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Preface

The vision of the Joint Chiefs of Staff for professional military education is clear: the Marine Corps War College
(MCWAR) needs to help prepare Joint leaders, senior
staff officers, and strategists to “execute and adapt strategy through campaigns and operations” and “conduct
joint warfighting at the operational to strategic levels.”1
To achieve this, MCWAR students must first grapple with
the fundamentals of national security strategy and grand
strategy formulation before delving into the complexities
of military strategy.2
This is the purpose of The Marine Corps War College
Strategy Primer. It not only provides students an overview
of the elements of strategic logic but also introduces a
cognitive model for developing and assessing strategy by
leveraging innovative design methodologies and other
Developing Today’s Joint Officers for Tomorrow’s Ways of War: The Joint
Chiefs of Staff Vision and Guidance for Professional Military Education &
Talent Management (Washington, DC: Joint Chiefs of Staff, 2020), 4.
2
For more information on U.S. national security and defense strategies, see Donald J. Trump, National Security Strategy of the United States
of America, December 2017 (Washington, DC: White House, 2017); and
James N. Mattis, Summary of the 2018 National Defense Strategy of the
United States of America: Sharpening the American Military’s Competitive
Edge (Washington, DC: Department of Defense, 2018).
1

ix

critical and creative thinking approaches. In short, this
primer aids in forging strategically minded warfighters
who understand how the military instrument fits within a
whole-of-government strategy. Only then can MCWAR’s
historical case studies effectively teach the art and science of the “strategy bridge,” nesting military options
in support of policy ends in shared pursuit of a better
peace.
Creating workable strategic approaches to the most
intractable problems of the world is an intellectual exercise on par with the most difficult of all human endeavors. Empires and nations rise and fall with their strategic
choices. MCWAR students will bear such a burden in
the coming years as they face unprecedented rates of
change in warfare, as well as the storm clouds of great
power competition. The MCWAR strategy primer and
succeeding curriculum is only the first step in preparing
the next cadre of strategists—one that must be reinforced by a lifetime of study.
B. J. Sokol
Colonel, U.S. Marine Corps
Director, Marine Corps War College
May 2022
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STRATEGY
PRIMER

INTRODUCTION
The Purpose of The Marine Corps
War College Strategy Primer

Despite the many who have written on the subject of
strategy, a common definition has eluded the experts,
as has any consensus on the best process to formulate
strategy. Most remarkably, experts on strategic thought
still have not discovered a foolproof method for distinguishing a good strategy from a bad one, short of hindsight on what led to victory versus disaster.
This primer seeks to streamline many of the contradictions that you, the Marine Corps War College (MCWAR)
student, will encounter during the year, without actually
correcting them. That is the “art” of the strategist—particularly the military strategist—who must often choose
between multiple contradictory solutions and approaches in the midst of mayhem. Strategy is neither easy nor
for the feebleminded. In fact, the creation of workable
strategic approaches to the most intractable problems
on the planet is an intellectual exercise unmatched in human endeavors. History is filled with the destruction of
empires and nations that got it wrong. Whether the United States remains a preeminent power in the twenty-first
century will in no small measure rest on the capability of

3

the strategists graduating from our nation’s war colleges
today.
To aid the reader, this primer presents a sampling of
principles and methodologies drawn from some of the
most important works on the topic. The concepts and
tools presented herein are not intended to be used in
a literal or formulaic sense; this primer is not a set of
concepts, tools, or checklists for students to memorize
and apply as they would a formula or precise mathematical equation. Rather, it is a starting point for MCWAR
students to begin thinking creatively and critically about
strategy-making processes. The MCWAR Strategy Development Model (figure 1) should be viewed as a cognitive
methodology for developing strategy, not a prescriptive
process like the Marine Corps Planning Process or the Military Decisionmaking Process.1

What Is Strategy?
In its simplest form, strategy is a theory on how to achieve
a stated goal.2 Boiling the definition down to its most basic meaning avoids conflating the definition (i.e., what
strategy is) with its function (i.e., what strategy should accomplish) or what makes it “good” (i.e., its value). Whether formulating a business strategy that seeks to improve
corporate profits or a defense strategy that seeks to
counter an adversary, this basic definition holds true. Another way to think about strategy is to consider how to
get from a current state or condition to a desired state
or condition.
1
Marine Corps Planning Process, Marine Corps Warfighting Publication
5-10 (Washington, DC: Headquarters Marine Corps, 2016); and Military
Decisionmaking Process, No. 15-06 (Leavenworth, KS: Center for Army
Lessons Learned, 2015).
2
Jeffrey W. Meiser, “Ends + Ways + Means = (Bad) Strategy,” Parameters
46, no. 4 (Winter 2016–17): 86.
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MCWAR graduates are likely to encounter many
types of strategies during the course of their careers, including the following:
• National security strategy: a theory on how to
protect or advance national interests.3
• Grand strategy: a theory on how to protect or
advance national interests using all applicable instruments of national power.
• Military strategy: a theory on how to protect
or advance national interests using military
means.
These definitions may seem simplistic or general, but
this is intentional and avoids conflating what something
is with what it does, as noted above. For the most part,
this primer uses a whole-of-government approach, focusing on grand strategy and national security strategy.
In terms of function, all these types of strategies—and
the approach advocated in this primer—seek to elicit desired behavior(s) from another actor in a way that aligns
with our national interests.

What Should the MCWAR Student
Know about Making Strategy?
There are probably as many ways to approach strategy
making as there are definitions of strategy—or, for that
matter, as there are war college strategy primers. There
is no one magic formula. Each model comes with its own
strengths and weaknesses. This primer will provide you
with a complement of tools that can be optimized for
multiple strategic problems, along with the ability to analyze the situation and select the best potential solution(s)
3
A National Security Strategy Primer (Washington, DC: National Defense
University Press, 2019), 1.
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for the circumstances. The problems we are trying to address are complex and often ill-defined, meaning that they
cannot be solved in a linear fashion and have no one correct solution. The strategies the authors develop seek to
find innovative approaches to those complex problems.

MCWAR Strategic Methodology
All strategies seek to elicit a specific desired behavior(s)
from another actor to achieve a stated end, a specific desired outcome. In doing so, strategy becomes a causal
relationship, translating ways and means into the desired
ends. Achieving the desired strategic effects requires
thoughtful analysis of the targeted actor’s motivations,
values, drivers, and goals and then anticipating what
types of actions (i.e., strategies) are most likely to steer
that actor toward behaviors that conform to our own desired goals. Drivers are aspects or elements of the strategic environment that cause a change to a situation or
outcome; they are change agents and can alter a situation or issue, which can therefore alter our assessments.
For example, economic trends or systems, globalization,
technological innovations, expansionist aspirations, ideology, and cultural differences are all potential drivers
that can change behaviors or situations.
The crux of this model—eliciting the desired actor
behavior—requires the strategist to make each subsequent decision in the strategy-making process with that
behavior as the primary consideration.4
When employing this model, limitations on proposed strategies are not considered until relatively late
4
For more information on strategy as causal logic, see Frank G. Hoffman, “The Missing Element in Crafting National Strategy: A Theory of
Success,” Joint Force Quarterly, no. 97 (2d Quarter 2020): 55–64.
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in the process. This is done primarily to facilitate creativity and allow the strategist to develop ideal potential
solutions. This model can be characterized as resource-
unconstrained.5 Later in the process, the strategist applies
limitations to the means to ensure the potential strategy
is feasible. The intent is to develop the best possible solution(s) and then reallocate or develop the means if they
do not already exist, rather than developing a solution
within the confines of preexisting priorities and resources that are probably optimized for preexisting strategies.
In many ways, this approach resembles structured
brainstorming in that it consists of a divergent phase, in
which ideas are developed and not restricted based on
limitations, followed by a convergent phase, in which those
ideas are pared down or modified based on limitations.6
Although this model is a cognitive methodology, it is
portrayed as a cyclical process for instructional purposes (figure 1). Therefore, it lists the strategy-making steps
sequentially, where each step should build on the last.
In practice, the cycle and the steps within the model are
iterative, nonlinear, interactive, and sometimes simultaneous. Strategists will often need to return to a step
and revise or refine their findings, then consider whether
those changes affect any subsequent decisions and adjust as necessary.

Advantages of This Model
This model’s emphasis on actor behavior means that the
strategy focuses outward (i.e., what will influence an acBryan McGrath, “Unconstrained Grand Strategy,” War on the Rocks, 28
October 2014.
6
Gene Brown, “Difference between Divergent Thinking and Convergent
Thinking,” DifferenceBetween.net, 17 January 2020.
5

INTRODUCTION
7

Strategic
environment
National
interests

• International context
• Domestic context
• Assumptions

• Values
• Strength of interest

Evaluation
and revision

Threats and
opportunities
• Problem statement

Policy
approval

Ends

• Implementation

• Desired actor behavior
• Holistic end state
• Zone of tolerance

Compare,
test, select

Problem
set

• Limitations (costs, risks,
constraints, restraints)
• Validity (-ilities)

Integrate
ways/means
• Policy options/courses
of action

Ways
Means

• Strategic approaches to
achieve desired actor
behavior

• Power and inﬂuence
• Instruments of power
• Latent power

Figure 1. MCWAR Strategy Development Model
Marine Corps War College, adapted by MCUP.

tor to behave in a way that will achieve the desired ends?)
rather than focusing inward (i.e., what tools or capabilities
are readily available to address this problem?), increasing
the likelihood that the potential strategies are optimized
for the problem at hand. Consequently, this model seeks
to overcome the law of the instrument bias, the cognitive
bias wherein humans tend to approach problems confined by the skills they know best or resources that are
INTRODUCTION
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most familiar to them (i.e., to a hammer, every problem
looks like a nail).7 Additionally, because the model initially
is resource unconstrained, strategists can exercise creative freedom to develop potential strategies that would
be most effective rather than limiting themselves to what
works best within the available means. Decision makers
can reallocate resources or develop new ones if the proposed solution is compelling enough.
This model also encourages whole-of-government
efforts and interagency coordination throughout the
process, which will help ensure that strategies are balanced across the instruments of national power.

Potential Disadvantages of This Model
Because this model is resource unconstrained and discourages limiting options early in the process, strategy
options may require revision once the means are fully
assessed and limitations are considered. This takes time.
As a result, in a time-constrained environment the strategist may need to consider a means-driven model.8 Additionally, this model is optimized for grand strategy or
national-level strategy since it leverages all of the instruments of national power, so it may not be applicable for
other strategy formulations.

Elements of Strategic Logic
Throughout this primer, we will examine the basic elements of strategic logic involved in strategy making, which
encompass the following:
• The strategic environment, including the inAbraham Kaplan, The Conduct of Inquiry: Methodology for Behavioral
Science (San Francisco, CA: Chandler Publishing, 1964), 28–29.
8
Arthur F. Lykke Jr., “Defining Military Strategy,” Military Review 69, no. 5
(May 1989): 4.
7
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•

•
•

ternational context, domestic context, and
assumptions.
Sources and drivers of policy, including values, interests, power and influence, threats,
and opportunities (all of which comprise the
problem set).
Limitations, including costs, risks, constraints,
and restraints.
Ends, ways, and means, as well as their various subcomponents.

While some strategy guides portray a more abbreviated version of strategic logic, often consisting solely
of ends, ways, means, context, and risk, the authors’ approach is deliberately more expansive to demonstrate
the complexity and interconnectedness of all of the elements of strategic logic shown in figure 2.
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Strategic
environment
Domestic
context

International
context
Assumptions

Latent
power

Intermediate
objectives
Values

Ends

Means

Interests

STRATEGY

Limitations

Power and
inﬂuence

Costs

Ways

Risks
(to and from the
strategy)

Sources and
drivers
of policy

Courses of action
Policies

Threats

Constraints

Opportunities

Restraints

Problem set

Figure 2. Elements of strategic logic
Marine Corps War College, adapted by MCUP.
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CHAPTER ONE
The Strategic Environment

The first steps of the Marine Corps War College (MCWAR)
Strategy Development Model methodology assess the
strategic environment. This is key to understanding what
is happening and why. In short, the strategist is asking,
“What is the story here?”1 To assess and understand
the strategic environment, the strategist will need to analyze the domestic and international context, consider
strategic guidance, and identify underlying assumptions
(figure 3).

International Context
The strategist must understand the international context
of a situation before developing or selecting a strategy.
The international context comprises cultures, historical
events, current events, actor motivations and behaviors,
drivers, trends, and environments in other countries. Environments can include physical environments, such as

1
For more information, see Richard E. Neustadt and Ernest R. May,
Thinking in Time: The Uses of History for Decision Makers (New York: Free
Press, 1986).

13

Analyze INTERNATIONAL
and DOMESTIC context
in conjunction with
subject matter experts.
Consider STRATEGIC
GUIDANCE and identify
ASSUMPTIONS.
Evaluation
and revision

Threats and
opportunities
problem statement

Policy approval
and
implementation

Ends
Desired actor
behavior, holistic
end state, zone of
tolerance

Compare,
test, select
Limitations (costs,
risks, constraints,
restraints), validity
(-ilities)

Integrate
ways/means
Policy options,
courses of action

National interests,
values, strength
of interest

Problem
set

Means
Power and
inﬂuence,
instruments of
power, latent
power

Ways
Strategic
approaches to
achieve desired
actor behavior

Figure 3. Assessing the strategic environment
Marine Corps War College, adapted by MCUP.

geography or an urban setting, or social environments,
such as the political or societal atmosphere. The international context may be specific to a potential operating
environment, adversaries, neighboring countries in the
surrounding region, potential partners supporting the
strategy, or all of these.
A good starting point for analyzing the international
CHAPTER ONE
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context is to employ a methodology commonly used in
the U.S. Department of Defense (DOD) called PMESII-PT,
which stands for political, military, economic, social, information, infrastructure, physical environment, and time.2
The structured approach of the PMESII-PT model can
provide a well-rounded view of the international context
for strategy development or planning processes.
Because the knowledge required to understand other regions and actors is vast and very few strategists will
also be deep regional experts, it is vital to consult those
who are, primarily intelligence professionals and policy
action officers who focus on those regions exclusively.3
It is also important to understand those countries’ or
actors’ views of, policies toward, and relationships with
your own government/nation, including perceptions of
relative power, military, economic, or otherwise.
Failure to include regional experts early in the process will limit the strategist’s understanding of the international context and is likely to lead to faulty assumptions
and misunderstandings about the environment and the
potential effects of the strategies or policies. Since strategies ultimately seek to elicit desired behavior(s) from other actors, subject matter experts are also best equipped
2
There are numerous methodologies to analyze international context.
Although it will not be covered in-depth here, the PMESII-PT model is
used frequently in the U.S. Department of Defense for strategy and
planning. For further information, see Joint Planning, Joint Publication
(JP) 5-0 (Washington, DC: Joint Chiefs of Staff, 2017); and Joint Intelligence, JP 2-0 (Washington, DC: Joint Chiefs of Staff, 2013).
3
Subject matter experts can be found at a variety of agencies or embedded within one’s own unit. National-level resources include, but are
not limited to, the Central Intelligence Agency, the Defense Intelligence
Agency, the U.S. Department of Homeland Security, the U.S. Department of State, the Federal Bureau of Investigation, policy experts at the
Office of the Secretary of Defense, and experts at other governmental
departments and agencies.
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to judge what effects a potential strategy or actions within the strategy are likely to yield.4
As a final note on international context, strategists
should be careful not to assume that other actors approach strategy making the same way the United States
does. Depending on the actor, they may consider many
of the same factors we do in strategy making, but the
way that they prioritize and synthesize those elements
through their respective paradigms may differ completely from our methodologies. Because other actors’ strategy-making processes are often opaque to outsiders,
subject matter experts are best positioned to advise the
strategist on these assessments.

Domestic Context
Understanding the domestic context pertaining to a specific situation is just as important as understanding the
international context, since developing a brilliant strategy
that is not politically palatable, and therefore unlikely to be
supported or resourced, is futile. The domestic context includes cultures, events, actor motivations and behaviors,
drivers, trends, and environments in the strategist’s own
country. Domestic factors such as history, politics, the
economy, physical environment and geography, election
cycles, Congress, presidential-level agendas, interagency
tensions and bureaucratic issues, national security culture, and national will can either enable or impede a po-

4
For more information on assessing international context, see Terry
L. Deibel, Foreign Affairs Strategy: Logic for American Statecraft (New
York: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 35–76, https://doi.org/10.1017
/CBO9780511806773.
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tential strategy.5 The strategist must always keep in mind
that every nation possesses a unique national security
culture, a societal predisposition toward certain actions
and policies over others, especially within political leadership circles.6 Such culturally driven processes are not
inherently bad, but they must be considered since proposing a strategy that is counter to cultural preferences
is likely to be an uphill battle. Similarly, strategists must
be alert to the possibility that they are offering inferior
strategic options because they are captured in the same
cultural paradigm.
Since a potential strategy’s likelihood of success is
determined just as much by domestic concerns as by
conditions abroad, it is just as important to understand
your government’s views of, policies toward, and relationships with the foreign country(ies) or actor(s) in question,
including perceptions of relative power, as it is to understand foreign outlooks.7 Note that at this stage, strategists should not eliminate any potential strategy options
because of perceived domestic constraints; rather, these
trends should be thoroughly understood and characterized so that they can be weighed during strategy devel5
For more information on interagency dynamics, see Graham T. Allison,
Essence of Decision: Explaining the Cuban Missile Crisis (Boston, MA: Little,
Brown, 1971). For more information on U.S. foreign policy traditions
and how they affect decision making, see Walter Russell Mead, Special
Providence: American Foreign Policy and How It Changed the World (New
York: Routledge, 2002).
6
Jeffrey S. Lantis, “Strategic Culture and National Security Policy,” International Studies Review 4, no. 3 (December 2002): 87–113, https://doi
.org/10.1111/1521-9488.t01-1-00266.
7
For more information on assessing the domestic context, see A
National Security Strategy Primer (Washington, DC: National Defense
University Press, 2019), 9–10; Deibel, Foreign Affairs Strategy, 77–122;
and Nikolas K. Gvosdev, Jessica D. Blankshain, and David A. Cooper,
Decision-Making in American Foreign Policy: Translating Theory into Practice (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2019), 284–333, https://doi
.org/10.1017/9781108566742.
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opment and selection. If, at the end of this process, the
strategist elects to present decision makers with strategy
options that have notable domestic constraints, those
constraints should be highlighted for consideration before final strategy selection.

Considering Strategic Guidance
The strategist will generally begin with senior leader guidance, strategic vision, and overall policy goals. This guidance can come directly from leaders or indirectly from
sources such as the United States’ 2017 National Security
Strategy, the Joint Chiefs of Staff’s 2018 National Military
Strategy, the U.S. State Department’s 2018 Joint Strategic
Plan, and theater strategies or campaign plans that provide the broad strategic vision from senior leaders. The
strategist’s task throughout strategy development will be
to turn those broad goals into specific strategy options
for the decision maker.

Identifying Assumptions
Uncertainty is unavoidable in strategy making. We will
never have enough information to make perfectly informed decisions, and if we wait until we do, we risk being too late to shape a situation or act in a timely fashion.
Consequently, strategists are routinely called on to make
informed judgments or assessments about the situation
without a complete understanding of the domestic and
international context. The assumptions should be clearly
identified during the strategy-making process, and judgments about them should be deliberate. One of the most
crucial questions a strategist must ask is how our assessments would change if the assumptions were proven
false. Answering this question is the first step in developing mitigation plans to include in the overall strategy.
CHAPTER ONE
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In the end, assumptions can make or break a strategy.
It is essential for a strategist to identify them, since they
directly correlate to the risk of executing the strategy.
An assessment is a judgment that is founded on supporting evidence. We have varying degrees of confidence
in our judgments depending on the quantity and quality
of information that supports our argument. In contrast,
an assumption is a presumption that we accept as true
without questioning it. There are many types of assumptions, including framing assumptions, which capture our
mindsets about an actor or issue; scoping assumptions,
which reflect choices we make to bound an issue; and
bridging assumptions, which fill critical gaps in information or in assessments (table 1).8
Assumptions are often difficult to identify because
they are integrally shaped by our unique mindsets, biases, and worldviews. In other words, we do not often
think about our assumptions; rather, they exist without
acknowledgment. To complicate the issue further, assessments and assumptions are commonly conflated.
Understanding the distinction will significantly aid the
strategy-making process.
Assumptions are often hidden within other statements or assessments, and it is difficult to decouple
them. But identifying and examining our assumptions
is a critical component of determining weaknesses that
may exist in the strategies we formulate. For instance, if
we assume that an actor has the same values or motivations that we do (i.e., mirror imaging), we are likely to
create a distorted picture for the international context
and anticipated behaviors, which sets a shaky foundation
8
For additional examples of types of assumptions and more information on how to identify them, see appendix A.
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Table 1. Common types of assumptions
Type

Definition

Can include

Examples

Framing

Mental
models
about actor
or system
behavior

Beliefs we hold
true about
typical behavior
and past precedents

One actor is a competitor while another actor
is an ally

Choices we
make when
bounding
an issue

Factors we hold
constant and
assume will not
change

Threat levels will not
significantly change

Scoping*

Oppressed populations
want self-determination

Budget will not significantly decrease
A leader will remain in
power

Bridging

Fill critical
gaps in information
or assessments

Factors, drivers,
variables,
actors, events,
or timelines
that we are
excluding from
the analysis

Only indigenous factions in a conflict are
examined, not intervening foreign forces

Presumptions
that certain
events will or
will not happen

Elections in a particular
country will be held on
time

Missing
elements that
are needed
to answer a
question

Cannot confirm a
country has specific capability/intent, but must
assume it does

Factors that
must be present to prove
an assessment
true or false

Is valid assuming that
preceding goals and
milestones are successfully met on time

A country will not develop nuclear armaments
within a specified time
frame

*Avoid using scoping assumptions as a crutch to oversimplify a problem to avoid
tackling the inherent complexities of an issue. For example, a scoping assumption
such as “this assumes tensions will not rise in the Middle East” to try to streamline
the challenges of an issue is both unrealistic and ignores the complexities of the
strategic environment, almost assuring that the scoping assumption will prove
untrue and potentially invalidate every proposed solution founded on it.

Defense Intelligence Agency, adapted by MCUP.

for the entire strategy-making process. Likewise, if we assume that other agencies or branches in our own government prefer one type of approach to an issue (e.g.,
military versus diplomatic), we may develop suboptimal
or one-dimensional approaches that are not viable strategic options.
One way to tease out assumptions is by asking, “Is
there proof for this statement?” If there is and we have
not included it, thereby creating an unsupported assertion, we need to include the supporting evidence so that
it becomes a well-supported assessment and the decision maker can see our reasoning. If we cannot identify
proof, the statement potentially is an assumption. Asking the question, “What would need to be true for this
statement to be true?” is another way to tease out hidden assumptions. If a judgment or statement rests on
another supposition, there is a good chance that it is a
hidden assumption. For example, in the statement “birds
fly south for the winter,” what is the hidden assumption?
If we ask what would need to be true for this statement
to be true, we realize that the statement assumes we are
located in the Northern Hemisphere, since birds fly north
for the winter in the Southern Hemisphere, or they go
nowhere when located near the equator. We would need
to account for alternate possibilities associated with this
assumption.
Strategists should be careful not to “assume something away” just to avoid having to explain the basis for
the argument. In other words, do not bury assessments
as assumptions. If you are basing a strategy on an assessment (e.g., the adversary probably is developing nuclear
weapons), that assessment should be supported with
the available evidence. Otherwise, it is an unsupported
assertion, and you run the risk of overstating the case,
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creating the impression that there is more certainty than
we can actually support. If the decision maker is likely
to wonder why you believe something is true, it is best
to substantiate the claim so that the decision maker can
gauge the level of uncertainty surrounding the issue.
The essence of strategy is questioning, explaining
uncertainties, learning, and then trying to answer those
questions and verify assumptions. Once assumptions
are identified, we need to determine how our assessments, strategies, or recommendations would be affected if the assumptions turned out to be incorrect. Would
the entire premise fall apart such that we need to rethink
the strategy? Or can we identify ways to mitigate any negative effects such that the strategy is still viable? We also
need to outline what information is needed to determine
whether the assumptions are accurate, and then seek
out that information (e.g., collection requirements and
indicators to watch for). Because assumptions are such
a pervasive feature in our thinking and approaches to
problems, we need to identify them as early as possible
in the strategy-making process and make them explicit for the decision maker, as well as provide mitigation
strategies in case the assumptions prove false.
Finally, the assumptions associated with each potential strategy as well as possible implications should
always be outlined clearly for decision makers during the
strategy formulation and assessment process.
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CHAPTER TWO
Sources and Drivers of Policy

After assessing the strategic environment, the strategist
will then identify the sources and drivers of policy, including the values and interests that shape policy, as well as
the threats and/or opportunities that the potential strategies need to address (figures 4 and 5).

Values
National values are principles we see as an integral part
of our national identity. Concepts like freedom, democracy, capitalism, liberty, and privacy are values often ascribed to American society. Because of their ingrained
nature, values are either unlikely to change or very slow
to change over time. These values stem from our domestic context and serve as the foundation for policy making and strategy making.1 Consequently, values are the
source of our national interests, and every process that
occurs within strategy development should strive to be
consistent with them.

For more information on values, see Terry L. Deibel, Foreign Affairs
Strategy: Logic for American Statecraft (New York: Cambridge University
Press, 2007), 134–38, https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511806773.
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Figure 4. Identifying sources and drivers of policy: values, national interests, and strength of interest
Marine Corps War College, adapted by MCUP.

Interests
National interests are conditions we seek to achieve or
protect as a nation and that we believe are in our state’s
fundamental best interest. They represent a nation’s
wants, needs, and desires and derive from our national
values within the domestic context. Although the specifCHAPTER TWO
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ic phrasing may change from administration to administration, there have been three enduring themes of U.S.
national interests: security, prosperity, and the protection and projection of national values. The 2017 National Security Strategy identifies four vital interests labeled
as pillars: “Protect the American People, the Homeland,
and the American Way of Life”; “Promote American Prosperity”; “Preserve Peace through Strength”; and “Advance American Influence”—all of which tie directly to
the previously mentioned themes and values.2 Note that
while those themes and values are universal, national
interests can be global in nature or may pertain to a specific region, as illustrated in the construct and examples
below.
Some interests are more imperative than others,
and interests are often categorized in a way that clarifies
their relative importance or priority, such as survival, and
vital, important, and peripheral interests. Although other
constructs exist to categorize interests, the general concepts tend to be similar to those presented below:
• Survival interests must be protected for the
survival of the nation and generally consist
of security issues such as homeland security
and the safety of its citizens. An example of
a U.S. survival interest is nuclear deterrence
vis-à-vis China.
• Vital interests often pertain to political and
territorial integrity and include issues such
as domestic stability, prosperity, and the
preservation of the American way of life.
Keeping access to the Strait of Hormuz and
2
Donald J. Trump, National Security Strategy of the United States of America, December 2017 (Washington, DC: White House, 2017).
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•

•

the Bab al-Mandeb Strait is an example of a
vital interest, since the straits are essential
for both security and economic prosperity.
Important or major interests are necessary
for the nation to thrive and generally include
issues related to economic stability and
well-being, such as global freedom of access,
regional stability, alliances, and the promotion of national values. The nation could be
weakened if it does not act on its important
interests.3
Peripheral interests enhance our way of life
but are not strictly necessary for the success of a nation. Sometimes called “humanitarian interests,” these often relate
to stability and the world order. They can
include themes such as peacekeeping (assuming it does not directly threaten one’s
own regional security), trade balances, and
foreign aid.4 Governments generally only
pursue peripheral interests if the costs and
risks are limited.5

All policies should be grounded in at least one national interest; otherwise, the policy is probably not worth
pursuing and is likely to be inconsistent or incompatible
with other policies. We subsequently derive a multitude
of different aspects of national security strategy from our

A National Security Strategy Primer (Washington, DC: National Defense
University Press, 2019), 11.
4
Strategy, Joint Doctrine Note 1-18 (Washington, DC: Joint Chiefs of
Staff, 2018), vii.
5
A National Security Strategy Primer, 11.
3
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national interests, including the specific goals or objectives we believe will further those interests (ends) and
the policies we develop to achieve them (ways).6
Additionally, the strategist should gauge the strength
of interest regarding the issue for all actors involved. The
strength of interest refers to the intensity of a nation’s desire to pursue a goal, including factors such as the priority of the goal for decision makers, public support for the
effort, and how likely it is that these factors will endure
over time.7

Power and Influence
National power and influence are concepts that have
bearing on several phases of strategy making.8 As discussed in the previous chapter, relative power—military,
economic, or otherwise—can be considered part of the
international and domestic context when assessing the
strategic environment. Power and influence can also be
viewed as drivers of national interests, which can include
latent power, defined as the resources that a nation can
convert into capabilities over time. For instance, a country with greater economic and military power may have
the resources and reach to do much more globally than
one with less power; therefore, the more powerful country will tend to pursue more expansive national interests
than the less powerful country. Similarly, a country with
greater influence will tend to have more ability to engage
6
For more information on national interests, see A National Security
Strategy Primer, 10–12; Deibel, Foreign Affairs Strategy, 123–56; and Richard L. Kugler, Policy Analysis in National Security Affairs: New Methods for a
New Era (Washington, DC: National Defense University Press, 2006), 40.
7
For an in-depth example of a strength-of-interest comparison, see
appendix C.
8
For more in-depth information on power and influence, see chapter 8.
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across a broader spectrum of issues and regions than
one with less influence, so the interests are likely to be
more far-reaching. In other words, elevated power and
influence can amplify the magnitude of what a country is
willing to designate as its national interests.
Power and influence can also include various intangible components, such as image, culture, respect, fear,
and reputation. These factors can cloud the ability to
determine how much power or influence a country has,
but its leaders will often behave in accordance with their
collective perception of how much power and influence
the nation wields.9

Threats and Opportunities
Threats and opportunities are the concerns that policies
and strategies need to address. A threat is something
that could harm a national interest. Threats can come
from an actor, internal or external, or a trend, manufactured or environmental. For example, foreign espionage,
transnational terrorism, or a conventional threat from
another state are all threats from external actors. Domestic terrorism and cyber crime are potential threats
from internal actors. Widespread increases in xenophobia, nationalism, revisionism, revanchism, pandemics,
and climate change are trends that constitute potential
threats to national interests.
When analyzing threats from actors, a common
model is to assess the actor’s intent and capability in the
context of our own vulnerability (intent + capability + U.S.
vulnerability = threat). An actor possessing the capability
to strike us does not inherently make it a threat if there is
For more information on power and influence, see Deibel, Foreign Affairs Strategy, 157–206.
9
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no intent; likewise, if we do not have a specific vulnerability to that capability, even with adversary intent the threat
may be assessed as low. The strategist needs to weigh all
of these factors when determining the potential severity
of the threat and assigning it a priority.10
An opportunity is an emergent situation or potentiality in the strategic environment that could be seized on to
advance a national interest. Opportunities are frequently
positive actions, often taken in conjunction with allies, to
capitalize on a potential way to further national interests.
For example, creating a bilateral or multilateral economic
agreement, holding a peace summit between two adversarial nations, and providing humanitarian and disaster
relief assistance are all opportunities. Opportunity analysis is often overlooked in policy making and strategy
making; it is human nature to focus on things that endanger us and our way of life, but it requires thoughtfulness
and a proactive effort to examine a situation for potential
opportunities. To create well-rounded strategies, strategists should always deliberately consider any potential
for opportunities in addition to threats.11
Opportunities can also come from an adversary’s
vulnerabilities that we could potentially exploit to further
our national interests. For example, potential recruiting
pools and funding streams may be vulnerabilities for
terrorist groups, whereas technical infrastructure or oppressed populations may be vulnerabilities for an adversary nation. When we consider exploiting vulnerabilities,
strategists must carefully consider whether and how
pursuing the issue will further national interests. Too ofFor more information on threats, see A National Security Strategy Primer, 12; and Deibel, Foreign Affairs Strategy, 142–56.
11
For more information on opportunities, see A National Security Strategy Primer, 12–13; and Deibel, Foreign Affairs Strategy, 152–55.
10
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ten strategists and planners will seek to exploit vulnerabilities simply because they can, without considering the
strategic goals or effects of those actions. Seeking to exploit another actor’s vulnerabilities without determining
how it serves the nation’s interests can potentially split
our focus, unintentionally expand the mission, or incur
risks and repercussions that are not worth the cost since
the goal is out of step with strategic interests and goals.
Center-of-gravity (COG) analysis is a methodology used in the U.S. Department of Defense to identify
an actor’s key strengths and vulnerabilities, primarily in
support of planning and target development processes.12 A center of gravity is a source of power that provides
mental or physical strength, freedom of action, or will to
act.13 Although there are multiple ways to perform COG
analysis, it generally comprises analyzing the adversary’s
strengths and vulnerabilities that can be disrupted, targeted, or otherwise influenced.
Although COG analysis is typically used in planning
and targeting, it also can be applied during strategy making to determine how to capitalize on an adversary’s
strengths or weaknesses. However, if employing COG
analysis, the strategist must be extremely careful not to
succumb to the temptation to focus on a center of gravity simply because they can; that focus must fit into the
broader strategy and comport with the desired ends and
ways.

