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“Good people can make bad systems
work; the best systems can’t make up
for bad people” — procurement apho-
rism.

For those brave enough to trawl
through the literature on defence
acquisition cooperation, a thread regu-
larly emerging from the sea of eco-
nomic, administrative and technical
analysis, is that of the role of people in
making cooperation work. Despite the
general acceptance of the “selfish
rational actor” of classical economics,
practitioners find it hard shake off
their intuitive sense that nothing can
be achieved without effective relation-
ships between people. It has, howev-
er, proved difficult to get a robust and
amenable grip on these factors in a
way that is neither sentimental or
overly abstract. | have referred previ-
ously to investing in trust as the most
effective means of increasing the effi-
ciency of cooperation® but such a sim-
ple principle is unlikely to have much
effect on bureaucratic mind-sets which
seek to eliminate such personal factors
from their systems. Those wishing to
make cooperation effective need
stronger arguments and a clear intel-
lectual framework to get the invest-
ment in relationships that is required.
This article attempts to outline such a
framework using the theory of Social
Capital.

First though, it's worth looking at a
case study from the second world war.

The P51 Mustang - Social Capital in
Action

In WWII, the UK purchased a number
of Allison-powered P51 Mustangs from
North American Aviation (NAA)®. Dur-
ing trials in the UK, the excellent aero-
dynamic characteristics were noted - it
went 35 mph faster than a Spitfire at
same power - but it was underpow-
ered for operating at high altitude.
Fitted with a Rolls-Royce Merlin en-
gine, however, it could become the
most effective escort fighter in the
war. It was therefore immediately

adopted by the US Army Air Corps
Materiel division. End of story.

Well, not exactly. In reality, there
were a large number of obstacles to
the Mustang’s adoption that might
seem familiar to acquisition practition-
ers today and nearly killed the pro-
gramme. The US Army Air Corps
(USAAC) Material Division was firmly
against the plane — it had not gone
through their processes (it was a UK
procurement), the assistant head had
a beef against NAA for previous
“misdemeanours”, a misguided evalu-
ation had miscast it as a low-level
fighter, the Merlin engine was a scarce
resource and they had just ordered
1000s of inferior P38 and P47 fighters,
whose manufacturers lobbied against
any changes to their orders. A nation-
alistic desire for a US-only aircraft,
rather than a US-UK marriage, also
appeared to take priority over the
pressing military requirement for an
effective escort fighter. This made up
a strong anti-P51 constituency, against
which were pitted a small band of US
and UK enthusiasts. Despite their
producing evidence of its potential
performance, getting letters sent from
Winston  Churchill and  providing
demonstrations to senior officials from
the USAAC, the production of the P51
was still given the “lowest possible
priority for an aircraft”. However,
among the enthusiasts was the Assis-
tant US Air Attaché in London, Thomas
Hitchcock, who first flew the P51-
Merlin combination on October 13"
1942 (74 years ago tomorrow). As well
as being an airman he was an lvy
League student and a world class polo
player who also happened to have had
Eleanor Roosevelt as a neighbour and,
on a return trip to the US, dropped in
for tea at the Whitehouse. The con-
versation was not minuted but the
subsequent Presidential letter, sent
the next day to the USAAC enquiring
on the progress of the P51 develop-
ment led to a radical inversion in prior-
ities; rather too radical for the UK who

saw the aircraft they had ordered de-
layed, with all production diverted to
the US 8" Air Force. And the rest as

they say, is history.

That is one instance where social capi-
tal — “the value of connections”? — had
a decisive effect in unblocking a situa-
tion through the influence of the US
President. Whilst | could imagine a
classic lessons learnt exercise might
conclude that “having a friend of the
President on your team is useful”,
more thoughtful and practical findings
can be drawn. A way of understand-
ing, capturing and articulating these
relational elements, difficult though it
is, is needed to avoid the under-
socialised simplicities of classical man-
agement theory, simplicities that lock
international defence acquisition coop-
eration into under-performance. Even
18 years on from the collapse of the tri
-lateral Horizon programme, coopera-
tion is still costly and the, so called,
“bureau-pathologies” that inhibit it
remain dominant.

Overview of Social Capital

Social capital theory provides a theory
that can parsimoniously integrate the
relational and network elements of
cooperation with their impact on co-
operation performance in suggesting a
capital value in the inter-personal net-
works within or between groups.
Emerging in the late 1960s with the
French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu, it
has evolved into an established theory
with very wide application — a circus-
tent breadth that makes it important
to define it carefully for each context.
Nahapiet and Ghoshal® define it as:
“the sum of the actual and potential
resources embedded with, available
through and derived from the network
of relationships possessed by an indi-
vidual or social unit”. It therefore com-
prises, they explain, both the network
and the assets that may be mobilised
through that network®. They further
suggest that it consists of three com-
ponentsez structural, relational and
cognitive.
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Components of Social Capital

Structural Component. This compo-
nent articulates who works with
whom, who knows who, where individ-
uals sit within their organisations and
the nature of those organisations (eg
where power sits and how it is distrib-
uted). It can include consideration of
formal and informal groupings, the
equivalence (or not) of roles and re-
sponsibilities, the length of overlap in
post and specific roles such as
‘boundary spanning’. It can draw on
social network analysis to identify a
variety of subtleties in inter-
organisational networks and can even
consider factors such as the physical
separation of staff — the, so called,
propinquity effect’.

