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“Train as You Fight”Revisited: 
Preparing for a 
Comprehensive Approach
By Sebastiaan Rietjens, Paul C. van Fenema and Peter Essens

In 1973 General William F. DePuy, first commander of the U.S. Army’s Training and Doctrine 

Command (TRADOC), emphasized that it was necessary to expose soldiers to realistic battlefield 

conditions before they experienced actual combat.1 Doing this should improve the soldiers’ prepa-

ration and thereby, in the long run, their effectiveness and efficiency. DePuy’s belief was widely shared 

and led to the development of new training methods and a training philosophy that is often referred 

to as “train as you fight”. Ever since, military training programs have continuously been improved and 

better shaped towards the real threats that soldiers were facing in the theater. A clear example reflecting 

the new philosophy was the establishment of the US Combat Training Centers (CTCs). The five pillars 

upon which the CTC program is based, require (1) that participating units be organized as they would 

for actual combat, (2) a dedicated, doctrinally proficient operations group, (3) a dedicated, realistic 

opposing force (OPFOR), (4) a training facility being capable of simulating combat conditions, and 

(5) a base infrastructure.2 This suggests that the main focus in training is to develop a combat ready 

force that is physically and psychologically prepared to fight and win wars.3 The dominant focus on 

combat readiness is also mentioned in a 2006 RAND report reviewing for the United States Army its 

leadership development. The authors concluded that whereas changes in operational environment 

were identified (e.g. “operations other than war”), “adaptation has centered largely on the more tan-

gible elements and mechanics of war.”4

Indeed, as the RAND report mentions, many of today’s crisis operations demand that political, 

economic, developmental factors besides the security ones have to be addressed simultaneously, 

because they are highly interrelated.5 Since this requires specific expertise and domain knowledge, 

global interventions are increasingly about coordinated and cooperative approaches of civilian and 
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military actors, and state and non-state actors 

such as international and non-governmental 

organizations (IO/NGOs): a Comprehensive 

Approach to operations.

This new and dynamic constellation of par-

ties and disciplines, an ad hoc social system on 

its own, requires new competencies and skills 

in interacting with these diverse perspectives 

and understanding the complex interrelations. 

However, in most military training institutes, 

American and European alike, one observes only 

very limited incorporation of these new require-

ments.6 In some institutes (e.g. Marine Corps 

Training and Education Command (TECOM)), 

cultural awareness has become one of the train-

ing objectives,7 while in others (e.g. CIMIC Centre 

of Excellence in The Netherlands) relatively small 

numbers of dedicated Civil-Military Cooperation 

(CIMIC) personnel are trained to support the 

commander’s mission. Just as within the CTCs, 

training focuses mostly on the development of 

combat ready forces. Readiness for operating in 

complex environments with civil, military and 

local actors and effectors is largely ignored, even 

though this is quite likely demanded in many 

current and future theaters – in addition to tra-

ditional (kinetic) warfare.

Notwithstanding the importance of com-

bat training, this article emphasizes the impor-

tance of fully incorporating a comprehensive 

approach to operations and involving profes-

sionals from relevant organizations in exercises. 

Such efforts are not only highly beneficial but 

also necessary for military units to properly 

prepare for the complexities of modern oper-

ations. This comprises coordination and inte-

gration with other government organizations, 

with civil organizations such as IOs and NGO, 

with representatives of other ministries (e.g. 

Foreign Affairs, Development Cooperation) 

and with actors of the host nation such as local 

authorities.

This article starts by laying down the multi-

tude of actors that are involved in contemporary 

crisis operations. It then addresses coordination 

demands and efforts involving these actors with 

an emphasis on training and mission-specific 

preparation. The fourth section elaborates on 

a unique and relatively large interagency exer-

cise, Common Effort. The exercise was hosted 

in September 2011 by 1 (German/Netherlands) 

Corps (1GNC)8 in Germany. It was organized 

together with the Netherlands and German 

Ministries of Foreign Affairs. As opposed to ear-

lier civil-military exercises where subject matter 

experts role-play, in this project civil organiza-

tions exercised themselves in order to learn to 

better interact, coordinate and cooperate with the 

military, in addition to other internal objectives. 

