Sailors assigned to Naval Special Warfare Group 2
conduct military dive operations off U.S. East Coast,
Atlantic Ocean, September 18, 2019 (U.S. Navy/
Jayme Pastoric)

By Gregory D. Miller

t is relatively easy to examine past

strategies and evaluate whether they

were successful; it is much more dif-
ficult to evaluate current and proposed
strategies to determine whether they
are likely to be effective. This article
briefly discusses some of the proposals
in business literature for evaluating cor-
porate strategies and incorporates many
of these ideas into six criteria for evalu-
ating security strategies. The article
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discusses each criterion and suggests
several questions for the strategist to
consider during the evaluation process.
It also offers one novel proposal among
the six criteria—the use of counterfac-
tual reasoning to develop alternative
strategies based on modifying one’s
assumptions.

One of the most important skills for
a strategist is the ability to gauge whether
an approach is good or bad—prior to its
implementation. There is a great deal of
interdisciplinary scholarship on creating
strategies, but few of those works address
methods of evaluation.! Of the scholarship
that does exist on evaluating strategies,

much is historical or applicable primarily
to the business world, and little thought is
given to current national security profes-
sionals. Even in U.S. military doctrine,
there is minimal discussion of strategy
evaluation, other than assessing risk. What
does exist is often limited in value.?

This focus on historical evaluation
means that a common metric is whether
a strategy “worked.” This is a relatively
simple approach—putting aside the
vague, subjective nature of the term
worked—Dbut it is problematic because
it means that we can evaluate strategies
only after the fact. It also discounts the
possibility that a good strategy can fail or
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never be implemented or that a bad strat-
egy can succeed. Strategists need a set of
criteria to help them evaluate an approach
before its implementation. This article of-
fers that a good strategy will be:

= Dbalanced

= aware

= candid

= parsimonious
= clegant

= creative.

The framework discussed here is
intended to help those who analyze and
revise existing strategies, as well as those
who must write new ones. Although this
article is about evaluation, many of the
criteria for a good strategy should also
be part of the development process. In
fact, if these evaluation criteria are incor-
porated into strategy development, then
it is unnecessary to view development
and evaluation as separate and discrete
processes.?

The rest of this article is organized
into four sections. First, it examines two
of the challenges for evaluating strategies.
Next, it explores some of the ways that
the existing literature discusses strategy
evaluation. It then addresses the six
proposed criteria for evaluating strategies
and offers several questions to help assess
each criterion. The conclusion provides
additional thoughts for advancing the de-
velopment and evaluation of strategies.

Problems in Evaluating Strategy
Strategists face several challenges for
evaluating a strategy, but this article
focuses on the two that are potentially
most confounding. One is the lack of
a common definition of strategy, the
other is the tendency to evaluate strate-
gies only in terms of success or failure.
Defining Strategy. One problem for
strategists is the lack of an agreed-upon
definition of strategy. This issue pervades
most discussions of strategy and com-
plicates evaluation because analysts may
not be evaluating the same things. Some
see strategy as an idea.* Many, especially
within the Department of Defense
(DOD), view it as the balancing of ends,
ways, and means.® Still others interpret it
as a type of plan (or simply the ways part

of the ends-ways-means model).® Scholars
and practitioners will never fully agree on
definitions, but providing clear defini-
tions allows others to replicate research.
Similarly, it is important that strategists
plainly identify what is being evaluated so
that others can reproduce their analysis
using the same definitions.

My definition of strategy is a blue-
print, or a set of plans, to use one’s
resources to achieve desired outcomes,
based on an appreciation for both the en-
vironment and the goals and strategies of
other actors. Because this definition ap-
plies to any actor—be it an organization,
a corporation, or a state facing some type
of hurdle in achieving its goals—there is
value to incorporating work on strategy
evaluation from other disciplines, such
as business. Beyond that, the criteria
discussed here are useful for evaluation,
whether applied to a process, idea, plan,”
or some other concept of strategy. The
lack of a consistent, uniform definition
is indeed a problem for the field, but it
should not prevent an effective evalua-
tion of a strategy, if one uses the criteria
herein.

