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World Food Programme ship The Martin unloads pallets of high energy biscuits at the 
Freeport of Monrovia, Bushrod Island, Liberia, 15 Aug 2003, during the Second Liberian 
Civil War. U.S. Marines from 26th Marine Expeditionary Unit (Special Operations 
Capable) secure the area.
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“All men can see the tactics whereby I conquer, but what none can see is the strategy out of

which victory is evolved”.

Sun Tzu (c. 500 B.C.)

Achieving peace and stabilization from complex situations truly is a wicked problem.1  Just 

one subset of complex situations, those having to do with irregular conflict, contains 

great variation—from peacekeeping or stability operations, to counterinsurgency cam-

paigns, and can morph back and forth from one to another. Complex situations more broadly 

defined include non-conflict calamities as well, such as natural disasters, and, increasingly, con-

flict-prevention efforts.  Each case is unique because of a host of important factors—such as his-

tory and geography—as well as more dynamic factors like the nature of the crisis, socioeconomic 

dimensions, power relationships, the external actors involved, governance variations, and differ-

ing political situations. Furthermore, operating in permissive environments versus non-permissive 

ones is an important differentiator when dividing types of complex situations. Non-permissive 

environments understandably tend to be dominated by security priorities. And, complicating 

things even more, it is usually a question of how permissive an environment is, not whether it is 

entirely permissive or completely non-permissive. 

The type, nature, and goals of complex situations vary greatly. For example, in situations such 

as a tsunami or an earthquake, donors provide rapid assistance to substitute for inadequate local 

capacity. A counterinsurgency or stability campaign, however, usually involves a longer-term 

commitment with more complex goals, including local institution building, even nation-building, 

and where local buy-in is much more important.2  Because of wide circumstantial variation, there 

is unfortunately no cookie-cutter strategy, no single paradigm, no set sequencing of actions, nor 

one formula that will serve as a blueprint for handling such a broad universe of complex situa-

tions. Even action sequencing, necessary to address complex situations, inevitably varies. Not even 
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the establishment of security as the essential 

first step of any stabilization sequence, an 

assertion voiced constantly, is always the cor-

rect initial move.

In Liberia in mid-2003, for example, 

diplomacy moved on the ground to end the 

war on the battlefield before security was 

established. The situation changed from vio-

lent chaos into something that was still a com-

plex and dangerous mess, but more manage-

able. West African peacekeeping forces then 

moved in to separate the combatant parties, 

secure the ground, and keep the war stopped. 

Had they tried to move in before battlefield 

diplomatic actions were taken, the African 

peacekeepers would have become another 

combatant party, which is exactly what was 

expected to happen.3 

Non-Linearity of Complex Situations 

Not only does correct sequencing of measures 

vary case-by-case in complex situations, but 

handling such situations on the ground is 

decisively not a linear experience. Problems are 

rarely resolved permanently. They are seem-

ingly solved, but then appear again and again 

or morph into new problems. In fact, those 

who try to deal with such complex situations 

will be doomed to failure if they try to address 

the spectrum of issues facing them seriatim, 

that is, one-by-one.

Leaders must multitask and create positive 

movement along many fronts at once, all of 

them with differing objectives and timelines. 

For example, in Liberia, after ending the war, 

the United States was simultaneously provid-

ing large-scale humanitarian relief; trying to 

keep firefights from restarting the war; plan-

ning for the arrival of badly needed United 

Nations (UN) peacekeepers; securing resources 

for upcoming disarmament, demobilization, 

rehabilitation, and reintegration of combat-

ants; working on returning home displaced 

Liberians and refugees; striving desperately to 

somehow restart a dead Liberian economy; 

supporting an election still 18 months away as 

later stipulated in Liberia’s Comprehensive 

Peace Agreement, and much more. It was a 

spectrum effort, conducted by remarkably few 

personnel. In such complex situations, linear 

thinking, that moves seductively from war to 

peace, can be misleading.4 

An Art, Not a Science 

The key to the art, not the science, but the art, 

of strategy creation is to design a multi-

pronged, simultaneous approach tailored to 

each individual case, and then be flexible as 

circumstances change—and they will. All activ-

ities affect all others and the overall success or 

failure of the outcome. Security, of course, has 

a vital function providing necessary structural 

integrity to a highly dynamic process.

Here and There, the Past and the Future 

With so much emphasis on the uniqueness, 

non-linearity, and varying situations, an 

important dilemma presents itself: how trans-

ferrable is the role of doctrine, best practices, 

and lessons learned from one complex situa-

tion to another and from past cases to future 

ones? After all, this area of knowledge is quite 

unlike the sciences, such as chemistry. This is 

about dealing with very different human 

beings in various contexts and cultures, reflect-

ing many and changing variables. So, doing 

the same thing in one place, or the same 

sequence of actions done previously and suc-

cessfully but in another situation and time, 

will often yield very different results, and even 

produce failure.