After an extensive preparation period of about 

one year, approximately 300 military from the 

Netherlands, United States, United Kingdom, 

Germany, Norway and Italy, and 130 represen-

tatives of civilian agencies (e.g. GOs, NGOs, 

IOs, Police, Ministries) joined the exercise and 

were trained working within a comprehensive 

approach. A fictional scenario centered on the 

Horn of Africa enabled the participants to train 

their people, and test their organizations´ func-

tioning and interactions with each other for over 

5 days. The process and outcome of this exer-

cise is described here and used as an example 

for future exercises and comprehensive training 

methods. The article concludes with recommen-

dations for the way ahead.

approximately 300 military from the Netherlands, 
United States, United Kingdom, Germany, Norway 

and Italy, and 130 representatives of civilian 
agencies joined the exercise
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Challenges of working with 
a multitude of actors
Most researchers and practitioners support the 

idea that successfully coordinated or harmonized 

civilian and military efforts are key to successful 

stabilization, relief, reconstruction and counter-

insurgency efforts.9 Coordination and coopera-

tion are imperative to create the best conditions 

for stability, humanitarian relief, and develop-

ment. No single actor can address this alone, and 

it has to be done simultaneously.10

The relationship and interactions between 

civil and military actors is however faced with 

many challenges. A first challenge is to define 

who coordinates with whom. Within military 

as well as civilian circles, multiple–and conflict-

ing–stances on the appropriateness of the com-

prehensive approach are part of everyday reality. 

Some IO/NGOs are reluctant to be associated 

with a potentially unwelcome military force and 

thereby lose their protective patina of neutral-

ity. Stoddard11 refers to these principled organi-

zations as being the “Dunantists”12 who want 

to avoid any suggestion of partiality, whereas 

“Wilsonian”13 organizations generally act more 

pragmatically and therefore interact more easily 

with military forces.

Secondly, the context of crisis operations is 

often chaotic, unstable and conflictive. Needs of 

the local population are high and there is a seri-

ous lack of knowledge, finance, and political and 

legal structures.14 Another challenge for the civil–

military relationship is the temporary nature of 

the coalition parties involved.15 Since civil actors 

and their military counterparts frequently have 

different objectives and different ways of achiev-

ing these,16 they look favorably on cooperation as 

long as they expect it to serve their best interests.17 

This can easily lead to opportunistic behavior. 

Moreover, differences in organizational culture, 

expertise, methods and objectives between two 

sets of actors also contribute to this complexity.18 

An issue particularly influencing the interaction 

between governmental agencies, such as defense 

and foreign affairs, is the unbalance in both per-

sonnel as well as finances. Operational military 

organizations mostly have substantial numbers 

of people at junior levels with numbers decreas-

ing towards the top (pyramid form), whereas 

civil organizations tend to have relatively small 

numbers of junior personnel, compared to mid 

and higher levels (nearly inverted pyramid).19 If 

we look at the financial side, the division is just 

opposite. In most deployed units, civilians are 

responsible for the majority of the funds to be 

spent, most often on reconstruction and devel-

opment projects. In addition, diversity brings 

barriers for interaction, stemming from a mul-

titude of sources, such as language, style, values, 

cultures, competencies, structures, methods and 

resources.20 21 Finally, lacking a unified theory of 

change, the conceptual challenge is to align the 

often very different opinions about what consti-

tutes change and what instruments to use: what 

or what combination is most effective at what 

moment given the conditions, and how can that 

be measured to demonstrate progress or adjust 

the approach.22

Adding to the diversity is the sheer number 

of actors in a mission area. In most areas, the 

main NGO players number in the tens rather 

than hundreds. However, in extreme and dra-

matic complex emergencies, NGOs multiply. 

At the height of the relief operations in Kosovo 

there were over four hundred NGOs,23 and it has 

been estimated that there were between 3,000 to 

diversity brings barriers for interaction, stemming 
from a multitude of sources, such as language, 
values, cultures, methods and resources
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20,000 NGOs operating in Haiti after the 2010 

earthquake.24 A similar diversity factor holds for 

military actors. The number of different units and 

their sizes vary enormously per mission area. In 

Afghanistan for example, Operation Enduring 

Freedom (OEF) and the International Security 

Assistance Force (ISAF) are deployed at the same 

time, each consisting of many different (national) 

units operating within their own national caveats. 

In fact, the ISAF military units have 102 national 

caveats.25 These include rules on patrolling by 

daylight only or rules that geographically bound 

troop deployment. Caveats are necessary for 

legitimacy in military’s home countries. Yet this 

further complicates the general stance of civil 

actors, be they humanitarian organizations, local 

population or authorities, toward cooperating 

with the military. How to govern this network 

of organizations is a daunting and paradoxical 

challenge: many organizations do not like to be 

represented by others, yet they also do not want 

to invest heavily in endless numbers of meetings 

with other organizations.

