three years. With that rotation you will always get fresh expertise from the field. It also protects the COE 

from being detached from realism. I don’t want people that make themselves comfortable and stay 

forever on one post” (JAPCC1, para. 20). The person continues the argument stating: “The deeper you go 

into a niche, the more you want to keep people for 10 years. We don’t want those fanatics. We have the 

advantage that we are covering a whole realm and not a niche area. This is different from other COEs. We 

are better able to shift our effort to the topics that are relevant at the moment” (JAPCC1, para. 22). 

The broad focus area also increases post vacancies, which make it difficult to achieve continuity. “Our 

domain is very broad. It is a coincidence when people are moving to a position within their expertise” 

(JAPCC1, para. 24). This statement does not only turn the previous statements on advantages of rotation 

and requirements for personnel upside down, it also reflects a main point of criticism within the staff.  

“Von daher ist es meines Erachtens auch ein wichtiger Punkt immer irgendwas zu übergeben. Wenn 
ich jetzt einen Nachfolger habe, so ein Netzwerk ist schnell ausradiert, Buff! Dann ist der Link weg (…). 
So ein Netzwerk muss aufgebaut und dann anschließend gehegt und gepflegt werden. Also von daher, 
finde ich, wäre es vielleicht erstrebenswert so einen SME durchaus länger in ein Land zu bringen und 
in eine Funktion”241 (JAPCC3, para. 42).  

Five of seven interviewees stress a variety of negative aspects of rotation: “It can hamper the work. Much 

is done through relationships and those suffer with a high turnover” (JAPCC2, para. 24). Next to the 

                                                           
241 Translation by the author: In my opinion it is always important to do a handover when I have a successor. Such a 
network is quickly eliminated, Phew! The link is gone (…). A network needs to be built and taken care of. From that 
perspective, I think, it would be desirable to have the SMEs for a longer period in the country and in his function.    
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difficulty to maintain networks, two officers describe how a short rotation cycle limits the time an 

international officer can be effective. “The first year you realize where your office is and what you are 

supposed to do. Your second year you start to be productive. Then in your last year you start to prepare 

your leave or your departure” (JAPCC4, para. 43). Moreover, expertise on specific subjects is often tied to 

a single individual as described by another person: “In meinem Fall bin ich auch verlängert worden, weil 

sonst kein anderer mit 'ner Expertise mehr hier wäre. Der zwote Mann den wir hatten, ist versetzt worden, 

nicht nachbesetzt. Und ich hab' ja schon ein Jahr gebraucht von meinen drei Jahren, um überhaupt mal in 

das Thema reinzufinden”242 (JAPCC6, para. 34). The last argument is the loss of corporate memory. 

“Corporate Memory. Das geht ja hier sehr schnell verloren. Merkt man auch im JAPCC manchmal. Wer 

weiss denn noch, was vor zwei Jahren hier Top Priority war und was entschieden wurde und wen kümmert 

das noch?”243 (JAPCC5, para. 24). To mitigate these shortfalls, the staff predominantly favours a rotation 

period between four and six years. The sources of authority at JAPCC seems to be divided between a 

directorate that focuses on hierarchy and structure and the staff that favours professional expertise, 

which is hampered by structural post vacancies, lack of qualifications, and military rotation.  

Sources of identity. JAPCC has formulated a strong and ambitious vision to “be NATO’s catalyst for the 

improvement and transformation of Joint Air and Space Power; delivering effective solutions through 

independent thought and analysis” (JAPCC 2016). The statement highlights the independence of the 

organisation, the broad portfolio of Air and Space Power, and clearly marks NATO as the main customer. 

This idea as service provider is confirmed by several officers. “We are Air. We breathe Air Power! We are 

a service provider for air. When someone comes to us to use our facilities: we offer. We want to show and 

promote ourselves. We are a think tank that can provide assistance” (JAPCC1, para. 49). Two other staff 

members give concurring statements with less pathos: “every time when I go to a meeting I represent my 

organisation. When I say that I am from JAPCC, there is a lot of name recognition. This grew from our 

competence. My personal goal is to enhance this constantly wherever I go to”. (JAPCC2, para. 53). This 

competence-based identity is further laid out in the JAPCC Capstone Document (JAPCC 2014a) and the 

JAPCC Staff Guide (JAPCC 2015a), which introduced a code of conduct based on principles of “3R”, 

relevance, rigour and reputation. One officer mocks the influence of these documents. “Es ist 'n bisschen 

                                                           
242 Translation by the author: I have been extended, because nobody else is having the expertise in my case. A second 
person in that area rotated without a successor and I already needed one of my three years to build the expertise 
on the topic. 
243 Translation by the author: Corporate memory. That is being lost very quickly, you sometimes notice it at JAPCC, 
too. Who can still remember what has been top priority and what was decided two years ago and who cares? 



Chapter 5 

241 

mehr auf 'm Papier. Ja, also Focus Areas schon. Das Mission and Vision, Ja, muss man ja haben, ne (lachen) 

sag ich mal”244 (JAPCC5, para. 65). Another person concurs and does not view them as source of identity.  

“Wir haben diese Mission and Vision, klar, aber die verbindet uns auch nicht wirklich. Das ist halt, was 
jeder in der NATO hat. Also ich kann damit nicht viel anfangen, sag ich ganz ehrlich, das is allgemeiner 
Blubb. Den kann man auch austauschen, den kann man in jedes COE wahrscheinlich schieben da, unser 
Mission Vision Ding”245 (JAPCC6, para. 80).  

Thus, the staff opinion on an identity and team spirit differs from the ambitious proclamation by the 

management. One officer ironically refers to the directorate as the “big three”246, and another person 

argues that the projects are aiming at a level that is too high to fulfill with personnel at hand.  

“Was wir letztes Jahr hier gemacht haben mit diesem Future Vector Projekt und irgendwie den NATO 
Politikern erzählen, dass doch Air Power so wichtig ist, also das ist doch nicht unser Bereich. Dann 
sitzen hier aber die falschen Leute. Da kannst du nicht 1000 Piloten hier haben und so gut wie keinen 
Generalstabsoffizier. Da musst du eben Strategie-Experten hier haben. So, die haben wir aber nicht”247 
(JAPCC5, para. 51). 

Moreover, some staff members criticize that the former directorate has cancelled all social activities. 

“Dann haben wir eben besagtes Direktorat gehabt, die hier sämtliche Aktivitäten innerbetrieblich gekillt 

haben, die zum Team Building führen und so weiter, die der Meinung waren, die Menschen müssen 

arbeiten, arbeiten, arbeiten”248 (JAPCC3, para. 54). Although such activities have been reinitiated, they 

seem to be little valued. “Es ist eine meiner Nebenaufgaben hier, dieses Entertainment Committee zu 

organisieren. Das sind so diese sozialen Klamotten, mal so'n Beercall, einmal im Monat und 'n bisschen 

grillen. Aber das sind alles so ganz sporadische Dinge”249 (JAPCC6, para. 80).  

                                                           
244 Translation by the author: This is more on paper, well. We do have focus areas. The mission and vision, well, 
everybody needs to have that (laughs).   
245 Translation by the author: We have our mission and vision, sure, but that is not a real source of identity. That’s 
what everybody has in NATO. I cannot make much sense out of it, honestly, that is gobbledygook. You can exchange 
that mission and vision stuff and probably put it into every COE.    
246 “Wir haben ja unser Dreigestirn oben, sag ich jetzt mal” (JAPCC3, para. 76).  
247 Translation by the author: What we did last year with the Future Vector project, to tell politicians in NATO about 
the importance of Air Power; that shouldn’t be our business. If that’s the case we have the wrong people here. Than 
you cannot have 1000 pilots, but barely a general staff officer. For that you need strategic experts. Well, we don’t 
have them here.  
248 Translation by the author: Then we had the aforementioned directorate, which killed all team building related 
activities, by arguing that the people are here to work, work and work. 
249 Translation by the author: One of my side tasks is to work in the event committee and to organise social 
happenings. A beer call once a month and some barbecue. But these things are very sporadically.  
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A unifying factor in the ambiguous perception of identity at JAPCC is the multinational environment, which 

offers possibilities for self-development. 

“So I'm proud to work in a multinational environment like this. I don't know that the JAPCC specifically 
gives me any greater identity or that feeling (…). I just feel really kind of privileged and proud to work 
in NATO in a multinational environment like this, and from a personal learning experience I think it's 
fantastic, because it's a huge broadening opportunity” (JAPCC7, para. 113).  

The staff at JAPCC holds diverse opinions towards a common identity. While half of the members identify 

themselves with the directorate vision as service provider and catalysts for Air Power, the other half views 

the vision and supporting documents as empty words. An enduring negative impact results from past 

decisions to abandon identifying activities. “Getötet ist sowas schnell. Das ist ganz schnell vorbei, buff, 

ende. Aber das dann wieder ins Leben zu rufen, mit Leben zu füllen, das dauert”250 (JAPCC3, para. 32). 

Another disrupting effect is the broad focus of the COE with many sub-divisions. “So eine Zugehörigkeit, 

so eine gemeinsame Identität? Ne, dafür ist das viel zu vielfältig hier, das würde ich nicht sagen”251 

(JAPCC3, para. 36). A disconnect between the high aims of the directorate and the desk officer level is a 

plausible explanation for the confusing opinions on an identity of JAPCC. Especially fragmentation into 

different small groups can be a constraint for effective knowledge management.  

Sources of legitimacy. JAPCC was initially receiving a high degree of external legitimacy through 

recognition in NATO and by the SN. The previous analysis has shown that the COE benefits from being co-

located with relevant units in the air domain. Moreover, the high ranking directorate provides authority 

and legitimacy through promoting the COE as stated in several interviews. “Obviously we are led by the 

US Four Star, which gives a direct voice in what we are doing. The way of how we are getting our input 

from the US is through his leadership, his voice. And he's also not only the director in the JAPCC, but also 

the chairman of our steering community” (JAPCC7, para. 89). Another example for recognition of the COE 

is the annual Air Power Conference with high level military participation from NATO and the SN, but also 

from the EU, and politicians. Moreover, JAPCC was able to introduce their three publications of the Future 

Vector project (JAPCC 2014b; 2014c; 2014d) at the 2014 Wales Summit, and thereby could capitalize on 

political guidance. “Die sind auch auf höchster Führungsebene der NATO entsprechend publiziert worden, 

angesprochen worden, vorgestellt worden und das hat natürlich eine deutliche Steigerung der Reputation 

                                                           
250 Translation by the author: Such things are easy to kill. It stops very quickly, puff. To re-initiate this, bring it back 
to life; that takes time.  
251 Translation by the author: Affiliation, a common identity? No, we are too diverse for that. I can’t see it.  
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zur Folge”252 (JAPCC3, para. 38). The direct mandate from the Military Committee to work on Space Power 

is an equally legitimizing sanction. This strong focus towards NATO as primary customer was also 

formulated by the COE itself. “The JAPCC’s primary customers are NATO Headquarters, Allied Command 

Transformation, Allied Command Operations, Joint Force Commands and the tri-service NATO commands: 

Maritime Command, Land Command and Air Command“ (JAPCC 2014a: 7).  

On the other hand, top level reputation alone does not seem to suffice for strong external legitimacy. In 

fact, the high number of post vacancies at JAPCC contradicts the proclaimed recognition of the 

organisation. One officer adds a possible explanation that these kind of projects have no effect on lower 

command levels and therefore, most people are simply not aware of the existence of the COE. “Ist nicht 

Teil der Ausbildung, man hat keine Berührungspunkte zumindest nicht auf der Ebene Kompaniechef oder 

Bataillonskommandeur. So bis zu bis zu dem Level wo man ja dann irgendwann mal hier her kommt gibt's 

keine Berührungspunkte”253 (JAPCC6, para. 5). This statement indicates that COEs receive little 

recognition in national structures, can be a constraint to knowledge management between the COE and 

national militaries. From a formal perspective, JAPCC possesses a strong basis of legitimacy. Accreditation 

is based on a functional and operational MOU and the organisation is structured along the four pillars to 

support NATO transformation. Moreover, JAPCC is the oldest and largest COE and was officially appointed 

as custodian as Department Head for Space.    

Logic of investment. Investment into JAPCC is characterised by the fact that JAPCC has been the very first 

COE. Thus, there were no benchmarks for nations to assess the prospects of joining. Therefore, it is not 

surprising that participation was accompanied by uncertainty on how to use the organisation and largely 

driven by political interests. One officer describes this situation from his national perspective.  

“I remember the climate in 2005. It was about NATO expansion, it was about more and more members 
or partners and JAPCC was another organisation, which politically seemed to be a good idea to join. 
Some nations made the political decision by joining and it wasn’t really thought through: ‘do we need, 
or how do we use, or how would we integrate?’ Because it was new, it was an MOU organisation, it 
wasn’t fitting into NATO, but also not to national structures. That was a new type of animal. So, 
politically it seems to be a good decision” (JAPCC4, para. 43).  

                                                           
252 Translation by the author: They have been published, announced and advertised on the highest level of leadership 
in NATO, which of course led to a significant increase of our reputation.    
253 Translation by the author: It is not part of our education, you don’t come across the COEs, at least not on the 
level of company or battalion commander. Until you have reached the level that you get posted here at some time, 
there are no points of contact.  
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An indicator that supports the observation of a primarily political interests are few requests from the SN 

to the COE as stated by several officers: “We only get very few RFS from the nations directly, but we pick 

up signals. We talk to the national schools, think tanks, and headquarters during the year” (JAPCC1, para. 

40). Another person relativises this general remark, but issues the same critique for his nation. “Ich bin 

mir jetzt nicht bewusst, wo Deutschland dieses JAPCC mal aktiv, richtig aktiv genutzt hätte, also andere 

Nationen machen das”254 (JAPCC6, para. 70). Moreover, nations that initially supported the COE started 

to reconsider their involvement after the economic crisis:  

“After the initial boom when the crisis started let’s say 2008-2009 countries started to reconsider: ‘ok 
how many positions should we man? Should we send people to JAPCC? Well we have to send people 
to the NATO command structure, so let’s prioritize and that MOD stuff can ask questions especially 
finance. Why are we members at JAPCC? What is the benefit? And they started to ask ok can you tell 
me what JAPCC or what that particular COE gave us?’” (JAPCC4, para. 47). 

In fact, these accounts are in contrast to JAPCC’s Capstone Document stating: “The JAPCC’s multinational 

composition presents a tremendous opportunity to reach back and link personnel to national networks 

and knowledge which allows the expeditious exploration and research of issues” (JAPCC 2014a: 13). While 

this argumentation in favour of professional excellence could be traced in practice creation, it does not 

seem to be a rationale for investment into the COE. On the other hand, from the perspective of the 

individual officers, this multinational exchange is seen as one of the main advantages:   

“Then, the great thing about a multinational environment is you get to learn so much about culture, 
so much the way their military operates, so much about their way of thinking. And so it's on a personal 
level and a professional level where you really enrich your experience and obviously that's even more 
important as the operational environment continues to change” (JAPCC7, para. 6).  

The mainly politically-driven investment by the SN is in contrast to the understanding of professional 

excellence within the organisation, thereby showing a misalignment of institutional logics. Little interest 

by the nations to use the COE more actively for practice creation are a strong constraint to knowledge 

management. Moreover, this is also a logical explanation for the high number of post vacancies. Internally, 

JAPCC responds to the lack of national requests by following a proactive approach towards capability 

development on topics that have been identified as military shortfalls at the NATO Summits in 2014 and 

2016. Results of this approach, such as the increased interoperability in AAR, are following the ideal of 

multinational solutions to capability development of the logic of transformation.  

                                                           
254 Translation by the author: I am not sure when Germany has ever actively used JAPCC, really actively, other nations 
do so.    
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The case of JAPCC is marked by several features that are different to the other COEs. JAPCC was not only 

the first NATO accredited COE, it is also focuses on the broad realm of Air and Space Power, instead of a 

single niche capability. Hence, the COE itself acted as an institutional entrepreneur. Strong political 

interests have been the main rationale of investment, but are further reflected in the high ranking 

directorate of the COE. These historical parameters have an effect on the COE’s strategy and practice 

creation. Being confronted with a broad and differentiated subject area, the COE shifts the focus of 

attention following the political guidance of NATO Summits. The different focus areas further appear as a 

group of several small COEs clustered within JAPCC. Inside these different areas practice creation mainly 

takes place in official NATO working groups, but is also influenced by communities of practice and 

professional networks that stimulate multinational knowledge exchange. COE management further tries 

to implement a top down competence profile and identity, which cannot withstand reality. Military 

rotation, insufficient language skills, and post vacancies are constraining this ambition.         

5.8 Case 6: Joint Chemical Biological Radiological & Nuclear Defence Centre of Excellence (JCBRN 
COE) 

Event sequencing. The Joint Chemical, Biological, Radiological, and Nuclear defence Centre of Excellence 

was established by the Czech Republic as FN in 2006. Together with other elements of the Czech Chemical 

Corps, the JCBRN COE is based in Vyškov. The SNs are France, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Italy, Poland, 

Romania, Slovakia, Slovenia, The United Kingdom, and the United States of America. The twelve nations 

provide a PE of 81 positions of which 65 were manned in 2015 (ACT 2015b: 32). According to the figures, 

the JCBRN COE belongs to the first COEs and has an above average number of SN. It also has the third 

largest PE-structure, which is filled to 80%. The Czech Republic has a long tradition of chemical troops and 

took a leading role in CBRN defence during the Cold War (Zelenák 2011: 95), which became subject to 

further specialization by offering the JCBRN COE to NATO (JCBRN COE 2007). CBRN defence was identified 

as a capability shortfall in NATO during the 2002 Prague Summit and became part of the PCC by NATO 

member states (French 2007: 96; Sloan 2008: 88). Parallel to the development of the COE, Czech and 

Slovakian CBRN units (Sloan 2008: 88; Ivanov 2011: 132) have been established to adhere to the PCC. 

Therefore, the founding of the JCBRN COE appears to be a logical consequence to further close an 

identified capability gap in NATO.   

Nevertheless, also this COE was facing difficulties to get on track at the beginning, according to one officer 

who compared the early days with childhood. “In the beginning the COE looked for a job, but in the 

beginning it is very complicated, because first you must have the trust and confidence, and then NATO 
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will contact you and will cooperate with you. So those first six years were very complicated, the COE 

needed some time to come to life” (CBRN1, para. 8). After these initial difficulties, the JCBRN COE was 

able to acquire new SNs, which further allowed for increasing the operational portfolio.   

“In 2014 the SN accepted my proposal to establish a new operational support department. I asked 
nations to give me additional 15 posts from which we created the reachback. All this was accepted 
and we created a new manning table. The Czech Republic increased the number, France and Poland 
joined the centre. Last week the Steering Committee again accepted that we can enlarge our manning 
by six additional Czech Officers. Austria, probably Canada, Serbia and Sweden are also in the joining 
process as future Sponsoring and contributing Nations” (CBRN1, para. 28). 

The case of the JCBRN COE demonstrates how a nation can use a COE to further develop an existing 

national expertise by meeting a capability gap in NATO.  

Basis of attention. Chemical, Biological, Radiological, and Nuclear weapons are commonly referred to as 

weapons of mass destruction (WMD). Their proliferation and misuse by international terrorists and other 

non-State actors constitute a permanent risk that was first addressed in the treaty on non-proliferation 

of Nuclear Weapons in 1968, initiated by the United States and the Soviet Union. More recently the 

subject was addressed by the United Nations Security Council in a series of resolutions (United Nations 

1540 Committee 2015). NATO is prominently referring to proliferation of WMD in the Strategic Concept 

(NATO 2010a: 23) after having issued a separate policy guideline on the subject (NATO 2009b). Hence, the 

subject area of the JCBRN COE is well defined and recognized by international treaties and resolutions. 

On the other hand, the functional domain is also broad due to the focus on all four threats, which requires 

specific technical and scientific expertise.  

“We need highly educated people, because we are talking about real specifics like the ‘easy substance’. 
On Master's [level], can you tell me what this agent is about? How you can transport it? How you can 
recognize it? How you can detect it? And those are always the questions. So you have to be a really, 
really good expert to be able to answer them. Therefore, we are seeking for high level educated 
personnel” (CBRN8, para. 145). 

While this shows the attention towards the practical nature of the threat, there is also the political 

dimension of the contemporary threat of proliferation of WMD. A senior officer at the COE explains the 

danger resulting from CBRN threats and how the different levels of attention are related to each other.    

“At the top level there is a constant strategic communication challenge within the CBRN community. 
And that challenge is this: We tend to fluctuate in and out of the attention cycle of the greater 
audience (…). From media perspective the lack of attention on what we all accept is the proliferation 
of CBRN to now non-state actors and all of this is in the news! But despite the increase of proliferate 
activity, the greater public and high levels within the political military structure pay more or less 
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attention to the subject depending on what else is going on in the world. So this is one of those 
constant things that we have to pay attention to.  

Now that drives a few other problems at a lower level. One of those is priority of effort, priority of 
funding and things like that (…). CBRN, if not properly cultivated, kind of falls away. Not that anybody 
will say that it’s not important, nobody will ever say that.  

At a lower level we go back to this proliferation piece. Within the community of interest, we see clearly 
over the past ten years the continued increase of the proliferation of CBRN, the potential, or the ease 
of access by actors other than state actors. In other words this is no longer the exclusive of state actors. 
And now we have actually seen the use of C, of chemical weapons, by at least a couple of organisations. 
Publically disclosed, most recently in Syria. So we are very concerned that there is less and less control 
of the special materials that reek death and destruction in proportions far beyond of all the material 
itself. Small bits cause a lot of damage, and then the psychological impacts that are attended with that.  

And then finally, even if we had all of the attention, all of the funding, all of the resources whatever 
we needed, we don’t have viable solutions to all CBRN scenarios. We couldn’t, with all the money in 
the world, solve the problem that it is potentially right around the corner in the building with industrial 
chemicals that catch fire. So we have the problem of high probability incidents, accidents that could 
happen at any time, that we don't have an immediate solution to, that could wreak the same kind of 
death and havoc as an attack itself (…).  

So those are some of the challenges that I see in the CBRN realm in general. And that’s not specific to 
the COE, but it’s just now the COE has been plopped down in the middle of that milieu and people are 
looking to us for expert advice in some areas for which we are unprepared. And so we look with anxiety 
to the day that something goes radically wrong, like a first use in theatre, or a major accident. And 
even though they weren’t paying attention to us before, the world now looks to this one hub of 
information and knowledge. And we don’t have an answer that’s satisfactory. I think that’s an anxiety 
that’s in the back of the minds of every CBRN professional out here” (CBRN2, para. 13).  

This self-critical account highlights the complexity of the subject area. In response to the contemporary 

nature of the threat, JCBRN COE is increasingly focusing on its reachback capability, which turns attention 

towards support of operational matters. “The new Director is more focusing on the reachback that NATO 

can see really good achievements. In the transformation area it is very hard to see immediate success” 

(CBRN3, para. 38). Thus, JCBRN is a well-defined, yet broad subject area and the COE is dividing attention 

towards operational and transformational topics.  

Basis of mission. The mission statement of the JCBRN COE is an extensive list of bullets, formulated along 

the four pillars of the COE concept, and indicating a focus on the logic of transformation. It states:    

• “Provide advice in all CBRN defence related areas;  
• develop CBRN defence doctrines, standards, knowledge to support improvement of 
 interoperability and capabilities;  
• provide opportunities to enhance education and training;  
• Contribute to the relevant lessons learned processes;  
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• within a POW approved by the SC, assist NATO, SNs and other international institutions in their 
 CBRN defence related efforts, including validation through experimentation” (JCBRN COE 2016).  

An additional part of the mission statement is the claim to be a service provider on all CBRN matters, 

which shows that competence is tied to the logic of professional excellence. The work of the COE is further 

directed towards cooperation with a broad range of actors, among whom NATO is the as primary 

customer: “of course NATO first. This is the normal COE task. We are set up for that” (CBRN7, para. 9). 

However, the subject is not limited to NATO or the military.  

“This is not a NATO problem, it is a whole world problem. If we succeed we must do the proper work 
in the civil-military cooperation with the partners. And that are also Japan, Australia, Singapore, and 
Indonesia. They are very strong CBRN defence nations. I visited India and many of those nations. I 
know that they have some capability, and we could be a great NATO ambassador to include their CBRN 
defence capability” (CBRN1, para. 36).  

This global outreach for cooperation is favoured by several officers. Also of importance is the civil sector, 

mainly the industry and academia. Cooperation agreements with academic institutes in the SN and 

especially the co-location with a Czech CBRN research centre lead to synergies. “We have bio experts in 

the academia on the floor downstairs. This is an institute from the military university and they help our 

guys. They are not of from the COE, but we work together with them” (CBRN3, para. 74). Several officers 

further stress the importance of the industry. “There has to be an ongoing dialogue on how industry can 

help prevent, preclude access of seemingly innocuous chemicals to folks that might have nefarious use 

for them” (CBRN2, para. 23). Another officer explains that the COE has developed a structured approach 

for these cooperations. “Our COE is supported by a, so called, secondary network, what in practice means 

some universities, nations and so on, are supporting us” (CBRN7, para. 13). In the area of education, the 

COE also established a partnership with the EU. “We signed up the letter of intent for the common training 

between NATO and the EU in the area of CBRN” (CBRN8, para. 67). Core rationale behind this cooperative 

mission is to increase interoperability in a multinational environment. “I mean no one of us in an ideal 

sense, is gonna go into a military operation alone ever again. Coalition warfare is the warfare of the future. 

The greater our interoperability, the better off are. And so we try to be involved in all initiatives, NATO 

and other to bring everybody up in the same way” (CBRN2, para. 21). A prerequisite for such multinational 

operations is effective knowledge management among all stakeholders.  

To achieve this, the mission of JCBRN is aiming to increase interoperability by synchronization of doctrine, 

concepts, capability devlepment, and training, including military and civilian responders. 
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“How to react to the CBRN incident and standardize the response? It doesn’t matter if the unit comes 
from Germany, from Hungary, from Poland, we know that the commanders of the units and planners 
plan the response in a certain way that is similar to each other. Therefore, this is very easy to talk and 
to coordinate. If you do it on your own and I don’t know your procedure, and you don’t know mine, 
then it’s very difficult to coordinate. But when we both are trained under the same condition, then 
it’s very easy” (CBRN8, para. 61).  

In addition to the facilitation of interoperability, the COE follows the rationale to provide advice on behalf 

of CBRN matters, which is in the current focus of attention as ‘reachback’, but also existed before. 

“This COE always provided CBRN reachback, we just called it differently. We called it the CBRN advice. 
If anybody has a request for something, for example in Afghanistan somebody used some white 
powder, it is the red poison against the school girls. What should they do? Our best military advice 
was to do this and that, use the antidotes. This is the CBRN reachback. What we did now is that we 
institutionalized this reachback as independent unit to (…) translate scientific language into the 
operational commands language. So that we always made reachback, but we named it differently” 
(CBRN1, para. 26).  

Thus, behaviour of the COE is driven by support to CBRN capability development for NATO transformation, 

but also by operational support through CBRN advice and knowledge exchange, by integration of multiple 

civilian and military stakeholders inside and outside NATO.   

Basis of strategy. JCBRN COE staff shares an understanding of an independent think tank that supports 

NATO, with the additional advantage of having more latitude to also operate outside the NATO Command 

Structure. However, as argued by two officers, this requires to take an active role to avoid being left aside. 

“If you are missing no one cares (...) you can make a profit only if you push things forward. If you are 

waiting you might be waiting forever. So you have to be proactive and you have to find the places where 

you have to integrate yourself, effectively” (CBRN8, para. 121). This is pursued by an approach, focusing 

on capability development in four areas of the COE concept plus operational support in CBRN reachback. 

First, the COE is integrated in the NATO working group structure on CBRN, which is well established and 

governed by the Conference of National Armaments Directors (CNAD). Main function of these groups is 

to advance doctrine and standardization, where the COE obtains the role as custodian for the main CBRN 

doctrine in NATO. Next to this formal assignment, participation in a broad variety of conferences and 

workshops is a tool to acquire and exchange information.       

“It brings everybody together to talk about recent trends, lessons learned, security initiatives, and 
things to that nature. Now, attending these conferences for us is more than just hearing the nice things 
that everybody has to say about one another. For us it’s about figuring out where the gaps are in our 
understanding of what the CBRN landscape is” (CBRN2, para. 25). 
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This work leads to the second area of participation in experiments to develop concepts for future security 

developments. “We are dealing now with the Urbanization project that was launched last year by ACT (…). 

The project is looking on urbanization in 2035, what are the challenges for NATO. They are running a 

discovery experiment and the CBRN part is very important to this project” (CBRN3, para. 10). Third, the 

COE has taken the role as DH for CBRN training for the practical application of doctrine and best practices. 

Moreover, according to the staff CBRN is the only capability that has an own standardization group, the 

training and exercise panel. The combination of these functions eases harmonization processes: “I'm the 

chairman of the training exercise panel, and I'm Department Head. So being double-hatted I can easily 

synchronize all that work” (CBRN8, para. 11). The same officer further explains how different streams of 

knowledge are brought together: “We are also highly contributing to the CBRN standardization process in 

all areas, like concept development, the technical expertise for the hazard management, I mean detection 

identification and monitoring, for the training, for the information management” (CBRN8, para. 35).  

Last, the COE is obtaining an operational role by providing CBRN reachback as remote advice. “The 

reachback capability is a static and remote capability that is virtually connected to the level necessary” 

(CBRN2, para. 63). In practice this allows for responding to requests that are not time critical. “Usually we 

are being asked questions that the deployed headquarters doesn't have enough people to deal with. And 

it might not be we need an answer in 48 hours, (…) we have more time to deal with those sorts of 

questions” (CBRN5, para. 47). To answer these requests, the COE is using their ‘secondary network’, which 

consists of international military and non-military stakeholders. “We have DTRA (Defence Threat 

Reduction Agency), the U.S. reachback. They have a real 24/7 reachback capability with access to 

hundreds of people. And we have a very close relationship with them, so we can immediately ask them” 

(CBRN5, para. 23). Moreover, the reachback support is seen as opportunity to involve Asian Nations on 

non-classified matters, also because the large distance does not matter. “Probably the best project how 

to involve those nations is the CBRN reachback. This is the advice on Chemistry (…) to connect scientific 

guys, to receive requests, take out when, where [and] who, and ask the Japanese what they think about 

the core issue” (CBRN1, para. 36). Another function of CBRN reachback is routine monitoring for 

situational awareness. “My intel officer has routine intelligence tasks to perform to sort of horizon scans. 

To see what is going on in Iraq, in Syria, with the Russians, whatever it happens to be. So that if a CBRN-

related incident happens we can make sure that the Center of Excellence is aware” (CBRN5, para. 11). 

These statements show how different CBRN reachback works as platform for knowledge management 

among a broad range of differnet military and civil stakeholders. 
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The only area of CBRN defence the COE’s involvement is very limited are nuclear weapons due to reasons 

of national security as explained by a staff member. 

“An area where we are limited are Atomic Weapons. That are national top secret information and we 
are excluded here. We can predict what would happen in case of a detonation, but we don’t have the 
situational awareness where the weapons are. The CBRN reachback has only access to the level of 
NATO secret. This could be a way ahead for the future to include the Atomic part, simply because it 
belongs to CBRN” (personal communication JCBRN COE, October 2015).   

JCBRN COE addresses its main basis of attention by following a bifurcated strategy focusing on 

transformational and operational tasks. Both roles derive from the understanding of CBRN as a profession, 

and include a broad and multinational secondary network of supporting stakeholders.   

Coordination of practice creation. The officers at JCBRN COE highlight the importance of participation in 

official events for practice creation. “We meet during normal bodies that all work for NATO. I mean for 

the panels and groups established to support NATO, or that are part of NATO, and conferences and 

seminars, where we take part” (CBRN7, para. 19). Another officer points towards the importance of these 

events for information exchange on recent incidents.     

“We have to cultivate relationships that ensure that we remain in the centre. And so we attend a lot 
of conferences, that’s number one. Number two, of late, issues come to us as a result of activities on 
the ground in Syria, Iraq, and elsewhere. Whether its accidents, incidents or attempts at the use of 
CBRN for nefarious purposes. Those things become issues that fall on our table. And in that way we 
come into contact with industry and academia for problem solving, and of course lessons learned 
develop out of that” (CBRN2, para. 25).   

Participation in many of the working groups occurs naturally by position, but increasingly leads to network 

development. “I was called to participate [in] such a workshop, in meetings, and in working group at the 

beginning because of my positon, because they were requesting subject matter expertise from the COE” 

(CBRN4, para. 23). Most of the formal meetings follow an organised annual or biannual schedule that 

ensures regular interaction and integration of results into NATO processes.   

Several COE members explain that they are also part of other informal groups and communities outside 

the NATO structures as was pointed out in the example of a national CBRN community: “I know at least 

thirty, forty, CBRN specialists in my age. Okay? And the same in Poland, I know in my age more or less 

plus/minus ten years, I know forty, fifty. This is the CBRN community. So it’s not so big” (CBRN7, para. 33). 

Core tie of this group is the professional national education for CBRN officers, which brings the different 

individuals together and defines their career paths.  
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“I think that this is purely a matter of the system of education in my country. Because if you would like 
to be CBRN specialist you have to start with the education at university, dedicated to CBRN. So from 
the beginning you are CBRN specialist and you are sentenced to be CBRN specialist in the future” 
(CBRN7, para. 35).  

This very specific nature of the CBRN profession makes it an almost closed community that is difficult to 

enter for outsiders. “Of course it’s possible to jump from other disciplines in our community, but such 

cases or such persons may not be later treated as a really good specialist” (CBRN7, para. 39). On the other 

hand, the long standing relations in this community provide each member with easy access to the military 

units the other members are serving at, and therefore, constitute a network of extensive knowledge 

exchange on a variety of topics. 

“Currently we are talking about hybrid threats, that is let's say not new, but it's connected with the 
transformation process. Because now it’s [a] totally different environment than previously. Of course 
CBRN proliferation, this is the big title for favoured discussion. And how to address, how to reduce 
proliferation or eliminate proliferation?” (CBRN7, para. 51). 

Consequently, it is not surprising that the staff is stressing the importance of personal contacts, be it 

through regular NATO working groups or national networks. “It is better, yes. It helps during the 

discussion. You are friendlier, you break the ice. If it is friendlier, the discussions are easier and you can 

find a solution to the text” (CBRN6, para. 17). Another officer states: “Suddenly there’s a face to a name, 

or that was just previously an email, you didn’t know the person. Building up personal relationships helps” 

(CBRN5, para. 27). The distinct profession of CBRN also allows for these contacts to develop over along 

perios. “I've been working in NATO since 2000. For fifteen years, so I know all the people personally” 

(CBRN8, para. 51). Another officer affirmatively states. “I know [the] director for ages. I met him first time 

he was a Major, and he visited my country many times. We exchange points of view on the CBRN aspects, 

on the military aspects, on other aspects” (CBRN7, para. 45). 

One officer further explains the use of online platforms to nurture CBRN communities in the British Army. 

“There are a number of CBRN groups and communities of interest. And I've joined some of those and just 

try and see what things are being talked about. If you know it's there you can look for it and join it a bit” 

(CBRN5, para. 29). Main function of these groups is to serve as discussion forum. “You just get a thread 

developing, somebody asks questions, somebody answers it. If you make a sufficiently provocative 

statement, you will generate debate, people will answer it” (CBRN5, para. 31). This provides an additional 

source of individual learning and for knowledge development.   
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Similar communities also exist in other countries and are nowadays often tied by social media. The 

anecdote below provides an example how informal communities can lead to practice creation and, over 

time, to the implementation of new standards.  

“People in the military have formed offline, or off-duty communities via social media. Or we talk about 
issues that the United States is considering in CBRN defence. Actually I've been a part of some of those 
informal groups for years. And they have had their influence. In our case giving CBRN defence officers 
and soldiers, the United States Hazmat training255, commercial Hazmat training, came into being 
largely because people who have been working in the field both in and out of the military saw the 
utility of this. And then of course it played out as we got more and more into combat operations. And 
so that needs have been answered now. Now it took 15 years to make it happen, I remember I received 
none of that training when I was a young officer. So I understand the power of communities of interest. 
And I'm sure that if you talk to some of the other division heads who have been around here a little 
longer, they are all a part of these informal communities. And again, there’s power there” (CBRN2, 
para. 43).       

The COE management is aware of these communities and views them as beneficial to socialize ideas from 

informal to formal settings, both internally and externally as described by a senior officer.  

“There are opportunities for me to help socialize ideas, because of my role in the directorate as one 
of the principal advisors to the director. I have my role of whispering in his ear. ‘Hey sir, I was just at 
so and so meeting. And here’s what they're talking about. I'm not sure what are we doing in this area?’ 
Those are a couple of ways that my interface with informal communities could be brought into a 
formal discussion. If I think it’s a value to the COE” (CBRN2, para. 49).   

“You talk to our Department Head later on, this guy knows everybody and everybody knows him. And 
I mean outside of the official formats he can bring up a topic and it can be become a major topic of 
discussion. And of course that leads over into some of the formal formats. So there is power in 
community” (CBRN2, para. 47). 

The best example for active community management is the so-called ‘secondary network’, which is used 

by the COE to extend the capabilities of the reachback function and includes a variety of partners. “Our 

secondary network is a combination of industry, academia, and other military organisations in various 

countries. We can immediately bring them in to fill gaps, if we have gaps in positions over a period of 

time” (CBRN2, para. 59). This statement is supported by another officer, who further explains how these 

partnerships are organisesd. “With the US, with the UK, with Romania, with Germany, with France, there 

are technical arrangements. There are some documents which say what will be provided and what won’t 

be. Whether it’s working hours only, 24/7, whatever it happens to be” (CBRN5, para. 63). A third person 

further explains the different layers of this network, which he also drew as a graphic during the interview. 

                                                           
255 The term Hazmat refers to hazardous materials.   
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“For our reachback centre we use different networks that can be described in a graphic (draws on 
whiteboard). The secondary network consists of several research institutes, the easiest one is the 
University next door in the basement of this building. All partnerships in the secondary network are 
formalized by a MOU, TA, or note of intent. We also have what we call the virtual network. That are 
all the personal contacts we have to professors and other organisations. This has the advantage that I 
could call them at 2 AM in the morning. The NBC School in Italy belongs to that for example, or my 
PhD supervisor. The contact in that network grew rapidly. But honestly, they are only about 1% of the 
work” (personal communication JCBRN COE, October 2015). 

Figure 5.2: JCBRN COE Secondary Network. 

 

The example of the secondary network demonstrates how different actors from the same profession are 

included to support the reachback function through knowledge exchange. Main difference to self-

organised communities is the high degree of formalization in the secondary network.  

Knowlegde exchange is also supported by official online platforms on CBRN doctrine development, 

administered by the NATO standardization office. “There is a special forum. Everyone who participates 

and is a member can use this. Everything is posted there. So it is possible for all participants to enter it, to 

send comments, and to say if they agree or not. It is easy for everyone” (CBRN6, para. 13). Another officer 

explains how this portal developed into a platform for sharing of collective knowledge that is used by all 

CBRN professionals in NATO. “In the past we distributed all the documents via emails. We don’t do it 

anymore. We just [issue] the warning order and we post the document on the NATO Standardization 

Organisation. And this forced everybody to sign up for NSO portal” (CBRN8, para. 99). Half of the 
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interviewees stated that they actively use the portal. JCBRN COE follows a similar approach by offering an 

own portal on lessons learned and training on their website to increase open source communication. 

“There you can put any comment related to the lessons learned process. The training portal, it’s on 

Moodle, so everybody can actually comment for the respective course or training opportunity” (CBRN8, 

para. 89). The portal is an example how the COE provides a frame that enables knowledge management.      

Formal and informal channels of interaction are often closely intertwined. One officer explains that formal 

meetings provide the basis for informal networks to develop: “Wherever I go there is always [an] official 

portion, and inside of the event you also have time for some informal exchange of information and 

experience” (CBRN7, para. 23). Also the online platforms along the pillars of doctrine, education, and 

lessons learned are built at the interface of formal and informal knowledge exchange. A limitation to these 

platforms is that they cannot contain any classified information. A favourable condition for communities 

to thrive are the long-standing personal relations between CBRN professionals, which are fostered by the 

specific professional education and date back to the beginning of their career. The result is a homogeneus 

profession that leads to strong informal bonds between its members. Official events, such as training and 

exercises, conferences, and NATO working groups provide opportunities to meet and exchange 

information. Informal communities of practice and online platforms further support these networks.      

Institutional entrepreneurs. At JCRBN COE an example for entrepreneurship is the establishment of the 

operational reachback function, which shows organisational development. An officer from the senior 

management explained how the function was created 

“In 2014 the Sponsoring Nations accepted my proposal to establish a new operational support 
department. What did we do? We made some existing departments smaller. I asked nations to give 
me additional 15 posts from which we created the reachback (…). All this was accepted and we created 
a new manning table (…). We made the proposal, we offered the Steering Committee Nations what 
we would like to do, this got accepted, we issued the structure and started with reachback. Now we 
are at the end of this process and declare full operational capability at the end of this year (2015)” 
(CBRN1, para. 28). 

The history of establishment also demonstrates how the COE made use of the formal governance 

structure between the COE and the SN. This change however, adds an operational task to the 

transformational portfolio of the COE, a fact that is not without critique among the staff. “The new 

Director is more focusing on the reachback that NATO can see really good achievements. In the 

transformation area it is very hard to see immediate success” (CBRN3, para. 38). This criticism of only 

looking for quick wins is not the only issue, also the manning of the reachback function might go to the 

cost of other departments. “This is a controversial issue. Because it just turned out that operational may 
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require future involvement of my personnel. May require. Of course we have to find a solution how to 

support operational, and how to run our normal job” (CBRN7, para. 114). This includes the risk that some 

staff members feel that their work becomes less important. “The Directors feels that reachback is the 

most important and it can happen that other department are – I don’t want to say punished – but will be 

less important and less appreciated. The working conditions can be a little bit difficult” (CBRN3, para. 32). 

On the other hand, organisational change rarely happens without opposition (Marquis and Lounsbury 

2007). An interesting tool along the reachback function is the secondary network. The supporting 

organisations have formally agreed to support CBRN reachback by technical agreements, thereby 

expanding the knowledge base of the COE. One of these partners is the DHSC branch of MILMED COE, 

where one officer describes the arrangement. “We have set up a technical agreement to participate and 

contribute to the CBRN reachback (…). So if somebody wants that information they can fire an email. They 

may not get an immediate response, but somebody will take a look at what they requested and give 

feedback as soon as it is reasonably possible” (MILMED5, para. 75). The example holds prospects for inter-

COE cooperation and further demonstrates a practical approach to acquire additional expertise.  

Sources of authority. At JCBRN COE, main source of authority is the recognition of professional expertise 

in the functional domain in NATO, which was addressed by 75% of the interviewees. One officer states: 

“This is the key issue. To be visible in NATO community” (CBRN7, para. 108). Another person confirms this 

perception by highlighting the development of requests to the COE. “In 2012 I came here and we had 56 

requests for support in the programme of work, 56. Today, we have 150. Now you can see how NATO 

uses us (…). I think that we are very reliable and important part of all NATO decisions in regard to CBRN 

defence” (CBRN1, para. 12). A plausible reason for that increase is the little amount of highly qualified 

CBRN experts in the NCS. “A reachback is something, that’s the expert support. Because this expertise will 

never reside within the NATO Command Structure, never. You cannot ensure the quality of education, 

continuity of science, and all the staff that is needed for the expert support. Therefore it resides here” 

(CBRN8, para. 129). A limitation in utilizing the expertise is military classification. Many of the associated 

experts in the secondary network do not possess a NATO clearance, which requires COE personnel to filter 

the information down to the pure technical part. The COE is further lacking a secure Video 

Teleconferencing (VTC) capacity, which hampers to gain access to certain discussions and communities. 

“We need to be in meetings that are held on secure VTC for situational awareness. And to exactly build 

up the sort of community that you're talking about, so we’re slightly excluded from a community that we 

could very much be part of because we don’t have the technology to access it” (CBRN5, para. 25).  
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Apart from this technical limitation, 75% of the interviewees state that CBRN personnel shares a 

remarkable level of qualifications. Especially the Czech officers explain that education is a specific 

characteristic for a position in CBRN. “Can you imagine that each CBRN officer that works for the chemical 

corps in the Czech Republic or here, he or she has a Master degree in Chemistry. If you meet any Czech 

guys, you can be sure that this is the Master degree of CBRN defence. This is of course great” (CBRN1, 

para. 18). The same level of education is also common for Polish officers. In the reachback centre, the COE 

even has three research positions on PhD level in Chemistry, Radiology, and Biology for in-depth analysis 

of CBRN threats, which also allows for closer ties into the academic environment. “The Czech Republic 

kind of specialized in CBRN, hence I have lieutenant colonels who are PhDs, who are studying their PhD 

(…). So they have a deeply embedded culture of scientific CBRNs” (CBRN5, para. 21). The fact that these 

specialists are military officers and not contracted scientists demonstrates the value of high-level 

education in the Czech CRBN corps. Moreover, the COE can send each staff member to one additional 

training per year for further education. However, the responsibility to send personnel lies with the 

Sponsoring Nations, which value specific capabilities, such as CBRN, differently. “I would say that some 

nations pay more attention, care more about CBRN aspect than others. For example Greece does not 

keep CBRN force as a separate force, but in my country we keep two regiments” (CBRN7, para. 65). This 

dependency also explains the gap of several unfilled positions at the COE: “If you look at the Framework 

Nation, Czech Republic, they are 100 percent filled. And many of those are very specialized positions (…). 

And when you look at the multinational positions to be filled, we’re slightly below 50 percent” (CBRN2, 

para. 79). 

The personnel at JCBRN COE is also subject to military rotation, which the officers view as a given fact. “I 

mean every army in the world rotates people, they just deal with it, right? But the issues come when 

you’ve got a gap. Theres nothing you can do about it” (CBRN5, para. 59). However, all but one officer 

argue that personnel should stay longer, which only occurs for the officers from the Host Nation. “It’s 

always an issue. The question is whether three years are sufficient, whether they should stay here for four 

years instead. For a Czech person it’s easy because they can stay longer, four to five years” (CBRN8, para. 

105). Another officer also highlights the importance of longer periods. “I am here for four to five years, 

my T&E Director six years, many of them are here longer. This allows me somehow to keep the 

knowledge” (CBRN1, para. 22). Also the international staff shares this perception, due to the time it takes 

to get accustomed in a foreign environment. “A four year turn abroad is something that is beneficial. 

Because in four years individuals are not stressed too much. Actually they spend the first year to 

understand the environment. Then they are productive the following year. The third year they start 
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thinking what to do when they go back” (CBRN4, para. 64). The location of the COE in a rural area of the 

Czech Republic might further increase the acclimatization period. A fourth person compares the COE with 

a civilian research environment and argues for much longer periodes and an increase of civilian positions.  

“Experts are not growing every minute and you have to keep good expertise. That means you should 
stay as long as possible, because in the academy also the professors are not changing every five years. 
They stay for a long time and are growing and growing. That should be here as well, but at the COE we 
have only three civilian positions. That should be more” (CBRN3, para. 78). 

A second source of authority is the military hierarchy, which is sometimes critized as too bureaucratic: “to 

me our structure seems to be way too bureaucratic. We have five, six colonels, it is unbelievable, a lot of 

colonels. Also there is a decision making process that is very complicated for a small organisation, to me 

that seems not good” (CBRN3, para. 100). An explanation for the many high ranking officers is the growth 

of additional SN to the COE. Some nations that share an interest in CBRN, but want to keep their subject 

matter experts in national positions, attempt to gain influence by claiming a management position. In this 

case the result was a growth of the directorate. “Before we had the Director, Deputy Director and the 

Department Head. Now we have the Chief of Staff, Deputy Chief of Staff, we have additional personnel in 

the directorate” (CBRN3, para. 106). Thus, the COE needs to maintain a balance between competence-

based work and managerial overhead.  

Sources of identity. The JCBRN COE has not issued a formal vision statement. However, one member of 

the directorate explained his vision for the COE. “My first vision was to provide military advice on CBRN 

issues to my Steering Committee and my Sponsoring Nations. The second vision was that we must be 

proactive and that we must understand NATO and Sponsoring Nation’s needs” (CBRN1, para. 8). This 

statement is focused on customer needs and the profession of CBRN. The majority of the interviewed staff 

members share this vision and describe three sources of identity.  

First of all, the profession of CBRN, which is a distinct career path in many nations, provides identification. 

“CBRN is what they all do, if you get a group of dedicated experts together. In fact, a few month ago the 

officers did a briefing on a situation, it was in Iraq or Syria and there was furious debate, they were all 

very engaged (…). But it’s their profession, so they should” (CBRN5, para. 57). Another officer also stressed 

his concern about the development of the capability.  

“In the United States the Chemical Corps was one of those threatened branches back in the day, not 
even twenty years ago. In fact, I would say as a young CBRN officer Saddam Hussein was the biggest 
boom for the United States Chemical Corps in many years. It may have saved the United States 
Chemical Corps. Because back then we were in that personnel and budget shortfall, the Wall had come 
down and there was supposed to be a peace dividend to come out of the military. Well where was the 
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US army gonna do that? One of the places they considered doing is in eliminating the Chemical Corps” 
(CBRN2, para. 45). 

Given this anecdote, the COE can serve as a focal point to preserve knowledge and function as 

competence centre. Thus, a second source of identity is the brand of the COE and the accomplishments 

based on expertise. “We employ experts, because that is the brand. The brand is expertise, we generate 

knowledge” (CBRN2, para. 77). This perception is accompanied by an understanding as service provider. 

“We are here to support NATO, everybody is aware of that. This is my understanding. For military it is 

standard and I think that everybody has the same spirit” (CBRN6, para. 43).  

“For this COE the strength of our identity is now beginning to come from how work is considered by 
NATO and by our Sponsoring Nations. We are a NATO Department Head. We are holding two or three 
chairs in NATO forums. We are providing direct operational support. Those speak to the measure of 
trust that NATO has in us, and they speak to the recognition, even beyond NATO. So our identity I 
believe is distinct and becoming more distinct. Not only in how we see ourselves, but how others see 
us” (CBRN2, para. 81). 

This identification with the COE is also clearly expressed by the staff when they represent the organisation. 

“From my side I'm proud to be a member in this COE, very much, the work I do outside is always branded 

COE and not to Italy, for sure” (CBRN4, para. 54). Another officer states his personal satisfaction in working 

in the CBRN community and for the COE.   

“I feel connected. What is more, I feel Czech Republic soil as my second mother land. I experienced so 
much good things here, I appreciate it so much, the community, and this COE community support. And 
wherever I'm going, I always try to advertise the COE. So this is my perception of the COE. So I am 
simply proud serving here” (CBRN7, para. 140). 

This feeling of community and identity at the COE is also fostered by a corporate design and team building 

activities that are uniting the staff. “The COE has its own badges, its own sort of organisational structures. 

Well, the normal sorts of team building activities and all that kind of stuff. So yeah, everybody is part of 

the COE” (CBRN5, para. 107). Only one person was skeptical towards the course of the COE arguing that 

the management is focusing too much on short term goals. “I see the problem for the COE, to decide what 

we really want (...). If you have officers that want to have immediate success and are mostly oriented to 

the things that are visible and not look what is inside and how it works, it is difficult” (CBRN3, para. 108). 

The three main sources of identity at the JCBRN COE are the shared profession, personal satisfaction, and 

pride to work at the organisation and an understanding as service provider as one officer pointedly 

combines. 
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“I'm absolutely proud to be here. And then as the only US officer here, I'm reminded every day of how 
blessed I am to be the guy that gets to sit in the chair for a little while and to learn about how NATO 
works and to help the COE in its efforts to support NATO and the Sponsoring Nations. So it makes me 
very proud” (CBRN2, para. 83). 

Despite lacking a formal vision statement, the majority of the JCBRN staff clearly identifies themselves 

with the COE and the profession, which forms their common ground across nationalities. The perception 

of success further results in personal pride and a strong corporate feeling. A positive side effect is growing 

interest of officers from the FN to join the COE. “From 2006 to 2012 Czech officers weren’t keen to join 

COE, today I have ten people waiting when a position opens. I have the best officers and this is a big 

difference. Not only the degrees, also the mentality, the attitude” (CBRN1, para. 40). Hence, a strong 

identity and good reputation can have positive effects on getting better qualified officers. 

Sources of legitimacy. JCBRN COE draws legitimacy from several sources. First, the COE has been 

established as a result of an identified capability gap during the Prague Capability Commitments. Second, 

the chemical corps of the Host Nation is a homogenous group with a high level of professional education 

and recognized subject matter expertise. Moreover, the basis of attention has shown that CBRN threats 

are a worldwide issue not limited to NATO. The COE is following this idea by cooperating with the EU and 

East Asian nations. Last, a COE member argues that the organisation is also well recognized in NATO due 

to the growing numbers of requests for support. “If you can see the complete request for support from 

NATO for all 23 COE it was 800. 135 go to our COE. So our COE received more than one sixth of all tasks. 