THE ART OF STRATEGY CREATION FOR COMPLEX SITUATIONS

PRISM 5, no. 3 FEATURES  | 31

Is this analysis therefore an expression of 

nihilism? Not at all, it is rather one of realism. 

Freedom to conceptualize strategy is crucial, 

albeit that that process should not be done un-

schooled or recklessly. Conceptual thought 

should be tempered, but not bound, by knowl-

edge of doctrine, of the past, and of lessons 

learned. Doctrine, the study of best practices, 

and lessons learned are all useful, but only as 

suggestive guidelines, not as recipes in a stra-

tegic cookbook. They will greatly stimulate 

thinking in creative leaders faced with new 

complex situations, but they should not be 

seen as conceptually binding handcuffs. 

Indeed, the secret ingredient to the art of strat-

egy creation is people—more specifically, 

smart leaders and their advisers, especially 

those on the ground who are both trained and 

able to visualize creatively and holistically 

when faced with new problems or even seem-

ingly familiar ones, but in differing contexts. 

Having knowledgeable, interdisciplinary, flex-

ible-thinking, creative cadres is critical. 

Furthermore, there are some important cogni-

tive guidelines that can help leaders create bet-

ter strategy. Moreover, systematic review of the 

architectural elements of strategy can also help 

ensure success. 

Simplification—an Axiom for Success

Ironically perhaps, one of the most important 

guidelines when formulating strategies is to 

make complex situations less complex. One, 

albeit imperfect analogy, would be to think of 

complex situations as being like the old game, 

“pick-up sticks.” The winner of this game is the 

person who can remove all the tangled sticks, 

one at a time, without disrupting a complex 

pile of them. In other words, the winner wins 

by careful simplification of a complex prob-

lem.

Although complex situations require 

simultaneous actions along several fronts, not 

seriatim like this game, much attention should 

be given to the guideline of simplification. For 

example, in wartime Liberia in 2003, peace 

was never going to be achieved without the 

exit of then-President Charles Taylor. As that 

simplification of the situation – Taylor’s 

removal from Liberia – was in process, it then 

became possible to consider what to do to 

actually stop the fighting. When a fragile bat-

tlefield ceasefire held, a further simplification 

was pressed home—geographic separation of 

the three warring armies, with permissive 

injection of African peacekeepers between 

them. Later on, Liberia’s still dangerous situa-

tion was simplified again by the UN disarma-

ment of the combatant parties.

Causality and Leadership

Moving from complex situations to less com-

plex ones should also help guide leadership 

methodologies and styles. In truly chaotic situ-

ations, causal relationships do not render con-

sistent, logical outcomes. In such circum-

stances, it may be necessary for leaders to push 

boldly ahead without knowing precisely what 

will happen. If the situation becomes calmer, 

simpler, and more predictable, an effective 

leadership practice is often to build a web of 

peacemakers, and play a less unilateral leader-

ship role.5 

Forming or rebuilding contact groups, 

working more with allies, non-governmental 

organizations, and indigenous groups—build-

ing a peace web—can all help counter those 

who seek instability or a return to war.6  It is 

not surprising, but unfortunate, that many U.S. 

diplomats and seemingly other leaders do not 

alter their leadership styles much regardless of 
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the changing nature and complexity of the 

situations they face.

The Elements of Strategy Creation for 
Complex Situations 

Complementing such cognitive guidelines is a 

set of important elements to consider when 

creating strategy for differing situations. Of 

course, not all of them will apply universally. 

Indeed a complete list of elements to consider 

when creating strategy for a particular complex 

situation has to vary. Nevertheless, the follow-

ing are some considerations that are funda-

mental to successful strategy creation in many 

complex situations.

1. Understand, discuss candidly, and frame 
the real strategic problems at hand

The problems in much of the Middle East and 

South Asia today for example are a Gordian 

Knot complicated by religion, schisms within 

Islam, with the Middle East Peace Process’ lack 

of resolution, nuclear weapons, asymmetrical 

warfare, terrorism, and energy, as well as with 

pent-up repression, ethnic issues, national fra-

gility, poverty and much more. Yet, there is 

often a tendency to under-appreciate the com-

plexity and assess strategic progress on these 

highly complex, interlocking issues by focus-

ing too much on shorter-term, tactical metrics, 

prior to engaging in the simplification process 

discussed above. For example, where are the 

Taliban’s military positions? Were they pushed 

back by the troop surge? How many leaders of 

al-Qaeda have been killed? Yes, killing Bin 

Laden and again pushing back the Taliban 

were important and heroic actions. These 

actions, however, are tactical accomplish-

ments, ones that should only be parts of com-

prehensive country-by-country and regional 

strategies.