12
For more information on center-of-gravity analysis, see Joint Planning, Joint Publication ( JP) 5-0 (Washington, DC: Joint Chiefs of Staff,
2017); and Joint Intelligence Preparation of the Operational Environment,
JP 2-01.3 (Washington, DC: Joint Chiefs of Staff, 2014). For an opposing
view of the utility of center-of-gravity analysis, see Lawrence Freedman,
“Stop Looking for the Center of Gravity,” War on the Rocks, 24 June 2014.
13
Joint Planning, xxii.
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Figure 5. Identifying drivers of policy: threats and opportunities
Marine Corps War College, adapted by MCUP.

Problem Statement
After assessing the strategic environment, considering
the strength of interest, and identifying the threats and
opportunities, the strategist should begin crafting an
initial problem statement, or a concise description of the
issue that needs to be addressed. If based on the right
questions that are properly scoped, a problem statement can help ensure that everyone understands the
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issue to be addressed, that the problem is appropriately
scoped, and that the issue is relevant to national security
interests. The problem statement is purely a mechanism
to ensure that strategists are asking the right questions
and that everyone involved has a common understanding of the issue(s) to be addressed and is focusing on the
same priorities. As the strategist’s understanding of the
strategic environment increases over time, the problem
statement should be updated and refined as needed.
To formulate a proper problem statement, the strategist should simply capture what the issue is (i.e., a threat
or opportunity); why it is important to national security
interests and/or what national interest is at stake, if not
immediately evident; and the necessary context to understand the severity and scope of the problem. In other
words, why is it a problem, and why do we need to take
action? It is not appropriate to begin formulating proposed solutions, strategies, or courses of action during
this phase because all of the relevant factors have not
yet been considered. Also, because of heuristics, biases,
and other cognitive tendencies, premature strategy formulation risks anchoring strategists and decision makers
to a solution that has not been fully weighed against other potential options.14

For more information on problem statements, see A National Security Strategy Primer, 8–9; and Kugler, Policy Analysis in National Security
Affairs, 36–40.
14
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CHAPTER THREE
Ends and Problem Framing

This chapter introduces the first of the basic concepts,
aspects, and considerations of ends, ways, and means—
the building blocks of strategy. There are multiple interpretations of some of these concepts; where relevant,
we will highlight alternative viewpoints. There are also
variations in how ends, ways, and means interact when
it comes to strategy-development processes. Finally, the
strategist will ensure that the problem set is framed holistically and appropriately reflects its complexities.

Ends
The broadest framing of our ends often derives from a
strategic vision that is provided by our most senior leaders, including presidential administrations and senior
military leaders. Strategic documents such as the United
States’ National Security Strategy, the Joint Chiefs of Staff’s
National Military Strategy, the U.S. State Department’s
Joint Strategic Plan, and theater strategies or campaign
plans also give us a broad strategic vision that provides
a framework for the conditions our leaders seek to set.
Having explored the strategic environment, we know
the specific threat or opportunity that we need to ad33
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Figure 6. Defining desired actor behavior and identifying the ends
Marine Corps War College, adapted by MCUP.

dress as well as the interests at stake and relevant context. From this, we can determine what conditions we
want to create, or the desired end state (figure 6). Desired end states will generally correlate to our national
values and interests and may be broad or general, but
they should be achievable. Whereas our national values
and interests are often universal, the desired end state
will usually pertain to a specific region, country, or issue.
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For example, freedom from oppression for a designated local population, limiting an adversary’s aggression,
self-determination/democratic rule for a specified local
population, or a regional security balance may be a desired end state. Some strategy guides also refer to the
end state as a political aim(s) or goal(s).1
While desired end states are broad, a strategic end
is a specific desired outcome that is more clearly defined
than an end state, such as the removal of a despotic
leader, securing territory after an adversary incursion, or
preventing a country from developing nuclear weapons.2
Ends are also referred to as objectives and are often activities or outcomes that support one or more national
interests. The ends or objectives will also generally have
a relative priority that correlates with the importance of
the affected national interest.
While ends and end states may seem the same,
strategists will benefit from thinking about them as different but complementary concepts. The desired strategic end should be well-defined, specific, and achievable,
whereas the desired end state is the broader condition
that those ends are intended to support. If the strategist
thinks solely in terms of specific ends, we risk losing sight
of the big picture and failing in the overall goal even if our
individual objectives are met, making it appear as though
our strategies are successful even if they are not.
For example, in Iraq and Libya the desired strategic end to remove a despotic leader was successful, but
the desired end state for more stable and democratic
governance proved elusive. Why? This will probably be

1
A National Security Strategy Primer (Washington, DC: National Defense
University Press, 2019), 15.
2
A National Security Strategy Primer, 15.
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debated for decades to come, but arguably, the strategies hinged too heavily on the specific end (i.e., regime
change), and not enough on what else was required to
create the desired end state (i.e., stability) and whether
the end realistically supported that desired end state. In
a sense, it was assumed that removing a despot would
lead to stability, without enough consideration for what
else would be required to create the desired condition.
There was insufficient focus on strategy as a causal relationship to transform ways and means into ends that
would work toward a desired end state.3 Complicating
the issue further, there was not complete agreement in
some cases on what the specific objectives were, much
less a clear vision on how they supported the desired
end state.
We must also consider the broader desired end state
and think holistically about integrating all available capabilities to avoid becoming too focused on specific policy instruments, such as military efforts. Thinking about
the overall conditions or end state we seek to foster will
provide a solid framework for developing specific ends
and objectives that work harmoniously. Considering all
of these aspects in advance also makes it less likely that
we will have to adjust our ends at a later date (figure 7).4
To execute ends development within the Marine
Corps War College (MCWAR) Strategy Development Model, the following should be considered:
• The most important aspect of developing
3
For more information on strategy as a causal relationship, see Frank
G. Hoffman, “The Missing Element in Crafting National Strategy: A Theory of Success,” Joint Force Quarterly, no. 97 (2d Quarter 2020): 55–64.
4
For more information on ends, see A National Security Strategy Primer, 10–11; and Terry L. Deibel, Foreign Affairs Strategy: Logic for American Statecraft (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 294–302,
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511806773.
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Figure 7. Developing the ends
As this graphic depicts, ends development begins with a broad strategic vision from senior leaders and then becomes successively more
specific, refining that vision into the desired end state for each theme,
and then developing specific ends that will help to create the conditions identified within those end states.
Marine Corps War College, adapted by MCUP.

the ends in this model is to define the behavior that the proposed strategies seek to elicit
from a given actor(s). What, specifically, do
we want that actor(s) to do (or not do)? For
example, we may want a country to sign a
fair and reciprocal trade agreement or a nuclear arms reduction treaty, or we may want
a country to cease hostilities with a neighbor
or cease producing a particular materiel. At
this stage, the strategist should avoid jumping ahead to any ways or means, focus on
what we seek to achieve, and ensure that the
desired behavior is clearly identified.
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•

The strategist will then need to use that desired behavior to describe the desired end
state. As discussed above, the end state
must be broad and comprehensive, such as
peace in a given region, self-determination
in an oppressed population, or security in
a forward operating area. These determinations should be made in collaboration with
interagency counterparts to ensure all instruments and equities are considered.
The final component of ends development
will be to describe the desired ends or specific desired outcome(s). As noted above,
this will be narrower and more concrete
than the desired end state and should be
oriented to the desired actor behavior. If
successful, the identified ends should ultimately work toward achieving the desired
end state. Examples might include removing
a despotic leader from power, halting genocide, or reaching an agreement on a peace
treaty. These ends will later be honed into
more specific subordinate goals and objectives, but the initial list should include the
overarching ends that need to be achieved
to work toward the desired end state.

Zone of Tolerance
The zone of tolerance is the range of a goal or goals that
we perceive as satisfactory. In other words, most outcomes will be suboptimal, but how much imperfection
can we withstand until we consider the end state intolerable? On a scale, the zone of tolerance may appear as
depicted in figure 8.
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Figure 8. Zone of tolerance
Marine Corps War College, adapted by MCUP.

The zone of tolerance is largely determined by factors such as the strength of interest (i.e., how strong is
our national desire to attain a goal?), willingness to allocate resources toward the strategy, risk tolerance, and
other considerations.

Framing the Problem Set
Taken as a whole, the elements covered in the first three
chapters of this primer comprise the problem parameters needed to define the problem set. The strategic
environment; our own assumptions; the sources and
drivers of policy, including values, interests, threats,
and opportunities; and the desired ends all contribute
to appreciating the full depth and breadth of the issue.
The problem set articulates where you are in the strategic environment, where you want to be (i.e., the desired
end state), and the hurdles that must be overcome to
get there. While crafting the problem set, the strategist
must revisit the problem statement to ensure that the
identified problem still holds true after further research
and analysis. If there has been any deviation or expansion from the initial problem statement, the strategist
must update and refine that problem statement at this
time so that it reflects the full breadth of the problem set
(figure 9).
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Figure 9. Framing the problem set
Marine Corps War College, adapted by MCUP.

As underscored in the previous chapter, strategists
must be careful not to default to oversimplification while
developing strategy, since it compounds risks and will
likely lead to faulty advice and poor decision making. After completing a full assessment of the strategic environment, strategists should take stock of the whole problem
set and embrace its complexities, referring back to them
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throughout the rest of the strategy-making processes. In
pursuit of the ends and end state, the strategist must
continually retain perspective of the intricacies of the
strategic environment.
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CHAPTER FOUR
Ways and Means

Ways are proposals for how to achieve the ends. Means
are the resources and capabilities available or required
to achieve the ends.1 Some aspects of ways and means
can be viewed differently depending on the model used
to develop strategies, but in this model the ways will be
addressed first to ensure that the resulting strategy focuses on the causal relationship between our actions
and the other actor’s reactions (figure 10).
Ways to achieve the objectives are also sometimes
referred to as courses of action. However, note that this
term tends to be more specific and operational than the
broader ways and therefore can be viewed as a subset
of ways, or even the planning phase for examining the
ways.

Developing the Ways
Strategic Approaches
Strategic approaches are the causal mechanisms that

1
A National Security Strategy Primer (Washington, DC: National Defense
University Press, 2019), 19, 37.
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Marine Corps War College, adapted by MCUP.

bring about a desired behavior from an actor.2 There
are many different strategic approaches a strategist
could recommend, ranging from a noninterventionist
approach to full engagement. Strategic approaches align
2
For another interpretation of strategic approaches as causal mechanisms, see Frank G. Hoffman, “The Missing Element in Crafting National
Strategy: A Theory of Success,” Joint Force Quarterly, no. 97 (2d Quarter
2020): 55–64.
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with ways in this methodology. The available options that
should be considered are as follows:
• Observe: the least active approach. Observation is generally selected when the threat to
national interests is low, another actor such
as a foreign partner can address the threat,
or the costs and risks outweigh the benefits
of a more engaged approach.
• Accommodate: adapting to another actor’s
wishes to achieve the desired ends.
• Compromise: all parties adapt their demands
to reach a mutually agreeable solution.
• Shape: taking actions to mold the strategic
situation in one’s favor. Shaping generally requires a situation that is not urgent or highthreat. Shaping may be more appropriate
for opportunities versus threats.
• Persuade: changing another actor’s position
by virtue of argument. This approach may be
most effective when the other actor’s values
align with one’s own.
• Enable: improving another actor’s capability
to continue pursuing an action that is also in
one’s own interest. This can be done through
actions such as building partner capacity,
providing military or financial aid, or sharing
intelligence.
• Induce: offering positive incentives to change
another actor’s behavior to align more closely with one’s own interests. Examples may include aid, security guarantees, or economic
incentives.
• Assure: taking confidence-building measures
to increase another actor’s sense of security.
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This may include increasing forward troop
presence or providing security guarantees.
Coerce: persuading another actor through
threats or punitive actions, such as:
◦ Deter: making credible threats to
discourage another actor from initiating an action that conflicts with
or threatens one’s own interests.
Deterrence threatens a negative
outcome (e.g., denial of success by
virtue of the defender’s strength or
severe punishment) in response to
an anticipated, undesirable action.
The adversary must then determine
whether the threat of denied success or punishment is credible (i.e.,
strength of interest plus capability to fulfill the threat) and whether
the risk is strong enough to forgo or
cease pursuing the action in question.
◦ Compel: threatening or imposing a
negative condition on other actors
to dissuade them from continuing a
behavior or to convince them to take
an action they would prefer not to
take. This may include actions such
as instituting or continuing economic sanctions or using force.
Subdue: applying force to modify an actor’s
behavior to conform to one’s own interests, wherein the applied force is sufficient
enough to remove all of the adversary’s other strategy options. Examples may include
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occupation, regime change, and damage or
destruction of capabilities to resist.
Eradicate: the most severe approach. Eradication involves eliminating another actor,
including leaders and adherents.3

To develop the ways, the strategist should first determine which strategic approaches would be likely to elicit
the desired actor behavior. This should be done in conjunction with subject matter experts who are best positioned to anticipate a given actor’s reactions to potential
approaches. For example, some regimes may succumb
to a certain type of pressure, whereas others may balk
against it and become more entrenched in their position,
depending on their own domestic context and views of
the international context. Insight into these types of nuances in an individual leader’s, state actor’s, or nonstate
actor’s behavior is essential for this model to work. Ultimately, the question is, “Which combination of ‘carrot
and stick’ in the spectrum of strategic approaches is
most likely to be effective in achieving the desired ends?”
The strategist may elect to develop multiple potential
ways based on the most promising identified strategic
approaches. This step is critical to determine whether an
approach would be likely to yield the desired or expected
result.
For example, if asked to develop a strategy for Iran, a
number of the strategic approaches could be applied in
a number of different manners. If the desired end state
is decreased tensions with Iran, and one specific desired
3
Adapted from Strategy, Joint Doctrine Note 1-18 (Washington, DC: Joint
Chiefs of Staff, 2018), III-1–III-3. For more information on strategic approaches, see A National Security Strategy Primer, 37–39.
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end is for Iran to cease supporting Shia militia group attacks on the U.S. presence in Iraq, a spectrum of potential strategic approaches may appear as follows:
• Compromise: engage in dialogue either directly or indirectly to try to mitigate tensions
and reduce attacks.
• Induce: offer sanctions relief in return for a
cessation of attacks.
• Deter: threaten Iran with severe repercussions if Shia militia groups attack U.S. positions or personnel.
• Compel: threaten Iran with increased sanctions or execute limited force if attacks do
not cease.
• Subdue: apply more extensive force to remove Iran’s capability to support Shia militia
group attacks.
At this stage, the strategist is considering what potential strategic approaches might lead the actor, Iran, to
behave in a way that matches our interests and desired
end, to cease supporting Shia militia group attacks. The
potential approaches are not yet recommendations and
are not endorsed strategies—they are simply a starting
point to develop options. From this point, the strategist(s)
and subject matter experts would assess in more detail
which of the strategic approaches would be most likely
to yield the desired results, as well as which would best
fit the strategic context. The list would then be refined
to the most promising ways to be further developed as
potential strategies.
At this point in the methodology, options are not yet
culled for limitations or other considerations; that pro-
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cess will be covered in the next chapter. In this instance,
perhaps the compromise and induce options would eventually be ruled out as not in line with existing U.S. policy,
and the subdue option may be ruled out as disproportionate for the issue, leaving the deter and compel options
for further development. Or, if there were a change in
political climate on the issue and decision makers requested a fresh approach, perhaps the compromise or induce options would also be developed. But at this stage,
it would be premature to make those decisions since limitations have not yet been examined; instead, strategists
should develop all of the strategic approaches that could
potentially yield the desired actor response.

Policy Instruments/Instruments of National Power
Also called the instruments of national power, policy instruments include diplomatic, informational, military,
economic, financial, intelligence, and law enforcement
(DIMEFIL) instruments.4 Some strategists and policy makers also include elements such as cyber, development
(i.e., assistance and aid), and other capabilities and assets
as policy instruments; however, opinions vary on their inclusion as discrete instruments. Policy instruments can
be viewed as ways or means depending on the context
and the strategy-making model. In this model, instruments as actions—how a nation interacts with state and
nonstate actors to achieve specific ends, whether diplomatic, military, economic, or otherwise—are viewed as
ways, while instruments as assets—what a nation uses to

4
For more information on policy instruments, see Terry L. Deibel,
Foreign Affairs Strategy: Logic for American Statecraft (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 207–80, https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO
9780511806773.
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achieve specific ends, such as resources or capabilities—
are viewed as means.5
While we have elected to use the DIMEFIL model,
some organizations and guides streamline the instruments to diplomatic, informational, military, and economic (DIME), wherein the informational instrument
includes intelligence and cyber, the economic instrument
includes the financial instrument, and development may
be considered part of the diplomatic and/or economic
instruments. The construct itself is less important than
understanding the various tools and functions that
should be considered in developing strong strategies.
Additionally, the instruments are rarely used in isolation
and will generally be applied in overlapping and coordinated ways.
Each of these instruments can also be applied across
a broad spectrum of the strategic approaches covered
above. The major considerations for the instruments include:
• Diplomacy: how a state formally interacts
with other state actors and sometimes nonstate actors. It can consist of bilateral or multilateral engagement and span nearly the
full spectrum of strategic approaches, from
forging alliances, to communicating coercive
threats, to notifying of sanctions or declaring
war. Diplomacy is not conducted in a static
environment, and the other party’s or parties’ reactions, ranging from cooperation to

5
Since the United States rarely acts alone, these interactions often
occur in conjunction with partners, including other stakeholders from
the private sector and nongovernmental organizations as well as allied
partner nations.
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active resistance, also have bearing on diplomatic engagement.6
Informational: creates, exploits, or disrupts
knowledge.7 Actions can be positive or enhancing efforts to strengthen national interests, such as public diplomacy or strategic
communication. They can also be covert,
such as psychological operations, information operations, influence operations, or
sometimes propaganda. Finally, actions can
be calculated to deny another actor access
to or use of information to gain an information advantage, including denial, disruption, misinformation, or disinformation. This
realm also includes protecting one’s own information and access to information as well
as associated capabilities.8
Military: entails the use of force, threat of
the use of force, or enabling partners to use
or threaten force to shape another actor’s
behavior to align with one’s own national
interests. The application of the military instrument could span virtually the entire spectrum of the strategic approaches previously
discussed, with possible approaches ranging
from security cooperation to nuclear war.9
Economic: comprises issues such as region-

A National Security Strategy Primer, 23–25.
Strategy, II-6.
8
For more information on the informational instrument, see Strategy,
II-6; A National Security Strategy Primer, 26–28; and Deibel, Foreign Affairs
Strategy, 207–80.
9
For more information on the military instrument, see Strategy, II-6–
II-7; A National Security Strategy Primer, 28–30; and Deibel, Foreign Affairs
Strategy, 207–80.
6
7

CHAPTER FOUR
50

•

•

al and bilateral trade, infrastructure development, and foreign investment. Examples
include trade sanctions, restrictions on technology transfers, debt forgiveness, and security assistance programs. The economic
instrument can be used to encourage or dissuade another actor’s behavior by offering
or withholding something desirable.10
Financial: closely linked to the economic instrument but more specifically entails issues
such as funds transfers and banking. These
tools are especially effective when dealing
with nonstate actors regarding issues such
as disrupting terrorist funding streams or restricting specific corporations because of illegal or questionable activities and affiliations.11
Intelligence: knowledge generation via collection and analysis of information gathered
through various, often clandestine means
to inform decision making. Access to intelligence is restricted to provide decision advantage. Intelligence can pertain to state and
nonstate actors and can be shared, withheld,
or denied to augment or detract from another
actor’s advantage. For instance, sharing intelligence to enhance a partner nation’s capacity
and disrupting another actor’s intelligence-

10
For more information on the economic instrument, see Col Jack D.
Kem, USA (Ret), “Understanding the Operational Environment: The
Expansion of DIME,” Military Intelligence Professional Bulletin 33, no. 2
(April–June 2007): 49–53; and Richard L. Kugler, Policy Analysis in National Security Affairs: New Methods for a New Era (Washington, DC:
National Defense University Press, 2006), 103–8.
11
Kem, “Understanding the Operational Environment.”
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collection capabilities are both ways that intelligence could be approached as an instrument of national power. Intelligence can also
be viewed as a way to enable and/or enhance
the strength of the other instruments.12
Law enforcement: pertains to legal means
of enhancing or restricting another actor’s
actions. Examples include pursuing United Nations Security Council Resolutions to
condemn violations of international law, U.S.
laws such as the 2001 USA Patriot Act, and
collaboration between U.S. law enforcement
and other countries’ law enforcement.13
Cyber: includes actions from defensive (e.g.,
protecting our systems and capabilities) to
offensive (e.g., disrupting or manipulating
another actor’s systems and capabilities).
As noted above, some guides will include
cyber as part of the informational instrument or the military instrument for offensive
operations, but due to the criticality, pervasiveness, and vulnerabilities of the cyber domain, cyber is more frequently being viewed
as its own instrument. As a result, the United
States publishes its own dedicated National
Cyber Strategy.14

For a contrarian position on intelligence as an instrument of national power, see Adrian Wolfberg and Brian A. Young, “Is Intelligence an
Instrument of National Power?,” American Intelligence Journal 33, no. 1
(2016): 26–30.
13
Kem, “Understanding the Operational Environment.”
14
For more information on cyber considerations, see A National Security Strategy Primer, 27–28; and Donald J. Trump, National Cyber Strategy
of the United States of America, September 2018 (Washington, DC: White
House, 2018).
12
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Development: can be used to encourage or
discourage behavior by offering or withholding development assistance, or by building a
partner nation’s capacity, such as economic, infrastructure, education, or medical, to
encourage behavior that aligns with U.S. national interests.

The next step in developing ways is to consider which
functions across the instruments of national power need
to be involved. Each way should include a whole-ofgovernment solution, in that the organizations best suited to perform those functions should be included in the
strategy-making processes and their roles included in the
potential solutions. If the preferred strategic approaches
include diplomacy, then the strategist should involve the
U.S. Department of State. If strategists consider offering
aid or development assistance, then the U.S. Agency for
International Development should be involved. If military
action is considered, the U.S. Department of Defense
should be included, and so on.
A whole-of-government approach does not simply
mean that a DIMEFIL construct is used, but rather that
critical thought is given to which agencies need to be involved based on the functions that need to be developed
and performed within the proposed ways. Additionally,
during this phase the strategist should avoid curtailing
the options in anticipation of limitations, since the goal in
this stage is to develop creative and novel solutions free
of any cognitive obstacles. Similar to divergent thinking
in structured brainstorming, promising ideas should not
be ruled out. After this stage, the strategist should have
a well-developed picture of the ends and the ideal methods to achieve them.
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Determining the Means
As noted previously, the means are the resources and
capabilities required to undertake the ways and achieve
the ends.15 This phase views the instruments of national
power as the assets needed to execute the mission (figure 11). Additionally, a nation’s power and influence can
serve as means since a state can leverage its power and
influence toward accomplishing its goals.
Determining the means comprises considering the
means that already exist, whether those means need to
be shaped or modified and optimized for the mission at
hand, and whether new means need to be developed
from latent power. Often, the means already exist, but
they may need to be adapted in some way to tailored
requirements, especially if they have traditionally been
used in a different way in the past. For example, after
focusing on the Global War on Terrorism for nearly 20
years and shaping many of our means for asymmetric
warfare and counterinsurgency operations, the shift
to great power competition will employ many of those
same means in entirely new ways for more diverse missions. Latent power, or elements that can be converted
into power over time, is also a key component of the
means and the temporal aspect of strategy formulation.
Most of the U.S. agencies that need to be involved
in means determination should already be included by
this stage because they were consulted regarding the
ways. The agencies that will perform the required functions will also need to weigh in on whether they possess
the resources and capabilities to perform the identified
task, or whether such resources need to be reallocated
or developed. In some cases, existing resources may be
15

A National Security Strategy Primer, 19.
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Figure 11. Determine the means
Marine Corps War College, adapted by MCUP.

optimized for preexisting missions, and it may take some
effort or time to adjust and adapt them to a new purpose. More detailed analysis of resource requirements
will be addressed during each agency’s planning efforts.
Because this model is resource unconstrained and
encourages the strategist not to limit options early in the
process, strategic options may require revision once the
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resource/means picture is fully assessed and limitations
are considered. In a time-constrained environment, the
strategist will need to be mindful of this necessity.16

Elements of Power/Latent Power
Elements of power are assets that a nation can convert
into capabilities. While the raw elements do not directly constitute means, they represent potential power
or latent power because they can be transformed into
means. Elements of power consist of natural resources, geography, human capital, the economy, industry,
research and development, technology, infrastructure,
governance and political systems, culture, national will,
international reputation, and other attributes.17 These
elements could be considered for their potential to enhance a nation’s absolute power as well as relative power
when compared to another country’s potential power.
When considering means, the strategist should consider not only existing means but also means that could
be developed from existing elements of power unless
the issue (i.e., a threat or opportunity) is moving so quickly that additional means cannot be developed. Of course,
by limiting strategy making to means that already exist,
one will have fewer options and/or suboptimal strategies.

Integrating Ways and Means
Next, the strategist will merge the identified ways and
means into initial holistic proposed strategies for further
refinement and eventual consideration by the decision
maker. Ends, ways, and means should be mutually reinforcing and designed to work in concert, never in isoArthur F. Lykke Jr., “Defining Military Strategy,” Military Review 69, no.
5 (May 1989): 4.
17
A National Security Strategy Primer, 19–20.
16
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lation.18 The integrated ways and means constitute the
proposed courses of action for how to achieve the ends
(figure 12).
At this time, the strategist will develop intermediate
objectives, or waypoints against which the strategist can
measure progress toward national-level goals. These
intermediate objectives should be discrete, identifiable,
measurable, and achievable, and they should include
milestones or assessment criteria and timelines for accomplishment.19 The strategist should ask:
• Based on the strategic approach(es) selected, what are the specific courses of action
we need to pursue to work toward the identified ends?
• What means will be required to execute each
of the courses of action? Do they exist, or will
they need to be developed? What is the relative priority of each of the requirements?
• What are the intermediate objectives we
need to achieve to progress toward the ends
for each potential strategy and for each selected strategic approach? What is the relative priority of each objective?
The resulting proposed strategies will be an initial
roadmap for how to achieve the ends by integrating the
ways and the means. There will be adjustments and refinements as the strategist proceeds through the rest of
the strategy-making process, but this will provide a solid

For more information on the relationship between ends, ways, and
means, see Strategy, III-3–III-4; Deibel, Foreign Affairs Strategy, 281–321;
and Kugler, Policy Analysis in National Security Affairs, 86, 108–12.
19
Adapted from Joint Planning, Joint Publication 5-0 (Washington, DC:
Joint Chiefs of Staff, 2017), I-8–I-9, III-9.
18
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Figure 12. Integrate ways and means
Marine Corps War College, adapted by MCUP.

outline of what needs to be achieved and what will be
required to implement each ways-based approach.
At this point, you may also be wondering how ends,
ways, and means relate to policy. Policy is a pattern of
actions, activities, or behaviors designed to attain specific ends or objectives—in other words, when the ways
are repeated consistently toward an end. When a govCHAPTER FOUR
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ernment or organization officially adopts a way or course
of action and then applies it consistently, it becomes a
policy. The term policy is often used differently across
the U.S. government and is conflated with interests, ends,
ways, or strategies. When in doubt, clarify how the term is
being used.