So I think yes, NATO uses us properly now. I think that we are very reliable and important part of all NATO 

decisions in regard to CBRN defence” (CBRN1, para. 12).     

There are two caveats to this high level of external legitimacy. At the beginning, the COE was 

instrumentalized by the Czech national military structures, which contradicts the principle of voluntary 

national sponsorship. However, one officer argues that this situation has changed. “The Czech Republic is 

a young NATO nation. Not everything is going smoothly and very well, but anyway, I believe that since 

2011/2012, we as the COE conduct our work and the General Staff is not influencing our work anymore” 

(CBRN1, para. 40). Second, the high number of international post vacancies is an indicator that the 

reputation of the Czech chemical corps is a national phenomenon, which is not applicable to the CBRN 

profession in general. The SNs are either not willing or able to fill all of their positions at the COE.    

Formally, JCBRN COE can be considered as well-established with a functional and operational MOU in 

place. The COE is further operating along all of the four pillars to support NATO transformation and 

appointed DH for training. The case of JCBRN COE is also an example how formal arrangements can 
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develop over time. One officer describes that the integration of the reachback function required a change 

to the founding documents: “If you look at our founding documents and look at where we are now, I 

would say that those contributions speak for themselves. We have outstripped in a number of areas the 

memoranda of understanding to the point that we have to update them to include the things that we are 

now doing” (CBRN2, para. 57). Moreover and despite current post vacancies, the COE is attracting 

additional nations, which is internally perceived as direct result of the achievements and recognition. “I 

think that the most important reason why we have the newcomers is that you have the good reputation. 

At first everybody asks you what the COE is about, but if you receive a good reputation and NATO 

appreciation, and the COE is mentioned many times, nations are willing to join such a project” (CBRN2, 

para. 30).  

At least one of the nations that are showing an interest to join the COE is not a NATO member nation, 

which caused a discussion on security proceedings. “We can envision scenarios with your officer filling 

that particular position that we would have to ask him to leave the loop. And somebody else would fill 

the position depending on the level of classification that were dealing with. That’s kind of awkward, so 

let’s consider some other positions” (CBRN2, para. 53). Although acknowledging this valid concern, 

another person points out that COEs are nevertheless well suited for this kind of cooperation due to their 

flexibility of being outside the NATO structures.    

“This is a security issue, but still I think this is one of the key tasks for the COE that we are not part of 
the NATO Command Structure, we can easily be NATO ambassador, we can communicate easily with 
Russia, Ukraine, with anybody. Because we don’t have the strict Military Committee and NAC system 
and it seems to me that we need to do that” (CBRN1, para. 36).  

The discussion demonstrates how COEs can face difficulties to adhere to formal proceedings despite their 

independence, but also shows the agility of the organisation to find a solution to be compliant with 

existing norms. Possible growth of the COE can extent the reach of organised knowledge management.  

Logic of investment. A first rationale why nations invest in the JCBRN COE are political interests that reflect 

the logic of multinational cooperation and are elaborated on by two officers:   

“It depends on why each nation is a part of the COE. For the United States for example, if I might be 
so bold, the United States neither needs nor expects special products coming out of the COE. The 
United States invest in COEs, the number of COEs that they're in, primarily because there’s a political 
benefit to being at the table in the various COEs to encourage transformation. That when the United 
States joins in the coalition of nations there is interoperability, there are standing working 
relationships” (CBRN2, para. 33). 
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The other person agues: “The UK is bad for using NATO doctrine anyway. We use British doctrine, 

(laughing) then we’ll use American doctrine, and then we’ll use NATO doctrine. The official answer isn’t 

that, but that’s the reality. And so no, they're not beating down the door to find out the latest things that 

are happening” (CBRN5, para. 83). These accounts can also explain the high amount of post vacancies of 

international officers, since the actual contribution becomes secondary to political objectives.  

Other national objectives blend political interests and subject-related capability development by being 

able to influence NATO doctrine throughout the development process, and to pre-discuss national 

positions before an official vote in NATO as stressed by two officers:   

“Being here, I can informally inform my counterpart about what is going on with a document. And 
sometimes I know that it is too early for the implementation or taking further measures because this 
document is still under development. And I suggest waiting. This is one of the many examples that 
being here you can translate that situation from NATO to the Polish community” (CBRN7, para. 122). 

“Just look at our programme of work, NATO is becoming more dependent on COEs to do things that 
they used to do. NATO manning, NATO Command Structure manning is going down, the proliferation 
of COEs is going up. Given those facts, look at the leverage or the influence that individual nations 
have on NATO doctrine, training, interoperability, versus the role that NATO has” (CBRN2, para. 35). 

Another person explains that the different insights gained at the COE are valuable during reforms of 

national structures. “Since I am here, I participated in the reorganisation of the Italian CBRN defence. I 

work here, I have good expertise, a good eye on NATO businesses, so I also did the best to support to 

reorganise our CBRN forces in Italy” (CBRN4, para. 58).  

The argumentation that nations have a higher possibility to influence capability development in a COE 

than inside the NCS is also strengthening the transformational logic of synergetic multinational capability 

development, caused by a growing dependence of NATO on the COEs. One officer explains that it was a 

matter of capacity and available expertise to install reachback at the COE: “COEs are supported because 

within the whole NATO command structure you have roughly some thirteen CBRN SMEs, here at the COE 

we have 57. You see the difference?” (CBRN8, para. 125). Next to this strong emphasis on multinational 

cooperation, three officers add that the COE provides a favourable environment for personal 

development and learning. One personal incentive is the ability to study and get a PhD level education, 

the other is gaining a broader cultural perspective. “I think that every nation sending officers to the COE 

has benefits because of the experience in working in an international environment. In other words, you 

and me, we're now more experienced because we are working international” (CBRN7, para. 118).  
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The rationale to invest in the JCBRN COE is influenced by different logics, which are not always reinforcing 

each other. If nations only investment in a COE for political reasons, there will be little outcome in 

capability development and a higher probability of post vacancies. On the other hand, COE members also 

stress the ability to insert national positions into doctrine and other products. This mean of influence 

seems to be more efficient than providing personnel to the NCS. The resulting multinational cooperation 

is further reflected in the logic of transformation. Complementary to that argumentation are the 

opportunities for COE staff to learn and educate themselves and get accustomed to multinational work.  

The case of JCBRN COE is an example for a COE that has been developed to promote national expertise in 

the subject area. The volatile international security environment further demonstrates the relevance of 

CBRN defence. The COE follows a clear mission that is translated into a NATO oriented strategy. Practice 

creation largely benefits from the distinct career model in CBRN that leads to a high degree of 

specialization and a homogeneous expert community with frequent interaction and knowledge exchange. 

The development of the CBRN reachback capability is an innovative example on how a COE can provide 

operational support by knowledge exchange with a broad network. However, the strong emphasis on 

reachback is not shared by all staff members, which is a limitation to a corporate identity. Another 

limitation of the COE is the rural geographic location making it less attractive for international staff.   

5.9 Case 7: Centre of Excellence for Military Medicine (MILMED COE) 

Event sequencing. The NATO Centre of Excellence for Military Medicine was established by Hungary as 

FN in 2009. The COE is co-located with Hungary’s largest military hospital in Budapest. The SNs are 

Belgium, The Czech Republic, France, Germany, Italy, The Netherlands, Romania, The United Kingdom, 

and the United States of America. The overall participation of ten nations is reflected in a PE of 53 positions 

of which 43 were manned in 2016 (ACT 2015b: 36). MILMED COE belongs to the younger COEs and has an 

above average number of SN and PE positions. The current manning is 81%, which is more than average.   

Hungary has a long tradition of a military medical corps that achieved the highest level of interoperability 

in multinational surgeon teams (personal communication, MILMED COE, October 2015). The Hungarian 

proposal for the COE was supported by COMEDS in 2008 (Kowitz 2014), which may be interpreted as a 

coordinated approach to stress the demand for the organisation. Nevertheless, it was important to 

communicate different rationales to serve conflicting interests during the establishment process as one 

officer states.       
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“So actually our first months, and I can say years, one of the most important tasks of the COE was to 
communicate the benefits of the COE to the political leadership and to the military leadership as well. 
It was really hard, because we had no reference point. We had nothing like this before in Hungary. So 
it was, it was not easy to really tell the benefits of the COE. From the medical point of view, so the 
professional point of view, it was easier of course” (MILMED3, para. 9). 

This demonstrates a mix of political and content driven interests during the establishment of the COE. The 

officer further continues that these tensions eased once other nations confirmed their joining intentions. 

“So I think that for the political leadership we tried to push this angle. That, ‘Hey, listen, this will truly 
be an international organisation here in Hungary that in itself opens up diplomatic possibilities’. It just 
opens up channels that otherwise would not be there. So that was the real angle for the political 
leadership” (MILMED3, para. 9). 

One unique characteristic of the MILMED COE is that, since 2011, the organisation works out of two 

different locations with the main part of the COE in Budapest, and the Deployment Health Surveillance 

Capability (DHSC) branch in Munich. The satellite branch was built from a previous German and French 

cooperation that joined the COE as separate branch to be better integrated in NATO.  

“I guess the structure of the MILMED COE is different in respect to the existence of the DHSC branch 
and that’s largely a quirk of history. Because the DHSC started as a bilateral initiative between France 
and Germany. It got to a stage where they thought were doing some really good work here but we 
need to get ourselves onto a formal footing” (MILMED5, para. 65). 

The DHSC branch is a unique example how a COE increased its capabilities by incorporating other existing 

structures into the organisation. “We have this very specialized operational strategic role as in force health 

protection and deployment health surveillance. So I guess we are contributing a very specialist field to the 

COE” (MILMED5, para. 65). The case shows that MILMED COE, too, experienced a development process, 

which is seen as beneficial by the staff. “Absolutely, there's a maturation process (…). I should say that 

every year there are some aspects in which we learn and, and somehow be a little better. If I recall there's 

no real process or whatever that I have nostalgia for” (MILMED3, para. 17). 

Basis of attention. The field of military medicine is as old as conflict. The preservation of combat strength 

and troop morale have been universal principles for military forces throughout history. Today, the focus 

of attention includes two additional aspects. First, health of the armed forces has always been a national 

responsibility, but is becoming more multinational in the context of joint military operations in NATO. As 

a result, the Committee of the Chiefs of Military Medical Services (COMEDS) has been established as the 

highest medical authority in NATO (NATO 2015c). Second, casualties have become a sensitive topic in 

public opinion polls on the use of military force in Western democracies. Smith (2005) discusses the 

difficulties in relating the phenomenon of casualty aversion, or even casualty phobia, to decision making 
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on the use of military force. NATO recognizes this development by increasing the standards of medical 

care to international recognized best medical practices (NATO 2011). MILMED COE combines both aspects 

and focuses on standardization of military medicine in a multinational setting.  

Multinational approaches exist since the missions at the Balkans. “From the missions in the Balkans 

onwards, all medical facilities have been established as multinational facilities. There is simply more trust 

if a casualty from one nations knows that there is medical personnel from his nation present at the facility” 

(MILMED7, para. 10). In addition to the aspect of trust, the focus is also on interoperability.  

“If you just think of the multinational military hospitals, there are three hospitals in Mazar-i-Sharif, 
that’s an excellent example. So we [Hungary] had a long standing relationship there with the German 
medical services. On non-critical surgeries you had mixed medical teams that were making the surgery. 
That’s probably the highest kind of interoperability there is. And from that those experiences we could 
build up pretty fast” (MILMED3, para. 9).  

The focus of attention on the process of treatment and standardization shows that military medicine has 

a clear emphasis on the profession. “Wir haben einen einen Kernprozess, die sanitätsdienstliche 

Versorgung im Einsatz (…). Dieser Prozess ist relativ standardisiert, egal für welchen Einsatz. Das ist unser 

Vorteil”256 (MILMED1, para. 18). Other officers at the COE agree to the positive effects for the profession 

through standardization and sharing of best practices. Moreover, the discipline is clearly characterized by 

particular professions. “The physician is the tip of that sphere, but the physician functions because of the 

auxiliary personnel, the rehab folks, the nurses, the administrators, before them it’s the medics on the 

ground who are treating people for hemorrhage control so that they get to the physician” (MILMED4, 

para. 95).  

A unique characteristic of MILMED COE is the universal nature of the profession that also relates the work 

to civilian medicine. “Our profile is medical. So we are really lucky on this way because medical issues are 

existing in civilian life as well. So we have to be open and to share information with the civilian life. And 

also they are open to the military mind-set of medical because of the experiences” (MILMED6, para. 85). 

This provides a favourable condition for knowledge exchange. Despite this overlap, military medicine has 

some particular distinctions due to the extreme conditions of treatment in conflict situations.  

“What is different in comparison to the civilian environment is the mass-casualty situation and also 
the triage. In a hospital you have enough personnel and you don’t need to say ‘hey he will die, we will 
focus on that one’. We never do that in civilian life, but in the military our medical teams have to be 

                                                           
256 Translation by the author: We have a core process, the medical treatment during missions (…). This process is 
quite standardized, no matter for what kind of mission and that is our advantage.  



Chapter 5 

266 

trained in triage and mass-casualty situations and we call that damage control surgery. That means 
when you have many casualties you only do partial operations to save his eyesight, limbs, and of 
course life” (MILMED7, para. 34).  

Another focus of attention is on the individual professional skill of the doctors and nurses working at the 

COE, because the work on standardization is not related to practicing medicine. “I think it can be fuzzy 

here. We don’t do medicine. What I'm trying to do is set up a lessons learned process. I don’t really need 

a physician for that” (MILMED2, para. 155). This is another difference to a civilian physician and places 

additional demands on the COE staff as explained by one officer.   

“Frankly, throughout our career we have to maintain our skills, our military medical skills and also our 
language. That means that we have to divide our interests. If I compare myself with my civilian 
colleagues, they are fully focused on medical practice and they don’t care about language and they 
don’t care about other professions. That means it is more challenging for us, but for some people also 
more interesting” (MILMED7, para. 30). 

The focus of attention of MILMED COE is the distinct profession of medical care in conflict, which clearly 

derives from the universal discipline of medicine. The main focus rests on standardization of treatment 

processes in a multinational environment and less on practising medicine.  

Basis of mission. “NATO MILMED COE supports the NATO Command Structure, other NATO bodies, 

national medical services, and civilian organisations with subject matter expertise. The main goal is to 

further develop and improve medical support to missions abroad” (MILMED COE 2016a). With this 

statement, MILMED COE follows a combination of the logics of transformation and professional 

excellence, which was reaffirmed in a strategy document issued by the COE (MILMED COE 2016b). The 

mission of MILMED COE further demonstrates the universal character of the subject matter, which is not 

limited to NATO, but also includes civilian healthcare and international organisations. The mission is 

further specified by the introduction of the following main focus areas (MILMED COE 2016a; 2016b).    

• Individual and collective medical training in the function as NATO Department Head  
• Evaluation of medical units 
• Medical Lessons Learned and Medical Knowledge Management 
• Interoperability through Doctrine and Policy development 
• Health surveillance in the deployed environment and force health protection 
• Support to the NCS at all levels  

The specification is oriented along the four pillars of the COE concept and, again, includes the support to 

NATO. In addition to the transformational role, both the mission statement and the specifications express 

a focus on missions abroad. “Der Austausch, der Hub für Military Medicine in Bereichen, die in erster Linie 
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für den Einsatz fokussiert sind, dass sehe ich als die Kernaufgabe”257 (MILMED1, para. 16). Although the 

COE itself does not send personnel to mission areas, the DHSC branch provides direct support to 

operations. “We provide operational health surveillance for NATO deployments. We provide that sort of 

analysis interpretation and feedback generation function for NATO missions” (MILMED5, para. 6).  

In the transformational role, the majority of the staff perceive the COE as coordinating catalyst. “We are 

kind of a central hub. So if any nation, not just the Sponsoring Nations, but worldwide, if something comes 

up related to military medical they come to us” (MILMED6, para. 83). Main aim is to share knowledge and 

to increase interoperability among nations, a task that directly derived from the 2014 Wales Summit.  

“The Armed Forces Declaration basically says NATO needs to figure out to exchange medical 
information, health information, and health knowledge better, to improve that lives and outcomes 
and health of military and their family members. That actually, that’s pretty high overarching goal. But 
that got assigned down to the COE to put together the roadmap that we feed back to COMEDS” 
(MILMED2, para. 87). 

The COE’s mission is also linked to HQ SACT’s policy initiative of Smart Defence by advancing capability 

development and interoperability. “Um gezielte Weiterentwicklung im multinationalen Rahmen zu 

betreiben und vielleicht auch mal im Laufe der Zeit kleinen Nationen die Chance zu geben, dass sie sich in 

der Weiterentwicklung beteiligen. Also ich sehe hier im Sinne von Smart Defence gute Chancen hier 

weiterzukommen”258 (MILMED1, para. 10). 

The universal character of the subject matter also includes a broad portfolio of civilian organisations in 

the mission focus. “Our main focus is NATO and military medicine. But then medicine in general. We are 

trying to partner with civilian institutions, other national, international organisations, NGOs. So I think we 

are trying to be fairly inclusive” (MILMED2, para. 19). Each of the interviewed staff members provided 

several examples, such as the EU, the World Health Organisation, the Internatinal Committee of Military 

Medicine, national academia, and industry. Specific advantages are in the area of education through co-

hosting of seminars, academic accreditation of training, the use of new tools developed by the industry, 

and integration of civilian medical personnel. “In the major incident medical management and support 

course, we always have people as students and also as lecturers from the civilian ambulance. So we are 

                                                           
257 Translation by the author: The exchange, being the hub for military medicine in areas that primarily focus on 
missions that in my opinion is the core task.  
258 Translation by the author: To conduct focused capability development in a multinational framework and to give 
small nations a chance to contribute to capability development over time. This is where I see some potential to 
advance, also in light of Smart Defence.    
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not just military medical, but we are open for civilian medical as well” (MILMED6, para. 57). More difficult 

is the cooperation with some NGO’s, especially MSF. “They have very specific worries about being 

attached to any military organisation, which makes absolutely sense in their situation. If they're seen as 

being attached to a military organisation, then they become the opponent, right? And puts all of their 

workers at risk” (MILMED2, para. 21). 

This multinational and cooperative character of military medicine is seen as one of the main factors.  

“Primarily this is about building of partnerships between nations. And so one of the ways you build 
partnerships is you do some work together. Actually, a lot of this job is about diplomacy and the sort 
of learning about other nations and building relationships. Then there's the actual work. So I'd say the 
balance is tipped towards the diplomacy side of things. And then, the work is an important aspect, but 
unless you can get the relationships right you can't get the work done” (MILMED5, para. 31).  

The statement demonstrates that the logic of multinational cooperation is also influencing the mission of 

MILMED COE. Thus, behaviour is driven by multiple rationales of capability development, support to NATO 

transformation, and multinational work, also including the domain of civilian health care.    

Basis of strategy. MILMED COE is following all of the four pillars of the COE concept to advance medical 

care. Two core principles to pursue this strategy that were shared across all interviews are the 

multinational environment, and the freedom to operate outside formal hierarchies. “We’re kind of 

outside, we should be a fair broker. I'm not here as a US military member. When I talk about my boss I 

don’t talk about anybody in the US. My boss is my General here. I think that allows us to be thinking 

outside those national stove pipes” (MILMED2, para. 17). According to another officer, the liberty also 

provides the condition to thoroughly work on capability development without other commitments. “In a 

national environment you don’t have the time. You will always have a lot of other tasks, usually 

bureaucratic stuff I never really liked. It is too much paperwork. And of course we were busy with 

operations. Simply too busy to have the time to work on STANAGs” (MILMED7, para. 12). The principle of 

multinational work enables the COE to share, develop, integrate, and test different persepctives and 

methods, before they are needed in operations.   

“It provides a first level of validation that our work is actually focused towards multinational units. 
Because it would be easy for each nation to work based on the principles and indicators that they bring 
from home. But it's much better to have every knowledge of that type here together and actually see 
whether it’s working in reality as well” (MILMED3, para. 115). 

This employs the principle of HQ SACT’s Connceted Forces Initiative to enhance interoperability in NATO. 

The main tools are to increase standardization by writing doctrine and Standardization Agreements 
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(STANAGS) that are later evaluated in education and training. The high degree of standardization that 

already exists is seen as an advantage by the staff. “That's a good thing in medicine, that a lot of things 

are already standardized. If you want to compare for example the procedures that are done in Germany 

and Hungary, the amount of similarities is shocking” (MILMED3, para. 95). 

The main elements to integrate the work in NATO are the COMEDS forum and medical working groups. 

“We have someone that attends every working group that COMEDS has. We have a representative. So all 

those working groups are covered (…). It’s an opportunity for us to begin to collaborate. Not only to make 

sure the working groups are collaborating, but that we in the centre are also collaborating” (MILMED4, 

para. 70). This participation enables the COE to insert concepts into the NATO process, even to the highest 

level of the MC, which was done with a report on sharing of best medical practices that derived as taks 

from the Wales Summit in 2014. “Also kann ich jetzt einen Vorschlag machen, kann den COMEDs vorlegen, 

die werden das dann mit allen Surgent Generals wieder besprechen, also mit allen Inspekteuren der 

Sanitätsdienste und dann kriegt das MC das!”259 (MILMED1, para. 25). Furthermore, MILMED COE is also 

responsible for writing doctrine. “We are the custodians of deployment health surveillance doctrine. So 

in terms of developing the NATO deployment health surveillance method, the technologies that will 

support it. We are the subject matter experts, but we are also the developers of the method” (MILMED5, 

para. 6). This demonstrates the COE’s involvement in concept development throughout NATO 

standardization forums, in doctrinal development, and even in response to political guidance from NATO 

summits. These multiple engagements support knowledge management on different levels. 

The area to practically enhance interoperability is education and training, where MILMED COE has 

obtained the role as Department Head for NATO. Multinational training serves as validation for doctrine, 

but also helps to close gaps that are not standardized due to national responsibilities. “Basically training 

is a national responsibility, but there are some multinational team trainings, multinational solutions are 

common and military medicine is one of the fields where multinational medical treatment facilities are 

working on the operational area” (MILMED8, para. 20). An example for a not-standardized procedure is 

the NATO Patient Evacuation Coordination Cell (PECC) training as described by one officer.  

“There is one STANAG, which describes the content, but not the form. How it should look. So we tell 
them this is how it looks like. The STANAG says that the PECC is responsible for tracking the patient 

                                                           
259 Translation by the author: Now I can provide a proposal to COMEDs, who will discuss it with all Surgent Generals 
in NATO, the highest ranking national representatives in military medicine. Then it will be forwarded to the MC! 
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during the medical evacuation. Full stop. We show them that these forms can be used to, to track the 
patient during the medical evacuation” (MILMED6, par.a 43).  

Thus, training links procedures to best practices and further communicates changes. This is also pursued 

by integrating medical elements in NATO exercises, which sometimes is a difficult task. “Until the COE 

started the Vigorous Warrior Exercise series, there was no medical exercise for NATO. And so the 

collective training piece has always been a big challenge. Because we were a very small part of big NATO 

exercises and we'd liked to see that as a bigger focus” (MILMED4, para. 13). The importance of conducting 

an own medical exercise is described by another staff member.  

“In 2013 at our Vigorous Warrior Exercise we have put together a field hospital category, which had 
for example two German surgical modules, but one led by a Hungarian surgical team. They knew where 
everything was, they could operate basically instantly. Most of them had, or probably all of them had 
experience from the Hungarian Military Hospital in Masar-I-Sharif, so they knew everything. We had 
an Italian decontamination module, we had a Czech mental health module, we had a Canadian 
infirmary part, and many others (…). So it was really nice to see how these guys can work together. 
And you can reach a very high level of fidelity during a military medical exercise, because you can have 
all the symptoms with you. You have these really high fidelity simulation dolls that you can use. It’s 
really not easy, but it’s very visible to actually measure the reaction of the staff. So it’s very well 
measurable to see how well they perform” (MILMED3, para. 97). 

Medical training also functions as a bridge between military and civilian experiences, which is actively 

fostered by exchange of personnel. “Our medical teams, not only physicians, are trained in a civilian 

environment. Sometimes they are even sent abroad to civilian hospitals, for example Germany and other 

nations sent personnel to South Africa, because there are special injuries that are very typical for the 

battlefield” (MILMED7, para. 34). COE personnel can further use the medical education at Semmelweis to 

maintain their licenses. This leads to different channels of information exchange in training, during 

exercises, and university education. A tool that is less used by COE staff is publishing articles in peer-

reviewed medical journals.  

Despite the high degree of standardization and cooperation one officer raises the concern that national 

processes are still stovepiped. “Even though people in NATO say that medical lessons learned process 

works the best, it is really pretty broken. It’s piped along national lines, so UK enters an observation, it 

goes into the UK system, it never crosses over into NATO until they do their final analysis and then publish 

their results” (MILMED2, para. 7). An example for that is the use of different language and national 

procedures in tactical combat casualty care (TCCC).  

“People sort of still tweak it a little bit to meet the needs of their nation. For example, the TCCC card 
is a patient card that’s supposed to be attached to the patient somewhere so that it travels. Well, not 
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everybody is going to have those cards. So people have adapted that to write it on their forehead, or 
put it on a card and somehow attach it. But that’s one of those challenges that eventually could 
become a NATO standard” (MILMED4, para. 60).  

This stresses the continuous effort by the COE to increase standardization by offering the dialogue to 

exchange lessons learned between nations, and by introducing best practices through training.   

Besides the work alongside the transformational pillars, the DHSC branch of MILMED COE also follows an 

operational strategy, which mainly consist of monitoring health and disease data for force protection. “In 

the Ebola crisis nations asked us for support. We worked as a hub and facilitated between them. The 

Sponsoring Nations rely on us, because we work internationally on a daily basis. We also have more time 

to do so” (MILMED7, para. 12). This work also includes on-site visits to civilian partners to improve 

protection measures. “Quite recently we had one of our team deployed to Liberia as part of the German 

humanitarian mission. One of the techniques we got to develop fairly quickly, are personal protective 

procedures” (MILMED5, para. 12). Results of the operational experiences are reintroduced into capability 

development via NATO working groups, but the DHCS branch is also offering to act as facilitator between 

nations. “Nations are collecting their own health surveillance data, and we’d like to facilitate some sharing 

of that knowledge, sharing of experience. We’re happy to give them the tools that we use because they 

belong to the nations” (MILMED5, para. 103). One tool for this are periodic reports on the Ebola outbreak 

on the COE’s website (MILMED COE 2016a). This work stresses the role of the COE in response to current 

security challenges.   

Coordination of practice creation. The staff at MILMED COE stresses the importance of a variety of events 

for their work: “I am the head of the interoperability branch and our main aim is to ease the interaction 

and cooperation between nations on medical issues. We try to join as many meetings, conferences, and 

symposia as possible to achieve this” (MILMED7, para. 4). These meetings include different professional 

working groups in NATO as well as national fora as stated by three officers.   

“So I'm on two of those panels. I think across our organisation, we attend six or seven of those. And 
that’s really the network, right? So when I have something interesting I will contact the military ethical 
working group and chat with them about it. So we bat ideas, articles, and information back and forth 
that way. There's a lot of personal networking” (MILMED2, para. 45). 

Another person especially values the openness during these meetings to trade best practices, which was 

of help to implement the function as Department Head for training more quickly.   

“I was introduced to these other organisations at the NATO synchronization conference what was my 
first exposure, like, ‘Hey some people are always doing this Department Head thing and they're doing 
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it really well.’ So I don’t need to reinvent the wheel if they're willing to share. And what really struck 
me immediately was their willingness to share all this information. They could have said: ‘Look I've 
spent weeks putting this together, figure it out yourself.’ But they weren’t. They said: ‘Let me send 
you what I've done and you use it.’ I was blown away with the willingness to cooperate” (MILMED4, 
para. 39). 

In general, meetings are perceived as beneficial tools to link different positions and to build networks. 

“Meetings are steering and building networks. It is always a win-win situation. In the Ebola crisis nations 

asked us for support. We worked as a hub and facilitated between them. The Sponsoring Nations rely on 

us, because we work international on a daily basis” (MILMED7, para. 12). One officer further highlights 

the importance of informal information exchange during these events: “Especially when I attend the 

medical healthcare working group, or that sort of thing, or some events that are organised around the 

COE. [It] is that informal chatting before and after that, the NATO obligatory icebreaker, where I think a 

lot of the connections happen” (MILMED2, para. 55). This demonstrates that the staff at MILMED COE 

deliberately uses conferences, training courses, and other events to establish personal networks and to 

share knowledge.  

While most of the formal events are either annually or bi-annually, some COE members are also engaged 

in more regular communities for knowledge exchange and practice creation. One example is a newly 

established meeting between the branch heads as described by one participant. 

“We started last week with the branch chiefs sitting together with nobody from the front office. 
Because what we found was that our weekly meeting had gone from a working, learning what other 
people are doing, to an overarching management meeting. And I really don’t know what the training 
branch is doing anymore. And they sure don’t know what I'm doing” (MILMED2, para. 123). 

The person further expressed his intent to establish a regular pattern for this information exchange, but 

also stresses the difficulties. “Our goal is to meet weekly, but because of the work schedule around here, 

the travel schedule, it will be hit and miss. Like we had our first meeting, then everybody was gone last 

week. So we’ll have our second meeting sometime this week” (MILMED2, para. 133). Another possible 

conflict arises from the idea to keep the exchange on an informal basis, which was not shared by other 

management staff. 

“It was a good thing, except one of the front office people dropped in like: ‘What are you guys doing 
here?’ So I took him aside, I was gonna talk to him anyway and let him know, because we don’t want 
any meeting behind anybody’s back, right? So I told him what we wanna do and he was like: ‘Well, I 
wanna see minutes.’ I was like: ‘No. You're not gonna see minutes. It’s not your meeting, that’s not 
what this meeting is about’” (MILMED2, para. 129). 
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Next to this example of a COE internal community, one member of the education department is 

moderating a group that supports the Patient Evacuation Coordination Cell training. This community 

consist of 15-20 persons that provide the training on a rotational basis, based on their specific expertise.   

“What I need is the real experience. Real experience is not just mission, but exercises. Because what 
we have during the PECC course is a really generic PECC introduction, but the PECC can be from one 
person to a whole cell, 24/7. So if I can bring more people with more experiences it will be more useful 
for the students, because they will see more points of view, more experiences from all over the world” 
(MILMED6, para. 27). 

The motivation of the community members to partake in this group is not just their role as lecturers. The 

exchange of best practices from different missions and exercises provides an opportunity to gain 

additional knowledge on the practice of patient evacuation. Moreover, it is likely that some of the persons 

are forming a team in a real life situation in the future as stated by the group coordinator.   

“Most of the lecturers think it’s really good to share the information they have. Because you never 
know who will be your next colleague in the PECC cell. So maybe they will work together in the future, 
you never know. They are also able to learn from each other, because (…) maybe the other lecturer 
comes from another mission, or from another exercise where the routine was a little bit different, or 
the set-up was a little bit different, and they are also able to learn that, ‘Oh you can do this in next 
time, or we can get rid of this time and take this one.’” (MILMED6, para. 37). 

New members to the group are ususally selected from the student audience, once these persons become 

more experienced. The support to an official course further provides the legitimate foundation to travel 

to the event where members meet and exchange information.   

Despite these examples there was no evidence that participation in informal groups stretches across all 

areas of military medicine. A member of the DHSC branch explicitly stated that his team was not involved 

in any informal sharing on Ebola discussions on the internet. The COE management is generally aware of 

the value of informal communities and tries to increase internal information knowledge management 

(IKM) processes. Next to appointing an IKM officer, this also includes a software-based solution that links 

the various topics of military medicine to the COE.     

“They’re trying to get these communities of interest established, so that there is a place, a repository 
for people to bring their great ideas, offer their best practices, and of course along with that is the 
lessons identified. To at least put their observations into that database would be fantastic just to say, 
‘Hey has everybody else observed this?’ And you can research and say, ‘Hey yeah, we saw the same 
thing.’” (MILMED4, para. 66).   
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While the COE members also stress that turning people’s attention towards this platform is difficult and 

will require time and constant advertisement, they also stress the importance of the network that is 

already existing.  

“We have a well-developed SME database maintained by [the] training branch. So they can use it to 
get lecturers for whatever they want to. And that can also be used as a, well, it’s a loose community 
of interest. But the fact that we know this many people and they know us, and they’ve already 
participated in some COE activities, this facilitates the single biggest military medical network that you 
have, period. And that’s a very formidable thing in itself” (MILMED3, para. 56).  

Further ideas are to increase the presence of the COE in social media, which is not shared by everybody. 

“Also ich möchte uns jetzt auf die Webseite von Facebook, also mein Stellvertreter ist da kein Freund von, 

der hat Sorgen, hat Sicherheitsbedenken. Auf der anderen Seite sage ich wenn wir eben international in 

einen Prozess hinein wollen müssen wir in die Social Medias”260 (MILMED1, para. 27). Other officers argue 

that they are not using online portals very often, mainly due to time constraints. “I don’t participate in 

these online open forum conversations in general. Very occasionally I will pipe in and say something. But 

usually I don’t” (MILMED2, para. 111). The personal networks are usually run by communication through 

mails and the telephone. “I always communicate with the guys via emails. Or with some phone calls of 

course. But we don’t have that kind of virtual space. We have all our courses and course content available 

on the website, but there is no chance to log in and have a chit chat and exchange information like in a 

forum or something” (MILMED6, para. 49). 

Most COE members stress the importance of direct, personal contacts as the foundation to establish 

networks, which often last for a long period, and develop over various national and international positions 

in the area of military medicine. “I know some people for more than ten years, but I fill the network year 

by year. When I have the opportunity to go to a conference or to a special meeting” (MILMED8, para. 8). 

Training provides another opportunity for network building. “Well, first of all the fact that we do our 

courses is a very important part of it, because we meet people, and that’s what’s usually missing 

nowadays. That you actually meet people, you see what they’re capable of, you know where they are in 

the system, and we build our databases” (MILMED3, para. 56). Thus, interaction in general is mainly 

centered on official meetings with a strong preference for personal contacts. 

                                                           
260 Translation by the author: Well, I want to bring us on Facebook. My deputy does not support this, he has concerns 
on security. On the other hand, I say that we need to be present on social media to be able to participate in 
international processes.  
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Such personal networks are hugely valued by the staff for several reasons. First, they are a practical source 

of information exchange. “Having the knowledge and sharing the information with others, mostly the new 

guys, it's a really big advantage. And also the network, [it] is really good to have people [on] all the related 

issues to talk to if you have a question” (MILMED6, para. 7). This allows to update each other on changes, 

which can occur more often in an environment that is rather run by agreements and standards than 

doctrine. Another advantage are less formalities and hierarchies as stressed by one officer. “It's on the 

working level. Which is I think the best. Because we have direct links” (MILMED3, para. 13). However, a 

third person also stresses that participation in communities requires active investment. “I think 

communities of interest have the potential to be useful, but it's like a cocktail party. It has the potential 

to provide you that network and that different voices. But you have to go attend, right? You have to get 

off your couch and go to the cocktail party. And that’s hard to do that for a COI” (MILMED2, para. 53).  

The data demonstrates that the staff at MILMED COE favours informal engagement in different networks 

and practitioner communities that are both internal and external to the COE. Also the management 

actively tries to provide an environment for informal knowledge management based on online tools. The 

account of the informal branch chief meeting further demonstrates that practitioner communities often 

do not want to be managed. Communities and personal networks are seen as a vital source for knowledge 

exchange on all topics of relevance, and also have an influence on practice creation as shown by the 

example of the PECC course. However, not every COE member is part of such a community, nor do they 

exist on all topics. Moreover, despite the many parallels to civilian healthcare, none of the anecdotes 

referred to participation of civilian professionals in any of the communities. External communities often 

emerge as a result of formal events such as training and exercises, conferences, and NATO working groups. 

A second observation shows that professional networks are organised around official events from the COE 

or NATO working groups. This shows how members legitimize their participation to be able to travel to 

events. Looking at communication, members use a variety of tools to interact, but prefer face-to-face 

interaction.  

Institutional entrepreneurs. An example for entrepreneurship at MILMED COE is the integration of the 

Deployment Health Surveillance Capability as satellite branch in a different location. Two officers of the 

COE explain the history of this development that marks a unique characteristic for the COE.   

“Originally it was a German French common endeavour. As far as I know the, the capability was created 
on a bi-national basis. The original idea was to bring it into the MILMED COE that it can receive a direct 
NATO link sooner. So it was always planned to be an operational capability for ACO. But they didn’t 
really figure it out, how to bring it in as an accredited NATO capability” (MILMED3, para. 79). 
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“When you look at the general structure of the COEs, so there are some fairly common designs to 
COEs. There’ll be a branch that specializes in training, there’ll be a branch that specializes in lessons 
learned, there’ll be a support branch and so on. So this is the standard structure. And I guess the 
structure of the MILMED COE is different in respect to the existence of the DHSC branch. And that’s 
largely a quirk of history, because the DHSC started out life as a bilateral initiative between France and 
Germany” (MILMED5, para. 65). 

While this development was not foreseen initially, there is a practical reasoning behind the integration of 

the DHSC branch as one of the officers continues.   

“Ultimately the COEs are acting as a vehicle for building a partnership. And at the end of the day if 
there's a nation that’s volunteering something, then I don’t think many COEs would sort of say, ‘Well 
no we’re not really interested in taking up that offer.’ They’d probably say: ‘Yeah okay, let's look into 
that, let's see what’s possible.’ And it's all good” (MILMED5, para. 69). 

The satellite branch also expands the operating portfolio of MILMED COE by adding an operational 

capability, further specified by a member of the DHSC:  

“We have this very specialized operational role, and operational strategic role in force health 
protection and deployment health surveillance. So I guess we are contributing a very specialist field to 
the COE (…). The main COE is picking up more of the military medicine side of things, whereas we pick 
up more of the sub-specialization of force health protection and deployment health surveillance” 
(MILMED5, para. 65). 

The activities of the DHSC can be described as remote monitoring of different areas and the analysis of 

possible outbreaks of diseases. This work is done by consultation with the aim to provide timely results, 

but not as permanently operating cell. “That comes with a caveat that it's not going to be available at two 

o’clock in the morning. But if you phone up during the day we should be able to get a response fairly 

quickly” (MILMED5, para. 77). The operational role comes with another distinction in the execution of the 

medical profession. Whereas the rest of the COE staff is working in research and management, the DHSC 

personnel are practising nurses and physicians.  

“This is a difference, I've come here to practice my specialist craft. I'm a public health physician, I'm 
coming here and I'm practicing public health here in Munich. So that’s perhaps a distinction. You know 
it only when you speak to the other physicians, and especially in Budapest in the generic COE branches. 
So training, interoperability, lessons learned, the physicians there aren’t practicing their specialization. 
Whereas in DHSC branch we want people who are specialists in the field of public health and 
epidemiology” (MILMED5, para. 93).  

The example of the DHSC as satellite branch demonstrates how a COE cannot only extend the operating 

portfolio, but also divert from the structural archetype of the organisational structure. This development 

was driven by chance and proactive behaviour to seek an opportunity, thereby showing agility and 

openness to experiment and innovate. By also taking the responsibility as Department Head for Military 
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Medicine, the COE further contributes to practice spread and institutionalization in the area of education 

and training.     

Sources of authority. The staff at MILMED COE perceives the recognition their professional expertise as 

main source of authority. 50% of the interviewees highlight that the COE is well recognized in NATO, 

despite being a fairly new organisation. “I think that weve got a number of projects that are happening 

here that if we pull off what were doing were gonna have huge impact, multinationally in the outcomes 

of the medical care across militaries at large” (MILMED2, para. 159). One example for that is the direct 

support to topics from the Wales Summit agenda. Another important fact for the relevance of the COE is 

the high number of SMEs in comparison to other NATO elements. “Since we have more medical personnel 

and more personnel than the whole NATO Command Structure has in medical, there is no real chance for 

anyone else to do this” (MILMED3, para. 50). This competence is further based on the high level of 

qualification within the staff, because all COE members share a professional medical background as a 

prerequisite. “To work in a professional branch you need to have some kind of medical background. You 

can be a medical planner, you can be a nurse, you can be a doctor of course” (MILMED3, para. 101). 

Thereby, the COE staff refects the same professional education as medical professionals in the civil sector.  

However, one major disctinction and difficulty for medical doctors at MILMED COE is that they are not 

practicing, but also need to maintain their skills, licenses, and approbation according to international 

standards. “One of the challenges here is while we are a military medical Center of Excellence we don’t 

practice medicine here at all. And it’s a little harder for us outside of the Hungarian system to be able to 

practice within it” (MILMED4, para. 43). A member of the COE management explains a solution to 

maintain the licenses: “It is demanding because to be a specialist, a medical specialist, you train years and 

years and you have to retain your accreditation with the continuous medical education points. So every 

year you have to do these things. Luckily for us, our own courses usually qualify for these credits” 

(MILMED3, para. 101). Maintaining the skills however, is much more difficult for two reasons. The first 

being national regulations and legal constraints.   

“It depends on national regulations. For example when we are at home in the Czech Republic we are 
allowed to practice once a week and one month per year. Just to maintain our skills. If we are abroad 
it is impossible, because of the language and according to national laws. We cannot do it. That means 
this is one of the biggest challenges. For three years I had to quit, at least to stop my profession as a 
general practitioner and surgeon” (MILMED 7, para. 18). 
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Therefore, the adjacent location to the largest military hospital in Hungary provides no sufficient solution 

to some of the international doctors. The second difficulty is the amount of practice highly specialized 

surgeons need.  

“It is most challenging for surgeons, because surgeons need to keep their fingers busy. If they don’t 
do it, if the skills are aging, it is very difficult to come back. That means we still have an Italian trauma 
surgeon here and he was not happy about it. He practises in this Hospital once in two weeks, but that 
is not enough” (MILMED7, para. 20). 

The examples demonstrate that there is no sufficient solution to do conceptual work and simultaneously 

practice medicine. The only division that is also practicing medicine is the DHSC branch. Hence, this 

situation presents an argument for nations not to send their best medical doctors to the COE, and also 

leads to a complicated situation for the doctors that get posted there. Ultimately, the COE might be 

confronted with unforessen difficulties to fill the international positions. Here, MILMED COE is dependent 

on the SNs, which follow different rationales in sending personnel, according to one officer: 

“It’s all driven by nations. So it’s who will the nations send, right? I have a Masters degree in 
international health and global health, whether that had an impact on me getting this job I have no 
idea (…). Some countries send the cream of the crop and some countries send dead weight. Kind of 
depending on what their needs are at the time. Yeah, and I think also on the national viewpoint of 
what the Center is doing, and as this Center becomes more valuable and more impactful, I think the 
quality of people from some of the countries has actually stepped up” (MILMED2, para. 151). 

This leads to the topic of military rotation, which influences the COE with a distinction between 

international and Host Nation officers. The latter remain for a longer period, which is seen as important 

for the organisational memory. “So there are only a couple of officers, who remained in their position that 

includes for example the legal advisor. I think that’s a great thing to have a constant legal advisor who has 

written the MOUs, has the concept, knows every important arrangement that we have done and so on” 

(MILMED3, para. 66). Another person has an ambiguous opinion on that point. “Those of us, who are 

outside of the Hungarian military, rotate on a very regular basis. The Hungarians do not. I think that’s a 

pro and a con. I think having that consistency, corporate knowledge is a great thing. I also think it can 

stagnate, it can stagnate new ideas” (MILMED4, para. 84). Officers that do rotate, often get accustomed 

to the working environment in a very short period for several reasons. Many of them have already worked 

together during exercises or in missions. “Most of the guys that come here we know them already. So we 

know them from our SME database, we know them from our courses or from somewhere. This is a 

relatively small community, the medical community. So from that regard no, it's not hard” (MILMED3, 

para. 105). Previous contact and awarenss of the competences the other person possesses eases rotation. 
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Another commonality across medical personnel is that their common education is based on a technical 

language, which allows for immediate multinational interoperability. “It is easier for us to speak to each 

other because almost all physicians have a background in Latin. We can speak on a professional issue in 

Latin language and we can understand each other” (MILMED7, para. 32). Last, the COE’s location in 

Budapest provides the necessary infrastructure for international staff to get accustomed. Despite the fast 

integration and value of fresh ideas, the downside of rotation is information loss, especially when the 

work is based on established personal networks. Another difficulty, according one COE member, is to find 

personnel that has not only a medical background, but also knowledge on the processes and procedures 

in NATO.  

Working with classified materials is not a constraint at MILMED COE. “It’s a non-contentious subject area. 

And so some of the restrictions, we can work around them. Obviously we have restrictive systems in our 

offices, we have got NATO secret terminals here, but we only use it for a specific purpose” (MILMED5, 

para. 49). The person further states that they try to use open source information: “generally the problem 

with using classified information is that the outputs become classified and you can't actually do anything 

with it. So, so we rely more on open source. And also finding disclosable information” (MILMED5, para. 

16). This way of operating allows for sharing information and synergies with civilian medical partners.   

Sources of identity. The vision of MILMED COE follows the slogan “committed to the health of our forces” 

(MILMED COE 2016a; 2016b), which is further based on the core values and principles of being “Excellent, 

Efficient, Ethical Code, Strategic Plan” (MILMED COE 2016b). Social events and a corporate appearance 

further support the vision and are shared by the staff.   

“I mean if you look around here, the colour that we have, the logo everywhere, the shields, the other 
paraphernalia, they all serve the purpose of having one corporate identity. We have a motto now, we 
have our little takeaways, with the same idea in mind. We have these common things like going 
together with a team to the NATO run every year here in Budapest. We have these little traditions for 
us that all help building the corporate identity” (MILMED3, para. 117). 

Another strong source of identity is the medical profession, in which the level of performance can have 

serious implications. “Ja unsere Identität ist committet to the health of our forces. Der Soldat kann sich 

im Einsatz nicht die Sanitätseinrichtung auswählen, er muss das nehmen was er kriegt (…). Da reicht es 

nicht aus wenn ich sage der Mann hat überlebt, oder die Frau. Das ist zu wenig. Die Frage ist wie hat er 
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überlebt?”261 (MILMED1, para. 31). Many of the staff live up to this credo and take pride in their work and 

the reputation of the COE. “The real corporate identity comes from the fact that we are being taken 

serious. And I see that kind of feedback from our partners” (MILMED3, para. 117). One officer clearly 

expresses a high value judgment for the staff and the achievements of the COE.  

“When you say Center of Excellence, I think it denotes whether it’s earned or whether it’s given by 
title. I think it denotes a certain requirement to be above and beyond. I know that quite a few officers 
here really see that as a mission to make sure that we represent the best and the brightest in our 
areas. Training, lessons, interoperability, DHSC” (MILMED4, para. 91). 

Other staff members support this perception and take pride in the appreciation of their work across all 

different functions within the profession. “Medial is typically identified by those particular professions, 

and I think we do work with and represent each of those very proudly. I think any nurse, doctor, or 

auxiliary personnel would say that we do a good job and it’s a good place to be” (MILMED4, para. 95). 

Moreover, the reputation by external stakeholders leads to a feeling of pride. “Maybe people don’t know 

you, but they know the organisation. And when you are abroad or when you are in an international 

environment then they can come and tell you: ‘The COE sold me this, or the COE helped me with this, and 

I'm really appreciated’. So it feels really good” (MILMED6, para. 103). This positive attitude is shared 

throughout the staff, together with the multinational working environment. “I think that we’ve got a 

number of projects that are happening here that if we pull off what we’re doing were going to have huge 

impact, multi-nationally in the outcomes of the medical care across militaries at large (…). I have a lot of 

pride about working here” (MILMED2, para. 159). The multinational working environment was also 

explicitly stated as unifying factor. “Uns verbindet die Internationalität, die Multinationalität. Ich denke 

das ist ein ganz wichtiger Punkt”262 (MILMED1, para. 31).  

A specific characteristic of the COE is the satellite branch in Munich. One member of this section describes 

that the greater identity of the COE has a positive impact on them, next to their specific work within 

military medicine that serves as further source of identity.     

“We have a distinct identity because of our capability and because of the focus of our work. But we 
are part of a COE, part of the MILMED COE. There is a strong corporate identity for the MILMED COE 
and we have a sort of a distinguishing contribution that we make to the bigger, the bigger COE. We 
are a relatively small branch, there's only six people here at the moment, plus one intern. So actually, 

                                                           
261 Translation by the author: Our identity is commitment to the health of our forces. In a mission, the soldier cannot 
choose a medical treatment, he needs to live on what he gets (…). It is not enough when I say the man or woman 
has survived. That’s too little. The question is, how did he survive?  
262 Translation by the author. We are united by the multinational environment. For me that is a very important factor.  
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being a part of something bigger, gives us sort of the influence to use the brand of the COE rather than 
saying, well, we’re the DHSC branch and were six people that work in Munich, and that’s it” (MILMED5, 
para. 39).  

The staff at MILMED COE has a strong feeling of identity that is influenced by several factors. Main source 

of identity is the profession and work ethos of military medicine in conjunction with customer 

appreciation. Further sources are the multinational working environment, a corporate branding, and 

social activities. This strong identity leads to a feeling of pride and work satisfaction.  

Sources of legitimacy. MILMED COE has two main sources of legitimacy. First, the field of medicine is a 

universal profession with a positive connotation in contrast to other military functions as one COE 

member remarks: “Well, our main focus is NATO and military medicine. So NATO and then any kind of 

military, but also medicine in general. We are trying to partner with civilian institutions, other national, 

international organisations, NGOs. So I think we’re trying to be fairly inclusive” (MILMED2, para. 19). This 

is further enforced by the long tradition of the Host Nation in military medicine and the advantage of 

being co-located with national structures and renowned universities. Second, the COE benefits from the 

close relation to COMEDS. This primary advisory board on medical subjects to the NAC acts as catalyst for 

the discipline in NATO. More information on COMEDS is provided by the MILMED COE (2016a). One officer 

further explains this relation:    

“I always feel that we are in a privileged position because of the connections we have to COMEDS. We 
have taken a huge amount of work off the shoulder of the COMEDS working group structure. And you 
can see how that benefits COMEDS and how this opens up doors for us. When the COE proposes 
something, there's a good chance that it will be accepted in COMEDS” (MILMED3, para. 113).  

On the other hand, the strong orientation to COMEDS also causes a deviation from the formal 

coordination of the POW process. By following the schedule of COMEDS, MILMED COE is already deciding 

on the POW prior to the second workshop of the HQ SACT process (Chapter 4.3.2). This difference was 

emphasized by two officers.    

“A peculiarity regarding our COE is that our Steering Committee said that they want to decide on the 
POW and the budget on the spring steering committee meeting for the next year. Which means that 
by the time this whole request for support and coordination process is done we usually have an 
approved POW” (MILMED3, para. 30).  

From the perspective of the COE, this deviation is rather seen beneficial than critical. Most requests for 

support to the COE are prediscussed and derive from COMEDS, which results in mature and relevant 

requests to advance the capability of military medicine in NATO.   
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One issue of major concern for MILMED COE was the initiative of Croatia to establish a COE on mental 

health. Two COE members describe that this initiative was not coordinated with the COE and would lead 

to a duplication because mental health is included in military medicine. 

“There was this initiative from Croatia that they wanted to establish a military mental health COE. 
Which in itself is a great idea, but we wanted to follow it up that, okay this is a medical issue, maybe 
there is a chance for a duplication, why don’t you guys talk to us? We started to go gentle for a long 
time and tried to get in contact with the Croatians without any success. And as it turned out, they have 
left their military medical system completely out of the project” (MILMED3, para. 48).  

The other person was especially offended because the idea was not coordinated with COMEDS and 

appeared to rather follow national interests than a NATO requirement. “Aber wenn ein Bedarf artikuliert 

ist, muss doch das höchste von dem MC zugeordnete Gremium erstmal entscheiden brauch ich das. Und 

dann kann nicht einfach eine Nation sagen, ich bin jetzt ganz wild entschlossen die NATO-Flagge dorthin 

zu haben, deswegen kriege ich Mental Health”263 (MILMED1, para. 45). The account demonstrates the 

danger of duplication for external legitimacy of a COE. Formally, MILMED COE is established on both 

MOUs and adheres to the COE concept. The organisation is structured along the four pillars to support 

NATO transformation, appointed as Department Head for training, and manager of the NATO CIMIC 

lessons learned community.  

Logic of investment. Investment into MILMED COE mainly follows the logics of multinational cooperation 

and professional excellence. A COE provides an attractive opportunity to establish a multinational military 

structure, especially for new NATO members and smaller nations.  

“Also erstmal ist es natürliche eine Sache, dass eine Nation, die sonst kein Hauptquartier hat, ein 
Centre, eine NATO-Einrichtung erhalten kann. Da möchte ich sagen meine Host Nation, Ungarn, hat 
da sehr hohe Anstrengungen getätigt um eben hier ein Centre am Laufen zu halten mit viel Personal 
und Geld und auch Infrastruktur”264 (MILMED1, para. 8). 