Similarly, the so-called “Arab Spring” 

countries are in the midst of differing, fluid, 

and uncertain processes where outcomes are 

clearly not ending up as democratic as the ini-

tiators had hoped. The overall strategic prob-

lem for the West in some of these countries 

may be how best to approach politically, stra-

tegically, ideologically, economically, and 

theologically the rise of political Islam. This 

approach would include the key issue of plu-

ralism in these societies as well as protecting 

the range of Western political and economic 

interests.

But in October 2011, NATO withdrew 

from Libya after its military successes, seem-

ingly without a clear follow-on strategy in 

place. What was to come next in Libya? How 

likely is it that the Libyans will be able to sort 

out everything themselves? In fact, how many 

Libyans regard themselves as Libyans and do 

not affiliate more closely with their tribe or 

clan? What constructive, coordinated positive 

roles can foreign countries or organizations 

play without crossing Libyan perceptual 

boundaries of cultural hegemony? How are 

challenges to stability and arms control going 

to be met in Libya? How clearly defined is the 

role of the United Nations? How and when 

will disarmament be conducted? Will security 

sector reform be properly shaped? How will 

institutional capacity deficits be addressed? 

Can outside mediation be injected into unsta-

ble situations without being viewed as interfer-

ence? Will the new Libya permit pluralism? 

How will economic stabilization (particularly 

employment) be addressed? And, how can the 

West best pursue its interests and relations 

with Libya? All these questions would have 

been relevant to framing the strategic problem.

A successful strategy must include under-

standing, candid discussion, and joint framing 
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of the full set of problems and threats at hand, 

with whole of government participation. 

Allies, international institutions and others 

should be included in this joint visionary pro-

cess of strategy creation whenever possible. 

Strategy must also be developed on time, 

avoiding policy vacuums and event drift. 

Without strategy, military missions may be vic-

torious, but gains from them risk becoming 

only tactical successes that are ephemeral.

2. “Is the Game Worth the Candle?7”

One of the major, unsung reasons the empire 

of the Soviet Union collapsed is that it was 

economically broken. Its economic construc-

tion was not guided by efficiency, but rather by 

the Communist Party’s obsession for political 

control over the highly diverse groups of peo-

ples comprising the USSR. Economically, the 

Soviet Union became chronically and increas-

ingly inefficient. Furthermore, as a command 

economy, it skewed lavish resources towards 

its military and space programs. As a result, the 

fabric of the rest of the Soviet economy was 

feeble. In the long run, the Soviet Union’s 

economy rusted to a halt and collapsed, 

despite belated efforts to reform it.8 

Because of the vast systemic and other dif-

ferences between the West and the USSR, com-

parisons must be made with great care. The 

same is true when comparing the Soviet Union 

and communist China. However, one thought 

is particularly nagging. No society has limitless 

resources (i.e., military, economic, social, and 

political), not even the United States. Every 

campaign launched will impact across-the-

board on the country undertaking that 

endeavor. Thus, every country must accurately 

assess, insofar as possible, the costs and ben-

efits involved in each complex situation—

before commitment.  Confl ic t  or  even 

involvement in complex situations can be very 

costly, is usually longer than anticipated, and 

often weakens militarily, economically, politi-

cally, and socially the fabric of those countries 

repeatedly addressing such situations.

In some cases,  such as  going into 

Afghanistan after 9/11/2001, or America enter-

ing WWII after Pearl Harbor, not much time 

was required considering whether the thresh-

old for U.S. involvement had been met. 

However, in most cases, the course of action to 

take is much less clear. Some of the factors to 

consider are: How important is this situation 

to U.S. and allied interests? How much capac-

ity is available to deal with the situation, 

including what is going on or likely to happen 

elsewhere? How much is commitment likely 

to cost (e.g., in lives and financially)? Who else 

will share the burden? What is the capacity of 

the prospective host country, including people 

and resources, to help deal with its own situa-

tion? What sort of partner will the host coun-

try make, and will it struggle and fight well to 

achieve victory? What third parties are likely to 

become involved, or be affected, how are they 

likely to react, and what are the likely conse-

quences? What is the likely duration of the 

situation, and how and when will it be con-

cluded? What will be considered a win? How 

will the U.S. and its allies exit? Domestically, 

how much durable political support is there 

for involvement?

It should not be assumed that the conse-

quences of U.S. involvement in situations are 

always estimated beforehand accurately and 

carefully. In fact, from the American Civil War 

to Vietnam, and into the 21st century, the 

duration and costs of resolving wars or com-

plex situations seem to have been chronically 

underestimated.9  Although opinions vary 

sharply on whether each U.S. engagement was 
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worth its associated costs, the point is that, 

whenever possible, a better job needs to be 

done estimating likely total costs and benefits 

(i.e., military, political, social, and economic) 

before commitments are made.