The Importance of Interagency Integration
Interagency coordination throughout strategy development is imperative, and it should not be delayed until
late stages of the process, when input is far less likely
to correct fundamental weaknesses in the strategic logic.
Strategists rarely have subject matter expertise in every
strategic approach or every policy instrument, and consulting those who fully understand everything those instruments can offer can dramatically change options for
strategy development. Additionally, those subject matter
experts will be best positioned to align the instruments
against adversary capabilities, motivation, and will.20
Moreover, involving interagency partners will ensure that a whole-of-government approach is adopted
and that the potential strategies are holistic rather than
skewed toward one approach or instrument. Whole-of-
government in this context means including and effectively integrating all relevant instruments for the issue in
question. It should not be viewed as a checklist wherein
a DIMEFIL chart is populated without consideration for
whether all of the instruments are suited to address the
20
In practice, the National Security Council is the coordinating mechanism for the U.S. government and will sometimes determine when
to include specific agencies and how to integrate strategies. However,
it is always best for the strategist to do this proactively while formulating the strategy rather than having it dictated after the strategy is
complete, since the latter option is likely to fall short of fully integrating
those agencies.
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specific issue. Rather, thoughtful consideration should
be given to how and whether each instrument will advance national interests on a given issue as well as who
has the authorities to address the issue, and always in
consultation with interagency partners. When implemented throughout the process, this offers true interagency integration.
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CHAPTER FIVE
Compare, Test, and Select, Part I
Limitations and Validation

The final elements of strategic logic are limitations, the
consequences and potential consequences of a proposed strategy that will need to be accounted for during
strategy development, which include costs, risks, constraints, and restraints. This is also the beginning phase
of several processes to compare and test potential strategies to pare them down and refine them for eventual
policy approval (figure 13).
Keeping the strategic options open early in the process permits strategists to pursue what they envision as
the ideal potential solutions to the problem, rather than
immediately compromising on the solution because of
potential limitations. It is only at this stage, when the
strategist has developed the proposed solutions as well
as the ways and means, that limitations should be considered so that potential strategies can be weighed and
compared. Are there some costs, risks, constraints, or
restraints that would make one or more of the proposed
strategies difficult to execute? Could those limitations
be overcome or offset? Is there sufficient time to do so?
At this point, the thought process will necessarily be-
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Figure 13. Compare, test, and select: assess limitations and test validity
Marine Corps War College, adapted by MCUP.

come more convergent. If there are obstacles that simply cannot be overcome, even good options may need
to be ruled out or modified. However, if a limitation can
reasonably be mitigated or the proposed strategy can
be adapted to account for the limitation, the strategist
should make a reasonable effort to do so.
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Costs
Costs comprise the resources and other expenditures
needed to achieve the desired ends. The broad categories of costs that should be considered are resources,
political costs, and opportunity costs. Resources include
not only monetary costs but also potential human costs
(i.e., deaths and injuries), damaged or destroyed infrastructure and equipment, lost capital, incurred debt,
overall economic losses, and time. Political costs could
include a tarnished reputation or diminished influence,
domestically or internationally. These costs should be
measured not only in tangible outlays and losses but also
in the potential for lost opportunities (e.g., What can you
no longer do as a result of pursuing this strategy, or what
potential negative implications may occur that could lead
to opportunity costs in the future?).
Some costs will be measurable, whereas others will
need to be estimated, including subjective aspects such
as reputation and prestige. The strategist should capture
the anticipated costs as accurately as possible so that
the decision maker can weigh the costs alongside the
potential benefits. In most cases, if the potential costs
outweigh the potential benefits, the strategy may not be
worth pursuing. Sometimes if the option most likely to
achieve success also comes at a very high cost, a decision maker will opt for a less optimal solution that comes
at a more palatable cost. Ultimately, it is the most acceptable cost-benefit ratio that is being sought.
On the other hand, if the threat is severe enough
that an action must be taken regardless of the costs,
then most decision makers will at least seek to mitigate
the costs to an acceptable level. Additionally, the strategist should weigh the cost of inaction; sometimes, the
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cost of not acting will be more severe than the estimated
cost of an identified action, and vice versa.1

Risks
Risks are things that could go wrong with a strategy. There
are both risks to the strategy and risks from the strategy; risks to the strategy are things that could cause the
strategy to fail, while risks from the strategy are negative
consequences caused by a strategy’s implementation.
These risks are often unintended and can be brought on
by faulty assumptions, inaccurate assessments, and incorrect perceptions of the strategic environment, which
underscores the importance of diligently researching
and assessing the international and domestic context, as
well as identifying and testing assumptions.
Risks can be viewed as the combination of the likelihood and severity of what could go wrong. If the consequences of a risk would be severe but the probability is
not very high, the overall risk may be assessed as only
low or moderate. For example, a potential nuclear retaliation in response to a given action would represent very
severe consequences, but if the scale of the proposed
action is very limited or nonmilitary in nature and nuclear
retaliation is very unlikely, then the overall risk may be
calculated as low. However, if the magnitude of the consequences is anticipated to be relatively low but highly
probable, the overall risk may be viewed as unacceptable
For more information on costs, see Strategy, Joint Doctrine Note 1-18
(Washington, DC: Joint Chiefs of Staff, 2018), IV-2; A National Security
Strategy Primer (Washington, DC: National Defense University Press,
2019), 43–44; Terry L. Deibel, Foreign Affairs Strategy: Logic for American Statecraft (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 333–39,
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511806773; and Richard L. Kugler,
Policy Analysis in National Security Affairs: New Methods for a New Era
(Washington, DC: National Defense University Press, 2006), 53–54.

1
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because of the high likelihood. If, for example, it is very
likely that an adversary would attack a partner nation in
response to a planned action, the overall risk may be
viewed as unacceptable if it cannot be mitigated.
In addition to identifying the risks and their associated likelihood and severity, the strategist should also determine whether there are ways to mitigate the risk. Solid
risk mitigation proposals may enable the decision maker
to pursue a strategy that otherwise would not be acceptable. For example, if there is a risk that an adversary will
launch a cyberattack in response to an action, but we
have the ability to neutralize the anticipated attack, then
the risk may be negated.2 Sometimes risk cannot be mitigated fully, at which point the strategist may recommend
risk acceptance, with the specific implications outlined
for the decision maker.
Given that risk assessment requires nuanced analysis of multiple factors and hinges on subject matter
expertise to judge adversary reactions, this is another
instance in which regional experts such as intelligence
professionals or policy specialists should be consulted
to ensure that the judgments and their basis are as informed as possible. Again, it is worth noting that other actors almost certainly weigh these factors differently than
we do in their own risk calculations and strategy-making
processes, and regional experts are best postured to
provide insight into an actor’s calculus.

For more information on risks, see Strategy, IV-2; A National Security Strategy Primer, 44–45; Deibel, Foreign Affairs Strategy, 340–53; and
Kugler, Policy Analysis in National Security Affairs, 43–47.
2
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Constraints and Restraints3
Constraints are factors that limit freedom of action, often in the form of a situation or problem that bounds a
strategist’s options for achieving the desired ends. Constraints can also comprise guidelines that dictate how
we must perform required actions. These constraints will
be further scrutinized using validity tests, also known as
“-ilities tests,” which will be discussed later in this chapter.
Examples of constraints may include:
• Competing interests: Are there conflicting or
competing priorities and interests, whether
internal (i.e., domestic) or external (i.e., those
of partner nations or adversaries)?
• Policy: Is the proposed action consistent with
existing policy? Do the necessary authorities
exist?
• Insufficient resources or means: Are the
needed elements of power, institutions, or
actors limited in any way?
• Values and norms: Are there internal or external boundaries on the proposed action?
Are there moral or ethical considerations?
• Insufficient time: What is realistically achievable within the given time constraint?
Restraints are restrictions on an action or an actor
that may affect strategy or elements of strategy. They are
similar to constraints in that they are limitations, but they
represent things we must not do, and they are often—
but not always—externally imposed.
3
Note that not all strategy guides distinguish between constraints and
restraints. We are doing so here for clarity and to align with U.S. Marine
Corps and Navy terminology, but many strategy guides categorize all of
these limitations as constraints.
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Legal limitations: Does the proposed action
comport with the law? Do the necessary legal authorities exist? If operating overseas,
does the proposed action comport with the
host nation’s laws? Always consult legal professionals to make this determination.
Prohibitions: Have any specific actions been
prohibited, whether by the strategist’s chain
of command or elsewhere in the U.S. government? Are there additional prohibitions
that need to be considered in an allied environment?

Like costs and risks, the strategist should make these
constraints and restraints as explicit as possible in the
final strategy recommendations so that the decision
maker can determine whether they can be shaped in any
way, or whether the proposed strategy needs to be modified to account for the constraints and restraints.4

Overall Effect of Limitations
The strategist needs to consider the overall picture
and assess the factors working for and against the potential strategy options. If the limitations on a given potential
strategy outweigh the potential benefits or the potential
support for it, other options with fewer challenges may
become more attractive.5

For more information on constraints, see A National Security Strategy Primer, 10; and Kugler, Policy Analysis in National Security Affairs, 45,
54–55, 151.
5
For more information on synthesizing limitations, see Kugler, Policy
Analysis in National Security Affairs, 54–55.
4
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Strategy Validation
The strategist will need to assess the potential strategies’ validity or viability using what are sometimes called
“-ilities tests.” A valid strategy should meet each of the
five criteria examined below.6 If the procedures outlined
in the earlier chapters of this primer were followed, many
of these questions should already have been addressed.
Examining these criteria again will provide another check
to ensure all critical aspects are considered. While some
of the themes in the validity tests are similar to those
covered under limitations, organizing the information
into the following categories helps to view the potential
strategies from different angles, ensuring the discovery
of all potential shortcomings and unidentified risks. Once
all of the criteria are assessed, the strategist will also be
able to weigh the potential strategies’ pros and cons for
eventual policy approval by the decision maker.7
1.

Suitability: the suitability test examines the
ends and ways. The strategic goals (i.e., ends
and end states) and ways should be consistent with national interests. If the strategist followed the processes outlined in the
first four chapters of this primer, this check
should be a formality or sanity check, because all of the potential strategies will be
grounded in national interests.
• How will the proposed strategy or strategies affect the actor we seek to influence? How might those actors react

6
For more information on strategy validation, see Strategy, IV-2–IV-3;
and A National Security Strategy Primer, 45–46.
7
For more detail and additional questions and considerations that can
be used for strategy validation, see appendix F.
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2.

to the proposed action? How do we
expect allies and adversaries to respond?
This can be likened to the action-reaction
-counteraction construct in strategic
wargames.
• What effects might the proposed strategy or strategies have on other key strategies, or what might the opportunity
costs be? How might they affect allies
and partners’ interests?
• What are the relative priorities and
trade-offs? What are the regional and/
or national priorities? What trade-offs
are strategic leaders willing to make? Is
there agreement on what the national
interests actually are?
Desirability: the desirability test examines
the ends and means by weighing the expected costs discussed earlier in this chapter
(i.e., real costs as well as opportunity costs)
versus the anticipated benefits, or value, of
achieving the goals. The value of the strategy’s end goals must be compelling to the
government as well as to the public.
• What are the relative value and priority
of the strategy’s goals?
• Are the potential benefits of the strategy worth its potential costs? Perform a
cost-benefit analysis and consider the
worst-case scenarios; would even a marginal return be worth those potential
costs? What are the odds of succeeding? Does it offer a 75-percent chance
of attaining 90 percent of its aims, or
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•

•

•

•

•

only a 50-percent chance of attaining
50 percent of its aims? What does “good
enough” look like in this assessment (i.e.,
zone of tolerance)?
What are the tangible costs, as detailed
above (e.g., material and human resources, financial, economic, and others)?
What are the potential intangible costs,
as outlined above (e.g., international and
domestic relationships, time, political
capital, opportunity costs, reputation,
and more)?
How does our government’s desire to
achieve its aims compare to the other
government’s or nonstate actor’s desire
to deny us our goals (i.e., strength-ofinterest comparison)? What sacrifices
are the respective actors prepared to
make compared to our own government
and population? Will the balance of the
opposing strengths of interest be likely
to change over time? 8
What are the potential risks, as outlined
above, including any collateral effects of
the strategy that could compromise other interests, strategies, and opportunities?
Could the strategy survive unanticipated
problems or risks and absorb reversals,
yet still have the potential to succeed
(i.e., is it robust and flexible)?

8
For a specific example of a strength-of-interest comparison, see appendix C.
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3.

4.

Feasibility: the feasibility test examines the
means (i.e., capacity and capability, including
political will). The appropriate means must
be available, or reasonably feasible to develop, in sufficient quantities and strength as
well as in time to support the strategy.
• What capabilities and capacity can the
nation dedicate to support the strategy?
• What is the rationale for determining
which means are most appropriate for
the strategy? Recalling the causality principle, what action is likely to produce the
desired reaction from the actor in question? Avoid seeing every problem as a
nail because your only instrument is a
hammer. Ensure that the means are appropriate to the task, or if time permits,
develop new means or conceptualize
different ways.
• Do allies support or oppose the strategy? Consider allies’ cooperation as a
force multiplier and their lack of support
as a potential hindrance.
Acceptability: the acceptability test examines
the ways. The strategy should be consistent
with national norms and values.
• Is the action moral and justified? How
will the proposed action’s morality affect
public support for the strategy?
• Is the strategy consistent with international norms and laws? Will it be acceptable to international bodies such as the
United Nations, or regional bodies such
as the North Atlantic Treaty OrganizaCOMPARE, TEST, AND SELECT, PART I
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5.

tion (NATO), the European Union (EU),
the Arab League, the African Union, and
others?
• Are the ends, ways, and means proportional? Weigh the morality of the strategy’s goals, ways of achieving those goals,
and likely results.
• Is the proposed strategy consistent with
our history and national security culture?
• Will presidential involvement be needed
to convince the public and the government that the strategy is in keeping with
our nation’s values? Can the president
shape public opinion on the strategy?
Sustainability: the sustainability test examines time and means. Resource levels and
public commitment should be maintained
over time to achieve the strategic goals. This
criterion is directly related to the other four
“-ilities.” At least initially, if a strategy is suitable, desirable, feasible, and acceptable, it
should inherently be sustainable. However,
these factors can wane or change over time,
so it is important to reevaluate periodically
for sustainability. The strongest determinant
of sustainability is usually desirability; is the
cost worth the benefit, either in protecting
our national interests or promoting them?
If desirability wanes—especially with the
public—it is likely that sustainability will falter
as well.
• How much time may be required to
achieve the desired ends? It will not
serve anyone to be unrealistically optiCHAPTER FIVE
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•

•

•

•

•

mistic in this assessment (i.e., planning
fallacy). Err on the side of prudence and
consider a spectrum of potential outcomes, not just the best-case scenario.
Is the strategy robust enough to be effective in the face of changing strategic
contexts? Will it be adaptable enough to
survive interactions with the adversary’s
strategy? Strategies developed in a vacuum that underestimate countering strategies from the adversary generally will
not be sustainable.
Can political and/or public support, including from key nations, be maintained
over time?
Can the strategy be sustained if there is
a stalemate (i.e., not a failure of the strategy but not a victory either, such as in
Korea or Vietnam)?
Could the strategy become politically
contentious or be used for political purposes?
Will the strategy be vulnerable because
of our election cycle? How much bipartisan support does the strategy have?
Could a compromise or consensus be
forged by political leaders?

Difficulty meeting the validation criteria is an indication of a risk that was not previously identified. That
risk may require limiting the ends we wish to achieve,
increasing the means (with related cost increases), or
modifying the ways to achieve the strategic goal. It may
even represent the risk of failure, which would need to
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be outlined clearly for consideration. It is also possible
that an unforeseen risk emerged during the strategy ’s
implementation, such as an adversary’s skilled adjustments to our actions, an additional adversary joining the
cause, or an ally withdrawing from the effort.
• Are there flawed assumptions? If so, what is
the associated risk?
• What are the severity, likelihood, imminence,
and manageability of the risk?
• Can adjustments be made to the strategy
to mitigate the risk? If so, what are the costs
(i.e., impact on the strategy’s desirability)?
• Have policy makers and/or strategic leaders
been adequately informed of the risks? Be
sure to include thorough risk analysis in the
final presentation of the strategy options.
• Has unanticipated risk arisen that requires
adjustment? An adversary’s calculus or mindset may transform in ways that we could not
foresee because those actions or approaches may not have been typical for the adversary until presented with a catalyst (i.e., our
action).

Elements of Strategic Logic Summary
The elements of strategic logic covered to this point can
be visualized in a variety of ways. Figure 14 emphasizes
the interaction between the strategic environment, the
sources and drivers of policy, and the limitations as separate but interconnected categories. These categories
shape the ends, ways, and means required to formulate
strategy. None of these categories should be considered
in isolation; each element has bearing on strategy development, and each interacts with the others.
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Figure 14. Elements of strategic logic
Marine Corps War College, adapted by MCUP.

After refining the initial potential strategies based on
the limitations and validity tests, strategists will have multiple viable strategies that will need to be examined and
weighed.
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CHAPTER SIX
Compare, Test, and Select, Part II
Strategy Option Assessment

This chapter explores how to assess multiple potential
strategies and analyze their relative strengths and weaknesses so that policy makers can make well-informed
decisions.

Why Generate Multiple Strategies?
Regardless of which model a strategist chooses to use for
strategy making, it is critical to provide decision makers
with multiple viable options. Without multiple options,
senior decision makers may resist the proposed strategy, since they do not relish being boxed in and presented
with what amounts to a fait accompli. Providing multiple,
well-developed options gives them agency in the process
and ensures that they can execute the strategy that best
fits the strategic vision. It also empowers them by crystallizing the trade-offs inherent in the various policy options.1
Additionally, developing multiple options helps avoid
our natural tendency to anchor to an initial preferred opRichard L. Kugler, Policy Analysis in National Security Affairs: New Methods for a New Era (Washington, DC: National Defense University Press,
2006), 36.
1
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tion, potentially overlooking the solution(s) best suited to
our problem. Since strategies are untested hypotheses
for how to achieve the desired ends, those hypotheses
should be tested as objectively as possible.2 Deliberately
exploring multiple potential strategies and conducting a
rigorous review of the relative strengths and weaknesses of those options will help to ensure that all potential
options are explored and that decision makers are prepared for the potential trade-offs and implications of
their choices, including taking steps to mitigate any negative consequences.
Ultimately, the final strategy may require including
multiple nested or layered strategies to achieve the desired effect(s). Perhaps any single strategy would be too
limited or fall short of the desired ends, but in combination or in a sequence, the likelihood of success would be
greatly improved.3 All of these options should be considered during final strategy selection, and using an array of
tools to visualize the advantages and disadvantages of
the various potential strategies can aid in this process.

Assessing the Potential Strategies
The tools provided in this section will enable the strategist
to compare and assess multiple strategies to reveal the
strengths, weaknesses, and trade-offs inherent in each
potential strategy so that decision makers can select the
option—or combination of options—that best fits the
nation’s needs. These tools can help visualize some of
the information gathered during strategy validation.
2
Frank G. Hoffman, “The Missing Element in Crafting National Strategy:
A Theory of Success,” Joint Force Quarterly, no. 97 (2d Quarter 2020):
55–64.
3
For an example of such a process, see Michèle A. Flournoy and Shawn
W. Brimley, “Strategic Planning for National Security: A New Project Solarium,” Joint Force Quarterly, no. 41 (2d Quarter 2006): 82.
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The first step is to select criteria to compare and contrast the strategy options. Showing the differences between the strategy options as clearly as possible will be
particularly helpful for strategy selection because it crystallizes the advantages and disadvantages of each potential strategy for the decision maker. Which elements are
most pertinent to the potential success of the strategy?
Are there costs or trade-offs that have significant implications? Measuring the overall anticipated effectiveness
of each strategy against the specific goals is one way to
compare and contrast the strategies.
The information in table 2 can be used to compare
potential performance across goals, plus the priority of
the goals. If Goal A is the highest priority goal, Strategy
2 would probably be eliminated quickly, given its poor
anticipated performance against this goal (shown in red).
Although Strategy 1 is expected to perform very well
against Goal A, it has low potential against Goals B and
C. In this instance, then, it would depend heavily on how
much more important Goal A is to the decision maker. If
Goal A is the clear priority and Goals B and C are much
lower priorities, then Strategy 1 may be the best option
(shown in bold).

Table 2. Strategy trade-offs, example 1
Anticipated Performance of Potential Strategies
Strategy options
(Priority of goal)

Goal A
(First, by far)

Goal B
(Second)

Goal C
(Third)

Strategy 1

High

Low

Low

Strategy 2

Low

Low

High

Strategy 3

Medium

Medium

Medium

Richard L. Kugler, Policy Analysis in National Security Affairs: New Methods for a New Era (Washington, DC: National Defense University Press,
2006), 74, adapted by MCUP.
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Table 3. Strategy trade-offs, example 2
Anticipated Performance of Potential Strategies
Strategy options
(Priority of goal)

Goal A
(First, marginally)

Goal B
(Second)

Goal C
(Third)

Strategy 1

High

Low

Low

Strategy 2

Low

Low

High

Strategy 3

Medium

Medium

Medium

Richard L. Kugler, Policy Analysis in National Security Affairs: New Methods for a New Era (Washington, DC: National Defense University Press,
2006), 74, adapted by MCUP.

If, however, as in table 3, Goals B and C are only
slightly less important than A, then Strategy 3 may be
the best option, given its anticipated even performance
against all three goals. It is the relative priority that makes
the biggest difference for weighing the options with this
tool.
If the priorities of these goals are relatively even, as
in table 4, the calculus for selecting the strategy probably
would resemble example 2. The decision maker would
probably not want to compromise any of the three goals
with a low-performing strategy, so Strategy 3 would be
the most likely selection.
The chart populated with more specific content
might appear as in table 5. The decision maker may conclude that of the available options, military force is most
likely to yield success on all three goals, but the strategy maker would also need to understand the potential
implications and limitations to ensure all aspects are
analyzed. This chart could also be populated in several
iterations using different considerations for each version
and then compiled for analysis.4
4

For a more detailed tool for measuring performance, see appendix G.

COMPARE, TEST, AND SELECT, PART II
79

Table 4. Strategy trade-offs, example 3
Anticipated Performance of Potential Strategies
Strategy options
(Priority of goal)

Goal A
(Even)

Goal B
(Even)

Goal C
(Even)

Strategy 1

High

Low

Low

Strategy 2

Low

Low

High

Strategy 3

Medium

Medium

Medium

Richard L. Kugler, Policy Analysis in National Security Affairs: New Methods for a New Era (Washington, DC: National Defense University Press,
2006), 74, adapted by MCUP.

Table 5. Strategy trade-offs, example 4
Anticipated Performance of Potential Strategies
Strategy options
(Priority of goal)

Goal A:
Denuclearization
(First)

Goal B:
Cede seized
territory
(Second)

Goal C:
Agree to
cease-fire
(Third)

1. Military force

High

High

High

2. Diplomacy/
threat of force

Low

Medium

Medium

3. Coalition pressure

Low

Low

Medium

Richard L. Kugler, Policy Analysis in National Security Affairs: New Methods for a New Era (Washington, DC: National Defense University Press,
2006), 74, adapted by MCUP.

The costs and limitations will also need to be examined in detail (table 6). Ultimately, the chosen strategy
must consider more than its potential performance. This
is where trade-offs must be considered based on the
limitations and potential implications of each potential
strategy. Table 6 arrays three considerations: the cost,
the potential risk, and the average anticipated perfor-
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Table 6. Strategy cost trade-offs
Trade-offs of Potential Strategies
Strategy options
(Priority
of criterion)

Cost
(Third)

Implications/
risk
(First)

Average
performance
(Second)

Strategy 1

$30 billion

Serious

High

Strategy 2

$20 billion

Moderate

Medium

Strategy 3

$10 billion

Minimal

Low

Richard L. Kugler, Policy Analysis in National Security Affairs: New Methods for a New Era (Washington, DC: National Defense University Press,
2006), 74, adapted by MCUP.

mance. Below the header of the chart is the priority level
of each of those three considerations, wherein the cost is
the least of the concerns and the risk is the greatest concern in this example. The decision maker may judge that
the costs or risks and implications are simply not worth
the potential advantages in performance and decide to
pursue a strategy that will still yield some benefit without
as much risk and with a lower cost. In this example, Strategy 2 may be the preferred choice if the policy maker is
willing to accept some risk for medium performance.

Zone of Tolerance and Strategy Selection
Another way to visualize and compare the various potential strategies is by arraying them on a spectrum according to their anticipated performance within the zone of
tolerance previously mentioned in chapter 3 (figure 15).
When assessing potential strategies’ performance
within the context of the zone of tolerance, it is important
to observe that the closer to the bottom of the spectrum
the strategy falls, the more likely that its performance to-
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Figure 15. Zone of tolerance and strategy selection
Note: the strategies toward the bottom of the graphic are minimally effective, while those toward the top are most effective toward achieving
the ideal end state. Anything that falls below the least tolerable threshold would be unsatisfactory in terms of achieving the desired end state.
The circles represent intermediate objectives.
Marine Corps War College, adapted by MCUP.

ward achieving the desired end state will be suboptimal.
Whether a potential strategy that is suboptimal or lower
on the zone of tolerance will be satisfactory largely depends on the severity of the risk and the priority of the
national interest in question. Also note that proposed
strategies that are less optimal potentially incur more
risk.
The tools and examples in this section are merely a
starting point and can be tailored to portray many of the
criteria presented in the validation section in chapter 5.
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Strategy Termination
Another critical component of the process is to ensure
that the vision for the termination of the strategy is also
deliberately outlined before the strategy is ever implemented, especially if armed force is part of the strategy. Many strategies that seemingly met their objectives
during execution were ultimately viewed as failed efforts.
Why is this? In some cases, this happened because the
vision for strategy termination was not adequately outlined, and operations continued well past the point of
effectiveness. In other cases, it occurred because incremental escalations that were not in line with the original
strategy were executed without commensurate adjustments to the strategy or thorough analysis of the implications of those changes. A third case is overestimating
how well a strategy will meet enduring requirements. We
can sometimes accurately anticipate immediate or interim performance, but the means may not be as effective
in the long-term, especially if not adapted to changing
circumstances. In an environment such as great power
competition, which is likely to endure for some time, the
strategist would need to articulate clearly which efforts
are likely to be somewhat persistent versus those that
should have a clear termination. Finally, faulty assumptions could be involved. For instance, we often incorrectly
assume that regime change ends conflict, when in fact it
is sometimes merely the beginning of conflict, as demonstrated in both Iraq and Libya.
The termination outcomes should be consistent with
the originally envisioned end state conceived in chapter 3.
What conditions do we seek to achieve with this strategy?
The strategy should contain specific measures and criteria for what success looks like as well as how to achieve
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it. It should also contain stipulations for events or criteria
that should trigger ceasing or completing the associated efforts. Have we completed the goals we set out to
achieve? If so, is there any need to continue the effort,
or should it be terminated? If the original ends have not
been met, can the effort be salvaged? Can the strategy
be modified so that the objectives can still be met (e.g.,
potentially including modifying goals or lowering expectations)? Sometimes this will be possible, and sometimes
it will not. Also note that once the strategy has been implemented, war—and the application of any theater security plan—will change the domestic and international
context and subsequently require us to routinely reassess our desired strategic outcomes.5
Therefore, strategy analysis should also contain
qualifications for what failure looks like, such as when
the costs become too high for the benefits of the effort
to be sustainable, or realization that perhaps the original
goal was not attainable. What are the triggers or conditions that would lead us to cease the effort? Just because
resources have been invested does not make the effort
automatically worth continuing. However, the human tendency is to keep investing more resources once we have
committed ourselves to an effort, even when it should
be clear that the benefit we originally sought is no longer
feasible or worth the cost. Outlining the criteria for what
failure looks like in advance provides an objective gauge
to try to avoid pursuing a strategy past its value.
The strategist should also consider what the postexecution environment looks like. What will be required
to sustain the desired ends? Will some sort of monitorHew Strachan, The Direction of War: Contemporary Strategy in Historical Perspective (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 19–20,
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781107256514.
5
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ing mechanism be required, such as treaty compliance
monitoring or peacekeeping troops? If so, does such a
regime already exist, or would it need to be established?
Will it have international support? War should be undertaken to achieve a specific vision of peace. If armed force
is involved in the strategy, will a post-conflict presence
be required after the objectives are achieved to ensure
stability and to support that vision of peace? How many
troops, and for how long? Would this be a coalition or
solo effort? Resource expenditures often do not cease
when the strategy succeeds, and any requirements that
are likely to linger beyond the achievement of the ends
need to be articulated and captured for decision makers.6 It is worth noting that it is often more difficult to
create and maintain peace than it is to initiate war, and
creating and maintaining peace and stability requires effort and oversight.7

6
For more information on war termination, see Kugler, Policy Analysis in
National Security Affairs, 102–3.
7
For more information on the relationship between peace and war as
well as the effort required for peacemaking, see Colin S. Gray, Fighting
Talk: Forty Maxims on War, Peace, and Strategy (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2009).
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CHAPTER SEVEN
Strategy Implementation,
Evaluation, and Revision

Strategies become policy once they are approved, but
strategy development does not end with policy adoption. This chapter will cover how strategy making flows
into policy execution, as well as how it intersects with
planning and operations. It will then move on to how the
strategist observes strategy implementation to evaluate
and adjust for any deficiencies or notable successes in a
strategy.