Relational Component. This describes
the quality of the relations between
individuals and groups; aspects such as
trust and friendship, shared norms,
mutual obligations etc that influence
behaviour in relation to each other.
Whilst personal trust between individ-
uals is significant, success also depends
on institutionalised inter-
organisational trust: ie where organisa-
tions as a whole are trusted, some-
thing that has been found to reduce
negotiation costs and conflict and is
associated with better performance®. A
distinction can be made between po-
tential ties (embryonic relationships),
latent ties (ones that are established
but not currently active, which might
include friendships made during edu-
cation) and active ones.

Cognitive Component. This component
“reflects the idea that communities
develop unique social and cognitive
repertoires which both guide their
interpretations of the world and influ-
ence their interactions with others
differentially according to whether or
not they share a common interpretive
frame”®. In the vernacular, it is about
people “talking the same language”.
Not simply English, French, Russian or
another language, but the way in
which problems are expressed, dis-
cussed, framed and addressed. For
example, assuming the immediate
language barrier is overcome, engi-
neers from different countries may
have more in common with each other
cognitively than with those from other
disciplines in their own country. The
cognitive component has been the
least explored component of social
capital, probably owing to its complexi-
ty and more abstract nature, but is
potentially the most valuable to look at
for that reason. Unconscious differ-
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ences in framing procurement deci-
sions (top-down v bottom up, profes-
sional intuition v ‘objective’ process,
different evidence requirements, tech-
nology v military-driven requirements,
the role of government in relation to
industry ... to name a few) will, if not
tackled, undermine the legitimacy of
any cooperation, irrespective of per-
ceived benefits™. It is worth noting
that Genieys and Michel’s review of
France’s decision to develop the
Leclerc tank programme explained it,
not in terms of balance of investment,
threat characteristics and industrial
policy but as “the result of a cumula-
tion of symbolic representations which
are institutionalised over time and
become legitimate”*’. If they are cor-
rect in suggesting that these sort of
cognitive and sociological factors de-
termine the path taken by national
programmes, it is unlikely that interna-
tional ones will escape them. If, how-
ever, these tacit cognitive differences
can be exposed and tackled, it is possi-
ble for cooperation to get to a stage
where there is a shared language and
narrative around the joint enterprise.
This would allow the symbolic repre-
sentations and their institutionalisation
to be a shared activity leading to
shared legitimacy of the cooperation,
although speaking in such terms risks
being too abstract for most practition-
ers.

These three components — structural,
relational and cognitive are not inde-
pendent. For example, structural fac-
tors affect, not only the quality of rela-
tionships, but the way people frame
problems.  Similarly, strongly held
negative stereotyping of partners will
inhibit the development of relation-
ships and may even affect the struc-
ture through individuals withdrawing.

Once the relational components are
understood the consideration needs to
be extended to the resources that can
be obtained through the networks, if
social capital is properly to be consid-
ered a form of capital. Sandefur and
Laumann®® suggest that these can be
generalised as information, influence
and solidarity, but it is a considerably
more complex task to show how these
impact on the likelihood of coopera-
tive options being preferred and being
efficient where adoptedB. Faure, in
his excellent article”, assesses eleven
different theoretical frameworks that
seek to account for cooperative deci-
sion making drawn from political sci-
ence alone, so it is not a task to be
taken lightly. It is worth, however,
looking at some implications of a social
capital perspective on elements of
acquisition cooperation.

Some Practical Application of
Social Capital

The purpose and design of inter-
organisational entities (IOEs).  |OEs
have often been touted as a solution
to cooperation’s ills, but social capital
theory frames their purpose different-
ly.  Their existence is to create
‘bonding’ social capital within the IOE
and ‘bridging’ social capital between
the parent organisations. The IOE is
less about their terms of reference and
more about their relationships; forcing
agents from the partner nations to
spend considerable time together
around a shared task; to develop mu-
tual understanding and sense-making,
to forge friendships, to reconcile
norms and intellectual frameworks,
and to open up a broader, more bene-
ficial solution space than that defined
by formal national positions and ‘red
lines’.  Whilst doing this internally, it
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has to develop and maintain strong
social capital with the parent organisa-
tions and facilitate increased social
capital between them. None of this is
straightforward but it risks generating
better outcomes than lowest common
denominator joint processes used to
achieve lowest common denominator
objectives.

How staff on cooperative projects
spend their time. From a social capital
perspective, much of staff time is
spent very inefficiently on cooperative
programmes.  Considerable time is
spent trying to second guess or ma-
noeuvre around partners’ assumed
positions rather than spending consid-
erably less time developing the rela-
tionships that will give them timely,
relevant and reliable information on
what is actually going on. The incen-
tives need to be in place to encourage
and incentivise staff to develop social
capital as the only efficient means to
reduce the control costs of a pro-
gramme. That way staff resource on
both sides can be more gainfully em-
ployed tackling the challenges of
achieving an effective cooperation™.
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Concluding remarks

This article has attempted to give an
overview of a social capital model
applicable to international defence
acquisition cooperation. In doing so, it
has only skimmed the surface of the
theory and its application and, as men-
tioned, there is a considerable piece of
work to do to demonstrate the impact
social capital has on the decision of
nations to cooperate on specific pro-
grammes. | think it can be said that it
is not determinant in its own right:
good social capital will not avert the
impact of a negative tactical political
decision, nor magically align misa-
ligned budgets and requirements. But
it has the potential to make a signifi-
cant difference when not in extremis,
which is most of the time.

As a theory, it will not deliver robustly
defendable levels of cash savings but,
as a minimum it can act as a heuristic;
drawing attention to elements within
cooperation that might otherwise go
unnoticed and untreated. It could
probably do more than that.
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