 3. Recognize the importance of the content 
of any peace agreement and UN resolutions 
in complex situations

In cases involving conflict and perhaps peace-

keeping operations, the contents of peace 

agreements often determine what intervening 

outsiders are allowed to do. For example, how 

much sovereignty has a host country ceded to 

outsiders in order for them to work through 

underlying issues or not? How much design 

and architecture is in a peace agreement to 

chart the way forward, or are there too many 

missing pieces? Will there be an interim 

government established, and for how long? If 

an election is needed, is it specified? How 

much capacity will the interim government 

likely have to move pending issues forward? Is 

reform of the security sector adequately cov-

ered? If the peace agreement involved does not 

generally chart the way forward, the parties to 

it will likely find it difficult to make progress 

and may have a falling out. Incomplete, 

ambiguous, poorly designed, or even overly 

specific peace agreements are quite common.10 

Similarly, success or failure in handling com-

plex situations is often determined by the 

nature and quality of UN resolutions. For 

example, mandate differences between Article 

VI and Article VII Security Council resolutions 

often decide what the international commu-

nity and its peacekeepers are allowed to do in 

a host country. 

U.S. Marines behind a tank in South Vietnam as it shoots over a wall. Few have predicted the duration 
or cost, in blood, treasure, or American values, of armed conflicts throughout history.
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4. Embrace the need to capture and 
maintain momentum
Seldom is stabilization attempted in a benign 

environment. In fact, the stabilization environ-

ment is usually a highly dynamic and perilous 

one where, initially, those pushing for peace 

and stability, often led by outsiders, must set 

the agenda. Surprisingly, this is perhaps the 

most overlooked element of strategy creation.

If those advocating peace and stability 

simply wait to see what happens, ceding 

momentum to others who would undercut a 

peace-making or stabilization process, control 

will soon evaporate or shift to the enemies of 

peace. Leaders must habitually think ahead of 

the present, sometimes even take risks to keep 

things on course, and ensure control over the 

tempo of events. The current, dominant think-

ing is that local agents – i.e. the indigenous 

people – should lead the way in the myriad 

problem-solving actions necessary for stabili-

zation and peace. Yes, local involvement, local 

buy-in, and, eventually, local ownership are all 

indeed critical. But, especially in the initial 

phases of spectrum stability operations, lead-

ers must not stand around and await a consen-

sus among the local counterparts on what to 

do next.

It should be borne in mind that outsiders 

usually come into a country, which is thereby 

surrendering part of its sovereignty, because 

something is seriously wrong, and the local 

communities cannot fix it themselves, and they 

do not have all the answers. If they had 

answers, outsiders would probably not be 

there.

It is unfortunate that momentum is not 

emphasized when making peace as it is when 

making war or in sports. In particular, pro-

grammatic momentum is a big part of secur-

ing, controlling, and setting agendas for the 

future. This point could be illustrated by recall-

ing well-known recent programmatic gaps 

where positive momentum for stability was 

lost and even reversed, such as occurred in Iraq 

after the initial Coalition military take-down 

of Saddam Hussein’s forces in 2003. A positive 

example, however, will serve just as well. In 

Liberia in 2003, urged by the U.S. Ambassador 

(the author), the UN commenced disarma-

ment quickly, even as occasional fire-fights still 

occurred, knowing that there were not many 

UN peacekeepers on the ground. Indeed, a 

serious riot broke out at the first UN disarma-

ment operation in December 2003. There was 

criticism from armchair pundits in both New 

York and Washington, even though the riot 

had been planned by the chains of command 

of those forces being disarmed, and would 

have occurred at any time disarmament com-

menced.

What the critics failed to grasp, however, 

is the importance of momentum in situations 

like this one. By launching disarmament 

quickly, the attention of tens of thousands of 

armed fighters turned from restarting the war 

in Liberia to “WIIFM,” or, “What’s In It For 

Me?” They wanted money for their weapons, 

and the first cracks in the chains of command 

of the fighters appeared. Although the UN’s 

Disarmament, Demobilization, Rehabilitation 

and Reintegration (DDRR) program had to be 

suspended for a time, some seven thousand 

AK-47s were collected by the UN during this 

first outing. Ultimately, total DDRR participa-

tion topped 106,000 soldiers from three 

armies.

Tactically, it was awkward and somewhat 

risky to start DDRR so fast, but strategically, 

doing so was a critical and decisive action that 

kept up momentum for peace and stabiliza-

tion. As disarmament continued, the U.S. in 
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particular was already focused on the next “D,” 

that is, on “Demobilization.” Due to funding 

limitations, the UN could provide only a short 

period of de-programming of the fighters, and 

there was much reason to worry about thou-

sands of ex-combatants swirling around on the 

streets with no future. Nobody believed that 

all the weapons were being turned in, and so 

there was palpable fear that ex-fighters would 

re-arm, go on “Operation Pay Yourself,” and 

eventually restart the war.