A related issue is the tendency to
equate strategy with ends, ways, and
means. Most strategists do not think of
strategy as simply the balance of ends,
ways, and means, but that model, despite
being an overly simplistic one (as all mod-
els are), is often used as a shortcut for
discussing the strategy.® Balancing these
factors is necessary for an approach to
be practicable, but it is not enough for it
to succeed because a good strategy does
more, and Joint Doctrine Note 2-19,
“Strategy,” makes this exact point.’

Outcomes-Based Assessments. The
more difficult problem for evaluation is
the tendency to treat success as the best
measure of a good strategy. That same
Joint Doctrine Note nicely lays out the
hierarchy of strategies, including national
and military strategies, but still largely
treats the concept of strategy as a military
function. It also provides little guid-
ance on how to identify a good strategy
but alludes to success as the primary
metric: “Strategy assessments evaluate
the ability of the joint force to meet the
challenges defined in a strategy, focused

on attainment of its ends and ways.” The
note then admits that “most assessments
of strategies [ conducted before imple-
mentation | focus on risk.”1® Although
risk assessment is important—and is one
of the six criteria listed herein—it is not
the only important factor for success.

This emphasis on outcomes is not
prevalent only in the business world,
where profit drives firms, but it also ap-
plies to national security, especially when
domestic populations have a voice and
expect success on security matters. There
are several issues with this emphasis.

For one thing, failure does not mean a
strategy was bad. A good strategy can be
overtaken by fog and friction that its de-
signer could not foresee; a weak state may
have a good strategy that cannot succeed
against a more powerful rival; or a good
strategy may be beaten by a better one.
Similarly, a bad strategy can be success-
ful through sheer luck, because an actor
overpowers its more strategic opponent,
or by an adversary’s adoption of a worse
strategy.

Success is also a subjective term; one
analyst might view a strategy as successful
while another sees it as unsuccessful. A
strategy could also achieve some success
but still be less effective than an alterna-
tive strategy might have been. Analysts
often cite U.S. Cold War containment as
a good strategy because it helped defeat
the Soviet Union. What if a different
strategy would have ended the Cold War
carlier, or with fewer casualties, or pre-
vented it in the first place?!! If we could
prove that a different strategy would
have led to a preferable outcome, then
we would view containment’s results
differently.

Furthermore, success is not the
same thing as victory. A strategy can fail
to bring success but can still provide a
better situation than what existed prior
to the strategy. In other words, a suc-
cessful strategy may not bring victory
in war; it may simply create a preferable
outcome or a better status quo. In some
cases, even maintenance of the status
quo may be a success, as was the case for
the United States during much of the
Cold War. Thus, success has to be mea-
sured according to the extent to which
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a strategy moves an actor toward its
desired objectives, not just if that actor is
victorious in battle.

Obviously, everyone wants his or her
strategies to succeed, so outcome should
be one part of an evaluation. But success
or failure is useful only in retrospect—and
even then may be difficult to assess with-
out understanding the strategy’s intended
goals. So other criteria are necessary for
evaluating a strategy before and during
its implementation. Scientists evaluate
hypotheses in many ways, only one of
which is whether the evidence supports
them. Other criteria include whether the
hypothesis explains more than the theory
it seeks to replace, whether it is testable,
whether it is reproducible, and whether
it is parsimonious (that is, simple, in
that it relies on few assumptions).!?
Scientists value hypotheses that satisty
these requirements because even failed
hypotheses advance knowledge. Similarly,

bad strategies can be useful for develop-
ing critical and creative thinking; the trick
is to identify bad strategies before imple-
menting them.