Policy Approval and Adoption
After testing, analysis, and comparisons, the strategy
options will finally be presented to decision makers for
final policy approval (figure 16). The method and mode
of presentation will vary by organization, but be sure to
include an accurate reflection of the thorough analysis
and considerations that have been formulated for the
various strategy options. Include enough detail so that
decision makers have an accurate representation of any
drawbacks, risks, or trade-offs for each strategy.
As previously noted, once a strategy is endorsed by
a decision maker, it becomes policy. However, that does
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Figure 16. Policy approval and implementation
Marine Corps War College, adapted by MCUP.

not mean that the strategist’s work is over or that the
cycle ends. Strategy selection is merely the beginning of
another phase within nested processes. After the policy is adopted, the pertinent agencies will need to begin
their portions of executing the policy, which generally will
begin with their own subordinate strategy and planning
processes.
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Figure 17. Strategic and operational design levels in the U.S. Department of Defense
This primer primarily deals with strategic/interagency-level grand strategy and national security strategy, shown in the green oval at the top
left. From there, Department of Defense elements will examine the
goals that can be achieved through military means, conduct military
strategy development, and begin operational art design processes.
These processes will not be discussed in further detail here since they
fall outside the scope of this primer, but it is helpful for the strategist to
be able to visualize what happens after policies are adopted.
Joint Operations, Joint Publication 3-0 (Washington, DC: Joint Chiefs of
Staff, 2018), adapted by MCUP.

In the case of the U.S. Department of Defense, there
are complex phases of subordinate strategy making and
planning that occur before operations can be executed,
as seen in figure 17.
Many other agencies will have comparable processes to develop subordinate strategies that are tailored to their particular instrument. However, some of
these strategies may proceed directly to planning how
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to achieve the objectives that fall within their portfolio
based solely on the overarching national security strategy provided to them.

Planning
Planning translates the broad approach (i.e., the strategy) into a detailed solution (i.e., the plan).1 Although processes vary across organizations, each planning phase
will culminate in developing specific goals and objectives,
generating courses of action for how to achieve the objectives, and identifying resources. Parts of this process
may resemble the strategy-making process, but with
more specificity because they are occurring at the operational or tactical level.2

Execution
Once operations are in progress, the strategist will need
to monitor closely for progress and setbacks. Strategies are not executed in a vacuum, and adversaries will
counter with their own strategies, often in unexpected
ways. Since strategies are based in part on assessments
and assumptions, events may proceed in unanticipated
ways, and the strategic environment can change as a result. If the strategy is not performing as anticipated (i.e.,
Joint Planning, Joint Publication (JP) 5-0 (Washington, DC: Joint Chiefs
of Staff, 2017), I-2.
2
There are numerous methodologies to analyze international context
for planning, depending on your home organization’s needs and purpose. Although they will not be covered here, the PMESII-PT (political,
military, economic, social, information, infrastructure, physical environment, and time) and JIPOE (joint intelligence preparation of the operating environment) models are used frequently in the U.S. Department
of Defense (DOD). For more information, see Joint Planning; and Joint
Intelligence, JP 2-0 (Washington, DC: Joint Chiefs of Staff, 2013). For more
detailed guidance on DOD planning processes, see Joint Planning; and
Adaptive Planning and Execution Overview and Policy Framework, CJCS
Guide 3130 (Washington, DC: Joint Chiefs of Staff, 2019).
1
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achieving the political aims at an acceptable cost), the
current ends, ways, and means may need to be adjusted
or even abandoned.3

Evaluation
If the strategy is not working as intended, but the strategist is not certain why, the following questions may assist
in identifying why the strategy is not unfolding as anticipated (figure 18):
• Are there changes in the strategic environment that alter or invalidate the initial strategic context? Have our initial judgments about
the adversary and environment held true, or
were there fundamental misjudgments that
require us to reevaluate the strategic context? As discussed in chapter 6, policy implementation—especially war—can change the
international and domestic context, so the
strategist will need to consider whether the
strategic environment has changed in a way
that requires modifications to the strategy.
• Does the public still favor the policy?
• Are there assumptions or assessments
about the international or domestic context
that proved to be incorrect? If so, how has
that affected our understanding of the strategic situation or the adversary?
• Are there changes in our own national interests or policies that alter or invalidate the
original ends, goals, and objectives?
• Have the threats or opportunities that the
3
A National Security Strategy Primer (Washington, DC: National Defense
University Press, 2019), 46–48.
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Figure 18. Strategy evaluation and revision
Marine Corps War College, adapted by MCUP.

•

•

strategy was trying to address changed, diminished, or amplified?
Have perceived costs exceeded the perceived value? Have the costs overrun the
original projections? Has the value of the
strategy fallen short of expectations?
Have additional constraints arisen that inval-
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•

•

•

•
•

idate the strategy or make it more difficult to
execute?
Are the ends adequately defined and still
relevant and achievable? Are the ways and
means tailored to the ends, and are they still
appropriate for the current situation?
Have any risks come to fruition that fundamentally change the potential for the strategy to succeed? These risks can be anticipated
or unforeseen.
Have adversary strategies or actions caused
unanticipated consequences that alter the
strategy’s potential effectiveness?
Has the strategy failed to meet any subordinate objectives or any aspect of the ends?
Does the strategy still satisfy the validity criteria (“-ilities tests”) outlined in chapter 5? 4

If it is still unclear why the strategy is underperforming, additional thematic issues may be contributing.
These pitfalls can be difficult to recognize or quantify,
since most are caused by faulty assumptions, oversimplification, or the expansion of a mission beyond its original
goals. The strategist can ask whether any of the following
errors occurred, and if so, if adjustments can be made to
correct them:
• Presenting a fait accompli that assumes the
adversary is static. A fait accompli, or donedeal scenario, presents the adversary with a
set of circumstances and assumes they can-

4
For more information on continual assessment and evaluation strategy, see Strategy, Joint Doctrine Note 1-18 (Washington, DC: Joint Chiefs
of Staff, 2018), IV-3–IV-6.
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•

not be undone. However, these situations
can lead to extreme and unanticipated reactions that escalate tensions or conflicts to
a greater extent than anticipated. The strategist should never assume that an actor has
no options other than the ones we desire or
expect, since those assumptions are likely
to be proven wrong quickly and with undesired consequences. Policy actions should
be presumed to be dynamic, and strategists
should anticipate that adversaries will consider multiple options in response to any
given action.
Oversimplifying the nature of the problem.
As demonstrated in chapter 1 and reinforced
in the discussions of the problem statement
and strategic problem set, every strategic environment is complex and unique. Attempts
to oversimplify the nature of the problem
set or even the characterization of our own
strategic approach can put the mission at
risk. For example, using labels such as “limited warfare” can create a general impression
that we are facing an inferior adversary that
will be defeated quickly and easily. However, as already noted, adversaries also have
agency and can react in unanticipated ways.
The intensity or type of adversary response,
especially when invaded or threatened existentially, can expand, protract, or change
the overall course of a conflict or strategy as
well as the nature of our strategic approach.
Inaccurate labels, generalizations, mirror
imaging, or incorrect use of comparisons or
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false analogies can hinder our ability to recognize when a situation escalates or adapts
to changing circumstances. Any time a contemporary problem is compared to a historical event, we must think very carefully about
the dissimilarities in the circumstances to
avoid making critical errors in assumptions
and execution. A strategy will not necessarily work simply because it is just like another
historical example; each situation is unique
and complex and no two are ever truly the
same.
Assuming there is a strategic panacea. No
two strategic situations are alike. If a socalled solution is assumed to be generic,
universal, or adaptable to multiple strategic
problems—including having been used for a
historical issue—the solution is probably not
adequately tailored to the requisite issue.
Emphasizing process over product. As this
primer emphasizes, there is more than one
way to approach strategy making. Creative
and critical thinking are required to avoid
processes that are routine, unimaginative,
predictable, and poorly suited to the problem. The frameworks and models should
guide creative and critical thinking—not hinder, restrict, or substitute for it. This means
thinking through the processes and models
critically and adapting them where necessary. If strategists assume that following a
specific formula will automatically render the
strategy sufficient, the resulting efforts are
likely to fall short of expectations.
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Preselecting the solution and/or creating
straw man options. The opposite problem
of the pitfall above, this occurs when a rigorous process is not used to arrive at the
strategy, or when the process is reverse
engineered to make it appear to decision
makers that only one option is suitable (i.e.,
the “Goldilocks” spectrum of choices, in that
one option is clearly too soft, one is clearly
too hard, and one is just right). This can also
occur because there was not appropriate
interagency representation early enough in
the process to ensure that all viable options
were considered or because there was not
enough creativity and imagination to develop
better options. Regardless of the cause, no
one benefits from shaping data to support a
preferred option, and it drastically increases
the potential for poor decisions since valid
options are being obstructed or overlooked.
Mismatch between intensity of execution and
desired political outcomes. As discussed, the
ways and the means of any strategy need to
be crafted appropriately to achieve the desired ends. If we lose sight of the ends during
the course of operations, it is possible for
tactics to escalate beyond what is necessary
to achieve the ends. Sometimes restraint
is required to achieve the desired reaction
from the adversary, or we risk inciting the
adversary to escalate beyond what we anticipated. The strategist must also ask whether the level of destruction is overkill vis-à-vis
achieving the desired ends, such as creating
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destruction that necessitates rebuilding or
governance support when it was not intended or accounted for as part of the strategy.5

Revision or Termination
After determining precisely what is not working as expected and why, the strategist must identify measures
to correct the identified shortcomings and refine the
strategy. This can be accomplished by going back to the
beginning of the strategy-making process and repeating
the steps as before, but with more information and context to refine the strategy. Also, if the strategist identified specific aspects to address or correct, perhaps only
those aspects need to be reworked, while reviewing the
rest of the strategy for context and to ensure all changes are consistent with the elements that are working. In
essence, the strategy-making process can be viewed as a
big cycle, wherein the feedback gleaned from the execution phase is used to adjust and refine the strategy. This
can happen on a near-continual basis for as long as the
strategy is in effect.
If multiple issues are hindering a strategy’s performance, or the performance is exceptionally poor, the
strategist may have to determine whether the strategy
should be terminated. If the answer to the question “can
this effort be salvaged?” is either “no” or “not without significant costs,” termination may be the best course of
action.
If the strategist already outlined criteria for strategy
termination as recommended in chapter 6, revisions can
draw from that previous work. Were redlines for termination crossed? Is the strategy failing to achieve success
5

Strategy, IV-4–IV-6.
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against its goals? Is it beginning to resemble the failure
criteria laid out in chapter 6? Are the costs too high to
justify the benefits? Are the ends still feasible? Are the
costs still worth the investment based on the current
reality, or should they be considered sunk (i.e., unable
to be recovered because we can no longer achieve the
political aim)? 6
Once the analysis is complete, the findings and
recommendations should be presented clearly to decision makers so that they can weigh the increased costs
against the diminishing value and make a final determination on continuing or ceasing the effort (figure 19).

6
For more information on course corrections, see A National Security
Strategy Primer, 46–48.
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Figure 19. Synthesis of strategic logic and the Marine Corps War College (MCWAR) Strategy Development Model
This figure shows the relationship between the strategic logic and the
ways-focused strategy development methodology covered throughout
this primer. The ways-focused model methodically builds on the elements of strategic logic to develop a holistic ways-driven strategy.
Marine Corps War College, adapted by MCUP.
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CHAPTER EIGHT
More on Power
and Influence

Power is the combination of hard and soft power, as well
as the ability to effectively weave it into the ways and
means of a strategy.1 Effectively wielding power requires
an understanding of context, relative power, and the
amount of power that an adversary is willing to expend
to defend its own interests or simply to thwart an opponent from attaining its own objectives (i.e., similar to
a strength-of-interest comparison). Strategy making also
requires an understanding of how power is best integrated within the myriad strategic approaches available to
the strategist vis-à-vis the power of relevant actors, both
allies and adversaries.2
The effective application of power comprises an ability to manipulate circumstances to one’s favor and communicate in a way that reinforces and helps the United
States realize its goals. Even in cases in which it seems
the balance of power is markedly in an actor’s favor, careful consideration of these aspects of power is required to
1
Joseph S. Nye Jr., The Future of Power (New York: Public Affairs, 2011),
23, 208.
2
Nye, The Future of Power, 209.
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Figure 20. Power and influence have bearing on domestic and international context, drivers of national interests, threats, opportunities,
ways, means, ends, limitations, and more
Marine Corps War College, adapted by MCUP.

ensure a strategy’s ultimate success. As Russia learned
during its invasion of Ukraine in 2022, even a vast power
differential does not guarantee success if that power is
employed in pursuit of a poorly crafted strategy.3
This chapter explores how power relates to strategy
development and the inherent complexities of the very
concept of power, starting with the fact that there is no
universal definition for power as it pertains to strategy.
This chapter presents a definition that captures the stra-

3

Nye, The Future of Power, 207.
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tegic themes of and complements the Marine Corps War
College (MCWAR) Strategy Development Model and also
explores some of the prominent attributes of power.

Defining Power
Power is the ability to elicit behavior from another actor
that yields a preferred outcome. This definition is broad
enough to apply across most strategy-related concepts
as well as varying strategy-development models. Consequently, power is a tool or set of tools that gives one the
capacity to achieve strategic goals. It is not a goal in and
of itself.4 Tangible power is what gives credibility to any
strategy and convinces other actors that one can follow
through on a chosen strategic approach. This is especially true in support of strategies focused on coercion
or deterrence, in which a perception of relative power is
necessary to produce the desired result. There is a communication and negotiation element of the process of
exerting relative power against an adversary.

Power = sources of power + ways + means – limitations/
vulnerabilities/threats  ends
Power (ability to elicit behavior from another actor) = sources
of power (context, national values and interests, influence) +
ways (ability to apply power, strategic approaches, courses
of action) + means (resources, latent power, credibility) –
limitations/vulnerabilities/threats  ends (end state/
preferred outcome)

Terry L. Deibel, Foreign Affairs Strategy: Logic for American Statecraft (New
York: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 157, https://doi.org/10.1017
/CBO9780511806773.
4
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Sources of Power
As described in earlier chapters of this primer, domestic
context and values contribute to a nation’s power. States
possessing substantial economic and military power
have a greater global reach and significantly more options than those with less of this so-called hard power. As
a result, states with vast amounts of such tangible power
can—and often do—pursue more expansive national interests than those with less power and influence. They
also engage across a broader spectrum of issues and regions than those with fewer tangible resources.
Sources of power can also include intangible resources known as soft power that include considerations such as an attractive culture, political values that
resonate at home and abroad, and foreign policies that
project legitimacy and morality.5 Another intangible element of power is the skill in manipulating not only attributes of hard and soft power but also situations and
the psychology of the target adversary, which ultimately
generates outcomes.

How Power and Relative Power
Shape Ambitions
In the MCWAR Strategy Development Model, desired actor behavior relates to ends, the ability to convince other
actors to behave in a way that comports with one’s desired ends. Such convincing implies the employment of
some degree of power, regardless of the form or type of
power (e.g., absolute, relative, hard, soft, mobilized, or latent). Consequently, the use of a state’s power introduces causality vis-à-vis desired actor behavior. To secure
5

Nye, The Future of Power, 84.
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Figure 21. Sources of power and latent power
Marine Corps War College, adapted by MCUP.

its ends, a state must shape its use of the instruments
of power to make sure they are sufficient to secure its
preferred ends. In other words, a state’s ends must be
scoped so that they are achievable via the power (ways
and means) available. One must also consider the time
horizon of any chosen strategic end. If a state’s ultimate
end is world domination, it may have to pursue a series
of intermediate power-building strategies before it feels
ready to challenge the currently dominant nation. For
example, in 1978 Chinese leader Deng Xiaoping had a
vision for what he wanted for China’s future, which probably seemed completely out of step with China’s situa-
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Figure 22. How power and relative power shape ambitions
Marine Corps War College, adapted by MCUP.

Absolute and
relative power;
hard and soft

tion at the time. However, Deng had a plan or a series
of plans and objectives into the twenty-first century that
aimed to ensure long-term success.6
Threats and opportunities also play a role. Nations
with greater power tend to face fewer threats because
they have fewer vulnerabilities than less powerful nations, although this is a generalization and does not always hold true. Correspondingly, more powerful nations
may also have more opportunities as a consequence of
having more power at their disposal.
6
Dan Kopf and Tripti Lahiri, “The Charts that Show How Deng Xiaoping
Unleashed China’s Pent-Up Capitalist Energy in 1978,” Quartz, 17 December 2018.
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Resources and Means
Resources are a prominent component of power.7 Actors with more resources, or means, generally have
more power than those with fewer resources. However,
whether a resource produces power depends on whether these resources can be accessed and employed effectively. Means, however, are but one component of
power. As noted above, means lend credibility as to an
actor’s ability to execute an action, but they are not the
sole driver of power. This applies for both mobilized and
latent power, as covered in chapter 4. A lack of natural
resources can be a vulnerability if there is not a reliable
substitute for key resources.8
Intangible resources, or soft power, include assets
such as culture, values, policies, the form of government,
the reputation of the government at skillful manipulation
of resources and situations, or a reputation as a tough
bargainer. Mobilized resources (i.e., means) that can be
shaped for soft power include intelligence services, information agencies, diplomacy, public diplomacy, exchange
programs, assistance programs, training programs, and
more.9

Mobilized Power versus Latent Power
As discussed in chapter 4, mobilized and latent power
both inform and shape what an actor can achieve, although more time may be required to transform latent
power into mobilized power.

Actual or Mobilized Power
Actual or mobilized power comprises readily available
Nye, The Future of Power, 10.
Nye, The Future of Power, 63.
9
Nye, The Future of Power, 99.
7
8
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resources in the form of physical assets (e.g., financial
resources, materiel, personnel, and more) or potential
power transferred into mobilized power. In other words,
these are the things, tools, and implements that can be
used to execute a strategy and its subordinate courses
of action.

Elements of Power, Latent Power, or Potential Power
Latent power refers to the resources a nation can convert
into capabilities over time. It constitutes a potential for
power versus mobilized or available power. As noted in
chapter 4, elements of power are assets a nation can convert into capabilities or means.
• Tangible elements of power consist of natural resources, geography, human capital,
the economy, industry, research and development, technology, infrastructure, governance and political systems, culture, national
will, international reputation, and other attributes.10 These elements can enhance both a
nation’s absolute power and relative power
when compared to another country’s potential power.
• Power and influence can also include intangible elements of power such as image,
culture, respect, fear, and reputation. These
factors can be difficult to quantify, but leaders often behave in accordance with their
perception of how much power and influ-

Steven Heffington, Adam Oler, and David Tretler, eds., A National
Security Strategy Primer (Washington, DC: National Defense University
Press, 2019), 19–20.
10
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Figure 23. Mobilized power versus latent power
Marine Corps War College, adapted by MCUP.

ence a nation has.11 Social cohesion, political
stability, national character, quality of government/leadership, national will/morale,
intellectual quality, cultural influence, and
influence over international organizations
are additional potential aspects of intangible
power.12

11
For more information on power and influence, see Deibel, Foreign
Affairs Strategy, 157–206.
12
Deibel, Foreign Affairs Strategy, 165.
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Hard Power and Soft Power
In addition to latent power versus mobilized power, another aspect is hard power versus soft power.
Hard power consists of resources and tangible elements such as military and economic assets. Military
power includes strategic resources such as materiel,
technology, budgets, manpower, infrastructure, institutions, industries, inventories, and other assets. A successful economy also produces hard power via resources.
Resources that underpin economic power can include
gross domestic product (GDP), per capita income, technology, natural and human resources, political and legal institutions used in markets (i.e., market structure),
resources for special domains (e.g., trade, finance, and
competition), and more. Notably, oil and gas are important economic resources, but possession of those
resources does not automatically guarantee power. For
example, Russia attempts to create market asymmetries,
but its mere possession of fossil fuel resources does not
automatically make it an economically powerful nation.13
Additionally, in the information age, information rivals resources in some sectors in terms of importance.
Soft power encompasses intangible aspects such as
influence, institutions, ideas, values, legitimacy, diplomacy, culture, reputation, history, and more. A successful
economy also produces soft power by attracting other
actors via its success, which is distinctly different from
hard power in the form of monetary resources.

13
See, for example, Graeme P. Herd, ed., Russia’s Global Reach: A Security and Statecraft Assessment (Garmisch-Partenkirchen, Germany:
George C. Marshall European Center for Security Studies, 2021).
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Absolute Power versus Relative Power
A state’s individual power can be thought of as absolute
power since it exists or it does not, irrespective of what
any other actor possesses. Relative power, however, contains a comparative element within the international
context.14 For example, Brazil, while mildly powerful, is
a superpower when viewed from the perspective of its
South American neighbors. However, when compared to
the United States or China, it is a middling power at best.
Absolute and relative power concepts apply across the
full scope of hard and soft power, from military and economic power to influence.15
A crucial component of relative power is how actors perceive one another—framed as concrete power
versus perceptual power.16 How actors perceive each
other’s power determines how they interact. There is,
of course, a psychological aspect to these perceptions,
since they often depend on the adversary’s context,
such as how an actor views the other actor’s skill at
applying policy tools. Actors also tend to perceive power as an aggregate of tangible and intangible resources.17 It is worth noting that the perception of power
may or may not be accurate, since sometimes actors
seek to deceive others into believing they are more
powerful than they actually are. For example, Iraqi
president Saddam Hussein most likely was purposely
vague about whether he retained a weapons of mass
destruction program because he wanted other actors

Deibel, Foreign Affairs Strategy, 175.
See, for example, Harol Trinkunas, “Testing the Limits of China and
Brazil’s Partnership,” Brookings, 20 July 2020.
16
Deibel, Foreign Affairs Strategy, 193.
17
Nye, The Future of Power, 4.
14
15
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(e.g., Iran) to perceive Iraq as more powerful than it
really was.18
Perceptions of relative power can also inform an
actor’s ability to influence change in others’ actions or
preferences via co-optation, persuasion and attraction
vis-à-vis soft power, and setting agendas.19
• Co-optive power is the ability to get others
to act in a way that is contrary to their initial preference, position, or strategy. This ties
to effective employment of the strategic approaches that were described in chapter 4,
especially for approaches such as coercion
that require co-optive power. Strength of interest also comes into play in that whether
one state is able to change another actor’s
policy depends on how committed it is to
that change, as well as the other actor’s commitment to its current path.20
• Persuasion is a strategic approach that
demonstrates the concept of relative power, since whether an actor is persuadable
is directly tied to its perception of the proponent’s power. This perception need not
be negative; results can also be achieved
through attraction and soft power (e.g., actors can be persuaded via respect for another actor’s position or reputation).21
18
JoAnne Allen, “FBI Says Saddam’s Weapons Bluff Aimed at Iran,” Reuters, 2 July 2009; and Joyce Battle, ed., “Saddam Hussein Talks to the
FBI: Twenty Interviews and Five Conservations with ‘High Value Detainee #1 in 2004,” National Security Archive Electronic Briefing Book no.
279, 1 July 2009.
19
Nye, The Future of Power, 91.
20
Nye, The Future of Power, 10–18.
21
Nye, The Future of Power, 90–94.
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Agenda framing is the ability to raise issues,
suppress issues, and control who participates in the dialogue. In the context of strategy, relative power can determine whether
an actor has the ability to frame agendas
and drive international engagements and
dialogues. Framing and setting such agendas often depends on a state’s powers of
attraction and the use of institutions, such
as international organizations, alliances, and
other relationships.22

Applying Power
Power comprises both resources and the ability to elicit
behavioral outcomes under the MCWAR Strategy Development Model. How one elicits the desired actor behavior aligns with the ways/strategic approaches. It is not just
resources (i.e., means) that generate power but also the
capability to employ them effectively (i.e., ways). Means
without effective ways to apply them are essentially inert.
Power is employed across the full spectrum of strategic approaches to influence or compel others to act
in ways beneficial to the state applying the power.23 As
a result, state actors require credible power to back up
their chosen strategic approaches.
This construct aligns with the spectrum of strategic
HARD 						
Command

frame persuade attract 
 coerce threaten pay sanction
			

SOFT
Co-opt

Source: Nye, The Future of Power, 21.
Nye, The Future of Power, 90–94.
Leslie H. Gelb, Power Rules: How Common Sense Can Rescue American
Foreign Policy (New York: Harper Collins, 2009), 43.
22
23
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Figure 24. Applying power
Marine Corps War College, adapted by MCUP.

approaches (i.e., observe through eradicate), mobilized
power versus latent power, and hard power versus soft
power. On the softer end of the spectrum, the goal is to
influence through actions such as co-optation, persuasion, framing the agenda, and eliciting positive attraction
to obtain desired outcomes. On the harder end of the
construct, an actor is trying to elicit a reaction through
approaches such as commanding, coercing, or threatening. Approaches such as sanctioning or paying (i.e., offering incentives) fall toward the middle of the spectrum.
This attract/co-opt versus command/coerce paradigm
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also can be thought of as push versus pull.24 The range
of potential ways to apply military power also approximates the full scope of the strategic approaches and
can include assistance (e.g., aid and training), protection
(e.g., alliances and peacekeeping), coercive diplomacy, or
fighting.25 Similarly, economic power can be employed
across a range of options from co-optive to coercive.26
Factors that enable an actor to employ the strategic approaches effectively can include strategy, doctrine,
training, organization, capacity for innovation, assistance
from allies, and more. However, capability-based methodology alone cannot predict outcomes, as an actor must
consider the context of the adversary, the environment,
potential reactions to a strategic approach, and more.27
Ultimately, the concept of power comprises virtually every aspect of the MCWAR Strategy Development Model,
from the initial understanding of the strategic environment through the formulation of courses of action and
adopting policies.

Detractors from Power
Limitations and vulnerabilities can detract from power
in its various forms. In terms of limitations, costs require
an actor to weigh the trade-offs in acquiring means versus having potential power in reserve (e.g., investing in
developing a capability versus having the financial reserves in case a more pressing need arises). Other costs
that should be considered in terms of their effect on
power can include opportunity costs, reputational costs,
and factors that may serve to limit the freedom and
Nye, The Future of Power, 20–21.
Nye, The Future of Power, 41–42.
26
Nye, The Future of Power, 21–22.
27
Nye, The Future of Power, 25.
24
25
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Figure 25. Detractors from power
Marine Corps War College, adapted by MCUP.

ability to operate effectively. A strategy that yields risks
may detract from power, particularly if the strategy fails.
For example, wasted resources, investments, and loss
of reputation that result from strategy failures all can
weaken power. Additionally, constraints and restraints
may regulate how power is used, including factors such
as international rules and norms, values, and competing
interests.
A strategic vulnerability occurs when the instruments
or elements of national power are susceptible to denial,
degradation, or destruction by another actor. Another
way to think of a vulnerability would be that a credible
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threat to one’s power exists. This vulnerability can apply
to mobilized or latent power. Vulnerabilities can include
a range of characteristics from inadequate defensive
systems to economic interdependence.28 These vulnerabilities detract from power because they can undermine
or deny capabilities as well as weaken a state’s security.
Additionally, vulnerabilities can detract from other actors’
perceptions of relative power. In short, power—in the
face of vulnerabilities—can be challenged.

Power: Synthesizing the Attributes
Power is a seemingly simple concept that can be inherently understood. However, when the concept is applied
to strategy development, the complexities of power become apparent. Power and influence bear on several
stages of the strategy-making process outlined in this
primer, including domestic and international context,
drivers of national interests, threats (i.e., as a contributing factor to relative power and relative vulnerability), opportunities, ways (i.e., how we engage), means, and ends.
Placed into the context of the MCWAR Strategy Development Model, not only are there many types of power but
power comes into play across the entire model.

Conclusion
This primer encourages MCWAR students to think strategically and to consider the broad range of factors that
compose the strategic environment. However, rather
than being prescriptive about how the student executes
strategy making, this primer demonstrates that there is
more than one way to approach these processes. These
frameworks and models are a starting point to help
28

Nye, The Future of Power, 54.
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structure data and thought processes, but nothing substitutes for creative and critical thinking.
Among the many complex components of strategy,
the strategist should never forget that the adversary
plays a key role in our policy execution. If we want to impact a desired end state, we must consider what actions
are most likely to cause the adversary to react in a way
that will yield that end state. Moreover, we can never assume that our carefully laid-out strategies will work as
intended and continue to pursue them blindly without
assessing efficacy; we need to be able to see the situation objectively and make adjustments. This primer provides specific evaluative criteria that can be examined to
determine the value and effectiveness of our strategies.
Strategies are meant to elicit a desired reaction from another actor. If that is not happening, the strategist must
ask whether there is still a realistic chance of achieving
the desired end state. However, multiple options for how
to think about strategy as well as tools to develop and
compare strategy options, as provided in this primer,
should increase our ability to develop dynamic solutions
to secure our national interests.
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APPENDIX A
Assumptions

As discussed in chapter 1, assumptions are suppositions
that we presume to be true without examining them further. Sometimes we have reasons for believing our assumptions, but we do not provide them in our analysis.
If possible, provide the supporting evidence to give the
decision maker better insight as to the level of uncertainty surrounding the judgment(s), especially if the assumptions are key to other judgments. These statements then
become supported assessments since the rationale and
evidence are provided.
Since we base other judgments on assumptions, it
is critical to make our assumptions explicit for decision
makers along with their assessed criticality, as well as
what might happen if the assumptions prove incorrect.
In other words, what are the implications if the assumptions are incorrect? How detrimental would it be to your
judgments and the proposed strategies? Which assumptions have the greatest impact on the analysis? The tools
provided in this appendix can aid in teasing out those
implications.
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Additional Types of Assumptions
Table 7 is an expanded version of the one included in
chapter 1 (see table 1) and includes additional types of
assumptions that you may encounter.
Examples of Common Assumptions
The examples in table 8 highlight the fact that we often
rely on stated and unstated assumptions to conduct
analysis. However, these types of common assumptions
are not always accurate.