An officer from the Host Nation agrees with that argumentation stating: “I think that for the political 

leadership we try to push this angle. That, ‘hey, listen, this will truly be an international organisation here 

in Hungary that in itself opens up diplomatic possibilities.’” (MILMED3, para. 9). Another logical reason 

for investment is participation in subjects a nation was always specifically interested in. “Historically 

                                                           
263 Translation by the author: When someone articulates a requirement, first of all the highest body that is entitled 
by the MC has to decide if there is a need to it. It can’t be that any nation says, I am resolved is firmly on getting a 
NATO flag that’s why I am establishing mental health.   
264 Translation by the author: First of all, a nations without a NATO headquarters has the possibility get a NATO 
institution by having a COE. In this case I like to stress that my Host Nation, Hungary, put a great effort into 
establishing this centre with a lot of personnel, money and infrastructure.  
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medical support to NATO operations is one of the priorities of the Czech Republic and it is logic that if we 

are doing that (…), that we send officers not only to the command structure but also to the Centre of 

Excellence” (MILMED7, para. 58).    

While these arguments are primarily of political nature, others view the cooperation as opportunity for 

multinational knowledge exchange and to be able to participate and influence in specific areas. “The UK 

has sent me here. They’ve sent me to a specific role in DHSC and it’s sort of a negotiated arrangement. So 

the UK are interested in this aspect of the COE in particular” (MILMED5, para. 27). Two main examples for 

connecting multinational knowledge are lessons learned and education. One officer explains how the COE 

helps to open training to an international audience: “There were national courses, but none of them was 

international and open to NATO. And let’s say most of the national courses are related to one specific 

nation, not to the general. If the request arises it goes to Steering Committee and we can start to work on 

it” (MILMED6, para. 91). A wider perspective is to integrate non-NATO nations because medical training 

is a universal topic. “We can bring nations together that may or may not otherwise work together, because 

you're talking about medical training, which is sometimes much further reaching than alliances” 

(MILMED4, para. 47). The examples show that multinational political and subject-related interests are 

largely complementary, which is pointedly expressed in the following statement:  

“That’s the reason for the nations sending people to an international organisation, such as the COE. 
So on the one hand we will contribute to the work to the COE. But really, it’s that sort of defence 
engagement for us. And seeing how a lot of people are doing things, and seeing where there are 
opportunities to share. And just to understand what’s going on, because it’s more of a sort of the 
softer influencing that we need to do” (MILMED5, para. 25). 

Two officers further highlight that the position at the COE is personally rewarding. One person values the 

experience to live in a different country: “For my family it’s been a great international environment. My 

kids are in an international school and they love it. [The] location for me is fantastic, because I’ve never 

been to Europe before. Budapest is in Central Europe and you can get anywhere in several hours” 

(MILMED4, para. 89). The other mentions the opportunities for professional development. “They have 

also let me study. So I've done a project management training, I have finished my Master's while I was 

already working here” (MILMED3, para. 72).  

The case of MILMED COE is another example of how a new NATO member nation can exploit a subject 

with a high amount of expertise and tradition. Specific to military medicine is the universal character of 

the topic that is also applicable to non-NATO nations, and of course also to civilian healthcare. The main 

focus of attention, that also creates the identity of the COE, is to maximise the recovery of injured soldiers, 
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a topic that is especially of importance in Western democracies. The COE follows a manifold strategy, 

consisting of support to multinational standardization and doctrine, education and training, knowledge 

exchange of lessons learned, and monitoring of epidemics. Practise creation takes place in NATO working 

groups and informal professional networks. Common education and career paths of medical professionals 

lead to a high degree of authority, legitimacy, and identity among COE staff. The location in the capital 

city of Budapest and next to Hungary’s military hospital increases attractiveness for international officers 

and offers synergies to renowned medical faculties and the Host Nation’s medical units. Only the fact that 

COE staff does not practise medicine imposes a limitation for international professionals, especially 

surgeons. The other analytical categories show the influence of different logics with a high degree of 

complementary and cohesion.  

5.10 Case 8: Naval Mine Warfare Centre of Excellence (NMW COE) 

Event sequencing. The Centre of Excellence for Naval Mine Warfare was established in 2006 by its two 

Framework Nations, The Kingdom of Belgium and the Kingdom of the Netherlands in Ostend. No other 

nation has formally joined the COE, but Germany is providing a permanent liaison officer and has initiated 

the process of joining, together with Italy and Poland (ACT 2016: 30). Moreover, the NMW COE is part of 

the bi-national naval mine warfare school Ecole de Guerre des Mines (EGUERMIN), which makes it difficult 

to clearly distinguish between the COE and the school. In a narrow interpretation, the COE only consists 

of two positions, but can be augmented by staff from the school. According to these figures, the NMW 

COE belongs to the older COEs, but has much lower number of SNs and PE-positions than average.   

The EGUERMIN stands for a long tradition in naval mine warfare education since 1965 when it was 

conceptualized as a bi-national school. Today, the EGUERMIN has a world-wide reputation for its expertise 

on the subject (EGUERMIN 2016). The additional accreditation of the NMW COE forms an integrated 

structure within the existing organisation and not a separate entity. This construct leads to two difficulties. 

First, the COE is not international enough to attract additional SN. “Das Problem war dabei, dass Holland-

Belgien nicht als zwei Nationen, sondern als eine Nation gelten, und dass wir eine dritte Nation brauchen, 

um die Internationalität zu gewährleisten. Wenn wir international sind, dann ist es kein Problem für 

Deutschland sich zu beteiligen”265 (NMW1, para. 7). Second, NMW COE is the only COE that is lacking an 

operational MOU with HQ SACT. Attempts to restructure the organisation have been ongoing for the past 

                                                           
265 Translation by the author: The problem is that Holland and Belgium count as one nation instead of two nations 
and we need a third nation to be considered international. Once we are considered international, there is no issue 
for Germany to formally participate.     
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eight years, but without a result. “Mein Vorgänger ist 2008 hierhergekommen, und seitdem versuchen er 

und danach ich, hier mehr oder weniger erfolgreich, oder eher weniger erfolgreich, diese Sache auf 

rechtliche Füße zu stellen”266 (NMW1, para. 9). As a result, many structures of the school and the COE are 

mixed. “Meine IT-Leute sind EGUERMINn Leute, mein Budgeting geht über deren Leute und so was. Es ist 

kein dediziertes Personal, das nur für das COE zuständig ist (…). Weil ich keine andere Struktur hier habe, 

suche ich mir jeweils für Projekte einzelne Leute raus, was auch funktioniert”267 (NMW1, para. 19). 

Basis of attention. Naval mine warfare focuses on mines and other underwater improvised explosive 

devices that are used by states and non-state actors to hamper access to waterways and harbours. The 

resulting political, economic, and psychological effects constitute a threat to world maritime security 

interests (EGUERMIN 2016). Sea mines are commonly defined in military dictionaries as “explosive device 

laid in the water with the intention of damaging or sinking ships or of deterring shipping from entering an 

area” (Philpott 2010: 619; U.S. Department of Defence 2010: 302). Being not a new but a forgotten threat, 

it is estimated that a million tons of sea mines and other explosives from the First and Second World War 

still contaminate the North- and Baltic Sea and therefore, form a hazardous environment to merchant 

shipping and maritime ecology (Nehring 2005; Die Welt 2008). Moreover, the subject is broader than the 

legacy of military waste form previous conflicts. With an ever increasing global economy with 90 per cent 

of all international trade travelling by sea, “the Sea Lines of Communication are the Achilles heel of NATO 

Defence and Commerce” (NMW COE 2015). Sea mines, which can be produced at extremely low costs 

and with little technical knowhow, have therefore been considered as “the weapon of choice for a poor 

man’s navy” (Truver 2012: 31). Although naval mine warfare today changed from home water protection 

to global tasks, it was largely reduced or even abandoned as capability by many nations in the recent past 

(NMW COE 2015). A COE member describes the resulting difficulties for the focus of attention. 

“Das letzte Mal wo die richtig eingesetzt wurden war '91, also 25 Jahre her. Das war diese Minenkette, 
die rund um Kuwait gemacht worden ist, die wiederum eine amphibische Landung verhindert hat (…). 
Danach war aber nichts mehr und die politische Akzeptanz geht flöten, je länger das weg ist. Das heißt 
die Gelder gehen flöten, und entsprechende Ausbildung geht flöten. Und dann hat man irgendwie 
diese Komponente verloren. Und das ist halt das Problem, was wir im Bereich der Marine haben 

                                                           
266 Translation by the author: My predecessor arrived here in 2008 and ever since, he and after him myself, tried to 
more or less successful, or rather less successful to create the legal basis.     
267 Translation by the author: My IT guys belong to the EGUERMIN, also my budgeting is worked by their personnel 
and so on. There is no personnel that is purely dedicated to the COE (…). Because I don’t have another structure, I 
always pick personnel for the different projects and that works.    
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zurzeit, um das entsprechend auch aufzufangen haben wir hier die vielen Arbeitsgruppen, dass wir 
halt dieses Wimpelchen Mine aufrechterhalten”268 (NMW1, para. 44).     

Next to the contest to keep the capability visible, naval mine warfare is facing two additional challenges. 

First, because land mines are ostracised weapons, also sea mines are facing low political acceptance.   

“Das andere Problem für uns als Mine ist, dass wir seit Prinzessin Diana die Mine als böses Mittel 
dahaben. Wobei in der öffentlichen Wahrnehmung Mine gleich Mine ist. Aber Landmine ist nicht 
gleich Seemine. Die Landmine ist geächtet, auch zu Recht, die Seemine aber ist ein legales und immer 
noch akzeptiertes Seekriegsmittel269 (NMW1, para. 44). 

Second, most of the contamination is not a military issue, which makes it difficult to justify the capability.  

“Also haben wir jetzt ein Rechtfertigungsproblem im Bereich der Randmeere. Das wird durch 
Schmuggel, durch Embargo-Kontrolle ein bisschen kompensiert, auch durch Altlastenbekämpfung. 
Diese Themen sind aber nicht militärisch relevant, weil diese Bedrohung nicht militärisch das darstellt, 
was wir bekämpfen müssten. Dafür kann man auch die Polizei nehmen oder das Bundesamt für 
Seeschifffahrt”270 (NMW1, para. 44). 

The operating principles and different categories of sea mines as outlined by Truver (2012: pp. 34) place 

the majority of the mine threats in a shallow waters environment, which suggests a close link to the CSW 

COE. The vicinity of the subject areas has resulted in a close inter-COE relation, characterized by joint 

projects in which NMW takes the role as one specialized aspect of the CSW domain.  

“Mine Warfare ist küstenbezogen. Alle Sea Lines of Communication weltweit sind küstenbezogen. 90 
Prozent des weltweiten Handels geht über Wasser. Es gibt nichts Einfacheres, als diese Verbindungen 
abzuschneiden, speziell mit Minen. So eine Mine kurz vorm Hafen, oder eine Verminung, die man auch 
ungesehen machen kann, hat schon einen gewissen Impact”271 (NMW1, para. 84). 

                                                           
268 Translation by the author: The last time sea mines were used was in 1991, which is 25 years ago. That was this 
mine chain around Kuwait, which prevented an amphibious operation (…). Nothing came after that and the political 
acceptance gets lost with the time. That means that funding gets lost, specific training gets lost and at one point you 
have lost the capability. That is the issue we currently have in the Navy and that is why we join all the working groups 
to preserve this and to wave the flag of our capability.       
269 Translation by the author: The other issue for our capability is that since Lady Diana, mines are considered an evil, 
illegitimate means. In the public opinion mine is mine, but landmines do not equal sea mines. Landmines are rightly 
ostracized, but sea mines are a legal and accepted mean of naval warfare. 
270 Translation by the author: We have an issue of justification in the marginal seas. That’s being a little compensated 
by smuggling, embargo monitoring, decontamination of inherited waste and so on. Those are not military issues, 
because they don’t impose a military threat we have to counter. This could also be done by the police or the federal 
office for shipping.   
271 Translation by the author: Mine warfare is coast related. All Sea lines of communication worldwide are coast 
related. 90% of world trade is shipped on the seas. Nothing is easier to disrupt the connections than mines. A mine 
just outside port, which can also be placed invisible has quite an impact.    
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The capability of naval mine warfare is facing a difficult mélange of being outlawed, connected only to 

past conflicts, or not being a military task. On the other hand, the COE is trying to direct attention towards 

the imposed danger to merchant shipping and to maintain the current knowledge within the function.   

Basis of mission. The specific situation of the NMW COE as embedded element of the EGUERMIN results 

in two separate, but intertwined mission statements. “The mission of EGUERMIN as a Centre of Excellence 

(COE) is to support SACT in his efforts of transforming NATO by providing NATO with subject matter 

expertise in the field of Naval Mine Warfare (NMW) with a primary focus on education and training” 

(NMW COE 2016). The last part of the mission statement forms the core of EGUERMIN’s mission, which is 

focused on sustaining the capability by investment in Human Capital:       

“The mission of EGUERMIN is as a school to instruct and train the Belgian and Netherlands naval forces 
as well as NATO, PFP and non NATO countries in naval mine warfare, and as a Centre of Excellence, to 
support NATO by providing the organisation with subject matter expertise in the field of naval mine 
warfare with a primary focus on education and training” (EGUERMIN 2016).  

Both mission statements focus on the logic of professional excellence through capability 

development and education. While the statement of the COE is also related to the logic of 

transformation, the mission of EGUERMIN focuses more on multinational cooperation. Despite the 

close relation, it is intended to split the EGUERMIN from the COE to pronounce the work on other 

areas than training in accordance with the four pillars of the COE concept.  

“We want the school and the centre to split. I don’t intend to do training anymore from the COE, I 
intend to work there on the three other pillars. They add topics, where the education and training 
branch can say, ‘ok what does this change in doctrine mean for our education and training? Where do 
Naval Mine Warfare schools need to focus or work on?’ That is the idea” (NMW, para. 29).  

Consequently, the focus of the COE rests on capability development and doctrine. Current topics are the 

change to modern technology and the need for better doctrine with these new systems. Another one is 

the need to review mine-laying doctrine, concepts and capabilities (NMW2, para. 27). This close relation 

between doctrine and training has historic roots between minesweeper schools from different nations. 

“Wir haben schon immer kooperiert im Bereich Weiterentwicklung, Zukunftsentwicklung, 

Doktrinarbeiten, Überarbeitung von Vorschriften und so weiter, historisch schon immer. (…) Auf der 

fachlichen Ebene haben wir immer sehr gut zusammengearbeitet”272 (NMW1, para. 36). This principle of 

multinational cooperation within the profession has a global outreach: “it consists of NATO and partner 

                                                           
272 Translation by the author: We always cooperated in capability development and doctrine and so on, that grew 
historically (…). On the professional level we always had a very good cooperation.  
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nations and even global partners like Australia, New Zealand, Singapore, so it’s a larger community” 

(NMW2, para. 21). It further includes partners from the industry that develop new systems. This brings 

the COE in a favourable condition for knowledge management with a broad range of stakeholders. 

Core rationale of the mission is to prevent the gradual decline and loss of knowledge of the 

minesweeper profession.  

“Fachlich ist es so, dass wir versuchen den Standard der Minenabwehr, der sehr hoch war in '91 und 
langsam aber abgebaut wurde, sowohl in der Anzahl der Einheiten, als auch in den Zeiten, die zur 
Ausbildung und zur Übung zur Verfügung stehen, wieder hochzubekommen oder auch einen Pool von 
Expertise zu bewahren”273 (NMW1, para. 38).  

A sarcastic example from the annual conference at the COE demonstrates the difficulties of that 

task when attendance shifts towards lower ranks and attention towards other activities.   

“Diese Konferenz wurde immer weiter runtergefahren, bis dann, nichts gegen Kapitänleutnante, 
dieses OF2/ 3-Level erreicht war, nur um da jemand hinzuschicken, der (klatscht in die Hände) da ein 
bisschen rumsaufen kann in Ostende und dann noch am Strand ein bisschen rumliegen kann. Das war 
dann nicht mehr der Sinn der Übung. Dafür haben wir gesagt: ‘Okay, wir müssen das wieder auf neue 
Beine stellen’”274 (NMW1, para. 129).  

To overcome this dangerous blend of limited interest and organic decline, the COE focuses on the pillars 

of doctrine and capability development, which are later reintegrated into the education cycle.  

Basis of strategy. NMW COE pursues its main attention to preserve the minesweeper capability by using 

the combined reources of the COE and the EGUERMIN, which allows to combine doctrinal development 

and training. “Wir bilden aus, wir schreiben die Vorschrift, wir bringen die Vorschrift an den Mann und wir 

sind in den Manövern zum Beispiel in kompetenter Stelle vertreten. Wir sind nicht die 

Manöverteilnehmer, sondern wir sind die Driver. Wir sind direkt unter der Leitungsebene angesiedelt”275 

(NMW1, para. 177). Central to this approach is the work in a multinational framework based on mutual 

knowledge exchange, because no nation has the resources do these tasks on its own.  

                                                           
273 Translation by the author: From a competence-based perspective, we try to re-establish the standard of 
minesweeping, which was very high back in 91’, but gradually degraded, both in the number of units and time for 
training. We try to keep a pool of expertise.    
274 Translation by the author: This conference was on the decline until – nothing against Navy Lieutenants – we 
reached the OF2/3 level. Just to send somebody, who (clapping hands) can booze in Ostend and enjoy the beaches. 
That was not the intent anymore. That’s why we said we need to rebound it.    
275 Translation by the author: We train, we write doctrine, we implement doctrine and we insert competence into 
exercises from key positions. We are not the training audience, we are the driver, just next to the exercise control.    



Chapter 5 

289 

“Das ist das Allerwichtigste, wir können es alleine nicht mehr schaffen in dem Bereich. Das ist absolut 
unmöglich. Es ist für keine Nation mehr möglich, die Minenabwehr alleine auf vernünftige Art und 
Weise durchzuführen, oder auch das Minenlegen. Beides sind Komponenten, die nur noch 
international gemacht werden können”276 (NMW1, para. 196). 

The main tool in the multinational work of the minesweeper capability are large exercises that combine 

the units from different navies. This leads to preservation and exchange of knowledge in absence of active 

minesweeping or –laying operations. The main exercise is called IMCMEX, International Mine 

Countermeasures Exercise, which is conducted annually by the United States in Bahrain.  

“Da kommen dann auch andere Nationen, die Vereinten Arabischen Emirate und so weiter, Japaner 
waren letztes Mal dabei, die Holländer wollten kommen mit den Belgiern zusammen, aber es hat nicht 
geklappt aus Kostengründen weil das am Persischen Golf ist (…). Das ist das letzte große verbliebene 
Minenabwehr-Manöver, was noch stattfindet.”277 (NMW1, para. 179).  

The content of the exercise can be applied to all scenarios of naval mine warfare, both conducted by states 

and non-state actors as further outlined in the example.   

“Das ist im Persischen Golf, aber das kann man ja überall projizieren auf die anderen Nationen. Die 
Straße von Malakka bis hin zu den Ostseezugängen (…). Dann vielleicht mal in kälteren Regionen am 
Nordpol und so. Das sind alles Gewässer, die man wunderbar verminen kann, und wo auch ein 
bisschen Streit herrscht”278 (NMW1, para. 182).  

“Die Mine ist auch eine wunderbare terroristische Waffe. Die brauchen nur so ein paar 500 Kilogramm 
irgendwohin zu schmeißen. Sie wissen selber, was dabei rauskommt. IS wäre ein wunderbarer Kunde 
(…). Iran, Nordkorea, die haben sehr gute Erfahrungen mit Verminung gemacht, Irak genauso. Die 
wissen genau um den Vorteil der Mine, die halt relativ einfach zu beschaffen, zu unterhalten und auch 
zu verbringen ist. Und die entsprechend effektiv sein kann”279 (NMW1, para. 184).  

                                                           
276 Translation by the author: That is most important, we cannot manage it alone any longer. That is impossible, it is 
impossible for any nation to conduct proper minesweeping on its own, as well as laying sea mines. Both components 
can only be achieved with multinational work.   
277 Translation by the author: Also other nations are participating, such as the United Arab Emirates. Japan was 
present last time and The Netherlands and Belgium wanted to participate, but they couldn’t because of budget 
constraints due to the distance. (…) That is the last remaining big minesweeper manouvre.      
278 Translation by the author: That is in the Gulf of Persia, but you can project it to other every other nation. The 
Strait of Malacca or the entry to the Baltic Sea (…). Also in cold regions, such as the North Pole. You can perfectly 
mine all of these waters and there is a potential for conflict.  
279 Translation by the author: The mine can be a marvellous terrorist weapon. They just need to put a few 500 kilo 
somewhere. You know what can happen. IS would be a terrific customer. (…) Iran, North Korea, they have good 
experiences with mining, also Iraq. They know the advantages of sea mines that are easily to acquire, to maintain 
and place and which can be very effective.  
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The knowledge from the exercise serves as a basis to update doctrine, which is described as tedious and 

enduring process.  

“Wir sehen die Notwendigkeit, dass wir jetzt Vorschriften überarbeiten müssen nach zwanzig Jahren. 
Dann wird gesagt: ‘Okay, mach das mal’, ne? Dann haben wir uns acht Jahre lang jedes Jahr dreimal 
getroffen jeweils eine Woche, um die ganzen Vorschriften, vier Basis-Vorschriften und die 
entsprechenden Nebenvorschriften komplett neu zu machen. Komplett neu, Wort für Wort 
durchzulesen und zu sagen: ‘Okay, das kommt raus, das wird modifiziert, das kann bleiben’. Und dann 
geht das mit Ausbildung weiter”280 (NMW1, para. 70). 

A constraint for the COE in following the strategy to be the focal point for naval mine warfare is the limited 

personnel, which is constantly on the road. “Ich habe 70.000 Fahrkilometer und 100.000 Flugmeilen pro 

Jahr, wir können mal in den Kalender gucken. Ich habe auch mal irgendwo meinen Wirkungszirkel 

vorgestellt”281 (NMW1, para. 103). A mitigation for this is the integration of personnel from the 

EGUERMIN on ad hoc or project basis, but also personal networks in the minesweeper profession. 

“Manchmal konnten Ausbilder, die Erfahrung haben auch Aspekte übernehmen. Deswegen kann ich 
auf Ausbilder hier von EGUERMIN zugreifen. Das Gute ist, wenn man jetzt in Deutschland gute 
Verbindung hat, dann kann man auch Aufgaben an deutsche Offiziere delegieren (…), da muss man 
halt nur die entsprechenden informellen Wege beschreiten”282 (NMW1, para. 105).  

The actions of NMW COE demonstrate the difficulty to preserve a capability that is suffering from cuts in 

budget and personnel. On the other hand, the resulting mandatory multinational cooperation enables the 

COE to observe overarching topics during main exercises and to translate them into doctrine and training. 

Therefore and despite the constraints, the COE can actively pursue the role as focal point for capability 

development of the profession, which is consistent with the logic of professional excellence.    

Coordination of practice creation. In naval mine warfare practice creation occurs through a distinct 

practitioner’s community, whose work intermingles with the formal meetings within the discipline. The 

main fora for knowledge exchange among minesweeper professionals are the naval mine warfare working 

group, the different exercises, and the annual conference hosted by NMW COE. Participation in other 

                                                           
280 Translation by the author: We see the necessity to update all doctrine after 20 years. We said we would do it and 
then we met three times a year for a week over the last eight years to rewrite the four basic and all accompanying 
doctrines. Complete rewriting, to read them word by word and discuss ‘ok, that needs to change, that we need to 
modify and that we can keep’. Then we need to implement it into training.  
281 Translation by the author: I travel 70.000 kilometer by car and 100.000 miles by plane every year, I can show you 
my calendar. Once I presented my area of operations somewhere. 
282 Translation by the author: Sometimes experienced trainers could take care of some aspects. That’s why I can use 
personnel from the EGUERMIN. It is good to have a strong network in Germany, because you can delegate tasks (…), 
you just need to use the informal channels. 
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maritime conferences further increases the visibility and demonstrates the importance of the diminished 

capability for uncontested passage of sea trade to others. “Wir versuchen immer eine Komponente 

Minenabwehr mit reinzukriegen, die auch interessant aussieht, wie Unterwasserdrohnen oder Mini-U-

Boote (…)”283 (NMW1, para. 95). 

The characteristic of the minesweeper profession as niche capability with few professionals resulted in 

the development of a community of practice that is steering the capability development. Their origin is 

the distinct career path, which aims on specialization instead of creating generalists. Thus, minesweeper 

professionals form a homogeneous group and remain within their profession for a long period. “Die 

Durchmischung [ist] nicht so stark, also sagen wir mal so, das sind die Leute, die sich immer wieder treffen, 

die haben halt einen atypischen Werdegang in ihren verschiedenen Marinen”284 (NMW1, para. 46). 

Central element in the professional education is the EGURMIN, which also fosters international networks 

from the beginning.    

“I think over the past 50 years we have been running a mine warfare staff officer course at EGUERMIN 
and mainly all the people who come from there keep in contact with each other basically during their 
whole career they work in naval mine warfare. So that is the big advantage that there is a close 
network where people do know each other” (NMW2, para. 37). 

This explains how this lasting community is growing through a common education system that allows for 

developing and maintaining strong personal bonds between the members.  

One officer at the NMW COE describes how this group developed over a long period. Regularly interaction 

takes place during conferences and exercises, or, when members are based in the same location or went 

to sea together.   

“Wir haben eine Naval Mine Warfare Community of Interest. Und die Community of, 
(Fingerschnippen) ja, CoP, Community of Praxis. Wir sind ein Pool von Leuten, die seit zwanzig, dreißig 
Jahren in der Minenabwehr tätig sind. Die in verschiedenen Leveln auch gearbeitet haben als 
Kommandeure von Geschwadern (...). 

In unserem Bereich, weltweit treffen wir uns immer wieder. Also dieser Pool, wir sind der Kern quasi 
für die Fortentwicklung der Minenabwehr. Wir haben Vorgänger, wir haben auch Nachfolger, die jetzt 
wieder ranwachsen und die dann ein bisschen überlappen. Ja, aber das ist alles so im Bereich, wir 
kennen uns seit zwanzig, fünfundzwanzig Jahren (...).  

                                                           
283 Translation by the author: We always try to integrate a component of minesweeping that is also attractive, like 
underwater drones or mini-submarines (…).  
284 Translation by the author: There is not so much mixing. Let’s say it like this, the people that meet each other again 
and again have followed an atypical career path in their Navies.  
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Insofern ist das so ein kleines Team oder eine kleine Gemeinschaft, die sich immer wieder trifft. Das 
geht über den Atlantik rüber und ist international. Das geht in die baltischen Staaten rein. Das waren 
Schüler von mir. Das sind Kollegen von mir, mit denen wir zusammen zur See gefahren sind, die auch 
zusammen Manöver gefahren sind und jetzt in Bahrain waren”285 (NMW1, para. 40).   

The group is further characterized by being international beyond the boundaries of NATO: “It consists of 

NATO and partner nations and even global partners like Australia, New Zealand, Singapore, so it’s a larger 

community” (NMW2, para. 21). The other main criteria for membership is having the expertise of several 

positions and knowledge of the international environment. “Wenn man seine Kommandantenzeit hinter 

sich hat und eine weitere Verwendung im Bereich NATO hatte. Also man muss schon ein bisschen die 

Internationalität haben. Man muss fließend Englisch können. Man muss sich auch schon einen gewissen 

Namen erarbeitet haben im Bereich der Minenabwehr”286 (NMW1, para. 59). The main bonds are the 

shared interest in the profession and the small size of the community as one member explains. “Maximal 

zwanzig. Weltweit. Da gibt es, wie gesagt, zivile Mitarbeiter, die auch zum Teil auf die Pension zustreben. 

In England ist einer, in Amerika sind zwei”287 (NMW1, para. 48). 

Core practice of the community is to advance capability development in NMW. This mainly includes 

testing of new concepts and adaptation of doctrine. “Then the need for better doctrine with the new 

systems. Another one is the need to review mine-laying doctrine and concepts and capabilities” (NMW2, 

para. 27). The constant knowledge exchange also enables the professionals to maintain the status of 

knowledge in a decreasing subject area. “Wir können nur anbieten, dass wir Ausbildung durchführen, dass 

                                                           
285 Translation by the author: We have a Naval Mine Warfare community of interest and the community (snapping 
fingers), yep, CoP, the Community of Practice We are a pool of people, who work in the minesweeper profession for 
20, 30 years. Who also worked on different levels, as squadron commanders (…). In our area, worldwide, we meet 
each other over and over. Well, this pool, we build the core for further development of the minesweeper profession. 
We have precedessors, we also have successors, who are growing into the business with some overlaps. Well, that 
all happens in our area. We know each other for 20, 25 years (…). In this respect it is like a small team or a small 
fellowship that meets over and over. That is across the Atlantic and works international. It also includes the Baltic 
States. That are students of mine and that are colleagues of mine with whom I went to sea. They also have conducted 
exercises together, just recently in Bahrain.  
286 Translation by the author: After your time as commandant and an additional position in NATO. You need to have 
some international experience. You need to be fluent in English. You need to have built up some reputation within 
the minesweeper profession.  
287 Translation by the author: Maximum 20. Worldwide. As I said, there are also civilians, some of them close to their 
pension age. One is in England, two in the United States.  
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wir Weiterbildung durchführen. Damit wir halt diesen Grund- Datenschatz oder Datensatz bewahren und 

pflegen. Das ist so das einzige was wir noch anbieten können”288 (NMW1, para. 118).   

From the management perspective of NMW COE, the other important role of the CoP is to multiply 

manpower. “I needed the community to work together on certain topics. Stefan was the one and only 

guy, who worked in there full time and when you have topics which require much more work you need 

other people to join in. One way to do it is the Community of Practice” (NMW2, para. 15). Another person 

supports this argument by stating that the CoP is essential for capability development: “Also ohne die 

können wir das vergessen. Wenn wir nicht die Unterstützung haben durch die Community of Practice (...). 

Dass wir uns gegenseitig in der Notwendigkeit bestätigen letztendlich, auch die Relevanz darstellen, indem 

man neue Sachen reinbringt”289 (NMW1, para. 100).  

Consequenlty, the work of the CoP and official events blend into each other. “Und dann haben wir die 

Naval Mine Warfare Conference, die halt quasi so ein Klassentreffen ist”290 (NMW1, para. 69). The CoP 

members do not only meet at such events, they deliberately use them to organise and steer their work, 

which mainy occurs in the working groups that are under the umbrella of the NATO Standardization Office. 

“Darunter sind dann die verschiedenen Working Groups. Dazu gehört dann auch die Naval Mine Warfare 

Working Group. Und diese Naval Mine Warfare Working Group ist unser Arbeitsmuskel“291 (NMW1, para. 

67). The members of the CoP and NATO working group are almost identical, which increases the efficiency 

of the meetings according to a COE member.   

“Das sind formelle Zusammenkünfte. Das Problem ist halt, dass wir eine sehr stark strukturierte und 
sehr stark auch fachlich kompetente Gruppe haben, die auch lange schon zusammenarbeitet, es weiß, 
zusammenzuarbeiten. Das heißt also, wir sind effektiv. Wir kommen zu Ergebnissen und nicht zu 
Blabla”292 (NMW1, para. 74).  

                                                           
288 Translation by the author: We can only offer to conduct training, to conduct further education. To keep and 
maintain our ‘hoard’ of knowledge. That is the only thing we are still able to offer.  
289 Translation by the author: Well, without them we can say good bye to that, if we don’t have the support from the 
Community of Practice (…).  To affirm each other in the necessity, and to demonstrate the relevance by introducing 
new topics and ideas. 
290 Translation by the author: Then, we have the Naval Mine Warfare Conference, which is kind of an alumni reunion.  
291 Translation by the author: Below that are the different NATO working groups, which also includes the Naval Mine 
Warfare working group. This Naval Mine Warfare working group is our working muscle.  
292 Translation by the author: These are formal meetings. The thing is that we form a very structured and quite 
competent group, which is working together over a long period and know how to work together. Meaning, we are 
effective. We deliver results, not only blabla. 
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This blend of formal structures and the CoP also applies for the management of the group. The three 

chairmen of the working group and the two subpanels also function as the informal leader of the CoP. 

“Diese drei, dieses Triumvirat quasi, unterstützt vom Director vom Naval Mine Warfare Center of 

Excellence, formt dann quasi diese informelle Führerschaft”293 (NMW1, para. 78). Consequently, the CoP 

can influence the official programme of work at the COE: “Das ist ja das Schöne, die, die die 

entsprechenden Forderungen stellen sind Teil der Community. Das einzige worauf wir reagieren müssen, 

sind halt politische Vorgaben und finanzielle Restriktionen”294 (NMW1, para. 112). Outside the formal 

meetings, the CoP uses Worknets as software for communication, which was deliberately initiated by 

NMW COE: “I wanted to steer and manage them” (NMW2, para. 35). 

The example of the NMW CoP shows that formal and informal elements of practive creation can interact 

very closely and even intermingle with each other. The members of the NMW working groups also belong 

to the NMW CoP, which developed from the shared history and career paths of the members. Starting 

point and precondition for this development is the common international education of minesweepers at 

the EGUERMIN, which leads to the establishment of a professional network. Because NMW forms a niche 

area, the group of professionals remains small, but more dedicated and committed over a long period of 

time. “Das ist kein Werdegangsmodell. Im Gegenteil, das ist eine Sackgasse. Aber die Leute, die wirklich 

das Interesse daran haben, diese Warfare Area weiterzubringen, die erkennt man dann”295 (NMW1, para. 

61). The COE management recognizes the CoP as a vital element to maintain the current body of 

knowledge and to establish new concepts and practices. Defining characteristics for the CoP members are 

dedication to the subject and their specific expertise. Although being an informal group, CoP work diffuses 

with the working groups and other conferences that form the formal foundation for regular meetings.      

Institutional entrepreneurs. NMW COE follows an attempt to use industry certificates on quality 

management to standardize processes. A first step was the certification of the EGUERMIN following the 

ISO 9001 standard, which is also foreseen for the COE as explained by the director.  

“Basically the reason for that is that I wanted to have a quality management system in place, especially 
for the school that you have fix processes in place on how you do evaluations, that you do good 
evaluations and that evaluations are used. That the lessons are well prepared. And in the end I also 

                                                           
293 Translation by the author: Those three, this kind of triumvirate, also supported by the director of the NMW COE 
is building this kind of informal leadership.   
294 Translation by the author: This is the good thing. Those, who are issuing the requests are part of the community. 
The only thing we need to take care of are political defaults and fianancial restrictions.  
295 Translation by the author: This is not a career path. On the contrary, this is a dead end. But the persons that are 
really interested to advance this area of warfare, you do recognize them.   
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want that for the COE, because it is also all about quality and quality management, so that is the reason 
why we started it” (NMW2, para. 3).    

While this was technically achieved without difficulties, another COE member is doubtful about the 

subject-specific advantages.   

“Das ist eine holländisch-belgische Idee, die sehr controlling-orientiert sind und solche Sachen mögen. 
Ich wurde auch gefragt: ‘Was bringt das jetzt?’ Kann ich jetzt nicht darauf antworten so richtig. (...) Es 
ist vielleicht nicht schlecht wenn man jetzt wirklich mal das rein Prozeduale haben will, aber was das 
Fachliche betrifft, das kann natürlich von ISO nicht abgebildet warden. Da haben wir auch die Ebene 
Sicherheit und Klassifizierung mit drin und das ist was anderes”296 (NMW1, para. 28).  

The topic was also introduced at the COE director’s conference in 2015 with the idea to use the ISO 9001 

certification as substitution for the Periodic Assessment for COEs (see chapter 4.3.1). Since both 

certifications are measures for quality assurance, it was argued that this approach would ease the 

assessment efforts of HQ SACT. On the other hand, all COEs would require to follow the ISO standard and 

the COE section would lose the regular interaction with the organisations, which has been used to 

disseminate best practices. Although the approach did not meet support from the audience, it 

nevertheless demonstrates the openness of COEs to utilize industry standards and to forward progressive 

ideas. In this case, it is unlikely that the approach will develop into an institutionalized practice.        

Sources of authority. The main source of authority at NMW COE is the professional expertise in the 

functional domain that is recognized beyond NATO. “Wissensmanagement. Das ist das Pfund mit dem wir 

wuchern können. Und das ist auch akzeptiert weltweit”297 (NMW1, para. 88). Thus, the right qualification 

of personnel is an important prerequisite to confer this expertise. In this unique case, the EGUERMIN is 

providing education for minesweeper professionals of all European Navies.    

“Seit ich bei der Minenabwehr bin, seit '85, war ich quasi jedes Jahr an der EGUERMIN für längere oder 
kürzere Ausbildungsabschnitte, selber Ausbilder und so weiter. Insofern war das eine logische 
Konsequenz, dass ich als jemand, der seit jetzt über 30 Jahren in der Minenabwehr tätig ist, mal 
irgendwann an dieses Institut komme (…). Mein Vorgänger hat einen ähnlichen Werdegang 
gemacht”298 (NMW1, para 5).  

                                                           
296 Translation by the author: This is a Dutch-Belgian idea, who are focusing a lot on controlling. I was asked about 
the benefits, but I couldn’t give a clear answer (…). Maybe it is not bad for the pure structural approach, but 
concerning the functional parts, they cannot be depicted by ISO. There, we also need to look at security and 
classifications, which is a different story.     
297 Translation by the author: Knowledge management. That is our strong point. And that is accepted, worldwide.  
298 Translation by the author: Since I joined the minesweepers, since 85’, I habe been at the EGUERMIN every year 
for longer or short periods of training, also as instructor and so on. In so far it was a logical consequence to be posted 
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The account demonstrates how expertise in the minesweeping profession develops over decades prior to 

an assignment to the COE. Next to the subject matter expertise, also international experience, and an 

understanding of NATO structures and procedures are important criteria the officers develop in different 

positions over time. While this is similar to other COEs, such as JCBRN, a signifcant difference is the small 

size of the COE with only two true fulltime positions. Therefore, others might link the COE not only to 

expertise, but also to the ‘face’ of the organisation. “Man kennt mich auch. Ja, also fragen Sie mal in der 

deutschen Marine nach oder im Ministerium und so weiter, da kriegen Sie ein, (lacht.) ‘Ach, der mit der 

Mine’”299 (NMW1, para. 122). Consequently, military rotation is much more delicate in a small 

organisation. An advantage is the existing community of minesweeper professionals, which does not 

require to rebuild the networks and prevents loss of knowledge. Future COE members come from the 

same group, are familiar with the location of the EGUERMIN, and have known each other throughout their 

careers. Therefore, they do not require a long period to get accustomed.  

On the other hand, structural changes impose a danger to the level of competence in the minesweeper 

profession. In the German Navy units have been tremendously downsized from 72 to 10 vessels, which 

on the long run reduces the pool of possible candidates. “Man hat immer mehr Probleme, den Nachwuchs 

zu bekommen. Noch klappt das, noch haben wir auch wirklich gute Nachfolger, muss ich sagen. Da bin ich 

glücklich drüber. Aber es ist ein Krampf. Das ist nicht mehr der Pool, aus dem man schöpfen kann”300 

(NMW1 para. 116). Next to the structural changes, the minesweeper profession has low career prospects 

in the Navy. The COE member observes: “Die Tendenz ist ja, dass man von der Seefahrt weggehen möchte 

als Marineoffizier, um dann entsprechend in Stäben die höheren Weihen zu empfangen. Im Gegensatz zu 

dieser blöden Arbeit hier mit Kotzen in die See und solchen Dingen”301 (NMW1 para. 116). A progression 

of this tendency would lead to the decline of specialist crafts in favour of generalist staff work. Last, the 

challenge of preserving the current level of competence is further intensified by the unpopular image of 

                                                           
at this institute, as someone who is working in the minesweeper profession for more than 30 years (…). My 
precedessor followed a similar career path.    
299 Translation by the author: They know me. Well, if you ask around in the German Navy or in the Ministery and so 
on, they will say (laughing), ‘the guy with the mine’.   
300 Translation by the author: It is increasingly difficult to recruit new talent. It is still functioning, we still have 
qualified successors I need to say, which I am happy about. But it is a struggle. There isn’t this pool anymore you can 
draw on. 
301 Translation by the author: The trend is that you want to move away from going to Sea as a naval officer to receive 
your merits at a headquarters. In contrast to this daft work with vomiting and such things at Sea. 
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mines, the absence of a threat perception, and a low visibility of minesweeping activities, which reduces 

chances for high level support.    

Sources of identity. NMW COE issued a vision document in 2015 that clearly focuses on the subject 

matter. “NATO NMW forces are to ensure the safe use of the seas and approaches to ports against sea 

mines and/or maritime IED (improvised explosive devices) for military and commercial purposes in 

peacetime, crisis and war” (NMW COE 2015: 1). The document has been developed in an internal process 

with the intent to define the role of the COE in a long term strategy for the development of the capability. 

“Die Hauptfunktion ist, dass wir als Knowledge und Wissens-Hub Expertise weitervermitteln können an 

verschiedene Stellen. Wie gesagt, wir haben jetzt die Vision, die ist letztendlich auf unserem Mist 

gewachsen”302 (NMW1, para. 86). The vision further includes the ambition to overcome the organic 

shortfalls in training and funding. “By 2030 NATO Naval Mine Warfare will provide a robust and flexible 

capability that is durable, affordable, sufficiently manned, trained, and ready to deploy anywhere in the 

world at a moment’s notice” (NMW COE 2015: 3). 

This vision does not lead to a distinct corporate identity because NMW COE technically only consists of 

two staff members. However, there are two other important sources of identity. First, the reputation and 

tradition of the EGUERMIN. “EGUERMIN hat einen Namen. 50 Jahre Jubiläum ist jetzt gefeiert worden. 

Die beiden Verteidigungsminister Holland und Belgien waren beide zusammen hier und haben dann eine 

Festrede gehalten (…). Und EGUERMIN hat definitiv einen Namen”303 (NMW1, para. 194). Second, the 

career path as minesweeper leads to unity and identity: “Die Minenabwehr ist an sich schon Verbindung. 

Gerade wenn man so lange in der Minenabwehr gearbeitet hat, dann ist es fast so ein Verhältnis wie ein 

älteres Ehepaar. Also dass man sich sehr gut kennt. Man weiß um die Wichtigkeit und man weiß auch um 

die Probleme”304 (NMW1, para. 190). 

                                                           
302 Translation by the author: The main function for us is to take the role as knowledge hub to convey expertise to 
different stakeholders. Like I said, now we do have the vision that has derived from our own ideas.    
303 Translation by the author: EGUERMIN is a brand. We just celebrated the 50 year anniversary. Both ministers of 
defence, from Belgium and the Netherlands participated together and gave a speech. (…) EGUERMIN certainly has a 
reputation.  
304 Translation by the author: Naval mine warfare as a branch is a community. Especially if you have worked in the 
area for such a long time you develop a relation like an elderly married couple. You know each other very well. You 
know the importance and the issues at hand.     
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Especially the identification with the profession as minesweeper is endangered by the current budget 

cuts. The anecdote from past exercises describes how unity within the community was fostered and 

shaped by activities that included all members of the profession, but also how this got lost.    

“Wir haben eine Corporate Identity als Minensucher. Das wird natürlich weniger, je weniger Leute wir 
werden. Wenn ich das nur auf Deutschland projiziere hatten wir damals die Operation Schwertfisch. 
Das war einmal alle zwei Jahre ein Treffen entweder in der Nordsee oder in der Ostsee, wo auch alle, 
aber auch alle Minensucher, die irgendwie fahren konnten, sich entweder in Wilhelmshaven, oder in 
Olpenitz, oder in Kiel getroffen haben (…). Als Teilnehmer hat das echt was gebracht. Es haben sich 
alle gesehen, und das ist nicht mehr”305 (NMW1, para. 192) 

NMW COE has formulated the future roadmap for the capability, but does not have a corporate identity 

as COE. Instead, the members of the profession as a whole are united by the dedication towards the 

subject matter. Moreover, the binational naval mine warfare school EGUERMIN has a fifty year history 

that is recognized throughout the profession as a uniting and shaping training institute.  

Sources of legitimacy. NMW COE draws legitimacy from external recognition and formal adherence to 

the COE concept. Both sources are contested and impose a significant obstacle to the organisation. Being 

one of the three maritime COEs, NMW COE is also subject to the discussion on duplication, which was 

addressed the CSW COE case study (chapter 5.6). Following the analogy of the three maritime COEs as a 

matryoshka doll, it can be argued to combine CSW and NMW COEs.  

“Man könnte natürlich auch sagen: Okay, dann machen wir [den] Naval Mine Warfare Teil komplett 
ins CSW (...), dass man hier halt quasi eine Zweigstelle vom CSW macht (...). Dann kommen wiederum 
auch die nationalen Wünsche, Erfordernisse und auch die Gefühle dann mit auf und man sagt 
EGUERMIN hat einen Namen. EGUERMIN ist nun mal minenabwehrmäßig die bedeutendste 
Institution, die wir in der NATO haben”306 (NMW1, para. 166). 

The account demonstrates that national interests cannot be neglected in this context. Especially the 

entangled combination of the COE and the EGUERMIN results in diverting interests that hamper additional 

nations to join. According to one COE member, some nations fear that their contribution would rather 

augment the bi-national school than add to the work of the COE: “I was asked by some of the nations, 

                                                           
305 Translation by the author: We do have a corporate identity as minesweeper. Needless to say that is on the decline 
with the fewer members. When I look at Germany, back than we had ‘Operation Swordfish’. That was a bi-annual 
meeting either in the North or the Baltic Sea in which all minesweeper, all minesweeper that could float met in 
Wilhelmshaven, Olpenitz or in Kiel (…). That was really beneficial as participant. You met everybody, but that is gone.        
306 Translation by the author: Well, you could of course argue: ‘okay’ let’s integrate the Naval Mine Warfare part into 
CSW (…), that you have a satellite of CSW here (…). Then there are again national interests, requirements and 
sentiments appearing, saying EGUERMIN has a reputation. After all, EGUERMIN is the most relevant institution of 
the minesweeper profession in NATO.     
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who are interested to join as a Sponsoring Nation, where they stated that if the school is part of the COE, 

there would be too much interaction between those two and benefit for the school, instead that it would 

be to the benefit of other elements in naval mine warfare” (NMW2, para. 31). The school on the other 

hand, worries other nations’ influence on the bi-national education. “It is a bi-national school. So it gives 

lessons to Belgian and Dutch students. If we would open up the COE for Sponsoring Nations that would 

mean that the Steering Committee would have a say on our bi-national education because they would be 

entitled to do so” (NMW2, para. 31). The previous analysis of the blended structures has shown that this 

argumentation is not without reason.  

A plausible explanation for this situation is the origin of the COE. Being one of the oldest COEs, NMW was 

accredited without anybody paying close attention to the formal proceedings. In principle, the EGUERMIN 

simply received the additional accreditation as NMW COE. “Weil diese ganze existierende Struktur einfach 

nur COE genannt wurde und ein Schild gemalt wurde”307 (NMW1, para. 13). Hence, NMW COE was never 

conceptualized as a genuine COE, which is further stressed by the fact that it is the only COE that did not 

sign an operational MOU. All these differences come to the fore by comparing NMW and CSW COEs.    

“CSW ist da ein bisschen anders. Das CSW ist ja als COE nach bestem Vorbild aufgestellt worden (...). 
Mit der Zugangsberechtigung, mit dem Reinpiepen, mit der gesamten Supporting-Struktur: mit 
LEGAD, mit Rechnungsführer, mit allen, ein perfektes COE. Also so muss ein COE doch aussehen, oder? 
Im Gegensatz zu dem war EGUERMIN dann einfach hier: ‘Du bist COE. Alles klar?’ – ‘Alles klar.’ Nein, 
sagen wir mal: ‘Ich will COE sein.’ – ‘Ja, alles klar!’ So wurde das gemacht und so ist das entstanden”308 
(NMW1, para. 157). 

The account clearly demonstrates how flaws in the early accreditation can impact the current situation.  

From a formal perspective, NMW COE is lacking the operational MOU and is not following all of the four 

pillars. Moreover, Germany is contributing with a permanent liaison officer, but not as a SN. Therefore, 

the COE also lacks the principle of internationality. Hence, the organisation does not meet the formal 

criteria of a NATO COE. To mitigate these significant shortfalls, NMW COE has initiated structural reforms 

and is rewriting the MOUs. According to a COE member this is a decisive condition for acquiring additional 

SN. “Es wird ein offizielles, ein richtiges, korrektes MOU unterschrieben werden und auch entsprechend 

besprochen werden zusammen mit Tony Wedge. Und dann sagen wir: Okay, jetzt haben wir diese 

                                                           
307 Translation by the author: Because this whole existing structure was simply named COE and we painted a logo.   
308 Translation by the author: CSW is a little different. CSW was founded as a model COE (…). With controlled access 
by chip cards, the whole supporting architecture: a LEGAD, financial controller, everything, a perfect COE. This is 
how a COE should look like, right? In contrast to that, they simply said to EGUERMIN: ‘you are a COE, you got it?’ ‘All 
clear!’ Let’s say it differently: ‘I want to be a COE’ – ‘Alright, you got it!’ This is how it was done, how it emerged.        
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entsprechenden legalen Voraussetzungen geschaffen. Jetzt könnt ihr eure Posten füllen‘“309 (NMW1, 

para. 23). A second part of the reform is the external certification with ISO 9001, which is seen as 

additional validation of the organisation, but has no impact on the NATO accreditation process. The 

reform of the COE is aimed at an organisational construct that resolves the mixed structures with the 

EGUERMIN and complies with the formal criteria of the COE concept.     

“The overall name will be EGUERMIN and EGUERMIN will consist of a COE and it will consist of a school. 
But they are separate organisations and they have separate authorities to which they are reporting. 
So the COE has the Steering Committee and the bi-national school has the persons responsible for 
education and training in the Netherlands and in Belgium” (NMW2, para. 33).  

Also the second source of legitimacy, external recognition, bears several difficulties. In the inclusion-

analogy of the three maritime COEs, NMW forms the inner circle with the narrowest and most specialized 

subject area. Thus, the COE itself is unlikely to cause duplication. However, the analysis has shown that 

the minesweeper profession is facing a general threat of reduction with little incentives for naval officers 

due to the low career prospects. This unpopularity inside the navies is further aggravated by the negative 

public image of mines as ostracized weapons. The only mean to increase popularity is by clearing areas of 

the North and Baltic Sea that have been contaminated during the First- and Second World War (Nehring 

2005; Die Welt 2008), a prospect that faces opposition at the COE:    

“Altlastenbekämpfung, das ist für mich und von meiner persönlichen Meinung eine absolute 
Verschwendung von Energie und Geld. Das wirkt wunderschön nach außen, es ist eine wunderbar 
pressewirksame Sache, aber was machen Sie? Die blasen Sachen hoch, die nicht ungefährlich sind, 
aber keine Relevanz haben, und die, wenn Sie das wirklich konsequent verfolgen würden, die 
gesamten Ostsee-Marinen für die nächsten tausend Jahre beschäftigen würden”310 (NMW1, para. 38). 

Thus, the COE’s recognition is confined to the small group of minesweeper professionals. High level 

military support and positive public attention are unlikely.   

Logic of investment. At NMW COE investment follows several logics. As it has been already shown in the 

analysis, multinational cooperation is an important mean for mutual cost reduction and defence synergies 

to mitigate the reductions in the minesweeper profession. Especially the founding nations Belgium and 

                                                           
309 Translation by the author: There will be a signature to an official, a formally genuine MOU, which will be discussed 
together with Tony Wedge. After that we can say: ‘Okay, now we have met the legal preconditions. Now you can 
start filling your positions’. 
310 Translation by the author: From my personal opinion clearing of military waste is an absolute waste of energy 
and money. This receives wonderful external recognition and media attention, but what are you actually doing? You 
are blowing things up that are not without hazard, but are irrelevant. If you would act consequently, you would keep 
all of the Baltic navies busy, for the next thousand years.    
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The Netherlands are following this rationale by using the EGUERMIN as shared training centre for their 

minesweeping professionals. Being the focal point for naval mine warfare education also follows the logic 

of professional excellence, where the EGUERMIN has built a strong corporate identity and reputation. 

While this supports the training pillar of transformation, the attached COE further contributes to capability 

development by doctrinal reviews, maintaining the knowledge base, and serving as hinge for knowledge 

exchange across the navies. Thus, a rationale of investment derives from several logics that are reinforcing 

each other. The only caveat is the missing legal foundation of the COE that prevented other nations from 

joining. While the lengthy process of reform is not yet concluded, Germany, Italy, and Poland have started 

negotiations to formally join the COE (ACT 2016: 31). 