Scholarship on Strategy
Evaluation

Strategists in the security and corporate
worlds often borrow concepts from one
another, and there are several similarities
with respect to strategy development in
the two arenas. Some might challenge
the value of insights from the busi-

ness literature, especially if one views
corporate strategies as fundamentally
different from security strategies (and

if one defines strategy purely in military
terms).!® But if one defines strategy as
more than just the use of the military or
the balancing of ends, ways, and means,
then corporations are just as capable as
states of engaging in strategy develop-
ment and evaluation. Some might also

question the use of business concepts,
considering the different levels of risk
involved in the security domain. A
company with poor strategies may lose
market shares or even be forced to
close; a bad security strategy can cost
lives. That there is more at stake in the
security realm should not detract from
the utility of drawing on ideas about
strategy from other disciplines.'*

Just because some corporations are
bad at developing strategies and many
corporate leaders struggle to distinguish
between strategies and goals does not
mean we cannot derive important ideas
from the business literature, which itself
often expresses frustration at the lack
of strategic thinking within corporate
leadership. The business literature reflects
some of the same challenges that plague
security strategies, so we can draw on
many of these texts to improve our evalu-
ation of security strategies.
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Because the business world is driven
by profit, success is easier to define, and
because many of the corporate assessment
tools use statistics, corporations can per-
haps more effectively evaluate strategies
according to whether they were success-
ful by their profitability. If a company’s
strategy produced an innovative product,
increased market shares, boosted profits,
improved employee retention rates,
and so forth, then it was successful. But
security strategies are less amenable to
statistical analysis and have potentially
more dire consequences, as a failed strat-
egy can lead to the destruction of a state
and the death of'its citizens. While an
assessment of outcomes must be part of
determining a good strategy, it is helpful
only after the fact and does not preclude
the need to evaluate strategies before use.
Even a good strategy may not be suc-
cessful, but effective evaluations are more
likely to produce a strategy that succeeds.

Given the nature of business, inves-
tors will view even a brilliant strategy as
failing if the company does not profit in
some way, and this thinking parallels the
tendency to evaluate security strategies
according to success or failure. Some
business scholars do attempt to identify
ways to evaluate strategies ahead of time,
and this section discusses a sampling of
the ideas from their work. Seymour Tilles
suggests that successful corporate strate-
gies involve six criteria:

= internal consistency (balanced)"

= consistency with the environment
(aware)

= appropriateness in the light of avail-
able resources (balanced)

= satisfactory degree of risk (candid)

= appropriate time horizon

= workability.

For our purposes, workability trans-
lates into both the willingness of leaders
to support the strategy and the ability of
those at the operational and tactical levels
to implement the strategy (elegant).

Steven Wheelwright offers four ques-
tions for evaluating corporate strategy
before implementation:

= How well does the strategy fit with
corporate objectives and purposes?

= How well does the strategy fit with
the company’s resources?

= How well does the strategy fit with
the company’s environment?

= How committed is the corporate
management to the strategy?!”

As applied to security strategies, the
first two questions relate to the need to
balance between ends, ways, and means
(balanced), while the third question relies
on assumptions about the strategic envi-
ronment and the interests of other actors
(aware). The fourth question is more
about policy, which the strategist cannot
casily change but which should be kept
in mind because it helps identify whether
decisionmakers will support and approve
an approach (elegant).

Richard Rumelt suggests a strategy
must meet one or more of the following
criteria (though a good strategy will ex-
hibit all of these traits):

= it must present internally consistent
goals and policies (balanced)

= it must represent a response to
changes in both the market and the
competition (aware)

= it must create or maintain a competi-
tive advantage (balanced)

= it must not overtax available
resources or create unsolvable sub-
problems (balanced and candid).'®

Competitive advantage is more a
goal of the strategy than a criterion for
evaluating it; nonetheless, it relates to the
need to continually assess and reassess an
implemented strategy. Rumelt also points
out the potential for a strategy to yield
unintended consequences; this is impor-
tant for strategists to keep in mind and
relates to several evaluation criteria below.

Brian Huffman argues that there are
no methods for producing brilliant strate-
gies, and we cannot teach strategists to be
brilliant."” He hedges a bit by suggesting
that one can still produce brilliant strate-
gies and that strategists can still learn to
recognize them, so he offers criteria for
identifying brilliance from a variety of are-
nas. From the business world, he offers
five questions:

= How well does the strategy fit the
environment?

= How well does it fit the industry?

= Does it consider environmental
trends?

= How well does it identify key
success factors and deal with their
ramifications?