The U.S., however, had readied a novel 

jobs program, modeled after the U.S. Civilian 

Conservation Corps of the 1930s. The United 

States Agency for International Development 

(USAID) implemented the idea rapidly, hiring 

tens of thousands of ex-fighters from all three 

armies, and mixing in some other Liberians 

who had never fought. They got $2 a day and 

were sent off throughout Liberia, fixing the 

roads they had mortared, the bridges they had 

just blown up, the health clinics they had 

burned down, and much more. Furthermore, 

by giving the ex-fighters something concrete to 

do, a job, and some hope, particularly until 

more UN-led reintegration programs could 

kick in, they were gradually co-opted, and the 

grip of their old chains of command further 

diminished.

Similar accounts could be given about 

programmatic and other measures taken to 

assure sustainment of momentum during 

rehabilitation, reintegration, and security sec-

tor reform (SSR) operations. Sustaining 

momentum is not just a nicety. Pauses are lit-

erally deadly.

5. Make the state’s achieving a genuine 
monopoly of force a centerpiece of strategy 

Long ago, Max Weber defined the state as, “a 

human community that claims the monopoly 

of the legitimate use of physical force within a 

given territory.”11  For many reasons, the 

nation-state of the 21st century is now under 

greater pressure as the world’s primary form of 

social organization, including its ability to 

achieve and maintain a monopoly of force. 

Weber’s definition and emphasis is even more 

important in the 21st century than it was when 

he wrote it. To normalize, or even just stabi-

lize, the state must have a genuine monopoly 

of force in order to proceed along a number of 

critical trajectories leading to stability and 

eventual normality. Real security sets the stage 

for institutional capacity building, economic 

growth and development, societal acceptance 

and advancement, and is indispensable for the 

establishment of national sovereignty and 

legitimacy and all that that conveys.

Among the modern tools available to 

achieve that monopoly of force in complex 

situations are DDRR or DDR programs, SSR, 

cleaning up internal arms and munitions 

caches, and minimizing exogenous destabiliz-

ing interference. Of course, disarming any seg-

ment of the citizenry implies a solemn and 

perpetual obligation to protect those who are 

disarmed and, therefore, made defenseless. To 

be clear, the goal should be to disarm the 

entire citizenry and make the state free of mili-

tias of any sort. Of course, fanatics, religious or 

political, will rarely allow themselves to be 

disarmed and view perpetual warfare as their 

goal. For them, continuation of the struggle is 

success collectively, and martyrdom is success 

individually. There will likely be no DDR solu-

tions for such groups. They may have to be 

eliminated, as part of achieving the state’s 

monopoly of force.

It does not follow, however, as is often 

voiced, that the last insurgent has to be put out 

of action before any DDR is possible. That is 
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an unfortunate example of linear thinking. 

DDR may well be possible in more benign 

parts of a state where the population can be 

protected. In fact, how likely is identifying and 

neutralizing remaining insurgents going to be 

if everyone is allowed to retain arms?

In that regard, a particularly irritating and 

c o m m o n  a s s e r t i o n ,  f r o m  B o s n i a  t o 

Afghanistan, is that disarmament of the popu-

lace is impossible because the people have a 

long history and culture of bearing arms that 

precludes any such action. In the 21st century, 

this usually translates into the populace having 

an inalienable right to own for their “protec-

tion” one or more AK-47 rifles. Such argumen-

tation is specious. The AK-47 is not some sort 

of hunting rifle or defensive weapon. It is his-

tory’s most prolific assault rifle, an inexpensive 

and deadly firearm. It is a conventional 

weapon of mass destruction. There is no 

lengthy history of the AK-47. It was developed 

in the Soviet Union by Mikhail Kalashnikov 

around the end of World War II. In other 

words, it was invented within living memory.

 What happens to lasting stability when 

the state does not achieve and retain a genuine 

monopoly of force? Generally, the failure to 

achieve that monopoly enormously compli-

cates the achievement of stability and normal-

ity in countless ways. Examples abound, but, 

for the sake of illustration, consider Iraq. By 

late 2007 there had been heroic progress 

against hard-core extremists and insurgents in 

Iraq, yet today quite clearly the Iraqi state still 

does not have a monopoly of force. That is true 

not only because insurgency continues, and is 

much exacerbated by the emergence of the 

Islamic State in recent months, but also 

because there were no significant DDR pro-

grams in Iraq, and little if any limitation on 

incoming weapons from abroad.