This combination of logics is also present on the level of the individual officer. Professionals are embedded 

in an international environment, and often stay in their area of expertise throughout their careers. One 

person describes this professionalism as main incentive to stay in the minesweeping business:  

“[Es] ist auch eine persönliche Einstellung, ob man jetzt diesen Bereich der höheren 
Kommandobehörden und diese Knochenmühle durchgehen will und ob man daran Spaß hat [an] 
diesen politischen Aufgaben, oder ob man lieber was Fachliches machen möchte. Wenn man mir die 
Wahl lässt, ne, dann mache ich lieber das was ich kann”311 (NMW1, para. 63). 

The account further stresses the high degree of coherence among logics in the case of NMW COE. The 

main explanation for that is the well-defined subject area. NMW is a historically grown capability that is 

structurally embedded across navies with clear career paths and similar education.    

This coherence in the profession also marks the primary conclusion of the case study of NMW COE. Deeply 

rooted in the logic of professional excellence, the COE follows a clear basis of attention and mission that 

is translated into the strategy of capability preservation and development through multinational 

knowledge exchange. Executed in a deliberate community of highly experienced professionals, the COE 

serves as the connecting organisation of recognized standing and nurtures the identity of the 

minesweeper profession through the tradition of the EGUERMIN. The coherence in sensemaking within 

the profession is further achieved by the supporting logics of transformation and multinational 

cooperation. 

                                                           
311 Translation by the author: It is also about personal preferences if you want to serve in the more relentless higher 
headquarters and if you like those political tasks, or if you like to do something subject-specific. If I get to choose, 
well, than I would rather do what I am good at.  
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6 Comparative Case Study Analysis 

The case study analysis in chapter five provided an intra-organisational perspective on practice creation 

and the contribution to capability development at eight COEs, in response to the analytical gap of the 

macro-level analysis in chapter four. This micro-perspective has concentrated on how individual actors 

contribute to knowledge management and capability development through the creation and 

reproduction of organisational practices and routines. The theoretical framework of institutional logics 

was applied to show how individuals are enabled and constrained on their actions and sensemaking 

processes by their institutional environment The aim of this chapter is to provide a comparative analysis 

of the findings from each COE to derive general conlcusions on the processes at the micro-level. Moreover, 

the combined findings from the micro-level build a foundation for explanations on the macro-level. 

The chapter follows the structure of the case study analysis and will compare the results for each of the 

ten categories (6.1 – 6.10). This comparative analysis will show how the COEs contribute to knowledge 

management and capability development within their functional area by using different means of 

information exchange. Special attention is directed towards informal groups of practitioners in the field 

of expertise – the communities of practice – that allow for multinational knowledge exchange and 

harmonization between different stakeholders. The theoretical foundation will show that actors often 

face institutional complexity of different logics that provide enabling and limiting influences (or factors) 

for knowledge management. This is followed by an analysis of the most recent debate among actors of 

the organisational field that COEs should act as a collective, and not as individual organisations (6.11), 

determining if this trend leads to the development of a new institutional logic of the field. The chapter 

concludes with the discussion of the results (6.12) by determining the main factors from institutional logics 

that influence actors´ sensemaking, practice creation, and routines. These contingency factors are 

enabling and limiting knowldege management and capability development by COEs and commuities of 

practice. The comparison to the macro-level shows how larger society-level logics and beliefs are 

translated into local circumstances and influence actors´ behaviour. The results provide an answer to 

research question two and three of this study.  

6.1 Event Sequencing and Historic Contingency 

The comparative analysis of the defining events for COE establishment results in a differentiated picture, 

which is illustrated in table 6.1. The main constituting event for the establishment of the COEs was the 

Prague Summit in 2002. The idea to close capability gaps, and to mitigate the reductions of the NCS by 
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voluntarily established multinational competence centres is expressed in the COE-concept (NATO 2003b). 

The individual birth of each COE however, follows several logics and interests.      

Table 6.1: Category Comparison ‘Event Sequencing’. 

COE Event sequencing – constituting events  
C2 COE Political and competence-based establishment; no co-location with relevant entities;   

established on an existing structure in 2007; 8 SN (average); 22 PAX (below average);   
“The Netherlands claimed a position within HQ SACT, and in order to do so they have 
founded a COE” (C2_2, para. 75). 

CCD 
COE 

Political and competence-based establishment; located in capital city; established as COE in 
2008; 20 SN and contributing nations (highest number); 58 PAX (above average); maturation 
phase and restructure activities; “The centre and the number of nations that joined have 
increased drastically. So we have more people, we have more money, more projects and the 
organisation is more complex” (CCD7, para. 62). 

CCOE  Competence-based establishment; located in capital city; established on an existing 
structure in 2006; 7 SN (below average); 53 PAX (above average); two relocations 

CSW 
COE 

Competence-based establishment; co-located with DEU Navy HQ; established as COE in 
2008; 7 SN (below average); 42 PAX (average); maturation phase and restructure activities;  
“2011 haben wir erstmalig eine Maritime Security Conference gemacht in Kiel, mit 250 
Teilnehmern, das war hier in Kiel schon mal ein großer Aufschlag. Spätestens dann wussten 
alle, die NATO sitzt auch an der Förde”312 (CSW2, para. 7). 

JAPCC Political and competence-based establishment; co-located with DEU AF HQ and CAOC; 
established on an existing structure in 2006 (first COE); 15 SN (above average); 89 PAX 
(highest number); highest amount of post vacancies; maturation phase and restructure 
activities  

JCBRN 
COE 

Political and competence-based establishment that filled a PCC gap; co-located with a 
national CBRN research laboratory; established as COE in 2006, based on national 
competencies; 12 SN (above average); 81 PAX (above average); maturation phase, 
restructure and development of Reach Back element in 2015;  
“Like a child, you know that the people, first to establish all those internal SOPs (…). Really, 
also NATO did not use the COE properly in 2006-2010” (CBRN1, para. 10).  

MILMED 
COE 

Political and competence-based establishment; located in capital city and co-located with 
national military hospital; satellite unit (DHSC) in separate location; established as COE in 
2009; 10 SN (above average); 53 PAX (above average); DHSC in 2011; maturation phase; “So 
actually our first months, and I can say years, one of the most important communication 
task of the COE was to communicate the benefits of the COE to the political leadership and 
to the military leadership was well (…)” (MILMED3, para. 9). 

                                                           
312 Translation by the author: In 2011 we conducted a Maritime Security Conference with 250 participants in Kiel for 
the first time. This was a big hit. At that moment everybody new that NATO is also present in Kiel. 
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NMW 
COE 

Competence-based establishment; co-located as part of bi-national Naval Mine Warfare 
school; established as part of an existing structure in 2006; 2 SN (below average); 2 PAX 
(lowest number); restructure activities; 
“Meine IT-Leute sind EGUERMIN Leute, mein Budgeting geht über deren Leute und so was. 
Es ist kein dediziertes Personal das nur für das COE zuständig ist (…)”313 (NMW1, para. 19). 

 

One logic behind the establishment of COEs is to advance NATO transformation as foreseen in the 

conceptual documents. Evidence for a competence-based establishment was found in all case studies, 

mainly related to previous national capability development in the particular area. A clear relation between 

an identified capability gap in NATO as origin for a COE could be traced for JCBRN COE (NATO 2005). This 

confirms the logic of transformation as plausible foundation for the establishment of COEs. The cases 

further show that the establishment of international military organisations often follows a political 

rationale, which can be guided by multiple interests. Examples are the preservation of existing military 

structures in the cases of CCOE and JAPCC, a claim for high ranking officers in NATO, linked to the 

establishment of C2 COE, or, to raise a NATO flag post to increase national prestige and to exploit strong 

capabilities of the FN. Examples for the latter are CCD COE, JCBRN COE, and MILMED COE. This supports 

the expectation that the logic of multinational cooperation is dominant at the society level. Both logics 

can further explain that some COEs have been developed from existing structures, and others have been 

newly founded as COEs. Only the case of NMW COE does not allow for a clear distinction. The COE was 

developed in parallel to the existing bi-national school of EGUERMIN, but not replacing the organisation. 

The result is a hybrid COE with intertwined structures. “Diese Konstruktionen hier sind alle sehr 

EGUERMIN-lastig. Hat natürlich mit der reinen Lehre des COE nichts zu tun. COE-LEGAD, Financial Control, 

Admin, Wache, Security und der ganze andere Kladderadatsch, IT, das ist alles durchmischt hier”314 

(NMW1, para. 19). This example shows that each COEs has an individual character.   

Another commonality are continuous processes of organisational development. In five cases officers 

argued that their COE needed some time to mature, and to find its role and recognition as multinational, 

NATO-accredited competence centre. This confirms the statements from the COE section: “A new COE 

has no idea what to do, so we help them. And as I just said there were the lessons learned. New COEs 

                                                           
313 Translation by the author: My IT guys belong to the EGUERMIN, also my budgeting is worked by their personnel 
and so on. There is no personnel that is purely dedicated to the COE (…). 
314 Translation by the author: This construction is quite EGUERMIN-heavy. This has nothing to do with the pure 
function of the COE. LEGAD, financial control, administration, guards, security and all the other stuff, IT, all of that is 
mixed.    
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have a flying start in comparison to the old ones” (IW7, para. 12). Younger COEs, although not included in 

the case study analysis because they offer little insights on practice creation, have incorporated best 

practices in their MOUs and are less confronted with this liability of newness (Freeman, Carroll and 

Hannan 1983), also because growth of an organisational population increases legitimacy (Carroll and 

Hannan 1989: pp. 525). The continuous process of maturation represents organisational learning, 

sometimes related to a sequence of significant events at some COEs. Examples are the integration of the 

DHSC branch as satellite at the MILMED COE, and the establishment of the reachback function at JCBRN 

COE. Also the relocation of the CCOE had an impact on the organisation, but was caused by external 

reforms within the armed forces of the FN. Besides those significant developments, some COEs are 

pursuing internal reforms, usually to broaden the operational portfolio. Examples for that are CCD COE, 

CSW COE, JAPCC, and NMW COE. Furthermore, organisational development is also triggered by growth 

and decrease of SN. While there is only the example of Belgium terminating the sponsorship at C2 COE, 

especially CCD COE and JCBRN COE are continuously growing, which increases resources and capacities.  

Another important factor for the COEs are their locations. Previous research has shown that the 

geographic location has an influence on cognition and decision making within organisations and their 

logics (Lounsbury 2007; Marquis, Glynn and Davis 2007). The organisational population of COEs is spread 

across 20 nations in Europe and the United States. Hence, a cultural footprint of the FN is expected and 

could be traced in the MOUs as well as in minor structural differences as shown in chapter 4. While there 

was no evidence for geographically shaped logics, the location of the COEs nevertheless enables and 

constrains practice creation. In the cases of JAPCC, JCBRN COE, MILMED COE, and NMW COE, it can be 

expected that co-location with relevant national structures of the same practice fosters additional 

knowledge exchange and synergies. The vicinity to a national capital can increase the political attention 

and further offers important infrastructure, such as international schools for the multinational staff. 

Absence of such infrastructure can result in critique. “Actually the position on the COE in Vyskov, it’s not 

so great here, let me say, and doesn’t offer help to our families. So when it was decided to choose this 

location here, [it] was because of Sponsoring (Host) Nation business, to improve the quality of this garrison 

here” (CBRN4, para. 3). However, decisions on the location solely fall in the domain of the FN. In total, 

eleven COEs are co-located with a national capital, seven with relevant national military structures, and 

two with NATO HQs or training facilities. As a result, 19 of 26 COEs can utilize either of those 

circumstances, which both apply for MILMED COE. How and if the location has a positive effect on practice 

creation is shown in the further analysis. 
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The analytical category of ‘event sequencing’ demonstrates that each COE has its individual background 

and founding narrative, although there are many commonalities. Moreover, analysing the organisational 

origins through the historic and cultural lens enables a more nuanced interpretation of events and 

relationships (Greenwood et al. 2010: 535). The exploitation of capabilities that are of particular interest 

for the FN, or are further developed upon existing structures, demonstrates that the founding logics are 

historically contingent. One example for that is the historic tradition of the Czech Republic to function as 

lead-nation for CBRN defence during the Warsaw Pact (personal communication JCBRN COE, OCT 2015; 

also see NATO 2005: para 57). Also military medicine has a long tradition in Hungary with prominent 

academic institutes at the Pecs- and Semmelweis Universities in Budapest as well as a leading role of 

deploying mixed medical surgery teams in Afghanistan, which was praised as “probably the highest kind 

of interoperability” (MILMED3, para. 9). The EGUERMIN celebrated its 50th anniversary in 2015 

(EGUERMIN 2016), which stresses the tradition of bi-national cooperation in the subject area. Germany’s 

experience in operations in the littoral and shallow waters of the North- and the Baltic Sea is reflected in 

the establishment of COE CSW (Bundeswehr 2015; CSW COE 2016).  

Thus, each COE is facing different expectations and requirements from its Framework Nation. These 

differences require to tailor organisational practices to the local institutional environment. This illustrates 

the importance of local environments for the development of organisational structures (Lounsbury 2007), 

and explains the differences between the COEs. Such factors result in institutional pluralism and often 

prevent the development of a single dominant logic, as shown in the analysis of state offices on dispute 

resolution by Purdy and Gray (2009: 363). The same applies for the development of NATO COEs, which is 

guided by the logics of multinational cooperation, transformation, and professional excellence. The 

historic origins and underlying logics provide a first indicator for enabling and constraining factors for 

knowledge management. COEs that have been built on existing national or multinational competencies 

on the subject, such as CCD, CCOE, CSW, JCBRN, MILMED, and NMW COEs, are likely to have an active 

role in capability development and knowledge management. COEs that have been established for political 

reasons of multinational cooperation, or to preserve existing structures, are less likely to take this role. 

Moreover, knowledge management can be performed more efficiently in an environment with other 

relevant actors in the vicinity. 

6.2 The Functional Area as Basis of Attention  

The category ‘basis of attention’ is central for understanding the core topics organisational actors are 

focusing on. Which topics become central is a continuous process of sensemaking that derives from 
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deeper meaning of constituting institutional logics. Therefore, the analysis of attentional processes 

provides a first indicator on how organisational principles are shaped by institutional logics. The only, but 

unambiguous, common denominator across all cases is that the primary focus of attention rests on the 

functional area of the COE. None of the COEs in the analysis radically deviates from the organisational 

purpose to be a multinational competence centre on a given subject. Therefore, the attention of every 

COE is directed to capability development in a multinational environment that requires knowledge 

management between the COE, the Sponsoring Nations, and NATO. This said, the scope and definition of 

the different functional areas is diverse, and sometimes hard to compare as suggested by the evidence in 

table 6.2. 

Table 6.2: Category Comparison ‘Basis of Attention’. 

COE Basis of attention – functional domain   
C2 COE “As of today, the topic itself, or the main theme as Command and Control is not so well 

defined” (C2_1, para. 8); 
“There is no common opinion about what C2 is. Not within NATO, but also not in the 
centre itself and there have been some attempts by some people to give a clear 
understanding on C2” (C2_2, para. 31).  
Universal military principle to exercise command and authority, not a capability; no 
universal definition; extremely broad 

CCD COE Cyberspace is “the environment formed by physical and non-physical components, 
characterized by the use of computers and electro-magnetic spectrum, to store, modify 
and exchange data using computer networks” (Schmitt 2013: 258); 
cyber is an emerging and highly specific new capability; cyber needs to be integrated 
with older capabilities; cyber applies to military and civilian aspects; focus of attention 
on technical, policy and legal aspects. 

CCOE  CIMIC is the specific military capability to the wider concept of CMI; CMI is applicable 
to all military personnel; clear definition in NATO, but not very tangible; CMI is a mind-
set and not a capability; huge complexity of interaction with civil actors. 

CSW COE CSW is defined as a geographical area, not as military function or capability; broad 
focus of attention that includes many civilian stakeholders from merchant shipping to 
harbour management; CSW is a niche area of wider maritime operations. 

JAPCC Classic military service; includes multiple capabilities; extremely broad; focus of 
attention is divided on sub-disciplines; “We have the advantage that we are covering a 
whole realm and not a niche area” (JAPCC1, para. 22). 
“We're kind of like a whole bunch of little COE's put together” (JAPCC7, para. 46). 

JCBRN COE Specific capability; well-defined subject matter; international recognition; clear career 
path; focus of attention on a political dimension and specific technical/scientific 
matters; further focus on operational reachback. 
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MILMED COE Specific capability; old and defined subject; universal for all militaries and in civil life; 
distinct profession and career path; focus on multinational standardization and health 
of forces; additional operational focus on health surveillance;    
“You know, our profile is medical. So we are really lucky on this way because medical 
issues are, are existing in civilian life as well” (MILMED6, para. 85). 

NMW COE Specific naval capability; legacy of contamination from previous conflicts; niche area; 
focus of attention on capability preservation, justification of the capability to mitigate 
the negative image; “The Sea Lines of Communication are the Achilles heel of NATO 
Defence and Commerce” (NMW COE 2015). 

 

JCBRN, MILMED, and NMW COE represent military capabilities, which are historically grown and defined 

by policy documents and doctrine. Within national armed forces these capabilities are structurally 

embedded as military branches with distinct education and career paths. Their members share a 

professional understanding and identification that is projected on a common goal, which is the defence 

against a tangible security threat, as described for JCBRN and NMW, or the essential provision of military 

healthcare. CIMIC is also defined as a military capability, but is less tangible. Although interaction between 

military and civilian parties was a given fact throughout history, the recent understanding of NATO CIMIC 

only emerged during the Balkan missions (Brocades-Zaalberg 2006: 405; Corbe 2009: pp. 29). Despite the 

fact that CIMIC is defined by policy and doctrine in NATO, most nations have not embedded CIMIC as a 

branch of its own, or merged the capability with neighbouring disciplines, such as Information Operations, 

in the structure of their armed forces. Consequently, CIMIC personnel does not organically grow as a 

profession, instead, it is temporally appointed from other branches. Moreover, CIMIC is embedded within 

the greater mind-set of CMI, which is applicable to all military personnel and therefore less defined. The 

aim of CMI as mind-set and CIMIC as capability of interaction and cooperation with civil actors also 

remains indistinct.           

The specific characteristic of cyber is the recent development of the subject. Cyber is not yet fully 

implemented and operationalized in policy and doctrine, and nations are still in the process to structurally 

establish cyber as a branch or competence area (Bundesministerium der Verteidigung 2016). Despite this 

uncertainty, the COE staff already developed a professional understanding and identification that is 

projected on the defence of cyber security threats. Moreover, cyber represents not only a military 

capability, it is also defined as a virtual space to conduct operations. 

Air and Space Power cannot be considered as capabilities, they represent a whole military service that, 

similar to cyber, defines an area of operations. The air and space domain consists of multiple capabilities 
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such as fighter planes, helicopters, or drones. Some of these are military branches, which are reflected in 

career paths, but together they mark a broad area. For example, helicopters and drones are often an 

integral part of the Army and not the Air Force, which highlights the diversity within the COE. Also CSW 

and C2 are not defined as military capabilities. CSW is a geographic region and therefore a space for 

operations that mainly belongs to naval affairs. Operations that take place in the CSW domain include 

several naval capabilities, but can also be subject to Air, Land, and cyber. C2 is a universal military principle 

that is applied by all services and in all operations. The absence of a common definition and the generalist 

nature of C2 result in an indistinct subject area. Figure 6.1 presents a categorization of the different 

subject areas from broad areas of operations to defined military capabilities.  

Figure 6.1: Categorization of COE Subject Matters. 

 

The comparison of the subject areas as the main basis of attention demonstrates huge differences in 

scope and status of definition. A distinct focus of attention is considerably higher for COEs that represent 

a military capability that is structurally embedded as a branch in national armed forces, and pursuing a 

clear goal. The absence of these criteria has been recognized as difficulty by several COEs. A member of 

C2 COE for example states: “last week someone in a conference I was, described C2 as a monster. 

Command and Control is a huge monster, and he was right because C2 is a very broad area” (C2_3, para. 
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8). An officer of JAPCC argues similarly: “we cover a huge area, but there are many gaps where we are just 

not able. If you compare it to others we may be a bigger organisation as COE, but (…) there are others 

who take care of specific areas” (JAPCC4, para. 65). This demonstrates that a clear focus of attention and 

distinction of the functional domain are contingent for COEs.  

Linking the focus of attention to the institutional logics further demonstrates institutional complexity. The 

common denominator of attention towards the functional area shows that the focus of attention is 

primarily guided by the logic of professional excellence to advance the capability. This is supported by the 

logic of multinational cooperation, which provides the frame for nations to partake in multinational COEs. 

Looking at attention towards the logic of transformation, which represents NATO’s initial aim to establish 

COEs, leads to more differentiated results. The original idea of the PCC was to increase specialization in 

niche capabilities (Ivanov 2011: 131; Johnson et al. 2013: 43). Several NATO documents highlight the 

desire to increase development and interoperability in such niche areas, explicitly for Human Intelligence, 

Cyber, CIMIC, or CBRN defence (NATO 2004a; NATO 2005). In fact, all of these are covered by COEs. On 

the other hand, this match only applies for the COEs that are focused on a defined capability, which did 

not always occur during the early days of COE establishment as criticized by an officer at HQ SACT. “Die 

eigentliche Grundidee, dass Länder ein COE in Nischenfähigkeiten aufstellen in denen Sie gut sind, wurde 

so nie umgesetzt. Die ersten 5 COEs wurden akkreditiert ohne das es dafür ein Prozedere gab” (IW9, para. 

19)315. A result of these flaws in the application of the COE concept are extremely wide subject areas for 

some COEs, which makes a targeted focus of attention increasingly difficult and hampers effective 

knowledge management on a specific subject. Especially the subject areas of C2 COE and JAPCC fall under 

this category and can hardly be considered as niche capabilities. Moreover, COE staff also highlighted 

attention towards current security challenges to increase the relevance of their subject areas as shown 

by the anecdotes provided by JCBRN, CSW, CCD, and NMW COE, demonstrating that attention is not only 

directed towards transformational capability development, but also towards operational matters. Thus, 

the logic of transformation is not the primary logic for the focus of attention, but has a supporting 

influence.   

The analysis clearly shows that the functional domain is guiding the focus of attention. The diversity of 

subject areas in scope and definition provides a challenge for COEs working on less defined or very broad 

domains. Attention of organisational actors is also shaped by institutional logics. Primary logic in shaping 

                                                           
315 Translation by the author: The principle idea that nations establish COEs along niche areas they are good at was 
never applied. The first 5 COEs have been accredited without procedures.  



Chapter 6 

312 

the focus of attention is the logic of professional excellence, especially for those functional domains that 

resemble a military branch or profession, such as CBRN, MILMED, and NMW. This also explains the wider 

focus on operational topics within the subject area. The logics of multinational cooperation and 

transformation have a supporting role in shaping attention due to their influence on the constituting 

principles of COEs. Overall, the attentional focus of COEs stretches across the variety of narrow and well-

defined, towards broad and indistinct functional domains. The functional area as basis of attention can 

both enable and constrain effective knowledge management by the COEs. COEs that are working in clearly 

defined subject areas have a clear focus on capability development and can exchange knowledge among 

experts in their Sponsoring Nations and in NATO. If the subject is indistinct, capability development is less 

focused. Moreover, anchorpoints in NATO or the Sponsoring Nations may be equally vague or ill defined, 

which hampers goal-oriented knowledge exchange.    

6.3 The COE’s Mission as Core Rationale that Drives Behaviour  

The mission of each organisation defines the core rationale that drives behaviour. Each of the analysed 

COEs operates with a formulated mission statement that is part of the functional MOU and publicly 

displayed on the homepage. The formulations of the mission statements are centered on the functional 

domain of the COE, but share many commonalities across the case studies that derive from different 

institutional logics. Table 6.3 summarizes the main elements of each mission statement and the 

interpretation by the COE.  

Table 6.3: Category Comparison ‘Basis of Mission’. 

COE Basis of mission – NATO transformation, capability development and corporate goals   
C2 COE “We support NATO, nations and international institutions/organisations with subject 

matter expertise on Command and Control” (C2 COE 2016).  
“Das ist Utopie C2 Experte zu werden. Das ist Wahnsinn, aber man soll es immer 
versuchen”316 (C2_5, para. 93). 

CCD 
COE 

“Our mission is to enhance the capability, cooperation and information sharing among 
NATO, NATO nations and partners in cyber defence by virtue of education, research and 
development, lessons learned and consultation” (CCD COE 2016). 
Support to NATO transformation along the four pillars; defining the capability with strong 
legal and technical focus; advancing international law on cyber. 

CCOE  “To assist NATO, Sponsoring Nations and other military and civil institutions/organisations 
in their operational and transformation efforts in the field of civil-military interaction by 
providing innovative and timely advice and subject matter expertise in the development of 

                                                           
316 Translation by the author: It is utopic to become C2 expert. This is nuts, but you should always give it a try. 
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existing and new concepts, policy and doctrine; specialised education and training; and the 
contribution to the lessons learned processes” (CCOE 2016); “It is important to build bridges 
between organisations, to build bridges between the military and civilian part” (CCOE3, 
para. 40); “Das Zusammenbringen von Expertise. Das ist glaube ich mehr die Aufgabe eines 
Centres of Excellence als selber die Expertise komplett zur Verfügung zu haben”317 (CCOE1, 
para. 81); Support to NATO transformation along the four pillars; Implementation of CMI; 
cooperation with civil actors. 

CSW 
COE 

“The mission of the COE CSW is to provide joint and combined Subject Matter Expertise in 
the range of Operations in Confined and Shallow Waters (CSW) for NATO and the nations 
participating in the COE CSW in order to advance future developments, and in particular, to 
support NATO Transformation” (CSW COE 2016); “Das ist tatsächlich ein weltweiter 
Outreach immer mit Rückbezug auf NATO”318 (CSW1, para. 27); Support to NATO 
transformation along the four pillars; advancement of Operational Maritime Law; global 
outreach. 

JAPCC “The JAPCC, as a team of multinational experts, is to provide key decision-makers effective 
solutions on Air and Space Power challenges, in order to safeguard NATO and the Nations’ 
interests” (JAPCC 2014a; 2016); “Air Power has been of the utmost importance to the NATO 
Alliance since its inception” (JAPCC 2014a: 5); Support to NATO transformation along the 
four pillars; increasing interoperability; high level visibility.  

JCBRN 
COE 

“Provide advice in all CBRN defence related areas; (…)” (CBRN COE 2016) 
“This is not a NATO problem, it is a whole world problem. If we succeed we must do 
the proper work in the civil-military cooperation with the partners (…)” (CBRN1, para. 
36); Support to NATO transformation along the four pillars; increasing 
interoperability; operational role in CBRN Reachback. 

MILMED 
COE 

“NATO MILMED COE supports the NATO Command Structure, other NATO bodies, national 
medical services and civilian organisations with subject matter expertise” (MILMED COE 
2016a); “We provide operational health surveillance for NATO deployments” (MILMED5, 
para. 6); “We are kind of a central hub (…). If something comes up related to military medical 
they come to us” (MILMED6, para. 83); “Der Austausch, der Hub für Military Medicine in 
Bereichen, die in erster Linie für den Einsatz fokussiert sind, das sehe ich als die 
Kernaufgabe”319 (MILMED1, para. 16); Support to NATO transformation along the four 
pillars; increasing interoperability and standardization; operational role in DHSC; applicable 
to civil health care. 

NMW 
COE 

“The mission of EGUERMIN as a Centre of Excellence (COE) is to support SACT in his efforts 
of transforming NATO by providing NATO with subject matter expertise in the field of Naval 
Mine Warfare (NMW) with a primary focus on education and training” (NMW COE 2016); 

                                                           
317 Translation by the author: Bringing expertise come together. For me rather this is the task of a Centre of 
Excellence than provide all the expertise ourselves.  
318 Translation by the author: The outreach is indeed global. But always with a reference to NATO. 
319 Translation by the author: The exchange, being the hub for military medicine in areas that primarily focus on 
missions that in my opinion is the core task.  
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“Fachlich ist es so, dass wir versuchen den Standard der Minenabwehr, der sehr hoch war 
in '91 und langsam aber abgebaut wurde, (…) wieder hochzubekommen oder auch einen 
Pool von Expertise zu bewahren”320 (NMW1, para. 38); Increasing interoperability; 
preservation of capability through multinational work; dual mission of COE and 
EUGUERMIN. 

 

The formulations of the mission statements are linked to a plurality of the logics of transformation, 

professional excellence, and multinational cooperation. All mission statements explicitly demonstrate 

support to NATO transformation. Common formulations are “to support NATO transformation” (CSW COE 

2016), “to assist NATO” (CCOE 2016), or “we support NATO” (C2 COE 2016). Most of the mission 

statements further specify this support by referring to the four pillars of the COE concept (NATO 2004b: 

1) in exact or similar formulations. However, the interpretations and practical execution of the mission 

demonstrates that the focus of some COEs is exceeding the four pillars by including additional aspects. 

These are mainly the work on legal areas in the cyber and CSW domains, and operational support with 

the reachback function at JCBRN COE, the DHSC branch at MILMED COE, and the network defence of IT-

infrastructure at CCD COE. Together, all of these areas are expressing a strong aim to enhance 

synchronization and interoperability within the functional area and NATO.   

A link to the logic of professional excellence can be clearly traced in the mission statements of seven COEs 

with the exception of C2 COE. Common phrases in the formulations are to provide ‘subject matter 

expertise’ (MILMED, NMW, CSW, C2), ‘advice and solutions’ (JCBRN, CCOE, JAPCC), or to ‘enhance the 

capability’ (CCD). An officer at JAPCC pointedly states: “They call them centres of excellence, but really 

what they are is, they're really centres of knowledge. It's a specific group of people that was designed to 

be brought together to have specific expertise to work on problems” (JAPCC7, para. 57). Although the 

mission of C2 COE postulates to offer subject matter expertise on C2, the staff contradicts this statement 

by arguing that the topic is too broad to be developed at the COE. This problem originates in the fact that 

the functional domain of C2 is a universal military principle and not a defined capability.  

In principle, also the logic of multinational cooperation is present across all case studies, because the 

rationale of COE establishment is built on the principle of multinational participation (NATO 2003b: 1), 

and every organisation of the case study analysis consists of a minimum of two nations. The ongoing 

attempt at NMW COE to attract additional SN further demonstrates that being multinational is of 

                                                           
320 Translation by the author: From a competence perspective, we try to reestablish the standard of minesweeping, 
which was very high back in 91’, but gradually degraded (…). We need to keep a pool of expertise.    
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importance for the organisations. By taking a look at the overall population of COEs, there are only two 

exceptions that are established by a single nation: Mountain Warfare COE in Norway and the Centre for 

Analysis and Simulation for Air Operations in France. In the latter case, France is not able to establish an 

International Military Organisation, because it is not member of the Paris Protocol (NATO 1952) that 

provides the legal frame for this process.  

Multinational cooperation further forms an integral part of the mission statements, often exceeding 

cooperation with NATO and the SN. Examples are formulations such as “NATO nations and partners” (CCD 

COE 2016), “other military and civil institutions/organisations” (CCOE 2016) or, “national medical services 

and civilian organisations” (MILMED COE 2016). The degree of cooperation with other entities varies and 

is dependent on the focus of attention of the functional domain. While the similarity to civilian medicine 

and the rationale of civil-military cooperation logically lead to a broad focus for MILMED COE and CCOE. 

JAPCC, JCBRN COE, and C2 COE on the other hand, interpret their mission as ‘NATO first’. The cooperation 

with actors outside NATO encompasses a broad field as shown by the following examples:  

“Die Industrie ist insofern mit drin, dass einige in die Industrie wechseln, ne? (…) Eine Menge von 
meinen Kollegen, Kommandanten, Kameraden sind mittlerweile bei Atlas zum Beispiel”321 (NMW1, 
para. 52).   

“I would like to see the participation in some form, whatever shape that takes with Asian partners (...). 
And, while we haven’t started that process here, we are looking at becoming more involved in their 
conferences, workshops, Asia formats, so that we can begin that kind of dialogue” (CBRN2, para. 19).  

Also the work on International Law by CSW and CCD COE is generally determined on consensus by nations, 

and is therefore not limited to NATO boundaries. A topic expressed by four of the COEs is the intent 

towards cooperation with the European Union, following the rationale that most of the SN are members 

in NATO and the EU. “Interessant natürlich auch gerade der Link zu NATO und EU, der über unser COE 

sehr gut möglich ist (…). Allein schon durch die Mitgliedsstaaten. Bis auf die Türkei sind alle bei uns EU-

Mitglied”322 (CSW1, para. 25). An officer at JCBRN COE similarly argues: “the problems are the same, the 

threat is the same! For the European Union and for us. Because my country and your country, we are both 

European Union members and NATO members. But for any reasons sometimes formal liaison is not so 

easy to reach” (CBRN7, para. 138). One area in which JCBRN and CCOE are working towards mutual 

                                                           
321 Translation by the author: The industry is also included, in the sense that some colleagues did the transition, 
right? (…) Many of my colleagues, commandants and comrades are now working for Atlas for example. 
322 Translation by the author: Another interesting part is the link between NATO and the EU that can be established 
via our COE (…). For the reason alone that all our SN are EU members, apart from Turkey.   
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cooperation is education and training, where the EU has initiated the concept of discipline leader that is 

almost identical to the role of Department Head in NATO. Two officers at JCBRN COE explain:   

“There is only a different name. The EU is using Discipline Leader, NATO uses Department Head, ok? 
That is only a different name, but the same English, the same procedures. Germany and the Czech 
Republic are a part of the EU and of NATO. We see that this is not easy, but we try to use the good 
synergies to help NATO and the EU” (CBRN1, para. 38).  

“We signed up the letter of intent for the common training between NATO and EU in the area of CBRN. 
So all our courses here at COE are open to EU. And we are the guarantor to coordinate NATO's training 
with the European Union. We are in close touch with the EU CBRN discipline leader, which is the Czech 
Republic. So we coordinate and synchronize the individual training and education with them” (CBRN8, 
para. 67).  

This shows an example of how COEs can contribute to NATO’s policy to increase cooperation with the EU 

that was stated during the Wales Summit in 2014: “we look forward to continued dialogue and 

cooperation between NATO and the EU. Our consultations have broadened to address issues of common 

concern, including security challenges like cyber defence, the proliferation of weapons of mass 

destruction, counter-terrorism, and energy security” (NATO 2014b: para. 104). The existence of a COE on 

all of the examples stated in the summit declaration put further emphasis on the argumentation by JCBRN 

COE. During the Warsaw Summit in 2016, NATO reassured this course of action: “the European Union 

remains a unique and essential partner for NATO. Enhanced consultations at all levels and practical 

cooperation in operations and capability development have brought concrete results” (NATO 2016: para. 

121). The potential of this cooperation was also stressed by senior generals at HQ SACT.   

“COEs are very much in line with NATO strategy and with ACT vision because they are open as well to 
partnership. (..) Partnership is a great mission and a great vision for the future, for NATO and more 
generally speaking for the European Union, for our nations. Because this is how we built cooperative 
security” (IS7, para. 13). 

Another policy maker emphasizes on the flexibility of COEs because they operate outside the formal 

hierarchies of the NCS. “But for the Centres of Excellence, they're open. You can invite somebody from 

the African Union to come and to attend the meeting. So this could be a good tool for one of NATO’s core 

tasks: Cooperative Security” (IS6, para. 3). 

Despite the political intent to increase the cooperation between NATO and the EU, practical realization is 

nevertheless difficult and hampered by official channels as one officer at CCD COE explains. “Mit der 

Europäischen Union (schnalzt) gibt es, Anlaufschwierigkeiten dahingehend, dass beide Seiten sich 

blockieren und drauf warten, dass sie von ihren Gremien autorisiert werden, mit den anderen zu 
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sprechen. Das ist bei der EU so, und das ist bei uns so”323 (CCD1, para. 11). Although the flexible nature of 

COEs is enabling informal partnerships to the EU and other non-NATO actors, they need consensus and 

approval by the SN to engage in formal partnerships, which is a political decision.   

The overall rationale that drives behaviour, which is expressed in the mission statements of the COEs, 

mostly demonstrates similarities, shaped by the logics of transformation, multinational cooperation, and 

professional excellence in the functional domain. The different interpretations of the mission statements 

are revealing more variety, driven by the specifics of the functional domain and stretching from a focus 

on the development of a new capability at CCD COE to the preservation of the minesweeper profession 

at NMW COE. Moreover, COEs are often following a wide approach of cooperation with partners outside 

NATO. These include non-NATO nations, supranational organisations such as the EU and UN-agencies, but 

also civil actors from the industry, academia, and the NGO sector. Therefore, multinational cooperation 

forms a fundamental characteristic for COE action. However, this principle is sometimes bounded by 

official channels despite the general independence of COEs. The different interpretations and focus in the 

COE’s mission statements show a graduate change in the influence of each of the institutional logics. While 

the three logics of transformation, professional excellence, and multinational cooperation are present at 

each COE, one logic is often stronger than the others. For the pure military functions of JAPCC and C2 COE 

transformation forms the dominant logic. JCBRN COE emphasizes on ‘NATO first’, too, but also has a 

strong tradition of the profession, and a broad focus on multinational cooperation outside NATO. The 

COEs of the other case studies primarily focus on professional excellence within their subject area, which 

is complemented by multinational cooperation and directed to support NATO. A commonality stretching 

across all logics, is the need for more cooperation as requirement to improve multinational capabilities. 

  

                                                           
323 Translation by the author: There are initial difficulties with the EU in the sense that both parties are blocking each 
other and wait to be authorized through formal channels to communicate. That is within the EU and it is the same 
for NATO.  
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6.4 COE Strategies to Address the Logic Base of Attention 

The category ‘basis of strategy’ describes the main activities of each COEs to address the focus of attention 

on the subject area. Listing the main activities provides evidence for both, a broad portfolio of action and 

many commonalities across the case studies: 

• Doctrine development (CCOE, CSW, JAPCC, JCBRN, MILMED, and NMW COE) 

• Education and training including exercises (C2, CCD, CCOE, CSW, JAPCC, JCBRN, MILMED, and 

NMW COE) 

• Lessons learned (CCOE, JCBRN, and MILMED COE) 

• Own concept development and experimentation (C2, CCD, CCOE, CSW, and JAPCC) 

• Operationalization of political guidance (JAPCC and MILMED COE) 

• Operational support (JCBRN and MILMED COE) 

• Development of international law (CCD and CSW COE) 

• Publications (CCD, CCOE, CSW, and JAPCC) 

• Integration in NATO working groups (CCOE, CSW, JAPCC, JCBRN, MILMED, and NMW COE) 

• Standardization and interoperability (JAPCC, JCBRN, MILMED, and NMW COE) 

• Own conferences and events (C2, CCD, CCOE, CSW, JAPCC, and NMW COE) 

This broad portfolio is often based on the underlying understanding as a think tank, which was emphasized 

by CCD, CCOE, CSW, and JAPCC, and further results in a high amount of flexibility in project execution by 

the staff. Table 6.4 provides a more detailed overview on strategies of COEs.  

Table 6.4: Category Comparison ‘Basis of Strategy’. 

COE Basis of strategy – examples of main activities   
C2 COE “Obviously there is no real product required except from what’s stated in the Programme of 

Work, which is a very broad area and not specific” (C2_2, para. 35). 
“You always are getting into balloons of others from HQ SACT (…) and suddenly HQ SACT 
says, ‘hey you skip that subject’, than you have nothing” (C2_2, para. 55). 
No clear course of action after NEC project was terminated; no cohesive internal strategy; 
knowledge exchange through annual conference and support to training. 

CCD 
COE 

“It has become pretty clear to everybody that reaching an international consensus on 
something that is concerning cyber is very difficult” (CCD6, para. 13). 
“I think we have more direct policy relevance impacts than most other COEs. Because NATO 
is still struggling itself with what the hell to do with this” (CCD4, para. 68).  
Less formal roles and no representation in NATO WGs; support to DH; academic research to 
develop the legal frame and common understanding of international law on cyber; 
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knowledge exchange through conferences, publications and training; practical applications 
through exercises; flexibility to develop own ideas, but caveat of national secrecy 

CCOE  “We have the chance to shape the future in a sense of defining or not only defining the 
training, education objectives. CIMIC-wise. But, but also executing them, so being custodian 
and being department head, that means a lot” (CCOE5, para. 62).  
Work along the four pillars; representation in NATO WGs; custodian for doctrine; DH for 
CIMIC training; CIMIC LL community; own concept-development; embedded in NATO 
structure; limited engagement with civil actors; knowledge exchange through official fora 
and social media; flexibility to develop own ideas.    

CSW 
COE 

“Wir wollen insgesamt mehr zu einem Think Tank werden. Das ist aber bei der militärischen 
Mentalität sehr schwierig in die Köpfe zu bekommen”324 (personal communication CSW 
COE, May 2015); “Inhaltlich zielt das Projekt darauf ab Konsens zwischen den 
Rechtsberatern in der maritimen Community zu erlangen. Die Ergebnisse dienen dann oft 
als Basismaterial für staatliches Recht”325 CSW5, para 5). Work along the four pillars; 
representation in NATO WGs; support to doctrine development; DH for maritime operation; 
development of operational maritime law; knowledge exchange through conferences, NATO 
WGs and publications; flexibility to develop own ideas.    

JAPCC “We are not in the normal tasking stream of other organisations, right. So, that that's the 
main benefit of the COE is that we can take tasks and really sink our teeth into it to use a 
slang term” (JAPCC7, para. 38). Translation of Wales Summit guidance into practical 
applications; work along the four pillars; representation in NATO WGs; support to doctrine 
development; DH for Space Power; own concept development; embedded in NATO 
structure; knowledge exchange through conferences, NATO WGs and publications; flexibility 
to develop own ideas.    

JCBRN 
COE 

“I'm the chairman of the training exercise panel, and I'm department head. So being double-
hatted I can easily synchronize all that work” (CBRN8, para. 11); “The reachback capability 
is a static and remote capability that is virtually connected to the level necessary” (CBRN2, 
para. 63). Work along the four pillars; representation in NATO WGs; custodian for doctrine; 
standardization through training and exercise panel and as DH; knowledge exchange 
through conferences, training and exercises; embedded in NATO structure; operational role 
of CBRN Reachback; support by secondary network; limitation on Nuclear Weapons. 

MILMED 
COE 

“We have someone that attends every working group that COMEDS has. We have a 
representative. So all those working groups are covered (…)” (MILMED4, para. 70). 
“Nations are collecting their own health surveillance data. And we’d like to facilitate some 
sharing of that knowledge, sharing of experience” (MILMED5, para. 103). 
“We were a very small part of big NATO exercises. And we'd liked to see that as a bigger 
focus” (MILMED4, para. 13). 

                                                           
324 Translation by the author: Overall, we want to grow more into a think tank, which is difficult to plant into military-
driven mindsets.  
325 Translation by the author: The project is aiming to build consensus among the legal advisors within the maritime 
community. The results often serve as foundation for national law.  
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Work along the four pillars; representation in NATO WGs; custodian for doctrine; 
multinational synchronization and knowledge exchange through training and exercises (DH); 
embedded in NATO structure; constraint by national stovepipes; operational role of health 
surveillance    

NMW 
COE 

“Wir bilden aus, wir schreiben die Vorschrift, wir bringen die Vorschrift an den Mann und 
wir sind in den Manövern zum Beispiel in kompetenter Stelle vertreten”326 (NMW1, para. 
177). Work along the four pillars; custodian for doctrine; multinational (global) 
synchronization and knowledge exchange through training and exercises; utilization of COE 
and EGUERMIN; focal point for minesweeper capability; very constrained by budget and 
manning  

 

A large amount of COE actions can be subsumed under the four pillars of the COE concept (NATO 2004b: 

1), which demonstrates the attentional focus on contributions to NATO transformation. This is often 

pursued by taking a formal role in NATO. Of the total population of 26 COEs, ten COEs are leading doctrine 

development as custodian, 14 COEs are Department Head for education and training, and eight 

organisations are coordinators of a lessons learned community (ACT 2016: 60). One officer at HQ SACT 

assumes that the contribution of COEs to doctrinal development is even exceeding the efforts of elements 

within the NCS.  

“The real question is, we had more than 600 requests for support, so what? We have 21 credited COEs. 
So what? We need to look into the products, and the outcomes the COEs provide. And for instance for 
doctrine-related stuff, how many COEs are custodians or are influencing the NATO AJPs and so on? So 
how many policies, or how many doctrines, how much of them are done by the COEs? And I think we’ll 
find a lot of interesting facts. You’ll have official publications or policies done by the COEs, while other 
entities, part of NATO structure won't do that much. So I would say after passing this beginning 
enthusiasm of having whatever COEs, we should go further and assess their work and their impact on 
NATO” (IW5, para. 49). 

It is surprising that NATO is outsourcing this fundamental task by giving the custodianship to COEs, which 

formally are not part of NATO, a fact that was also observed by COE members.   

“First of all I was surprised that we could be seen as custodian of a NATO doctrine because we are not 
a NATO organisation. I mean we are not part of the NATO structure. I would say that doctrine would 
be something that’s very much owned by the organisation itself. But then I understood that many 
COEs have fulfilled this role as custodian” (CCD4, para. 80).  

On the other hand, this shows that NATO acknowledges the subject matter expertise and professional 

excellence of the organisations by trusting them with formal responsibility for a substantial task. The same 

                                                           
326 Translation by the author: We train, we write doctrine, we implement doctrine and we insert competence into 
exercises from key positions.  
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conclusion also accounts for the role as Department Head for education and training, which was 

established more recently during the introduction of a new training policy (NATO 2015c).    

The data further demonstrates that COEs have also exceeded their initial portfolio of the four pillars by 

additional activities, which often are guided by specific attentional foci within the subject areas. Examples 

for that are the development of the cyber capability with the specific attention to legal affairs, and the 

work on operational maritime law by CSW COE. Political guidance from NATO Summits provides further 

opportunities if it coincides with the subject area of a COE. “In AAR we provide a very practical solution to 

an operational challenge. That has a direct and useful implications. We are approached by the CAOC on 

that and we can help them to bring the pairings of tanker and fighter aircraft together” (JAPCC2, para. 

51). Another area is the contribution to standardization in the domains of JCBRN and MILMED. The very 

technical nature of CBRN needs to be translated into applicable terminology and procedures as one COE 

member describes: “one aspect I haven’t mentioned is the translation we do. A very scientific, technical 

answer needs to be translated into operational military language” (personal communication JCBRN COE, 

October 2015). 

Also the profession of military medicine highlights the importance of standardization. “Definitely. It's a 

must. When the stakes are this high that literally lives can depend on it, and in a very visible way, then 

you have an excellent motivation to the really standardize your stuff” (MILMED3, para. 97). While this 

process is similarly influenced by civilian healthcare, the COE stresses the specific importance of medical 

standards in military operations, which follows a formal procedure in NATO. “One main player is the 

military standardization working group in COMEDS. It is important to achieve a common language in 

operations. Each nation should understand the language. Exercises are an important tool for multinational 

training of medical personnel” (MILMED7, para. 8). The topic of standardization is also addressed in the 

management literature by the volume of Brunssun and Jacobsson that label standards as an important 

tool to create order and synchronize processes by storing knowledge in agreed rules and technical 

solutions (2000: pp. 41). The fact that standards are not formal doctrine, but best practices that can be 

followed voluntarily makes them an important tool for COEs to provide additional agreements on topics 

that cannot reach formal consensus in NATO. However, once established, standards have proven to be 

robust and enduring practices (Ibid: pp. 63) and therefore form “highly legitimate rules” (Ibid: 171), 

because they provide coordination without authority.        

These examples are characterized by professional excellence and multinational cooperation. Especially 

the latter is seen as an enabler for knowledge exchange and the role as think tank. The strong focus on 



Chapter 6 

322 

synchronization also reflects the core rationales of NATO’s Connected Forces Initiative to increase 

interoperability. Main means for sharing information are different NATO fora, own conferences, and 

publications. Thus, COEs form a flexible test environment for multinational concept development and 

practical application through training and exercises. Prerequisites are a working environment that allows 

for individual development and academic research that is not contested by operational pressures or 

national constraints, which was stressed by COE members throughout the case studies. One officer at 

MILMED COE states: “the focus is more on interoperability, international cooperation, and looking beyond 

your own national interests to what is of interest to NATO. And those can be very similar, and sometimes 

they can be very different” (MILMED4, para. 82). COE work is facing limitations at the moment when 

national stovepipes or security prevent and restrict information sharing and knowledge exchange. Overall, 

the main actions of COEs are strongly shaped by the logic base of attention and also congruent with the 

mission statements. The primary logic that shapes COE strategy is professional excellence, supported by 

the logics of multinational cooperation and transformation. One topic that was barely mentioned in any 

of the case studies is inter-COE cooperation, despite the similarities in strategic approaches and 

interconnection between the functional areas. Possible areas for cooperation could be the legal work of 

CCD and CSW COE, overlaps in the geographic area of CSW and NMW COE, or a link to CCOE when CSW 

topics focus on merchant shipping. The only identified area of mutual cooperation is along the work on 

biohazards of JCBRN COE and the DHSC branch of MILMED COE.   

6.5 Coordination of Practice Creation at COEs 

How do COEs translate their basis of attention, mission, and strategy into organisational practices and 

measurable output? Following the self-perception of COEs as think tanks, it is not surprising that the 

organisations give attention on how to structure knowledge. Hence, the COEs are an example that the 

importance of how to structure knowledge management processes (Wenger, McDermott, and Snyder 

2002: 6), and how to utilize knowledge as a resource (Zboralski 2007), is not only a topic in the private 

sector, but also for military organisations. However, this marks a new area for most military practitioners, 

who have been socialized in a military culture that values the execution of hierarchy over the development 

of critical thinking. Hence, the discussion which formal and informal elements are used for practice 

creation is providing a contribution to fill an important analysis gap for multinational military organisations 

as shown in chapter four. The formal governance structure between the COEs, their Sponsoring Nations, 

and elements of the NATO Command Structure is mainly a tool to distribute requests for support and 

discuss topics of concern for the organisational field, which mainly focus on administrative areas such as 
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budget and legal affairs. These formal coordination elements are not designed to yield any conclusions on 

the working results of COEs and their actual contribution to NATO transformation along the four pillars 

and other areas of work. Consequently, the analysis of practice creation by COEs required to change the 

perspective to the micro-level of the individual COE and their members to examine how they increase and 

share knowledge, thereby leading to the creation of new organisational practices and routines.        

By looking on how COEs bring their strategies into action, a simultaneous use of several mechanisms 

appeared across the case studies. First, formal mechanisms are utilized to integrate the COEs into NATO 

structures and procedures of reporting and project initiation in capability development. Such elements 

are standing NATO working groups, the annual discipline conferences on training and education, 

conducted by the Department Heads, the coordinating meetings among the COEs, and the COE’s own 

events like the annual CyCon conference, or the Vigurous Warrior exercise. Second, these official events 

are accompanied by a much more diverse appearance of informal meetings and customs by the 

practitioners. Informal activities comprise of personal networks, expert groups, virtual exchange 

platforms, and other discussion fora. Main agents of both formal and informal mechanisms are the COE 

members, because people are the sources of explicit and tacit knowledge (Nonaka 1994). Consequently, 

the institutional order of the profession is characteristic for the formal knowledge exchange, the order of 

the community for informal processes.        

While formal processes of knowledge exchange are subject to reporting and controlling, the effects of 

informal mechanisms is less tangible. A concept of growing attention in the literature on knowledge 

management to capture the value of learning in informal settings are communities of practice (Brown and 

Duguid 1991; 2001a; Wenger 1998; 2000; Lave and Wenger 1991). With the statement that “CoPs are a 

natural part of organisational life”, Wenger, McDermott, and Snyder (2002: 12) argue that communities 

are not a new phenomenon, but require a methodological approach both by executives and in sociological 

research to discover their full potential.  

In her comprehensive overview on the state of research on the subject, Zboralski (2007) makes three 

important observations. First, CoPs have different aims than the formal elements of the organisation. They 

are focusing on specific topics, not on operational results. Therefore, there is no dependency between an 

informal CoP and operational objectives (Ibid: 56), which leads to the central difficulty of measuring the 

results and effectiveness of CoPs (Ibid: 108-111). This problem lies in the nature of tacit knowledge that 

is not available in scripts and manuals or institutionalized in the structure of organisations, but in the head 

of employees (Agrifoglio 2015; Davenport and Prusak 1998). Moreover, in the consensus-based, political 
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environment of NATO, doctrine and other concepts are always a result of formal working groups, and of 

national staffing and ratification procedures. Knowledge that is generated and shared in informal CoPs is 

contributing to these processes, but is not always visible and tangible in the final result. Furthermore, the 

military constitutes a not-for-profit environment in which measures of success are generally difficult. Yet, 

the characteristics of the military profession (Chapter 5.2) also show a high degree of group cohesion 

within the military (Siebold 2007; 2011), and thus creating a favourable environment for the development 

of CoPs. Zboralski further argues that CoPs develop especially in hierarchical organisations to work around 

inflexible organisational structures (2007: 35). By viewing the contributions of COEs as results of socially 

constructed processes (Jepperson 1991: pp. 153), this section aims on demonstrating the value of 

practitioner groups by using anecdotes (Fontaine and Millen 2004; Wenger et al. 2002: 168) to increase 

the awareness on the contribution of informal knowledge exchange for practice creation by COEs.  