= How well does it take advantage of
the firm’s current core competencies
or call for acquiring core competen-
cies necessary for the strategy to
succeed???

His first three questions are about
the strategic environment (aware) and
remind us of the importance of under-
standing how changing trends can alter
the system and the interests of other
actors. Questions four and five are about
having a clear objective and then balanc-
ing ways and means to achieve that goal
(balanced).

Ultimately, many of the approaches
in the business literature inform the
criteria presented below, although the
profit-driven nature of corporations
means that, for them, success is the bot-
tom line. So, business literature does not
provide enough tools to evaluate a secu-
rity strategy. Huffman also recommends
using the Army’s nine principles of war
to evaluate strategies. According to him,
a military plan is brilliant if it has a clear
objective, has an offensive orientation,
masses resources at one decisive place and
time, uses an economy of force, calls for
maneuvers that give forces the advantage,
institutes unity of command, considers
the security of forces, will surprise the
enemy, and is comprehensible.?! The
Joint Staff suggests using, during the
mission-planning phase, these principles
along with three others—restraint in
the use of force, perseverance to achieve
the objective, and legitimacy of legal
and moral authority—now collectively
referred to as the Principles of Joint
Operations.?> While all of these principles
can be helpful for evaluating operational-
level plans, only three are useful at the
strategic level, especially when developing
and evaluating strategies that do not rely
exclusively on the military instrument of
national power. Those three are a clear
objective (balanced), simplicity (elegant),
and surprise (creative).
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Six Criteria for Evaluating
Strategies

Drawing from the above literature as
well as from personal experience teach-
ing strategy for more than 5 years at the
Joint Advanced Warfighting School, 1
suggest below six key criteria that strate-
gists and analysts can use to assess a
strategy’s quality.>® None of these crite-
ria by themselves makes a good strategy,
nor does the presence of all six guar-
antee success. Nevertheless, the more
criteria present in a strategy, the more
likely that strategy will succeed. A good
strategy should balance ends, ways, and
means; account for the strategic envi-
ronment; properly assess risk; minimize
its reliance on assumptions; be clear and
executable; and be creative and capable
of change. Although critical and cre-
ative thinking are important for all six
criteria, the first four rely more heavily
on critical thinking and analytical abili-
ties. Criteria five and six involve more
creative thinking skills and the ability

to be intellectually innovative. What
follows is a discussion of these criteria,
including questions the strategist should
ask as part of the evaluation process.
The subquestions can be thought of as
additional criteria, but they are intended
here more to help provide metrics for
the six overarching criteria.

Balanced: Does the Strategy Balance
Ends with Ways and Means? One way
that DOD tries to assess a strategy is by
asking whether it is suitable, feasible, and
acceptable.?* Though these questions
are intended as evaluation methods for a
policymaker, analysts often apply them at
the strategic level. Suitability asks whether
the intended ways are adequate to achieve
the desired endstate. Similarly, feasibility
is about whether the existing means can
accomplish the preferred endstate. Both
suitability and feasibility are part of the
ends-ways-means model or equation
and are discussed below. Acceptability is
about determining whether the benefits
from implementing the strategy outweigh
the costs, and it addresses the legal sup-
portability of the strategy. Criteria three
(candid) and five (elegant) discuss this
further, but strategists need to incorpo-
rate acceptability into the development

and evaluation processes, even though it
is not typically their responsibility. While
these questions are important, they are
also only part of the evaluation process.?®
To understand the balance of ends, ways,
and means, the strategist must ask four
subquestions to satisfy the first criterion.

Does the strategy clearly avticulate
ends? Before we know whether a strategy
is suitable and feasible, it must convey
precise objectives and a metric to identify
when it achieves success. This too should
be the provenance of policymakers,
but stating a clear objective helps the
strategist make the most efficient use of
available resources. It is also useful when
policymakers do not provide clear objec-
tives, allowing strategists to offer their
perception of the objective and to ensure
that the strategist and policymaker are on
the same page about the desired results.