So, where does that leave SSR and other 

fronts where momentum has to be created and 

maintained? How does a policeman tell peo-

ple to move their cars out of the middle of the 

road when they likely have AK-47s and rocket-

propelled grenades? How can there be sustain-

able and widespread development and institu-

tion building when armed, ethnically based 

militias are intact, extorting and menacing? 

How does government have enough political 

cohesion and legitimacy under such circum-

stances to make key but tough decisions, illus-

trated so dramatically by the strained Iraqi 

internal debate on a long-term U.S. military 

presence, which ultimately led to the departure 

of U.S. troops, and the recent descent into 

renewed conflict? How do you prevent external 
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Afrah, an Iraqi Army basic trainee, yells “clear” 
to let trainers know she is finished clearing her 
AK-47 assault rifle during live weapons training 
at the Jordanian Royal Military Academy, Jordan, 
during Operation Iraqi Freedom.
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meddling from countries like Iran when guns 

and more advanced weaponry are pumped 

regularly across borders, jeopardizing Iraq’s 

achievement of a monopoly of force and its 

sovereignty? What are the prospects for politi-

cal institutions and the rule of law mediating 

and controlling multi-ethnic Iraq, when there 

has been no significant disarmament of the 

populace?

Tactically, the difficult fight against hard-

core extremists, or insurgents, might suggest 

supporting or arming vigilante militias or eth-

nic groups, as has been done in some coun-

tries. But if done, what are the strategic, longer-

term trade-offs involved, that is, for achieving 

national cohesion in such loyalty-shifting soci-

eties, which often have not achieved orderly 

successions of power? Does building up ethni-

cally based armies or police forces really 

enhance long-term stability and national iden-

tity, even if they initially help suppress insur-

gents? Good guns are really hard to get back or 

control once they are passed out. Remember 

what happened when the Soviet Union col-

lapsed. Weapons from its impoverished mili-

tary-industrial complex were subsequently 

sold worldwide. Even in just causes, consider 

how hard it is going to be to retrieve the weap-

onry of Libya, including huge stockpiles “liber-

ated” from Muammar Gaddafi’s depots. Whole 

arsenals have already found their way to global 

arms markets. The coup in Mali, fueled by 

Libyan weaponry, was just the beginning.

Outside countries should think harder 

before taking extreme actions that support 

shorter-term objectives, such as those of coun-

terinsurgency, but, in turn, make the longer-

term mission of attaining sustainable peace, 

legitimacy, state sovereignty and normalization 

much tougher and more complex to achieve—

or simply impossible. Monopoly of force is a 

bridge to the future, and it must be fairly com-

plete, strong, and lasting.

6. Design sequencing with “boots on the 
ground”

In the words of Woody Allen, “Ninety per cent 

of life is just showing up.”12  Designing a good 

game plan while leading from afar is much 

more difficult, and usually there is no valid 

reason in the 21st century for trying to do so. 

Such an observation probably seems like noth-

ing more than common sense, which indeed 

it is. Surprisingly, however, trying to design 

and run operations “long distance” is still 

common. Look, for example, at NATO in 

Afghanistan, which was so reluctant to adopt 

a command forward approach. Despite the 

efforts of so many brilliant electronic innova-

tors and the fervor of younger generations for 

computers of all sorts, virtual reality will never 

beat being there.

7. Internationalize the problem whenever 
possible

A multitude of new problems is emerging in 

the 21st century, with not enough old ones hav-

ing been put to rest. In fact, this backlog of 

unresolved situations and issues should be one 

of the major concerns of this era. Problems are 

deferred or warehoused, almost frozen, but 

few are resolved or age well over time. For 

example, the rapid growth of multilateral 

peacekeeping operations is worrisome, with 

many of them existing for many years.13 

At least 40 nation-states are deemed frag-

ile or worse.14  From just an economic perspec-

tive, the 21st century is proving to be a huge 

challenge for many countries, even the U.S. 

Meanwhile, the total costs of societal defense 

in modernity—of trying to protect nation-

states from irregular warfare and terrorism, 
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weapons of mass destruction, cyber-attack, and 

a host of other internal political and economic 

challenges—are astronomical. Particularly for 

those many countries struggling to develop or 

those just trying to stabilize and protect them-

selves, the contemporary reality is that it is 

much easier to tear down than to build up. 

In these days of problems growing like 

hydra’s heads, with few of them dispatched 

permanently, better internationalization of 

complex situations should be sought whenever 

feasible. Certainly, more burden-sharing dur-

ing this era of austerity is one strong reason to 

seek more multilateral approaches to new and 

old complex situations. Just as compelling, 

however, is the need to sustain the political 

will necessary to engage across so many prob-

lems simultaneously, and for increasingly lon-

ger periods. Having partners helps. For 

example, Liberia was judged to be the worst 

place in the world in 2003 by The Economist.15  

Stopping the war and bringing Liberia back 

from these depths was a Herculean task, many 

years in duration, and is still continuing. It was 

accomplished by the coordinated involvement 

of many countries and organizations. An active 

International Contact Group for Liberia 

(ICGL) was led by the EC Commission and 

Ghana, as well as a World Bank-led donors 

group. Africans provided much of the political 

muscle, including leadership of the formal 

peace process and involvement of several 

heads of state. A very significant role was 

played by West Africa’s regional group, 

ECOWAS, and its vanguard peacekeeper 

deployment into Liberia (i.e., ECOMIL). 