Uncertainty, Criticality, and Implications
What if the assumption is wrong? How detrimental would
this be to your understanding of the problem set and to
your proposed strategies? Figure 26 illustrates the relative potential impact, based on the level of uncertainty
associated with the assumption as well as the criticality
of the assumption. Ultimately, assumptions that are highly uncertain and also very important to the judgment(s)
have the most potential for volatility and extreme effects
on the judgments or strategies they underpin.
Table 9 can be filled out to evaluate critical assumptions to understand their relevance and the strength of
the case.

Key Assumptions Check1
A key assumptions check is a structured process to list
and review the key assumptions that underpin fundamental judgments.
1
This section is adapted from A Tradecraft Primer: Structured Analytic
Techniques for Improving Intelligence Analysis (Langley, VA: Center for
the Study of Intelligence, Central Intelligence Agency, 2009); and Core
Techniques (Washington, DC: Defense Intelligence Agency, 2015). Minor
alterations have been made to conform to current standards for grammar, spelling, and punctuation.

APPENDIX A
118

Table 7. Types of assumptions
Type
of assumption

Definition

Can include

Examples

Framing
assumptions

Mental models
about actor or
system behavior

Beliefs we hold
true about typical
behavior and past
precedents

One actor is a
competitor while
another actor is
an ally
Oppressed
populations
want self-determination
Regime change
ends conflict
During World
War II, Japan
would not attack
the United States
because of the
latter’s military
superiority

Scoping
assumptions

Choices we make
when bounding
an issue

Factors we hold
constant and
assume will not
change

Threat levels will
not significantly
change
Budget will not
significantly
decrease
A leader will remain in power

Factors, drivers,
variables, actors,
events, or timelines that we are
excluding from
the analysis

Only indigenous factions
in a conflict
are examined,
not intervening
foreign forces

Presumptions that
certain events will
or will not happen

Elections in a
particular country will be held
on time
A country will not
develop nuclear
armaments
within a specified
time frame
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Table 7. Types of assumptions (continued)
Evidence
assumptions

Logic
assumptions

How we interpret
and evaluate the
evidence that
supports our
assessments

Stem from the
reasoning we
use to construct
our analysis and
arguments

Information that
can be interpreted in multiple
ways

Imagery showing
equipment missing from a depot
can mean that
it is deployed or
that it is being
repaired

The value we
ascribe to certain
types of information over others

Valuing
intelligence information over the
news or placing
more stock in
video footage
than witness
statements

Using a small
sample to infer
something about
a broader sample

Some Americans
support the
death penalty;
therefore all
Americans
support the
death penalty
(While statistical
inference is a
social science
methodology, it
is more rigorous
than simple
generalizations;
stereotypes
are an example
of this kind of
assumption.)

Extrapolating from
a known situation
to an unknown
situation

Violence in a
conflict zone
will continue
to increase in
line with recent
trends

Presuming a
causal relationship between one
event and another
rather than a simple correlation

You got a
flu shot and
then got sick;
therefore, the
flu shot made
you sick (this
is correlation,
not causation;
jumping to
conclusions is
another way to
think of this type
of assumption)
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Table 7. Types of assumptions (continued)
Bridging
assumptions

Fill critical gaps
in information or
assessments

Missing elements
that are needed
to answer a
question

Cannot confirm a
country has specific capability/
intent but must
assume it does
Saddam Hussein stopped
cooperating with
United Nations
(UN) inspectors
to hide ongoing
weapons of
mass destruction
(WMD) programs

Factors that must
be present to
prove an assessment true or false

Is valid assuming
that preceding goals and
milestones are
successfully met
on time

Defense Intelligence Agency, adapted by MCUP.

When to Use
A key assumptions check is most useful at the beginning
of a project. An individual or a team can spend an hour
or two articulating and reviewing the key assumptions.
Rechecking assumptions can also be valuable at any
time prior to finalizing judgments to ensure that the assessments and recommendations do not rest on flawed
premises. Identifying hidden assumptions can be one of
the most difficult challenges since they are ideas held (often unconsciously) to be true and are therefore seldom
examined and almost never challenged.
A key assumption is any hypothesis that we have accepted to be true and which forms the basis of an assessment, judgment, or argument. For example, analysis
on a military issue may focus on key technical and miliASSUMPTIONS
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Table 8. Examples of common assumptions
A leader . . .

• Is critical to an organization’s cohesion
• Is competent and has sufficient insight and information to assess
risk accurately (not prone to egregious errors or miscalculations)
• Can identify their best interests among a range of competing interests, formulate a plan that maximizes those interests, and then
pursue that plan
• Will retain the loyalty of the government, military, and security services

The state . . .

• Acts as a unitary actor (i.e., policy is coordinated, coherent, and
smoothly synchronized between all policy agents of the state)
• Acts rationally, based on its best interest on that issue, as opposed
to being driven to policy decisions by domestic, bureaucratic, or
interpersonal rivalry considerations
• Will judge that the status quo is better than a long-shot, high-risk
action
• Has (or does not have) aspirations of territorial expansion

The population . . .

• Will accept and support a new constitutionally elected leader
• Will welcome intervening forces as liberators from an authoritarian
leader
• Will only be motivated to civil unrest by economic dissatisfaction
(and not by repression of political freedom, injustice, or inequality
before the law, human rights abuses, or stolen or illegitimate elections)

A military . . .

•
•
•
•
•
•

A terrorist group . . .

• Will continue to be under counterterrorism pressure from the
United States and other countries
• Shares (or does not share) lessons and insight with other cells,
nodes, or networks
• Will continue to receive support from key backers

A system . . .

• Will be developed with no major delays in manufacturing, which
could be caused by sanctions or supply-chain issues
• Will be used how it is intended
• Will not be deployed until units are trained to operate it

Is operating at full or partial strength
Is experienced and battle hardened after years of fighting
Is worn out and battle weary after years of fighting
Is training and not mobilizing for an operation
Is guided by centralized directives indicative of a broader strategy
Having been enabled by foreign assistance, will be perceived by the
population as a legitimate force

Defense Intelligence Agency, adapted by MCUP.

tary variables of a force and assume that it will operate in
a particular environment (e.g., desert, open plains, arctic
conditions, etc.). Other conditions could dramatically alter the assessment. The goal of a key assumptions check
is not to undermine or abandon key assumptions, but
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Table 9. Evaluating critical assumptions
Assumption: write out using
clear and precise language.
Key data: fill in why we believe
the assumption is true.

Inconsistencies, anomalies,
and gaps: include dissenting or
disproving information.

Indicators that we are wrong: fill
in indicators that may show us
we are wrong.

If we are wrong: What is the
impact on the assessment? Ask
for alternative hypotheses, next
steps, or mitigation strategies.

Certainty: How likely is the assumption to be certain/true?

Defense Intelligence Agency, adapted by MCUP.

It seems likely and changes the
assessment if wrong

It seems likely, but
it would not change the
assessment if wrong

CRITICAL ASSUMPTIONS!

Discuss as uncertainty in the analytic line

Potential strategic surprise!

Consider exploratory
analysis to discuss what could
make these assumptions more certain

Potential strategic surprise!

Consider analysis of alternatives
to discuss the impact of these assumptions

Not sure about it, but
it will not change the assessment if wrong

If wrong, the assessment changes,
but it is not likely

Impact: If the assumption changes, does the assessment change?

Figure 26. Criticality of assumptions
Defense Intelligence Agency, adapted by MCUP.

to make them explicit and identify what information or
developments would require rethinking them.

Value
Explicitly identifying working assumptions during an analytic project can help to:
ASSUMPTIONS
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•
•
•
•
•
•

Explain the logic of the analytic argument
and expose faulty logic.
Understand the key factors that shape an issue.
Stimulate thinking about an issue.
Uncover hidden relationships and links between key factors.
Identify developments that would cause you
to abandon an assumption.
Prepare strategists for changed circumstances that could surprise them.

Method
Checking for key assumptions requires us to consider
how our analysis depends on the validity of certain premises, which we do not routinely question or believe to be
in doubt (table 10). To execute the four-step process:
1.
Review the current assessment on the issue
and write it down for all to see.
2.
Articulate all the premises, both stated and
unstated, that are accepted as true for this
assessment to be valid.
3.
Challenge each assumption, asking why it
must be true and whether it remains valid
under all conditions.
4.
Refine the list of key assumptions to contain
only those that must be true to sustain your
assessment. Consider under what conditions or in the face of what information these
assumptions might not hold.
The following are questions to ask during the process:
• How confident are we that this assumption
is correct?
APPENDIX A
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Table 10. Key assumptions check tool
Assumptions

Determine whether
the assumption is
really an assumption.

List all assumptions in
this column.

Choose “yes” or
“no.” Make sure
the assumption is
distinct from your
assessments and
evidence.

Assess the criticality and
strength of each assumption.
1. Choose “high,” “low,”
or “no impact.” To
what extent does the
assessment change if
the assumption proves
to be false?
2. Choose “weak/vulnerable” or “strong.” What is
the likelihood that the
assumption will prove
to be false?*

*Assumptions that are weak or vulnerable decrease the overall confidence in judgments, especially if they have high impact on the assessment.
Defense Intelligence Agency, adapted by MCUP.

•
•
•
•
•
•

What explains the degree of confidence in
the assumption?
What circumstances or information might
undermine this assumption?
Is a key assumption more likely to be a key
uncertainty or key factor?
Could the assumption have been true in the
past but not now?
If the assumption proves to be wrong, would
it significantly alter the analysis? How?
Has this process identified new factors that
require further analysis?

ASSUMPTIONS
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APPENDIX B
Heuristics and Cognitive Biases
in Decision Making

Heuristics are mental shortcuts that our brains use to
simplify complex, contradictory, or confusing issues and
concepts. Heuristics serve an adaptive purpose and help
us reach decisions quickly. This can be vital if we are facing a dangerous, threatening, or overwhelming situation.
However, heuristics often contribute to cognitive biases,
or systematic patterns of deviation from norms or rationality in judgment, which can lead to errors in thinking.
Social pressures, individual motivations, emotions, and
limits on the mind’s ability to process information can exacerbate these biases.1
We assimilate and evaluate information through
“mental models,” also called “mind frames” or “mindsets.”
These are experience-based constructs of assumptions
and expectations about the world in general and about
specific subjects. These constructs influence what information the mind will accept—usually information that
comports with unconscious mental models is more likely
Kendra Cherry, “Heuristics and Cognitive Biases,” Verywell Mind, 10
January 2020; and Kendra Cherry, “What Is Cognitive Bias?,” Verywell
Mind, 19 July 2020.
1
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to be perceived and remembered than information that
is at odds with them.
Mental models allow us to process what otherwise
would be an incomprehensible volume of information.
However, they can cause us to overlook, reject, or forget important incoming or missing information that is
not in accord with our assumptions and expectations.
Seasoned analysts and subject matter experts may be
more susceptible to these mindset problems as a result
of their expertise and past success in using time-tested
mental models. The key risks of mindsets are that we
perceive what we expect to perceive; that once formed,
mindsets are resistant to change; that new information
can be assimilated, sometimes erroneously, into existing
mental models; and that conflicting information is often
dismissed or ignored.2 In crisis scenarios, these biases
will become even more influential and difficult to overcome if they are not actively identified and examined.3
Cognitive and perceptual biases in human perception and judgment are an important reason to consider
alternatives. Try to think of ways to mitigate the influence
of these biases in your decision making to make betterinformed choices. Appendix H will introduce structured
analytic techniques that can help to uncover biases and
heuristics.

2
Richards J. Heuer Jr., Psychology of Intelligence Analysis (Langley, VA:
Center for the Study of Intelligence, Central Intelligence Agency, 1999),
8–14.
3
A Tradecraft Primer: Structured Analytic Techniques for Improving Intelligence Analysis (Langley, VA: Center for the Study of Intelligence, Central
Intelligence Agency, 2009), 1–2.
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Common Biases, Heuristics,
and Logical Fallacies4
Actor-observer bias

Ad hominem attack

Affect heuristic

Ambiguity effect

Attributing your own actions to
external causes while attributing others’ behaviors to internal
causes. Example: you attribute
your high cholesterol to genetics while you consider others
to have a high level due to poor
diet and lack of exercise.
Attacking the person instead of
the argument, the logic, or the
evidence.
Relying on your emotional state
to form an opinion (positive or
negative) or make decisions.
This is often referred to as a “gut
reaction.”
Gravitating toward clear outcomes versus unclear outcomes,
even if the unclear option may
be more favorable. Also occurs
when initial exposure to ambiguous or blurred stimuli interferes with accurate perception,
even after more or better information is available.

4
Portions of this list are adapted from Peter A. Facione, Critical Thinking:
What It Is and Why It Counts (San Jose, CA: Insight Assessments, 2020);
Col Stephen Gerras, USA (Ret), “Thinking Critically about Critical Thinking: A Fundamental Guide for Strategic Leaders,” U.S. Army War College, August 2008; A Tradecraft Primer; Cherry, “What Is Cognitive Bias?”;
and Cherry, “Heuristics and Cognitive Biases.” Minor alterations have
been made to conform to current standards for grammar, spelling, and
punctuation.
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Anchoring

Relying too heavily on the first
piece of information learned
and refusing to adjust thinking
after forming an initial opinion.
Groups will often anchor to the
first suggestion presented, even
if better solutions follow it. This
also refers to the inability to
recognize when situations are
changing over time because of
anchoring to initial perceptions.
Appeal to
Attributing greater accuracy to
(unqualified) authority an authority figure’s opinion (unrelated to its content) and being
more influenced by that opinion.
Example: a celebrity endorsing a
political candidate or policy.
Appeal to fear
Attempting to create support
for an idea by attempting to increase fear toward an alternative. Sometimes referred to as
coercing others to support your
point of view.
Appeal to the masses Believing that a proposition
must be true because many or
most people believe it.
Association fallacy
Creates an irrelevant association or generalization by virtue
of emotions that falsely equates
one thing with another; assumes
the qualities of one thing are inherently the qualities of another. Example: cancer = death.
Attentional bias
When perception is affected by
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Attribution
Availability heuristic

Bandwagon effect

Confirmation bias

Consistency bias

selective factors in our attention; paying attention to some
things while simultaneously ignoring others. This complicates
our ability to consider alternatives objectively when our mind
is occupied with one potential
solution.
See fundamental attribution error.
Basing information and judgments on what comes to mind
quickly versus giving the issue
deeper thought. You give greater credence to this information
and tend to overestimate the
likelihood of similar things happening in the future. Probability
estimates are influenced by how
easily one can imagine an event
or recall similar instances.
Adopting a certain behavior,
style, attitude, or belief simply
because everyone else is doing
it.
Favoring information that conforms to existing beliefs and discounting evidence that does not
conform. Also known as “cherry
picking” information.
Conclusions drawn from a small
body of consistent data engender more confidence than ones
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Discredited evidence

Dunning-Kruger
effect5

Einstellung effect6

Expectation bias

False analogy

drawn from a larger body of less
consistent data.
Even though evidence supporting a perception may be proven
wrong, the perception may not
change quickly.
Believing that one is smarter
and more capable than they
really are. The inability to recognize one’s own incompetence.
Illusory superiority despite low
ability.
The natural tendency to solve a
problem the same way as before
despite new, better, or simpler
options existing. Often creates a
barrier to creative thinking.
When expectations about an
event influence perceptions.
We perceive what we expect to
perceive. More (unambiguous)
information is needed to recognize an unexpected phenomenon.
The comparison drawn between
two similar events is not strong

5
David Dunning, “The Dunning–Kruger Effect: On Being Ignorant of
One’s Own Ignorance,” in Advances in Experimental Social Psychology, vol.
44, ed. James M. Olson and Mark P. Zanna (San Diego, CA: Academic
Press, an imprint of Elsevier, 2011), https://doi.org/10.1016/B978-0-12
-385522-0.00005-6.
6
Abraham S. Luchins, “Mechanization in Problem Solving: The Effect of
Einstellung,” Psychological Monographs 54, no. 6 (1942): i–95, https://
doi.org/10.1037/h0093502.
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False cause

False consensus
effect

False dichotomy

Functional fixedness

Fundamental
attribution error

enough to support the conclusion being drawn. Also known as
a weak analogy.
Assuming a second event was
caused by a preceding event
without proving a causal relationship or without distinguishing between correlation and
causation.
Seeing your own choices and
views as more common or acceptable than they really are.
Overestimating how much other
people agree with you.
Presenting only two possible alternatives when in reality many
options exist, or portraying options as mutually exclusive when
they may overlap.
The tendency to see objects
as only working in a particular
way. Example: not seeing that
a wrench can also be used to
drive a nail if you do not have
a hammer. This can extend to
people’s functions, such as not
realizing that civilians or political
appointees can have a thorough
understanding of military and
defense issues.
Others’ behavior is attributed
to some fixed nature of the person or country, while our own
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Halo effect

Illusion of control

In-group bias

Mirror imaging

behavior is attributed to the situation in which we find ourselves.
Overemphasizing dispositional
or personality-based explanations for behaviors observed
in others while underemphasizing situational explanations.
Example: everything a particular
country does has malign intent
because it is an adversary.
Your overall impression of a
person influences how you feel
and think about their character.
Example: if you personally like
someone, you are more prone
to think highly of their work,
whereas if you personally dislike
someone, you are more prone
to find fault with their work, even
if the work is consistent.
Overestimating the ability to
control the outcome, especially
over issues that one does not or
cannot influence.
Favoring one’s own group over
outsiders. This can be expressed
in evaluation of others, allocation of resources, etc. Also
known as in-group favoritism or
intergroup bias.
Assuming that other actors will
act as you would under similar
circumstances. Especially per-
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vasive regarding other cultures,
states, or nonstate actors.
Misinformation effect When post-event information interferes with the memory of the
original event. It is easy for memory to be influenced by what you
hear about the event from others after the fact. Knowledge of
this effect has led to a mistrust
of eyewitness information.
Missing information
It is difficult to judge the potential impact of missing evidence,
even if the information gap is
known.
Optimism bias
Believing that you are less likely
to suffer from misfortune and
more likely to attain success
than your peers.
Overconfidence effect Overcalibration of probabilities. Confidence in one’s judgments is greater than the
objective accuracy of those judgments. In assessing a probability
estimate, people are often overconfident, especially if they have
considerable expertise.
Pessimism bias
Believing that you are more likely to suffer from misfortune and
less likely to attain success than
your peers.
Planning fallacy
When optimism clouds judgment as to how long a project
might take to accomplish, how
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Rationality
assumption

Recency bias

Red herring

Resistance to change
Risk/loss aversion

Satisficing

much the project might cost,
the risks associated with the
project, or all of the above. This
is a key pitfall regarding operational and campaign planning.
Events are seen as part of an
orderly, causal pattern. Randomness, accidents, and errors tend
to be rejected as explanations
for observed events. Example:
the extent to which other people or countries pursue a coherent, rational, goal-maximizing
policy is overestimated.
People tend to recall the most
recent information more accurately than previously heard or
experienced information.
Deflecting debate away from
an issue using information that
seems important and related
but in reality has little to do with
the original question.
Perceptions resist change even
in the face of new evidence.
Worry about the threat of loss
unduly affects decision making
compared to keeping the status
quo or achieving potential gains.
Searching for available alternatives only until an acceptability threshold is met, without
searching further for a more
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Self-serving bias

Similarity heuristic

Simulation heuristic

Slippery slope fallacy

Straw man argument

Sunk costs fallacy

ideal alternative. At that point,
the solution is considered good
enough.
Taking credit for positive events
and blaming others for negative
events. Example: when you win
a poker hand, it is because of
your skill at reading the other
players and knowing the odds;
when you lose, it is because the
dealer dealt you a poor hand.
Making judgments based on the
similarity between current situations and other situations or
prototypes of those situations.
Gauging the likelihood of an
event based on how easy it is to
imagine.
Believing that a relatively small
first step leads to a chain of
related events culminating in
some significant effect, even if
the evidence does not support
that this chain of events will actually take place.
Creating a fallacious argument
by distorting an opposing position to make it easier to attack.
Continuing an effort or continuing to pursue an option if time,
money, or other resources were
already invested in it, even if it
becomes clear that the goal is
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no longer attainable or no longer worth the cost. Invested
resources cannot be recouped,
but that does not make further
investment worthwhile.
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APPENDIX C
Strength-of-Interest Comparison

As discussed in chapters 1 and 6 of this primer, the
strength of a nation’s interest plays a large role in the domestic context of an issue as well as the sustainability of
potential strategies. However, it is not only the strength
of interest within one’s own nation that matters—it is
also the comparison of that interest to that of the other
actor in question.
While it can be easy to underestimate how much this
comparative ratio matters, if an opponent’s strength of
interest on an issue far outweighs our own, success is
likely to be far more difficult for us to achieve. For example, North Vietnam’s (Democratic Republic of Vietnam)
strength of interest to maintain control of its own territory and eject an invading force proved to be far greater
than the United States’ desire to do everything necessary
to win the conflict decisively and prevent the spread of
Communism.
As noted in this primer, subject matter experts
should be consulted to ensure that these interests are
examined from that actor’s perspective vice our own (i.e.,
to avoid mirror imaging). The choices our adversaries
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make may not always seem rational or logical to us unless we have a deep understanding of their calculus and
what they value. Immaterial principles, ideas, emotions,
traditions, or beliefs may fuel those values and actions
in a way that we cannot fully anticipate without a solid
understanding of the actor(s) and their culture. These
factors may also fuel the actor’s commitment to certain
actions or goals in ways that seem illogical to us from a
cost-benefit perspective, such as a willingness to endure
what seems like intolerable punishment simply because
of the depth of the actor’s will, determination, and commitment to a goal or interest.
Below are some tools and guidelines to explore opposing strengths of interest:

Step 1
Begin by listing what an actor’s assessed principle national interests are, heeding the recommendations above.
For example, a list of national interests for Iran may appear as follows:
• Its own security, especially from hostile
neighbors and especially from Israel. (Nuclear weapons are one mechanism Iran might
pursue to achieve this.) This also includes security from the United States, due to fear of
potential efforts toward regime change.
• Regional influence/primacy. The type of influence Iran wants probably necessitates
displacing the U.S. presence in the region to
remove the counterbalance.
• Regional stability and allies, especially visà-vis Syria and Iraq. Supporting Shia militia
groups (SMG), Lebanese Hezbollah, and
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•
•
•
•

Hamas is a means to an end to maintain allies in the region.
Stable population that cannot challenge rule
or theocracy.
Economic resilience/prosperity, which enhances stability.
Hold to the principle of Velayat-e Faqih, with
Iran as guardian of Shi’ism.
Eradication of Israel (though this is probably
more of a long-term aspirational and rhetorical goal than one Iran probably plans to pursue actively or anytime soon).

As a part of this step, you can also outline your assumptions. In this particular case, we might want to set some
assumptions and assessments about what Iran does not
want or is not willing to do. Iran probably does not want:
• Territorial expansion.
• Near-term conflict with the United States
or Israel (although this does not mean Iran
would not pursue conflict if pushed to do so
or if it feels threatened).
• Long-term conflict or instability in its own region.

Step 2
List the principal U.S. interests for engagement with that
actor or region:
• Prevent attacks on the U.S. presence in the
region.
• Prevent Iran from developing nuclear weapons.
• Stem Iranian meddling in regional conflicts,
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•

•
•
•

including via SMGs, Hezbollah, and Hamas,
to increase regional stability.
Lessen repression of the Iranian population
and promote a regime more favorable to
U.S. values. (This is a desired end state; there
could be multiple ways to get there.)
Oil security.
Stem Iranian (Shia fundamentalist Islamist)
influence.
Security for Israel.

As part of this step, you may also want to determine any
significant restraints on our interests (i.e., lines we do not
want to cross). The United States does not want:
• Increased instability in the region.
• To exacerbate humanitarian or economic
crises.

Step 3
Determine whether these interests coalesce around related themes and align the related interests to each other. This may require filling in some holes in the logic or
thinking about parallel interests on a related area if you
have blank cells in table 11.

Step 4
Add the assessed strength of interest on each side of the
issue (the strength of interest is shown in red in table 12).

Step 5
At this point, you will be able to match up the various
interests with potential strategies that are being considered to gauge whether our strength of interest is likely to
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Table 11. Examples of related interests
Issue

Iran’s national interests

U.S. interests vis-à-vis Iran

Influence

Regional influence/
primacy (probably
necessitates displacing
U.S. presence)

Prevent attacks on U.S.
presence in the region;
maintain influence and
ability to operate in the
region

Security

Its own security, from
neighbors and especially from Israel (obtaining
nuclear weapons is one
mechanism to achieve
this), as well as from the
United States (fear of
regime change)

Prevent Iran from obtaining nuclear weapons;
maintain stable balance of
power in the region

Regional
stability

Regional stability and
allies, especially vis-à-vis
Syria and Iraq (supporting SMGs, Hezbollah,
and Hamas is a means
to an end)

Stem Iranian meddling in
regional conflicts (such
as those involving SMGs,
Hezbollah, and Hamas) to
increase regional stability

Population

Stable population that
cannot challenge rule
or clergy

Less repression of population; a regime more
favorable to U.S. values

Economic

Economic stability
and prosperity (which
enhances stability)

Oil security

Shi’ism

Velayat-e Faqih/protectors of the Shia religion

Stem Iranian (Shia
fundamentalist Islamist)
influence

Israel

Eradication of Israel
(though more of a
long-term aspirational
and rhetorical goal than
one that will be actively
pursued anytime soon)

Security for Israel

Marine Corps War College, adapted by MCUP.
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Table 12. Examples of strengths of interests
Issue

Iran’s national Interests

U.S. interests vis-à-vis Iran

Influence

Regional influence/
primacy (probably
necessitates displacing
U.S. presence)
HIGH

Prevent attacks on U.S.
presence in the region;
maintain influence and
ability to operate in the
region
HIGH (but decreasing)

Security

Its own security, from
neighbors and especially from Israel (obtaining
nuclear weapons is one
mechanism to achieve
this), as well as from the
United States (fear of
regime change)
HIGH

Prevent Iran from obtaining nuclear weapons;
maintain stable balance
of power in the region
HIGH (but decreasing)

Regional
stability

Regional stability and
allies, especially vis-à-vis
Syria and Iraq (supporting SMGs, Hezbollah,
and Hamas is a means
to an end)
HIGH

Stem Iranian meddling in
regional conflicts (such
as those involving SMGs,
Hezbollah, and Hamas) to
increase regional stability
MEDIUM

Population

Stable population that
cannot challenge rule
or clergy
HIGH

Less repression of population; a regime more
favorable to U.S. values
MEDIUM (but decreasing)

Economic

Economic stability
and prosperity (which
enhances stability)
MEDIUM

Oil security
MEDIUM (but decreasing with increase of U.S.
production)

Shi’ism

Velayat-e Faqih/protectors of the Shia religion
HIGH

Stem Iranian (Shia
fundamentalist Islamist)
influence
MEDIUM

Israel

Eradication of Israel
(though more of a
long-term aspirational
and rhetorical goal than
one that will be actively
pursued anytime soon)
HIGH (but long-term)

Security for Israel
MEDIUM

Marine Corps War College, adapted by MCUP.
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stand up to that of the other actor. For instance, many
of Iran’s interests are driven by survival, proximity, and
regional aspirations, whereas the United States’ interest
and engagement in the Middle East have been waning
in recent years. A nation’s interest will naturally tend to
be stronger on issues that affect it or its region directly,
whereas issues that are farther away and indirect naturally will not be as compelling if they do not fall into the
survival or vital interest categories.
If we are considering a strategy or elements of a
strategy where our strength of interest is outweighed by
the other actor’s strength of interest, we need to consider whether there are ways to offset the difference, or
whether the strategy is worth pursuing if the strength of
interest is not on par. If the strength of interest is unlikely
to increase, the strategist will need to consider whether
the issue is really a priority worth pursuing, and what level of investment (e.g., resources, time, etc.) it merits.
Part of the calculus also will be how this issue stacks
up against all of our other priorities. For example, where
does engagement in Syria fall in comparison to all of our
other priorities, such as China and Russia? When combining these two factors—the estimation that Iran’s stake
in the issue (i.e., strength of interest) is higher than ours,
plus the judgment that our strength of interest in other
priorities is probably far greater than this specific issue—
the overall strength of interest in engagement in Syria
appears to be relatively weak at this particular time.
Another element that should be considered as part
of the strength of interest is the validity, or “-ilities tests”
discussed in chapter 5—in particular, the suitability, desirability, and sustainability of pursuing the issue. Do the
costs and limitations make it less desirable to pursue this
issue? What is the cost-benefit ratio? What are the potenAPPENDIX C
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tial opportunity costs, especially regarding other priorities? What is the sustainability over time?
You will need to summarize your assessments of
the issue succinctly for the principle. For example, in this
case you may indicate that Iran has a much greater stake
in the outcome of the Syria conflict than we do, given its
proximity and desire to maintain Syrian president Bashar
al-Assad as an ally in the region. You should also convey
the bottom line regarding where the issue falls compared
to our other priorities. These key elements can help give
the decision maker additional context on whether pursuing a particular strategy is likely to achieve sufficient
benefits at an acceptable cost.
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APPENDIX D
Additional Strategic Approaches

The following additional strategic approaches can be
used offensively or defensively, depending on how they
are applied.1 See chapter 6 and appendix G for assessment tools to determine which approaches might be
most effective.