Does the strategy propose appropriate
ways for veaching the objective? In other
words, is it suitable? A good strategy
incorporates multiple ways to increase
the likelihood of success, each of which
is appropriate for attaining the desired
objectives. This means the use of multiple
instruments of national power and the in-
volvement of multiple agencies or actors,
depending on the type of strategy and the
level at which it is written.

Does the strategy have the means to sup-
port the ways and to reach the objective? Is
it feasible? A strategy that is resourced is
more likely to be effective than one that is
not. But it is not enough to simply have
a lot of resources; they must be appropri-
ate for the specific ways that make up the
strategy. Any imbalance between these
elements creates risk, which is part of
criterion three (candid).

Does the strategy have internal consis-
tency? Internal consistency here refers to
the strategy fitting within the organiza-
tion’s or state’s strategic interests. Even
if a strategy properly balances ends, ways,
and means, if it is not consistent with
higher strategic guidance or does not
provide a bridge to lower levels, then
it is less likely to achieve the desired
results. For example, if one is designing
the National Military Strategy, its ends
should fit with the goals outlined in
the National Security Strategy and the

National Defense Strategy. Likewise,

its means should provide objectives for
theater-level strategies that the combatant
commands write to operationalize the
national-level guidance.

Aware: Does the Strategy Incovporate
an Understanding of the Strategic
Envivonment? Self-focused strategies,
such as those that look only at a state’s
ends, ways, and means, lack awareness of
the role that the environment and other
actors play in supporting or opposing
the strategy. This criterion involves three
subquestions. At the national level, this
type of analysis is done as part of the
Joint Strategy Review, which is an as-
sessment of the strategic environment
and contributes to the National Military
Strategy. This type of information may be
useful for strategists at the national level
but may be insufficient for evaluating the
strategic environment at other levels.

Does the strategy properly evaluate the
state’s place in the international system?
A good strategy is realistic about the
state’s capabilities and partnerships and
does not set unattainable goals or create
exaggerated expectations of success. It
also incorporates how other actors may
perceive the state, including its ability to
achieve its goals. As such, this part of the
evaluation includes views of the state’s
reputation, which can be important
for deterring adversaries and reassuring
allies.?

Does the strategy incorporate other ac-
tors’ interests and potential strategies? A
good strategy will attempt to anticipate
how other actors will respond to the
strategy, based on their goals and capa-
bilities. The literature on strategic culture
may provide one useful approach for un-
derstanding the likely responses of other
states.”” Some of this will, by necessity,
be assumptions (related to parsimony),
but bringing in subject matter experts
from academia and the Intelligence
Community can reduce the number of
necessary assumptions.

Does the strategy assess trends in the
strategic environment? A good strategy
accounts for changes under way, such as
shifting balances of power or economic
growth that could alter the status quo in
ways that assist with or hinder a strategy’s

32 JPME Today /Evaluating Strategies

JFQ 98, 3 Quarter 2020



Angels of the Battlefield award recipient Senior Airman Linda M. Wilson, who risked her own life to save lives of others during deadly mass shooting at
Route 91 Harvest Festival in Las Vegas, Nevada, stands onstage during 2018 Armed Services YMCA Angels of the Battlefield Award Gala, in Arlington,
Virginia, October 2, 2018 (DOD/James K. McCann)

implementation and success. These
changes may even precipitate the need
to revise the strategy, in which case it is
important for the strategist to understand
these trends. Perceptions of change may
be more important for understanding
other states’ behaviors than real trends
but will also be more difficult to identify.
The key is to pay attention to trends and
changes in the system, be cognizant of
the power of perceptions, and reevaluate
the strategy when trends appear to shift.
Candid: Does the Strategy Properly
Assess Risk? There are several ways to as-
sess risk.?® One common DOD approach
is to identify the imbalances between
ends, ways, and means.? If the ways are
appropriate for the ends but there are not
enough resources, that imbalance creates
risk—to the strategy itself and potentially
to personnel. A different way to think
about risk is that it is the likelihood of
failure, and the potential cost of that

failure, compared with the cost of doing
nothing. This criterion can be tested
using three subquestions, all of which
suggest that good strategies will address
extant risk in the environment, whether
from internal factors, such as sudden
budget reductions, or external issues,
such as unanticipated military action by
arival.