Second, Zboralski’s literature review concludes that there is no universally valid model of a CoP (2007: 78; 

also see Wenger 1998; Agrifoglio 2015). CoPs are self-organised, neither static, nor stable, and cannot be 

formed by management (Lave and Wenger 1991). While these features make them a difficult subject for 

analysis, they can be structured on three main characteristics. First, they are centered on a domain of 

knowledge, which forms the logic base of attention and provides legitimacy and identity. Second, a group 

of people that cares about the domain and builds the community for knowledge exchange and learning. 

Third, the practices that are developed within the group, which consist of the social interaction and group 

organisation, as well as the solutions to specific problems within the domain (Wenger, et al. 2002: 27-40). 

This distinguishes CoPs from other groups such as project teams that have a practice, but are formalized 

elements, and personal networks that form a practitioners group, but lack a practice or defined domain 

(Zboralski 2007: 48; Wenger 1998; Wenger and Snyder 2000; Wenger et al. 2002: 42). 

The third contribution focuses on the subject of managing CoPs. Because the flexible and differentiated 

nature of CoPs makes them a difficult subject of analysis, most studies are exploring the phenomenon 

instead of developing tools how to measure the results (Zboralski 2007). However, one strand of research 

argues that the full potential of CoPs for operational efficiency and innovativeness can only be reached by 

active management and cultivation (Borzillo, Schmitt and Antino 2012; Saint-Onge and Wallace 2003; 

Wenger et al. 2002). The studies agree that managing CoPs is a delicate subject that even contradicts the 

principle of self-organising groups. To disentangle this paradoxon, it is argued that CoPs should not be 

confronted with controlling and classic management practices, but receive support in form of general 

awareness, legitimacy, and space to operate within organisations (Zboralski 2007; von Krogh 2002; 
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Wenger and Snyder 2000). Consequently, a caveat remains: “CoPs as self-managing and self-directed 

entities may be of value to a business organisation, but precisely because they are self-managing and self-

directed, their contribution to the organisation will always be uncertain” (Kimble and Hildreth 2005: 4).  

The case study analysis in has shown that COE members take part in a variety of CoPs. These groups show 

different characteristics and are not always pure in the sense of being self-organised. They linger at the 

border to the formal organisation and often use official events for their purpose. Also the management 

at COEs shows a different degree of awareness and support to CoPs. All case studies have demonstrated 

that COE members view networks and personal contacts as an invaluable source to exchange information 

for their work. CoPs or similar structures could be identified in seven of eight the case studies, but in very 

differentiating forms. These include groups within the COE, intra-organisational groups, or other 

communities outside the COE in which single members take part. Also the purpose of the groups varies 

from preservation of knowledge, the exchange of information on a certain topic, or developing a clear 

practice of updating each other. They further differ in size, lifespan, and degree of formalization, thereby 

confirming the observation of Wenger et al. that CoPs take many different forms of organising (2002: pp. 

24). A commonality across CoPs at COEs is their multinational composition. Table 6.5 provides an overview 

on the identified groups and their main characteristics. The following discussion will analyse their interplay 

with the formal organisation and possible contribution to practice creation.   

Table 6.5: Identification and Classification of Practitioner Groups at COEs. 

COE Group Domain Community Practice Classification 
C2 Operational 

Planning  
Training Military planners  Support to NATO 

training  
CoP/ formal 
network 

CCD  Tallinn Manual Law on Cyber Legal experts Interpretation of 
law  

Project team 

CCD Locked Shields Technical cyber 
exercise 

Cyber experts Mutual learning/ 
running exercise  

Formal event/ 
CoP 

CCOE LinkedIn 
forum 

CIMIC training  Military and 
NGO 

Mutual learning  personal 
network 

CSW Maritime Law Maritime Law Legal experts Interpretation of 
law 

CoP → project 
team 

CSW Maritime 
Strategy 

German Navy Strategists White paper 
creation 

Project team 

JAPCC Rotary wing  Helicopter Pilots  Mutual learning  CoP 
JAPCC Space ‘Bro 

network’ 
Space Space experts Developing 

doctrine 
CoP → NATO 
WG 
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JCBRN  Polish CBRN 
community  

CBRN 
profession 

Polish CBRN 
officers 

Mutual learning / 
synchronization 

CoP/ personal 
network 

JCBRN British CBRN 
communities 

CBRN 
profession 

British CBRN 
officers 

Mutual learning CoP 

JCBRN US CBRN 
communities 

CBRN 
profession 

British CBRN 
officers 

Mutual learning CoP 

MILMED Branch head 
round table 

MILMED Branch Heads Mutual learning / 
synchronization  

CoP 

MILMED PECC training  Medical training  Evacuation 
experts 

Mutual learning/ 
training support 

Formal event/ 
CoP 

NMW Minesweeper 
community 

Minesweeper 
profession 

Minesweeper 
professionals 

Preservation of 
discipline  

CoP 

 

The identified practitioner groups and CoPs share several differences and commonalities. The most 

obvious and logical difference are of course their domains. The second difference is the scope of CoPs. 

Only the ‘Branch head round table’ at MILMED COE and the ‘Rotary wing’ at JAPCC exist within the COE. 

All other groups are distributed communities (Wenger et al. 2002: pp. 118), nationally and internationally. 

The three groups on CBRN and the group on ‘maritime strategy’ have developed as national communities, 

the others are international communities. A third difference is the group classification. Not every group 

can be considered as a self-organised CoP. The example of the ‘maritime strategy’ group shows that the 

members have been selected and that the group is bound to a certain objective like a project team. Also 

the legal groups on the Tallinn Manual and Operational Maritime Law have reached a status as formal 

projects in their organisations, although participation for members outside the COE is voluntarily. 

Similarly, the PECC training group at MILMED COE and Locked Shields at CCD COE are used as roster to 

guarantee training and exercise support. Thus, the coordinators of these groups obtain a formal role as 

project managers, but the other members join on a less formal basis. Consequently, these groups do not 

always exist in the purest form of CoPs according to the criteria by Wenger (1998; also Wenger et al. 

2002).       

On the other hand, the groups are sharing a domain, community, and a practice, which are following 

similar patterns. All but one groups are closely tied to a topic of the functional domain of the COE they 

are related to. Only the ‘Operational Planning’ group has no direct link to C2 COE. The predominant 

practice among the groups is mutual situated learning (Brown and Duguid 1991) on specialized subjects 

within their domains, such as Space, legal aspects, and training. Especially the latter shows a common 

thread among four groups. ‘Operational planning’, ‘Locked Shields’, ‘LinkedIn forum’, and ‘PECC training’ 
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are concentrating on the delivery of education. Motifs for participation are similar to the ones identified 

in earlier research on CoPs: increase of knowledge, development of personal networks, benefits for 

current projects, and transfer of own knowledge (Zboralski 2007: pp. 99). A member of CCD COE especially 

mentions the benefits of this exchange in the multinational context: 

“Effektiv hat man tatsächlich hier so einen Pool geschaffen, wo sich Leute austauschen (…). Und der 
große Win-Win ergibt sich tatsächlich so aus der Austauschmöglichkeit: Wie arbeitet der eine, wie 
arbeitet der andere? Wie gehen wir Probleme an? Das merkt man gerade in multinationalen 
Projektteams, dass man völlig unterschiedliche Herangehensweisen an gewisse Fragestellungen 
beobachten kann. Daraus aber auch lernen kann”327 (CCD5, para. 83).  

Another motif is the preservation of knowledge and practices (Wenger 1998; Schiavone and Agrifoglio 

2012; Agrifoglio and Metallo 2015). This is especially followed by communities of threatened disciplines, 

such as the minesweeper profession and communities in the CBRN domain. One person explains: 

“Informally we discussed how vulnerable we were and what you do about that. In the days when nobody 

is thinking about chemicals or CBRN how do we remain relevant, so that were never threatened in that 

way again? (…) Those were major discussions within those communities” (CBRN2, para. 45).    

Next to the motifs for partaking in CoPs, the established practices are of importance, which differs 

between local and distributed communities. The ‘Rotary wing’ CoP has established a bi-monthly meeting 

rhythm and further uses an online platform on the COE’s homepage to exchange information. This 

practice allows for individual and collective learning of the members (Henschel 2001), and was sanctioned 

by the management at JAPCC. The ‘Branch head round table’ CoP was in the very early development phase 

at the time of data collection and also considered a weekly face-to-face meeting as mean of 

communication (Schenkel and Teigland 2002). Distributed communities are facing the need for 

communication over distance and sometimes in different time zones (Wenger et al. 2002: pp. 118). Means 

of communication include office tools, which confirms the result of previous research (Hildreth, Kimble 

and Wright 2000), and social media, which are perceived ambiguously in the military environment. On the 

other hand, the virtual CoP ‘LinkedIn forum’ enables learning while working for the members (Allen, Evans 

and Ure 2005). Nevertheless, periodic face-to-face meetings are generally viewed as important as has 

been argued by Kimble and Hildreth (2005). The main vehicle for these meetings are the official structures 

of NATO working groups, exercises, and other training events and conferences. By connecting community 

                                                           
327 Translation by the author: Effectively, we have created a pool for people to exchange knowledge (…). In fact, the 
possibility to exchange information is the big win-win: How does one person work on a topic in comparison to 
another? How do we approach problems? Especially in multinational project teams you notice completely different 
approaches to certain subjects. And you can learn from this.   
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activities to formal duties, members secure time and resources to travel and attend to both circles. Face-

to-face meetings can further help to overcome language and cultural barriers (Wenger et al. 2002: pp. 

118) that are common to CoPs in the multinational environment of COEs, with the exception of the 

national communities in CBRN. Moreover, meetings increase trust among members, which is generally 

seen as one of the most important factors for knowledge transfer (Davenport and Prusak 1998; Bendt 

2000; Koller, Langmann and Untiedt 2006). Practices of distributed communities include discussions on 

social media, development, interpretation and commenting of legal norms and white papers, and the 

preparation of formal events by synchronization of different opinions. Thereby, CoPs take an additional 

coordinating role on subjects that are within the COE’s basis of attention, which should be an important 

aspect for the senior management.  

The previous analysis has shown that COEs share a strong self-perception as think tanks. Hence, an open 

environment towards practioner groups such as CoPs can be expected. On the other hand, self-organised 

groups are somewhat antithetical to traditional hierarchical environments (Wenger 2010: 11), and indeed, 

the management perception towards CoPs varies. Strong support was found at NMW COE, which explicitly 

mentions the term community of practice and acknowledges the importance of the work for the 

preservation of the discipline. A member of the JCBRN COE also stresses the value of communities as 

“opportunities to help socialize ideas” (CBRN2, para. 49). More generally, COEs often use the terminology 

of community of interest (COI) to describe their networks and stakeholder within the discipline. Wenger 

et al. (2002: 42) and Zboralski (2007: 58) argue that a COI differs from a CoP because they are established 

on the personal relations within a network, instead of a topic and a practice. Fischer (2001: 4) however 

argues that the separation of COI and CoP is indistinct and both groups constitute variations of the other. 

They both evolve organically, have indistinct boundaries and consist of likeminded people. In fact, a 

practitioner’s network needs both, interpersonal relations and a topic the members do care about. In the 

context of COEs, personal relations are a prerequisite to further engage on a topic of mutual interest and 

to develop a shared practice. NATO officially uses the term community of interest in the area of lessons 

learned as a standing group that structures information and learning for the development of new doctrine. 

The CCD COE introduced the term ‘international group of experts’ in the context of the Tallinn Manual. 

The examples show that alternative forms of learning and knowledge exchange are recognized as 

legitimate and supporting elements for the formal organisation. This mirrors the findings by Schulte, 

Koller, Andresen and Kreutzmann (2016) that military structures could be well suited for the development 

of self-organising groups despite their hierarchical nature. 
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But are COEs cultivating CoPs and their knowledge? In principle, COEs are providing a supportive 

environment for learning with spaces for spontaneity, and information exchange (Brown and Duguid 

2001b) by their organisational design outside the formal hierarchies of NATO. Being designed to develop 

new ideas and capabilities on a certain domain with national participation on a voluntary basis turns each 

COE into an umbrella organisation for CoPs. The idea that CoPs can be a space for experimentation that 

is free from power constructs and formalities in hierarchical organisations (Roberts 2006: 628) mirrors the 

founding rationale of COEs. However, the formal structures of COEs are based on traditional military 

hierarchies, which sometimes perceive CoPs as disturbing radical elements for power relations (Ibid: 627). 

In case of the ‘Branch head round table’ a member of the directorate was asking for minutes of the CoP 

meeting. Such pressures from internal sources can hamper the motivation and ability of organisation 

members to advance informal discussion of meaning (Coopey amd Burgoyne 2000: 877). Following the 

argumentation by Borzillo, Schmitt and Antino that “CoPs transcendent the rigidity of organisational 

boundaries and hierarchies without destabilizing the formal organisation” (2012: 22), organisations 

should support the development of loose and informal structures that focus on increasing knowledge and 

the development of new solutions. Because these communities are built on preexisting personal networks 

(Wenger et al. 2002: 51) they provide an opportunity for better networked interactions and best practice 

transfer beyond organisational boundaries.  

However and despite the general support towards CoPs among the COEs, there are two trends towards 

formalization: the transformation of previously informal groups into official projects, and the blend of CoP 

and official activities. Both trends follow a logical rationale. Members of formal NATO working groups and 

CoPs often overlap, and are even identical in the case of the minesweeper community and the ‘space bro-

network’. The distributed CoPs can therefore utilize formal events to meet face-to-face. NATO working 

groups on the other hand have been criticized as ineffective, slow, and overly formal. Hence, they can 

largely benefit from solutions and concepts that are developed and synchronized informally before they 

are introduced in the formal setting of NATO consensus. A senior officer in NATO stated:   

“I had a saying that said, ‘Nothing gets done inside NATO, but nothing lasts outside NATO.’ So what I 
was able to do was take the problem (…) outside of consensus to get real experts from the nations 
who would share, come out with the document and then we would bring it back into the NATO 
approval process, with champions across the major nations, so that everyone agreed to it and it 
became institutionalized” (IS4, para. 23). 

Consequently, formal ratification is necessary for new solutions to become persistent in NATO. Following 

this rationale, the ‘space bro-network’ attempts to increase legitimacy by becoming a formal element. 
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Other examples combine formal and informal elements. Official training events and working groups 

become the anchoring points for community members to meet. Especially the widely spread practices of 

the Department Head function, the organisation of lessons learned on the discipline, and strong 

involvement in NATO working groups and doctrinal boards. Table 6.6 visualizes the interplay of formal 

and informal mechanisms at COEs. 

Table 6.6: Category Comparison ‘Coordination of Practice Creation’. 

COE formal mechanisms  informal mechanisms 
C2 COE Participation in NATO WGs;  

Annual conferences and symposia;  
Support to training in operational 
planning as part of official POW   

One member support ‘Operational planning’ 
CoP; personal interest; 
importance of personal contacts;  
use of social media  

CCD 
COE 

Tallinn Manual process turned into a 
formal project;  
Locked Shield is an official exercise but 
requires support of CoP; 
COE management is supportive to CoPs 
within legal and ideological boundaries 

Multiple virtual CoP; 
importance of personal contacts for trust;  
Official meetings and exercises are venues to 
meet and build relations; high learning factor in 
Cyber domain  

CCOE  Participation in NATO WGs;  
Official role as DH and organisation of 
CIMIC lessons learned COI  

‘LinkedIn forum’ uses social media to organise 
updates on training; 
importance of personal contacts; 
no successful initiative to maintain networks by 
COE management 

CSW 
COE 

Participation in NATO WGs;  
Official role as DH 
Operational Maritime Law turned into a 
formal project;  
Maritime Strategy group is a project team  

importance of personal contacts;  
non-COE members are voluntarily engaged in 
operational law group; 
COE mgmt is aware and supportive of informal 
groups 

JAPCC Participation in NATO WGs;  
Official role as DH; 
Critique of little efficiency of formal 
structures 

‘Rotary wing’ CoP; 
CoP in Space is formalizing itself; 
importance of personal contacts; 
COE mgmt is aware and supportive of informal 
groups; 
use of social media and academia.edu 

JCBRN 
COE 

Participation in NATO WGs;  
Official role as DH; 
COE mgmt is aware and supportive; 
Establishment of secondary network for 
knowledge exchange/increase; 
use of official NATO NSO platforms for 
knowledge exchange    

National CBRN CoPs in POL, UK, USA; 
Use of national online platforms on CBRN; 
importance of personal contacts; 
Use of social media; 
Organically grown CoPs due to distinct 
education in CBRN profession 

MILMED 
COE 

Participation in NATO WGs;  
Official role as DH; 

‘Branch head round table’ as internal CoP; 
importance of personal contacts; 
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PECC training is a formal event but 
requires support of CoP; 
COE mgmt wants to increase IKM.   

PECC training is used for knowledge exchange; 
online portals are rarely used  

NMW 
COE 

EGUERMIN as connecting entity; 
Participation in NATO WGs and exercises;  
COE mgmt uses CoP terminology and 
views CoP as essential  

Distinct minesweeper CoP based on common 
career paths to preserve the profession; 
Personal contacts are a given;  
CoP is identical with audience of formal WGs; 
Director NMW COE = leader minesweeper CoP 

 

The value for the organisations is not only synchronization and preparation prior to the formal events, but 

also the easy access to information through the community structures. One person explains: “I know 

where I should call, when I need necessary information, who is the relevant point of contact, who knows, 

who may provide the best feedback and so on. Small community. And believe me, we know each other 

very well” (CBRN7, para. 29). Another officers similarly states that “by being old enough to work here you 

will know who to call” (JAPCC4, para. 35). This demonstrates that the seniority of COE staff results in better 

personal networks, which are of benefit for the organisation because they increase their reach and access 

to different sources of multinational knowledge. On the other hand, this advantage is still difficult to 

assess because it does not result in immediate, measurable value (Wenger et al. 2002: 60). Instead, CoPs 

provide an opportunity to avoid the loss of knowledge for the organisation (Agrifoglio 2015), because they 

can preserve and reproduce individual and institutional knowledge as a collective (Alavi and Leidner 2001; 

Romhardt 1997). Wenger further argues that CoPs have provided a vehicle for peer-to-peer learning 

among practitioners that enables them to develop the portfolio of capabilities necessary for the 

organisation to achieve its mission (2010: 7).  

This is achieved by the dyad between individual and collective learning (Brown and Duguid 1991; Lave and 

Wenger 1991). The single officers that are members in CoPs increase their personal knowledge and 

networks that is transformed into institutional knowledge, innovation (Ruuska 2005), and new 

organisational practices at the COEs. CoPs can therefore help to turn tacit knowledge that is difficult to 

identify, to copy, and articulate (Ambrosini and Bowman 2001: 813; Berman, Down and Hill 2002: 14) 

because it is bound to persons and developed in long-lasting processes of learning and experience (Al-

Laham 2003: 170), into available explicit knowledge by structuration in form of doctrine, scripts, 

templates, or manuals (Agrifoglio 2015: 3). Moreover, knowledge is not only embedded in documents or 

repositories, but is also represented by habits, customs, processes, routines, and norms of the 

organisation (Davenport and Prusak 1998: 5), which are influenced by CoPs. Consequently, COEs are in a 

favourable position if they are able to utilize the knowledge provided by CoPs, because “of all possible 
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resources a firm might possess, its knowledge base has perhaps the greatest ability to serve as a source 

of sustainable differentiation and hence competitive advantage” (Gupta and Govindarajan 2000: 473). 

Furthermore, communities of practice are both subject to institutionalization and carrier of institutions 

on two levels. First, practices always emerge in the social, historical, and structural context in which action 

takes place (Sole and Edmondson 2002: 18), which is represented by the institutional environment of 

NATO transformation. Following these shared cultural models as basis for organising (Knorr-Certina 1999), 

demonstrates micro-level dynamics and individual agency by COE members. The available repertoire of 

knowledge and customs is determined by the underlying institutional logics. The strong focus on 

professional excellence by COE members provides the condition to organise groups and communities for 

learning and knowledge exchange. These emerging CoPs are themselves subjects to institutionalization, 

because social interaction requires continuity to develop a shared understanding (Wenger 1998; Wenger 

et al. 2002). This continuity leads to reproduction and enables material practices to emerge. Hence, “the 

shared repertoire of a community is both the medium for and the outcome of the reproduction of 

practices” (Agrifoglio 2015: 82). Second, CoPs carry institutions through informal knowledge-sharing 

processes that convert individual level knowledge into collective knowledge for the organisation (Hendriks 

1999). CoPs can further carry institutions beyond a single organisation to acquire the ‘sticky’ knowledge 

embedded in the routines of other organisations (Brown and Duguid 1991). This is especially the case for 

the distributed groups in the multinational environment of COEs.  

Key element for practice creation at COEs is the combination of informal communities and official 

structures. Because community activities are either formally sanctioned or transformed into an official 

project of the COE, members get access to resources to travel, conduct meetings, and to invest their time. 

The lines between CoP activities and formal work however, become increasingly blurred, which 

contradicts the principle of self-organised groups. On the other hand, it enables many activities such as 

face to face meetings and participation in training events of the international groups. Moreover, the 

minesweeper and space communities demonstrate that they consist of the same members as the formal 

NATO working groups. These overlaps make community activities to lurk at the fringes of formal 

structures. While NATO working groups usually meet bi-annually, a much more frequent interaction can 

be assumed for community activities, either virtual or in person. Therefore, these extra-curricular 

activities increase synchronization and information exchange in addition to the formal events.      

While the examples show that CoPs definitely play an important role for creation of organisational 

practices at COEs, their contribution should not be exaggerated. They require the interplay with formal 
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structures in order for the knowledge they create to be institutionalized and transferred into formal 

practices, such as doctrine and training. One senior officer in NATO brings this to the point:  

“You can get a lot done get inside the Center of Excellence that you can never get done inside NATO. 
On the other hand, if you don't have NATO agreed, these five nations or seven nations or thirteen 
nations can agree, but if it's not NATO policy or it doesn't actually get institutionalized across NATO, 
then in fact it just becomes another thing that's out there, right? So it’s a full cycle that you have to go 
through. You have to bring it back into NATO in order to be able to get the nations at 28 to agree. And 
I think personally that that's one of the harder aspects to do” (IS4, para. 42). 

Thus, communities of practice and formal working groups can nurture each other. The working groups 

require both the in-depths-knowledge and expertise to advance capability development, and the 

socialization of ideas to pass the consensus in NATO. Communities of practice require some degree of 

formal recognition and legitimacy for their contributions to be turned into persistent, institutional 

knowledge. This interdependence of formal and informal structures plays a crucial role for the 

development of organisational practices at COEs. Informal mechanisms such as CoPs allow for swift 

knowledge transfer that is independent from the hierarchies of the formal organisation (Roberts 2006: 

633), increase individual learning, and support the synchronization of meaning. Formal mechanisms such 

as NATO working groups turn pre-agreed knowledge into formal material practices and ensure their 

reproduction. Hence, both elements are vital for organisational practices that are developed at COEs to 

become institutionalized in NATO.  

This analysis of CoPs within COE has two limitations. First, the study intended to explore if COE staff is 

using CoPs for practice creation. As a result, the information is based on a single source of each CoP and 

hence describes the involvement and utilization of the group from the perspective of a group member. A 

full mapping of CoP structures was further not possible due to the physical dislocation of the international 

groups. Second, the study depicts a snapshot of the groups and their importance for knowledge 

management at the time of data collection and provides an anecdotal description how they developed. 

Another possible method for the analysis of CoPs would be an in depths analysis of their life-cycles (see 

Gongla and Rizzuto 2001; Wenger et al. 2002: pp. 68; Zboralski 2007: pp. 37), which requires a longitudinal 

research design. This would be particularly of interest to compare the early phase of ‘branch head round 

table’ CoP at MILMED COE with the more mature ‘rotary wing’ community at JAPCC.  
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6.6 Institutional Entrepreneurship at COEs 

A topic that has received growing attention in institutional research is the role of individual actors in 

shaping institutions, which allows for taking an analytical micro-to-macro perspective (Hwang and Colyvas 

2011: 63). The role of institutional actors has been theorized by the concepts of embedded agency 

(Thornton, Ocasio and Lounsbury 2012) and institutional entrepreneurs (Eisenstadt 1980; DiMaggio 

1988). Core content of these concepts is that some actors tend to mobilize resources and initiate change, 

although being embedded in the same environment and subject to historically, culturally, and 

institutionally derived interests and strategies (Friedland and Alford 1991). Such institutional 

entrepreneurs can be both actors and organisations in dominant positions of a field to influence and 

change institutional logics (Thornton and Ocasio 2008: pp. 115), especially in the context of emerging 

fields, because their structures are less developed and institutionalized (Maguire, Hardy and Lawrence 

2004). The empirical field of COEs is characterized by institutional entrepreneurship on two levels. First, 

the COEs themselves are subject to institutional creation as new organisations in NATO, whose 

development has been influenced by entrepreneurship. Second, entrepreneurship that took place within 

the COEs and resulted in the creation and institutionalization of new practices.  

Two individuals at HQ SACT had a significant impact in designing the field of COEs. Mr. Tony Wedge, a 

civilian who worked in NATO for most of his career, was responsible for COE accreditation from 2004 until 

his retirement in 2016. In this role he was the first person to establish practices and give meaning to the 

COE concept, which he describes as follows: 

“There were no rules. The COE-Concept doesn’t get into specific rules as for example on finances. We 

made the rules as we went along and they followed only one basic, practical principle. Agile enough 

to work out, capable enough to produce. That was not the Wild West out there but a discovery, a 

process. We started to create template on finances, technical agreements, periodic assessments and 

MOUs” (Personal communication, Tony Wedge, May 2015). 

The anecdote confirms several suppositions from the theorization of the concept of institutional 

entrepreneurs, especially the creation of rules and a normative framework for the construction of a new 

field (Scott 2014: 117). Examples are the current scripts and templates on COE establishment, the PA, and 

the MOUs (ACT 2015c; 2015d; 2015e; 2015f). Inherent to these documents is a specific institutional 

vocabulary (Suddaby and Greenwood 2005) that is practiced at each conference within the organisational 

field, and the spread of a narrative (Zilber 2006) of COEs as success story. Typical phrases are to praise the 

uniqueness of COEs being independent and outside the NCS, references to the four pillars in support of 
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transformation, and specific technical terms, such as the POW process, RFS, and the PA, which are further 

outlined as written account in the different editions of the COE establishment manual (Wedge 2012; 

2014). Hence Wedge rightly states: “I could have written my own rules. And in some cases I have. They 

have become widely accepted now” (Personal communication, Tony Wedge, May 2015). In context of the 

necessary negotiations between the different nations during the accreditation process, Wedge has 

demonstrated the ability to mobilize resources, based on a set of social and political skills that enabled 

him to evolve collective ends, and to broker agreements, which have been argued as crucial abilities of 

institutional entrepreneurs (DiMaggio 1988: 14; Fligstein 2001: 113; Perkmann and Spicer 2007). Being 

self-aware of his contribution, Wedge proudly admits his emotional affection to the COEs as “a godfather 

[who] looks after his godchildren. Not as a direct parent, but as a godfather, there is a connection. I have 

to say that there is a feeling of pride on my side. I have the best job in NATO. That sounds corny, but it is 

very satisfying” (Personal communication, Tony Wedge, May 2015).  

This process was further steered by the support of senior managers at HQ SACT, supporting the statement 

that actors, embedded in formal hierarchies, often possess the resources to play an important role in 

establishing new ways of organising (Rao, Greve and Davis 2001). Such a person was General James 

Soligan, the Deputy Chief of Staff for Transformation at HQ SACT, during the important early period for 

COEs from 2006-2009, who argued that COEs can play an important role in bridging the gap between 

national and NATO efforts to transform armed forces from the Cold War towards stability operations. 

However, the idea of COEs needed first to be transported to the senior command level.  

“I was there for four years and so I was not only able to implement, but start to mature some of that. 
But I can tell you that it would work, every Four Star from Giambastiani, to Smith, to Mattis, to 
Abrial328, those were the four that I worked for. Each one of them didn't have a good appreciation 
until we were able to show the value of the Centres of Excellence, right? So to them it was out there 
but they didn't really understand what [they] could really bring. Once you showed it to them and 
explained it, they were big champions. But it takes a lot of work and a lot of effort” (Personal 
communication, General Soligan, December 2014). 

As a result, nowadays the COEs are lauded as “an indispensable tool for Transformation” (Paloméros 

2014a; 2014b). The example demonstrates how new organisations that stem from an existing 

environment, but divert from established scripts or patterns become accepted (Dorado 2005: 388). A look 

at the support by Sponsoring- and Contributing Nations to the COEs further underlines the acceptance of 

the concept. 25 of 29 NATO members and four partner nations are actively sponsoring at least one COE. 

                                                           
328 all Supreme Allied Commanders Transformation 
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Germany is the nation with the largest contribution by participating in 17 COEs, but also smaller nations 

show significant involvement with Poland and The Netherlands, each having joined 14 COEs (ACT 2016: 

34).  

Thus, the COEs are an example on how individual actors can act as institutional entrepreneurs in creating 

and shaping an organisational field. Before JAPCC was accredited as the first COE in 2005, the COE concept 

was nothing but a symbolic policy paper. Institutionalization occurred by the developing practices of 

founding and accreditation of COEs, and their acceptance by HQ SACT and the SN. The entrepreneurial 

spirit of General Soligan and Mr. Wedge followed the logic of transformation, by perceiving COEs as an 

important tool to contribute to NATO’s effort of adaptation to a changing security environment. The 

strong support by nations, especially Germany, Poland, and The Netherlands is rooted in the logic of 

multinational cooperation. Both, the innovation of individuals in creating new norms and the support by 

the nations played a significant role in providing material practices to the COE concept.         

The second angle to look at institutional entrepreneurship are the innovations by the organisations that 

have resulted in new practices. Table 6.7 shows the different entrepreneurial achievements of COEs and 

associated individuals, also including the role of individuals at HQ SACT in the bottom row.  

Table 6.7: Examples for Institutional Entrepreneurship. 

COE Institutional entrepreneurs – special contributions through pioneers   
C2 COE No evidence for entrepreneurial practice creation 
CCD COE Definition of international law on Cyber through the Tallinn Manual project, directed 

by Prof. Michael N. Schmitt, US Naval War College 
CCOE  Master of Arts degree that aligns civilian and military educational standards  

First COE to become DH; DH for CIMIC; LL community 
CSW COE Development of operational maritime law, initiated by CSW COE legal adviser  

DH for Maritime Operations  
JAPCC First NATO accredited COE; DH for Space  
JCBRN COE Operational CBRN Reach back function; DH for CBRN; LL community 
MILMED COE Operational DHSC satellite branch; DH for MILMED; LL community 
NMW COE ISO 9001 certification to substitute the Periodic Assessment for COEs 
HQ SACT General Soligan promoted COEs in NATO; General Viereck initiated the Global 

Programming reforms in education and training; Mr. Tony Wedge guided the COE 
establishment process and drafted scripts and templates  

 

The most striking example to demonstrate the entrepreneurial role of COEs in conjunction with HQ SACT, 

is the overarching practice of Department Head. Being created as a new function during the governance 
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reform of education and training in NATO, the CCOE has been the first COE to take the role as DH for its 

discipline. Interestingly, the practice has received growing attention among the organisations with 14 

COEs serving as DH for their disciplines in 2016 (ACT 2016: 60). Of the analysed cases, also CSW COE, 

JAPCC, JCBRN COE, and MILMED COE have taken the role as DH, an officer of the latter providing a detailed 

account on how the COEs support each other in adopting this practice:  

“I was introduced to these other organisations at the NATO synchronization conference what was my 

first exposure, like, ‘Hey some people are always doing this department head thing and they're doing 

it really well. So I don’t need to reinvent the wheel if they're willing to share.’ What really struck me 

immediately was their willingness to share all this information. They could have said, ‘Look I've spent 

weeks putting this together, figure it out yourself’, but they weren’t. They said, ‘Let me send you what 

I've done and you use it.’ I was blown away with the willingness to cooperate. And so I certainly want 

to pay that forward if anybody comes to me” (MILMED4, para. 39). 

Practice spread also occurred by sending representatives to the annual discipline conferences of other 

COEs to gain first hand insides on how others executed the DH function and manage their training. General 

Viereck, the former Joint Force Trainer, who initiated the reform of education in NATO, also observed the 

rapid spread of the DH function among the COEs.   

“Dann kam so nach und nach COE um COE dazu wo die Commander sagten: das ist cool, es lohnt sich 
da mitzumachen. Es lohnt sich mitzuziehen in eine Entwicklung die gerade angestoßen worden ist. 
Insofern war das ne’ Teamgeschichte hin und zurück. Dann hatten wir unsere jährliche 
Trainingsbesprechung und plötzlich waren die COEs da in der Mehrheit. Eigentlich dachte ich immer 
die Partnership for Training Centre würden da mehr eine Rolle spielen - weit gefehlt. Die waren alle 
ein bisschen zu arrogant, die COEs aber haben da eine echte Chance gesehen und sie super genutzt”329 
((Personal communication, General Viereck, November 2014). 

The example demonstrates the rapid institutionalization of a new practice that took place between 2012 

and 2016, but was initially an experiment by HQ SACT and the CCOE as a first test case. Once this 

entrepreneurial work resulted in a more concise approach to training, in which the CCOE as DH played an 

important role in agenda setting by translating operational requirements and lessons identified into 

                                                           
329 Translation by the author: As we went along COE by COE was joining, their commanders stating: that is cool, it is 
worthwhile to participate. It is worth to take part in a development that was just initiated. Insofar this was a team 
effort, back and forth. Then we had our annual training conference and suddenly the COEs were in the majority. 
Actually, I thought the Partnership for Training Centre would play a larger role – far from it! They were a little too 
arrogant, but the COEs have seen a chance and taken it.   
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training, others were joining the concept. COEs seem especially qualified for adopting that role because 

they can combine the work of the four pillars and possess the expertise in their subject area.  

A similar example is the custodianship for NATO doctrine (see chapter 6.4) that has become an accepted 

practice, and is now carried out by ten COEs (ACT 2016: 60). Another role that is increasingly taken over 

by the COEs, is the organisation of lessons learned within their discipline, a function usually under the 

auspices of NATO’s Joint Analysis & Lessons Learned Centre (JALLC). By 2016, eight COEs are creating 

lessons learned communities as repository for knowledge, best practices, and observations from mission 

areas (Ibid). Two difficulties are being discussed among the COEs on how to organise the lessons learned 

process. One observation at CSW COE is that lessons learned are not shared, but remain in national 

stovepipes. “Die Säule lessons learned ist bei uns sehr dürftig, wir kommen kaum an lessons learned ran. 

Die werden von den Nationen oft wie Staatsgeheimnisse gehütet”330 (personal communication CSW COE, 

May 2015). An officer at MILMED COE supports this argumentation by stating: “Even though people in 

NATO say that medical lessons learned process works the best, it is really pretty broken. It’s also piped 

along national lines, so UK enters an observation, it goes into the UK system, it never crosses over into 

NATO until they do their final analysis and then publish their results” (MILMED2, para. 7). The other 

difficulty is the enormous amount of data that needs to be managed and categorized. “You come to 

lessons learned and it's something that is a huge, huge elephant that I don’t know how you get your arms 

around it” (MILMED4, para. 72). This remark is also shared at the CCOE by pointing to the time horizon of 

this project. “So we will also develop a framework, a community of interest domain for lessons learned. 

This is not a vision, this is a mission, but it might take longer time than I am here” (CCOE6, para. 11).  

Despite these difficulties, the COEs again bring favourable conditions for that task. They are holding the 

subject matter expertise, are not pressured by operational responsibilities, and bring a multinational 

framework that allows to assess and analyse the different national observations. The roles in lessons 

learned, as DH for training, or custodian for doctrine have in common that they are applicable for all 

disciplines and have spread across COEs. They are a result of entrepreneurship, which derived from the 

logic of transformation and continues to persist through practice spread and institutional reproduction 

(Lawrence and Suddaby 2006). 

                                                           
330 Translation by the author: The pillar of lessons learned at our COE is quite sparse, we hardly get access to lessons 
learned. They are often guarded by nations like state secrets.   
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Other examples for institutional entrepreneurship are more specific to the individual COE, such as the 

Master of Arts degree on Civil-Military Interaction, developed by the CCOE. Also MILMED COE is using 

civilian university accreditation, but for a different purpose. The Semmelweis University in Budapest has 

accredited courses at MILMED COE, “which means the doctors or medical personnel who come here can 

receive these so called continuous medical education credit” (MILMED3, para. 13). This demonstrates 

variation in cooperation with academia instead of a one solution fits all approach, which is also observed 

by Hargrave: “Partnerships between the military and Higher Education Institutions exist across NATO, and 

more are being developed all the time. The model of partnership and cooperation between academia and 

the military is one that is open to variation and adaptation” (2014: 46).  

Also the work on the legal topics and the development of operational functions, which are each followed 

by two COEs, are characterized by subject-specific execution. MILMED COE added an operational 

capability by integrating the existing DHSC branch as satellite, whereas JCBRN COE started the buildup of 

the reachback function form within the COE. For these cases it is difficult to assess if institutional 

entrepreneurship is limited to the initial adoption of the practice, or also continues to ensure institutional 

reproduction (Lawrence and Suddaby 2006). The publication of the Tallinn Manual 2.0 (Schmitt 2017) and 

the wide acceptance of the first edition are indicating the latter for the topic of international law on cyber. 

The work on Operational Maritime Law on the other hand, has yet to be manifested in publications. Thus, 

further adoption can only be analysed through process-centric, longitudinal research (Hardy and Maguire 

2008: 213). The attempt of NMW COE to increase quality assurance by the adopting the ISO 9001 standard 

remains a practice at the EGUERMIN, but was not further adopted by other COEs, and therefore did not 

result in institutional change to the governance structure. Common to these examples of 

entrepreneurship is their origin from the logic of professional excellence, because they are aiming to 

introduce new practices within the functional areas. Only the example from NMW COE is different, since 

it solely focuses on administration and procedures.  

Institutional entrepreneurship at COEs follows several stimuli and interests and is carried our by individual 

actors or communities of practice. First, the emerging field of COEs provided favourable conditions for the 

creation of new institutionalized practices, because it was not founded on developed structures, and 

therefore provides opportunities actors can capitalize on (Maguire, Hardy and Lawrence 2004). The 

potential for change also derived from tensions (Dorado 2005; Greenwood and Suddaby 2006) and 

contradictions (Rao, Monin and Durand 2003; Seo and Creed 2002) in the institutional environment. In 

the early 2000s, NATO was still in the process of adaption to the post-Cold War security environment that 
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required a different set of forces and capabilities. The motivation of individual actors is more difficult to 

explain, because they are deeply embedded in the same system of institutionalized arrangements and 

therefore, not supposed to desire alternative practices (Maguire 2007: 674). On the other hand, a 

dominant position with political and organisational resources (Greenwood and Suddaby 2006) is 

important to initiate change, especially in a system like NATO. General Soligan saw a chance that the COEs 

might offer a solution towards more expertise and less bureaucracy: “you end up in the quagmire of the 

NATO staffing process of which most people who are involved don't have any subject matter expertise in 

the topic” (Personal communication, General Soligan, December 2014). In the practical execution, Tony 

Wedge possessed the social skills of persuasion and building consensus among actors of the field (Fligstein 

2001; Perkman and Spicer 2007). Although he was also socialized in NATO, Tony Wedge was not a soldier 

and therefore not bound to national interests. In addition to this neutrality he also remained in the 

position for twelve years, which ensured continuity in the process of COE establishment. These actor-

centric narratives hold the danger of “celebrating heroic entrepreneurs and great leaders, who bring 

about change intentionally, strategically and creatively” (Hardy and Maguire 2008: 213). A solution to this 

is to include a process-centric perspective on entrepreneurship that also allows for the exploration of 

conceptual and temporal boundaries (Ibid). This does not only provide more depth to the analysis, it also 

prevents to exaggerate the role of individuals, because sometimes “entrepreneurs may not be aware of 

their vision advantage” (Thornton, Ocasio and Lounsbury 2012: 119). The examples from the COE included 

both actor- and process-centric elements.   

The motives of COEs and individual actors mutually share the interest to advance their subject area, or 

profession, across the subjects of education, doctrine, lessons learned, operational support, and law. 

Either the organisations themselves had the ability to mobilize resources (DiMaggio 1988: 14), or they 

could gain support from actors, who have an important position within a social network (Beckert 1999), 

such as Michael Schmitt in the Tallinn Manual process. Entrepreneurs have been especially able to identify 

and exploit favourable conditions for the development of new knowledge and practices, and exchange 

among different actors. The practice spread can be argued as gradual turn towards more emphasis on the 

logic of professional excellence. In education, the DH function leads away from national training to 

multinational standardization and professionalization. The work on international law is not bound to 

NATO membership and therefore widens the perspective by integration of other nation’s positions. This 

demonstrates that the order of the profession is not replacing the main constituting order of the state, 

but appears more receptive for change and innovation. Also other research has shown an important role 

professional associations as legitimizing agents in institutional change (Greenwood, Suddaby and Hinings 
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2002; Lounsbury 2002). In fact, the COEs do not form a professional association, but they serve as a 

platform where professionals from different nations meet and interact. This sets an important 

precondition for diffusion of practices and legitimation.  

The example from the field of COEs supports the findings from the review by Hardy and Maguire (2008: 

210) that entrepreneurs have been influential in creating new organisational forms, practices, and 

institutions. Moreover, the creation of COEs as organisations and the practice creation within COEs 

demonstrate that dynamics of institutional change operate on multiple levels of analysis (Thornton, 

Ocasio and Lounsbury 2012: 121). Change also occurs through different mechanisms. One of them is 

institutional entrepreneurship, another is event sequencing (Ibid). The end of the Cold War and the 2009 

economic crisis were deep interventions in the institutional environment of NATO that resulted in 

favourable conditions for change. The COEs are an example of an emerging field that was less predefined 

by rules, and hence receptive for self-initiative of individual actors and organisations in shaping 

institutions. Some of the examples already provide evidence for entrepreneurial practice spread, others 

are too recent developments for a final conclusion. Their further analysis would benefit from a 

longitudinal study with a process-centric narrative (Hardy and Maguire 2008: 213). 

6.7 Competing Sources of Authority Within COEs 

In any military system authority is conferred through hierarchy that is executed by a chain of command in 

a structured system of units and headquarters. The armed forces of NATO member nations share a high 

degree of homogeneity in their structures through common socialization, and isomorphic imitation 

(Farrell 1998: 413). Thereby, the military has developed a distinct culture whose characteristics are 

military ranks, formalized procedures and bureaucracy, selection processes, specific educational systems, 

promotions, and career paths (English 2004: 32). The military officer is in the role of “ultimate keeper” 

(Ulmer et al. 2000: XXV) of the military profession. Consequently, the military culture provides meaning 

to professionals and shapes military organisations by providing scripts for appropriate behaviour (Farrell 

1998: 416). Although this military culture forms the historically-grown source of authority, the case study 

analysis has shown that the COEs and their staff also draw authority based on professional expertise, and 

the recognition as competence centres in their functional areas. The unique characteristic of COEs 

operating in relative independence from national and NATO command structures, provides credibility to 

this argumentation. Indeed, seven of the eight cases provide compelling evidence that recognition of 

expertise is the dominant source of authority for the organisations.  
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The different sources of authority are reflected in the institutional logics of the field. Influences of the 

corporate logic and the logic of transformation include hierarchy as the classic source of authority, while 

the logic of professional excellence confers authority through expert knowledge and reputation. This 

difference appears at the micro-level of institutions where military officers as highly socialized 

professionals are confronted with a novel way of organising when working at the COEs. Authority by 

expertise and authority by hierarchy are closely intertwined but also form a contrast, which both leads to 

tensions in sensemaking processes and reinforcement of institutional logics. Table 6.8 provides an 

overview on the evidence for this analysis category. 

Table 6.8: Category Comparison ‘Sources of Authority’. 

COE Sources of authority – what confers authority   

C2 COE We are not that well known and in the working groups there are always new people coming into 
these groups” (C2_4, para. 28); “If you pretend to be a knowledge center of excellence you should 
be recognized for that and nations should do their best to supply you with staff officers that do at 
least have the experience and knowledge that you require” (C2_3, para. 75); negative effect of 
rotation; suggestion of longer rotation periods; no influence on provision of personnel  

CCD COE “I think we’re the only NATO entity that truly tries to think about everything regarding cyber” (CCD4, 
para. 71); political traction as source of authority; negative and positive effects of rotation; 
suggestion of longer rotation periods; mitigation of information loss by networks; own recruitment 
of HN331 personnel; scarcity of experts and competition with nations; war for talent   

CCOE  “Ich sag mal im Bereich NATO Kommandostruktur sind wir ein etablierter Player in der 
Zwischenzeit”332 (CCOE2, para. 85); “They are all dedicated and they all want to do their best, but 
not all are very experienced CIMIC-ers” (CCOE6, para. 129); positive and negative effect of rotation; 
suggestion of longer rotation periods; no influence on provision of personnel; exclusion from NS 
WAN; mismatch of SMEs and supportive personnel  

CSW COE Also, die Schwierigkeit beim Militär ist natürlich immer, das wir hier ständig durchwechseln”333 
(CSW2, para. 5); authority through flag officer rank; acceptance of rotation; suggestion of longer 
rotation periods; mitigation of information loss by networks; generally critical towards quality of 
personnel in COEs; lack of sufficient handover periods 

JAPCC Authority through flag officer rank; “The rank structure of the Directorate is an asset” (JAPCC1, para. 
44); “Also das merkt man auch in dieser Projektarbeit, dass da diese häufige Versetzerei bei uns in 
den Dienstgradebenen auch nicht mehr unbedingt so gewinnbringend ist”334 (JAPCC5, para. 20); 
negative and positive effects of rotation; need of familiarization time; lack of language skills; staff 
guides defines level of competence; high number of post vacancies; bureaucratic overhead  

JCBRN 
COE 

“In 2012 I came here and we had 56 requests for support in the program of work, 56. Today, we 
have 150” (CBRN1, para. 12); “I would say that some nations pay more attention, takes care more 

                                                           
331 HN – Host Nations, in this case identical with Framework Nation. 
332 Translation by the author: I would say that we have become an established actor in the NCS.  
333 Translation by the author: Well, the difficulty in the military is the constant rotation. 
334 Translation by the author: During project work you notice that frequent rotation is not an added value on our 
level of competence. 
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about CBRN aspects than others” (CBRN7, para. 65); high quality of personnel based on career 
system and academic education; acceptance of rotation; suggestion of longer rotation periods; 
difficulties with classified data; many vacancies; HN personnel stays longer; mismatch of SME and 
management positions  

MILMED 
COE 

“If there's a complicated, difficult question that somebody is asking, it is very likely that they're 
gonna pick up the phone and talk to one of us. And take our input, take our input seriously” 
(MILMED2, para. 81); rotation not an issue; HN personnel stays longer; less time needed to get 
accustomed; high level of qualification, due to professional education; lack of practising medicine 
makes positon less attractive 

NMW 
COE 

“Wissensmanagement. Das ist das Pfund mit dem wir wuchern können. Und das ist auch akzeptiert 
weltweit”335 (NMW1, para. 88); small COE makes expertise and ‘face’ of the organisation important; 
problem to acquire young talent; high level of qualification, little time to get accustomed   

 

Besides C2 COE, the seven other cases strongly demonstrate that professional excellence and recognition 

are conferring authority in contrast to hierarchy. However, the analysis has also shown that the individuals 

that are confronted with this alternative way of organising at COEs, have been socialized in classic military 

systems. Two examples demonstrate this connection. First, all COEs are headed by a director, whereas 

one would expect a commander or commandant in military jargon. “Die Funktion, die ich hier ausübe ist 

ja quasi die eines Geschäftsführers und das gibt es im militärischen nicht, dass man die volle 

Verantwortung über alle Bereiche hat einschließlich Budget”336 (CSW1, para. 7). Second, one statement 

brings the relation between competence based and hierarchy based authority to the point: “Wir haben 

hier zwar eine Uniform an, aber eigentlich könnten wir die auch auslassen. Man darf das hier nicht mit 

militärischem Dienst hier [vergleichen]. Natürlich sind wir eine internationale militärische Organisation, 

aber wir sind ja hier nicht Truppe oder so was. Das ist ein Forschungszentrum”337 (CCD5, para. 109). The 

examples indicate that classic hierarchy and command relations are softened by the increased influence 

of professional expertise. Also the multinational working environment leads to a similar observation as 

stressed by officers at four COEs:   

“You end up with an organisation that has to work by consensus. When changes are going to be made 
they have to be agreed by all 12 contributing nations and all it takes is one nation to say no and you 
don’t have it. There you have a strange organisation, which there is an inertia to overcome anyway. 
Because normal orders don’t work” (CBRN5, para. 73). 

                                                           
335 Translation by the author: Knowledge management: that is our strong point, which is accepted, worldwide.  
336 Translation by the author: The function I am executing is effectively one of a chief executive officer, and you don’t 
have this in the military that you have full responsibility on all areas, including budget. 
337 Translation by the author: We are wearing a uniform, but we could also omit it. One should not compare this here 
with military duties. Of course we are an international military organisation, but this is not like the troops. This is a 
research centre. 
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An officer at JAPCC similarly states: “Wie gesagt Befehl und Gehorsam funktionieren nicht. Wenn ich was 

von denen will, muss ich gut mit denen auskommen”338 (JAPCC3, para. 22). Thus, both the nature of work 

and the different working environment reduce the role of hierarchical structures.  

However, this notion does not replace military hierarchy. Especially the military rank in the position as 

COE director is debated amongst the organisations that are headed by a colonel and the ones headed by 

a general. The analysis has shown that CSW COE, JAPCC, and MILMED COE stress the importance of having 

a higher-ranking director. One person at the latter COE argues: “I think that many COEs should consider 

this rank. It makes it much easier to just get an appointment. And I can come up with many scenarios 

where a COE director should go to certain levels in the NATO Command Structure, and it would be useful 

to have that kind of rank” (MILMED3, para. 36). This observation was also shared by CCOE, which is not 

headed by a general. Moreover, a director in the rank of colonel often is in the difficult position as primus 

inter pares as shown by the case of JCBRN COE with five Colonels. “It would also help to clear a little the 

responsibilities and levels between the chief of staff, deputy director, and director because the one-star 

is truly at the strategic level, and the colonels, there are five, really need to deal with the everyday 

coordination and running the COE” (MILMED3, para. 36). In fact, the Human Intelligence COE has followed 

this rationale and raised the director’s positon to one-star general to distinct the head of the organisation 

from twelve other colonels. One member of the COE section convincingly argues that the different 

environment at COEs provides an ideal training conditions for future generals. “A COE is the best training 

ground to become a general. You have the authority to decide, it is a complex environment with NATO 

and nations, high level visitors on a regular basis, you need some diplomacy, and it is always multinational” 

(IW7, para. 51). Looking at all COEs, five directors are in the rank of general officers and 17 are headed by 

a colonel. Two organisations, the CCD COE and STRATCOM COE, are headed by a civilian.  

So far, the analysis has shown that the dual source of authority rather works in complementary than in 

contradiction. However, a look at the wider implications of competence-based authority in combination 

with military human resource management leads to several difficulties. First, the COEs themselves have 

no influence on the personnel the SNs are providing. The case study analysis has shown that this leads to 

wide variations on the quality of personnel, internally and across the organisations. A general pattern is 

the relation between the distinction of the functional area and the quality of officers: the better defined, 

the better the personnel. Examples are JCBRN, MILMED, and NMW COEs with nearly equally well-trained 

                                                           
338 Translation by the author: As I said, the principle of order and obedience is not working. If I want something from 
the others, I need to get along with them well.   
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personnel. Less defined areas, such as C2 or CIMIC face greater difficulties, because the subject areas are 

not reflected in military branch education and career paths. In case a person does not meet the 

requirements for the job, the COEs have little possibilities to influence this national decision. This shows 

that the independence of the organisations is confined to national interests. One officer remarks: “It’s just 

in the sense of each nation having different ideas about what the purpose of and importance of the COE 

is, which will affect how much that mix is really going to generate something special or not” (CBRN5, para. 

77). Therefore, one option to limit the engagement in a COE without terminating sponsorship, is to leave 

positions unfilled, which is noticeable at JAPCC and JCBRN COE. Looking at all COEs, this option can be 

considered an exception, because approximately 77% of all COE positions are filled, which is also the 

average for the NCS and remarkable for a voluntary commitment. Only CCD COE partially deviates from 

the general dependency on the SN for sending personnel. With approximately 50%, CCD COE has a high 

amount of civilian staff of which many are employed directly by the organisation. This exception allows 

for compensating the lack of organically grown experts in the emerging domain of cyber. On the other 

hand, the CCD COE has to fight the “war for talent” (Chambers et al. 1998; Michaels et al. 2001) and 

compete with the industry and national armed forces for scarce experts.       

