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Introduction

Villiam Krüger-Klausen and Liselotte Odgaard

What are the consequences of using a plethora of nonmilitary objec-
tives and instruments in modern conflicts for strategy’s role as a 

link between policy and implementation in operational theaters? Does 
the military end up leading from the center due to its well-tested and 
detailed planning procedures while being only one actor out of many 
in terms of the objectives and instruments devised in the campaign 
plans for theaters such as Iraq and Afghanistan?1 Politicians working in 
a reality of bargaining and policies determined by the lowest common 
denominator are increasingly micromanaging the tactical battles, in 
practice often becoming co-leaders at this level. Military leaders work-
ing in an environment characterized by methodical evaluation within 
closed military circles that follow strict military logic tend to influence 
overall political visions.2 In modern conflicts, involving both civil and 
military challenges and solutions, both politicians and military leaders 
venture far into the sphere of the other party.3 Strategy must allow the 
politicians sufficient control of the direction of the conflict and coordi-
nate the efforts while leaving the military and civilian agencies sufficient 
space for action.4

The International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) in Afghanistan 
exemplifies this problem. It is engaged in nation-building processes 
involving numerous actors. The involvement of many stakeholders 
has resulted in the establishment of numerous overlapping institutions 
and the emergence of countless divergent interests that have decoupled 
regional governance processes at theater level from the objectives devised 
by specialists at the security strategy level.5 This tendency crowds out the 
theater-level actors and their insights into on-the-ground sentiments, 
resources, and constraints.6 As pointed out by Henry Kissinger, strategy 
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should be reinstated as a link between policy and tactics.7 This link must 
be based on sound methodical analysis encompassing insights from poli-
ticians, civilian agencies, as well as the military leadership.8

In the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), commanders are 
not merely key figures at the theater strategic level, but also end up defin-
ing the ways and means used to pursue core national interests at the grand 
strategy level. A contributing factor to the key role of the commander 
in NATO operations is the relative ineffectiveness of the comprehensive 
approach. This approach has introduced an overabundance of actors at 
the theater level, which has added to the complexity and detracted from 
the efficiency in the implementation of strategies as per grand strategic 
guidance. The comparative effectiveness of military commanders in plan-
ning processes has allowed successive commanders in NATO operations 
in Afghanistan to dominate strategy formulation from bottom to top.9

Another problem faced by NATO is the difficulty in meeting the objec-
tives derived from the alliance’s strategic concept of a comprehensive 
approach to conflict management. The civilian-led combining of secu-
rity, governance, and development is treated with something approach-
ing reverence by many, but it has been a severe disappointment on the 
ground, largely through a combination of incapacity and unwillingness 
on the part of civilian actors. The fact that military power is necessary but 
not sufficient remains true, but governments need to look afresh at the 
comprehensive approach and how they can ensure that the institutions 
and agencies they largely fund cooperate appropriately.10

These problems bespeak of a NATO alliance beset by problems of 
coordination, adjustment, and efficiency, which pervade strategic plan-
ning across functional and geographical issue areas. In particular, it 
would appear that the complexity of actors and institutions involved in 
implementing strategies at security and theater strategic levels detracts 
from the ability of the grand strategy level to translate core national inter-
ests into central ends, ways, and means that guide strategic planning at 
the two other levels.

The Concept of Strategy

Strategy can be defined as a process that translates political visions into 
attainable objectives, applying the available instruments by feasible meth-
ods. This chapter offers a set of definitions and a set of strategic variables 
that address the disconnection between policy and tactics by devising a 
concept of strategy that is derived from the essential functions and chal-
lenges of the modern security sector.11 The concept of strategy suggests 
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how to translate political visions into plans for implementation by civil-
ian and military organizations.12 These concepts, listed here, are derived 
from the insights of military personnel informed by military planning 
processes. They allow us to adopt a systematic and manageable approach 
to strategy formulation that informs us of the processes at work in com-
plex environments of strategic thinking.

