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Abstract 
Robert Erdeniz, Military Operations Planning and Methodology: Thoughts on 
military problem-solving, Licentiate thesis in Philosophy and in Military stud-
ies. Theses in Philosophy from the Royal Institute of Technology (no. 58). 
Stockholm, 2017. ISBN 978-91-7729-336-1. ISSN 1650-8831. 

 

This thesis discusses military operations planning and methodology by review-
ing two of NATO’s planning documents, i.e. the ‘Allied Joint Doctrine for 
Operational-Level Planning’ (AJP 5) and the ‘Comprehensive Operations Plan-
ning Directive’ (COPD), and defends the following claim. 

Parts of the description of NATO’s Operational-Level Planning Process 
(OLPP), as described in the AJP 5 and the COPD, is methodologically incon-
sistent (contradictory), due to epistemic and practical implications of method-
ology.  

As such, the thesis discusses three topics: approaches to Operational Art, plan-
ning heuristics and implications of methodology. The thesis also intertwines 
military operations planning, methodology and military problem-solving. 

This thesis consists of two published papers and an introduction. The introduc-
tion explains and further discusses operations planning as well as terms and 
concepts stated within the two papers. 

Paper I focuses on the AJP 5 and discusses the methodological distinction be-
tween two, out of three described, approaches to Operational Art, which are 
denoted the ‘Design’ and the ‘Systemic’ approach. The methodological distinc-
tion between these two approaches is vague and paper I states one epistemic 
and one practical implication of methodology. Briefly, conducting military 
operations planning with a Design approach implies applying Value-focused 
thinking and hence requires explicit statements of military and non-military 
stakeholders’ values (e.g. goals/objectives).  

Paper II focuses on the COPD and discusses two specific planning heuristics. 
The first heuristic relates to the Systemic approach and the other heuristic re-
lates to the third approach, denoted the ‘Causalist’ approach, applicable within 
Operational Art. There is a methodological contradiction between the two dis-
cussed planning heuristics and paper II states one epistemic and three practical 
implications of methodology. Briefly, simultaneously applying planning heuris-
tics relating to the Systemic and the Causalist approach, characterised by meth-
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odological properties like e.g. emergence and invariance, entails a methodolog-
ical contradiction within the COPD. 

The conclusions stated within this thesis imply that NATO’s description of the 
OLPP suffers from a methodological contradiction, based on the discussion and 
review of the AJP 5 and the COPD. Hence, the conclusions constitute an argu-
ment for revising parts of the AJP 5 and the COPD, especially the description 
of the approaches to Operational Art and its related planning heuristics. 

The revision should focus on the planning heuristics contributing to the meth-
odological contradiction and NATO should consider the following suggestion. 
NATO should develop a “handbook of methodology” to better explain and 
describe the methodological challenge of conducting military operations plan-
ning and hence further describe important parts of the “how to” of military 
problem-solving as well as the military decision-making process. 

 

Keywords: military operations planning, methodology, military problem-
solving, military decision-making, approaches to Operational Art, planning 
heuristics, AJP 5, COPD. 
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Thesis composition 
This Licentiate thesis consists of an introduction and the following two papers: 

 

I. Erdeniz, R. (2016). Approaches to Operational Art Revisit-
ed: Theoretical and Practical Implications of Methodology. 
Proceedings of the 21st International Command and Control 
Research and Technology Symposium (ICCRTS), UK, 
London. (full paper peer-review) 

 
II. Erdeniz, R. (2016). Operations planning revisited: theoreti-

cal and practical implications of methodology. Defence 
Studies. 16(3), 248-269. 
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Sammanfattning på svenska  
(Summary in Swedish) 
Denna licentiatavhandling består av en introduktion samt två publicerade arti-
klar, vilka fokuserar på två av försvarsalliansen Natos planeringsdokument. Det 
första dokumentet är en doktrin som benämns ’Allied Joint Doctrine for Opera-
tional-Level Planning’ (AJP 5). Det andra dokumentet utgör Natos planerings-
ramverk som benämns ’Comprehensive Operations Planning Directive’ 
(COPD). Baserat på innehållet i denna introduktion och de två publicerade 
artiklarna, avser licentiat-avhandlingen försvara följande påstående. 

Delar av beskrivningen av Natos process för operations-planering, enligt 
beskrivningen i AJP 5 och COPD, är metodologiskt inkonsistent (motsägelse-
full). Denna motsägelse uppstår på grund av epistemiska och praktiska följder 
(implikationer) av metodologi, vilka utgör ett argument för att revidera delar av 
Natos planeringsdokument. 

