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ANATOMY OF A FAILED TRANSFORMATION:
UNITED STATES AIR FORCE— EXPEDITIONARY
COMBAT SUPPORT SYSTEM (ECSS)

The Collapse

After spending more than one billion dollars over seven years, the United States Air Force cancelled
the Expeditionary Combat Support System without delivering any meaningful military capability.
What began as an ambitious plan to replace more than two hundred legacy logistics systems with a
single enterprise platform became one of the most expensive transformation failures in Defence
history.

The program was meant to modernise logistics, improve visibility of assets, and streamline operations
across bases worldwide. Instead, it delivered complexity, cost overruns, and confusion. The failure
wasn’t in the technology itself but in the lack of alignment between vision, design, and execution.

The Fatal Flaw: Ambition Without Alighment

The ECSS story highlights what happens when scale outpaces strategy and technology is treated as the
solution rather than the tool.

1. Overly ambitious scope

The Air Force set out to replace hundreds of bespoke, mission-critical systems in one go. The scope
was far too broad to manage or govern effectively. Each system had evolved to meet specific
operational needs that could not be easily replicated inside a single, rigid platform.

2. Poor design and delivery alignment

Field commanders reported that the proposed system couldn’t perform basic functions their existing
tools handled every day, such as tracking parts for aircraft across multiple time zones or managing
urgent maintenance requests during live operations. The technology wasn’t the problem, it was the
lack of connection between the program’s designers and the people who actually used the tools.

3. Weak governance and accountability

Decision-making was scattered across multiple agencies, contractors, and program offices. No one was
truly accountable for delivery or outcomes. Issues were identified early but either downplayed or
deferred until recovery was no longer possible.
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The ECSS program failed across four key dimensions:

« Governance: There was no single accountable owner or clear authority structure. Decision
making was fragmented across multiple commands and contractors, which meant no one truly
owned the outcome.

« Scope: The program attempted to replace too many systems at once. Instead of focusing on
achievable phases, the Air Force aimed to modernise its entire logistics ecosystem in one go, a
scale that was never manageable.

« Process: Execution focused on deploying software rather than improving mission readiness.
Core logistics functions were re-engineered without a clear understanding of how they
supported daily operations.

« People and Capability: The program lacked embedded logistics expertise in both design and
governance. The result was a system that failed to reflect how Air Force personnel actually
worked on the ground.

The Leader’s Mandate: Align Ambition With Capability

« Design around mission outcomes

« In Defence, transformation must start with the mission. Technology should strengthen
operational capability, not constrain it.

« Govern for capability, not compliance

« Programs of this scale need one accountable authority responsible for integrating technology,
people, and outcomes through a single governance model.

« Deliver capability in increments

« Replacing hundreds of systems all at once is unrealistic. Phased delivery allows testing,
adaptation, and measurable progress that builds confidence rather than risk.

Strategic Conclusion

The ECSS collapse is a clear warning that transformation without alignment leads to failure,
regardless of budget or intent. When governance, design, and operational reality drift apart, even
the most well-funded program can lose its way.

True transformation is not about modernisation, it’s about delivering capability that stands up in
the real world.

At Telos Program Partners, we help Defence and enterprise leaders build programs that stay
aligned from concept to delivery. We focus on clarity, control, and accountability so that
transformation investment translates into operational strength.
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Sources: US Air Force Reports, Government Accountability Office (GAO) findings, and Defence industry analysis.
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