We identify three levels of strategy: grand, security, and theater strat-
egy, each describing different types of tasks, skills, and purpose when 
contributing to strategic planning:

1.	 Grand strategy represents the most general level of strategy and 
lies at the intersection of policy making and bureaucracy, focus-
ing on the core interests, values, and long-term objectives pursued 
by the state. Grand strategy is defined as a state’s vision concern-
ing its future relative position on the basis of national interests and 
values.

2.	 Security strategy encompasses sector-specific programs for imple-
menting visions that rely on specialists from the economic, mili-
tary, and diplomatic sectors. Security strategy can be defined as the 
development, application, and allocation of methods and instru-
ments to achieve national security objectives. It is functionally 
specific in the sense that states can have strategies of economic 
development, foreign policy, defense, energy, and foreign aid.

3.	 Theater strategy involves the coordinated and synchronized appli-
cation of methods and instruments within a geographically defined 
area of implementation, such as Afghanistan and Iraq, where avail-
able objectives and instruments are tailored to on-the-ground reali-
ties, often by a commander and his staff. It has a geographical focus 
and is located below the instrumental level.

Within each of the strategic levels, we identify five strategic key variables: 
time, position, legitimacy, implementation structure, and capabilities, 
each essential in determining the design of the strategy:

1.	 Time can be short, medium, or long. It reflects the speed at which 
a conflict manifests itself and how fast strategic planners address a 
conflict. The variable time is used to describe the time available to 
realize objectives.

2.	 Position concerns the interests and values of a particular state. The 
variable position is used to describe the interests and values that 
define the substance of strategic planning seen from the perspec-
tive of the state engaged in strategy making.
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3.	 Legitimacy concerns the compatibility between the interests and 
values of the state and its allies, partners, and enemies. The vari-
able legitimacy is used to describe the acceptability of the objec-
tives from the point of view of the surroundings.

4.	 Implementation structure refer to the channels used to communi-
cate a strategy. The variable implementation structure is used to 
describe the domestic and international apparatus available as a 
channel of implementation.

5.	 Capabilities refer to a combination of military, economic, financial, 
and knowledge resources available to realize political visions. The 
variable capabilities describe the capabilities available to realize 
objectives, whether these are of a military, economic, political, or 
diplomatic nature.

Formulating strategies that ensure coherence between political and 
operational objectives is a challenging undertaking. The challenge 
stems from the fact that traditionally, strategic planning in the security 
sector is often carried out by defense agencies as a separate, compart-
mentalized effort. Instead, it must now be conducted in cooperation 
with civilian agencies such as foreign ministries, embassies, and minis-
tries of finance. The proliferation of actors and issues involved in con-
flict management in the security sector is reflected in the definition of 
strategy, which has been taken beyond its original meaning to become 
a catchphrase for almost all processes describing means-ends relations 
in organizations. Concepts such as environmental strategy, educational 
strategy, and labor market strategy indicate this development.

We do not wish to reclaim strategy as exclusively belonging to the 
realm of military activities.13 However, we do propose that strategy as 
a concept is revisited with a view to combining the simple conceptual 
models of civilian agencies with the systematic approach to dealing with 
numerous actors and issues employed in military contexts to carve out a 
space between policy and tactics. The academic complementary to civil-
ian policy makers is the international relations literature, where strategy 
is usually described by means of dynamics such as balancing, coercive 
diplomacy, regimes, et cetera, but without an eye for the different organi-
zational settings involved in strategic planning or the processes involved.14 
The academic complementary to military tactics is the strategic studies 
debate among defense academies. This debate identifies and system-
atizes the complexity of actors and issues involved in strategic planning. 
However, the debate is also marked by detail, describing the agenda of 
strategic planning without deducing the key elements and variables cru-
cial to address political visions.15 We revisit the concept of strategy with 
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the purpose of combining the insights of policy makers and civilian agen-
cies informed by international relations thinking and the insights of tac-
ticians and military staff informed by military planning processes to a 
strategic concept suitable for modern security conflict management.