En sådan revision bör fokusera på att förbättra den metodologiska beskrivning-
en av Natos operationsplanering samt de ingående metoderna för Opera-
tionskonst och planeringsheuristisk. Det tidigare nämnda påståendet försvaras 
genom att parallellt diskutera tre ämnen, nämligen metoder för Opera-
tionskonst, planeringsheuristik samt epistemiska och praktiska implikationer av 
metodologi. Licentiatavhandlingen syftar till att tydliggöra och förklara hur 
dessa tre ämnen sammanbinder operationsplanering, metodologi och militär 
problemlösning. 

Denna introduktion består av fyra kapitel och det första kapitlet redogör för 
licentiatavhandlingens syfte, forskningsproblem samt forskningsfråga. Nästa 
kapitel förklarar och diskuterar de tre specifika ämnena, operationsplanering 
samt metodologi i syfte att tydliggöra innehållet i de två publicerade artiklarna. 
Därefter sammanfattas artiklarna och dess slutsatser i det tredje kapitlet. Det 
avslutande fjärde kapitlet presenterar några reflektioner avseende militärt 
tänkande och möjliga framtida forskningsfrågor för kommande artiklar inom 
det pågående forskningsprojektet. 

Artikel I fokuserar på Natos doktrin, AJP 5, och diskuterar distinktionen mellan 
två metoder (angreppssätt) avseende Operationskonst, vilka benämns ’Design’ 
och ’Systemisk’. Det konstateras att den metodologiska distinktionen mellan 
dessa två metoder är otydlig och artikeln identifierar en epistemisk och en prak-
tisk implikation av metodologi. Kortfattat, att använda metoden Design vid 
genomförandet av operationsplanering innebär indirekt en applicering av ett 
koncept som benämns ’Value-focused thinking’. Detta koncept kräver en ex-
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plicit beskrivning av alla militära och icke-militära aktörers värderingar 
avseende exempelvis målformuleringar. 

Artikel II fokuserar på Natos planeringsramverk, COPD, och diskuterar två 
olika planeringsheuristiker (tumregler) vilka beskriver en Systemisk och en 
’Kausal’ metod för Operationskonst. Det konstateras att de två undersökta 
planeringsheuristikerna är metodologiskt inkonsistent på grund av en epistem-
isk och tre praktiska implikationer av metodologi. Kortfattat, beskrivningen av 
de två planeringsheuristikerna innebär att Natos process för operationsplanering 
är metodologisk motsägelsefull. Detta beror på att de två heuristikerna karak-
täriseras av motsägelsefulla metodologiska egenskaper som exempelvis emer-
gens (Systemisk metod) och invarians (Kausal metod). 

Slutsatserna påvisar att AJP 5 och COPD är metodologiskt motsägelsefulla och 
därför bör delar av Natos två diskuterade planeringsdokument revideras. En 
sådan revidering bör fokusera på att identifiera och åtgärda sådan heuristik som 
bidrar till metodologisk inkonsistens inom den operativa planeringsprocessen. I 
licentiatavhandlingen föreslås att Nato utvecklar en ”handbok metodologi” som 
kan utgöra ett stödjande dokument vid genomförandet av operations-planering 
samt förbättra den metodologiska beskrivningen av militär problemlösning, 
dvs. att förbättra den militära processen för beslutsfattande. 

Sökord: militär operationsplanering, metodologi, militär problemlösning, mili-
tärt beslutsfattande, metoder för Operationskonst, planeringsheuristik, AJP 5, 
COPD.  
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Introduction 
This introduction discusses two previously published papers constituting a 
licentiate thesis in Philosophy at the Royal Institute of Technology (KTH) and 
in Military studies at the Swedish Defence University (SEDU).1 The primary 
target audience is non-philosophers and military practitioners. 

The introduction is divide into four sections and the first section describes the 
research problem and question. To further stress the content of the two papers, 
the second section discusses the three mentioned topics and their relation to 
operations planning, methodology and problem-solving. The third section 
summaries the two papers and their conclusions. The fourth, and final, section 
offers some thoughts on the future development of military thinking and possi-
ble future papers within this research project. 

The two published papers have simultaneously discussed a selection of military 
and non-military terms and concepts that require further explanation in order to 
intertwine the overall research problem and question within this thesis, hence 
the purpose of this introduction. The content of the two papers also constitute 
the reason for curtailing the licentiate thesis to operations planning at the 
operational level and its planning process, heuristics and approaches to 
Operational Art.  
  