Does the strategy identify visk and
provide options for addressing i¢? It is not
the job of the strategist to determine how
to address that risk—to mitigate it, ignore
it, alter the objectives, increase the re-
sources, and so forth. It zs the strategist’s
job to identify risk in the strategy, pro-
pose steps to lower the risk, and caution
against the use of any strategy that does
not address that risk. Some approaches
to risk, such as changing the objectives,
will necessitate revision of the strategy
but should increase the likelihood of a
strategy’s success.

Does the strategy identify the risk of
doing nothing? Policymakers have a
tendency to want to do something or to
ask what can be done to solve a problem.
Sometimes the best course of action is
to do nothing—or at least to wait and
allow better opportunities for action to
arise. The best strategy, therefore, may
sometimes be one that simply preserves
the status quo. The strategist should
always evaluate inaction as an option
because doing nothing may pose less risk
to the state or its personnel than doing
something.

Does the strateqy account for dramatic
success? A good strategy incorporates
options for dealing with greater than
expected, or faster than expected, success.
The speed with which the Soviet Union
imploded after the fall of the Berlin Wall
surprised most people, and no plan was
in place for how to deal with the demise
of a superpower.*® A good strategy will
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compel its authors to ask questions about
what comes next if the strategy works.
Thinking about risk in this way also helps
strategists anticipate, or at least account
for, some of the unintended consequences
that arise even with a successful approach.
Parsimonious: Does the Strategy
Minimize Its Reliance on Assumptions?
A parsimonious theory is one that relies
on a minimal number of assumptions.
Analysts always have to make some as-
sumptions concerning unknown or
incomplete information. The challenge is
not to rely on too many assumptions or
on assumptions about critical information
but to get the assumptions correct. One
way to reduce the number of assumptions
and improve their accuracy is by bring-
ing in subject matter experts from both
government and academia. Three sub-
questions can help the strategist determine
whether an approach is parsimonious.
Does the strategy identify its assump-
tions? A good strategy clearly states the

assumptions on which it relies. The
clearer the strategy is about its assump-
tions, the more likely it is to be effective,
as long as the strategist can revise the
approach if new information invalidates
these assumptions (this flexibility is part
of criterion six). A clearer discussion of
assumptions also allows for easier revision
of the strategy as new information either
confirms or disconfirms the assumptions.
Does the strategy have to make assump-
tions about these six evaluation criterin?
It is important to minimize the types of
assumptions that are most dangerous for
a strategy. In particular, the more of these
six criteria that one must assume, the less
likely the strategy is to succeed. The strat-
egy that must make assumptions about
the desired objectives is likely to fail. The
strategy that makes several assumptions
about the strategic environment or an
adversary’s intentions is also problematic.
Ideally, assumptions will be limited to
anticipated reactions to the strategy. One

cannot know how a leader or state will
respond, but one can make assumptions
about reactions, based on what the strate-
gist knows of that state’s intentions and
goals. Again, subject matter experts can
provide additional insight about other
states or the strategic environment that
reduces reliance on these types of as-
sumptions and enhances the likelihood
that a plan will succeed.

Does the strateqy make accurate as-
sumptions? The more accurate a strategy’s
assumptions, the more likely it is to be
effective. Accuracy will be difficult to de-
termine before implementing a strategy,
but it need not wait until a strategy suc-
ceeds or fails. Flawed assumptions are not
necessarily fatal to a strategy if the strategy
is adjustable (creative) and if the strategist
addresses them in a timely manner.

Elegant: Is the Strategy Clear and
Executable? The previous four criteria
require the strategist to be a critical
thinker—to analyze the strategy and its
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component parts. The next two require
the strategist to be more of a creative
thinker. Any strategy should be clear
enough for leaders to understand it and
for operators to put it to work—but the
plan need not be simple, so I prefer the
term elegant.

Clarity is an important characteristic
of scientific theories and corporate strate-
gies and should be an important feature
of'a good security strategy. Strategy,
as Colin Gray suggests, is “the bridge
that relates military power to political
purpose.”®! Therefore, a good strategy
will communicate with two audiences,*
providing us with two subquestions. The
third subquestion relates to an assessment
of the strategy’s need for either publica-
tion or secrecy.