The second difficulty that is related to the dependence on the SN, is the principle of military rotation. 

Military career development in most nations is based on rotations after two years in national, and three 

years in international positions. The case study analysis has shown that rotation is a topic of intensive 

discussion and concern among the COEs. In six of the eight cases, the staff has argued that rotation has a 

disruptive effect on networks and project work, that rotation periods are too short, and that there is often 

little time for a hand-over to successors. While rotation occurs through all military units, these aspects 

arguably have a higher impact for specialized competence centres. The very specific projects (see chapter 

6.5 and 6.6) of COEs are closely tied to the project managers and not comparable to standard military 

positions, such as command of a platoon or battalion. COEs can be considered as ‘one man deep 

organisations’ in the sense that often only one officer is the specialist on a certain subject. Therefore, 

rotations have been seen as damaging to development and participation in networks and communities, 

and also for the internal buildup of institutional knowledge and corporate memory at COEs as basis for 

continuity, which contradicts the functions of COEs as repositories for knowledge.  

On the other hand, several officers also referred to rotation as an accepted part of military socialization. 

“Look I'm a military guy and I'm used to rotations. From my perspective as a military guy the COE is nothing 

different. Rotation just an environment of the battle field. It’s like rain, you don’t consider it except you 
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prepare for it” (CBRN2, para. 75). This shows a conflict of having specialists versus generalists between 

the logic of professional excellence to the classic military customs. The statement below looks at both 

sides of the dispute.  

“I have been working in the personnel area. And you can see like two, at least two different 

approaches. And actually both of the approaches can be well justified. So if you look let's say at a 

career officer, who would like to become a general one day then the three years rotation cycle is quite 

relevant and at the right place.  

But there is an, another side which is when someone is really working within kind of a specific area 

and he’s dealing with some specific topic, then you would see that whenever the rotation is taking 

place it usually interrupts heavily this topic” (C2_1, para. 68). 

At the COEs, most officers strongly argue in favour of longer rotation periods: “Das ist allgemein natürlich 

ein Problem beim Militär, und da müssen wir alle umdenken. Wir brauchen mehr Fachleute, die also auch 

länger stehen, permanent stehen”339 (CCOE4, para. 65). A partial mitigation strategy to the problem of 

rotation at JCBRN and MILMED COE is that Framework Nation personnel has longer rotation periods. The 

own recruitment at CCD COE has a similar effect. At the other COEs and for all international personnel, 

rotation depends on national decisions and longer periods are mostly individual decisions. The only nation 

that has prolonged the rotation period to four years is Italy. Longer rotation periods would minimize the 

frequency of competence loss and disruption of knowledge exchange, but cannot solve the problem.  

A solution are lasting professional networks and communities of practice that work outside the formal 

structures and hence, are independent from military rotation. The case of NMW COE shows that the 

current position holder already knows his successor through the community of practice, which reduces 

the time needed to get accustomed. Networks can play a key role in preserving knowledge and sustaining 

of practices, but newcomers need to attend to the sociocultural practice of a community (Lave and 

Wenger 1991: 29). If professionals are firmly integrated in communities of practice, they can constantly 

contribute to knowledge exchange and capability development because they work in their own 

microcosm. However, if membership in a professional network is limited to the time the officer works at 

a COE, rotation will have the same damaging effect. Thus, networks and communities can be a powerful 

tool to cover knowledge gaps and to enforce lasting exchange, but can also be damaged by rotation.  

                                                           
339 Translation by the author: That is a general problem in the military that all of us should rethink. We need more 
specialists that remain in their positions longer or permanently.    
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The third difficulty is the strong contrast of working at a COE as a military think tank in comparison to a 

regular military unit. One officer explains such a regular military environment:  

“Most of my colleagues brought up their experience in military units with primarily military colleagues. 
So, no women or not many, no civilians, (…) we have colleagues in my age they had spent 80-90% in 
these kind of very safe environments. They are very good at it and perfect professionals. They can 
shoot as artillery guys as fast and precise as possible. So for working in civil military cooperation you 
need to have experience with others, civilians, other genders, you have to think broad” (CCOE3, para. 
62).  

This demonstrates the differences that personnel socialized in such systems is facing when working at a 

COE. Effective knowledge exchange with actors outside the military requires soft skills and empathy to 

understand the other side´s way of thinking. A person at HQ SACT criticises that the SNs have not yet 

taken this different environment into consideration when supplying the COEs.  

“Gerade das ist fatal, weil die Arbeit in NATO und COEs besondere Fähigkeiten erfordert, die nicht 
unbedingt im Kerngeschäft des Militärs sind. Man muss viel schreiben und analysieren, was in einem 
semi-akademischen Stil geschieht. Dies erfordert eine gewisse intellektuelle Arbeits- und 
Herangehensweise, die nicht jeder Offizier mitbringt”340 (IW9, para. 29) 

As a result, not every officer meets the prerequisites in terms of subject matter expertise, methodological 

education, and language skills. The case studies have shown this varying degree of quality among the staff. 

The factor language, for instance, has been criticized at JAPCC. Of the 70 interviews, 58 or 83% have been 

conducted with non-native English speakers. Although the quality of language varied, the large majority 

met the required standard of the NATO language STANAG. Only two persons had a significantly lower 

standard. Especially the British and American interviewees praised their international colleagues on the 

ability to work in a foreign language: “I think that's incredible that someone can write strategic documents, 

has to write doctrines, and has to provide briefings and in a non-native language” (JAPCC7, para. 6). The 

other qualifications depend on the personnel the nations have available and national priorities towards 

COEs. This discussion shows that officers not only require specialized knowledge, but also language skills, 

intercultural competencies, and other soft skills for the exchange of knowledge in a challenging and 

diverse environment.    

The emphasis on quality of personnel demonstrates the importance of the institutional order of the 

professions (Thornton, Ocasio and Lounsbury 2012) for this analysis. Professionals are the individual 

                                                           
340 Translation by the author: Especially that is fatal because work in NATO and at the COEs requires specific skills, 
which are not necessarily part of the military’s core business. You need to write and analyse a lot in a semi-academic 
style. This requires a certain intellectual work and methodology, not every officer brings to the table.   
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actors that actively shape and craft institutions by possession and reproduction of expert knowledge 

(Scott 2008a: 223) that is restricted to others (Leicht and Fennell 2001: pp. 25; Suchman 1989). Thus, 

professionals take a central role in shaping the organisational practices and routines of COEs. Being 

subject to institutional complexity, the military officer is the hinge between the institutional orders of the 

state, the community, and the professions. The way military officers apply institutional logics has 

complementary and competing effects (Scott 2008a: 232). Battilana and Dorado identified that a shared 

logic on operational excellence can help to create a balance between other competing logics (2010: 1431). 

To create an identity of operational excellence, the authors propose to either hire personnel that has 

already adopted the logic in previous experience, or to conduct on-the-job training and mentoring (Ibid: 

pp. 1420). The first option is limited because nations second personnel to COEs, and because the COEs 

form a different working environment in comparison to classic military functions. Next to proficiency in 

the functional domain, COE staff needs to bring intercultural skills, language prerequisites for working in 

a multinational staff, knowledge on NATO working procedures, and the ability to work with non-military 

actors in academia, the industry, or supranational organisations. This shows the difficulty for new COE 

staff to comprehend the working environment, but also forms an opportunity for personal development 

in the eyes of an HQ SACT official: “you can take a relatively young, experienced officer from any of the 

Sponsoring Nations, send him to the COE for three years and not only will he do good work in the COE, he 

will come back a better officer” (IS10, para. 36). The second option of on-the-job training and mentoring 

is conducted by several COEs. However, hand-over periods of more than two weeks are rare and often do 

not happen at all. A commonality across the case studies was that full integration in the working 

environment takes between 6-12 months, which is a long period in relation to the regular posting period 

of three years. This contradicts the idea that COEs as competence centres should in principle have the 

best expert available instead of educating their own personnel.   

Therefore, the observation that socialization, education, and career paths within a profession forms a pool 

of exchangeable individuals with nearly similar orientations and dispositions (DiMaggio and Powell 1983: 

152) is valid for the military in general, but not for the COEs. The group of military officers is relatively 

homogeneous across the different nations due to similar structures within the armed forces (Farrell 1998). 

Comparable decision-making procedures, military ranks, and career paths lead to interoperability and 

enable military officers to work in an international environment. On the other hand, the working 

environment confronts the officers with a different logic as they experienced through their socialization, 

which makes it difficult for them to comprehend what is expected (Pache 2011). Only when professionals 

are socialized into all logics of the field, they are able to compare different institutional templates to 
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identify synergies instead of defending their primary schemata (Pache and Santos 2010). Consequently, 

socialization in multiple logics leads to better resource mobilization, because it enables to respond to 

various demands from the institutional environment (Pache 2011: 28). Occupational networks, which 

further increase the diffusion of appropriate normative behaviour through a “single mind set” 

(Galaskiewicz 1985: 656), can therefore not only have a value for practice creation (see chapter 6.5), but 

also for the socialisation of officers into the logic of professional excellence at COEs. The broad portfolio 

of COEs working on legal topics, with academia, and other non-military stakeholders shows that 

professionals are able to build bridges and to enhance their cultural toolkit (Swindler 1986).   

A fourth, technical difficulty that can undermine competence-based authority is a limited ability to 

communicate through NATO secret systems. The CCOE for example has no on-side access to the NS WAN 

and is therefore excluded from a majority of NATO-internal communication. The personnel either relies 

on courtesy of their networks, or has to travel to a working station at the NATO Communications 

Information Agency. Members of the C2 COE also share the impression to be left aside on sensitive topics. 

At CCD and JCBRN COE external actors that support exercises or CBRN Reachback often possess no 

security clearance, which requires to filter information or to exclude these actors from parts of the 

exercises. The examples demonstrate that some COEs are partially hampered in their roles as knowledge 

broker between different actors, particularly those organisations that frequently interact with 

stakeholders outside the military. Only MILMED COE does not share this concern, because their practice 

is in a not contested area. Paradoxically, especially the interaction with non-military actors is viewed by 

NATO as one of the main added values of COEs (NATO 2003b: 3) and was emphasized in 80% of the 

interviews at HQ SACT. Installment of NS WAN is a technical topic that is costly and follows a strict protocol 

on infrastructure requirements. However, access alone is not a solution to the problem, because it still 

leaves the COEs with the tedious work to filter all information. The situation would improve if NATO only 

classified topics of real sensitivity and operational security. Yet, secrecy and classification are deeply 

rooted in military culture (English 2004), and thus form appropriate behaviour and taken-for-granted 

beliefs of professionals (Farrell 1998: 416; Leicht and Fennel 2008), which makes change unlikely. Hence, 

classification and secure lines of communication postulate a difficulty that constrains COEs in interacting 

with non-military actors, but also in exchanging information with the NCS in case of missing technology. 

This limitation contradicts the independent nature of the organisations and is most severe for those COEs 

that have developed close links to industry, NGOs, and academia.   
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The analysis has shown that the importance of professions in shaping institutions (DiMaggio and Powell 

1983; Galaskiewicz 1985; Leicht and Fennel 2008; Scott 2008a) is also applicable for the profession of the 

military officer (Farrell 1998; Huntington 1957; 1986; Janowitz 1960; Moskos 1977). The structural system 

of officer careers in the armed forces, however, focuses on creating general managers instead of 

specialists. Constant rotation of personnel and assignments to different areas of expertise are working 

against the logic of professional excellence, therefore imposing a severe limitation on the idea of COEs as 

competence centres. Officers posted at the COEs are confronted with a novel way of organising, often 

with little previous knowledge on the organisations (see chapter 6.9), and require a long period to get 

acquainted with the different working environment. Although COE members value the experience of the 

international environment, their individual sensemaking processes need to adapt to a new complexity of 

serving in different country, working in the English language, cultural differences, working by consensus 

instead of order and obedience, and more flexibility in project management. Three years are little time to 

first adapt to these parameters and then advance the subject matter, even for a specialist that meets the 

requirements of the job description. If the person does requires additional education in either language 

or subject matter, their contribution is of doubtful value.  

Therefore, it is important that international staff members find a supportive host nation environment at 

most COEs (see chapter 6.1). This includes infrastructure, international schools for family members, and 

specific support to find housing and on all administrative details. In general it can be presumed that the 

better the support by the Framework Nation, the shorter the time the officer needs to adapt. Moreover, 

directors should have gained previous experience of working at a COE. If they are socialized, both in the 

classic system of authority conferred by hierarchy, and in the logic of professional excellence, where 

authority is conferred by expertise, they are better able to comprehend and read competing expectations 

of key institutional stakeholders (Pache 2011: 37) and respond with the institutional rhetoric that matches 

constituents values and beliefs (Suddaby and Greenwood 2005) in order to mobilize and maintain their 

support. Sources of authority for COEs will always require bridging between these different ways of 

military socialization, represented in different institutional logics.  

6.8 Identities of Centres of Excellence  

Organisational identity is a marker that provides orientation to organisational members by reducing 

complexity as an abstract representation of the whole organisation (Seidl 2005), and in answering their 

question ‘who are we as an organisation’ (Albert and Whetten 1985). Albert and Whetten further argue 

that organisational identity consists of three core elements being central, distinct, and enduring (Ibid). 
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Identity is expressed and observable through characteristics and content that describe the organisation 

(Whetten 2006). This argumentation has a close link to sensemaking processes because actors shape, who 

we think we are, what we enact, and how we interpret (Weick, Sutcliffe and Obstfeld 2005: 416). Thus, 

identity is constructed in a self-referential process in which current practices are evaluated against 

collective memories and earlier characteristics of the organisation. Organisational identity fulfils two 

functions: integrative and operative. “Organisational self-descriptions (…) provide the organisation with a 

sense of unity: on the basis of the self-description the organisation can observe its different parts as 

related to each other, (…) it focuses its operations and prevents the organisation from ‘losing’ itself” (Seidl 

2005: 82). Like a map, identity provides orientation, which is based on a contingent reduction of 

complexity. Alongside the integrative function, organisational identity fulfils an operative function by 

serving as a perceptual lens for practices and decisions (Ashforth and Mael 1996; Seidl 2005). Based on 

the organisational identity, structures and events within the organisation and the environment are 

identified as relevant, labelled, interpreted, and acted upon accordingly (Weick 1995). Hence, 

organisational identity forms another prerequisite for capability development at COEs. A strong identity 

can increase trust among members of different nations and thereby increase cooperation. A strong 

identity further manifests itself in unified organisational goals that are unanimously supported by the 

staff. Identity can even create bonds to the organisation that can still last after the person rotated to 

another position. All the elements of identity lead to a favourable environment for knowledge exchange. 

If such an identitiy is lacking, work is likely to be executed in fragments without serving a common goal 

and creating barriers for knowledge exchange through mistrust and particular interests.    

Organisational identity is further affected by the institutional environment and its cultural norms and 

pressures. Following the suggestion by Albert and Whetten (1985) that organisations are located in social- 

or institutional spaces, the institutional environment provides the element of centrality (Glynn 2008: 421). 

It enables organisational identity construction by providing “legitimate identity elements with which to 

construct, give meaning to, and legitimize identities and identity symbols” (Ibid: 413). The construction of 

identities follows the available cultural toolkit (Swindler 1986) from their institutional environment, which 

is represented in institutional logics. Glynn argues that “the process of identity construction comes to 

resemble a process of institutional bricolage” (2008: 424). Following this proposal, COEs draw from several 

logics as sources of identity that provide traditional cultural artifacts and newly created symbols to form 

identities (Pedersen and Dobbin 2006). In the military culture, such traditional artifacts are, among others, 

national- and NATO flags, medals of honour, as well as symbols for the different military services, 

branches, and units. At the COEs, these traditional elements are combined with newly created ones to 
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distinct the organisation, such as the COE-logos, vision statements, internal code of conducts at JAPCC 

and CSW COE, or the alumni board at CCD COE. Moreover, COEs draw identities from both local and 

universal environments. Especially the organisations in new NATO nations demonstrate pride in a visible 

contribution to NATO. Local environments are used to show connections to other renowned stakeholders, 

for instance, the renowned medical universities in Budapest for MILMED COE, and The Hague’s reputation 

as ‘City of Peace and Justice’ for the CCOE. 

Identity elements are being used as referents to distinguish the organisation from others and to mark 

similarities in the sense of being of a certain type of organisation (Whetten 2006). The key distinction 

between the COEs are their functional domains and underlying military capabilities. Many of these fields 

already contain a professional identity, such as the minesweeper profession, military medicine, or the 

chemical corps. Moreover, each of the organisations has formulated a corporate slogan or vision 

statement as part of identity creation and distinction to others. Another key marker of organisational 

identity are names (Glynn and Abzug 1998; 2002). The label NATO Centre of Excellence marks a specific 

group of organisation. However, some COEs, such as MILMED or CCD COE deliberately carry the prefix 

NATO in their name, while others do not. The CCOE for example does not want to be ‘branded’ as NATO 

when approaching civil actors, and JAPCC wants to stress its status as independent organisation. This 

shows that organisations have different preferences on names for conformity and to the extent they see 

names as legitimate (Glynn and Marquis 2006). Without the prefix NATO however, distinction vanishes 

because the term centre of excellence is also a common expression in the civil sector (Moore and 

Birkinshaw 1998) and not owned by NATO (also see chapter 6.9).  

While in principle identity is labelled as an enduring state (Glynn 2008), Corley and Gioia (2004) argue that 

strategic changes in organisations lead to identity changes, which need to be managed by organisational 

leadership. Examples for that are the process of relocation to a different environment of the CCOE, which 

was followed by the active attempt to create a new organisational vision, including a change of the CCOE’s 

logo and symbols. An undesired effect of this process was a disruption of familiar working patterns. For a 

period of more than one year, the organisation and the staff devoted most efforts to establish new 

routines and to finding a new identity, instead of working on CIMIC capabilities. Similar MILMED COE 

needed to integrate the DHSC branch into the overall identity of the COE, and also the change in focus 

towards operational tasks at JCBRN COE might require internal identity management. All of these task will 

divert attention from the main objectives of capability development. Table 6.9 provides further evidence 
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on how identity-management is conducted in each of the cases, but also on the perception of identity 

among the organisational members. 

Table 6.9: Category Comparison ‘Sources of Identity’. 

COE Sources of identity – organisational identity and maturation   
C2 COE “the NATO C2 COE will become the international main source of expertise regarding all 

aspects of the C2 Process; a marketplace for C2 Knowledge and Expertise” (C2 COE 2016). 
“I must say that we don’t have a very clear identity and I think one of the reasons is that the 
topic is quite hard to deal with” (C2_1, para. 207). No COE identity; contradicting official 
vision and staff perception; little identification with subject matter; no corporate design; 
centre ambassadors without a clear role; team-building events. 

CCD 
COE 

“Our vision is to be the main source of expertise in the field of cooperative cyber defence by 
accumulating, creating, and disseminating knowledge in related matters within NATO, NATO 
nations and partners” (CCD COE 2016). “I always like to identify myself as a member of the 
COE and I do it, I feel proud” (CCD2, para. 211). Strong identity based on the subject matter 
and multinational cooperation; active identity creation through team-building and centre 
alumni/ ambassadors; cohesive staff perception. 

CCOE  “CCOE is the preferred network campus to connect people, share collective knowledge and 
to gain unity of purpose in the field of Civil-Military Interaction” (CCOE 2016). 
“That's our professionalism. This is our dedication when we, when we go towards what we 
do. (…). That’s shaping our identity” (CCOE6, para. 79). Ambiguous positions; COE identity 
based on professionalism and service provider; identification with the subject matter, but 
not with the COE; re-location; active attempt of identity creation. 

CSW 
COE 

“Meet the Experts – Get Access to Competence” (CSW COE 2016). 
“Also ich denke mal, das dieses Corporate Handbook schon erhebliche identitätsstiftende 
Effekte erzeugt”341 (CSW1, para. 47). “Andererseits wird auch Eigeninitiative belohnt und 
man kann sich hier selbstverwirklichen”342 (CSW5, para. 29-30). 
“It is not really an international community. That's again it's a harsh statement, but the day 
to day reality is, no” (CSW4, para. 50). Some identity perception as COE based on customer 
appreciation, team-building and individual development; not shared by all staff members; 
active attempt of identity creation. 

JAPCC “To be NATO’s catalyst for the improvement and transformation of Joint Air and Space 
Power; delivering effective solutions through independent thought and analysis” (JAPCC 
2016). “We are Air. We breathe Air Power! We are a service provider for air” (JAPCC1, para. 
49). “Wir haben diese Mission and Vision, klar, aber die verbindet uns auch nicht wirklich. 

                                                           
341 Translation by the author: I think the corporate handbook created significant amount of identification.   
342 Translation by the author: Self-initiative is being rewarded and you have the possibility for self-realization.    
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Das ist was jeder in der NATO hat. Also ich kann damit nicht viel anfangen, sag ich ganz 
ehrlich, das is allgemeiner Blubb”343 (JAPCC6, para. 80).  
“I'm proud to work in a multinational environment like this. (…) From a personal learning 
experience I think it's been fantastic from that standpoint, because it's a huge broadening 
opportunity” (JAPCC7, para. 113). 
Bifurcated identity perception; partial identity through customer appreciation and 
corporate design; disapproval of the vision; high aims of the directorate; past decisions have 
eliminated team-building; active attempt of identity creation.  

JCBRN 
COE 

No formal vision statement. “We employ experts, because that is the brand. The brand is 
expertise, we generate knowledge” (CBRN2, para. 77).  
“From my side I'm proud to be a member in this COE, very much, the work I do outside is 
always branded COE and not to Italy, for sure” (CBRN4, para. 54). “For this COE the strength 
of our identity is now beginning to come from how work is considered by NATO and by our 
sponsoring nations” (CBRN2, para. 81). Strong identity as COE based on the profession, 
customer appreciation, corporate design and team-building.   

MILMED 
COE 

“Committed to the health of our forces” (MILMED COE 2016a; 2016b). 
“The real corporate identity comes from the fact that we are being taken serious” 
(MILMED3, para. 117). “I mean if you look around here, the colour that we have, the logo 
everywhere, the shields, the other paraphernalia, they all serve the, the purpose of having 
one corporate identity” (MILMED3, para. 117). Strong and cohesive identity as COE, based 
on the profession, customer appreciation, multinational work, corporate design and team-
building; integration of DHSC branch; active attempt of identity creation. 

NMW 
COE 

“NATO NMW forces are to ensure the safe use of the seas and approaches to ports against 
sea mines and/or maritime IED for military and commercial purposes in peacetime, crisis 
and war” (NMW COE 2015: 1). “EGUERMIN hat einen Namen. 50 Jahre Jubiläum ist jetzt 
gefeiert worden”344 (NMW1, para. 194). “Wir haben eine Corporate Identity als 
Minensucher? Also das wird natürlich weniger, je weniger Leute wir werden”345 (NMW1, 
para. 192). No identity as COE, but strong corporate brand of EGUERMIN; identity as 
minesweeper with social activities in the past. 

 

Comparing the practices of identity creation shows that each COE follows an active attempt of identity 

creation consisting of a variety of cultural artefacts and symbols derived from the institutional 

environment. “Institutions serve up the resources for identity-work in organisations by supplying cognitive 

templates for both the form (grammar) and content (meanings; symbols) of organisational identities” 

                                                           
343 Translation by the author: We have our mission and vision, sure, but that is not a real source of identity. That’s 
what everybody has in NATO. I cannot make much sense out of it, honestly, that is gobbledygook.     
344 Translation by the author: EGUERMIN is a brand. We just celebrated the 50 year anniversary.  
345 Translation by the author: We do have a corporate identity as minesweepers. Needless to say that is on the 
decline with the fewer members.  



Chapter 6 

355 

(Glynn 2008: 426). Symbols present at each COE are the distinct logo of the organisation, a vision 

statement, and corporate gadgets such as uniform badges, pens, and banners. CSW COE, JAPCC, and 

MILMED COE have also developed corporate staff guides as written form of a corporate identity that is 

disseminated to newcomers. Moreover, CCD and C2 COEs have developed the symbolic function of COE 

ambassadors and fellows to tie former staff members and associates to the organisation. While this has 

developed into a practice that is valued by the staff at CCD COE, the ambassadors of C2 COE remain 

passive. Some symbols are closely related to cultural artefacts in the military at large. In front of each COE, 

flag poles are representing the national symbols of each SN and NATO. The esprit de corps inherent to the 

profession of the military officer and its variations in the different services or military branches form an 

important part of the cultural toolkit (Swindler 1986) to build identity. Expressions of esprit de corps at 

COEs are teambuilding events, which are conducted at seven of the organisations with the exception of 

NMW COE. In that case, the COE is simply too small and draws its esprit de corps from the minesweeper 

profession at large, using the available brand of the EGUERMIN. Teambuilding further adheres to the 

specific of multinational work. It is used as an integrative function to tie bonds between COE staff from 

different nations, and also to integrate their families. 

Next to active identity construction, the second important aspect is the perception of COE members on 

the identity of their organisations. The notion that identification is related to prestige and distinctiveness 

(Mael and Ashforth 1992; Bhattacharya, Rao and Glynn 1995; Brickson 2005) is also evident at several 

COEs. Officers at CCD, JAPCC, JCBRN, and MILMED COEs explicitly mentioned that they are proud to be 

part of the organisation. This notion of pride is further connected to their work and grows with recognition 

and reputation of the COE. Next to pride and recognition of the COE, also the teambuilding events have 

been referred to as positive ties between COE staff and the organisation that are helping to increase trust 

among the different nationalities. In the case of JAPCC where such events have been neglected, this was 

seen as negative for the identity perception of the staff. Moreover, identity seems to be stronger and 

more cohesive in those COE that have a distinct functional domain. In these cases COE members have 

their military branch as additional source of identity, which was observed at JCBRN, MILMED, and NMW 

COEs. On the contrary, when such additional sources of identity are indistinct or missing, also the identity 

of the COE is perceived less strong as shown by the examples of C2 COE, and JAPCC.   

Another aspect is military tradition. In comparison to century old military institutions, such as the United 

States Military Academy West Point or the British armed forces regimental structure, COEs are young 

organisations. However, most of their staff brings experiences from more traditional units in their home 
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country, which serves as an explanation why identity construction is actively pursued at each COE. 

Tradition seems to be seen as important and uniting artefact for COE staff. The case of NMW COE further 

demonstrates the importance of tradition by leaning towards the brand of the EGUERMIN. Because such 

traditions are least present in the new domain of cyber, the CCD is perhaps the COE with the greatest 

effort of identity management by integrating alumni and naming centre ambassadors.  

The case study comparison has also shown that identity perceptions are not equally strong at each COE. 

At C2 COE, the staff members neither share an identification with the subject matter, nor a strong feeling 

of unity. This lack of identity is expressed in the absence of a corporate design and the symbolic naming 

of centre ambassadors without an official role. At the CCOE, JAPCC, and CSW COE identity is also perceived 

as ambiguous. CCOE has a strong dedication towards the professional work as CIMIC officers, but no such 

ties to the organisation. Reasons for that are shifting directions of the management and ambiguous 

internal communication of decisions. The tremendous effort of new identity creation after the relocation 

of the organisation to The Hague has resulted in a new logo and other symbols, but has not succeeded to 

increase the internal perception of identity within the staff. Also at JAPCC identity is bifurcated due to 

different perceptions between the staff and the COE management. This was partially caused by the 

termination of teambuilding activities, but also by the high aims of the directorate that are not reflected 

in the organisation structure. One explanation for this divergence is the broad realm the COE is covering. 

Attempts to tie this broad domain the organisational vision and the staff guide (JAPCC 2014a) are seen as 

trivial and do not have meaning to the COE members. Similar, the CSW COE also issued a code of conduct 

and a slogan, which are not fully adopted. Some staff members identify themselves with the motto “Meet 

the Experts – Get Access to Competence” (CSW COE 2016), others argue that the COE offers opportunities 

for self-realization, but is lacking a true multinational identity.  

These individual perceptions on COE identities demonstrate the importance to look at case specifics 

instead of generalisations. Common to all COEs is their multinational composition, which is generally 

valued as enriching for the working environment, and the fact that COEs are young organisations that 

cannot draw from long traditions in identity construction. The methods how identities are forged differ, 

as well as their success. The cases have shown that issuing a vision statement, a staff handbook, or a code 

of conduct alone, does not create identity. Important complementary elements to those symbols are the 

reputation of the organisation, integration of staff and their families through teambuilding. Moreover, 

COEs utilize existing identities and traditions within their functional domain, for instance, the identity of 

the chemical corps or the minesweeper profession. On average, COE staff bring 20 years of service within 
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their national armed forces and specific military branch. Thus, this strong previous socialization is likely to 

have an influence on the perception of identity and may even hamper socialization in a new environment 

(Adkins 1995), also against the fact that assignments at COEs are always temporal and that the 

organisations have little influence on personnel selection (chapter 6.7).  

Given these limitations, the COEs demonstrate a high degree of awareness on the importance to develop 

identities that adhere to the principles of centrality and distinction by being part of an organisational field 

of NATO accredited COEs, but also by building a separate organisational identity. Moreover, the analysis 

shows that COEs, in fact, use the raw material of institutions for identity creation in a form of institutional 

bricolage (Glynn 2008: 420). There is an obvious regularity of patterns within the organisational field, 

indicating that the COEs use all available logics of the field in their identity construction, but with a 

different emphasis to create distinct and stylized identities. The logic of transformation expresses 

centrality and claims membership in the social category of NATO. It unites the COEs as a group of specific 

organisations in NATO. Similarly, the logic of multinational cooperation is also central to COEs as a 

founding principle and provides different national symbols of military culture for identity construction. 

However, multinational cooperation also requires identity-work towards integration and coherence. CSW 

COE is a case in point that it is difficult to form a multinational identity in COEs that is dominated by 

personnel from the Framework Nation. The corporate logic is utilized to carve a distinct identity by 

creating symbols of a corporate design and unity, such as the ambassadorship and visualization of the COE 

in logos and other gadgets. While the logic of transformation places the COEs in the social category of 

NATO, the corporate logic allows to distinguish the organisations from one another. Of importance for 

the cultural fit and action repertoires is the logic of professional excellence. It allows to integrate the COE 

with the esprit de corps of the military service and branches related to the functional domain. Through 

the professional elements of identity, the organisation can resonate with audiences and develop cultural 

power, a fact, which results in the individual notion of pride among COE staff. Moreover, the logic of 

professional excellence contains the tradition and cultural artifacts, which lead to a deeper bond than 

newly created symbols. COE identity was most coherent and pronounced in those organisations that 

resemble a distinct military capability with a long history and tradition, demonstrating the importance of 

historic contingency and basis of attention (see chapter 6.1 and 6.2).   

Organisational identity mediates how organisations interpret and respond to institutional expectations. 

(Glynn 2008; Kostova and Roth 2002; Labianca et al. 2001). The cross case study analysis reveals that 

sources of identity for COEs can be linked to all institutional logics of the field, thereby also demonstrating 
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that the organisations use identity to claim for membership in a social space (Albert and Whetten 1985; 

Glynn 2008), in this case their institutional environment of NATO transformation. Last, identity provides 

a general guideline or frame for organisational practices and decisions (Luhmann 2000). In this function, 

identity can be a factor that both enables and constrains knowledge management by the COEs. A strong 

identity can build trust among multinational COE members, thereby lowering cultural barriers for 

knowledge exchange. Identity can further incease the motivation and form a common spirit for capability 

development. Staff members that are bound to the COE as alumni or ambassadors have an additional 

incentive to continue their work in a community of practice that is linked to the COE. In the absence of 

such unifying factors, work can be less focused and performed in a fragmented manner, which would 

hamper knowledge exchange, especially if members form national groups instead of working together. 

6.9 Legitimacy of Centres of Excellence in NATO 

The analysis of the establishment of COEs (chapter 4.5.1) already concluded that the organisations receive 

a high degree of legitimacy, because they resemble the greater military cultural environment and get 

normative support through accreditation. On the other hand, COEs deviate from the general observation 

that military organisations have imitated each other over centuries in an isomorphic way (Farrell 1998: 

413). Voluntary participation and the absence of formal hierarchies require additional sources of 

legitimacy in contrast to traditional structures. The professionals that are confronted with this novel way 

of organising have to carve out legitimated social spaces for their practices (Purdy and Gray 2009: 369). 

The analysis of institutional entrepreneurship has shown how COEs have successfully developed and filled 

this space, most prominently by taking the roles of Department Head and as custodian for doctrine. The 

organisations further contribute to existing, legitimate forms of organising by participating in NATO 

working groups and contributing to the NATO Standardization Office.  

The case studies further confirm findings from the management literature that new organisations increase 

legitimacy by strategic responses and positioning within the field (Oliver 1991), which is done by a variety 

of mechanisms (Purdy and Gray 2009: 372). From the micro perspective of the individual COEs, two main 

sources of legitimacy predominantly appear throughout the case studies: accreditation and certification 

procedures, and external recognition by the main stakeholders of the institutional environment.  

Both sources of legitimacy are important enablers for effective knowledge management by COEs. In the 

formal environment of NATO, organisations need to be compliant with norms and regulations to become 

a legitimate actor in the working groups, doctrinal processes, or education and training, because these 
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are the formal channels for knowledge exchange. Even more important is the recognition by relevant 

stakeholders to gain access to knowledge within the profession. If, due to a lack of legitimacy, COEs would 

be excluded from the professional discussions in their area of expertise, they could not take part in 

knowledge exchange. The main findings from the case studies are shown in table 6.10. 

Table 6.10: Category Comparison ‘Sources of Legitimacy’. 

COE Sources of legitimacy – formal legitimacy through accreditation and MOUs, external 
legitimacy through recognition   

C2 COE External recognition; “If I talk to the people responsible within joint warfare center and 
SHAPE, who are doing operations evaluations, assessments. They are always very 
happy with our support and quality” (C2_3, para. 47);  
“So we have, have had some products in the past. We are not so much producing 
today” (C2_1, para. 159); formal compliance with the COE concept 

CCD COE External recognition and political attention to the subject; growth  of SN; “Im Herbst 
2014 wollte SACEUR uns besuchen und sein Wille war, das Center zu besuchen. Er 
wollte wirklich mal cybermäßig auf Stand kommen. Das war seine Intention”346 (CCD1, 
para. 54); formal compliance with the COE concept 

CCOE  External recognition in NATO; less recognition with humanitarian actors; “Aber wir 
haben natürlich immer noch viel zu tun, gerade was die zivile Community angeht”347 
(CCOE4, para. 55); formal compliance with the COE concept 

CSW COE External recognition in NATO; danger of duplication and competition with other 
maritime COEs; largely compliant with the COE concept; structural reform to work 
along all four pillars  

JAPCC External recognition in NATO; leverage through high ranking directorate and co-
location with other Air Force units; less recognition in SN; formal compliance with the 
COE concept 

JCBRN COE External recognition in NATO, FN and beyond through tradition of the profession and 
worldwide security implication; less recognition in SN; formal compliance with the COE 
concept; structural changes have been aligned with formal proceedings 

MILMED COE External recognition in NATO through COMEDS forum; external recognition in civilian 
medicine through universal character of the subject and co-location with other medical 
institutions; formal compliance with the COE concept, but deviation from POW process 

NMW COE External recognition is limited to minesweeper professionals; challenge of budget cuts, 
low incentives and negative image of mines; no formal compliance with the COE 
concept; structural reform to rewrite MOU and be detached from EGUERMIN  

 

                                                           
346 Translation by the author: SACEUR wanted to visit us in autumn and it was his intent to visit the centre. He really 
wanted to be updated on cyber-affairs. That was his intent.   
347 Translation by the author: There is still a lot to be done, especially regarding the civil community.   
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There is a broad consensus in the literature that organisations increase their legitimacy by compliance 

with accreditation and certification procedures (Ruef and Scott 1998; Walgenbach 2000; Scott 2014). In 

seven of the eight cases, the COEs comply with this regulative and normative source of legitimacy through 

formal proceedings to a large degree. Only NMW COE strongly deviates from the formal characteristics in 

several ways by missing the operational MOU, not being truly multinational, not following the four pillars, 

and not being clearly separated from the EGUERMIN. As a result of this missing formal legitimacy, NMW 

COE was not able to acquire additional Sponsoring Nations. On the other hand, the analysis has shown 

that the COE follows an active strategy to conform to the environment (Suchman 1995: 587). This includes 

rewriting of the MOUs and the process of structural separation from the EGUERMIN. The COE section at 

HQ SACT has taken the role as legitimacy agent (Deephouse and Suchman 2008: 69) and is supporting the 

COE in this process. Moreover, with the ISO 9001 certification, the COE deliberately chose an additional 

validation that is associated with an increase of legitimacy (Walgenbach 2000). These actions of NMW 

COE to gain formal legitimacy demonstrate active legitimacy management instead of symbolic conformity 

of promising reform (Meyer and Rowan 1977: 356). This argument is supported by the ongoing joining 

negotiations with Germany, Italy, and Poland. NMW COE was further able to compensate for the lack of 

formal legitimacy by recognition of expertise and partaking in all coordination elements of the COE 

governance structure. Within the minesweeper profession, the COE is a recognized entity that additionally 

benefits from the tradition and reputation of the EGUERMIN. Hence, the institutional logics of the 

corporation and professional excellence are reinforcing legitimacy through a corporate identity and 

customer recognition. This demonstrates the importance of cultural support from the environment 

(Meyer and Scott 1983: 201), especially when an organisation deviates from formal criteria.  

Also the other COEs that show only minor deviation from the formal criteria are following active attempts 

towards compliance. JCBRN COE asked the SN for formal endorsement to establish the CBRN Reachback 

capacity and integrated the new function into the MOU. A similar process could be observed for the 

incorporation of the DHSC branch into MILMED COE. CSW COE conducted an internal reform to expand 

the working portfolio on all four pillars of the COE concept and is further coordinating with the other 

maritime COEs to avoid duplication. The only remaining deviation is the different working rhythm of 

MILMED COE that is not aligned with the formal POW process. In this case the COE is not taking any action 

towards norm compliance, because it prefers customer benefits over formal processes.  

The case study analysis leads to a similar result on the second source of legitimacy, the recognition of 

COEs by their main stakeholders. All organisations describe that they are well-embedded in NATO. Several 
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indicators support this observation: political support through high-ranking visitors, close working relations 

to specific NATO bodies, such as COMEDS, and growing numbers of requests for support. Especially the 

total increase of requests for support from NATO to COEs by 150% between 2011 and 2017 demonstrates 

a general acceptance of COEs as ‘natural’ partners to consult in their professional domains in NATO, which 

is further supported by collective marketing and lobbying (Aldrich and Fiol 1994: 663) through the COE 

section. Only the case of C2 COE shows a lack of external recognition. Although the staff argues that their 

services are appreciated, they also admit that they have little output and actually lack requests from 

NATO. This difference to the other COEs originates in the indistinct subject area of C2, because there is no 

subject specific target audience in NATO. Thus, seven of the eight COEs are legitimate and integrated 

actors, which provides a precondition for effective knowledge management.  

This is also shown by a high degree of self-consciousness on reputation and recognition among the 

organisations. Almost all of the COEs emphasize on the importance of visibility and relevance, which they 

actively tried to manage by participating in multiple fora and by organising own conferences and events. 

Furthermore, the COEs employ symbolic language and consistent communication (Ibid: pp. 652) in their 

vision statements and corporate guidelines as active elements of legitimacy management. Only a member 

of the CCD COE mentioned that there is no need to actively increase visibility: “Ja. Vielleicht liegt das 

daran, dass wir da einfach schon sind (lacht). Wir werden schon gefragt, wir werden schon 

wahrgenommen. Von daher brauchen wir uns das nicht als Ziel setzen”348 (CCD1, para. 82). This self-

awareness towards legitimacy follows Zimmerman and Zeitz (2002) argumentation that legitimacy is 

especially relevant for new organisations. In this case, the COEs have proactively managed to become 

recognized organisation within their area of expertise.  

Hence, from the perspective of the logic of transformation, the COEs possess a high degree of legitimacy 

through both compliance with formal criteria and acceptance within NATO. This enables them to take an 

active role in knowledge management, because they are recognized and integrated within their fields of 

expertise. Thereby, the COEs have access to knowledge of their stakeholders and blend into NATO working 

groups, procedures, and other channels of knowledge exchange. COE personnel further belongs to the 

common belief system of the military culture across NATO member nations. Thus, COEs are aware of their 

legitimacy guidelines (Deephouse and Suchman 2008: 69), the intangible social rules of the environment 

that provide legitimacy, and are deeply rooted in the military profession. The COEs also receive cultural 

                                                           
348 Translation by the author: Yes, maybe it is because we are perceived as such (leading organisation within the 
domain) (laughing). We are being asked, we are being recognized. Therefore, we do not need to set this as objective.   
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support by their environment (Meyer and Scott 1983: 201) in being perceived as “success story” (personal 

communication, ACT, May 2015). Specialized competence centres further resemble HQ SACT’s rationale 

of being the transformational engine in NATO (ACT 2015a). Holm argues that “new organisations and 

populations must find champions and deter critics that come from established institutions at different 

levels” (Holm 1995 pp. 413). Both has been achieved through the legitimacy agents at HQ SACT and 

recognized contributions by the organisations themselves. The high degree of legitimacy in the 

environment of NATO transformation also supports the proposition that “independent of their productive 

efficiency, organisations which exist in highly elaborated institutional environments and succeed in 

becoming isomorphic with these environments gain the legitimacy and resources needed to survive” 

(Meyer and Rowan 1977: 352). With growing reputation, some COEs managed to change the role from 

subjects to sources of legitimacy with their contribution to standardization in NATO. The development of 

standards is coordinated by the NATO Standardization Organisation (NSO). Their aim is to enhance 

combined effectiveness and interoperability by the promulgation of Standardization Agreements (NATO 

2006: pp. 349). Especially MILMED COE has become a legitimacy agent by its active contribution to the 

development of medical STANAGS. Another function where COEs have become a source of legitimacy is 

in the coordinating role as Department Head in their discipline, which increases synchronization of 

operational requirements and available training programmes solution for each discipline. COEs have 

become taken-for-granted in NATO. 

The comparison of the results from the case study analysis with the macro-level of the organisational field 

yields two additional observations. Proliferation of the same organisational type (Carroll and Hannan 

1989), is a third source of legitimacy and has a strong and prevailing influence on the field of COEs. Both, 

the total number of COEs and the number of Sponsoring Nations joining each organisation are increasing. 

The annual COE catalogue provides an overview that breaks down the support to each COE by nations 

(ACT 2016: 31). Currently, CCD COE, NMW COE, and STRATCOM COE are in the process of acquiring 

additional SN. While COEs have been initially designed for participation of NATO member states, the 

concept has also been opened for participation by NATO partner nations. By 2017, Austria, Georgia, 

Finland, and Sweden have joined six COEs. These nations are considered ‘Contributing Nations’ instead of 

Sponsoring Nations, because they are not members of the legal arrangement governing the status of 

international military personnel, the Paris Protocol (NATO 1952), which is a legal difference. Each 

additional Sponsoring- and Contributing Nation enriches the pool of available knowledge at a COE and 

further leads to direct access to the national sources of knowledge in that field of competence.   



Chapter 6 

363 

This strong interest of nations to continue to invest into COEs (chapter 6.10) is a robust and positive 

indicator for legitimacy. Surprisingly, the officers serving at the COEs largely stated that there is little 

awareness on COEs within the national structures. The observation that COEs are relatively unknown in 

national military structures was consistent throughout the interviews at HQ SACT and the COEs. Most 

interviewees were asked the question on their first involvement with COEs349 with the result, shown in 

table 6.11, that a majority of 64% had little or no contacts to the organisations prior to their position.   

Table 6.11: Previous Knowledge and Awareness on COEs. 

Audience/level of 
involvement 

Response rate Previous 
involvement 

Some knowledge  No involvement  

COE  staff 45/50   9 (18%) 10 (20%) 26 (52%) 
HQ SACT COE section   9/10   2 (20%)   4 (40%)   3 (30%) 
HQ SACT FOGO   7/10   5 (50%)   1 (10%)   1 (10%) 
Total  61/70 16 (23%) 15 (21%) 29 (43%) 

 

Only the group of general officers at HQ SACT deviates from with result with at least 50% that have been 

involved in national COE-establishment processes. “Well, I was actually a part of the initial decision 

process, when we established the centre of excellence structure. I was then in the Ministry of Defence in 

Norway” (IS8, para. 4). Another general similarly states: “I promoted a centre of excellence in my own 

country, which at the end of the day was certified by NATO. And I was very pleased to see that developing” 

(IS7, para. 17). 

At the COE section and within the COEs more than 70% had little or no awareness on the COEs prior to 

their assignments. Being asked about the first time he heard about COEs, one officer at the COE section 

remarks: “One year ago, when I got my position here. I have not been involved before. In my nation I 

never crossed the COEs” (IW6, para. 3). The observations within the COEs are similar and stretch across 

nations. Two officers at JAPCC stated: “I had no idea about the COE when I was in the US. I only got to 

know it when I first came here” (JAPCC2, para. 4). The other person remarked: “Ich bin hierher versetzt 

worden vor 3 Jahren, nicht wissend was das hier überhaupt ist. Also wirklich völliges Neuland wie Sie 

überrascht werden, dass es sowas gibt. Und dass man hier sogar arbeiten kann ist in der Bundeswehr nicht 

                                                           
349 The question was skipped in a few cases due to a time restriction to the interview. 
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bekannt”350 (JAPCC6, para. 3). Also a member of JCBRN COE shares a similar experience: “When I arrived 

here, which is beginning of April. I didn’t even know it existed before that” (CBRN5, para. 3). These 

statements show a possible constraint for knowledge exchange between the COEs and their Sponsoring 

Nations. If COEs are unknown in national military strcutures, they might be excluded from circles of 

information exchange. This would require them to proactively pull and push for information.   

There are few cases in which the COE members showed previous involvement. One officer at MILMED 

COE has been his nation’s board member and therefore was very familiar with the organisation. “I am in 

a very specific position because I used to perform as the Steering Committee member for the Czech 

Republic, meaning I did this already for seven years” (MILMED7, para. 54). At CCD COE was the special 

case of a person that served at the COE for a second time. “I was involved for the first time at the beginning 

of this Centre in 2007. It is actually my second tour here. Yeah in the beginning of 2007 until 2009, than 

three years back to Spain, and now I am back here” (CCD7, para. 2).  

Despite these exceptions the general results show little awareness on COEs in national military structures, 

which was also stated by a member of C2 COE: “I do think personally that the nations are not aware of all 

the COEs” (C2_4, para. 65). Another person uses this observation in his presentations on COEs.  

“I had never heard about COEs and I also tell this if I give a presentation about COEs. I always start 
with asking the audience, ‘who of you have ever heard about COEs?’ There are always like 10-15 
people holding up their hand. The second question is who of you worked together with the COEs on a 
project. At least half of the hands are down. The last question is do you work at the COE or have in 
depth knowledge? Almost nobody. I haven’t seen anyone yet. And it was also that within the 
Netherlands Defence, no one having any clue about COEs, and they didn’t know that we were here, 
so that was my first impression of COEs” (C2_3, para. 4). 

The unawareness of COEs in national military strucutes is in contrast to the high degree of legitimacy 

shown by formal accreditation, customer acceptance, and national investment. Recognition of the COEs 

appears to be limited to the actors in the niches they are operating in. While this will principally suffice as 

legitimate foundation for the COEs, it also hinders knowledge management and practice spread to a larger 

field of application. A member of the COE section argues that “those who need to know already know (…). 

We have many examples of cooperation with industry and academia throughout the COEs. It’s just not 

well publicized. Yeah we could do more, but at what cost? What would we get out of it as COEs?” (IW10, 

                                                           
350 Translation by the author: I was posted here three years ago, unaware what kind of organisation this is. A 
completely new territory and you are quite surprised that something like this exists. That you can even work here is 
not known in the German Armed Forces. 
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para. 40). One can argue the person misses that the organisational field requires legitimacy agents and –

mediators in the current situation. If COEs had a larger scope, they would stand for themselves and their 

practices would be judged based on successful reproduction and dissemination. On the other hand, the 

organisations are designed to serve a highly specialized expert audience instead of the wider public.     

6.10 Rationales to Invest Into Centres of Excellence 

The continuous growth of COEs automatically raises the question of the Framework and Sponsoring 

Nations’ rationales to invest into the organisations. In the previous analysis of legitimacy, the strong 

national involvement clearly showed a growing attractiveness of COEs for both large and small NATO 

member nations. While an important finding in itself, the numbers do not allow for a conclusion on the 

overall expenditures of each nation and a subsequent cost-benefit analysis. Exact figures on expenditures 

for both personnel and other expenses are not accessible and may even be difficult to measure within the 

nations due to fragmentation of defence budgets351. The expenses on infrastructure and COE 

establishment are also difficult to compare because some COEs are located in existing military properties 

and others have been provided with newly built facilities. Also labour costs differ across the nations. 

However, in comparison to conventional military equipment, the operating costs of a COE can be 

considered marginal: “we always say to our political leadership that for the price of having one airplane 

for a week, you can have an international organisation operating here” (MILMED3, para. 125). 

Furthermore, the investment into COEs forms a contrast to the overall trend of reductions in defence 

spending (Larrabee et al. 2012; Mölling and Brune 2011).  

The case study analysis has shown that there are multiple reasons that make participation attractive from 

both a national standpoint, but also for the individual staff members, which derive from the logics 

transformation, multinational cooperation, and professional excellence. A comparative overview on the 

different incentives at each case study is provided in table 6.12.  

  

                                                           
351 During a discussion at the German MOD it was mentioned that these figures are not available although they are 
not classified. The principal decision on participation and the fine planning on the number of positions are not done 
centralized, but in the functional departments of the capabilities. 
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Table 6.12: Category Comparison ‘Logic of Investment’. 

COE Logic of investment – What is the rationale/guiding logic of actors to invest in the COE  
C2 COE Political interests of the Framework Nation; some incentives for personal development; 

limited output of the COE due to undefined subject area and absence of guidance; “We 
were highly visible because it was a very hot topic within HQ SACT and then suddenly hey 
that drops and what’s left?” (C2_2, para. 59).  

CCD COE Specific importance of multinational cooperation in cyber; possibility of high level 
political and military influence; increased visibility of Estonia as new NATO member; 
nations can participate in capability development; incentive of personal development; 
institutional logics largely reinforce each other; practice creation can be hampered by 
national interests. 

CCOE  Nations maintained investment in the antecedent NCS structure; combination of subject-
specific and transformational interests; internationalization of education and use of the 
COE as training provider; participation in international knowledge and possibility of 
influence; international learning environment for officers. 

CSW COE Combination of political, transformational and subject-specific interests; participation in 
multinational knowledge; some nations use COE for capability development; some 
nations only participate for reasons of symbolic defence cooperation; international 
learning environment for officers. 

JAPCC Primarily political interests to join the COE; little utilization of the COE by SN; COE staff 
values multinational knowledge exchange and follows proactive approach to seek 
relevant tasks; misalignment of logics.  

JCBRN COE Host nation interest to exploit a strong capability; SN political interests to join the COE; 
national interests to influence capability development; more CBRN expertise at the COE 
than in the NCS; international learning environment for officers. 

MILMED 
COE 

Combination of multinational cooperation and professional excellence; increased 
visibility of Hungary as new NATO member; internationalization of education; 
participation in multinational knowledge; valued working environment by COE staff; 
logics work in complementary. 

NMW COE Dominant logic of professional excellence to preserve knowledge and advance the 
minesweeper profession; EGUERMIN serves national interests and has developed a 
corporate identity; logics work in complementary. 

 

The conceptual idea behind the COEs was to provide multinational capability development to increase 

interoperability and to mitigate the structural reductions of the NCS. This rationale of NATO 

transformation is difficult to trace in the case study analysis, which was also indicated by members of the 

COE section. “COEs are political. 1-2 of them are altruistic. They were created just for the benefit of NATO 

and not for nations” (IW7, para. 16). Another person is even more critical:   
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“Für die NATO waren die Nischenfähigkeiten wichtig, weil die NATO sich 2002 ‘enteiert’ hat und dies 
nicht mehr abbilden kann. Wir haben da Analysen was wir brauchten, aber das hat die Nationen nicht 
interessiert. Die wollten eine NATO Fahne haben und nicht irgendwelche Fähigkeiten bereitstellen. 
Das kann man aber so nicht sagen. Das wird sofort zensiert”352 (IW9, para. 21). 

Nevertheless, COEs have been established on most of the capabilities that have been suggested in an HQ 

SACT document (ACT 2011b), and COE staff across the organisations often argued that the COEs are 

indeed compensating for the missing expertise in the NCS. Hence, the gap analysis at HQ SACT provides a 

soft element to invite nations to invest on specific areas that can have some influence in bi- and 

multilateral defence discussions. 