                                                                    
1 Paper I was presented at the International Command & Control Research Symposium 
(ICCRTS) in September 2016 and published in their peer-reviewed conference proceed-
ing. (Erdeniz 2016a) Paper II is published in Defense Studies Journal (vol:3, no:16) in 
June 2016. (Erdeniz 2016b) 

‘Krigsvetenskap’ (in Swedish) is denoted as ‘Military studies’, but the official English 
term is not yet confirmed at the SEDU since the SEDU is applying for a doctorial enti-
tlement from the Swedish Higher Education Authority (Universitetskanslers Ämbetet, 
UKÄ) at the time of writing this licentiate thesis. 
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1. The aim, problem and question 
The aim of this thesis is to explain and discuss why and how methodology 
matters when conducting operations planning. A commander trying to 
(re)solve/manage a military problem applies a method, i.e. an approach, and the 
commander has more than one method to choose from when conducting mili-
tary problem-solving. As the commander chooses one approach, the actual 
procedure of choosing one out of a set of approaches is considered to be con-
ducting methodology. Phrased differently, methodology is about justifying the 
choice of a specific approach for the conduct of Operational Art when planning 
military operations. As such, a commander should reflect on three specific 
topics: approaches to Operational Art, (henceforth approaches); planning 
heuristics (henceforth heuristics) and epistemic and practical implications of 
methodology. To be more specific, when a commander describes and tries to 
manage a military problem, the method applied is called an approach. A com-
mander can choose different approaches when addressing military problems 
and this choice is important since it can influence how the actual planning is 
conducted. Operations planning is conducted with the support of heuristics, i.e. 
rules of thumb, which guide the commander and the staff officers in their task 
of planning an operation. It will be argued that the choice of approach and the 
conduct of different heuristics is closely related to methodology, hence is it 
important to understand how methodology influences the actual operations 
planning. As such, the implications of methodology are a fundamental topic to 
be addressed within this thesis. These three topics are the focus of the whole 
introduction and will be further explained and discussed in section 2. Before 
introducing the problem and research question of this thesis, some of the previ-
ously-mentioned terms should be further explained in order to better compre-
hend the aim of this thesis: 

Operation: “A military action or the carrying out of 
a strategic, tactical, service, training, or administra-
tive military mission; the process of carrying on 
combat, including movement, supply, attack, de-
fence and manoeuvres needed to gain the objec-
tives of any battle or campaign. (This term is, 
therefore, neutral regarding the level of planning).”  

Operations planning: “The planning of military 
operations at the strategic, operational or tactical 
levels. The preferred English term to designate the 
planning of military operations at all levels is “op-
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erations planning”. The term “operational-level 
planning” is not to be used so as to prevent confu-
sion with “operations planning.” 

Operational level: “The level at which campaigns 
and major operations are planned, conducted and 
sustained to accomplish strategic objectives within 
theatres or areas of operations.” 

Operational-level planning process (OLPP): “The 
preferred English term to designate the planning of 
military operations at the operational level is “op-
erational-level planning”. The term “operational 
planning” is not to be used so as to prevent confu-
sion with “operations planning.” The OLPP has 
been “developed to support a joint force com-
mander (JFC) and his staff in conducting opera-
tional-level planning. This is a task which may be 
fulfilled through the COPD.” 

Strategic level: “The level at which a nation or 
group of nations determines national or multina-
tional security objectives and develops national, 
including military, resources to achieve them.”  

Tactical level: “The level at which activities, bat-
tles and engagements are planned and executed to 
accomplish military objectives assigned to tactical 
formations and units.” 

[AJP 5, p. 1-13, p.3-1, p. lex 14-16; COPD, p. L-5] 

NATO’s terminology is ambiguous and can be confusing, hence the following 
clarification. This thesis discusses operations planning but focuses on opera-
tional-level planning (not operations planning at the strategic or the tactical 
level). This is done by reviewing NATO’s contemporary planning documents, 
the AJP 5 and the COPD, and describing parts of the Operational-level plan-
ning process (the OLPP). This thesis henceforth denotes operational-level plan-
ning only as operations planning. 

Methodology is about determining which method(s), or theory, is the most 
appropriate one(s) to use for a specific problem, based on arguments derived 
from certain principles or properties. Hence, methodology is not a term describ-
ing sets of methods, rather methodology is about reviewing the arguments for 
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why, when, and how a certain method, or theory, is applicable. (Jackson 2000; 
Carrier 2008) Briefly, methodology is about justification of a choice related to 
the how to concerning (re)solving/ managing problems, regardless of whether 
the problem is theoretical or practical. As the purpose of operations planning is 
to change an unacceptable situation to an acceptable one, i.e. to conduct prob-
lem-solving, the question of how to conduct military problem-solving relates to 
methodology. The term ‘approach’ in the AJP 5 is considered synonymous with 
the term ‘method’, thus is method henceforth denoted approach. Briefly, choos-
ing an approach implies conducting methodology. Consequently, which ap-
proach should be applied by a military decision-maker when conducting opera-
tions planning? Briefly, the question concerns both epistemology and the 
conduct of methodology.2 Phrased differently, the AJP 5 states that a decision-
maker should choose and apply one out of three approaches when conducting 
operations planning. Hence, this choice of approach is synonymous with con-
ducting methodology when conducting operations planning and military prob-
lem-solving. (AJP 5, p.2-10) 

Problem-solving is considered a cognitive process of trying to reach a goal 
when the path to reaching that goal is not straightforward, i.e. uncertain. Previ-
ous research on problem-solving has focused on the characterization of prob-
lems and how the human mind processes information when trying to solve 
different kinds of problems. Simon & Newell (1958) argued that problems 
could be categorized as well-structured or ill-structured problems and claimed 
that in everyday life, many practical problems are not well-structured problems. 
In other words, practical problems have vague and non-quantitative goals as 
well as requires judgment and intuition to be managed. 