Does the strategy offer clear choices to
decisionmakers? A good strategy is clear
enough for decisionmakers to grasp the
necessary assumptions, the proposed
ways and means, the risks involved, and
the available options to address that risk.
The strategist must also consider the
willingness of decisionmakers to commit
to a strategy. Although a good strategy
may not be implemented for a variety of
reasons, it is up to the strategist to design
a plan that is acceptable to those who
ultimately make the decisions.

Does the strategy provide clear divection
to those who will implement it? A good
strategy is clear not only for decision-
makers but also enough those at the
operational and tactical levels to know
how to implement it and to understand
the conditions under which they achieve
success in their portion of the strategy.
Just as communicating with subject mat-
ter experts can help increase awareness of
the strategic environment and minimize
assumptions about other actors, com-
municating with the planners who will be
responsible for operationalizing a strategy
can be valuable for helping to assess a
strategy’s elegance.

Does the strategy requirve secvecy?
Secrecy is not always a requirement for
success, and one could argue that a supe-
rior strategy is one that everyone knows
but still cannot defeat; however, failing to
properly identify whether a strategy must
be kept secret or needs to be revealed can

affect its success. Secrecy may be impor-
tant for success, depending on the nature
and purpose of the strategy, but it could
also hinder success. Deterrence strategies
and those that rely on the actions of other
states require some level of publication
for maximum success. The key for the
strategist is to understand what the orga-
nization will gain and lose by publicizing
the strategy or portions of it. Secret strat-
egies allow a strategist to provide more
details to those who implement them.
Secrecy also removes the signaling and
communication value of a strategy and
reduces the number of outside analysts
whose input could contribute to a more
effective strategy.

Creative: Is the Strategy Innovative
and Capable of Change? A successtul
strategy need not be creative, but greater
levels of creativity will produce better
strategies, all else being equal. Ideally, a
strategy is surprising to others while still
being internally clear to those who make
the decisions and execute the steps. That
is why none of these criteria should be
used by themselves; rather, they should
be treated as part of a holistic framework
for evaluating a strategy. It is also pos-
sible to get too creative and design a
strategy that is too complex and thus not
executable.

Is the strategy creative? A creative strat-
egy, defined as one that is unexpected,
will have a greater chance of success than
one that is uncreative. One challenge is
that strategists may not be able to evalu-
ate their own work as being surprising.
Having other analysts examine a strategy
will increase its chance of success, as they
not only assess the degree to which the
strategy is surprising but also evaluate the
other elements of the strategy, such as its
assumptions. Another challenge is achiev-
ing balance so that one does not sacrifice
clarity, or practicability, for the sake of
novelty or innovation.

Is the strategy adaptable? The most
adaptable strategies are those that include
several alternative possibilities. One
method for increasing adaptability is to
perform counterfactual analysis on the
assumptions. Counterfactual analysis is
a critical part of intelligence analysis and
has been suggested for use in strategy

development.?* Planners might think of
these alternative possibilities as branches
and sequels.?® Political scientists some-
times use counterfactuals to test their
hypotheses because they provide ad-
ditional observations to cases with few
decision points.*

If we think of strategy as a hypothesis
to be tested when it is implemented, then
counterfactuals can be an effective tool
for evaluating one’s hypothesis about
proper actions given an actor’s desired
outcome and within the current environ-
ment. This part of strategy development
and assessment requires the greatest level
of creative thinking for the strategist;
because of that effort—and the time con-
straints often placed on strategists—this
method is rarely used.

The simplest approach is to ask how
changes to the assumptions would alter
the strategy and then to use these six
evaluation criteria to derive an alterna-
tive strategy. If the strategist has thought
about how changes to assumptions will
influence the strategy, then these contin-
gencies can be written into the strategy,
increasing its adaptability.