Actors involved in crisis operations dif-

fer from one another in many different ways. 

Generalizations on either “the military” or “the 

civil” community can therefore hardly be accu-

rate. The civil community stands for a broad 

spectrum of civil parties, comprising governance, 

human relief, police, justice, economic develop-

ment roles. Civil-military simplifications may 

persist from earlier times where the military had 

a sole actor role in war-like phases of a conflict. 

But also social identity processes may contrib-

ute to these simplifications linked to in-group 

out-group perceptions, which are strongly 

connected to stereotyping and prejudice.26 

Allport’s Intergroup Contact theory claims 

that contact between groups reduces the effects 

of stereotype and prejudice.27 Contact gener-

ates learning about the other group, changes 

behaviors towards the other group, generates 

person-to-person affective ties (empathy), and 

reshapes the group’s appraisal of the outside 

world.28 This development is stronger when 

certain conditions are met: equal group status 

within the situation, orientation toward coop-

eration and common, superordinate goals, 

authority support, cross-group friendship.29 In 

addition, reduction of feelings of intergroup 

uncertainty and anxiety, which developed from 

concerns about how one is perceived, how one 

should behave, or whether one is accepted, 

has shown to be critical to achieve the positive 

impact of intergroup contacts.30

We propose that a deliberate and structured 

contact approach should be used as an effec-

tive mechanism to improve open orientation 

towards other parties, increase understanding 

and building cooperation. Even interaction with 

a limited set of parties, at best chosen for being 

representative for and a hub to their network, 

can improve communication and interaction 

with other parties that have not (yet) been met. 

Contact with members of a group transfers its 

effects to the whole group,31 and interaction with 

one group transfers to other groups of the same 

kind.32 In conclusion, there is substantial evi-

dence that intergroup interactions–given certain 

conditions–will lead to improved understanding 

and a broader orientation toward the diversity of 

the actors. These findings support a strong argu-

ment for organizing interagency interactions in 

training and preparation exercises. How can we 

achieve this with the military and civil parties? 

How can we prepare for better dealing with the 

complex diversities of military-civil collectives, 

keeping a check on the amount of effort it takes?

generalizations on either “the military” or “the 
civil” community can therefore hardly be accurate
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Training and preparation for 
the comprehensive approach: 
Moving beyond improvisation
In many operations, civil-military coordination 

is improvisational, pragmatic, and ad hoc.33 34 

When meeting on the ground in theater, person-

nel works out solutions overcoming differences 

for the common good. As such, coordination 

evolves over time in response to specific needs 

on the ground. There is merit in this ad hoc 

approach. Some argue that every crisis has unique 

characteristics in which strategies and structures 

for civil-military relations need to reflect the spe-

cific and dynamically evolving circumstances.