This edited volume aims at assessing the qualities and the problematic 
aspects of contemporary processes of strategy formulation and imple-
mentation in NATO. To this end, the individual chapters focus on the 
interplay between political, civilian, and military agencies in strategic 
planning processes at grand strategy, security strategy, and theater strat-
egy levels. In addition, this edited volume looks at how developments at 
the operational level impact on strategic planning at higher levels. The 
substance in processes of strategy formulation is captured by focusing on 
the five variables: time, position, legitimacy, implementation structure, 
and capabilities, which are arguably essential to any planning process.

In this book, these variables are used to characterize NATOs strate-
gic planning process, irrespective of the strategic level at which it takes 
place. The basis for strategic thinking at all three strategic levels are 
national and international considerations on, first, the time available to 
realize objectives, second, the position of the state in terms of interests 
and values that define the substance of strategic planning, third, the 
legitimacy of objectives, fourth, implementation structures such as the 
US alliance system, the UN system, or a party apparatus available as a 
channel of implementation at the national or international level, and 
fifth, the capabilities available to realize these objectives.

Strategy in NATO

The strategy concept is revisited in chapter two “Preparing for the 
Imperfect World: Strategy in a Conflict Management Environment,” 
which describes the three strategic levels and the five variables in greater 
detail. The remaining chapters apply the strategy concept to NATO by 
addressing the following three questions:

1.	 What defines the nature of the strategic planning process and the 
instruments and rules of the game at grand, security, and/or theater 
strategic level?

2.	 On the basis of an analysis of time, position, legitimacy, implemen-
tation structure, and/or capabilities, what are the spaces for action 
and the types of strategies used?

3.	 What is achieved by the strategy used? Can discrepancies between 
objectives and outcomes be identified?
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In chapter three, Jamie Shea addresses the link between political deci-
sions and military planning in NATO. He argues that NATO’s strong 
side is its strategic planning process. However, NATO lacks a grand strat-
egy that can define NATO’s position vis-à-vis other global and regional 
actors such as the United States, the European Union (EU), and regional 
organizations. NATO needs to position itself as a partner of these entities 
to make a difference with regard to international security management. 
NATO also needs to determine its geostrategic reach and whether this 
goes beyond Europe’s near abroad and if so, should this role be predomi-
nantly political or military. This issue is coupled to the question of legiti-
macy in the sense that to continue to be a player in international security 
management, NATO needs to demonstrate its usefulness as a partner for 
the United States, the EU, and regional organizations. This effort requires 
more focus on the political aspects of NATO. Rather than trying to go 
it alone, NATO should be working with others on pooling capabilities. 
NATO needs to be proactive in defining the rules of the game rather than 
just be a recipient of the terms of engagement in order to continue to be a 
relevant player in global security management.

In chapter four, Robert H. Dorff argues that in the United States, 
agency decisions at security strategy level are more driven by theater-
level desires than by grand strategic visions. One main reason for this 
dynamic is a lack of sufficient capabilities and appropriate implementa-
tion structures, resulting in inefficient strategy implementation in US 
military operations. As a consequence, the United States tends to “lead 
from the middle.” Seen from a NATO perspective, the United States is 
going to ask its European partners to make up for its deficiencies in terms 
of capabilities and implementation structures, in effect bearing the brunt 
of responsibility at theater strategy level in future stability operations. 
Should Europe fail to deliver, the United States is likely to consider NATO 
increasingly irrelevant to its strategic interests.

In chapter five, Peter Viggo Jakobsen argues that NATO serves as a 
force multiplier in high-intensity conflict management operations. The 
alliance is not the ineffective talking shop fighting war by committee as 
the conventional wisdom holds. Instead, NATO is an effective implemen-
tation structure providing the member states with legitimacy for inter-
ventions and capabilities on a scale they would not be able to mobilize on 
their own. Analyzing the cases of Operation Deliberate Force in Bosnia, 
Operation Allied Force in Kosovo, the International Security Assistance 
Force in Afghanistan, and Operation Unified Protector in Libya, the 
chapter highlights how NATO enables effective conflict management 
when a conflict puts its credibility on the line and one or more members 
capable of formulating and implementing coherent strategies (typically 
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Britain, France, and the United States) take the lead. When these factors 
apply, other members with little or no interest in the conflict at hand fol-
low or get out of the way because they value the security guarantee that 
the alliance provides.