There is also a tradeoff here between
elegance and adaptability. Greater num-
bers of assumptions, especially vague
assumptions, create more potential
counterfactuals and thus either a more
complex strategy or one that is not adapt-
able. A strategy that has to make few
assumptions will be simpler and more
adaptable to changes in both the strategic
environment and the actor’s interests
or resources. This factor should compel
the strategist to minimize the number of
assumptions on which the strategy relies,
while also evaluating the extent to which
different assumptions would alter the
strategy.

Is the strategy flexible? Although we
often treat these last two criteria—adapt-
ability and flexibility—as synonyms,
there is an important distinction between
them. Adaptability refers to a strategy’s
inclusion of alternate possibilities, while
[flexibility means that a strategy can ad-
just when confronted with unexpected
change.¥ In general, a flexible strategy
will be more effective than one that can-
not change once implemented. That does
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not mean an inflexible strategy cannot
be effective; it just has a lower chance of
success than a strategy with high levels
of flexibility, especially if anything in the
environment changes. The challenge is
that one may not be able to assess the
flexibility of a strategy until it is already
implemented, and at that point it may
be too late to alter the approach. That
scenario illustrates the importance of
consistent reevaluation of a strategy, but
there are a few red flags that indicate a
lack of flexibility.

A strategy is less likely to be effec-
tive if it creates dead ends, or points at
which there are few opportunities to
change direction. For example, beyond
the balancing of ends, ways, and means, a
strategy that commits too many resources
to one area or effort loses potential flex-
ibility. Likewise, a strategy that explicitly
prohibits certain courses of action (that
is, for political, legal, or ethical reasons)
is less flexible than a strategy that is open
to all courses of action. A less flexible
strategy may be more acceptable to de-
cisionmakers because they retain more
control over its implementation. This
highlights another tradeoff—this time
between leadership control and strategic
success.

Conclusion

The six criteria discussed in this article
are intended to evaluate the likely
success of a strategy prior to and during
its implementation. It is meant to be

a thorough list of critical criteria, but
that does not mean other factors cannot
also contribute to a strategy’s success
or failure. For instance, one element
of'a good strategy may be whether it is
consistent with the values of the state
or corporation that develops it. Every
organization possesses certain values,
and a strategy that is inconsistent with
those values may not be acceptable to
decisionmakers (either to their own
values or to those they perceive to be
held by the public); that important
consideration should be part of the
evaluation of a strategy in several places
for understanding the influence of one’s
own values on a strategy (candid and
elegant) and for understanding how

others’ values might affect the strategy
(aware). There is limited space here for
an extensive discussion of the influence
of values on strategy, and because values
change over time and across borders,
they are highly subjective. The broader
point is that no single strategy is ideal
for every actor in every time, so the
strategist must understand the right and
left limits of what leaders will allow and
incorporate other evaluation criteria as
required or when doing so is useful.

One question not yet addressed is
when one should evaluate a strategy. A
strategist should use these six evaluation
criteria throughout the strategy develop-
ment process. In addition, strategies
should be reevaluated whenever some crit-
ical element changes. If the ends, means,
or ways change; if the adversary alters its
behavior, indicating a shift in its goals; if
there is new leadership that views risk dif-
ferently; if an assumption is disconfirmed;
or if there are indications that the strategy
is not understood at lower levels, then the
strategy must be reevaluated and revised.

One common theme in several of the
criteria is the need to communicate with
outsiders, whether they are subject matter
experts or planners. Designing a strategy
in a vacuum will fail in several key criteria,
so the best approaches will make use of
the knowledge that exists outside the
strategist’s office.

This article is intended as a guide
for strategists and analysts to help in the
development and evaluation of strategies,
by identifying the most important factors
of success along with some key questions
to ask as part of the evaluation process.
Although the corporate literature identi-
fies some important factors for evaluating
strategy, many businesses have the same
challenge as national security profession-
als: They devote more energy to thinking
about how to make strategy and imple-
ment it than how to evaluate strategy.
When they do conduct evaluations, they
tend to focus on the outcome of a strategy.
These are flawed approaches because the
evaluation of a strategy is critical before
and during implementation; otherwise,
the strategist is simply hoping the ideas
will work. And while hope can be a strat-
egy, it is typically not a very good one. JFQ
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