Liberia’s new government and non-govern-

mental organizations, as well as former 
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A UN plane taxis at Roberts International Airport in Liberia to assist relief effort.
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combatants and the general population, can 

also share in the near-miracle of Liberia’s 

escape from hell and ongoing recovery. And, 

finally, the UN, and especially its mission in 

Liberia (UNMIL), provided an indispensable 

follow-on peacekeeping force, which was also 

the centerpiece and main organizer of many 

sustained post-conflict operations. The UN 

and UNMIL in particular deserve a lot of credit 

for giving Liberia the chance to emerge as 

potentially one of the greatest turnaround sto-

ries of this century.

The U.S., of course, played a role, provid-

ing more resources than any other single coun-

try, and occasionally took the lead in the peace 

process. The point here, however, is that this 

success was not a U.S. unilateral operation. 

Moreover, had it been only a unilateral effort, 

success would have been unlikely. The U.S., 

after all, was deeply engaged in Iraq and 

Afghanistan, and the idea that the U.S. would 

have pulled Liberia up by itself, especially at 

that time, is far-fetched. In sum, the steady 

political will and shared leadership emanating 

from a number of countries, groups, and indi-

viduals, foreign and indigenous, all on behalf 

of Liberia, have proven to be synergistic, sus-

tainable, and even inspirational.

Of course, every case is different, and 

often there will be no way to emulate the mul-

tilateral winning approach on Liberia. In par-

ticular, navigating the UN is politically tricky. 

Even when successfully done, the UN is often 

slow to act. It also rarely forces peace on the 

ground, and sometimes barely maintains it. 

There will likely be future circumstances when 

the U.S. must act without UN support or 

approbation, but, even then, experience sug-

gests recruiting as many allies, coalition part-

ners, and others as possible when undertaking 

such future endeavors.

8. Achieve and assess local buy-in

One of the main lessons of the Vietnam War 

was the importance of winning, as it was 

called then, “hearts and minds.” Somewhat 

paradoxically, as argued previously, it is 

also important not to lose momentum and 

become paralyzed awaiting impossible local 

consensus on what has to be done. Often 

there is no way to completely resolve the 

inherent tension between achieving local 

buy-in and retaining reasonable momentum 

and control of events. Both are critical 

elements of strategy creation and both must 

be weighed over and over again. In some 

cases, local buy-in initially may have to be 

given less emphasis but, even so, must be 

kept carefully in mind from the beginning.

In fact, assessing the potential for local 

buy-in should be done carefully before becom-

ing involved. No amount of training and 

equipping of local forces will succeed without 

spiritual local buy-in. Indigenous forces, insti-

tutions, and the population must be willing to 

fight for their cause while respecting human 

rights. Sincere, not rented, local partners are 

indispensable. If at any time sufficient local 

buy-in is judged impossible to achieve, pru-

dence suggests avoiding entanglement or 

speedy withdrawal.

What to do in order to improve local buy-

in will always vary depending on the situation. 

In general, populations tend to support those 

that offer them the best alternative. Keeping 

inflated expectations in check, and meeting 

promises that are made, also encourages local 

buy-in.

9. Create jobs, jobs, jobs

Being an insurgent is a job. If you are a teen-

ager, poking at dirt with a stick and someone 
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offers you an AK-47—that’s an upgrade! A 

young insurgent can then loot the things he 

has dreamed of, often raping and pillaging 

without bounds. Poverty breeds insurgency. 

And, even after peace is made, unemployed ex-

fighters are like living nitroglycerin.

According to the Central Intelligence 

Agency, after more than a decade of Western 

military and civilian presence, and hundreds 

of billions of dollars invested, Afghanistan’s 

roughly 40-percent unemployment rate in 

2006 moved only slightly to about 35 percent 

by 2010.16  The failure to sufficiently improve 

employment in Afghanistan amounts to a stra-

tegic error. Amazingly, the labor pool for the 

Taliban and others to cheaply recruit insur-

gents is still intact. Even in complex situations 

where there is no insurgency, economic fac-

tors, especially high unemployment, often are 

the crux of the problem, or part of it . 

Significant job creation can do a lot to resolve 

rather than warehouse serious societal differ-

ences, as the international financial institu-

tions know well. Early multilateral efforts in 

this area can result in cost-effective conflict 

prevention.