That being true, there are at least two reasons 

to search for constants: to build on experiences 

and become more effective; and to train and pre-

pare to become more proficient. The gap between 

the received training and the requirements to 

establish order on the ground results in a tremen-

dous responsibility of the battalion command-

ers and their junior officers. As experiences from 

international missions such as the Balkans and 

Afghanistan show, commanders had to tailor 

much of their operations to the unexpected chal-

lenges they faced, rather than execute the sort of 

mission they were tasked, organized, and trained 

to perform.35 In these conditions civil-military 

coordination depends strongly on the person-

alities involved and the qualities they brought 

to the table, rather than on planning and stan-

dard operating procedures.36 As a consequence, 

many differences occurred within and between 

rotations and contingents. These differences 

included priorities, budgets, and involvement of 

the local population. Such an approach yields 

inefficient use of limited aid resources, delayed 

humanitarian relief efforts, enhanced inconsis-

tency between rotations, and leads to conflicting 

objectives in the post-conflict environment.37 

This lack of coherence is one of the factors often 

cited as contributing to the poor success rate and 

lack of sustainability of international peace and 

stability operations.38

Although there is no single solution to 

improve civil-military coordination at the 

local level, the logic of improved preparation 

is expected to lead to efficiency gains, greater 

respect for the comparative advantages of civil-

ian and military actors, and enhanced mission 

effectiveness. However, as was raised in the intro-

duction, most military training and education 

programs focus on purely military objectives and 

include the comprehensive approach only to a 

limited degree.39

Over the last few years some of the train-

ing and exercises have been improved and partly 

adjusted to the new dynamics of the modern 

battlefield. Several armed forces training cen-

ters have introduced role-play exercises to allow 

their personnel to become accustomed with the 

local situation and civil actors. These exercises, 

however, have been mostly scripted by soldiers 

and in most exercises the roles of development 

workers, diplomats or local powerbrokers are 

being played by soldiers themselves, or by retired 

or ex-civil personnel hired for the occasion. Some 

level of industry has developed around this, with 

professionalism, but also with good-willed ama-

teurism. Since this is role-playing, there is little 

assurance of realistic and valid civil behavior and 

perspectives of the parties that are role-played. 

In reality, many, often subtle, sensitivities char-

acterize the civil-military interface. Hence, exer-

cises would certainly benefit from structured 

lack of coherence is one of the factors often 
cited as contributing to the poor success rate and 
lack of sustainability of international peace and 
stability operations
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participation of a wide variety of civilian actors 

from the actual professional organizations and 

communities (e.g. diplomats, IO and NGO rep-

resentatives). Playing themselves, they could be 

involved in the preparation of the exercise, define 

their own training objectives and play their own, 

real role in the exercise itself. This would enable 

military as well as civil actors to approach the 

“train as you fight” philosophy even more realis-

tically, extending it to “train as you interact”. The 

scenarios should include kinetic and non-kinetic 

elements, just like real-life operations, creating 

varying role distributions. Each participating 

organization can achieve its training objectives 

and benefit from mutual interaction and syner-

gies. They can effectively bridge their common 

training background and theater-specific needs. 

During the exercise they can mutually adjust their 

mechanisms and concepts to the local situation 

in a mission area. Precisely the latter approach 

was taken by the 1(German/Netherlands) Corps 

(1GNC) in the project and exercise Common 

Effort in 2011. The next section describes prepa-

ration, execution, and outcomes of the exercise.

Design of exercise Common Effort

In September 2010, the German-Netherlands 

Corps (1GNC) based in Munster, Germany, led 

by Lieutenant General Ton van Loon, initiated 

project Common Effort. At the first so-called 

interagency meeting in November 2010, the idea 

for a common exercise was embraced by the 

Ministries of Foreign Affairs of both Germany and 

The Netherlands. Their commitment was deemed 

essential to bring NGOs and IOs on board.40 From 

the beginning the relationship between 1GNC 

and the ministries had to be fostered through 

intensive dialogue. 1GNC stressed that it was not 

their intent to lead the process but only to facil-

itate it. As such 1GNC served as a secretariat for 

Common Effort during the entire process.

During the entire preparation period, the 

German and Netherlands Ministries of Foreign 

Affairs committed personnel. For most participat-

ing NGOs and IOs however, such commitment 

was perceived a major obstacle. Unlike 1GNC 

most civil organizations, including both minis-

tries, had only very limited resources and person-

nel available for preparing the exercise. Despite 

this, several more interagency meetings were held 

to develop the exercise. It was agreed that the 

“The overarching aim of the exercise is to develop 

a shared perception of the Comprehensive 

Approach and a broad understanding of the 

mechanisms that enable its implementation”.41

To reach this aim, the exercise participants 

formulated a staggering number of 161 different 

training objectives that were finally aggregated 

into 12 main objectives. Examples of these objec-

tives were to develop and trial:

■■ Principles and mechanisms to facili-

tate civil-civil and civil-military information 

exchange;
■■ Mechanisms to conduct collabora-

tive Conflict Analysis, Knowledge and Plan 

Development prior to deployment and in 

theatre;
■■ Mechanisms to call upon and deliver 

(in-extremis) military support;
■■ Principles and mechanisms to achieve 

comprehensive operational assessment and 

strategy review.

Based on these training objectives and in 

accordance with the capabilities of the partici-

pating organizations, a script was developed by 

a working group comprising experts from the 

various fields of expertise including foreign pol-

icy, development aid, police, UN and the mili-

tary. Geographically the script was located in the 

Horn of Africa.42 The script resembled many of 
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the current challenges around which 5 vignettes 

were developed.

The first was labeled security sector reform 

(SSR), encompassing e.g. judicial, prison, police 

and defense reform. In the script the SSR program 

was critically endangered by a badly handled 

prison revolt and the statement of a regional 

power broker who claimed to re-arm militia. 