The logic that is predominantly guiding national investment in COEs is multinational cooperation, which 

is following the incentives of political interests and defence synergies through participation and mutual 

cost reduction. Strong evidence for this motivation was found in six of the eight case studies. CCD COE, 

JCBRN COE, and MILMED COE are examples of new NATO member states that were able to establish a 

NATO organisation in their country, and to promote a capability they are good in at the same time. Also 

Germany wanted to promote national expertise with CSW COE. On the other hand, being already 

Framework Nation to an Army and an Air Force COE, it is not unlikely that the Navy simply wanted to claim 

a COE as well. Although there is no quotable evidence to support this argumentation, the cases of JAPCC 

and C2 COE demonstrate that similar interests can lead to COE establishment. The Netherlands wanted 

to promote a high ranking national officer at HQ SACT and offered the COE in return. The creation of JAPCC 

followed the attempt to justify a certain level of command. “Beim JAPCC ging es aber auch konkret darum 

den Dienstposten des deutschen Generalleutnant und des US Generals zu behalten und zu rechtfertigen. 

Es ging nie primär darum, der NATO Fähigkeiten zur Verfügung zu stellen”353 (IW9, para. 14). A problem 

arising from such politically-driven and symbolic investment is that nations participate at a minimal 

investment and often send personnel lacking the expertise or do not fill the position at all. In these cases, 

knowledge development and exchange by COE staff members is severely hamperd due to a lack of subject 

matter expertise. Therefore, one officer pointedly describes COEs as coalitions of the willing: 

  

                                                           
352 Translation by the author: The niche-capabilities have been important because NATO deflated itself in 2002 and 
cannot provide them any longer. We did an analysis on what we needed, but that didn’t interest the nations. They 
wanted to have a NATO flag not to provide some capabilities. You cannot state this, it will be instantly censored.    
353 Translation by the author: At JAPCC it also came to preserve and justify the position of the German Lieutenant 
General and the US Four-Star. It was never primarily about providing capabilities to NATO. 
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“At the end of the day the COEs are coalitions of the willing. You won’t get people that are forced to 
join a COE. It’s not how they work. So the fact that nations are contributing people and have joined 
the COE as a Sponsoring Nation, it’s a reflection of the purely voluntary nature of COEs. And so (...) 
any sort of development is possible so long as there is support amongst the member nations of the 
COE” (MILMED5, para. 73). 

Some nations also follow the rationale to actually develop the capability of the COE, which could be 

observed at NMW COE that follows the tradition of the binational minesweeper school EGUERMIN. The 

same could be observed at the CCOE. Both COEs have in common that they developed from existing 

structures and could build upon expertise in the discipline. Their subject areas are further rather neglected 

domains that do not receive a high amount of political attention.  

In most of the cases, the rationale to invest is marked by a blend of the different logics. A single 

predominant logic as basis for investment is an exemption that only accounts for the cases of JAPCC, 

guided by multinational cooperation, and NMW COE, guided by professional excellence. The other cases 

combine elements of different logics that work both in complementary and in contradiction. An example 

for this is the case of CCD COE. Being a new NATO member state and known as the country of e-

government, Estonia exploited a national strength and a topic of increasing political attention. The CCD 

COE largely benefitted from both aspects in growth of SN, a firm body of subject matter expertise and 

strong recognition in NATO. Hence, the logics of multinational cooperation and professional excellence 

are reinforcing each other. The only caveat to cooperation is sharing of national secrets. JCBRN COE 

provides a similar example and the COE actually holds more subject matter expertise than the whole NCS. 

While all SN benefit from participation on multinational knowledge, one officer clearly states that nations 

value the possibility to influence NATO doctrine and training.     

“I think the only other thing that I will mention is that there’s a high level of influence at play in the 
COEs by the nations. And maybe that goes without saying, because why else would a bunch of nations 
get together and fund a COE but they think that they have more leverage, more influence via the COE 
than trying to get their idea forwarded through a normal means through NATO? So you know, a 
particular officer working here has been given marching orders by his nation. And when he comes to 
the table on certain issues he is immovable. And so when I talk about slowing things down he’s not 
doing it because he means to be a bad guy, he’s just trying to carry out the wishes of the country that 
sent him here” (CBRN2, para 7).  

The account also demonstrates that national interests set boundaries for multinational cooperation. 

Therefore, the logic of professional excellence comes to a halt in case of contradicting national interests.   

Investment in COEs is largely driven by the influence of different institutional logics instead of a single 

dominating logic. This institutional complexity leads to both tensions and beneficial effects within the 
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COEs. In case that investment is mostly following political interests, COEs are likely to be reduced to 

symbolic organisations with little relevance for multinational capability development. In case the nations 

follow a vested interest in the functional domain, political support can maximise their effects. These 

organisations embrace the idea of Smart Defence by essence. The opinions on both directions vary within 

the COEs and also at HQ SACT. An advocate of the political rationale states:  

“Das nationale Interesse, nicht das NATO Requirement hat die Erstellung der COEs beeinflusst, die 
Bewegung angefeuert (…). Das ist der entscheidende Hintergrund, der zur ‘Explosion’ der COEs geführt 
hat. Überlegen Sie mal wo die NATO ist. Wir haben heute noch 9 oder 10 Commands, es gab da 
unglaubliche Reibereien bei den Reformen der NCS. Früher hatte die NCS über 30.000 Dienstposten 
und über 30 HQs. Mit einem COE kann ich mir die NATO ins Land holen, sonst sehe ich sie nicht mehr. 
Das trifft auf fast alle Nationen zu”354 (IW9, para. 31). 

The argumentation in favour of different influences is less black and white:   

“There are political reasons to get a NATO organisation in the country or to work together with specific 
nations. There are military reasons to exploit a function the nation is good at. There is a mixture of all 
those things to each COE. There is a political dimension to every COE, there is also a military dimension 
to every COE. What is more important than how it was started is the benefit the COE provides to NATO 
and the Sponsoring Nations” (IW7, para. 18). 

The case study analysis has shown that the COEs that fit into the first proposition are subject to 

institutional tensions, and often face structural weaknesses that limit their role in the creation of new 

practices and capabilities. The majority of the cases can be classified under the second statement and 

show a high degree of institutional coherence in which political interests bring leverage to capability 

development in their area of expertise. Following this argumentation, especially small NATO member 

nations get access to the knowledge and products of any COE by participating with a single officer in form 

of a club good (Ivanov 2011). If the respective COE has obtained official functions as custodian for doctrine 

or as Department Head for training, such a single contribution is likely to have larger influence, than 

placing a staff officer elsewhere in the NATO Command Structure. However, participatation always has a 

politcal dimension and is never purely driven by the interest to gain access to expertise and knowledge. 

This political interest can enforce knowledge management when the subject area is of high relevance, 

                                                           
354 Translation by the author: National interests not NATO requirements had an influence on the establishment of 
COEs, inspired the movement (…). That is the determining backdrop that caused the ‘explosion’ of COEs. Think about 
where NATO stands. Today, we have only 9 or 10 commands left, there has been tremendous friction along the NCS 
reforms. In the past the NCS had more than 30.000 positions and more than 30 HQs. With a COE I can bring NATO 
into my country, otherwise I can’t see NATO anymore. This applies to almost every nation.  
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such as Cyber Defence. On the other hand, participation for political reasons often degrades knowledge 

exchange to a subordinate side effect, which is a serious constraint.     

6.11 Towards a Logic of Collective Action?   

The comparative analysis of the case studies has shown a high degree of similarity of how COEs formulate 

their strategies, work towards the creation of new practices, and develop organisational identities. 

Similarly, the COEs share the same constraints of military rotation and dependency on their SN to be 

supplied with qualified staff. On the other hand, the historic origin, sponsorship by different compositions 

of nations, and the distinct functional areas still provide each COE with an individual character. This 

subchapter analyses the implications of the analysis on coherence or diversity for the level of the 

organisational field. The COEs fit DiMaggio and Powell’s definition of “organisations that, in aggregate, 

constitute a recognized area of institutional life: key suppliers, resource and product consumers, 

regulatory agencies, and other organisations that produce similar services and products” (1983: 148), but 

do they also follow Scott’s criteria that participants within a field “interact more frequently and fatefully 

with one another than with actors outside the field” (1995: 56)?  

Although the COEs work in different functional domains to avoid duplication (ACT 2013b: 2), they are 

coordinated by HQ SACT, linked together by the governance structure (Chapter 4), and show multiple 

similarities how they conduct their work. Moreover, the dissemination of best practices among COEs is of 

importance for the COE-section. The different fora and conferences among COEs and development of the 

MOU templates have led to increasing structural similarities among the organisations. Furthermore, the 

COEs are advertised both as a collective and as singular organisations (ACT 2013c; 2015b; 2016). Yet, none 

of the cases has shown an emphasis on inter-COE cooperation (chapter 6.4), which is limited to singular 

examples, such as cooperation between CBRN Reachback and the DHCS branch of MILMED COE, or a joint 

conference between the CCOE and STRATCOM COE in 2017.  

Despite the little inter-COE cooperation, the COE-section at HQ SACT has increased the effort to influence 

the COEs towards working together as a federation of organisations. The discussion will first address the 

different steps taken to influence the COEs as a collective group between 2014 and 2016, before analysing 

if these developments on the organisational field level result in a new institutional logic of collective 

action. In 2014, the annual COE directors’ conference was opened by the COE-section with the following 

statement: “the COE community is larger than HQ SACT staff. I encourage COEs to take a more active role 

in NATO, which can be achieved when acting with a single voice” (participant observation COE directors 
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conference, October 2014). Further emphasis on the united purpose of COEs and their significant 

contributions to NATO transformation was given by a video message delivered by Supreme Allied 

Commander Transformation, General Paloméros (Paloméros 2014a). Another official pointed out that 

“COEs have never worked together as a cohesive unit. As a consequence they don’t have the recognition 

in NATO they could have” (participant observation COE directors conference, October 2014). The only 

available example to demonstrate cooperation of several COEs is the ‘NATO Urbanisation Project’ (ACT 

2017b), which has been supported by 16 COEs, and therefore serves as role model to advertise the 

federated approach. To achieve greater cohesion among the organisations, the COE-section proposed to 

develop internal terms of reference (TOR) as guidelines for all COE directors to increase cooperation, and 

the nomination of one director as spokesperson for all COEs on an annual, rotational basis.   

The following debate among the COE directors concentrated on the question if a federated approach 

would come to the cost of independence for the COEs. Eventually, it was agreed that decisions should 

only be taken in consensus, to avoid that a majority can inflict upon the independence of a single COE, 

and that only COE directors are entitled to decide on the TOR and the spokesperson, not the COE-section. 

The first spokesperson nominated was the director of the CCOE, the role of this function however, was 

not further specified. Other topics of concern were the re-allocation of the FOGO champions, which was 

perceived as random by several COEs, and the requests for support to COEs that were criticized as too 

indistinct on desired products and requirements for resource allocation.   

Without a conclusion, the discussion was suspended until the 2015 director’s conference. In between the 

meetings, the first practice by the COE chairman was a visit to HQ SACT to address the topics with the 

Supreme Allied Commander Transformation and the Chief of Staff. As a result, the chairman and the COE-

section developed the concept of the so-called ‘Super-FOGO’, a senior general at HQ SACT that acts as an 

ambassador for all COEs, which was introduced at the 2015 director conference. The rationale behind this 

concept is to provide all COEs with a single point of contact at the strategic level in NATO and to 

restructure the allocation of the FOGO champions. An additional topic was the development of a strategic 

narrative for all COEs, which was supported by the directors. Logically, the Strategic Communications COE 

offered to guide the develop process of the narrative. In conjunction with the ‘Super-FOGO’ as strategic 

contact, the narrative should spread a concise message on COEs throughout NATO and thereby increase 

the visibility and understanding of the organisations more effectively than the advertisement by the COE-

section.       
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The 2016 directors’ conference marked the last development in the process steering the COEs towards 

increased cooperation as of writing and led to three observations. First, HQ SACT adopted the idea of the 

‘Super-FOGO’ in function of the Deputy Chief of Staff Capability Development. Moreover, the allocation 

of the FOGO champions has been reviewed with the idea to group COEs that work in similar areas, such 

as the three naval COEs. This also includes a review of HQ SACT’s main document on the governance 

structure (ACT 2013d). Second, the COE directors decided to continue the annual chairmanship, which 

should always be passed on to the director that his hosting the annual conference. Although this 

amendment increases coordination, the role of the chairman remains unspecific. Third, topics for 

cooperation amongst COEs were discussed against the decisions of the Warsaw Summit. According to the 

representatives from HQ SACT, COEs should be prepared to contribute to all of NATO’s core tasks in a 

flexible manner.    

Throughout the development from 2014 to 2016, the discussion was dominated by the friction on 

whether such a federated approach would be in contradiction to independence of COEs, and consequently 

how cooperation should be governed. The position of the COE-section is best characterized by the 

following statement:   

“The vision the COEs lack is what to do with them in the future. What part will they play in NATO? 
Together they are about 1100 people there. That is bigger than HQ SACT and nobody takes them 
seriously. I like to get the directors to form a COE view and demand things from NATO. No one will 
listen to a single director, everyone will listen to the group. That is why I have introduced the Terms of 
Reference for the COE directors. This was to solidify their independence and not to take it from them” 
(IW7, para. 37). 

This limited integration of COEs was also mentioned during several interviews: “Nations, but also HQ SACT 

and ACO should have a better plan of what they want to achieve in the next 10 years and how COEs could 

contribute to this. Perhaps a kind of road map that says how we want to transform NATO for the next 10 

years?” (C2_3, para. 19). However, many COE directors had ambiguous perceptions on such a federated 

system. One person exemplary argued: “This will be successful only if one of the COEs takes the lead. But 

on the other hand we are so different as COEs that it is very complicated to find really common or mutual 

interests” (participant observation COE directors conference, October 2015). There were also supportive 

notions towards increased cooperation on specific topics. One argument was to use the venue of the 

directors’ conference to discuss issues of common concern: “we are 24 directors representing domains of 

specific expertise. In that freedom we can organize to work together on certain topics, for example on 

hybrid threats” (Ibid). This opinion is also supported by statements from the interviews. “Wenn man die 
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Frage zu Artikel 5 stellen würde, was müssen wir anpassen, und da die COEs zusammenholen würde, dann 

wäre das Synergie. Aber das muss dann einen Auftrag geben”355 (MILMED1, para. 53).  

The best subject to demonstrate the possibility of increased cooperation are hybrid threats, which are 

commonly referred to as those aggressions that combine conventional military and unconventional 

covert, or criminal means to achieve a political objective (exemplary see Hoffmann 2007). Logically, the 

diversity of destabilizing means imposed by hybrid threats requires a similar complexity in forging an 

effective response. As shown by Corbe (2018) and visualized in table 6.13, the functional areas from 20 of 

26 COEs can be directly linked to the origins and possible counter measures of hybrid threats.      

Table 6.13: Destabilising Tools and COE Countermeasures (taken from Corbe 2018: 89). 

Means of destabilisation Possible countermeasure COE   
Cyber attacks  Cyber security tools, exercises and cyber defence  CCD COE 
Energy supply cuts Concepts for energy security, diversification of 

energy supplies and energy solidarity 
ENSEC COE 

CBRN-threats  CBRN Reachback systems, monitoring, non-
proliferation schemes  

JCBRN COE 

Anti-NATO narratives  Effective strategic communication across NATO 
and partner nations 

STRATCOM COE 

Improvised explosive 
devices 

Strategies to detect IEDs; Force Protection and 
removal of explosives 

C-IED COE; EOD COE; 
MILENG COE 

Civil unrest and forced 
migrations 

Cooperation with UNHCR, IOM and other civilian 
organisations; countering human smuggling 

CCOE; CSW COE; 
CMDR COE; MP COE 

Coastal Piracy and attacks 
on ports  

Monitoring of littoral waters; detection and 
clearance of explosives at sea; training of local 
Coast Guards and Navies 

CSW COE; 
NMW COE 

Civil unrest  Training of local security forces MP COE; SP COE 
Spread of diseases; mass 
casualty situations 

Health care surveillance; standardized concepts 
for triage and support in mass casualty situations 

MILMED COE 

Terrorist attacks  Counterterrorism strategies   COE DAT 
Foreign Fighters Intelligence on member profiles of insurgents  HUMINT COE; CI 

COE; FF COE 
Disruption of 
communication   

Development of communication tools to connect 
multiple actors; simulations & exercises of C2 

C2 COE; M&S COE 

 

                                                           
355 Translation by the author: If we are asking the question how to adapt Article Five, and if we would bring the COEs 
together to contribute to it, this would be synergy. But you need a task for that. 
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The example shows interdependencies between the different fields of knowledge that are represented 

by the COEs. Combining these different fields of knowledge holds the potential to forge effective solutions 

to overarching topics, such as hybrid threats. The possibility to involve the COEs in countering hybrid 

threats was also shared by 50% of the interviewees at HQ SACT. One member of the COE-section 

exemplary states: “It would be most beneficial for [COEs] to start taking a federated approach rather than 

having 20 stove-piped answers to take on something like hybrid threats or strategic foresight” (IW2, para. 

75). One general argues that there is a strategic dimension in involving the COEs collectively: “It is about 

how we tackle this question of hybrid threats strategically. Here I really see the interest of linking many 

COEs together (…). I think that almost every single COE is part of the answer” (IS7, para. 13). This 

perspective is especially interesting since NATO has not yet developed a strategy to counter hybrid threats 

despite the political guidance on this topic (NATO 2016) and earlier conceptualizations (NATO 2010b). The 

recommendation to include the COEs into a comprehensive response to countering hybrid threats was 

further discussed during several workshops in NATO (Bachmann and Munoz Mosquera 2017).   

The topic of hybrid threats has demonstrated the potential to increase cooperation among COEs and to 

integrate their combined expertise in doctrine, training, and capability development, across different 

fields of knowledge. Other areas that would require the combined expertise and knowledge of several 

COEs can be deduced from the Warsaw Summit Communique (NATO 2016) and by comparing the 

functional areas of COEs. One example is the increased focus on NATO’s core task of collective defence, 

including the Readiness Action Plan and national resilience. Another topic is migration, which is separately 

dealt with by the legal work on Operational Maritime Law by CSW COE, the CCOE’s work on root causes 

of migration, and CMDR COE on general crisis management. Further topics could be identified by 

comparing requests for support and programmes of work of different COEs. However, a common mindset 

among COEs to work in such a federated approach is still missing. The lowest common denominator the 

COE directors could agree on in three years was to reserve a placeholder in their programme of work for 

joint projects on overarching topics. More detailed questions of cooperation and coordination from the 

aforementioned debate on control versus independence remain unresolved. This stubborn organisational 

behaviour resulted in frustration among members of the COE-section, which did not wanted to impose 

more control on the organisations:      

“I can’t fucking see why they can’t see it. I wanted to give them more self-determination and 
independence (…). They are a bunch of children in a school playground. Everybody wants to play, but 
nobody stands up and says ‘I lead, I want the ball’. They are looking for the Messiah. But at this 
moment there is no Messiah” (IW7, para. 39-41).  
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To better understand why the process of organising the COEs in a federation with an underlying logic of 

collective action has not yet been successful despite obvious possibilities for cooperation, it is important 

to include the wider theoretical and empirical implications of this development on the organisational field 

level. The Institutional Logics Perspective has been deliberately developed to increase the focus on agency 

and institutional change, which has always been a vibrant subject in institutional analysis (Thornton, 

Ocasio and Lounsbury 2012). Of particular relevance for this analysis are the actor-centric work by Purdy 

and Gray (2009) and the event-focused perspective by Nigam and Ocasio (2010) on the development of 

new institutional logics. Purdy and Gray argue that “new logics are transmitted by individuals (institutional 

entrepreneurs), enacted as new organisational practices or as new organisations, but ultimately ratified 

by existing institutions” (Purdy and Gray 2009: 376). The idea of a federated approach was transmitted by 

General Paloméros in his opening speech to the 2014 directors conference (Palomeros 2014a), and by the 

members of the COE-section, especially Mr. Tony Wedge, who facilitated the discussion on the terms of 

reference. First steps towards new organisational practices have been the establishment of the chairman, 

and the agreement on a placeholder for common projects in the annual Programme of Work. These 

actions however, cannot be considered as fully implemented or ratified. Neither does NATO perceive the 

COEs as a collective group, nor do the organisations themselves act together.   

Nigam and Ocasio further include the perspectives of important events for institutional change and 

development. They argue that “new institutional logics emerge through a process of environmental 

sensemaking, triggered by attention to events that are salient to institutional actors in an organisational 

field” (Nigam and Ocasio 2010: 838). The development of COEs clearly renders the 2002 Prague Summit 

as defining moment for the organisational field. The subsequent development of the COE governance 

structure with established and reoccurring fora, such as the directors’ conference, meet that prescription 

and can therefore be a tool to build new logics. Political events, such as the 2016 Warsaw Summit, can 

further add to this process by addressing capability gaps and providing guidance on topics of importance 

for members of the field. However, following Nigam and Ocasio (2010), the emergence of new logics is a 

combination of top down and bottom up processes, because political interests alone do not suffice to 

explain a new logic. They need the support of actors in the field that develop new practices and examples. 

By combining the COE´s different fields of knowledge, it is possible to develop the required solutions and 

capabilities to the identified gaps. So far, such developments have been limited to the cooperation of 

COEs in the NATO Urbanisation Project. The increasing complexity and fast changes of the security 

environment however, require more multinational capability development. This was demonstrated by 

showing the specific challenges in the subject areas of the case studies.   
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Combining the event- and the actor-focused perspectives on the development of new logics, top down 

processes are introduced by elites or dominant field level actors (Greenwood and Suddaby 2006; 

Lounsbury 2007; Suddaby and Greenwood 2005). Examples are scripts and templates such as the TOR and 

the HQ SACT directives on the governance structure. Further attention has been given to the change of 

vocabulary, since institutional logics are embodied in vocabularies and communication (Loewenstein and 

Ocasio 2009; Jones and Livne-Tarandach 2008; Ocasio and Joseph 2008). Nigam and Ocasio even see 

vocabulary change as a critical mechanism for defining the new logic (Nigam and Ocasio 2010: 838). 

Indeed, during the COE directors conferences, personnel from HQ SACT has been increasingly referring to 

words like ‘collective’ and ‘federation’, as well as to phrases of ‘discovering the full potential of COEs’ and 

‘maturation of the group’. The COEs however, have stressed the words ‘independence’ and ‘we are all 

different’. Moreover and despite communicating the federated approach, HQ SACT has not yet developed 

an overarching strategy on the use of COEs. Thus, from the bottom-up perspective there is yet no strong 

adaption of a logic of collective action, because the perceptions of the COEs and their members are not 

aligned with the top-down process. “Field level logics result from a context-specific sensemaking process 

by field participants, who generate a set of cultural belief and values that articulate their understanding 

of prevailing material practices” (Nigam and Ocasio 2010: 825).  

Taking these theoretical assumptions into consideration, an institutional logic of collective action would 

be predominantly present at the level of the organisational field. It would adhere to shared founding 

principles of COEs that have resulted in structural similarity among the organisations, and distinction to 

others. Moreover, such a logic would not contradict the rule that COEs should have no duplications in 

their functional domains, but put emphasis on capabilities that are related to each other to reveal 

synergies for cooperation on overarching security- or transformational challenges, such as hybrid threats. 

The defining institutional orders of this field logic are the state, the corporation, and the profession. The 

following ideal type of the institutional logic of collective action in table 6.14 is an attempt to apply the 

inter-institutional system on this recent development to describe and analyse institutional change. 
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Table 6.14: Ideal Type of the Institutional Logic of Collective COE Action. 

Logic of collective COE 
action  

Society level Organisational level Individual level 

Basis of attention Current security 
developments 

Overarching topics i.e. 
hybrid threats 

Common projects 

Basis of mission Synergetic capability 
development 

Find solutions by 
combining fields of 
knowledge   

Exploit synergies  

Basis of strategy Political and strategic 
directives for COEs 

Visible contribution to 
NATO initiatives 

Collective knowledge 
exchange 

Coordination of 
practice creation  

COE-Strategy COE-Spokesperson  Shared values and 
beliefs  

Institutional 
entrepreneurs 

Allied Command 
Transformation 

Urbanization Project General Paloméros356  
Mr. Tony Wedge 

Sources of authority NATO summits  Agreement by COE 
Directors  

Agreement by COE 
Directors  

Sources of identity  Security challenges 
COE narrative 

COEs as a unique group  - 

Sources of legitimacy Smart Defence 
Initiative 

COE - collaboration  - 

Logic of investment  Scarcity of financial and 
human resources 

Exploit synergies/ avoid 
duplication  

Together we are 
strong 

Event sequencing  Since 2011 – hybrid 
threats 
2014 – Wales Summit 
2016 – Warsaw 
Summit 

COE Director’s 
conferences 2014-2016 
2015 – creation of COE  
spokesperson 
2016 – ‘Super FOGO’  

- 

 

The analysis of possible changes towards a field logic for COEs has shown the potential to develop 

solutions by combining different fields of knowledge. The complexity of current security challenges 

requires knowledge exchange across different disciplines and nations. The analysis has further shown the 

importance of embedded agency in this process. While dominant actors can become power brokers as 

entrepreneurs of new logics in a top down process, the full implementation can only be reached when 

the logic is also shared by the actors within the field. Yet the COEs mainly focus on their functional domain 

instead of engaging in overarching topics. This narrow focus is reflected in the other logics of the field that 

prioritize professional excellence, multinational cooperation, and capability development within a specific 

                                                           
356 General Jean-Paul Paloméros was Supreme Allied Commander Transformation from 2012-2015.  
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functional domain. Moreover, each COE is confronted with different expectations and requirements from 

its Framework Nation. Such local environments also influence the development of organisational 

structures (Lounsbury 2007), which explains the slight differences between the COEs, and moreover, can 

prevent a single dominant logic to develop as shown in the analysis of state offices on dispute resolution 

by Purdy and Gray (2009: 363). Due to the resulting pluralism of institutional logics it is thus unlikely that 

a new, dominant field logic is adopted by the COEs over a short period of time. However, the adoption of 

new material practices by organisations is a long process, especially because COEs and other government 

structures are not subject to market pressures that require rapid adaption. Therefore, the current logics 

might be replaced, coexist with, or prevail over a federative logic.  

The process also demonstrates that change in military organisations cannot always be imposed top-down 

via hierarchy and chains of command. COEs form a different type of organisation that follows the rationale 

of supporting NATO transformation, but as independent service providers. This needs to be captured in 

the design of a coherent strategy from higher institutional levels and subsequent coordination 

mechanisms. The implementation of new concepts and practices further requires continuity and trust 

among actors, which can be build by individuals that share a history of working together (Zucker 1986). 

This is often hampered by the quick sequence of personnel rotation, especially in leadership functions. In 

the case of the COE directors, a third of them rotates every year, which results in a new mix of personalities 

in the annual conference. This leads to knowledge loss and further requires time to integrate newcomers 

and harmonize positions. This diverts attention and effort from working on technical content. Although 

the common social background of being members of the same profession mitigates the situation to some 

extent, it is difficult to form a unified group on this individual level. 

These obstacles notwithstanding, some initial steps have been taken towards the development of a 

federated approach. The creation of a spokesperson for all COE directors and a placeholder for common 

projects, for instance, are important to develop a frame for collective action, but it is not yet known 

whether these efforts will become institutionalized. If more cooperation is adopted and results in effective 

solutions to respond to current security challenges, it is likely that COEs can increase their status and 

reputation in NATO. However, the implementation of a collective approach by COEs will depend on 

NATO’s willingness to draft an overarching framework that allows the organisations to participate. The 

COEs themselves will only be recognised as a collective if they are willing to exploit the synergies of their 

functional domains and act with a unified voice. An ideal tool to achieve this, is the strategic narrative for 

COEs that was discussed during the 2015 directors’ conference. It would generate and disseminate an 
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agreed institutional vocabulary throughout the institutional environment in NATO. Moreover, the 

literature demonstrates that concise narratives increase legitimacy by ensuring public support to military 

operations (Ringsmose and Børgesen 2011; Jakobsen and Ringsmose 2015). In the context of NATO COEs, 

a narrative can stress their value as small military organisations in times of financial austerity by arguing 

that the COEs are following the principle of burden sharing, thereby contributing to previous studies on 

Smart Defence (Richter and Webb 2014). Especially highlighting the strong contribution of small NATO 

member nations to COEs would form an additional counter argument to the discussion whether small 

nations are free riding in alliances (Olsen and Zeckhauser 1966; Ringsmose 2009; 2010; Zyla 2016). 

Furthermore, more emphasis should also be given to the positive connotations of COE work, such as 

education, lessons learned, and work with non-military stakeholders in academia and the United Nations. 

It is easier to convince politicians and the public on the necessity of a knowledge house than of a fighter 

plane or tank. Fulfilling this narrative would require the COEs to follow a logic of collective action that they 

do no longer appear primarily as individual organisations, but as a group of service provider in NATO.  

6.12 Discussion of Results 

The first part of this research on NATO Centres of Excellence focused on the institutional context, the 

governance structure, and the institutionalization of COEs as a new type of international military 

organisation in NATO. The analysis of this macro-level perspective concluded with the finding that the 

creation of the organisational field of COEs was influenced by institutional complexity and pluralism of 

institutional logics (Greenwood et al. 2010; Daudigeos, Boutinot and Jaumier 2013), which work largely in 

a complementary manner. The analysis has further shown a reciprocal relation between the growing 

number of COEs and the development of their governance structure. While the COEs have become 

increasingly accepted and institutionalised in NATO, the governance structure does not allow for a 

conclusion on how the COEs develop organisational practices, contribute to NATO transformation, and 

generate added value. This gap was addressed by including the micro-perspective of individual COEs with 

eight case studies in chapter five, and the comparative analysis in this chapter. The shift in analytical focus 

from macro to micro and conversely from micro to macro (Thornton, Ocasio and Lounsbury 2012) allows 

for uncovering the influence of additional institutional logics that are constituent for the organisations 

and may result in individual responses within the field (Scott 2014: pp. 200). The case study analysis 

provides an empirical contribution by revealing different organisational practices that have been 

developed by NATO COEs, but also by showing different enabling and constraining factors that influence 

sensemaking processes. The following discussion first derives these contingency factors that enable and 
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constrain organisational action of COEs from the results of the cross case study analysis, before answering 

research questions two and three.  

Institutional theory of organisation studies was used as theoretical framework to explain the constituting 

environment that actors of the empirical field are operating in, and to show how organisational and 

individual behaviour is prescribed and guided by different institutional logics (Thornton, Ocasio and 

Lounsbury 2012). Institutional theory especially allows for explaning organisational behaviour across 

different levels of analysis, namely the society, the organisational, and the individual level (Friedland and 

Alford 1991). This is important for explaining how macro-level developments, such as the emergence of 

the COEs as part of NATO´s transformational process, provide tangible contributions by the creation of 

new organisational practices and routines. This could only be shown by the analysis of the micro-level of 

the individual COE, which concentrated on how military officers contribute to knowledge management 

and capability development. The analysis has further shown that the work and actions of the military 

officers at the COEs is guided and prescribed by different institutional logics. Thus, the institutional logics 

perspective provides explanations for the repertoire of organisational and individual action and 

behaviour. 

Every COE is established on an individual organisational history, with defining events, and embedded in a 

specific local environment. This historic contingency of institutions (Thornton 2004; Thornton and Ocasio 

2008: pp. 103) shapes the founding logic of the organisations. Most COEs have not been established 

altruistically to support NATO as pure voluntary contributions as suggested by the COE concept (NATO 

2003b; 2004b), their founding follows a blend of different political and military interests. The influence of 

the local environment on institutional logics, cognition, and organisational decision making (Lounsbury 

2007; Marquis, Glynn and Davis 2007) is also of importance for the COEs, whose organisational population 

is spread across 20 NATO member nations. This leads to a cultural footprint of the Framework Nation, 

which materializes in structural differences as shown in chapter 4. The location of the COEs further 

enables and constrains practice creation. Those 19 COEs that are either based in a national capital (10), 

or co-located with relevant military installations (9), have a structural advantage in establishing political 

support, for acquiring Sponsoring Nations, in providing a working environment for international staff, and 

in gaining access to know-how and infrastructure for their capability development. Examples where these 

advantages have been utilized successfully are the co-location of NMW COE with the EGUERMIN, JCBRN 

COE with the national CBRN research centre, the conjunction of JAPCC with the CAOC Uedem, and the 

political support to CCD and MILMED COEs. However, the analysis has also shown that COEs have to 
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capitalize actively on these advantages. The CCOE has not yet managed to benefit from the international 

environment of the new location in The Hague, and also CSW COE has no strong links to the Naval 

Headquarters in the same building. Therefore and despite the positive effects of a supporting 

environment for most COEs, the evidence does not allow for a generalisation.   

Raison d'être for each COE is the functional domain, which determines the focus of attention. While COEs 

should not duplicate each other (NATO 2003b), the functional domains differ in scope and distinction. 

COEs with a functional domain that represents a defined military capability or profession, such as CBRN, 

MILMED, and NMW have a clearer focus of attention than COEs with broad or indistinct areas like JAPCC 

or C2 COE. The analysis has shown that this aspect is of central importance and influences all other 

analytical categories. If a COE is not representing an established military branch it is more difficult for the 

organisation to develop a strategy to contributie to capability development in NATO and their Sponsoring 

Nations by organised knowledge management. These difficulties extend to the acquisition of trained 

subject matter experts, to capitalize on existing occupational networks, and to draw on prevailing 

elements for identity building. Therefore, the distinction of the functional domain marks the most 

important contingency factor of the empirical field.   

The mission of each organisation defines the core rationale that drives behaviour. Each of the analysed 

COEs operates with a formulated mission statement that is part of the functional MOU and publicly 

displayed on the homepage. All mission statements focus on providing expertise and knowledge exchange 

on the subject area to NATO, the Sponsoring Nations, and other stakeholders. Thus, the mission 

statements represent a bricolage of different institutional logics that reflect both the idea of NATO 

transformation, and the professional context of the functional domain. The cooperative approach towards 

a broad variety of stakeholders is common to all COEs and reflects the ideas of the COE concept (NATO 

2003b). Examples for the professional context are the development of a new capability at CCD COE and 

the preservation of an old one at NMW COE. Moreover, multinational cooperation forms a fundamental 

characteristic for all COEs. This complementary institutional pluralism provides the COEs with a high 

amount of flexibility in interpreting their individual mission and focus of attention.          

The given flexibility of the organisations in interpreting their individual mission logically impacts the choice 

of direction and strategy to achieve organisational objectives. As shown by the analysis, the COEs follow 

multiple avenues that are congruent with their mission statements and subject to the same institutional 

complexity. Main enabling factor is the independence from national and NATO chains of command, which 

takes away additional operational tasks, and therefore makes room for in depth research, capability 
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development, and knowledge exchange. This is reflected in the self-perception as think tanks that has 

been adopted by most COEs. In practice, COE strategies are predominantly focusing on multinational 

synchronization through standardization in the predefined four pillars of education and training, doctrine 

development, lessons learned, and concept development and experimentation (NATO 2004b: 3). These 

are the core areas in which COEs contribute to knowledge management. A member of the COE section at 

HQ SACT stresses these benefits for NATO: “The value, visible and tangible is the contrast how COEs help 

NATO in comparison to the time before the COEs. Before we had COEs, nobody did lessons learned. There 

were simply no repositories for knowledge and lessons learned” (IW7, para. 20). Some COEs have 

extended this transformational role by also providing operational support (JCBRN COE and MILMED COE), 

others have started own initiatives. These activities provide an area of multinational experimentation, 

especially when COEs are pioneering in an empty space of organisation and standardization (Brunssun 

and Jacobsson 2000: 58). The work on new interpretations of international law by the CCD and CSW COEs 

are a case in point. Therefore, COE strategies are following the rationales of multinational cooperation, 

professional excellence, and NATO transformation.  

While the strategies of COEs lead to a general increase of interoperability in their subject areas by utilizing 

the different logics in complementary, they are not without limitation. First, by being outside established 

command arrangements, COEs need to proactively pull information by attending relevant fora of their 

domain. Second, information sharing is sometimes constrained by national stovepipes and classification, 

especially in areas of primary national interest, such as cyber or nuclear defence. While this limitation can 

be partially compensated for by exchange in informal networks, this is however not possible in areas of 

high classification. Third, not every COE contributes to extending the knowledge base by publications. 

While CCD COE, JAPCC, and CCOE are active in providing open source information and even academic 

publications, C2, CSW, JCBRN, MILMED, and NMW COEs have few accounts of their work publicly 

available. Fourth, despite the similarities in their strategic approaches and many interconnections 

between the functional areas, COEs seem reluctant to create synergies by inter-COE cooperation. If these 

factors are taken into account and lead to more active information exchange among the organisations, 

and more visible output, the COEs are ideally suited for multinational cooperation and experimentation 

in all areas that are of subsidiary interest for NATO and their Sponsoring Nations.              

Several mechanisms lead to the creation of new practices of knowledge management that result in a 

contribution to capability development. COEs participate in NATO’s formal working groups that focus on 

their functional domains, contribute to training and exercises, and conduct their own conferences, fora, 
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and experiments that lead to the development of new practices in sharing of knowledge. The officers that 

take part in these official events often form additional, informal groups that develop as occupational 

networks or communities of practice. These informal groups play a vital role for the exchange of ideas and 

competence buildup (Zboralski 2007: pp. 250). These forms of interaction are built on lasting relationships 

and occur more frequent than formal working group procedures. The work in CoPs can help to prepare 

formal meetings by fine tuning and harmonization of positions. Results of these informal routines are later 

injected into the formal doctrinal development processes or the exchange of best practices in training and 

education. This is the functional chain how knowledge management in CoPs provides a contribution to 

capability development. The multinational composition of COEs and their flexibility to work with non-

military entities and outside formal hierarchies provides fertile ground for the development of CoPs. 

Four aspects have been identified that either support or constrain the development and work of CoPs. 

First, COE management is generally open to the work of informal communities, following the rationale of 

their organisation as a think tank. However, the proposition of the literature that CoPs need to be 

cultivated to extract their full potential (Wenger and Snyder 2000; Wenger et al. 2002) is not always met. 

While the management is supportive of self-initiative and new ideas, the groups are not specifically 

utilized to advance the work in their field of expertise. Second, occupational networks and CoPs mainly 

exist in the functional areas that are clearly defined and structurally reflected as military branches in 

national armed forces. In these areas, common education is the core link that leads to CoP development, 

which sometimes starts from the beginning of the career as shown in the domains of NMW and JCBRN. If 

these organic structures do not exist, CoPs develop on a less solid base of knowledge, which might lead 

to mediocracy (Wenger et al 2002: 149), or result in nonexistence of CoPs. This problem was identified at 

COEs with an indistinct subject matter that sometimes face difficulties to get supplied with qualified staff. 

Third, military rotation is a limitation to the work of CoPs, which is especially disruptive if members are 

posted to a different competence area. Hence, rotation leads to a disruption of institutional knowledge, 

because tacit knowledge is bound to persons and develops in long-lasting processes of learning and 

experience (Al-Laham 2003: 170). However, if strong community structures exist and personnel rotates 

within the same profession, CoPs can counter the negative impact of rotation. In case of the minesweeper 

profession, the community increases the density of relationships between disrupted units through long 

stable relations (Wenger et al. 2002: pp. 136). Fourth, CoPs rarely appear in the pure form of self-

organised, voluntary groups of practitioners, they rather combine informal and formal elements. 

Members use the official structures of NATO working groups and exercises as platforms to connect with 

each other. Official events become a vehicle to secure funding and time, and to legitimize community 
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activities. This interrelation of formal and informal mechanisms is a common practice across the identified 

CoPs and has proven to be a viable possibility to secure government funding, especially for distributed 

CoPs. While this contradicts the criterion of being self-organised in the common definitions of CoPs, it 

provides an effective practice within the empirical field of NATO COEs to inject knowledge from informal 

work into official channels and vice versa. Thus, the work of CoPs contributes to the institutionalization of 

enduring standards and concepts, and overall capability development by COEs. Moreover, this part of 

practice creation is a bottom up development driven by desk officers and lower management levels, which 

matches similar findings from the civil sector (Zboralski 2007: 236). While the bottom up growth and the 

informal nature of CoP activities and knowledge exchange can explain the discrepancy with higher 

executive levels, the case studies did not yield an explicit example of how to manage CoPs. However, the 

open work environment and high degree of flexibility for COEs indirectly supports and legitimizes the 

development of CoPs and their activities. The work of CoPs within the empirical field of COEs takes place 

on the individual- or micro-level of institutional logics. Knowledge exchange and capability development 

by CoPs is primarily following the rationale of the logic of professional excellence. The logic of 

multinational cooperation supports the activities of distributed communities. The work of CoPs further 

contributes to the basis of attention of the logic of transformation. Determining factors for practice 

creation by COEs are again the distinction of the functional domain and a shared background of 

professionals that supports the development of practitioner communities.   

The analytical category of entrepreneurship was suited to highlight the role of specific individuals and 

organisations for the creation and dissemination of new organisational practices on different levels of 

analysis. At the macro- and organisational field level, the COEs themselves can be considered as an 

example of institutional entrepreneurship, their developed being pushed by a small group of influential 

and skillful actors that were able to steer COE-establishment, and to develop the current governance 

structure. Both have become institutionalized by continuous reproduction. The same accounts for 

practices in support of NATO transformation within the field, namely the Department Head for training, 

the custodianship for doctrine, and in lessons learned, which have been adopted by 14, ten, and eight 

COEs respectively. These new practices lead to better knowledge management on each stream of work. 

Institutional entrepreneurship also occurred on the level of the individual COE. The combination of the 

self-perception as think tank, operational independence, and the integration of occupational networks 

and CoPs, stimulate innovation and the creation of new practices and knowledge. The most prominent 

example is the aforementioned Tallinn Manual process on the applicability of international law in cyber 

space, which has become a leading handbook for legal advisors. “Also wir haben vom Tallinn Manual schon 
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so eine koreanische Übersetzung. Es gibt wohl auch eine russische Übersetzung. Es wird viel zitiert und 

referenziert in der Öffentlichkeit”357 (CCD1, para. 35). The work is the result of a group of multinational 

legal experts that managed to harmonize technical knowledge. The publication of the second edition, 

Tallinn Manual 2.0 (Schmitt 2017), further demonstrates institutionalization through reproduction of a 

successful practice. Last, the work is focusing on a topic of high political and media attention that has been 

on the agenda of the 2014 and 2016 NATO Summits. During the launch event of the Tallinn Manual 2.0 in 

The Hague, the Dutch minister for Foreign Affairs, Bert Koenders, stressed the importance of cyber in his 

opening sermon by stating that “Bits and Bytes outweigh Boings and Boats! Cyber has a greater impact 

than the port of Rotterdam and Schiphol Airport for the economy of the Netherlands” (Koenders 2017). 

This demonstrates that institutional entrepreneurship is most successful in niche areas that have not been 

fully explored and operationalized. Moreover, the high degree of flexibility of the organisations increases 

the impact of single individuals in innovation, designing of new practices, and during change processes. 

However, when looking at the different forms of institutional entrepreneurship it is important to note 

that several influences lead to the development of new organisations and practices, to not exaggerate the 

contribution of single individuals (Lounsbury and Crumley 2007).   

The analysis of different sources of authority has shown that COEs partially divert from the military 

principle of hierarchy. The multinational composition of the organisations requires agreements and 

consensus among the Sponsoring Nations, and the COEs are headed by a director instead of a commander. 

Moreover, the combined expertise, knowledge, and reputation of the COE staff provides an additional 

source of authority. The resulting coexistence of hierarchy and competence based authority has several 

implications for the organisations. First, it shows the importance of the professions for COEs as 

competence centres. The human capital of the military officers is the primary resource, which provides 

the COEs with a distinct advantage from other parts of the NATO Command Structure as explained by an 

officer at HQ SACT. “Dieser Hauptbenefit (für NATO) ist die fehlende Expertise. Dafür kann ich unzählige 

Beispiele nennen. Zum Beispiel CBRN, hier haben wir einen SME. Wenn der ein Projekt bearbeitet fährt 

er nach Vyskov und holt sich die Expertise vom COE. Das kann er als alleiniger Staff Officer im ACT gar 

nicht anders leisten”358 (IW9, para. 37). The person further argues that this lack of expertise is a general 

pattern across most capabilities. “Das zieht sich so durch fast die gesamt Breite: Human Intelligence, Cber, 

                                                           
357 Translation by the author: Well, we have a Korean translation of the Tallinn Manual and I think that there is also 
a Russian one. It is often cited and referred to in public.  
358 Translation by the author: The main benefit (for NATO) is the missing expertise. I can name countless examples 
for this. For example CBRN, we have an SME for that subject. If he works on a project, he travels to Vyskov to gain 
the expertise at the COE. As a single staff officer on the subject at ACT there is no other way to carry out the work.   
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Counter-IED. Die Expertise ist nicht im HQ. Das ist der zentrale Vorteil der COEs”359 (IW9, para. 39). While 

this demonstrates how COEs are able to compensate for missing expertise in NATO, there are also strong 

cultural and structural difficulties to this approach.   

Military officers as highly socialized professionals are confronted with a novel way of organising when 

working at the COEs. First, they need to adapt to the increased amount of autonomy and self-

responsibility. Second, working in a multinational environment requires profession in the use of the 

English language and cultural awareness. Third, officers and their families that do not belong to the 

Framework Nation are confronted with moving to a foreign environment with sometimes limited abilities 

to organise their social life. These challenges lead to unusually long periods of up to one year until new 

staff is fully accustomed to the working environment. The circumstances might further prevent potentially 

well-suited officers from taking an assignment at a COE.    

Structurally, COEs are dependent on their Sponsoring Nations to be provided with qualified staff. The 

analysis has shown wide variations on the quality of personnel, which is again dependent on the 

distinction of the functional area, but also on the national priority of the function. Well-defined subject 

areas are structured as military branches with common education and career paths, in contrast to the 

ones that are indistinct. Notwithstanding, the SN must also be willing to provide high quality staff to the 

COEs. Next to the dependency on the SN, the most severe obstacle for a continuous level of expertise is 

military rotation. Six cases have shown that rotation has a disruptive effect on networks and project work, 

that rotation periods are too short, and that there is often little time for a hand-over to successors. 

Consequently military rotation can lead to a destruction of expertise and knowledge. “After three years 

my colleague, who just went back to the Netherlands, he’s now working in personnel department. So all 

his cyber knowledge is just (whistles), it’s gone overboard and he’s not doing anything with it. Which is 

also a massive destruction of knowledge capacity” (CCD4, para. 108). Thus, COEs provide an example that 

rotation is especially sensitive for highly specialist military organisations. Possible solutions to this 

situation are longer rotation periods, more civilian staff, and a turn towards specialist career paths in the 

military. Examples for successful mitigation could be found at JCBRN and NMW COE. The last limitation, 

present at some COE is a limited ability to connect to NATO’s classified communication system NS WAN. 

This marks a severe disadvantage to share knowledge with the NCS as the main customer. Both NATO and 

the affected Framework Nations should need to work on a solution to establish connectivity for all COEs.    

                                                           
359 Translation by the author: This stretches across almost all capabilities: HUMINT, Cyber, C-IED. The expertise is 
not present at the HQ. That is the central advantage of COEs.   
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The combination of little influence on hiring personnel, temporal post assignments, and strong previous 

socialization provides an obstacle for the building of organisational identities in COEs. In defiance of these 

limitations, each of the analysed COEs has taken an active attempt towards identity creation. This process 

is done by bricolage (Glynn 2008) of the raw material stemming from different institutional logics. By 

drawing not only on traditional elements of the SN’s armed forces, the respective branches, and 

multinational transatlantic values, but also on newly created symbols of COE corporate identities, the 

organisations manage to build identities that comprise of the three core elements of being central, 

distinct, and enduring (Albert and Whetten 1985). Identities form important bonds that lead to trust 

among staff members, and hence work as enabler for knowledge exchange among different nationalities. 

These bonds can further help to tie former staff member to the organisation, which can stay in contact 

via CoPs and other informal groups. However, the manifestation of COE identity differs between the 

organisations. Identities are stronger where they can draw on solidified structures of a distinct profession, 

for instance, the minesweeper at NMW COE, or the chemical corps at JCBRN COE. Organisational identity 

is less pronounced when the functional domain remains broad (JAPCC) or indistinct (C2 COE). Moreover, 

the organisational self-reflection and search for identity that results in active identity creation also comes 

to the cost of diverting resources from the work in the professional domain of the COE.  

The analysis has shown that COEs receive a high degree of legitimacy for at least three reasons. First, the 

COEs are self-aware on the importance of being relevant and legitimate organisations, which is expressed 

by their active work towards norm compliance. Second, the COE section supports the COEs as legitimacy 

agent and -mediator during the process of accreditation by providing templates and by assisting in the 

drafting of MOUs. The Periodic Assessment serves as coordination element to evaluate compliance and 

initiate dialogue for structural changes. An example for this is the mitigation of a possible duplication 

between the three maritime COEs. Third, these processes are influenced by the underlying cultural norms 

of the institutional environment that form the legitimacy guidelines for all actors in a field. “Institutional 

fields are not created in isolation” (Purdy and Gray 2009: 375) because they coevolve with related fields 

that can provide material and symbolic support. Such sources of legitimacy for the field of COEs are the 

process of NATO transformation, the Sponsoring Nations, and the professionals of the functional domain 

in the armed forces and their occupational networks. Legitimacy is an important factor to take part in the 

relevant discussions on the subject, and hence to gain access to formal and informal working groups and 

their knowledge. The growing number of requests for support to the COEs is a strong indicator that the 

organisations are recognized in NATO. On the other hand, the data also shows that COEs are less 

recognized in national structures, and even unknown to many officers prior to their assignments. This 
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marks a major obstacle for effective knowledge exchange. Moreover, the COEs with an indistinct subject 

area are facing the difficulty that they lack the subject-specific target audience in NATO that is needed for 

effective knowledge exchange.  

Despite the limited visibility of COEs in national armed forces, the Sponsoring Nations are the driving force 

behind the COE concept. The analysis has shown different rationales to invest in COEs that result in the 

conclusion, that the organisations are not an altruistic gift to NATO to compensate for a reduced NCS. The 

basis for participation in COEs always depends on specific national interests of each SN, which stretch 

from political defence cooperation to subject-specific military interests. The Framework Nations are 

further using their COEs for a political purpose, but also to intensify the work on a capability of national 

interest. Hence, a generalisation on national investment in COEs is not possible. Interestingly enough, the 

total number of personnel at COEs roughly matches the amount of post vacancies in the NCS.  

“Interessant ist wenn Sie alle COEs zusammen addieren kommen Sie auf diesen Mangel der da ist, 700 
Dienstposten werden nicht besetzt. Schaue ich auf alle COEs habe ich 700. Jetzt muss ich doch Frage 
stellen ‘aha es war nicht attraktiv für die Nationen Leute in die Hauptquartiere zu schicken, die haben 
nicht den Benefit gesehen.’ Ein COE in Ungarn ist aber anscheinend ein Benefit für Ungarn, oder auch 
für meine wenigen Nationen, es sind 10, die bei mir mitarbeiten”360 (MILMED1, para 43).  

The observation indicates that some nations value participation in COEs more than their obligations to 

NATO, which stresses their interest to invest but contradicts the original idea that COEs should not be 

established on the expense of the NATO Command Strucutre (NATO 2003b: 2). Moreover, participation 

in COEs is attractive for both large and small NATO member nations. Following the idea of Smart Defence 

and club good theory, participation leads to exclusive access to multinational knowledge in the functional 

domain and allows for synchronisation of national positions. This can be achieved by sending a single 

officer to a COE. Consequently COE sponsorship is extremely inexpensive.   

The comparative micro-level perspective of the individual COEs has shown many similarities between the 

organisations. However, there is little evidence for inter-COE cooperation on the macro-level of the 

organisational field, a fact that was also observed by the members of the COE section at HQ SACT, who 

tried to steer the COEs towards acting in a federated approach. This would give the COEs the possibility 

to provide answers to complex contemporary security issues by combining their different fields of 

expertise. While the examples of the Urbanisation project and a collective response to hybrid threats have 

                                                           
360 Translation by the author: If you count all COEs it is interesting that you end up with the existing shortage. 700 
posts are not filled. When I look at all COEs I find 700. Thus, I need to ask the question, well it was not attractive for 
the nations to send their personnel to the headquarters, they didn’t see the benefit. A COE in Hungary instead 
seems to be beneficial for Hungary and also for the few nations, the 10 that participate here.  
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shown that there is reason behind this approach, they have only been initiated top down. The 

organisations themselves have not yet adopted the idea of a federation and only cooperate on singular 

projects. Hence, a new institutional logic for the field is only in its infancy. The process rather shows that 

COEs keep their individual character, which prevents a ‘one solution fits all approach’ for the 

organisations. Consequently, their actions follow the pluralism of different logics instead of being 

dominated by a single field logic.  

The summary of the main results will be concluded by answering the research questions two and three.  

