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Here are some observations that may help you get started on what has long been 
regarded as one of Boydʼs more opaque efforts.  Although I was one of the group that 
reviewed drafts as the briefing was coming together, it wasnʼt until I co-edited the 
PowerPoint edition that Conceptual Spiralʼs place in Boydʼs scheme finally sank in.  I 
hope my remarks will help shorten the process for you, without locking you into 
preconceptions about what Boyd had in mind.

Conceptual Spiral was Boydʼs last major briefing.  It is roughly the same length as 
Organic Design and Strategic Game, considerably shorter than Patterns of Conflict, and 
far longer than his last presentation, The Essence of Winning and Losing.

Boyd completed CS in the middle of 1992, some 5 years after Strategic Game.  In the 
meantime, the Soviet Union had fallen, and I believe that he had lost much of his 
interest in military matters. His last two briefings, plus the work we did together that led 
to Certain to Win, concern themselves with the general question of achieving objectives 
in a competitive world, the business world in the case of CTW.  

The first thought that pops into oneʼs mind when reading CS is likely to be, “What in the 
world is he talking about?”  

To make evident how science, engineering, and technology influence our ability to 
interact and cope with an unfolding reality that we are a part of, live in, and feed 
upon.

The next, if you make it to the end, might be “So what? Did Boyd just finish an 
elementary text in epistemology and decide to show off?”

Oddly, the key to breaking open CS might lie on the first page of his next, and last, 
briefing:

Without analyses and synthesis across a variety of domains or across a variety of 
competing/independent channels of information, we cannot evolve new repertoires 
to deal with unfamiliar phenomena or unforeseen change.

To place this into context, you might recall that Patterns of Conflict is about conducting 
operations, that is, using the set of activities—the repertoire—that we now have.  There 
is practically nothing on where this repertoire comes from:  How do we create or 
discover potentially effective new actions, whether in training, conducting experiments, 
or in the midst of on-going operations?
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So it is fair to say that the underlying theme of CS is novelty, how to deal with it—
because the world is going to feed it to us, like it or not—but also how to generate it 
ourselves.  The mechanism Boyd identifies, and this identification itself is a product of 
that mechanism—is an unending “conceptual spiral” of observing the world, breaking 
down what we see into components, which includes the connections between physical 
components, coming up with ideas for something new, trying them, and learning from 
the results.  Science and engineering, in other words. 

Where individuals are concerned, particularly when in the midst of an operation, much 
of this may be instinctive and intuitive.  But it still must be done.  We cannot rely on our 
existing repertoire—no matter how good at it we become!—because  as Boyd pointed 
out in his first paper, “Destruction and Creation,” and reinforces in his “Grand Message” 
in this presentation, every system carries the seeds of its own destruction.  For 
example, competitors and opponents will figure out what weʼre doing and customers (in 
the case of business) will tire of it.  It will seem to us that, like an early attempt at a 
steam engine, our system slows down and eventually stops.  So we must add to our 
repertoire in order to continue to thrive and grow.

Another personal observation:  I think that by the early 1990s, Boyd was becoming a 
little tired of those who ascribe winning to “genius” or “intuition” or “Fingerspitzengefühl.”  
John was an engineer and recognized that although intuitive genius was involved in 
deciding how to break down existing systems (i.e., perform analysis) and what to 
synthesize, the process of invention and scientific discovery itself was rigorous. 
Everything must be tested in the real world and we must confront sometimes brutal 
reality and learn valid lessons.  He had no patience for or interest in navel-gazing.

In fact, Boyd concludes that the conceptual spiral provides a mechanism for generating 
insight, imagination, and initiative and so is a “paradigm for survival and growth”  in this 
disorderly and unpredictable world of menacing competitors and opponents.  Hard to 
think of anything that could be more practical.

Another way to look at this, as Chuck Spinney has observed, is that CS returns to the 
themes of his first paper “Destruction and Creation,” which is an investigation into how 
our minds evolve. As Boyd concludes late in CS:

We must continue the whirl of reorientation, mismatches, analyses/synthesis over 
and over again ad infinitum as a basis to comprehend, shape, and adapt to an 
unfolding, evolving reality that remains uncertain, ever-changing, unpredictable.

Thus CS represents both a logical as well as a chronological bookend to the effort Boyd 
began with “Destruction and Creation” and brings the effort to fruition. Read through CS 
again with this in mind, then look at The Essence of Winning and Losing.  Note that 
Boyd uses the OODA “loop” construct to tie everything together, and note also how well 
it works.  By the way, consider how well the cyclical “observe, then orient, then decide, 
then act” model would work.
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Finally, armed with this conception of the OODA loop, go back to his earlier briefings—
Patterns, Organic Design, and Strategic Game—and note how CS and Essence tie 
together such notions as orientation (from Organic Design) and “operating inside the 
OODA ʻloopʼ”—that is, the “loop” from Essence.  Pay particular attention to chart 132 of 
Patterns and the charts from there to the “Theme for Vitality and Growth” (144).  Neat, 
huh?

[All of Boydʼs works, including a PDF of the new PowerPoint edition of Conceptual 
Spiral, are available at http://dnipogo.org/john-r-boyd/]
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