Subjects that were considered of importance 

for the interagency coordination included the 

development of a multilateral SSR policy and 

collaboration with host nation officials

The second vignette considered humanitar-

ian assistance. In the script two countries were 

in dispute over river water consumption for e.g. 

irrigation purposes. Interagency coordination 

subjects that were stressed included a regional 

political strategy, human security development, 

and military support to civil organizations.

Disaster relief was played in the third 

vignette. The area was confronted with an 

earthquake, causing civilian casualties and large-

scale destruction in an already underdeveloped 

region. A humanitarian crisis developed while 

infrastructure critical to the relief effort turned 

out to be damaged or destroyed. As the area 

was incapable of implementing crisis response 

mechanisms the international community, 

Figure 1: Draft Strategic Design for Tytan – Exercise Common E�ort
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under UN leadership, was to coordinate the 

disaster relief effort. During the exercise itself 

this event was not being played as such due to 

an overburden of some of the participants.

The fourth vignette dealt with anti-piracy. In 

the story the humanitarian community faced the 

disruption of resource flows towards the theater 

when several large shipping companies refused 

to sail to ports in light of increased piracy. To 

address this issue the civil-military coordination 

had to focus on a regional political strategy, a 

targeting and information strategy, and sea and 

coastal security.

The final vignette focused on continuous 

civil-military coordination. The training audience 

was confronted with institutional requirements 

for coordination. These requirements emanated 

from binding commitments, organizational 

weaknesses, (temporary) capability shortfalls or 

opportunities for success.

After having developed the script, the part-

ners started the process of a comprehensive sit-

uational assessment. This meant defining root 

causes of the conflict, mapping stakeholders and 

conflict drivers, and assessing the key factors and 

trends. Discussions amongst all partners led not 

only to a common understanding of the situation 

but also to the realization that different perspec-

tives of all partners are required to reach a com-

prehensive assessment.43

During a planning conference early May 

2011, participants defined common objectives 

of the mission. This led to a comprehensive 

campaign design and created a higher level of 

identification with one common mission. Figure 

1 depicts this design. Five lines of operation are 

identified: governance, diplomacy, development, 

humanitarian and defense-security. To reach the 

end state of a line of operation, milestones were 

defined, so-called key conditions for building 

stability in Tytan, the fictitious host nation in 

the exercise.44

Following the comprehensive design, the 

individual participants continued their internal 

planning processes. A final conference was held in 

September 2011 just before the actual start of the 

exercise, to harmonize the plans of all participants.

The exercise was geographically situated in 

the Horn of Africa, labeled as East Cerasia in the 

script. One of the countries in this region, Tytan, 

is a vulnerable pro-western democracy full of 

ethnic tensions. The country is very poor, a con-

dition that is compounded by weak government 

and economic mismanagement. Tytan is the 

victim of the aggressive policies of its neighbor-

ing country, Kamon, to achieve ethnic domina-

tion in the region. The deteriorating situation 

in Tytan and the passing of a UNSC Resolution 

authorized the deployment of a NATO interim 

multinational force in Tytan (NIMFOR). 1 

(German/Netherlands) Corps (1GNC) has been 

nominated to provide the land component of 

NIMFOR and Commander 1GNC has been 

appointed as Military Head of Mission (MHoM) 

of NIMFOR. The Governments of Germany and 

the Netherlands have agreed to coordinate the 

civilian efforts in support of the NIMFOR mis-

sion on a bi-national basis and have appointed 

a German diplomat to the post of Civilian Head 

of Mission (CHoM).

In addition, several (non) govern-

mental organizations and UN agencies are 

involved in the exercise, including Kinderberg, 

Cordaid, Technisches Hilfswerk, World Food 

Program (WFP) and the United Nations High 

discussions amongst all partners led to  
the realization that different perspectives of  

all partners are required to reach a 
comprehensive assessment
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Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR). The 

Special Representative of the Secretary General 

(SRSG) is the senior UN Representative in East 

Cerasia and has the overall authority over the 

activities of the United Nations.