In chapter six, Trine Flockhart demonstrates that the EU and NATO 
have gradually moved closer to each other in terms of the position under-
stood as the role the two organizations play in providing security for 
Europe. The two organizations started out by having fundamentally 
different functions as community building in the case of the EU versus 
containment of the Warsaw Pact in the case of NATO. Gradually their 
roles converged in security terms at security and theater strategy level to 
the effect that pooling and sharing of capabilities have become common-
place. Grand strategic guidance and hence overall political direction and 
purpose is missing, but the convergence at the other levels of strategy for-
mulation and implementation makes the EU and NATO better prepared 
for such future definition of a general vision for cooperation between the 
two main institutions of European security architecture.

In chapter seven, Mark Laity demonstrates that NATOs strategic 
planning process in theory and in practice are two very different things. 
However, it is the ability of NATO staff to be flexible under severe time 
constraints that makes NATO very capable at running complex military 
campaigns. Laity argues that the politics of grand strategy come to define 
how military campaigns are planned at the tactical level, which also has a 
direct impact on grand strategy. Analyzing Operation Unified Protector 
in Libya, it becomes clear that the legitimacy of NATO’s operation was at 
the heart of concerns and meant that clear objectives and an end state were 
never defined because the UN mandate did not allow for such clarity of 
purpose. Laity thereby demonstrates that in modern strategy formulation 
and implementation, legitimacy is often favored at the expense of coher-
ence between the grand, security, and theater strategy levels.

In chapter eight, Heidi Güntelberg argues that the actual and perceived 
compliance with international law is imperative to ensure the legitimacy 
of NATO operations. Analyzing the NATO operations Allied Force in 
Kosovo and Unified Protector in Libya, the chapter finds that in gen-
eral, both operations enjoyed widespread legitimacy among the member 
states of the UN Security Council, in the general public of the interven-
ing states, and in the target states among the political establishments and 
the local population, because NATO succeeded in protecting the civilian 
population in both cases. However, in the non-Western part of the world, 
a different interpretation of the principle of the Responsibility to Protect 
is emerging, which may jeopardize NATO’s efforts to conduct operations 
on this legal basis in future.
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In chapter nine, David Vestenskov and Lars Wille-Jørgensen argue 
that transformation wars, which have no end state and no clear point of 
victory, put the variables of time, position, and legitimacy into focus as 
illustrative of the problems of fighting these wars with traditional mili-
tary interventions. The chapter analyzes the Soviet and NATO interven-
tions in Afghanistan, demonstrating how deadlines for meeting objectives 
are constantly shifting because it is not possible to operate with feasible 
objectives in transformative wars. In addition, the chapter illustrates 
how the position and legitimacy of the intervening force and key local 
actors in contributing to the intervening force’s objectives are perceived 
and construed differently by the intervening state and local agents in the 
theater, distorting the ability of the intervention to meet grand strategic 
objectives.

In chapter ten, Thomas Galasz Nielsen argues that the variable time 
is essential to understand tactification in the sense of demonstrating 
success on the ground without meeting grand strategic objectives. Time 
has two aspects: short- versus long-term focus and predictability. In the 
ISAF, short-term focus on success on the ground and focus on predictable 
short-term objectives that gradually became out of tune with changes in 
the objectives and end state at the grand strategic level are all factors that 
contributed to prioritization of short-term tactical objectives rather than 
grand strategic objectives. Objectives that changed from eradication of 
the Taliban over nation building to transition of security responsibilities 
meant that objectives that had already been reached were suddenly irrele-
vant. In addition, the changes in objectives made it difficult to determine 
if the military mission in Afghanistan has been successful.

In chapter eleven, Thomas Elkjer Nissen argues that strategic narra-
tives are a means for political actors to construct a shared meaning of 
international politics and to shape the perceptions, beliefs, and behavior 
of domestic and international actors. He demonstrates how time, posi-
tion, legitimacy, implementation structures, and capabilities can be used 
to inform the construction of strategic narratives in NATO. Using Libya 
as a case study he explains that the formulation and implementation of 
strategic narratives in NATO currently is a fragmented process that rarely 
takes into account the grand strategic objectives formulated in NATO 
headquarters. The construction of strategic narratives in NATO on the 
basis of the strategic variables would remedy this problem.