10. Worry about the rule of law, fight 
impunity and corruption, and build honest 
policing capacity

These interrelated problems are usually the 

most enduring ones but are absolutely essen-

tial to address. Often, they are swept under the 

rug in order to achieve local cooperation on 

shorter term or counterinsurgency objectives.

But, how can successful SSR be done 

within the framework of a horribly venal gov-

ernment? How long will trained police stay 

honest in that environment? Will newly cre-

ated armies stay loyal when their salaries are 

skimmed or when they see their own govern-

ment officials stealing rapaciously?

The international community had to deal 

dramatically with these issues in Liberia—a 

deep sea of corruption by the end of the rule 

of Charles Taylor in 2003. Yet, rather than 

ignore this host of extreme corruption and 

rule-of-law problems, a program of de-toxifi-

cation was created to start to free Liberia from 

its kleptocratic binging. The heart of the effort 

was known as the Government Economic 

Management  and Ass is tance  Program 

(GEMAP). GEMAP was a tough, externally led, 

dual signature financial control system that 

tracked Liberia’s resources and began the pro-

cess of making reasonably certain that Liberia’s 

income would be spent on Liberians, not sto-

len. As testament to the program’s efficacy, the 

elected government of Liberia volitionally 

decided to retain the GEMAP system for years 

after it came to power in 2006 in order to facil-

itate greater financial transparency.

Of course, corruption anywhere in the 

world is only ameliorated, not eliminated. 

Important cultural differences and sensitivities 

must be kept in mind. Generally, however, cor-

ruption complicates and deepens the entire 

range of stabilization problems, whereas prog-

ress against corruption is welcomed by most 

and helps make strategic progress more feasi-

ble across-the-board. In sum, dealing with cor-

ruption, building rule-of-law institutions, 

including honest policing capacity, and attack-

ing impunity are all extremely important for 

lasting strategic success. These areas must not 

be avoided, but included, in strategy creation 

and throughout operations on the ground. 

Regarding corruption as hopelessly endemic is 

a common and gutless excuse for inaction, 

which allows the cancer of corruption to weave 
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its way throughout the entire body of a strat-

egy and eventually kill it. 

Unfortunately, it must be noted that most 

of the parliaments of the world do not want to 

fund SSR, including reforming police forces 

needed to help address rampant local corrup-

tion. The constituents of many elected Western 

officials do not like to have funds spent on 

creating foreign armies or police forces. There 

is no easy answer to this political problem.

11. Show me the money

Leaders have the responsibility to punch away 

vigorously in order to try to get enough 

resources to design programs that can actually 

be executed and culminate in strategic success. 

In particular, leaders in the field should be 

careful not to allow piecemeal budgeting from 

afar to create pseudo-strategy on the ground. 

Sound strategy can create budgets, but budgets 

alone can never create sound strategy.

Plans that can never be resourced are 

worse than nothing at all because they take 

attention away from that which is possible. 

Particularly in these austere times, determina-

tion of what is realistically needed for success 

should be made initially, and periodically 

thereafter. If nothing like the proper means is 

going to be provided for addressing a complex 

situation, it is likely a mistake to become 

involved or to stay engaged.

Conclusion

In sum, these 11 elements of strategy creation 

for complex situations are not meant to be 

inclusive of all factors to be considered. For 

example, the matter of achieving internal 

whole-of government collaboration is also 

critical. So is the process of selecting excep-

tional leaders for development and implemen-

tation of tailored strategies, especially those 

able to lead on the ground. These issues, how-

ever, deserve their own separate and more 

complete treatments. Although more elements 

could obviously be added, it is hoped that 

those facing new complex situations in the 

future will find this set of elements useful for 

strategy creation.

The unique character of complex situa-

tions defies a single cookie-cutter approach, 

resists uniform sequencing, cannot be dealt 

with linearly, is not always predictably respon-

sive to logical approaches, and often requires 

strategy adaptation or even reversal in mid-

stream. These differing contexts often make 

direct transference of doctrine and past experi-

ence difficult, but new strategic conceptualiza-

tion will be greatly enhanced by appreciation 

of previous lessons learned. Many factors must 

be considered when formulating multi-

pronged successful strategies that anticipate 

and endure inevitable change. The quality of 

the art of strategy creation for complex situa-

tions will depend upon having creative, trained 

leaders and advisers. Those who can visualize 

holistically, implement tenaciously, adapt rap-

idly to the new, while drawing upon the old, 

will fare best.

The elements of strategy creation that have 

been suggested, like paint colors, should 

receive careful consideration and blend. Even 

they, however, cannot capture the universe of 

possibilities. The composition of each new, 

successful strategy will be a unique combina-

tion and a work of art. PRISM
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