Observations from Exercise 
Common Effort

The exercise Common Effort was held in the Air 

Force barracks in Munster, Germany, September 

18-23, 2011.45 An evaluation team, led by the not-

for-profit, independent research organization, 

Netherlands Organization for Applied Scientific 

Research (TNO) as independent party, performed 

observations, interviews and a survey in order to 

assess the civil-military interaction during the 

exercise.46 In their First Impression Report the 

evaluation team concluded that the first days 

were characterized by confusion amongst most 

participants,47 with issues such as role unclarity, 

unwarranted assumptions and stereotypes from 

lacking knowledge about each other and com-

mand structure unclarity. In particular for the civil 

parties a serious preparation gap was observed, 

with most people being new to the situation 

of many different, civil parties, and unknown 

military culture, work processes, and terminol-

ogy. The majority of the training audience had 

not been involved in the partners’ preparation 

phase meetings, and many participants struggled 

to catch up with the large read-ahead material. 

This was unlike the military training audience, 

who prepared themselves quite well and in most 

cases showed up 1-2 or more days before the 

actual exercise started. This observation reflects 

a structural difference which was commented to 

be close to reality, and which has implications 

we will discuss later. A clear example of role 

unclarity was whether the CHoM and his office 

were part of the NATO Interim Force and how 

the role of CHoM related to that of the office of 

the UN’s SRSG. After two days it was decided that 

the CHoM would report through both a German 

and Dutch national hierarchical line within the 

respective ministries of Foreign Affairs. However, 

by then most NGOs and IOs perceived CHoM 

as an integral part of NIMFOR and treated their 

interaction with the CHoM as such.

In any case, the challenge is to step over 

the obstacles and to actively engage in order 

to resolve the issues via communication and 

cooperation. It took most civil participants just 

a few days to understand the relationships and 

their role. This resulted in a steep learning curve 

adapting with open mindset, dealing with fric-

tions, and discovering mutual capabilities while 

building relations. In the final evaluation session 

most civil parties confirmed that they had a bet-

ter understanding of the processes of the other 

parties and how to build communication lines. 

Moreover, the established social network with 

personal contacts was seen as highly beneficial 

for future missions.

A mechanism that was introduced by 

1GNC to facilitate the civil-military interface 

was the so-called Inter-Agency Centre (IAC). 

This responded to the needs of both 1GNC and 

the civil parties as they were interested in what 

structures or mechanism might support the civil 

military interaction best. The IAC was embedded 

within the 1GNC military force structure. It pro-

vided a selection of military liaison officers and 

experts (both military and civil) with different 

fields of expertise, including governance, cultural 

issues and rule of law. The aim of the IAC was 

in their First Impression Report the evaluation 
team concluded that the first days were 
characterized by confusion amongst most 
participants
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to support coordination and de-confliction of 

humanitarian, diplomatic, development and 

security efforts by linking civil stakeholders to 

matching military specialists or sections, while 

at the same time contributing to the military’s 

decision making processes.48 Most participants 

of the exercise appreciated the concept of the 

IAC as an intermediary. The IAC implementa-

tion was an experiment that provided rich infor-

mation on the dynamics of such a function. The 

intermediary role also caused issues, such as 

cumbersome communication channels. As a 

result (and also because all were located at the 

same location for the exercise) civil organiza-

tions indicated that they wanted to talk to their 

military counterpart directly, and not via an 

intermediate such as the IAC.

The location was an issue that highly influ-

enced the outcome of the exercise. As the exercise 

took place at one location, representatives of the 

different organizations were in close proximity 

from one another, and saw each other at the 

meals and the outside smoking places. This led to 

many informal interactions, for example between 

military and civilians. Those interactions would 

most probably have been impossible in a real 

crisis due to the distances and the insecurity situ-

ation. Moreover, part of the interactions would be 

deemed undesirable due to the association of civil 

representatives with the military from NIMFOR.

Despite the many challenges, participants 

valued the exercise, mainly because of intense 

exposure to civil and military ways of work-

ing and thinking. Those with little or no field 

experience saw the exercise as an important 

opportunity to meet and connect before being 

deployed. The ratio between the costs and the 

benefits differed for most participants. For 1GNC, 

the exercise was generally perceived having a very 

positive cost-benefit ratio. Through the exercise 

the corps was able to interact with many civil 

actors and position itself as an ideal training plat-

form for the comprehensive approach. 1GNC 

covered almost all the costs related to the exercise 

with a project budget of approximately 300,000 

Euro and committed a large number of person-

nel.49 However, these costs are considered to be 

relatively low, compared to most traditional 

military exercises. 1GNC personnel is tasked to 

train during peacetime, anyway. For most civil 

organizations the costs were in the absorption 

of personnel that participated in the exercise. 