Wedge Strategy
A wedge strategy can be defined as a state’s attempt to
prevent, break up, or weaken a threatening or blocking
alliance at an acceptable cost. When the strategy is successful, the state (i.e., the divider) gains advantage by reducing the number and strength of enemies organized
against it. Because wedge strategies can turn opponents
into neutrals or allies, they can trigger surprising power
shifts with significant consequences for war and peace
and the trajectory of international politics.
1
This appendix is adapted from Timothy W. Crawford, “Preventing Enemy Coalitions: How Wedge Strategies Shape Power Politics,” International Security 35, no. 4 (Spring 2011): 155–89, https://doi.org/10.1162/ISEC
_a_00036. Minor alterations have been made to conform to current
standards for grammar, spelling, and punctuation.
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Wedge strategies that “selectively accommodate”
one adversary (i.e., a target nation) while standing firm
against other adversaries are more likely to divide an opposing coalition than strategies that rely on confrontation
and coercion. Additionally, selective accommodation is
most effective in promoting neutral alignment outcomes
or inducing targets to become or remain neutral. Finally,
selective accommodation works best when dividers manipulate secondary interests (e.g., assets in peripheral
areas, existing alliance ties, economic relationships, and
market positions) that benefit targets in ways that are important to the targets, yet are largely under the dividers’
control.
Dividers prefer selective accommodation strategies
when they are likely to matter most—that is, when a dangerous alliance is likely to form or persist and the divider
has some ability to use inducements to counteract the
threat. By contrast, states are more likely to opt for confrontation when dividing their adversaries seems easy or
less important, or when they have no other choice. Either
way, such strategies are unlikely to greatly benefit the divider. In the first scenario, the divider confronts its adversaries because they seem prone to disunity or their unity
does not pose a great danger, or both. In the second
set of circumstances, the divider attempts confrontation
even though it is almost certain to backfire; the divider
is grasping at straws, and the situation cannot become
much worse. To better understand how and when selective accommodation strategies are likely to achieve success, one can incorporate two factors into the analysis:
the target’s costs of alignment change and the divider’s
costs of inducing it.
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Realignment
Realignment strategies seek to shift a target from an opposing alliance to a friendly one. To induce such a defection, the divider must offer rewards significant enough
both to compensate the target for the blow it will suffer
to its credibility and prestige and to benefit the target
strategically.

Dealignment
A divider using a dealignment strategy tries to induce
the target’s neutrality, a less costly and less dangerous
form of defection than realignment. The target must still
pay the reputational and strategic costs of abandoning
an ally, but it can finesse its defection through rhetorical
sophistry, legalistic treaty interpretation, and claims of
unpreparedness in a way that it could not if it flagrantly
switched sides. A dealignment strategy may also serve a
preventive purpose: to neutralize a target before its commitment to an ally grows stronger.

Prealignment
A prealignment strategy seeks to preserve the neutrality of a target that is not yet formally allied but is prone
to join the enemy camp. Perceiving that propensity, the
divider acts to forestall further movement in this direction. Inducing a target to remain neutral is easier and
less costly than trying to detach it after it has joined an
alliance.

Disalignment
A divider using a disalignment strategy seeks to weaken
a target’s cooperation within an opposing bloc without
trying to convert the target into a neutral or an ally. Enticing targets into such bargains is relatively easy, because
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targets do not have to pay the costs of defection to benefit from them. Ideally, the divider’s policy will create or
aggravate tensions between the target and its allies and,
beyond that, reward the target for adopting policies that
weaken their collaboration.

Appeasement, Compensation,
and Endorsement
There are three main forms of selective accommodation:
appeasement, compensation, and endorsement. Each
rewards the target on issues to which it attaches major
importance. Appeasement is the most costly type of selective accommodation, since the divider offers a direct
concession to the target that is of primary interest to the
divider. Compensation, which uses inducements based
on secondary interests, is less costly. Endorsement is
usually the least costly; for example, the divider supports
the target’s position in a conflict between the target and
the target’s ally.
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APPENDIX E
Expanded Information on Diplomatic
and Economic Instruments

The diplomatic instrument (table 13) builds up relationships over time to lay the foundation to solve problems
based on shared interests. This table takes a broader
view of the diplomatic instrument than the construct
in the main text of this primer, but it may provide a different, useful perspective. Also note that there is some
crossover among the instruments of power.
The economic instrument (table 14) uses economic
powers of statecraft to advance the interests, goals, and
objectives of the state. This table takes a broader view of
the economic instrument than the construct in the main
text of this primer, but it may provide a different, useful perspective. Also note that there is some crossover
among the instruments of power.
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Table 13. The diplomatic instrument
Is a concept or way
Relies on:
Constraints and
expressed through
• Global interdeconsiderations:
specific tools, includpendencies
• Global interdeing the following:
• Strength and
pendencies
• Negotiations,
power of rela• Relationships
persuasion,
tionships
and weaknessassurances, and
• International
es
compromise
and domestic
• Foreign and
• Treaties
policies
domestic
• Relationships
• Flat implementapolitics
and contracts
tion of diplomat• Physical
• Multilateral
ic structures
isolation (postinstitutions
• Bureaucratic
9/11)
• Money
functions
• Costs and
• Alliances,
• Consistency over
efforts to
coalitions, and
time despite
maintain
partnerships
political changes
• Lack of re• Multilateral/
at home
sources (e.g.,
international
• Threat status
manpower or
institutions
• Presence
money)
• Formal state-to(geographic
• U.S. strategic
state dialogue
personnel)
interests
• Public diploma• Words
• Missing the
cy and activism
• Individual moti“masses” (i.e.,
inside countries
vations
the “youth
• Public opinion
bubble”)
polling
• Congressional
• Embassy reportmandates
ing
• May be issue
• Framing the
beyond diploissue
matic capacity
• Back-channel
diplomacy
• Institutionalized regional
expertise “good
offices”
• Informal interactions
• Diplomatic
functions or
representation
Marine Corps War College, adapted by MCUP.
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Table 14. The economic instrument
Is a concept or way
expressed through
specific tools, including the following:
• Development
• Humanitarian aid
and/or assistance
• Arms sales
• Sanctions
• Embargoes
• Monetary policy
• Debt relief
• Assets
• Private organizations
Sanctions as punitive
statecraft include the
following:
• Trade embargoes
• Trade boycotts
• Tariff increases
• Product dumping
• Preclusive purchasing
• Aid suspensions
• Asset freezes
• Expropriations
• Capital controls
• Currency manipulations

Ways we use the
tools (means)
to achieve our
ends:
• Persuasion
• Image
• Behavior
change
(e.g.,
autocrats/
democratization)
• Inducement
• Coercion
There are
multiple uses of
the ways based
on the desired
outcome

Economic assistance
as positive statecraft
includes the following:
• Grants
• Loans
• Technical assistance
• Debt relief
• Investment guarantees
• Trade preferences
• Trade credits
Marine Corps War College, adapted by MCUP.
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Constraints and
considerations:
• Measure-ofeffectiveness and
measure-ofperformance
assessments are
challenging
• Unilateral action
can be difficult
• Requires buy-in
• Challenge of
domestic support
(e.g., poor perception of foreign aid)
• Hard to predict
second- and
third-order effects
and unintended
consequences
• Fiscal constraints
• Personnel/
resource constraints
• Consider how aid
is perceived by
target nation
• Unintended
consequences of
sanctions (e.g.,
moral issues)
• Civilian sector
control
• Prioritize limited
resources
• Complexity of
nongovernmentalorganization and
internationalorganization
integration into
strategies

APPENDIX F
Additional Subject Areas
for Comparative Analysis
of Potential Strategies

The following subject areas amplify the comparative
tools provided in chapter 6 and can be used to perform
deeper analysis to validate and compare multiple potential strategies.1

Visions, Values, and Ambitions
An early subject of study should generate an outline of
the visions, values, and ambitions of the policy. What is
this option’s heart and soul? What is it trying to achieve,
and what underlying values and calculations does it represent? Does it provide for a sufficiently strong assertion
of U.S. power and resolve to get the job done? Does it
have a vision that is bold and clear, rather than cautious
and muddled? Is it wise and mature, rather than impulsive and foolhardy? Does this option carry forth existing
policy, reflect a linear extrapolation of it, or overturn it

This appendix is adapted from Richard L. Kugler, Policy Analysis in National Security Affairs: New Methods for a New Era (Washington, DC: National Defense University Press, 2006), 42–47. Minor alterations have
been made to conform to current standards for grammar, spelling, and
punctuation.
1
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by crafting an entirely new policy and strategic rationale?
How ambitious is this policy? Are its aims modest, or
does it aim high? How realistic are its aspirations, and do
they reflect the best traditions of American values? Does
this option propose to achieve the U.S. goal fully or only
partially? Is it based on a sensible reading of events and
U.S. priorities, rather than stretching credibility in both
areas?

Main Actions, Instruments,
and Other Characteristics
What does this option propose that the United States
should do in terms of concrete actions, and what instruments does it intend to use? Does it create a simple
agenda, or does it require multiple activities and instruments? Do these activities and instruments easily blend
together into a coherent whole, or are they not natural
partners of each other? Does blending them require a
great strategic labor? What other characteristics mark
this option?

Theory of Actions and Consequences
What is this option’s theory of actions and consequences, or its core rationale for an expectation that it will succeed? Exactly how are its actions abroad supposed to
bring about favorable consequences to achieve national
goals? What cause-and-effect mechanisms does it rely
on to produce these consequences? Does the option
put forth a credible interpretation of these action-andconsequence dynamics? Are these dynamics simple
or complex? Can success be achieved through a single
change in strategic affairs, or is a chain of successes required? Do these successes promise to be readily accomplished, or will they be hard to bring about? Overall,
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is this theory of actions and consequences based on
credible logic, instead of representing a mere hope, or
someone’s flawed reading of the matter at hand?

Expected Effectiveness, Benefits, and Losses
Judged in relation to the U.S. goal and its own ideal aims,
how effective is this option likely to be, and what are the
benefits and payoffs likely to flow from it? To what degree will it not only achieve its aims but also set the stage
for additional progress in other domains? What negative
consequences and losses might it produce in its own
domain or elsewhere? Overall, will this option be highly
effective or only marginally so? Will its gains exceed its
losses? By how much will it produce net benefits on the
balance sheet? What are the odds of it succeeding; does
it offer a 75-percent chance of attaining 90 percent of its
aims, or only a 50-percent chance of attaining 50 percent
of its aims?

Level of Effort, Resource
Requirements, and Costs
How much effort will the United States have to exert to
pursue this option? What resources will this option require in political, economic, military, and technological
terms? What will be its budgetary costs, direct and indirect, for personnel, investment in technologies, or daily
operations? Are these budget costs readily affordable,
barely affordable, or too expensive to contemplate?
What other costs must be paid, including time, attention,
and resources diverted away from other priorities? What
are its opportunity costs in terms of inability to pursue
other endeavors? Are its sacrifices easily bearable, or will
the United States give up too much elsewhere to pursue
this option? If only a portion of the necessary resources
COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS OF POTENTIAL STRATEGIES
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can be mobilized, is the option still a viable proposition
or not?

Cost Effectiveness
How do the expected effectiveness and benefits stack up
in relation to the costs that must be paid, budgetary and
otherwise? Do the gains of this option exceed its costs by
a wide margin or only barely, or do its costs instead seem
higher than its benefits? Does this option offer a wise and
profitable way to spend money and resources, or could
the same assets be allocated elsewhere for substantially
better returns? If only two-thirds of the required funds
are committed, would the option yield two-thirds of its
expected benefits, one-third, or less? Surveying the balance sheet, does this option add up to a sensible investment, or does it waste resources?

Implementation Strategy
How will the United States go about implementing this
option? Can one executive department implement it, or
will a large interagency effort be needed? Will presidential support be required? Is congressional approval required and, if so, in what ways? What key constituencies
would have to be mobilized? Should all of its activities at
home and abroad be launched at once, or should they
be phased to unfold sequentially and achieve their aims
in cascading fashion? What steps have to be achieved
in order to make others possible? Does this implementation strategy promise to be easily carried out, or is it
quite demanding?

Time Horizons
How will this option and its consequences unfold over
the coming years? Do its actions start fast and peak withAPPENDIX F
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in two or three years, or do they start slowly, reach maturity within a few years, and continue for a full decade
or more? What is its benefit stream; does it achieve its
goals and provide other benefits in the near term, the
midterm, or the long term? What is its cost stream; do its
costs peak early, or are they spread out over the entire
course of the policy? How do its benefit stream and cost
stream compare? Do its major benefits come early and
its costs later, or the converse? Should the distant future
be discounted, and if so, what discount rate should be
applied? Five percent? Fifty percent? Does the discount
rate alter the appraisal by elevating the benefits in relation to the costs, or the other way around?

Constraints, Difficulties, and Roadblocks
What constraints could impede the adoption or execution
of this option? What difficulties could be encountered?
What roadblocks to success might be encountered along
the way? How strong are these impediments? Can they
be overcome? How could they be lessened?

Confidence Levels:
U.S. Ability to Make Policy Succeed
How confident can the United States be that this option
will succeed in doing what it is supposed to do? Should
the government be highly confident, moderately confident, or not confident at all? What is the path of events,
including actions by the United States and reactions by
allies and adversaries, by which this policy can succeed?
What is the path by which it could fail? If it is adopted, how
will the United States be able to tell—early enough to
make a difference—whether it is on the path of success
or failure? What is the main scenario for this policy succeeding? What is the main scenario for it failing? Which
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scenario is the more likely to unfold? To what degree
does the United States have the strength and influence
to channel events in directions that foster the favorable
scenario and prevent the unfavorable scenario? Does
the United States possess the power to make this policy
succeed even in the face of problems and opposition?

Consistency with Other Policies
Is this option consistent with overall U.S. national security
strategy and other policies that might be operating in the
same region? Does it reinforce these other policies, making them easier to carry out and succeed, or does it work
at cross-purposes with them, or even threaten to damage them fatally? If there are inconsistencies, how does
the importance of this option compare to that of other
policies? Is it so important that other policies should be
subordinated or sacrificed to it, or do the other policies
weigh larger in U.S. priorities? How can this policy be adjusted to minimize any interference elsewhere?

Unilateral or Multilateral
Is this option to be pursued by the United States alone,
or will it require cooperation from friends, allies, partners, and international bodies? If it is multilateral, how
large a team of contributors must be assembled (e.g., a
small coalition, all of NATO, or a majority in the United
Nations)? Are the prospects good or problematic for assembling such a team? Will the United States be obligated to make concessions, within the policy or elsewhere,
in order to gain the necessary multilateral cooperation?
What are these concessions, and how do they affect this
policy’s drawbacks? Are the prices worth paying?
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Feasibility and Prerequisites for Success
What is the feasibility of launching this option and pursuing it to completion? Can the necessary domestic
consensus and resources be mobilized? Can key policy
instruments, such as the U.S. military, be diverted from
other tasks at acceptable levels of risk? To what degree
does cooperation from other countries influence feasibility? Is it likely to be forthcoming? If there are multiple
prerequisites for success in these areas, what do they
suggest about feasibility? Can these prerequisites be met
if the necessary efforts are made, or are they beyond the
realm of the possible?

Encouraging Signs and Warning Signals
What signs at home and abroad provide encouragement
for this option? Is the smell of success in the air? What
warning signals are coming from at home and abroad?
What is the net balance of encouraging signs and warning signals; does one dominate the other?

Robustness and Flexibility
Is this option robust or brittle? Will it make sense even in
the eyes of people who hold somewhat different views
and priorities? Can it encounter unanticipated problems
and absorb reversals, yet still march onward to success?
Or will it fall apart if only a few things go wrong? How flexible is this option? Does its implementation permit only
a single narrow game plan, or can it be pursued in different ways? Can the United States shift gears along the
way and pursue other paths that still enable the option
to achieve its goal, or is the option so rigid that it cannot
tolerate changes of direction even if they are necessary?

COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS OF POTENTIAL STRATEGIES
159

Vulnerability to Opposition
If this option seeks success at the expense of adversaries, how vulnerable is it to countervailing strategies that
these adversaries might adopt? Can it withstand challenges and active opposition, or will it fall short of success if
an opponent develops ways to undermine and dilute it?
Can this policy emerge victorious in a tough competitive
setting, or might it result in defeat in ways that damage
and embarrass the United States?

Externalities, Wider Consequences,
and Implications
What external considerations should be taken into account in evaluating this option? What could be this policy ’s unintended consequences and spin-offs? What
impact will this policy have on international affairs outside its immediate domain and on U.S. interests and
goals there? Is it mostly self-contained, or will it produce
major ripple effects—good or bad—that must be taken
into account in evaluating it? What precedents will it set
around the world? Do these potential secondary effects
make the option look better or worse?

Persuasion and Public Support
Is this option easy to sell to others, or will it be hard?
How is it likely to be perceived and accepted at home
and abroad? Will it be understood and accepted, or
misperceived and widely criticized? Can a public relations
campaign be mounted to counter criticisms and lessen
negative reactions? Can such a campaign succeed? How
and why will it succeed?

Assumptions, Uncertainties, and Biases
What key assumptions does this option make about the
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problem or opportunity being addressed and about its
own performance? Are any assumptions hidden but deserving of close scrutiny? What uncertainties does this
option face, and how important are they to evaluating its
likely performance? Does this option contain biases and
blinders that might compromise the ability of policy makers and those who implement it to think and act clearly?

Sensitivities and Risks
How sensitive is this option to its own calculations and
presumptions? Are its expectations for success vulnerable to minor changes in key factors, or do they remain
valid in the face of substantial variations? What risks does
this option entail? Are they small or large? What wildcards
or unpleasant surprises could plunge the United States
into deep trouble? Could the option backfire if it were to
suffer bad luck that made the existing situation worse or
created some new and unwelcome situation?

Contentious Issues and Key Judgments
Does the wisdom of this option turn on a few contentious issues about which difficult judgments must be
made? What are these special issues, and what judgments must be made about them? How confident can
the United States be that its judgments in these areas
will be accurate?

“Gold Badges” and “Red Flags”
Are there features of this option that make it highly attractive, or necessary, or unavoidable—what might be
called “gold badges?” Is it the only viable way to attain
high-priority goals and protect vital interests? Is it a surefire success, or at least far more likely to succeed than
its competitors, and substantially cheaper as well? Or,
COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS OF POTENTIAL STRATEGIES
161

instead, are its costs transparently unaffordable, its difficulties insurmountable, its payoffs too small, or its risks
too big? In other words, are there “red flags”? Should this
option be adopted or rejected for these reasons alone,
irrespective of its other strengths and weaknesses?

Trade-offs
Does this option pose important trade-offs—something
lost in exchange for gain—that must be considered?
What are they? Does it offer high payoffs in exchange
for heavy costs and significant risks? Or does it call for
modest efforts and resources in exchange for modest
performance and achievements? Does it offer strong implementation in exchange for less flexibility and adaptability? Does it offer the independence and other benefits
of unilateral conduct in exchange for the loss of support
from allies? Does it confront adversaries firmly at the expense of the disapproval of countries who resent U.S.
superpower status? On balance, how do these trade-offs
add up? Are the gains worth the losses and sacrifices?

Adaptability to Other Ideas
Can this option be broadened to include good ideas contained in other options? If it is embraced by the president but encounters resistance in Congress, can it be
broadened to include changes and amendments during
legislative review and remain coherent? Can it be used as
a basis for negotiations with allies and adjusted to their
views? Can it accommodate concessions to opponents
or allies?

Bottom-line Appraisal
All things considered, is this option clearly a good idea
or a bad idea? Or, instead, is the appraisal foggy, ambigAPPENDIX F
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uous, and full of trade-offs, some of which argue in favor
of the policy while others argue against it? How does this
option compare with other alternatives? Is it a clear winner, a clear loser, or an equal competitor? Under what
conditions or judgments does this option make more
sense than others? Under what conditions does it make
less sense, or no sense at all?

COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS OF POTENTIAL STRATEGIES
163

APPENDIX G
Additional Strategy Assessment Tools

In addition to the tools provided in chapter 6, the below
tools may be helpful for comparing and contrasting potential strategies. These tools can assist in weighing the
potential strategies and determining which strategy—
or combination of strategies—is likely to perform best
against the goals. Some of these tools compare the same
aspects examined in chapter 6, but they provide different ways to visualize potential strategy performance so
that the strategist can assess strategies from multiple
angles and provide the best insight and clarity to decision makers.
Figure 27 allows the strategist to display the anticipated performance of potential strategies against
multiple goals. The main advantage of this tool is that
it helps visualize where you are in the current situation
as well as how much progress each potential strategy
potentially would make against each goal. This provides
context regarding the amount of expected progress
versus present reality, which is not captured in some of
the other tools.
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Degree of goal achievement
Near zero

Low

Medium

High

Near perfect

STRATEGY 1
Policy A/Goal A
Policy B/Goal B

O
O

Policy C/Goal C

OO
OO

O

OO

O

OO

STRATEGY 2
Policy D/Goal A
Policy E/Goal B
Policy F/Goal C

O

OO
O

OO

Key: O = current situation; and OO = estimated outcome if policy is pursued.

Figure 27. Comparing strategies’ potential performance against goals
Richard L. Kugler, Policy Analysis in National Security Affairs: New Methods for a New Era (Washington, DC: National Defense University Press,
2006), 76, adapted by MCUP.

STRATEGY

Desired strategic results

Produce major improvement
Policy A/Goal A
Policy B/Goal B

Preserve current situation

Policy C/Goal C
Prevent major decline

Figure 28. Comparing strategic effects
Richard L. Kugler, Policy Analysis in National Security Affairs: New Methods for a New Era (Washington, DC: National Defense University Press,
2006), 78, adapted by MCUP.

The main distinction of figure 28 is that it acknowledges that not all strategies are designed to advance
a goal; some are designed to prevent a situation from
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STRATEGY

Outcome

Likelihood

Major success

30 percent

Moderate success

50 percent

Moderate failure

10 percent

Major failure

10 percent

Policy A/Goal A
Policy B/Goal B
Policy C/Goal C

Figure 29. Probabilistic comparison
Richard L. Kugler, Policy Analysis in National Security Affairs: New Methods for a New Era (Washington, DC: National Defense University Press,
2006), 79, adapted by MCUP.

worsening or declining. This tool allows the strategist to
array the potential strategies to depict the overall intent,
whether that is seeking improvements, maintaining the
status quo, or preventing a situation from worsening.
Figure 29 adds yet another dimension to the analysis
in that it assesses the probability or likelihood of the anticipated performance. In other words, how confident are
we in our judgment about the anticipated outcome? As
discussed throughout this primer, there is always some
level of uncertainty, but the extent of that certainty largely depends on the quantity and quality of the information
underpinning our judgments, as well as the number and
criticality of assumptions. This tool allows the strategist
to provide the decision maker additional clarity regarding
the likelihood that each potential outcome will occur.
Figure 30 adds the dimension of time, since not all
strategies will perform at the same rate. Some may take
longer to achieve an effect, even if that overall effect is
anticipated to be greater than another potential strategy.
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DEGREE OF SUCCESS

High

Strategy B

Medium

Strategy A

Low
Near-term

Mid-term
TIME HORIZON

Long-term

Figure 30. Time horizon strategy comparison
Richard L. Kugler, Policy Analysis in National Security Affairs: New Methods for a New Era (Washington, DC: National Defense University Press,
2006), 80, adapted by MCUP.

This tool gives strategists and decision makers more context as to how much time might be necessary for each
potential strategy to reach its full potential.
Figure 31 is similar to the previous example, but it
allows the strategist to assess the potential performance
over time for individual goals versus overall strategies.
This can provide more fidelity with respect to distinct
goals and subordinate objectives.
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EFFECTS

High
Policy C/Goal C

Policy B/Goal B

Medium

Policy A/Goal A
Low
Near-term

Mid-term

Long-term

Figure 31. Time horizon goal comparison
Richard L. Kugler, Policy Analysis in National Security Affairs: New Methods for a New Era (Washington, DC: National Defense University Press,
2006), 80, adapted by MCUP.
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APPENDIX H
Structured Analytic Techniques
and Tools

Structured analytic techniques can help review the accuracy of our mindsets, make those mental models more
explicit, and expose our assumptions.1 We have included
a selection of tools and techniques that have utility for
strategy making, including brainstorming, the “Four Ways
of Seeing,” SWOT (strengths, weaknesses, opportunities,
and threats) analysis, identifying drivers, and indicators/
signposts of change. These structured analytic techniques can help to:
• Instill more structure into the analysis.
• Make arguments more transparent by articulating them and challenging key assumptions.
• Stimulate creative thinking and examine alternative outcomes, even those with low
1
This appendix is adapted from A Tradecraft Primer: Structured Analytic Techniques for Improving Intelligence Analysis (Langley, VA: Center for
the Study of Intelligence, Central Intelligence Agency, 2009); and Core
Techniques (Washington, DC: Defense Intelligence Agency, 2015). Minor
alterations have been made to conform to current standards for grammar, spelling, and punctuation.
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probability, to see whether available data
supports these outcomes.
Identify indicators of change (or signposts)
that can reduce strategic surprise.

Incorporating results of these techniques into potential strategies also serves the policy maker by:
• Highlighting potential changes that would alter key assessments or predictions.
• Identifying key assumptions, uncertainties,
information gaps, and disagreements that
might illuminate risks and costs associated
with policy choices.
• Exploring alternative outcomes for which
policy actions might be necessary.

Brainstorming
Brainstorming is a group process to generate new ideas
and concepts and stimulate new thinking. It is typically
used when beginning a project to generate hypotheses
about an issue. Brainstorming allows us to see a wider
range of factors than we would otherwise consider, since
we naturally censor ideas that seem far-fetched, poorly sourced, or irrelevant to the issue. It can spark new
ideas, ensure a comprehensive look at a problem or issue, identify unknowns, and prevent premature consensus on a single hypothesis.
Brainstorming should be a structured process to be
most productive. It includes a divergent thinking phase to
generate and collect new ideas and insight, followed by a
convergent phase to group ideas and categorize them by
key concepts. Some best practices are as follows:
• Include 10–12 people in the process to best
maximize results.
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•
•

•

•

Do not censor ideas no matter how unconventional they seem.
Explore what prompted the thought. Even
if the idea is not used in the end, it might
reveal an important connection between
the topic and an unstated assumption, or it
might serve as a jumping-off point for another idea that will be used.
Allow sufficient time. It usually takes an hour
to set the rules, get the group comfortable,
and exhaust the conventional wisdom on
the topic. Only then do the truly creative
ideas emerge.
Involve at least one outsider in the process,
such as someone who does not share the
same educational background, culture, technical knowledge, or mindset as the core
group but has some familiarity with the topic. This is essential for injecting new viewpoints as well as pointing out when others
seem entrenched in old ideas.

The steps of the process are as follows:
1.
Frame the question:
• Pose the problem in terms of a focal
question. Display it in one sentence on a
large easel or whiteboard.
2.
Divergent thinking phase (unconstrained):
• Ask the group to write down responses
to the question. (This is often done using post-it notes so that ideas can later
be moved around and organized into
themes.)
• Stick the notes on a wall or white board.
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3.

4.

Review the notes as a group, and treat
all ideas as valid. Add any additional
ideas that arise during the review.
• When a pause occurs, the group is
reaching the end of conventional thinking and new divergent ideas are likely to
emerge.
• End the idea-collection stage after two
or three pauses.
Convergent thinking phase (organize and vet
ideas):
• Rearrange the notes on the wall according to commonalities or similar concepts.
Some notes may be moved several
times as themes begin to coalesce. You
can copy some notes to include ideas in
more than one group.
• Title each grouping or cluster in a way
that accurately characterizes the theme.
• Identify any notes that do not completely fit with others and consider them either unrelated or a jumping-off point for
an idea that deserves further attention.
• Review and record new ideas or concepts that the group has identified or
new areas that need more work or further brainstorming.
• Have participants vote to select a few areas that deserve more attention.
• Set priorities and decide on the next
steps for analysis.
Conclude and summarize findings/recommendations:

APPENDIX H
172

•

Record the themes, components of the
themes, and the priorities for analysis
selected by the group, as well as any
assignments for the group/individual
members.

The Four Ways of Seeing
The “Four Ways of Seeing” is used to examine two entities
and gain a better understanding of perceptions, motivations, opposition or friction points and red lines, and potential misunderstandings. It can also identify points of
commonality to examine opportunities.

The Process
Select two actors (one is designated as X and the other
as Y in figure 32). In the top left quadrant of the tool, list
a few characteristics of how X sees itself. In the bottom
right quadrant, list a few characteristics of how Y sees
itself. In the top right quadrant, list how X sees Y, and in
the bottom left quadrant, list how Y sees X.
Using Iran and Israel in a specific example might appear as in table 15. After populating the tool, look for areas of friction that can be leveraged or commonalities
that could represent opportunities. For instance, it helps
to understand that both actors see themselves as justified and that their existence and power is preordained,
while also seeing the other as the aggressor. This context
also helps to understand that there is a certain rigidity
underpinning what each state will be willing to accept or
tolerate in its dealings with the other. Also, since each
sees itself as relatively isolated in the region with few allies, that may exacerbate tension and fuel a desire to act
quickly and decisively when presented with a challenge
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How X

How X

Sees X

Sees Y

How Y

How Y

Sees X

Sees Y

Figure 32. The four ways of seeing
Marine Corps War College, adapted by MCUP.

in the region. Many more themes could be pulled from
the chart for analysis and further examination.
The Four Ways of Seeing (figure 32) is a tool that is
relatively quick and easy to use, and it can provide excellent insight into other actors, as well as what their potential redlines are, and what might help to provide them
assurances regarding things they value.