In chapter twelve, Hans Henrik Møller argues that the importance of 
legitimacy for determining the scope of action within NATO has influ-
enced the way in which the comprehensive approach has been imple-
mented. One unambiguous end state is no longer formulated because 
NATO is dependent on constant renegotiations of ends, ways, and means 
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in the member states to maintain legitimacy. Effect-based thinking 
matches this dynamic political context well since it involves a broad range 
of nonmilitary and military instruments of power and governmental, 
nongovernmental, and transnational agencies to achieve effects consid-
ered necessary to fulfil strategic objectives.
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Preparing for an Imperfect 
World: Strategy in Conflict 
Management Environments

Villiam Krüger-Klausen and Liselotte Odgaard

This chapter develops an original approach to strategy intended to 
produce fresh insights into strategy formulation and implementa-

tion processes regarding conflict management. In this effort, we combine 
insights from the traditions of international relations and strategic stud-
ies. The debate on strategy in the international relations literature does 
not entail thorough discussions of the concept of strategy since the ana-
lysts usually assume that strategy is conflated with theoretical concepts 
such as balancing, coercive diplomacy, regimes, etc. The advantage is 
that strategic analysis is based on simple conceptual models with solidly 
tested theoretical dynamics from international relations. The disadvan-
tage is that the levels and issues dealt with in different settings involved 
in strategic planning are not taken fully into account and a process is not 
identified. By contrast, the debate on strategy among defense academies 
often contains detailed conceptual analyses of strategy. This literature 
identifies and systematizes the complexity of actors and issues involved 
in strategic planning. However, because it is situated within a military 
planning context, these analyses are often marked by detail rather than a 
broader perspective. They describe the total agenda of strategy formula-
tion and implementation without deducing key elements that are crucial 
to meet political visions.

The chapter attempts to combine the awareness of key variables and 
dynamics in the international relations literature with the conceptualiza-
tion of strategic processes that has been carried out in a strategic studies 
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setting. The purpose is to identify key elements of strategic processes that 
are essential to realize the visions of political leaders. We use the levels 
of grand, security, and theater strategy to describe the process of strat-
egy formulation and implementation. We use the variables of time, posi-
tion, legitimacy, implementation structure, and capabilities to describe 
the substance of strategic analysis. The levels and variables together con-
stitute a concept of strategy useful for identifying problems of strategic 
processes and how these problems can be mended.

The chapter proceeds in three parts. First, we outline our concept of 
strategy, describing the grand, security, and theater strategic levels of 
planning processes. Second, we outline the five strategic key variables. 
Third, we conclude by discussing the advantages and limitations of our 
strategic concept.

The Concept of Strategy: The Strategic Levels

We propose to take the three levels of grand strategy, security strategy, and 
theater strategy as a starting point for identifying key processes of strat-
egy formulation and implementation. In combination, the different tasks, 
skills, and purpose at these three levels of strategic planning describe the 
structure of the process. We retain some of the hierarchical thinking of 
these concepts in the sense that we recognize that decision-making power 
remains at the upper political-administrative grand strategic levels of the 
state. However, influence on strategic planning also comes from com-
manders and their staff at the theater level or from specialists working in 
the security strategic sector.

Beyond the level of strategic planning in states and in intergovern-
mental organizations such as the NATO alliance, a political level devises 
the visions or policies that guide the strategy formulation process. In 
most states, there is an elected body of parliamentarians, an elected 
president, or a dictatorship that formulates the vision that will guide the 
formulation of strategy.1 In NATO, we have the North Atlantic Council 
that brings together high-level representatives of each member country 
to discuss policy or operational questions requiring collective decisions. 
The process that characterizes decision-making at this very general 
political level is that of persuasion and bargaining between groups of 
people whose values or interests are initially usually divergent. Political 
visions are not the object of analysis. Due to their predominantly ideo-
logical character, political visions do not form inherent parts of the stra-
tegic planning processes. Instead, political visions define the context of 
strategic planning.

  