Especially for smaller size NGOs, having per-

sonnel participate during an entire week brought 

along a severe burden. But, also for these organi-

zations the ratio between costs and benefits was 

generally perceived as very positive.

Conclusions and way ahead

Many of today’s crisis operations demand that 

political, economic, developmental, as well as 

security factors have to be addressed simultane-

ously. As a result, the interactive relationships 

between civilian and military actors are of crucial 

importance for mission success. This paper has 

shown that the civil-military relationship is con-

fronted with a wide array of challenges. To arrive 

well prepared in a mission area it is necessary 

for both military and civilian actors to be aware 

of and understand these challenges. Few institu-

tions however seem to put much effort into doing 

this. Some include courses on cultural awareness 

or lectures on the UN and roles of IO/NGOs. And 

in most of the exercises that focus on the com-

prehensive approach, military personnel or hired 

civilians play roles of different organizations, 

 for smaller size NGOs, having personnel 
participate during an entire week brought 

along a severe burden
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thereby overlooking the often-subtle sensitivities 

that characterize the civil-military interface.

Exercises moving beyond civilian role-play-

ing such as Common Effort can fill this gap. 

These cannot solve all the issues that arise in 

the civil-military interface, but can provide an 

opportunity to practice styles and behaviours, 

and evaluate mechanisms for interaction. In 

such a process military and civilian actors are 

confronted with each other’s working methods, 

professional vernaculars and cultures. This can 

facilitate increased awareness and understanding 

and reduce the effects of stereotype and prejudice 

often hampering real-life operations.

Comparing the exercise Common Effort with 

Allport’s conditions for intergroup contact shows 

that despite the organizations having individual 

objectives there was an orientation toward coop-

eration and common, superordinate goals. The 

shared appreciation of the situation and the com-

prehensive mission design were clear examples of 

this. The group status however differed consid-

erably. Despite the large presence of civil actors, 

the military far outnumbered the civil actors. The 

preparation gap that was identified in Common 

Effort was also a result of the different capacities 

that both types of actors were able to dedicate 

to the exercise. In this respect it is important to 

notice that military organizations are often tasked 

to train during peacetime. For UN agencies, IOs 

and NGOs, however, this is not the case, mostly 

because it is an unaffordable luxury in terms of 

money and time. Generally these organizations 

have far smaller budgets and numbers of person-

nel available to dedicate to such exercises. Such a 

preparation gap seems not to mirror operational 

reality and one might even argue that in reality 

the military is the one facing a preparation gap. 

In many cases IOs and NGOs are relatively famil-

iar with the local circumstances due to previous 

activities in that particular area. Military are often 

“newcomers” and have therefore less insight in 

local practice and social power structures. As a 

result they need the interaction with the present 

civilian organizations, as well as with actors of 

the host nation. This stresses the requirement to 

prepare for effective relation building as part of 

their operational proficiency.

Exercises like Common Effort require care-

ful management of cost-benefit ratios for those 

involved. Despite the many obstacles that came 

up in that exercise, all partners valued each oth-

er’s roles and opinions and several cross-group 

friendships developed during the exercise.

During the exercise feelings of intergroup 

uncertainty and anxiety could be reduced due to 

the open environment where one was allowed to 

make mistakes. This contributed to achieving a 

positive impact of intergroup interactions. After 

the exercise one manager of a sourcing organi-

zation indicated that while enthusiasm is fine 

for the exercise, the result should also show in 

policies (doctrine) to consolidate the benefits 

at organization level. Indeed, to achieve a pos-

itive cost-benefit ratio, experiences should be 

translated into concrete guidelines, policies, and 

measures. Dissemination of these policies within 

participating organizations is most effectively 

done through seminars and presentations with 

involvement of the participants themselves using 

situational narratives and anecdotes.

A “train as you fight” philosophy requires 

that civil and military personnel prepare to inter-

act in realistic conditions–that is playing them-

selves, with realistic dilemma’s. Comprehensive 

training methods and efficient exercise models 

military are often “newcomers” and have 
therefore less insight in local practice and social 
power structures
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following a Common Effort philosophy should 

be developed to realize that. Conducting (parts 

of) the exercise without colocation could be an 

option to improve the cost-benefit ratio. Even 

stronger would be to have these exercises embed-

ded in the participating organizations’ education 

and training programs. In any case, such delib-

erate and structured contact exercises should be 

developed together with civil parties in order to 

establish high performance before meeting each 

other in a mission. 
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