SWOT Analysis
SWOT (strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats)
analysis (figure 33) is another quick tool that allows you
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Table 15. Iran and Israel
How Israel sees itself:
• Surrounded by hostile
neighbors with few allies
• Land of the chosen people;
possessing a divine right to
the land
• Highly capable, technologically advanced
• Willing to do whatever is
necessary to defend itself

How Israel sees Iran:
• The aggressor
• A threat because of its
actions and allies
• An authoritarian, oppressive regime
• A terrorist state and sponsor of terrorist groups

How Iran sees Israel:
How Iran sees itself:
• The aggressor
• Surrounded by hostile
• A threat by virtue of its exisneighbors with few allies
tence
• Protectors of Shi’ism
• An illegitimate state/power/
• Deserving of regional hegeoccupier of the land
mony
• Destined to fall; long-term
• Driven to develop technotarget to annihilate
logical parity
Marine Corps War College, adapted by MCUP.

to view a situation and potential outcomes from four different aspects. It can help to:
• Reduce personal and cultural biases.
• Consider the scope of positive/negative consequences and interaction between quadrants or actors.
• Identify disconnects and areas of tension/
areas of commonality.
• Use it to identify the “holes in the plan.”
Table 16 reflects a quick SWOT analysis of the 1993
Waco, Texas, siege involving the Branch Davidians.2 Us2
Melissa Chan, “The Real Story Behind the Waco Siege: Who Were David Koresh and the Branch Davidians?,” Time, 24 January 2018.
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Strengths

Weaknesses

Opportunities

Threats

Figure 33. SWOT analysis
Marine Corps War College, adapted by MCUP.

ing this tool helps structure thought processes to be
able to evaluate each of the quadrants more thoroughly
and objectively than we may otherwise, aid analysis for
determining whether the potential results are worth the
risks, and identify weaknesses and threats that could be
mitigated.

Identifying Drivers
Understanding drivers can aid analysis of the strategic
environment and actor behavior and motivations. It can
also help to understand aspects of a situation that are
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Table 16. SWOT analysis of 1993 Waco siege
Strengths:
• The Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms (ATF) is
very capable
• The ATF had legal cause for
the action
• The ATF initially had the
element of surprise

Weaknesses:
• David Koresh’s followers
were dedicated
• Siege dragged on for weeks
• The ATF lost the element of
surprise
• The ATF had no accurate
insight as to the Branch
Davidians’ armaments and
provisions

Opportunities:
• Prevent potential future
violence of attack
• Negotiation
• Patience

Threats:
• The Branch Davidians were
heavily armed and willing
to fight
• Families were present on
the compound
• The ATF did not foresee the
Branch Davidians’ willingness to die rather than
surrender
• The siege sparked public
outcry

Marine Corps War College, adapted by MCUP.

likely to change, as well as what can be shaped or altered.
To identify drivers, it is essential to understand variables.
• Variables are characteristics of situations or
problems that can change depending on
surrounding conditions. They are usually derived from actors, events, and factors related
to a problem, but capture those aspects that
can change over time and assume different
values.
• Drivers are a subset of variables that can
cause change to a situation or outcome.
They are change agents, or things that could
alter a situation or issue and therefore alter
the assessment. Identifying drivers requires
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foundational knowledge of the actors, their
motivations, historical trends, and situational context. Drivers differ from variables in the
degree to which they influence or change
the larger situation or outcome.
Trends are patterns of gradual change, whereas drivers are conditions that cause subsequent results, conditions, or decisions.

Identify key drivers based on the specific question
you are analyzing as well as which changes in the situation would change the assessment (figure 34). Structured
brainstorming techniques can sometimes be helpful in
identifying your key drivers.
Categories of drivers include the following:
• Demographics and health, such as demographic trends and challenges, migration
trends, gender issues, key health, and medical challenges.
• Governance, such as the form of government, its perceived legitimacy, the relationship between center and periphery, the
quality of service delivery, the ability to regulate, and levels of corruption.
• Resources and environment, such as key environmental challenges (including severity),
water and food quality/quantity, and natural
resource assets and natural resource dependencies (especially energy).
• Security and order, such as a national role
(and resources available) for the military and
police, human rights records, domestic unrest, international threats, domestic crime
rates, and criminal justice systems.
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What could
change the
situation or
outcome?

Change agents
Uncertainty and
unknown

Are they
variables?

Multiple “values”
or degrees

Which
ones demand
or drive
change?

Derived from
actors, factors, events

Variable change =
outcome change
Not just changes
in degree of variable

Figure 34. Identifying key drivers
Marine Corps War College, adapted by MCUP.

•

•

Economics, such as the structure of economy (including strengths and weaknesses),
trade patterns, wealth distribution, and gray/
black economies.
Civil society and communication, such as the
presence and influence of nongovernmental
organizations, the nonstate organization of
society, media and government control of
the media, and the role of social media in society.

Examples of drivers include the following:
• Drivers that affect a country’s effectiveness
in countering terrorism:
° Legal system
° Economic concerns
° Strategic calculus
° Internal concerns and politics
• Drivers that enable armed group activity:
° Common ideology
° Permissive operating environment/weak
state counterterrorism capabilities (including lack of effective multilateral institutions to counter the activity)
° Availability of weapons
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Prioritize
for key
drivers

°

Availability of funds or ability to generate
funds (e.g., natural resources, kidnappings for ransom, etc.)

Indicators/Signposts of Change
Indicators are specific identified events or developments
that we can monitor to determine whether a particular
situation is coming to pass. Explicitly outlining indicators
helps prevent strategic surprise and provides an objective list of criteria to be able to recognize when a situation
is changing. Periodically reviewing a list of observable
events or trends and keeping them up to date can:
• Help track events, monitor targets, spot
emerging trends, and warn of unanticipated
change.
• Provide an objective baseline to track events
or targets.
• Make the analysis more transparent.
• Be tailored for each potential hypothesis or
scenario by creating several distinct lists of
activities, statements, or expected events.
• Distinguish whether a development is or is
not emerging.
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APPENDIX I
Alternative Futures
and Opportunity Analysis

This appendix presents a sequence of structured analytic techniques that can help identify opportunities for
decision makers. It includes a selection of tools and
techniques that have utility for strategy development,
including identifying drivers, a brief review of assumptions, alternative futures, what-if analysis and backcasting, indicators and signposts of change, and opportunity
analysis. While these tools can be used alone, combining
them in the particular sequence described here will optimize the tools for opportunity analysis. This sequence of
structured analytic techniques can help to:
• Use structured processes and questions to
identify key drivers of a topic as well as assumptions that underpin assessments.
• Stimulate creative thinking and use an alternative futures construct to develop and examine alternative outcomes for which policy
actions might be necessary, then analyze
those potential futures—even those with
low probability—to see whether available
data support these outcomes.
• Develop indicators of change (or signposts)
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that can reduce strategic surprise and highlight potential changes that would alter key
assessments or predictions.
Use those indicators and bowtie analysis to
perform opportunity analysis.

Identify Drivers
Using the information provided at the end of appendix
H, identify relevant drivers of the issue or actor under
examination. From those drivers, select the two that
are most critical to the issue for further analysis. These
should be drivers that could change and would have significant effects on how the issue develops over time.

Assumptions
As discussed in chapter 1 and appendix A, an assumption is information that is considered to be real, true, or
certain without demonstration or proof that it actually is.
Since they are not grounded in evidence, assumptions
can be vulnerable to change with new information, which
in turn can alter an assessment on that issue. The presence of assumptions does not automatically render an
argument or assessment invalid, but it can weaken that
analysis because of the vulnerability to change. Examining assumptions as a part of this process will give the
analysis more depth and context, and it can alert policy
makers to potential vulnerabilities in the analysis.
Asking questions such as the following can help identify assumptions:
• Is there proof for this statement?
• What would need to be true for this statement to be true?
• Does this judgment rest on another supposition?
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Is there evidence to support this statement?
If there is evidence to support something,
then it probably is an assessment rather
than an assumption.

After identifying the assumptions, ask what would
happen if the assumptions were incorrect, and identify
mitigation strategies if needed, depending on the criticality of the assumption(s).1

Alternative Futures
This technique systematically explores multiple ways in
which a situation can develop when there is high complexity and uncertainty. It is generally used to consider
a wide range of factors that might have bearing on the
question and to explore a range of outcomes that are
not tied to any preconceived result. The technique uses
the complexity and uncertainty of a situation to describe
multiple outcomes or futures that should be considered
rather than predict one outcome. It challenges assumptions and considers possible “wild cards” or discontinuous events and generates indicators, ultimately helping
policy makers anticipate a range of possible outcomes.

The Process
•

•

Select two uncertain factors (drivers) that
have the greatest relevance to the issue as
discussed above, and label the x and y axes
of a quadrant matrix chart with them, as
shown in figure 35.
Identify potential trajectories for each driver

1
See chapter 1 and appendix A for additional information on assumptions, as well as questions and prompts to help identify them.
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and label the ends of each axis with the extreme possibility for that driver.
Looking at the two extremes for each quadrant, envision characteristics that would exist in that reality. List a few characteristics for
each scenario, and then assign a label to that
potential future.

What-If Analysis and Backcasting
What-if analysis and backcasting are similar techniques
that assume an event has occurred and then explain
how it might happen. The main difference is that backcasting identifies a desired future and determines what
is needed to get to the desired end state, whereas what-if
analysis can also focus on wild-card scenarios, less likely
potential futures, worst-case scenarios, and other types
of events for contingency planning.2 These tools require
the user(s) to avoid debating the likelihood of an event
and move directly to explaining how it would occur.
What-if analysis can be used in conjunction with the
alternative futures tool to determine how those futures
might come to be, and then to determine plausibility and
develop a list of indicators to watch for to determine
whether an event is becoming more likely. This could be
performed on just one of the alternative futures or on all
of them, as needed.
The tool can be used even if information is limited or
assumptions are unproven and is useful to:
• Consider consequences and develop indicators or signposts of change to watch for if
the event(s) were to occur.
For more information on what-if analysis, see A Tradecraft Primer: Structured Analytic Techniques for Improving Intelligence Analysis (Langley, VA:
Center for the Study of Intelligence, Central Intelligence Agency, 2009).
2
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Label extreme
end

Scenario 2:
List a few major
characteristics

DRIVER 2

Scenario 1:
List a few major
characteristics

DRIVER 1
Label extreme
end

Label extreme
end

Scenario 3:
List a few major
characteristics

Scenario 4:
List a few major
characteristics

Label extreme
end

Figure 35. Alternative futures template
Marine Corps War College, adapted by MCUP.

Scenario 1: Stable society
• Prosperity = high
conﬁdence
• No challenges to control
• Government controls
not questioned
ECONOMY
Strong:
prosperity

Scenario 3: Rise of the
people
• Population able to organize
• Government incapable of
preventing outside inﬂuence
• Potential for free will to oust
government

GOVERNMENT CONTROL

Strong:
authoritarian

Scenario 2: Authoritarian
rule
• Government
suppresses dissent
• Managed economy
faltering
• Human rights abuses

Weak:
poverty

Scenario 4: Political
vacuum
• Little government ability
to suppress challenges
• Few organizing structures
• High potential for
prolonged civil conﬂict
Weak: verge of
failing state

Figure 36. Alternative futures example
Marine Corps War College, adapted by MCUP.
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Show possible pathways for how to get to
an event and how evidence could support
those pathways.
Consider the scope of positive and negative
consequences of each scenario and their
relative effects.
Alert policy maker(s) to possible risks of unexplored options.

The Process
Identify the event and imagine a number of different potential causes/drivers that could lead to it. Asking “How
might this happen?” will help to envision the possibilities.
Then, describe each potential pathway in as much detail
as possible so that further analysis can be performed on
each potential pathway.
An analysis of the political vacuum scenario from the
alternative futures example can be seen in figure 39.

Cause
pa

thw

Cause

ay

1

path

way 2

pathway

3

Cause
ay 4

hw

pat

Cause

Figure 37. Identifying potential pathways template
Marine Corps War College, adapted by MCUP.
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EVENT

A tire
blows out
pa

thw

A driver
hits you

Distracted
driving

ay

1

path

way 2

Car
accident

3
pathway
ay 4

hw

pat

Animal
in road

Figure 38. Identifying potential pathways, example 1
Marine Corps War College, adapted by MCUP.

Economic
collapse
pa

thw

Major natural
disaster
overwhelms
system

Prolonged
conﬂict

ay

1

path

way 2

3
pathway

Political
vacuum

ay 4

hw

pat

Severe
corruption

Figure 39. Identifying potential pathways, example 2
Marine Corps War College, adapted by MCUP.

Indicators and Signposts of Change
As discussed in appendix H, indicators can help determine whether an identified scenario is developing or ocALTERNATIVE FUTURES AND OPPORTUNITY ANALYSIS
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curring. A list of indicators should be developed for the
pathways identified during the what-if analysis so that
watching for those indicators can provide warning that
an event is becoming more likely.
For example, a few indicators for the economic collapse pathway shown in figure 39 may include:
• Overvaluation of the market (more than 100
percent of gross domestic product)
• High unemployment ratio
• High consumer debt
• Risky lending practices

Opportunity Analysis
Opportunity analysis examines the previously identified
pathways and indicators for leverage points that policy
makers can influence.
• Are there potential events that can be prevented or enhanced? These can be negative
or positive occurrences.
• Vulnerabilities are a key area to highlight. Are
there situations or aspects that policy makers can use to inform strategy development
and policymaking? Can one exploit adversary vulnerabilities? Can one mitigate one’s
own vulnerabilities?
• Are there areas in which the interests of the
United States and another actor intersect?
These commonalities may benefit from further exploration as strategy or policy options.
Bowtie analysis is a tool that is traditionally used for
risk management, but it is also a very effective methodology to perform opportunity analysis. The bowtie model
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builds on the pathways identified earlier in this appendix
and then adds additional elements to be able to identify
opportunities for decision makers.

The Process
The basic organization of the model places the event in
the middle of the diagram. To the left of the event are
the potential catalysts, causes, drivers, and pathways
that could lead to that event as well as potential efforts
that could prevent the event. To the right of the event
are the potential efforts that could mitigate the effects of
an event after it happens and recover from its effects, as
well as longer-term efforts that could prevent something
similar from happening again. Each line extending from
the pathway/cause and across the diagram will relate to
that same pathway, as denoted by the color coding.
1.
Begin by placing the event in the middle of
the diagram.
2.
Place the previously identified pathways in
the “cause” boxes on the left.
3.
Identify possible efforts that could prevent
the event from happening and place them in
the “avoid” boxes.
4.
Identify potential efforts that could mitigate
the effects of the event after it happens and
place them in the “mitigate” boxes.
5.
Identify longer-term efforts that could prevent a similar event from happening in the
future and place them in the “learn” boxes.
The items placed in the avoid, mitigate, and learn
boxes all represent opportunities that policy makers may
want to consider, either to prevent a potential event or to
respond after an event occurs. The event could also be
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RECOVERY

PREVENTION
Cause

Avoid

Mitigate

Learn

Cause

Avoid

Mitigate

Learn

EVENT
Cause

Avoid

Mitigate

Learn

Cause

Avoid

Mitigate

Learn

Figure 40. Bowtie analysis template
Marine Corps War College, adapted by MCUP.

RECOVERY

PREVENTION
Blowout

Other driver

Distracted
driving

Animal in
road

Check and
maintain tires
regularly

Maintain control
of vehicle, move
oﬀ road when
safe

Replace tire,
check and
maintain tires
regularly

Be vigilant at
signals, crash
sensors,
maintain
situational
awareness

Assess medical
needs, notify
police, exchange
information

Select future
vehicles based
on safety
features

Assess medical
needs, notify
police, exchange
information,
notify insurance

Use
locked-whiledriving phone
features

Move oﬀ road
when safe, notify
police as
needed, notify
insurance

Select future
vehicles based
on safety
features

Place phone on
silent, adjust
radio, GPS, and
controls only
when stopped

Car
accident

Decrease speed
in wooded
areas, maintain
situational
awareness

Figure 41. Bowtie analysis, example 1
Marine Corps War College, adapted by MCUP.

a positive outcome, wherein the decision maker would
want to identify opportunities to foster the likelihood of
that event and enhance its effect afterward.
For example, the analysis in figure 42 could assist
policy makers in envisioning a variety of scenarios under
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RECOVERY

PREVENTION
Economic
collapse

International
aid and
investment

Emergency
aid and
assistance

Natural
disaster

Engagement
and assistance
to build disaster
response
capabilities

Emergency aid
and assistance,
NGOs and
governmental

Prolonged
conﬂict

Severe
corruption

Outside
mediation or
peacekeeping,
international
organization
engagement

Political
vacuum

Engagement
and institution
building from
NGOs, outside
governments

Long-term
economic
planning and
investment
Review faults
in system and
build
capabilities

Intervention
to establish
cease-ﬁre

Mediate
eﬀorts toward
peace
agreement

Intervention
to establish
interim
governance

Assist to
establish good
governance
processes and
institutions

Figure 42. Bowtie analysis, example 2
Marine Corps War College, adapted by MCUP.

which targeted aid could prevent a crisis in a given country, as well as showing what might be required if the crisis
occurs. The decision maker can also weigh the trade-offs
of various strategies, determine the risks of not acting or
the cost of acting later versus now, and determine their
zone of tolerance, all based on the potential outcomes
and opportunities that may exist.

Conclusion
These structured analytic techniques serve as a starting
point to generate creative ideas for how to approach
complex problems. They are flexible and can be tailored
to a variety of types of problems, and they can be used
alone or in any combination. However, as noted above,
the particular sequence outlined in this appendix is ideal
for conceptualizing underlying drivers of problems and
then analyzing opportunities for how to address those
challenges. The use of indicators also crystallizes what
those scenarios might look like and can help determine
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whether scenarios that seem implausible could be more
likely than originally perceived. These techniques also
complement the Marine Corps War College (MCWAR)
Strategy Development Model because they help identify opportunities that can be pursued via strategies and
policies.
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APPENDIX J
Worksheet
Integrating Ways and Means/Compare, Test, and Select

This appendix condenses portions of chapters 4, 5, and 6
into one concise worksheet that can be used to guide application of the methodologies presented in this primer.

Integrate Ways and Means:
1.
2.

3.

4.

Select one of the previously developed ends.
For each of the strategic approaches developed for that end, merge the identified
ways and means into initial holistic proposed strategies/courses of action for how
to achieve the end. Add any necessary detail for how you envision executing the approach. Ensure that proposed actions are
internally consistent and work synergistically
across the instruments of power.
Do the means exist, or will they need to be
developed? What is the relative priority of
each of the requirements?
Develop intermediate objectives. These
should be discrete, identifiable, measurable,
and achievable and should include milestones or assessment criteria and timelines
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for accomplishment.1 What intermediate
objectives will progress toward the ends for
each potential strategy/strategic approach?
What is the relative priority of each objective?

Limitations
1.

2.

Identify costs, the resources, and other expenditures needed to achieve the desired
ends.
• Resources include monetary costs, potential human costs (i.e., deaths and
injuries), damaged or destroyed infrastructure and equipment, lost capital, incurred debt, economic losses, and time.
• Political costs include tarnished reputation or diminished influence, domestically or internationally.
• Opportunity costs include potential for
lost opportunities (e.g., what you can
no longer do as a result of pursuing this
strategy or what potential negative implications may occur that could lead to
opportunity costs in the future).
• Are there ways to mitigate the costs to
an acceptable level? What about the cost
of inaction?
Risks are things that could go wrong with a
strategy.
• Risks to the strategy are things that
could cause the strategy to fail.

1
Adapted from Joint Planning, Joint Publication 5-0 (Washington, DC:
Joint Chiefs of Staff, 2017), I-8–I-9, III-9.
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Risks from the strategy are negative consequences caused by a strategy’s implementation.
Risks can be caused by faulty assumptions, inaccurate assessments, and/or incorrect perceptions of the
strategic environment. Risks can be viewed as the combination of the likelihood and severity of what could go
wrong.
• If the consequences of a risk would be severe but the probability is not very high, the
overall risk may be assessed as only low or
moderate.
• If the magnitude of the consequences is
anticipated to be relatively low but highly
probable, the overall risk may be viewed as
unacceptable because of the high likelihood.
• Are there ways to mitigate the risk?
3.
Constraints are factors that limit freedom of
action.
• Competing interests: Conflicting or competing priorities and interests that can
be internal (i.e., domestic) or external
(i.e., those of partner nations or adversaries).
• Policy: Is this consistent with existing
policy? Do the necessary authorities
exist?
• Insufficient resources or means: Are the
needed elements of power, institutions,
or actors limited in any way?
• Values and norms: Are there internal or
external boundaries on the proposed
action? Are there moral or ethical considerations?
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4.

Insufficient time: What is realistically
achievable within the given time constraint?
Restraints are restrictions on an action or an
actor.
• Legal limitations: Does the proposed
action comport with the law? Do the
necessary legal authorities exist? If operating overseas, does the proposed
action comport with the host nation’s
laws? Always consult legal professionals
to make this determination.
• Prohibitions: Have any specific actions
been prohibited, whether by the strategist’s chain of command or elsewhere
in the U.S. government? Are there additional prohibitions that need to be considered in an allied environment?

Strategy Validation
1.

Suitability examines the ends and ways. The
strategic goals (i.e., ends and end states) and
ways should be consistent with national interests.
• How will the proposed strategy affect the
actor we seek to influence? How might
those actors react to the proposed action? How do we expect allies and adversaries to respond?
• What effects might the proposed strategy or strategies have on other key strategies? What might the opportunity costs
be? How might they affect allies’ or partners’ interests?
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2.

What are the relative priorities and
trade-offs? What are the regional and/
or national priorities? What trade-offs
are strategic leaders willing to make? Is
there agreement on what the national
interests actually are?
Desirability examines the ends and means
by weighing the expected costs (i.e., real
costs as well as opportunity costs) versus
the anticipated benefits, or value, of achieving the goals. The value of the strategy’s end
goals must be compelling to the government
as well as to the public.
• What are the relative value and priority
of the strategy’s goals?
• Are the potential benefits of the strategy worth its potential costs? Perform a
cost-benefit analysis and consider the
worst-case scenarios; would even a marginal return be worth those potential
costs? What are the odds of succeeding? Does it offer a 75-percent chance
of attaining 90 percent of its aims, or
only a 50-percent chance of attaining
50 percent of its aims? What does “good
enough” look like in this assessment (i.e.,
the zone of tolerance)?
• What are the tangible costs, as detailed above (e.g., material and human
resources, financial, economic, and
more)?
• What are the potential intangible costs,
as outlined above (e.g., international and
domestic relationships, time, political
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3.

capital, opportunity costs, reputation,
and more)?
• How does our government’s desire to
achieve its aims compare to the other
government’s or nonstate actor’s desire
to deny us our goals (i.e., strength-ofinterest comparison)? What sacrifices
are the respective actors prepared to
make compared to our own government
and population? Will the balance of the
opposing strengths of interest be likely
to change over time?2
• What are the potential risks, as outlined
above, including any collateral effects of
the strategy that could compromise other interests, strategies, and opportunities?
• Could the strategy survive unanticipated
problems or risks and absorb reversals
and still have the potential to succeed
(i.e., is it robust and flexible)?
Feasibility examines the means (i.e., capacity and capability, including political will). The
appropriate means must be available, or
reasonably feasible to develop, in sufficient
quantities and strength as well as in time to
support the strategy.
• What capabilities and capacity can the
nation dedicate to support the strategy?
• What is the rationale for determining
which means are most appropriate for

2
For a specific example of a strength-of-interest comparison, see appendix C.
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4.

5.

the strategy? Recalling the causality principle, what action is likely to produce the
desired reaction from the actor in question? Avoid seeing every problem as a
nail because your only instrument is a
hammer. Ensure that the means are appropriate to the task, or if time permits,
develop new means or conceptualize
different ways.
• Do allies support or oppose the strategy? Consider allies’ cooperation as a
force multiplier and their lack of support
as a potential hindrance.
Acceptability examines the ways. Are they
consistent with national norms and values?
• Is the action moral and justified? How
will the proposed action’s morality affect
public support for the strategy?
• Is the strategy consistent with international norms and laws? Will it be acceptable to international bodies such as the
United Nations?
• Are the ends, ways, and means proportional? Weigh the morality of the strategy’s goals, ways of achieving those goals,
and likely results.
• Is the proposed strategy consistent with
our history and national security culture?
• Will presidential involvement be needed
to convince the public and the government that the strategy is in keeping with
our nation’s values? Can the president
shape public opinion on the strategy?
Sustainability examines time and means.
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Resource levels and public commitment
should be maintained over time to achieve
the strategic goals. This criterion is related to
the other four “-ilities.” If desirability wanes—
especially with the public—sustainability
may falter as well.
• How much time will be required to
achieve the desired ends? It will not
serve anyone to be unrealistically optimistic in this assessment (i.e., planning
fallacy). Err on the side of prudence
and consider a spectrum of potential
outcomes, not just the best-case scenario.
• Is the strategy robust enough to be effective in the face of changing strategic
contexts? Will it be adaptable enough to
survive interactions with the adversary’s
strategy? Strategies developed in a vacuum that underestimate countering strategies from the adversary generally will
not be sustainable.
• Can political/public support, including
from key nations, be maintained over
time?
• Can the strategy be sustained if there is
a stalemate (i.e., not a failure of strategy
but not a victory either, such as in Korea
or Vietnam)?
• Could the strategy become politically
contentious or be used for political purposes?
• Will the strategy be vulnerable to our
election cycle? How much bipartisan
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6.

support does the strategy have? Could a
compromise or consensus be forged by
political leaders?
Difficulty meeting validation criteria indicates
risk not previously identified. This may require limiting the ends, increasing the means
(with related cost increases), or modifying
ways. It may even represent the risk of failure, which should be outlined for the decision maker’s consideration.
• Are there flawed assumptions? If so,
what is the associated risk?
• What is the severity, likelihood, imminence, and manageability of the risk?
• Can adjustments be made to the strategy to mitigate the risk? If so, what are the
costs (i.e., the impact on the strategy’s
desirability)?
• Have policy makers and/or strategic
leaders been adequately informed of
the risks? Be sure to include thorough
risk analysis in the final presentation of
the strategy options.
• Has unanticipated risk arisen that requires adjustment? An adversary’s calculus or mindset may transform in ways
that we could not foresee because those
actions or approaches may not have
been typical for the adversary until our
action.

Strategy Option Assessment
The multiple viable strategies will need to be examined
and weighed. Analyze their relative strengths and weakWORKSHEET
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nesses so that policy makers can make well-informed
decisions.
1.
Compare and assess multiple strategies
to reveal their strengths, weaknesses, and
trade-offs.
2.
Select criteria to compare and contrast the
strategy options. Which elements are most
pertinent to the potential success of the
strategy? Are there costs or trade-offs that
have significant implications?
3.
Trade-offs must be considered based on the
limitations and potential implications of each
potential strategy.
4.
Another way to visualize and compare the
various potential strategies is by arraying
them on a spectrum according to their anticipated performance within the zone of tolerance.

Strategy Termination
1.
2.

3.

Outline the vision for the termination of the
strategy.
Are the termination outcomes consistent
with the originally envisioned end state?
What conditions do we seek to achieve?
What does success look like? What events
or criteria should trigger ceasing or completing the associated efforts? What does failure
look like? When do the costs become too
high for the benefits of the effort to be sustainable? What are the triggers or conditions
that would lead us to cease the effort?
What does the post-execution environment
look like? What will be required to sustain the
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desired ends? Will some sort of monitoring
mechanism be required, such as treaty compliance monitoring or peacekeeping troops?
If so, does such a regime already exist, or
would it need to be established? Will it have
international support? Will a post-conflict
presence be required after the objectives
are achieved to ensure stability and to support that vision of peace? How many troops,
and for how long? Would this be a coalition
or solo effort?
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APPENDIX K
Example
Integrating Ways and Means/Compare, Test, and Select

The below example uses the worksheet from appendix
J to apply one potential end from an Iran scenario. Realworld examples would be more thoroughly fleshed out—
the attached is merely provided to show how this worksheet and the MCWAR Strategy Development Model can
be applied to a given issue. Additionally, in reality strategists would apply these tools across multiple strategies
and with multiple ends, but this example is limited to one
end for concision and for demonstration purposes.
1.
Desired end state: decreased tensions with
Iran.
2.
End: Iran stops supporting Shia militia group
(SMG) attacks on the U.S. presence in Iraq.
3.
Spectrum of potential strategic approaches:
• Compromise: engage in dialogue either
directly or indirectly to try to mitigate
tensions and reduce attacks.
• Induce: offer sanctions relief in return
for a cessation of attacks.
• Deter: threaten Iran with severe repercussions if SMGs attack U.S. positions or
personnel.
204

Compel: threaten Iran with increased
sanctions or execute limited force if attacks do not cease.
• Subdue: apply more extensive force to
remove Iran’s capability to support SMG
attacks.
Potential means for each strategic approach:
• Compromise: new dialog mechanism
required, potential third-party brokering; new agreement to cease attacks
(diplomacy); will require incentives
from United States, such as economic
incentives.
• Induce: requires specific offer to be drafted (e.g., oil, finance relief).
• Deter: military—show of force; economic—more sanctions.
• Compel: economic—sanctions; military—
targeted action against SMGs.
• Subdue: military—action against training
sites, logistical nodes.
•

4.

