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Issue Summary

The gap between a successful laboratory demonstration and a reliable tool on the front line is wider than
most leaders realize. In the realm of defense and critical infrastructure, we often see organizations fall
into the trap of believing that purchasing an AI capability is the same thing as operationalizing it. It isn't.

Buying a piece of software—no matter how advanced its underlying algorithms—is just procurement.
Operationalizing it means having the people, the processes, and the technical infrastructure to make that
tool work when things go wrong at three in the morning. To bridge this gap, organizations must move
away from traditional, slow-moving purchasing cycles toward dedicated technical operational teams.
We need a shift from "buying tools" to "building capabilities." This means moving beyond the demo and
ensuring that every new technology is backed by a team capable of maintaining it, tuning it, and
integrating it into daily workflows before it ever hits the field.

The Operationalization Gap (Capability Task Force Lag)



I have seen many projects stall because they were treated as procurement exercises rather than
operational transitions. In defense circles, this manifests as what I call The Capability Task Force Lag.

This isn't a failure of technology; it is a failure of the handoff. When we rely on traditional acquisition
cycles for high-speed capabilities like cyber defense or automated intelligence gathering, the pace of the
procurement office becomes the bottleneck. The reality is that by the time a contract is signed, vetted,
and delivered through standard channels, the threat landscape has already shifted. The "tool" arrives as a
static piece of software in a world that requires dynamic adjustment.

We see this when an agency buys a sophisticated AI for infrastructure monitoring but lacks a dedicated
team to retrain the model as new types of threats emerge. They have a high-tech tool, but they don't have
a way to keep it sharp. It sits on a shelf—or in a server—becoming obsolete before it can be fully
deployed. We must stop treating these tools as "set and forget" purchases. If the team using the tool isn't
empowered to tweak the parameters or update the data feeds, then you haven't bought a capability;
you’ve just purchased a future failure.

Why Does This Structural Shift Happen?

The reason this gap persists is often a mismatch between the speed of the threat and the rigidity of the
organization. The market demands agility because cyber threats move at the speed of light. However,
legacy procurement systems are built for stability—they are designed to ensure that every line item is
accounted for and every contract is ironclad before a single cent moves.

This creates a tension where "doing it the right way" (the slow, bureaucratic process) actually leads to
"failing in the field." We often justify these delays with common excuses that mask deeper structural
issues.

The Convenient Rationalization The Underlying Reality

"We need a thorough review to ensure safety and
security."

"The procurement cycle is too slow to keep pace with active
threats."

"We must wait for the perfect, finished product
before deployment."

"Waiting for perfection means we are deploying yesterday's
solution against today's problems."

"Standardized contracting protects our interests." "Rigid contracts prevent us from making the quick adjustments
needed on the ground."

"The technical team needs more time to 'tinker'
with the tool."

"We lack a dedicated team tasked specifically with continuous
operational tuning."

What Are the Costs of Waiting for Procurement?

When we allow Capability Task Force Lag to take hold, the costs aren't just measured in lost time;
they are measured in increased risk and degraded readiness. We can see these consequences clearly
when we look at what happens when a tool is "delivered" but not "integrated."



1. Stale Capabilities: A defense system that cannot be updated quickly becomes a liability. If the
AI isn't being fed new data points daily, its ability to recognize new patterns drops to zero.

2. Delayed Response Times: When an incident occurs, the first few minutes are critical. If the
operator has to wait for a "higher-up" or a specialized technician to unlock a feature or update
a script because it wasn't part of the original contract, the window for action closes.

3. Fragile Infrastructure: A tool that isn't integrated into the daily workflow eventually breaks.
Without a dedicated team to perform routine maintenance and "tune-ups," the software begins
to drift, errors accumulate, and the system becomes unreliable in high-stakes moments.

The cost of avoiding an uncomfortable conversation about procurement limits today is often a very
public, very expensive failure tomorrow.

The Operational Model: From Contract Lines to Technical Tasking

To bridge the gap between theory and tooling, we must move from a "Contract Line" mindset to a
"Technical Tasking" model. This means moving the focus away from what the contract says the tool is
and toward what the team is tasked to do with it.

We achieve this through the following three-step transition:

1. Establish Joint Technical Task Forces: Instead of handing a finished product to an end-user,
create small, multi-disciplinary teams that stay with the project from development through
deployment. These teams include both the engineers who understand the "how" and the
operators who know the "where."

2. Shift to Functional Capability Transfer: Stop measuring success by whether the software
was delivered on time. Measure it by whether the operator can perform a specific task—like
identifying a breach or routing traffic—using the tool without external assistance. If they need
to call someone else to make a change, the transfer isn't complete.

3. Implement "Living" Maintenance Windows: Build in the assumption that the AI will
require constant tuning. Instead of one-off updates every year, create and fund ongoing cycles
for data retraining and model adjustment as part of the standard operating procedure.

This approach ensures that when a tool moves from the lab to the field, it arrives with its "owner"
already in place—someone who knows how to fix it when it breaks and how to sharpen it as the
environment changes.

Practical Takeaways for Leaders

If you are leading an organization tasked with integrating new technology into your operations, here is
what you can do this week:

Audit Your Handoffs. Look at a recently acquired tool or piece of equipment. Ask yourself:
"Who is responsible for it the moment it breaks on a Tuesday night?" If that person has to call
someone outside their immediate chain of command to fix it, your handoff is broken.



Build Cross-Domain Teams. Stop siloing your procurement and technical teams. Bring the
people who understand the technical requirements into the room where the contracts are being
negotiated. They need to ensure that "operational flexibility" is a written requirement in every
contract.

Define Success by Capability, Not Completion. When reviewing project milestones, don't
just check off that a piece of software was installed. Require a demonstration of capability: can
your team perform the core function using the tool under stress?

Identify Your "Tinkerers." Every floor needs people who are willing to get their hands dirty
with the tools. Identify the individuals who will be responsible for the daily tuning and
maintenance of these systems, and give them the authority to make those adjustments without
seeking permission every time a parameter needs shifting.

Stop trying to manage your technology through contracts alone. Start managing it through capable
teams.

Call to Action

What 'unsexy' process improvement in your field do you think gets overlooked because it doesn't
generate a headline? Share your thoughts with us.
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