RQ2: How can COEs act as vehicles for the coordination of knowledge transfer between NATO 

and the Sponsoring Nations? 

RQ3: What are the roles of Communities of Practice for knowledge exchange and improvement 

of capabilities in the working processes of COEs?  

The analysis has shown that the new organisational form of NATO Centres of Excellence is ideally suited 

to act as vehicle for the coordination of knowledge transfer between NATO and the Sponsoring Nations. 

The organisational design of competence centres that are working on a specific field of expertise, based 

on the principle of voluntary multinational participation, combines the expertise of all participating 

nations in the subject area. The unique characteristic of being outside the traditional NATO and national 

military hierarchies, provides the COEs with the flexibility to follow their own agenda, and ensures 

sufficient time for in-depth capability development and research, instead of being pressured by 

operational tasks. It further fosters engagement with non-NATO nations and with non-military 

stakeholders, such as the EU, NGOs, academia, and industry partners.  

Coordination of knowledge management takes part in three areas: the transfer of knowledge between 

stakeholders, storage of knowledge at the COEs, and capability development in the specific subject areas 

of the COEs. The transfer of knowledge is mainly done by the officers that work at the COEs and also by 

publication of working results. The officers engage in multiple formal and informal venues of their subject 

area. Formal circles are standing NATO and national working groups and conferences, informal circles are 

Communities of Practice, professional networks, social media, and personal contacts to subject matter 

experts. The informal groups especially exist in defined subject areas, where officers share a common 

education and career paths. The open working environment at the COEs provides a fertile ground for 

development and participation in CoPs, often with support of the senior management. Moreover, 

knowledge exchange through CoPs and formal NATO working groups often blend with each other, when 
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these circles consist of the same members. In these cases, CoPs form an additional and constant working 

muscle, which helps to prepare the less frequent formal events.    

This interaction between informal CoPs and formal NATO working groups increases the effectiveness for 

the storage of knowledge and capability development. Knowledge that is developed and shared in 

informal groups can be directly injected in formal procedures. This allows for enduring institutionalization 

as new routines and practices, which is done by the adoption of knowledge in doctrine, education and 

training, policy papers, and other COE products. Here, the COEs provide a platform for multinational 

knowledge exchange between the Sponsoring Nations and NATO. Each officer brings his national 

perspective to the COE, which further provides a link to the subject-specific national knowledge. While 

the COEs benefit from the national knowledge to a great extent, there is less evidence that the nations 

pull an equal amount of knowledge from the COEs. This potential is often left untapped, because many 

nations view COE sponsorship more as a tool for political cooperation than for reasons of access to 

multinational knowledge.  

Knowledge that has been exchanged by COE staff or developed at the COEs is stored in several ways. The 

parts of the knowledge that are injected into formal doctrine and other concepts receive the highest 

degree of enduring institutionalization. Other knowledge is stored in the COE products that are either 

handed over to the requestors or remain at the COE and the subject-specific peer group. Last, knowledge 

always exists in the head of each subject matter expert as individual knowledge. This knowledge can only 

be spread and become institutionalized if it is proactively shared by the indidviduals that hold it. If the 

officers remain in the same field of expertise and are well embedded in national expert groups and CoPs, 

there are good prospects for knowledge exchange through sharing by these individuals.             

However, while these conditions enable multinational coordination and knowledge transfer, there are 

also constraints and limitations. The high amount of flexibility is alien to the military culture, which results 

in uncertainty how to act, and what issues to attend to. As a result COEs are dependent on their own 

energy and leadership to find their clear purpose. The governance structure for the organisations does 

not provide sufficient guidance and prioritization. Customers in NATO and the Sponsoring Nations often 

do not know how to approach and utilize the organisations. While the multinational environment is a 

fundamental principle for the organisations and a prerequisite for coordination among NATO member 

countries, it also causes slower decision making processes, a stalemate of different national interests, and 

a long period for COE staff to get accustomed to the working environment.       
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Another important contingency factor is the distinction of the functional domain of each COE. Only COEs 

that work along capabilities that are clearly defined and an integral part of the armed forces of most NATO 

member countries are able to act as vehicles for the coordination of knowledge transfer. The subject areas 

of these COEs are reflected in military branches of the Sponsoring Nations and in NATO’s working group 

structure. Staff members use these COEs as interactive platform to exchange knowledge between their 

national networks, NATO fora, and their multinational colleagues at the COE. This work allows for 

synchronizing different national positions and works towards consensus building within a ‘small NATO’ in 

the subject area. The results are injected and formalized in NATO and national doctrine, training, and 

lessons learned, thereby leading to the development and reproduction of new practices. Consequently, 

the synchronization of different positions and brokerage of multinational agreements that can pass the 

consensus in NATO and lead to new standards are the added value of COEs. While the macro-perspective 

in chapter four has shown that this is difficult to quantify, the examples from the micro-level analysis 

provide clear evidence that COEs contribute towards synchronization and standardization in NATO. The 

contributions of the organisations even exceeds formally ratified doctrine by the innovation of commonly 

agreed practical solutions to operational problems, such as in Air-to-Air Refueling, the CIMIC Field 

Handbook, and new interpretations of international law in the maritime and cyber domains. Hence, COEs 

are reinforcing NATO’s policy initiatives of Smart Defence and Connected Forces with organisational 

practices of knowledge exchange.  

However, if the functional domain of a COE is not well defined, and not an integral part of national armed 

forces, the possibility to act as a vehicle for multinational knowledge transfer is limited. The COE staff is 

lacking national networks and the expertise of a historically grown military branch. The case study of C2 

COE is a case in point. If the subject area is extremely broad, as shown by the case of JAPCC, it is also 

difficult for a COE to gather specific expertise on each aspect of the focal area. Consequently, small COEs 

with a well-defined subject area are in a better position to contribute to capability development.         

Since COEs are working in the domain of knowledge development, the available expertise is another 

crucial factor. On this aspect, most COEs are fully dependent on the personnel that is seconded by the 

Sponsoring Nations. While many COEs have little post vacancies and most officers have a career 

experience of at least ten years of service, the quality of personnel and their level of expertise differs for 

several reasons. First, the national education in the different military branches and professions is crucial 

for the buildup of a sustainable body of expertise. This, again, is only possible in those subject areas that 

are well defined and structurally reflected in military branches of national armed forces. Second, not every 
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nation appears to be willing to supply COEs with the best personnel available, as indicated in several 

interviews. The national policies behind these practices are complex and difficult to entangle. Ill-suited 

personnel provides a severe constraint on the operations of every COE. Moreover, in those subject areas 

where training personnel is generally scarce, such as cyber, COEs are competing with national and NCS 

positions for the best officers, which consequently leads to shortfalls. Last, the parameters of the 

international environment and moving abroad places a constraint to some officers and their families, 

which is an additional limitation for all COEs.        

Another contingency factor is military rotation. While COEs benefit from new personnel by gaining fresh 

ideas and recent mission experience, frequent rotation has a disruptive effect on institutional knowledge 

of the organisation. Because COEs are highly specialized organisations by nature, rotation is much more 

difficult to comprehend than in classic military functions, for instance of company or battalion 

commanders. A large majority of COE staff argues in favour of longer rotation periods to minimize the loss 

of knowledge. A general solution to this problem would be an increase of long-standing civilian staff and 

a distinction between generalists and specialists in career models for military officers. The common 

approach of training generalists requires frequent rotation through a number of staff and command 

functions to select the best candidates for senior leadership positions. Since only few persons will be 

eventually promoted into the rank of colonel and above, the armed forces should consider a specialist 

career track for officers that would be of great benefit to provide true SMEs for more specialized functions 

at COEs and in national positions. The analysis has shown that single individuals have more influence in 

shaping new practices in these specialist functions, also due to the flat hierarchies.        

The strong role of individual officers in practice creation is further supported by the organisational culture 

and identity at COEs that combines traditional military symbols with the new understanding as think tanks. 

Hence, the organisational culture developed at COEs is supportive of creating and leveraging knowledge 

assets, instead of being a major barrier as often postulated (De Long and Fahey 2000: 113). Two factors 

have been crucial for discovering these results. The comparative analysis on the society, organisational, 

and individual level allowed for unfolding the processes between the COEs and their institutional 

environment, but also to distinguish the different nuances among the organisations. The second factor 

was the use of first hand data from the empirical field with the explorative method of grounded theory, 

which provided the necessary insides on how actors perceive their role and environment in this hitherto 

unexplored research area.    
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The method of grounded theory was also crucial for answering the third research question, which looks 

at processes at the individual level of analysis, namely the roles of Communities of Practice for knowledge 

exchange and improvement of capabilities in the working processes of COEs. The analysis has shown that 

military officers working at COEs are often organised in different forms of occupational networks and 

CoPs. The cross section analysis in this study could show that these groups have different forms of 

organising, stretching from internal to distributed communities. Once more, the existence and activities 

of CoPs are more pronounced in distinct subject areas that draw on existing military branches with 

common education and career paths.      

In these areas the three main roles of CoPs are providing a platform for professionals to create a common 

knowledge base, to fine-tune the work of formal NATO working groups in doctrine and capability 

development, and to preserve the knowledge of diminishing capabilities, such as Naval Mine Warfare. In 

all of these areas CoPs contribute to turn individual knowledge of COE members and their colleagues in 

national and NATO positions into collective knowledge. Especially noticeable throughout the case studies 

is the way how CoPs organise their activities around formal working group meetings, conferences, and 

training events. While this blend of activities contradict the principle of being self-organised, it offers a 

suitable way to secure funding and time for community activities. Moreover, the close link to formal 

processes provides the possibility to translate the practices and ideas that are nurtured in CoPs into 

doctrine and other ratified applications to endure and become institutionalized. This is the primary and 

visible value of CoPs: to improve capabilities in the working processes of COEs. Yet even if this knowledge 

and consensus does not reach the threshold of formal doctrine, the interaction and activities by 

communities and occupational networks do nevertheless contribute to an incremental harmonization of 

multinational knowledge and professionality. This invisible contribution of CoPs mirrors the core principle 

of NATO’s Connected Forces Initiative. Thus, CoPs do contribute explicitly and implicitly to knowledge 

exchange and capability development by COEs.    

A position that is not shared at COEs is the argumentation by Wenger et al. to “develop a practice of 

community development” (2002: 206). Although COE management is generally open and supportive 

towards CoPs and their activities, there is little evidence that CoPs are cultivated as additional source for 

knowledge creation and innovation. Thus, management towards CoPs mainly consists of maintaining an 

open environment for knowledge exchange and practice creation, in which practitioner groups can find 

an informal yet legitimate space. Moreover, the limitation of knowledge discontinuity by military rotation 

is also a constraint for CoPs. More attention needs to be given to handover practices and securing the 
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explicit knowledge and expertise of officers that rotate out of the organisation by documentation. 

Otherwise the benefits of personal networks will be lost. “Ich glaube, dass es eines der großen Probleme 

speziell in den COEs ist, dass man kein gescheites Netzwerkmanagement macht. Alles läuft über 

persönliche Kontakte und wenn derjenige von seinem Dienstposten verschwunden ist, sind die 

persönlichen Kontakte weg”361 (CSW2, para. 23). 

The only other mitigation to this problem are overarching CoPs and practitioner groups that developed 

around the identities of their military branch. If officers are socialized in professions in which they can 

remain throughout their careers, they develop strong social bonds that sustain frequent rotations. Such a 

community would work as an achorpoint for knowledge exchange in the background, detached from the 

disruptive effects of military rotation. However, these overarching Communities of Practice or 

occupational networks could only be identified in the military branches that have a narrow focus and 

share a distinct education, such as the minesweeper and the CBRN professions. The case of JAPCC has 

shown that Air Power as a military service is too broad and holds multiple sub-domains. Other areas, such 

as Civil-military Cooperation or Command and Control, do not have an organic structure in form of a 

military branch and consequently lack an own identity and body of personnel. This again demonstrates 

that the distinction of the functional domain for COEs is also contingent for the development of CoPs.  

The NATO Centres of Excellence have developed into a mature organisational field that represents the 

largest knowledge repository in the Alliance. Originating from a political concept with low expectations, 

nations responded to the idea of voluntary cooperation on specific topics in an unprecedented way. The 

bottom-up development of multinational competence centres has led to a different form of organising in 

the military, which favours multinational cooperation and practical solutions over hierarchy and command 

and control. The development of the COEs is a continuous maturation process that takes place in a parallel 

and complementary way to NATO transformation. Today, COEs have overcome their phase of 

establishment, and operate as independent service providers for NATO and nations outside the classic 

hierarchies, but in the framework of an institutionalized governance structure. Although measures of 

success and return of investment are difficult to quantify in the public sector, the many requests for 

support to COEs are a clear sign for legitimacy and relevance. Moreover, COEs actively contribute to 

capability development, doctrine, and training by shaping new organisational practices. This process is 

                                                           
361 Translation by the author: I believe that one of the big issues, especially at COEs, is the absence of proper 
network management. Everything happens in personal networks and if the person leaves his position, these 
personal contacts are gone.   



Chapter 6 

395 

often supported by the work of informal Communities of Practice and occupational networks. All of these 

contributions are based on the favourable conditions for knowledge exchange and multinational 

cooperation that are based on the unique organisational model. By focusing on how COEs shape 

organisational practices, it was further possible to show the different institutional logics that prescribe 

identity and sensemaking processes for COE staff. This institutional complexity within the organisational 

field of COEs was brought to the fore by looking at the interrelations between the societal, organisational, 

and individual levels of analysis.   

However, COEs are no panacea to large-scale multinational defence projects and security concerns in 

NATO. They are also not established on every capability and limited by the nations’ willingness to share 

information and to cooperate. Thus, the development of COEs in areas of high national security, such as 

nuclear forces, is highly unlikely. Moreover, COEs need to be viewed as singular organisations that have 

many commonalities, but also differ from each other. There is neither a lot of cooperation among the 

organisations in joint projects, nor a comprehensive strategy towards the COEs in NATO. Both is necessary 

to utilize the full potential of the organisations. While first steps in this direction have been initiated, NATO 

still needs time to fully adopt to this new category of hybrid organisations. Yet, the absence of a coherent 

strategic vision also mirrors NATO’s search for re-constituting identities. It can be even argued that this 

uncertainty and lack of dogmatic strategy can actually have a positive impact on change and 

transformation. It has provided the necessary space for the bottom-up development of alternative and 

innovative concepts, which have materialized in the development of the NATO Centres of Excellence. 
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7 Conclusion 

Subject of this study are the contributions of NATO Centres of Excellence for knowledge exchange and 

capability development in the context of NATO transformation. The study provides the most 

comprehensive analysis on NATO COEs, which have been largely neglected by both academic scholars and 

policy makers. By looking at the research subject from three levels of analysis and conducting a substantial 

comparative case study analysis, the study leads to a significantly increased understanding of NATO COEs 

as organisations in general, and particularly demonstrates the different ways how multinational military 

knowledge is coordinated in the individual subject areas. Due to the glaring research lacuna on the 

subject, the analysis could not draw on previous insights and had to follow an explorative character based 

on primary data from field research and official military documents. The qualitative design was also 

chosen to mitigate the problem of how to measure and quantify the results of organisations in the not-

for-profit sector. This was done by using anecdotes of professionals for an approximation of the results in 

the intangible domain of knowledge exchange towards multinational synchronization. Institutional theory 

in organisation science has been utilized as theoretical framework, because it allows for explanations of 

organisational and individual behaviour in the context of the specific institutional environment. The data 

and results of the analysis have been displayed and discussed in the previous chapters. This concluding 

chapter focuses on the theoretical and methodological contributions, policy recommendations, and 

limitations of this study, to provide recommendations for practitioners and to offer avenues for future 

research.       

7.1 Contributions to Theory 

This study offers several contributions to theory. The development of any new organisational form, sector, 

or industry is an interesting and unresolved field of study in organisation science (Aldrich and Fiol 1994; 

Aldrich and Ruef 2006; Purdy and Gray 2009; Suddaby and Greenwood 2005). The emergence of the COEs 

in the context of NATO transformation provides a new empirical context to this phenomenon. To better 

capture the different influences and tensions organisations are facing, this work is drawing on the 

perspective of institutional logics as guidelines and implicit rules for social actors’ behaviour (Thornton 

2004; Thornton, Ocasio and Lounsbury 2012), following Friedland and Alfords (1991) principle that 

institutions work on the society-, organisational-, and individual level by incorporating all three 

perspectives. Thereby, the analysis contributes to central aspects of institutional theory.  
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Crucial for new organisations is to gain sufficient resources and legitimacy to survive by establishing 

resonance between their activities and the logics of existing institutions (Bacharach, Bamberger and 

Sonnenstuhl 1996; Thornton 2002). The COEs are an example of how existing institutions and the policy 

of transformation provided legitimacy for the organisations that secured the support from the 

participating nations. Although COEs represent a novel form of organising, they derive from existing 

institutions of the military profession and multinational cooperation in NATO, which played a significant 

role for becoming legitimate actors. 

Thornton, Ocasio and Lounsbury outline the importance of further development and validation of the ILP 

along several avenues (2012: pp. 172). This work follows their call by applying the ILP to a hitherto 

unexamined empirical field. Moreover, the analysis also contributes to the discussion on the importance 

of macro versus micro level approaches in institutional research. While Djelic and Quack (2003) are 

proposing to bridge national boundaries by a focus on overarching logics, Greenwood et al. have been 

arguing in favour of the richness that lies in exploiting local processes (2010: 535). By combining these 

levels of analysis, this research has shown that both directions are important. COEs resemble NATO’s and 

nation’s macro level policies of transformation and multinational cooperation on a small scale, but also 

serve local and professional considerations of advancing and sharing of knowledge of a specific capability. 

The maturation of COEs follows the pattern identified by Haveman and Rao (1997) that changes on the 

society level have led to the development of new logics on the organisational field level in form of a co-

evolutionary process. The integration of the micro level contributes to the concept of embedded agency 

by demonstrating the different factors that influence sensemaking processes for individuals and 

organisations. Society level influences predetermine relevance and importance of a subject, but the 

development of practices, routines, and identity takes place within the organisations. By giving attention 

to the role of actors in shaping these practices, routines, and identities, it was shown that military officers 

are socialized in their national military systems, their distinct profession, and at the COEs. These influences 

are the foundation for the different institutional logics that provide guidance and patterns for actors´ 

behaviour. As a result, knowledge management and capability development at COEs can be both, enabled 

and constrained by the different institutional logics. 

The findings of this study, that organisations and individuals are confronted with multiple institutional 

influences, further contributes to the work on institutional complexity (Greenwood et al. 2010). This 

institutional complexity can either result in “coexistence of logics within a pool, with one logic nourishing 

another” (Daudigeos, Boutinot and Jaumier 2013: 30), or competing and even contradictory logics 
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(Schneiberg and Clemens 2006: 206). In this case, the different logics were largely complementary and 

reinforcing each other with few cases of competition and contradiction. Institutional pluralism further 

allowed for variations and diversity in structural patterns and methods of practice creation. It also 

provides the link to the more structural approach of isomorphism in institutional theory. Despite many 

resemblances of organisational features and behaviour through dissemination of best practices, the COEs 

have not developed identical features in an isomorphic way. The cultural influences and the categories of 

the different institutional logics allow for individualism and variation.  

The results of this analysis further contradict the critique that organisation theory is limited in explaining 

NATO’s reorganisation and transformation (McCalla 1996; Ivanov 2008). Applying the ILP on the subject 

of NATO COEs has provided strong explanations on the underlying logics that enable the development of 

new forms of organising. The approach even allows for obtaining a micro-perspective that is looking inside 

military organisations, which was not done by previous research that was solely focusing on political 

developments. Therefore, the ILP provides a suitable theoretical framework to bridge the differences 

between society, organisation, and individual level from macro to micro. The application of institutional 

logics as prescriptions for actors´ behaviour could explain how organisational practices are shaped and 

reproduced by sharing of knowledge. Organisational and individual actors at the micro-level build the 

important material part of institutions, ‘the content’ to otherwise symbolic policy initiatives.    

7.2 Methodological Contribution 

The study had to face several methodological challenges, which result in three main observations. First, 

the research has taken place in a military environment, which imposes specific constraints for academic 

research (see Soeter, Shields and Rietjens 2014 for a comprehensive volume on this topic). Although I was 

not confronted with the most common difficulties of getting access to military facilities, personnel, and 

documents due to my own status as military officer, it was nevertheless valuable to use a broker to 

schedule appointments. Prior to field research in military headquarters it is important to know their ‘battle 

rhythm’ of meetings, conferences, and operational tasks to ensure availability of key stakeholders for 

interviews. This requires flexibility of the researcher and contacts to reliable brokers inside the 

headquarters. For researchers that do not have military experience, it is further important to prepare not 

only on the research subject, but also on two aspects of military culture: the rank structures and military 

jargon. Hierarchy by rank is a fundamental principle of the military. Both soldier-scholars and non-military 

researchers should respect this tradition. Especially when approaching interview partners, their superiors 

should be informed. While this bears the danger that possible candidates will receive guidance or ‘the 
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party line’, it ensures a positive attitude towards the research project, which is crucial for access to the 

field. Hence, military commanders of the units that are part of the research should be identified and 

contacted at the beginning. Military jargon, which is characterized by countless acronyms, bears another 

difficulty for researchers. Especially during interviews, researchers need to be familiar with most of the 

acronyms to avoid multiple interruptions. For research in NATO, the document AAP-15, NATO glossary of 

abbreviations used in NATO documents and publications (NATO Standardization Office 2016), provides a 

helpful source for preparation. Another limitation can be imposed by classified documents. In the field of 

COEs almost all documents are without classification. In other areas, researchers have to balance the use 

of classified documents against the value of uncensored publication. Scholars should further consider the 

bureaucratic hurdles and time they need to acquire a clearance for access to classified material and 

sensitive facilities.    

Second, there is little previous research on the subject of NATO COEs. Consequently, it was important to 

explore the empirical field without getting lost in the details of specific military capabilities. This was done 

by the comparative case study analysis, which followed the Grounded Theory approach of constant 

comparison between data collection and analysis (Glaser and Strauss 1967). By analyzing the material 

from previous field research before collecting data for the next case, it was possible to refine the topics 

of interest in a reflective manner. For example, the notion that Interviews with officers in middle 

management positions were less rich than the ones with the desk officers that are working the projects 

was important for the selection of interview candidates. It was further important to remain as open as 

possible towards new inputs throughout all periods of data collection to avoid a confirmation bias. Also 

crucial was the selection of a larger number of cases than the usual two to four cases in comparative 

qualitative research. The larger number of cases allowed for a better distinction between common themes 

and individual characteristics. A case study selection of only two or three COEs could have led to a different 

conclusion if the cases included the most heterogeneous (CCD COE and C2 COE), or most homogeneous 

(CCD COE and MILMED COE) organisations. A positive effect of this empirically rich qualitative and 

explorative research process was to closely observe recent developments in a new organisational field. 

On the other hand, this cross-section analysis cannot follow developments within the field like a 

longitudinal study. Many of the interviewees will have changed their positions before the publication of 

this research due to military rotation. This suggests the need for longitudinal studies in a military 

environment, which would allow for closely observing changes in direct relation to the rotation of 

leadership personnel. 
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Third, the study draws on a large amount of field research with qualitative interviewing as main method 

for data collection. In addition to the aforementioned characteristics of the military environment, the 

interviews have been separated in expert and elite interviews. This was done to account for the specific 

situation of interviewing senior military commanders, which required careful preparation for access and 

a time limitation of usually thirty minutes. Hence, it was useful to develop a separate interview guideline 

that solely focused on the most important topics. The use of semi-structured interviews for all target 

audiences allowed for flexibility in exploring the subject in absence of previous research. Moreover, 

interviews have proven to be extremely rich in collecting personal anecdotes, which have been used as 

alternative to approximate the added value of COE contributions in absence of hard quantifiable 

benchmarks in this not-for-profit environment (Wenger et al. 2002: 168). A general difficulty for 

conducting the interviews was the multinational environment. The resulting linguistic challenges and 

cultural differences for interpretation have been widely neglected in the literature (Bogner et al. 2014; 

Inhetveen 2012; Squires 2009; Welch and Piekkari 2006). In this case, military culture and socialization 

provides an overarching bond that leads to homogeneity despite the many different nations involved. 

Interviews have been conducted in English or German because the use of interpreters would have 

required proficiency in 19 different languages and is further not practical during the course of the 

interview. All COE staff need to have a NATO language certificate, which has proven to lead to sufficient 

English skills in most interviews. Last but not least, the interviews in this analysis have shown that the 

military is still a male-dominated environment. There are no evaluations if female researchers may be 

confronted with more resistance in approaching the military environment.  

7.3 Policy and Management Implications 

During the last decade, NATO COEs have developed into an organisational field that combines more 

subject matter experts than NATO’s transformational headquarters HQ SACT. The analysis has shown that 

the COEs reinforce NATO´s transformational agenda by providing multiple contributions in form of 

capability development and practical solutions in their field of expertise. However, insufficient strategic 

guidance, flaws in the governance structure, and structural obstacles prevent the COEs from reaching 

their full potential as vehicles for multinational knowledge exchange between NATO and the Sponsoring 

Nations. The following deductions are an attempt to improve these shortfalls on the strategic, 

organisational, and individual level.    
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7.3.1 Strategic Level Implications 

There are five implications for the strategic level on how to better utilize the knowledge developed at and 

shared by COEs to contribute to NATO policy initiatives. First, it is surprising that HQ SACT as coordinating 

authority has not yet issued a strategy on how to integrate COE activities into NATO processes and 

procedures. This is a mandatory step to establish a common understanding in NATO on how to utilize the 

knowledge the COE possess as a resource in capability development. Without this overarching guidance, 

elements of the NATO Command Structure will continue to use the COEs at discretion without capitalizing 

on their full potential. A more unified approach towards the COEs also needs to be accepted by the 

organisations. If COEs start to act as a collective, and not as individual organisations, they can better 

combine the different fields of expertise to contribute to solutions for overarching security challenges.  

Second, COEs should be integrated better into large-scale policy initiatives. The analysis has shown that 

the organisations provide subject matter expertise to specific fields of the Smart Defence concept and 

embody the principles of multinational interoperability of the Connected Forces Initiative. Moreover, 

COEs contribute to numerous shortfalls identified at the recent NATO summits in Wales and Warsaw. 

Current security challenges, such as the resurgence of collective defence, the emerging hybrid threats, 

and the Readiness Action Plan to strengthen allied resilience, are examples where multiple COEs can 

contribute by combining different fields of knowledge. COEs are in the unique position to build consensus 

among their Sponsoring Nations and form a ‘small NATO’ in their functional domain, which eases the 

formal processes towards ratification in NATO. Again, this also requires the organisations to increase their 

efforts towards acting together.  

Third, a comprehensive strategy towards the COEs and their integration in large-scale policy initiatives will 

require adjustments to the governance structure. COEs should remain independent competence centres 

outside the formal hierarchies to ensure innovation, the time for in-depth research without operational 

commitments, and partnerships with multiple non-NATO entities. However, the current governance 

structure offers too many windows for arbitrary coordination. Poorly written requests are issued to the 

COEs without coordination and prioritization among NATO entities. FOGO champions and assigned SMEs 

seem to support or neglect the COEs at discretion. Requests for support are only measured quantitatively 

and without a feedback loop on the results. The COEs face a burden of numerous time-consuming 

meetings that focus on procedures instead of content. Hence, the governance structure needs to be 

reflected critically and amended against these shortfalls. The COE section should remain the actor 

responsible for this task, since it holds the institutional knowledge on the historic development and best 
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practices of the coordination elements. To achieve this task, the COE section should have a greater weight 

inside HQ SACT. A viable option would be to directly attach the section to the Chief of Staff to avoid 

dilution of their work by headquarter politics on lower management levels.   

Fourth, the COEs are an instrument of multinational cooperation and also contribute to NATO’s core task 

of cooperative security. Their integrative function includes actors inside and outside NATO. Several COEs 

have been joined by NATO partner countries as contributing nations. This is a viable path to increase 

cooperation among nations on a small scale and on a specific subject, which is important for building trust 

and mutual understanding towards the establishment of security communities (Adler 2008). The following 

anecdote is a case in point for the integrative function COEs can play in education and training:   

“We had two nations, I think it was Georgia and Armenia. It was a COE course in Germany. And both 
of them were physicians. One of them, I think it was the Georgian, had brought this special cake that 
his mother had made. And he was sharing it with everyone in the group that was sitting there at the 
table. And the Armenian said, it might have been vice versa, but the point was he said he wouldn’t eat 
it because it would be likely poisoned, and there's no way he would eat it. But, like I said, by the end 
of the course the two of them were doing everything together because they both spoke Russian. And 
it was an easier language for them than English. So in the end I think they helped each other out in the 
course because they were able to help explain what maybe the other person might have missed. I 
don’t know if they were lifelong friends at the end, but the cooperation was evident by the end of the 
course” (MILMED4, para. 53).  

Moreover, the COEs also provide a frame for multinational cooperation among NATO member nations. 

COE sponsorship provides a nation with access to the collective knowledge of the other members. Thus, 

COEs provide a club good for all members on the expense of a single position at the organisation. This is 

the value for NATO member and partner nations, which should consider participation in a COE before 

setting up a more expensive national competence centre. Small nations further have the chance to 

increase their visible contribution by offering a COE on a subject of national strength. Boundaries to this 

approach are marked by national caveats towards information sharing.  

In the fifth place, COEs act as knowledge repository in the sense of Aronsson and O’Donnell’s proposition 

that “NATO must ensure that a system is in its place to institutionalize lessons learned and guard NATO’s 

intellectual infrastructure” (2012: 10). The COEs collectively hold the largest body of subject matter 

expertise in their functional domains. By working in the knowledge domain as think tanks and not in 

military operations, COEs have explored and filled a new niche of military cooperation in times of 

supranational regimes (Brockmann 1994: 301). It may seem ironically that this repository of knowledge 

and lessons learned is outside the NATO Command Structure, yet NATO can also benefit by keeping an 

independent guardian of operational experience.   
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7.3.2 Organisational Level Implications 

On the organisation level are eight structural, managerial, and behavioural implications to increase the 

effectiveness of COEs. First, COEs need to be established on a clearly defined and narrow subject area. 

This is crucial for the development of new COEs because it increases the availability of trained personnel, 

the integration into occupational networks of national armed forces, it ensures NATO and national 

customers for COE services and knowledge exchange, and it avoids uncertainty in the focus of attention.  

Second, COEs require a good host-nation infrastructure to be attractive for Sponsoring Nations. They 

should either be located in the nations’ capital or co-located with military units that are of relevance for 

the functional domain. This fosters closer ties for information exchange with relevant actors of the host 

nation and provides the infrastructure for international staff members and their families.  

Third, the autonomy of COEs is unique for military organisations. The exclusion of a chain of command 

and the multinational environment is softening classic military hierarchies. This has a managerial and a 

behavioural implication. COE leadership should foster an organisational culture of knowledge exchange 

and development, for example by supporting internal initiatives towards own projects and through 

tolerance of mistakes. In turn, this requires a behavioural change that values expertise over rank and 

confident leadership to utilize the given autonomy.  

Fourth, COE leadership needs to increase the marketing of results. This can be done by an increased use 

of Military Committee engagements and the FOGO champions as foreseen in the governance structure, 

but also by publications in academic and professional fora and through social media. Marketing of COE 

products is crucial to gain a wider recognition and to mitigate the missing feedback loop of the Programme 

of Work cycle.     

Fifth, COEs should increase cooperation among each other. Answers to current security challenges, such 

as hybrid threats or the Readiness Action Plan require multiple inputs from combined fields of knowledge 

instead of stove piped solutions. NATO should continue the efforts of promoting a federative approach, 

also be developing an overarching strategy on how to utilize the COEs. Similar to the prospects of 

cooperation networks of small firms (Koller, Langmann and Untiedt 2006), the COEs – as small military 

organisations – should combine the knowledge of their fields of expertise to maximize their potential for 

contributing with innovative solutions.     

Sixth, COEs can be an instrument to increase cooperation between NATO and the EU. Their independence 

allows for conducting initial, informal consultations on specific subjects, outside political sensitivities. 
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Moreover, NATO and the EU share the same security concerns, for instance on hybrid threats (European 

Commission 2016). Developments like the establishment of the EU Hybrid Threats Centres of Excellence 

in Finland (European Union External Action Service 2017) are very similar to the COE approach. Increased 

cooperation with the NATO COEs is essential to avoid redundancies that can lead to resource competition. 

Seventh and in conjunction with the previous implication, COEs provide an opportunity for civil-military 

cooperation in general. This finds its expression by the many relations to the EU, UN-agencies, non-

governmental organisations, the industry, and academia, which have resulted in innovative practices, 

such as the master degree ‘Civil-Military Interaction’ or the education in military medicine. Hence, NATO 

and the Sponsoring Nations should especially utilize the COEs to initiate these types of civil-military 

cooperation. Increased cooperation with academia would further contribute to the desideratum of closer 

links between military organisations and academic research (Soeters, Shields and Rietjens 2014).    

Eighth, COEs are limited by frequent military rotations and their general dependence on the Sponsoring 

Nations in providing qualified staff. Human capital is the crucial resource for the organisations and ill-

qualified staff and exchange of personnel lead to a disruption of institutional knowledge. Nations should 

consider to only second experts that meet the prerequisites of working in an international environment 

and to extend the rotation cycle to a minimum of four years. This would be in their own interest to 

capitalize on the investment of sponsorship. Nations should further consider to entitle the COEs to hire 

civilian staff if adequate personnel cannot be provided otherwise. 

7.3.3 Individual Level Implications 

There are also four implications on the individual level that focus on the personnel working at COEs. First, 

the military officers and civilian staff are the human capital and key resource for COEs to fulfill their role 

as competence centres. Hence, it is important to pay more attention to the role of individuals, because 

they are the agents that create and share knowledge and thereby transform policy into practice.  

Second, professionals are often organised in Communities of Practice and other occupational networks. 

Participation in these informal groups follows the passion for the profession and the motivation to 

increase and share personal competencies and experience. Officers should participate in these informal 

groups and establish their own networks for knowledge exchange. This increases both individual 

knowledge, and innovation and practice creation at COEs.    

Third, working at a COE is a chance for individual development. The experience of a multinational working 

environment and the high degree of independence in project execution widens the horizon of every 
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officer. Thus, officers should use this chance for self-actualisation and progressively develop own ideas 

and initiatives. However, officers should be aware that the work at COEs often differs from their previous 

socialization and military culture. Officers that prefer clear authority by hierarchy and national command 

and control structures might not be satisfied with the open environment at COEs. Therefore, it is 

important to increase the knowledge on positions at COEs within national armed forces of the Sponsoring 

Nations.    

Fourth, the armed forces should consider to distinguish between a generalist and a specialist career path 

for officers. A career track for generalists is necessary to train military officers in a broad portfolio of 

command-, higher headquarters-, and administrative positions to build a pool of professionals that are 

eligible for senior management positions. Yet, not every officer has the ability or ambition to become a 

general. The COEs demonstrate the need for specialists with grown expertise throughout their subject 

areas. These SMEs do not benefit from frequent rotations across different functions outside their 

profession. The creation of a specialist career track would provide the condition to increase the 

institutional knowledge across all capabilities and help to overcome the identified shortfall of SMEs in 

NATO. In practice, these officers should receive the opportunity of additional education, which can be 

informal, in form of multinational military exchange programmes, or academic education. They should 

further only rotate within their specialty and on a less frequent basis every four to six years.  

7.4 Limitations 

Despite careful considerations of the research design the study is not without limitations. However, their 

critical reflection offers new avenues for further research and scholarly debate to progress the research 

in this interesting and relevant field. First, due to the lack of previous research on the subject it was 

important to provide a comprehensive analysis on the COEs without getting lost in the magnitude of the 

empirical field. Although the total population of 24 COEs is a small number in comparison to other 

organisational forms, it was not possible to include all COEs in the case study analysis for reasons of scope, 

time, and funding. Second, the recent development of the field favoured a cross-section analysis over a 

longitudinal study, which would have allowed for even better insights into the development of the 

governance structure, organisational practices, and the work of CoPs over time. Third, the military 

environment by nature is a limitation for academic research (Soeter, Shields and Rietjens 2014). In this 

case my status as military officer serving at a COE made it possible to gain access to the field and trust of 

the military officers to conduct the interviews. Being part of the research environment made it also easier 

to understand the specific military culture and jargon. Both would have been extremely difficult for most 
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external researchers. Moreover, the COEs rarely issue classified content, which allows for publication of 

this study. The status as internal researcher paired with the design of qualitative interviewing let to a 

fourth limitation of confirmation and single informant bias (Ernst 2003). For mitigation of this problem 

openness and critical reflection of each step during the field research and data analysis was important. 

Here, the method of Grounded Theory was used to reflect on the data of each case by constant 

comparison (Glaser and Strauss 1967). To overcome the danger of single informant bias, several officers 

were interviewed at each COE. The large number of interviews further yielded many critical statements, 

which can be seen as indicator for small confirmation bias. Moreover, triangulation of interview data with 

official documents and participant observation has increased the reliability of each source of data.   

The fifth and last limitation was the difficulty to quantify and measure the contributions of COEs for 

knowledge exchange and capability development. While this is generally difficult in the public sector, the 

COEs further work on different subject matters with different demands on training, doctrine, and other 

studies. Moreover, COEs often coordinate and harmonize between different national positions. This role 

as knowledge broker is intangible because the formal products are ratified by nations. Consequently, the 

added value of COEs can only be measured in relation to the different subject areas and not by comparing 

the organisations. For example, the work of C2 COE is not of lesser value because the organisation is not 

Department Head for training, already because C2 is not a declared discipline that requires a common 

approach to training. Also the numbers of requests for support to the COE rather indicate the current 

demand of a topic than a higher value of this specific organisation. Hence, it is extremely difficult to set a 

quantifiable benchmark for added value. The chosen approach was to identify commonalities between 

the COEs and to use ‘soft categories’ and anecdotes of specific examples to approximate the added value 

of the organisations. Such categories are the gradual harmonization of subject matter expertise in CoPs 

and occupational networks, which is then translated into ratified doctrine. Other anecdotal examples for 

added value are the practical solutions in Air-to-Air Refueling, the CIMIC Field Handbook, or the work on 

international law in cyber and the maritime domain.           

7.5 Avenues for future research  

Directions for future research derive from the limitations as well as the findings and contributions of this 

study. In regard to the limitations of this study, future research on COEs should follow a longitudinal 

design. Looking at NATO COEs over a longer period would allow for insights on how the organisations 

develop and mature after their establishment, how specific organisational identities emerge and change, 

and if COE practices become institutionalized by reproduction and continuity. From the theoretical 
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perspective of institutional logics, longitudinal research is necessary “to examine the coevolutionary 

relationship between institutional logics, governance structures, and institutional actors” (Nigam and 

Ocasio 2010: 839). Here, the possible development of a new institutional logic of collective action is worth 

further examination. Another avenue for longitudinal research are possible changes in military culture 

due to the different working environment at COEs. Does a position at a COE lead to changes in the 

socialization of military officers, and do these changes lead to advantages or conflicts after reintegration 

into the national armed forces. Another limitation of this study was the empirical sample. Although 

carefully considered, the results of the analysis would receive further validation or falsification by 

extending the analysis to other COEs.  

The results of this study can stimulate future research on several avenues that are important to increase 

the understanding on multinational military cooperation. One field are the different national incentives 

to participate and sponsor COEs, especially during the early phase of the establishment process where 

the MOUs are negotiated and other nations are asked for sponsorship. Further research can also test the 

approximation on added value of the organisations. This could be done by changing the perspective to 

the customers in the NATO Command Structure asking the question on how the different NATO 

headquarters that are issuing the requests for support rate the products they are receiving from the COEs.  

The empirical field of COEs is further characterized by an interdisciplinary nature across several of the 

social sciences with different research avenues. From the perspective of international relations, further 

examination on role of COEs in alliances can provide new insights for the discussion on Smart Defence and 

burden sharing, defence spending, and free riding (Ivanov 2011; Olsen and Zeckhauser 1966; Richter and 

Webb 2014; Ringsmose 2009; 2010; Zyla 2016). From the perspective of organisation science a 

comparison of the concept and organisational type of NATO Centres of Excellence with other centres of 

excellence in the public and private sector would increase the knowledge on the structures and design of 

different forms of knowledge- and competence centres. From a sociological and economic perspective 

more theorization of the concept of CoPs and the institutional order of the community within the 

institutional logics perspective is desirable. There is little research on how organisational practices shaped 

by CoPs become institutionalized. If the results that CoPs and other occupational networks are nurtured 

by the societal, historical, and local contexts that form the categories of institutional logics also apply in 

other empirical fields, CoPs could be seen as less volatile and ad hoc because they operate in a clear 

institutional environment, which would increase their stability and give them a persistent role in the 

creation of new practices and routines. The subject of COEs is also of interest for legal scholars to examine 
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the prospects and limitations of MOU based organisations in the military and other areas of the public 

and private sector.    

7.6 Concluding remarks 

This study provides an important contribution on the subject of NATO COEs as newly established, 

alternative multinational military organisations in NATO from an empirical, theoretical, and 

methodological perspective. Despite their divergence from traditional military structures, the COEs were 

able to carve out legitimated social spaces for their practices (Purdy and Gray 2009: 369). They provide 

important constibutions to military capability development in NATO along the avenues of doctrine, 

training, and lessons learned. This is done by the harmonization of ideas through facilitating knowledge 

between professionals in NATO and the Sponsoring Nations. The organisations were further able to 

increase their legitimacy by strategic responses and positioning (Oliver 1991) to the demands of their 

environment by constructing their own organisational identities and earning customer recognition by 

relevant contributions.   

The analysis of the empirical field of NATO COEs further contributes to sharpen the idea of institutional 

complexity and pluralism (Greenwood et al. 2010; Daudigeos, Boutinot and Jaumier 2013), favouring 

multiple institutional logics over a dominant one. Especially the focus on practices has shown the different 

influences of the principals of transformation, multinational cooperation, and professional excellence. The 

latter is highly influenced by individual agency of professionals, who engage in informal Communities of 

Practice for knowledge exchange and collective learning in addition to their official functions. The focus 

on practice creation has opened this wider perspective allowing for a combination of the research on CoPs 

and on institutional logics, because they are an integral part of the institutional order of the community. 

This work was inspired by the anecdotes and personal accounts of the individuals that form the research 

subject of NATO COEs: the military officers and civilian professionals that serve at the organisations. 

Hence, it should be their voice to conclude this study to give credit to their work, which is of great 

importance for a smaller NATO Command Structure in a volatile security environment.     

“We as nations, coalitions, or NATO itself, often go into various things around the world, it could be 
operations, it could be something else. We go into them only to repeat the same mistakes that we 
made last time. The COEs are changing that somewhat. They are the repositories of best practices, 
experience, and indeed lessons learned. Because NATO doesn’t do a very good job and providing in 
depth tactical lessons learned and the COEs are providing that” (IW10, para. 36).  
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Annex 1: Interview Guidelines 

Interview guideline for Allied Command Transformation – Flag Officer General Officer Champions 

NATO HQ SACT FOGOs are considered experts because they hold knowledge about the context of the 
research subject Centres of Excellence (COEs) and they are key decision makers in NATO, which 
empowers them to influence the subject.  

The interviews will serve as basis to connect the theoretical perspective of organisational 
institutionalism on Centres of Excellence to the strategic level in NATO. The main goal is to gain the 
personal perceptions of the key decision makers at NATO HQ SACT on the role and benefits of COEs in 
the context of NATO’s transformation process. The two leading paradigms are the Smart Defence- and 
the Connected Forces Initiative. Subsidiary goals are to gain knowledge on how the Generals act in their 
role as point of contact for strategic guidance to a COE (FOGO Champion), on other strategic use of COEs 
and the perception on the future development of COEs.  

The data shall help to place COEs as organisations in the institutional context of NATO. Furthermore, and 
most important, the positions of the decision makers will be held against existing institutionalized 
coordination elements between NATO and COEs to discover matches and disconnects.  

The role as FOGO Champions is also a formal coordination element that was recently established. This 
element can be studied best by targeting the main actors themselves.   

Limitation: Time is restricted to 30 minute appointments.  

 

Preface: 

General, thank you very much for granting me the time for this interview. Aim of the research is to 
analyze the benefits of NATO Centres of Excellence for NATO and Sponsoring Nations. This interview will 
help tremendously to get unique insights to the strategic perspective on COEs in support of NATO. 

The transcript will be send to your Military Assistant for approval. Am I allowed to record the interview?   

Warm up question:  

1. General, Sir, you have stated the growing importance of the Centres of Excellence several times 
in the recent past. When did you first got involved in the context of NATO Centres of Excellence?  

Part 1: Benefits and Strategic role of COEs for NATO 

2. You have mentioned the COEs as a success story and indispensable tools for Transformation. 
What are the specific benefits of the COEs for NATO from your perspective?  

a. Do COE inputs/results have an influence on the strategic level? 
b. Is COE added value only linked to the Smart Defence- and Connected Forces Initiatives? 

3. Which role do COEs play in the context of NATO’s transformation process? 
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a. How do you relate COEs to the Smart Defence Initiative and the Connected Forces 
Initiative? 

b. Can COEs promote Smart Defence projects or are they too marginal for this? 

4. How did the rising number of COEs influence your strategic guidance to COEs?  

5. In what way do you see COEs contributing to current security challenges? 

6. Sir, you were asking for more collective COE actions? Which domains do think of specifically? 

a. Why aren’t there projects/requests specifically designed to be supported by a majority if 
not all COEs? Couldn’t this be done for Hybrid Warfare? 

b. As COEs are not in a direct command relation to NATO, who should be in lead of 
collective COE action? 

7. COEs favour the buildup of informal communities and networks of Subject Matter Experts. What 
is your position on that perspective?  

a. How can NATO benefit from those communities?     
b. How do you see academia and industry integrated in this context? 
c. Why do you see this role specifically for COEs  

Part 2: Role as ‘FOGO Champion’ 

8. What are your aims with the FOGO Champion initiative in your HQ?  

a. How did the initiative develop since the establishment? Do you have a specific example 
of challenges or best practices?  

b. Is there a need to enhance the concept?   

Part 3: Future development of COEs in NATO 

9. What are the best conditions for the development of COEs in the future?  

a. Which capability gaps are currently in the main focus for the establishment of new COE; 
do you have a “shopping list”?   

10. You have stated that we are just beginning to understand the enormous potential of the COEs, 
where do you see it personally?  

a. Possible follow up question on contribution to Transformation, knowledge exchange, 
multinational projects, current Operations, academia and industry cooperation, leading 
organisations in their disciplines. 

b. Although COEs are small organisations, is it possible that they decisively contribute to 
the Wales Summit shortfalls and how? 

11. The name “Excellence” and the scarcity of resources also formulate a demand to COEs. Other 
senior officers mentioned terms as ‘fit for purpose’ or more critical COEs have to ‘proof their 
relevance’.  
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a. Do you see challenges there? Especially because COEs are outside the NATO Command 
Structure? 

Closing remarks 

12. General, would you like to add anything on the topic?  

Thank you very much for your time and your support to this research initiative.  

 

Interview guideline COE Staff 

NATO Centres of Excellence case study research: micro-level perspective of the analysis in which COE 
personnel reflect the practitioners in the daily working processes of their organisations.   

The interviews will focus on data generation to analyze the work of COEs in comparison to the formal 
coordination mechanisms established by HQ SACT and the strategic perspective on COEs. The focus is on 
the different working structures, the partners of the COE and the involvement of communities. The 
identification of patterns will allow conclusions on the degree of institutionalization of the COEs.  

The data shall provide insides whether the actual working processes differ from formal coordination 
mechanisms between NATO and COEs. I also seek to identify the different working mechanisms and 
examples for challenges and success. Those can be Communities of Practice, project teams or other 
networks. Finally, the data shall provide a picture if COEs actively use their flexibility and establish links 
to other nations, academia and industry.  

This first hand practitioner perspective will be held against the strategic vision on COEs in NATO.   

Warm up question: 

1. When did you first get involved in the context of NATO Centres of Excellence?  

Part 1: Context of the COE   

2. What is the main working domain of your COE? 
a. What are the focal/key topics and problems the COE is working on?  

  
3. To better specify this: what are your main responsibilities and the main projects you are working 

on?  

Part 2: Description of Stakeholder 

4. Where are your stakeholders, partners, and your community of interest?  
a. Is it mainly NATO, other COEs, the Sponsoring Nations, and other NATO nations 
b. Does it involve international organisations as the EU and the UN 
c. Is there civilian participation from academia, industry, or other stakeholders?  
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Part 3: Working procedures  

5. This characterizes a huge and complex field of expertise which involves many stakeholder in a 
multinational context. How are you doing this in practice?  

a. How are you bringing the experts together?     
 

6. Do networks and groups exist and how do they interact?   
a. How important is the personal engagement (i.e. motivation, dedication) of the COE staff 

in comparison to formal elements (i.e. reporting, scripts, staff procedures, coordination 
elements)  

 
7. Which are the network structures you are involved in?  

a. Could you please describe those structures?  
b. Would you refer to the terms community of interest or community of practice?  
c. How are you involved in those structures?  
d. Who else are the members ie. nationalities, organisations, more military or more 

civilian? Is there a relation to the Sponsoring Nations of the COE?  
e. How did the network/community develop? Do you know of any supporting or hindering 

factors? Was there some influence within the COE?  
8. Do you have a specific example how this works for the key topics your COE is working on?  

a. How do the members of networks/communities find solutions?  
b. Are there typical patterns for example in communication, roles and routines?  
c. Is there an internal structure for example a moderator? How does he/she influence?  
d. Are there mechanisms like online platforms, clouds that support the work? 
e. Do you know the other members in person, have you met, is that important for you? 

Part 4: Moderation/management of network structures 

9. Is there any guidance within your COE on how to deal with informal networks/communities?  
a. Are informal elements seen as less important? 
b. Is work with communities supported or even encouraged?  
c. Is there an attempt to steer or utilize communities or are they independent? 
d. How do you try to steer/moderate communities? Do you provide resources or forum?               

 
10.  Where do you see the benefits of integrating network structures in the work of your COE?  

a. Does this support the military staffing procedures by providing additional information?    
b. Where do you see benefits for the netwroks/communities?  

 
11. How do rotation-cycles effect your work? 

a. Does participation in the networks/communities exceed the posting at the COE or at a 
stakeholder unit? Does participation survive rotation? Is it acepted when former staff 
members still participate?    
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b. Would you have a recommendation for an ideal roation cycle related to the work at the 
COE?  

c. How would you describe the quality of personnel at the COE in relation to the tasks? 

Part 5: Knowledge exchange through COEs 

12. How open are your policies for sharing information to your stakeholders?  
 

13. Would you say that your COE is a platform to meet, interact and exchange information?  
a. Is your COE a leading organisation in your discipline in that regard?  
b. Why is this the case? Through stakeholder acceptance? A vision/narrative by the 

Directorate? 
c. Why is this not the case?  

 
14. What role do networks/communities play in the overall knowledge exchange of your COE?  

a. Is this a way to pass information between the Sponsoring Nations and the COE?  
 

15. How would you determine the main relevance of your COE (and the other COEs)?  
a. Contribution to current NATO operations?  
b. Spread of knowledge and information between your nations and other stakeholder?  
c. Influence/ relevance of publications? Are they just informative, do they formulate 

doctrine or even law?  
d. Recognition as a central platform within the discipline (Think tank)? 
e. How would you define the goals of your Sponsoring Nations and how are they met? 

Part 6: Formal working structures 

16. How familiar are you with the formal coordination elements established by HQ SACT TNB, for 
example the Program of Work Process, the FOGO Champion, the SME or the Periodic 
Assessment?  

a. How relevant are those structures for your work? 
b. Do they have a support effect, do they hinder your work or is there no tangible impact?    
c. Does the coordination from ACT inflict any kind of pressure on your work? 

17. Which formal structures exist to your Sponsoring Nations?  
a. How relevant are those structures for your work? 
b. Do they have a support effect, do they hinder your work or is there no tangible impact?    
c. Do the Sponsoring Nations inflict any kind of pressure on your work or do you have 

freedom to manouvre? 
18. How many cooperations with other COEs exist and how do you characterize them? 

a. Is there exchange of subject matter expertise 
b. Is there exchange of best practices and tools to organize the work (i.e. software, 

financial procedures, legal issues, communication platforms)?  
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Closing remarks 

19. How would you describe the work at the COE in comparison to your former experience?  
a. Are there main differences?    
b. What are the differences?  

 
20. How does the multinational environment effect your work? Is it an additional motivation or 

does it formulate constraints through national caveats?  
 

21. Do you see a main identity within your COE and can you describe it?  
 

22. Would you like to add anything to the discussion?  

Thank you very much for the interview. I would now like one additional minute for some background 
information on you.  

 What is your exact position? 

 For how long are you working at the COE 

 What is your military rank?  

 What is your nationality?  
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Annex 2: Example of Requests For Support to Centres of Excellence  
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