Integrate Ways and Means
Potential courses of action include:
• Compromise: engage in dialogue to mitigate
tensions and reduce attacks using a neutral third party; new dialogue mechanism
required, new agreement to cease attacks
required (diplomacy, military); will require incentives from United States. Iran wants the
United States out of Iraq, Shia control, and
Iraqi federalism. Would require treating Iran
as a partner with a say in the future of Iraq,
guarantees regarding: noninterference in
EXAMPLE
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•

politics, Shia representation, federalist form
of government, timeline for withdrawal.
Induce: offer sanctions relief in return for a
cessation of attacks. Requires drafting specific offer (e.g., oil trade terms, financial relief). (diplomacy, economic)
Deter: threaten Iran with severe repercussions if SMGs attack U.S. positions or personnel. Still have sufficient military assets
nearby; more sanctions. (diplomacy, informational  military, economic)
Compel: threaten Iran with increased sanctions and/or execute limited force if attacks
do not cease; action on SMGs. (military, economic, informational, diplomacy)
Subdue: apply more extensive force to remove Iran’s capability to support SMG attacks. Action against training sites, logistical
nodes, funding sources. (military, financial,
cyber)

Limitations
•

Compromise: Engage in dialogue to mitigate
tensions and reduce attacks using a neutral third party; new dialogue mechanism
required, new agreement to cease attacks
required (diplomacy, military); will require incentives from United States. Iran wants the
United States out of Iraq, Shia control, and
Iraqi federalism. Would require treating Iran
as a partner with a say in the future of Iraq.
Guarantees regarding: noninterference in
politics, Shia representation, federalist form
of government, timeline for withdrawal.
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Costs:
• Resources: limited resources needed—mostly requires diplomats,
partner nation, and time.
• Political: would require moving away
from long-held political stance of
viewing Iran as an adversary into
embracing it as a partner; would
also require some give-and-take on
our stake in Iraq, as well as possibly
our presence there; could be seen
as weakening the U.S. position.
• Opportunity: potentially would lose
ability to operate in Iraq; also likely
to lose some ability to control the
narrative and way forward in Iraq.
• Mitigation: clear messaging about
purpose and intent, purposefully
pulling back U.S. role.
Risks:
• To: Iran not always a reliable actor—
could take deal and violate terms.
• From: could empower/embolden
Iran on other key issues. Would have
to compare the implications of this
across other ends when nesting all
of the courses of action into a holistic strategy.
• Overall risk: probably moderate in
terms of likelihood and severity.
Constraints:
• Competing interests: potential for
conflicting interests among partners,
especially Israel; would also need to
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be compared to other courses of action across all ends in final strategy.
• Policy: not consistent with existing
policy—this would require a policy
shift and would need to be accounted for across other regional strategies.
• Insufficient resources or means: not a
significant impediment.
• Values and norms: hold up under
scrutiny.
• Insufficient time: would be timeconsuming; would require some
sort of interim ceasefire agreement.
Restraints:
• Probably not a significant concern,
but lawyers would need to review.
• Induce: offer sanctions relief in return for a cessation of attacks. Requires drafting specific offer (e.g., oil
trade terms, finance relief). (diplomacy, economic)
Costs:
• Resources: limited resources needed
—mostly requires diplomats and
time; some financial or investment
outlay if offer financial relief.
• Political: minimal political cost.
• Opportunity: minimal opportunity
cost.
Risks:
• To: Iran not always a reliable actor—
could take deal and violate terms.
• From: could strengthen Iran’s econoAPPENDIX K
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•

my, which may have implications on
other aspects (i.e., ends) of the strategy and would need to be taken into
account.
• Overall risk: probably fairly low in
terms of likelihood and severity.
– Constraints:
• Competing interests: probably minimal considerations, but would need
to be compared across other ends
to ensure it fits in with the overall
strategy.
• Policy: reasonably consistent with
existing policy.
• Insufficient resources or means: not a
significant impediment.
• Values and norms: consistent.
• Insufficient time: less time-consuming
than compromise option.
– Restraints:
• Probably not a significant concern,
but lawyers would need to review.
Deter: threaten Iran with severe repercussions if SMGs attack U.S. positions or personnel. Still have sufficient military assets
nearby; more sanctions. (diplomacy, informational  military, economic).
– Costs:
• Resources: higher outlay than previous two options—diplomats, public
affairs/information operations, time,
need to keep military resources on
standby  will turn into military and
economic cost if deterrence fails.
EXAMPLE
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Political: potential reputational hit if
deterrence does not work.
• Opportunity: cannot draw down/exit
Iraq completely.
• Mitigation: clear messaging about
purpose and intent, preference for
peaceful way forward.
Risks:
• To: if Iran does not believe the
threats, it could miscalculate and
not comply.
• From: Iran could respond to the
deterrence with aggression/risk for
escalation—would need to mitigate
with clear communication and messaging.
• Overall risk: probably moderate in
terms of likelihood and severity.
Constraints:
• Competing interests: probably minimal considerations, but would need
to be compared across other ends
to ensure it fits in with the overall
strategy.
• Policy: consistent with existing policy.
• Insufficient resources or means: not a
significant impediment, but would
need to look across other regional
strategies to ensure availability.
• Values and norms: potential for miscalculation and escalation are a
consideration; otherwise would be
consistent.
• Insufficient time: time not a significant
•

–

–

APPENDIX K
210

–

•

consideration since it is more reactive/dependent on Iran’s actions.
Restraints:
• Probably not a significant concern,
but lawyers would need to review;
more legal scrutiny required if progresses to targeting.

Compel: threaten Iran with increased sanctions and/or execute limited force if attacks
do not cease; action on SMGs. (military, economic, informational, diplomacy)
– Costs:
• Resources: diplomats, public affairs/
information operations, time, keep
military resources on standbyàwill
turn into military and economic cost
if compellence fails.
• Political: potential reputational hit if
compellence does not work.
• Opportunity: cannot draw down/exit
Iraq completely.
• Mitigation: clear messaging about
purpose and intent, preference for
peaceful way forward.
– Risks:
• To: if Iran does not believe the
threats, it could miscalculate and
not comply.
• From: Iran could respond to the
compellence with aggression/risk
for escalation—would need to mitigate with clear communication and
messaging.
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Overall risk: probably moderate in
terms of likelihood and severity.
– Constraints:
• Competing interests: probably minimal considerations, but would need
to be compared across other ends
to ensure it fits in with the overall
strategy.
• Policy: consistent with existing policy.
• Insufficient resources or means: not a
significant impediment, but would
need to look across other regional
strategies to ensure availability.
• Values and norms: potential for miscalculation and escalation are a
consideration; otherwise would be
consistent.
• Insufficient time: time not a significant
consideration since it is more reactive/dependent on Iran’s actions.
– Restraints:
• Probably not a significant concern,
but lawyers would need to review;
more legal scrutiny required if progresses to targeting.
Subdue: apply more extensive force to remove Iran’s capability to support SMG attacks. Action against training sites, logistical
nodes, funding sources. (military, financial,
cyber, intelligence)
– Costs:
• Resources: most extensive resource
outlay of the options; military (airpower, naval power) and financial
•

•
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resources (funding, U.S. Department of the Treasury, U.S. Cyber
Command, other cyber assets), and
intelligence required.
• Political: potentially seen as aggressor—would need to ensure response is proportional and targeted;
limited domestic appetite.
• Opportunity: cannot draw down/exit
Iraq completely; potentially diverts
resources from other missions in
region (i.e., Syria, Yemen, Horn of Africa, North Africa).
• Mitigation: clear messaging about
purpose and intent, limited nature
of action.
Risks:
• To: other nations/domestic population may not support more severe
action—would need to mitigate with
coalition building and clear messaging.
• From: risk of escalation—would
need to be mitigated with clear communication and messaging.
• Overall risk: probably moderate to
high in terms of likelihood and severity.
Constraints:
• Competing interests: domestic population may not be supportive of
an escalation/potential further entrenchment in region; the same
goes for regional partners who
EXAMPLE
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would probably be concerned about
regional escalation.
• Policy: not inconsistent with existing
policy and authorities, but should
be weighed as to whether this is
the future policy trajectory we want,
especially in light of other emerging
policy priorities.
• Insufficient resources or means: would
compete with other regional efforts
for resources and would need to be
taken into consideration.
• Values and norms: may be viewed
as escalating unnecessarily; potential for civilian casualties would be a
consideration.
• Insufficient time: more of a time investment for planning than either
deterrence or compellence.
Restraints:
• Requires the most scrutiny because
of active targeting; legal review required.

Strategy Validation
•

Compromise: engage in dialogue to mitigate
tensions and reduce attacks using a neutral third party; new dialogue mechanism
required, new agreement to cease attacks
required (diplomacy, military). Will require
incentives from United States. Iran wants the
United States out of Iraq, Shia control, and
Iraqi federalism. Would require treating Iran
as a partner with a say in the future of Iraq.
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Would require guarantees regarding: noninterference in politics, Shia representation,
federalist form of government, timeline for
withdrawal.
– Suitability: consistent with national interests, though does represent a break
with current policy.
• Iran would probably be caught off
guard by being offered more of a
role in determining the future for
Iraq—we would need to consult Iran
experts for better fidelity on reactions, but Iran does see itself as a
key regional actor that should have
more influence. Regional allies—especially Israel—may have concerns
about giving Iran more leeway.
• A trade-off may be required in terms
of our influence on Iraq and our
role in the region. This would probably need to be counterbalanced by
other regional actors/may need a
mechanism to ensure Iran does not
fill a vacuum if we pull back.
– Desirability: public may support United
States pulling back, but may not be supportive of an expanded role for Iran—
especially regional populations. May be
the highest uncertainty in terms of Iran’s
reaction/the actual outcome and whether the benefits would outweigh the costs
and risks, as well as inconsistency with
current policy and the requirement for a
broad policy shift.
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May not be worth the cost of giving up our position if Iran cannot
be trusted to follow through on any
promises or guarantees. Odds are
perhaps 50/50. This approach also
potentially could have unintended
consequences in the future by emboldening Iran and giving it more regional power.
• In this case, our goal and Iran’s goals
potentially could align, but it is unclear whether Iran could be trusted
to limit itself to the agreed on goals.
Iran’s desire for more power could
lead to a power grab and make the
region less stable.
• This could risk Israel taking preemptive action.
• It would be very difficult to undo this
move if it did not work as intended;
adjustments would need to be made
primarily via a coalition of regional
powers.
Feasibility: will take some time, but not
especially costly from a resource standpoint; probably could be supported
means-wise.
• Probably the most creative approach to get the desired reaction
from Iran, but also comes with risks.
• Allies may be hesitant to support.
Acceptability: consistent with national
norms and values, though requires a
policy shift.
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Moral, justified, legal (consult lawyers), and proportional, but if there
are negative implications (e.g., Iran
power grab), the unintended consequences could outweigh the potential gains.
• Consistent with our national security
culture, but represents a break with
our historical policies on Iran. Would
probably require presidential-level
engagement to shape public opinion
and assure allies.
Sustainability: highly dependent on Iran’s
behavior over time.
• The biggest time investment would
be for negotiations and assurances
up front; the ends themselves would
not take long to implement, but as
stated, Iran’s behavior over time
would be the highly uncertain variable as far as sustainability.
• This approach is transformational
and would work in concert with Iran,
but Iran’s behavior may change as
time progresses.
• Allies’ support over time also would
depend on Iran’s adherence to the
agreed-on parameters.
• Political opponents could portray
the approach as weak or ceding our
position.
• Iran hawks are unlikely to support,
making the approach vulnerable to
election cycles.
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Induce: offer sanctions relief in return for a
cessation of attacks. Requires drafting specific offer (e.g., oil trade terms, financial relief). (diplomacy, economic)
– Suitability: Iran may be caught off guard
by being offered a carrot rather than
a stick. The same issue remains as to
whether Iran can be trusted at its word,
but the implications of this course of action are less than the compromise option
since we are not giving up our position.
• This would probably take less convincing for allies, especially since the
United States has been the main
driver of sanctions, with Israel probably being the most difficult to convince.
• Probably no major interference with
other strategies, but would need
to be compared against all recommended courses of action in the final
strategy development. No appreciable opportunity costs unless another course of action recommends
majorly cracking down on Iran (i.e.,
internally inconsistent logic).
• Probably no major trade-offs for regional priorities since this course of
action is not very resource-intensive;
would need to be compared across
other courses of action for consistency in the integrated overall Iran
strategy.
– Desirability: relatively little outlay and poAPPENDIX K
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tentially significant benefits if Iran finds
the offer compelling; consult regional
experts for anticipated reactions, but ostensibly increased oil trade and financial
incentives would be attractive to Iran.
U.S. and allies’ populations not likely to
oppose the course of action since it is
not a drastic change.
• Priority for this issue is relatively high
and pressing for the United States,
but other priorities within the strategy will compete (e.g., nuclear weapons).
• Relatively low cost—if there is even
some benefit (i.e., Iran refrains from
ordering SMGs to attack U.S. positions), it is probably a worthwhile approach.
• Some time investment is required
as well as allies’ support, but probably no appreciable loss in position
or opportunity costs unless Iran reneges on the deal.
• The strength of our interest not to
be attacked is probably higher than
Iran’s interest to attack us, though it
does want us out of Iraq. Iran’s desire to improve its economy may be
more pressing than the desire to get
us out of Iraq. Its desire to get us to
leave Iraq would probably return
over time, however.
• No major collateral effects or detriment to other strategies foreseen,
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but would need to be analyzed within the context of the other courses
of action for the other ends in the
final strategy.
• Strategy is flexible—if Iran does
not comply, sanctions can be reapplied.
Feasibility: feasible based on relatively
low investment.
• Iran is used to getting sticks and not
carrots from the United States. An
offer of financial incentives may be a
catalyst for a positive response.
• Many allies do not take as harsh of
an approach toward Iran as we do
(excluding Israel), so this approach is
not likely to cause major issues with
allies.
Acceptability: a slight shift from current
policy, but overall acceptable.
• Moral and justified; consistent
with international norms and laws;
consistent with our history and
national security culture (though
needs to be compared across
other courses of action as noted);
probably not a lot of presidential
engagement required since it is
not a huge departure from what
we are doing now.
Sustainability: should be sustainable as
long as Iran adheres to the agreement;
if not sanctions can be reimposed.
• Will take some time to negotiate, but
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overall not a huge time investment
to implement.
• Should be attractive to Iran, so it is
not likely to be countered, though we
will need to monitor for adherence.
• Allies should be supportive over
time as long as Iran adheres to the
agreement. Israel probably will be
the most hesitant.
• Iran hawks may portray this option
as being too soft on Iran; our election cycle could come into play.
Deter: threaten Iran with severe repercussions if SMGs attack U.S. positions or personnel. Still have sufficient military assets
nearby; more sanctions. (diplomacy, informational  military, economic) / Compel:
threaten Iran with increased sanctions and/
or execute limited force if attacks do not
cease; action on SMGs (military, economic,
informational, diplomacy)1
– Suitability: goals are consistent with national interests. Not a significant departure from what we are doing now.
• Iran may not be significantly deterred unless we threaten something different than what we are
doing—this is status quo for Iran.
• Would need to be compared across
courses of action, but should be

1
Deter and compel are combined here because they are both forms of
coercion and have almost identical considerations throughout the process. These approaches are also most similar to what we are already
doing.

EXAMPLE
221

–

–

consistent since we are already doing this on an ad hoc basis.
• No major trade-offs foreseen.
Desirability: not much more of a resource
investment than what we are already
doing (i.e., status quo); public should not
have major issues since it is not a significant shift. The downside is that a status
quo approach is not likely to yield much
of a change in Iran’s behavior.
• Not changing our approach on this
issue could be viewed as a stagnant policy, but it would depend on
whether we change approaches toward other ends.
• This might basically deadlock us with
Iran on this specific issue as far as
strength of interest goes—Iran still
will want to instigate attacks and
we still will not want to be attacked.
There is no catalyst to shift the
strength of interest.
• There is probably a risk of doing
nothing, in that complacency can
lead to laziness of strategy if we are
not purposefully approaching the issue to try to change Iran’s behavior.
• This approach is relatively flexible,
since we can change the scope of
our response to Iran’s actions; but
as noted, this is relatively status quo.
Feasibility: means are available; as noted,
this is not a big shift from what we are
doing.
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As noted, status quo policy will not
yield much in terms of causality/
changing Iran’s behavior.
• Probably no major issues from allies
since it is not a big shift.
– Acceptability: consistent with national
norms and values.
• Moral and justified; consistent with
international norms and laws, assuming
individual
operations/
responses are reviewed by lawyers.
• Consistent with our history and national security culture.
• No presidential engagement needed since it is consistent with our current approach.
– Sustainability: should be sustainable over
time, assuming there is not a significant
escalation in the pace or scale of attacks.
• Really no lead time since this is not a
big change.
• The inherent risk is that since we are
doing this already, we would need to
be able to recognize when the context is changing; anchoring bias is a
concern.
• Probably not a big political concern
since it is status quo across different
administrations; allies also probably not a big concern since it is not
much of a change.
Subdue: apply more extensive force to remove Iran’s capability to support SMG attacks. Action against training sites, logistical
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nodes, funding sources. (military, financial,
cyber)
– Suitability: consistent with national interests, but may be viewed as an unnecessary escalation if the context has not
changed (e.g., increased pace or scale of
attacks).
• A change in approach would probably yield a response from Iran, but
may actually lead to Iran retaliating via other means, such as Quds
Force attacks abroad, rather than
responding with SMGs.
• Allies may need to be convinced if
the approach is being changed without a significant catalyst, and their
interests would have to be weighed
in the decision (e.g., might Iran retaliate against partners or against us in
partners’ territories?).
• This shift may divert resources from
other regional strategies. Additionally, repercussions from this escalation in our approach may affect
other strategies (e.g., perception of
U.S. aggression may feed into Sunni terrorists’ narrative. Even though
they do not align with the Shia, they
could still use this for messaging).
Effects on other regional strategies
are also possible.
• May be some opportunity costs
vis-à-vis Iran. For example, we may
not be able to rebuild dialogue on
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nuclear weapons if we are applying
significant military pressure on this
issue.
• This issue is probably lower priority than nuclear weapons/overall
regional stability. Even though it involves potential loss of U.S. lives, it is
not as high of an interest as regional
security/the nuclear threat.
Desirability: more significant costs, especially opportunity costs, and the potential
for further losses because of retaliation.
The benefit is uncertain. The U.S. public
may not see a justification for escalation,
and the same goes for our allies.
• As noted, the priority is probably
lower than the nuclear weapon issue given strength and priority of
interests.
• Probably not a good cost-benefit
ratio; the benefit is uncertain and
costs are probably high.
• This course of action could spike
Iran’s strength of interest in a way
that would be counterproductive
for us.
• As noted, significant risk of escalation/retaliation.
• Probably much less flexible because
if Iran retaliates, we do not have as
much room to escalate without expanding into a full-blown conflict.
Feasibility: means and time are probably available, with some detraction from
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other missions, but political will is questionable.
• In terms of causality, this approach
may backfire and lead Iran to react
harshly, rather than eliciting cooperation.
• Allies may not support as a result of
the above considerations.
Acceptability: possibly inconsistent with
values and norms if there is no escalation from Iran first. Potentially save this
as a contingency as a result.
• Potentially a problem morally and
support-wise. Would require careful
legal review, analysis of potential for
civilian casualties, and other activities.
• May be seen as disproportionate if
Iran does not escalate first.
• May be inconsistent with our historical behavior and policies on the
issue. This would need to be a contingency/escalation in response to
Iranian escalation to be justifiable.
• This probably would require significant presidential engagement to
justify the approach and gain public
support.
Sustainability: this approach would need
to be limited in duration. What would the
aftermath look like? How do we sustain
Iranian comportment with our desired
end? This would be difficult because Iran
has a variety of response mechanisms,
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not solely limited to the capabilities we
would be targeting. Sustainability would
be a challenge.
• While the initial operations would be
fairly limited in duration, this would
probably lead to a long-term need
to manage the aftermath. Potentially
the long-term resource investment
would be greater than we could
foresee as a result (i.e., inadvertently
creating more problems than we are
solving.)
• Fairly rigid approach and does not
leave a lot of room to flex, escalate,
or deescalate with changing context.
• Likely to lose public and allies’ support if this approach goes poorly.
• Could lead to long-term reciprocal reprisals, or could destabilize in
ways we did not intend.
• Likely to become political if it does
not work perfectly/potential smear
on the administration’s record; unlikely to reach consensus with political opponents.

Strategy Option Assessment
Analyze the options’ relative strengths and weaknesses
so that policy makers can make well-informed decisions.
Table 17 represents one possible visualization; a variety
of the tools presented in chapter 6 and appendix G could
also be used.
The results of analysis/rank ordering of the recommended courses of action are as follows:
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1.
2.
3.

4.

Induce: low risk and low cost, with potentially moderate benefit.
Compromise: low cost and moderate risk,
with potentially moderate payoff.
Coerce (deter or compel): moderate cost
and low risk, but with no anticipated change
in the status quo.
Subdue: highest cost and high risk, and potentially counterproductive in terms of result/negative benefit.

Strategy Termination
Outline the vision for the termination of the “induce”
course of action. The termination criteria are as follows:
• Iran is not adhering to the agreement to refrain from attacks via SMGs.
• Iran’s behavior on other aspects (i.e., ends)
of the strategy become inconsistent with offering positive incentives (e.g., pursuing nuclear weapons, regional aggression).
We will need to monitor via our presence in the region. No extra mechanisms or assets will be required to
observe behavior.
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Table 17. Trade-offs of potential courses of action
Strategy
options
(priority of
criterion)

Cost
(Third)

Implications/
risk
(First)

Average
performance
(Second)

Compromise

Low

Moderate

Potentially
moderate,
but highly
uncertain

Induce

Low

Low

Moderate

Coerce
(deter/compel)

Moderate

Lowest

Low/status
quo

Subdue

Highest

High

Potentially
counterproductive

Marine Corps War College, adapted by MCUP.
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Glossary of Selected Terms

Absolute power
Accommodate
Assessment
Assumption
Assure

Bridging assumptions
Center of gravity
Coerce

Compel

A state’s individual power; it exists
or it does not, irrespective of what
any other actor possesses
Strategic approach wherein we
adapt to another actor’s wishes to
achieve the desired ends
A judgment that is founded upon
supporting evidence
A presumption that we accept as
true without questioning it
Strategic approach wherein we take
confidence-building measures to
increase another actor’s sense of
security
Filling critical gaps in information or
assessments
A source of power that provides
mental or physical strength, freedom of action, or will to act
Strategic approach that entails
persuading another actor through
threats or punitive actions; includes
deterring or compelling actions
Strategic approach that entails
threatening or imposing a negative
condition on other actors to dissuade them from continuing a behavior or to convince them to take
231

Compromise
Constraints

Convergent phase
Co-optive power
Costs

Courses of action
Cyber instrument

Deter

Development

Diplomacy

an action they would prefer not to
take; subset of coercion
Strategic approach wherein all parties adapt their demands to reach a
mutually agreeable solution
Factors that limit freedom of action,
often in the form of a situation or
problem that bounds a strategist’s
options for achieving the desired
ends; subset of limitations
Paring down or modifying ideas
based on limitations
The ability to get others to act in a
way that is contrary to their initial
preference, position, or strategy
Resources and other expenditures
needed to achieve the desired
ends; can include opportunity costs;
subset of limitations
Integration of the ways and means
into a proposal for how to achieve
the ends
Can include defensive actions (e.g.,
protecting our systems and capabilities) and offensive actions (e.g.,
disrupting or manipulating another
actor’s systems and capabilities)
Strategic approach that entails making credible threats to discourage
another actor from initiating an action that conflicts with or threatens
one’s own interests; subset of coercion
Can be used as an instrument to
encourage or discourage behavior
by offering or withholding development assistance, or by building a
partner nation’s capacity (e.g., economic, infrastructure, education, or
medical capacities) to encourage
behavior that aligns with U.S. national interests
How a state formally interacts with
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Divergent phase
Domestic context

Drivers

Economic instrument

Elements of power
Elements
of strategic logic
Enable

End
End state
Environments

Eradicate

Existential threat
Financial instrument

other state actors and sometimes
nonstate actors
Developing ideas without restricting
them based on limitations
Cultures, events, actor motivations
and behaviors, drivers, trends, and
environments in the strategist’s own
country
Aspects or elements of the strategic
environment that cause a change
to a situation or outcome; change
agents that can alter a situation
or issue; sometimes referred to as
causes
Comprises issues such as regional
and bilateral trade, infrastructure
development, and foreign investment
Assets that a nation can convert into
capabilities; see also latent power
Includes the strategic environment,
sources and drivers of policy, limitations, and ends, ways, and means
Strategic approach wherein we improve another actor’s capability to
continue pursuing an action that is
also in our own interest
A specific desired outcome; also
termed objectives
The conditions we want to create;
also termed political aims or goals
Can include physical environments
(e.g., geography or the urban setting) or social environments (e.g.,
the political or societal atmosphere)
Strategic approach that entails eliminating another actor, including leaders and adherents; most severe of
all of the strategic approaches
Something that could harm a state’s
survival interest(s)
Closely linked to the economic instrument, but more specifically en-
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Framing assumptions
Grand strategy

Hard power
Important interests
Induce

Informational
instrument
Instruments
of national power
Intelligence

Intermediate objectives
International context

Latent power
Law enforcement
instrument
Law of the
instrument bias

tails issues such as funds transfers
and banking
Mindsets about an actor or issue
A theory on how to protect or advance national interests using all
applicable instruments of national
power
Resources and tangible elements
such as military and economic assets
Interests that are necessary for the
nation to thrive; see also major interests
Strategic approach wherein we offer positive incentives to change another actor’s behavior to align more
closely with our own interests
Creates, exploits, or disrupts knowledge
Diplomatic, informational, military,
economic, financial, intelligence, and
law enforcement (DIMEFIL); see also
policy instruments
Knowledge generated via collection
and analysis of information gathered through various, often clandestine means to inform decision
making
Waypoints against which the strategist can measure progress toward
national-level goals
Cultures, historical events, current
events, actor motivations and behaviors, drivers, trends, and environments in other countries
Resources that a nation can convert
into capabilities over time; see also
elements of power
Pertains to legal means of enhancing or restricting another actor’s actions
The cognitive bias wherein h
 umans
tend to approach problems con-
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Limitations

Major interests
Means
Military instrument

Military strategy
National interests

National security culture
National security
strategy
National values
Observe
Opportunity

fined by the skills they know best or
resources that are most familiar to
them (i.e., to a hammer, every problem looks like a nail)
Consequences and potential consequences of a proposed strategy
that will need to be accounted for
during strategy development; includes costs, risks, constraints, and
restraints
Interests that are necessary for the
nation to thrive; see also important
interests
The resources and capabilities available or required to achieve the ends
Entails the use of force, the threat of
the use of force, or enabling partners
to use or threaten force to shape
another actor’s behavior to align
with one’s own national interests
A theory on how to protect or advance national interests using military means
Conditions we seek to achieve or
protect as a nation and that we believe are in our state’s fundamental
best interest; categories of such interests are survival, vital, important
or major, and peripheral
A societal predisposition toward
certain actions and policies over
others
A theory on how to protect or advance national interests
Principles we see as an integral part
of our national identity
Entails primarily monitoring events;
the least active of the strategic approaches
An emergent situation or potentiality in the strategic environment that
could be seized upon to advance a
national interest
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Opportunity costs

Things we will not be able to do as a
result of choices we make
Peripheral interests
Interests that enhance our way of
life
Persuade
Strategic approach wherein we
change another actor’s position by
virtue of argument
PMESII-PT
Political, military, economic, social,
information, infrastructure, physical
environment, and time
Policy
A pattern of actions, activities, or behaviors designed to attain specific
ends or objectives
Policy instruments
Diplomatic, informational, military,
economic, financial, intelligence, and
law enforcement (DIMEFIL); see also
instruments of national power
Power
The ability to elicit behavior from another actor that yields a preferred
outcome
Problem set
Articulates where you are in the
strategic environment, where you
want to be (i.e., the desired end
state), and the hurdles that must be
overcome to get there; comprises
the strategic environment plus the
sources and drivers of policy
Problem statement
A concise description of the issue
that needs to be addressed
Relative power
A measure of power that contains a
comparative element within the international context; compares one
actor’s power to another’s
Resource-unconstrained Developing strategy without applying limitations
Restraints
Restrictions on an action or an actor
that may affect strategy or elements
of strategy; subset of limitations
Risks
Things that could go wrong with a
strategy; subset of limitations
Risks from the strategy
Negative consequences caused by a
strategy’s implementation
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Risks to the strategy
Scoping assumptions
Shape
Soft power

Sources and
drivers of policy
Strategic approaches
Strategic environment
Strategic vision
Strategic vulnerability

Strategy
Strength of interest
Subdue

Survival interests
Threat
Vital interests

Things that could cause the strategy
to fail
Choices we make to bound an issue
Strategic approach wherein we take
actions to mold the strategic situation in our favor
Encompasses intangible aspects
such as influence, institutions,
ideas, values, legitimacy, diplomacy, culture, reputation, history, and
more
Values, interests, power and influence, threats, and opportunities
Causal mechanisms that bring
about a desired behavior from an
actor
Includes the international context,
domestic context, and assumptions
Broad guidance provided by our
most senior leaders that frames our
ends
Occurs when the instruments or elements of national power are susceptible to denial, degradation, or
destruction by another actor
A theory on how to achieve a stated
goal
The intensity of a nation’s desire to
pursue a goal
Strategic approach that entails applying force to modify an actor’s
behavior to conform to one’s own
interests, wherein the applied force
is sufficient enough to remove all of
the adversary’s other strategy options
Interests that must be protected for
the survival of the nation
Something that could harm a national interest
Interests that pertain to political
and territorial integrity

GLOSSARY OF SELECTED TERMS
237

Ways
Whole-of-government
Zone of tolerance

Proposals for how to achieve the
ends; also termed courses of action
Including and effectively integrating
all relevant instruments for the issue in question
The range of a goal or goals that we
perceive as satisfactory
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