A well-structured problem can be described in 
terms of numerical variables and vector quantities. 
The goals to be attained ca be specified in terms of 
a well-defined objective function – for example, 
the maximization of profit or the minimization of 
cost. [For well-structured problems] exists compu-
tational routines (algorithms) that permit the solu-
tion to be found and stated in actual numerical 

                                                                    
2Epistemology: “The division of philosophy which examines the nature, extent and 
justification of knowledge, also known as “theory of knowledge”. To exemplify, “the 
question whether we can have knowledge of unobservable things is an epistemological 
question.” (Rosenberg 2012, p.285) 
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terms. Common examples of such algorithms are 
maximization procedures in calculus of variations, 
linear-programming algorithms, Monte Carlo tech-
niques and so on. [Simon & Newell 1958, pp. 4-5] 

Simplified, a decision strategy for managing problems can be described by 
three general steps: identifying (framing) the problem, formalizing the problem 
and choosing how to solve the problem (Peterson 2009). In each of these steps, 
the decision maker can apply different decision rules and they can briefly be 
divide into two separate categories: algorithms and heuristics. Simon and New-
ell (1958) argued that the latter is applicable for ill-structured problems, i.e. 
difficult practical problems. However, what is the difference between an algo-
rithm and a heuristic? Briefly, an algorithm represents a process or a set of 
specific rules that has to be applied when conducting problem-solving. A heu-
ristic represents a process focusing on identifying a solution by trial and error 
or by applying rules that have no specific definition. 

Algorithms are often used in applied science, e.g. operations research (OR), 
usually imposing a mathematical structure to the decision problem where the 
focus is on optimization of all possible alternatives. A heuristic is a “rule of 
thumb” for conducting problem-solving and it focuses on identifying satisfacto-
ry solutions, not optima. A heuristic represents a decision rule to solve prob-
lems were logic and probability theory is not applicable, i.e. heuristics are more 
appropriate when the problem space is considered more challenging (e.g. for 
ill-structured or wicked problems). (Artinger et al. 2014) Another way of de-
scribing the difference between these two decision rules concern the choice of 
appropriate alternative. An algorithm usually strives to identify an optimum 
solution while the heuristic searches for the good enough solution. A reason for 
applying a heuristic is not that the decision-maker prefers such solutions or 
outcomes, but because there is no better choice.3 So, what can exemplify these 
decision rules? 

                                                                    
3 Whether heuristics are appropriate as decision rules is debatable. Meehl (1954) argued 
that intuitive judgments were inferior to those derived by algorithms and that one should 
be critical against human judgement. This view preceded Tversky & Kahneman’s 
(1974) research and the birth of the heuristic and biases research program that argued 
that heuristics were mental shortcuts that violated important axioms of the rational 
choice paradigm. Todd et al. (2000), Gigerenzer (2008), Gigerenzer & Goldstein (2011), 
have contested the work of Tversky & Kahneman as they argue that heuristics are not 
all-purpose decision rules but rather an adaptive toolbox of tools that can perform well 
in certain contexts or environments. 
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Tying your shoelaces or starting a car exemplifies an algorithm, given that you 
have done these actions a sufficient amount of times. In other words, one can 
apply algorithms for solving many different kinds of problems, but far from all. 
Further, what actually constitutes problem-solving can vary from person to 
person, e.g. tying your shoelaces as a child. Hence, the issue of problem-
solving represents a mix of a person’s experiences (intuition), the demands of 
the task, the available time and information as well as the available decision 
rules/approaches for problem-solving. So, how does heuristics relate to opera-
tions planning? 

Within operations planning, i.e. the OLPP, a familiar planning heuristic is de-
noted means-ends-analysis. Conducting this heuristic requires one to divide an 
overarching goal into sub-goals and reduce the difference between the present 
state (unacceptable condition – violation of the sub-goals) into the preferred 
state in relation to a predetermined goal (acceptable condition – e.g. an End-
state). Another well-known planning heuristic is denoted the working backward 
heuristic. This heuristic addresses a problem by creating a bridge from the 
acceptable conditions and then work backwards to reach the initial conditions 
constituting the problem. A third planning heuristic is the so called external 
representation, i.e. describing a problem on paper, whiteboard, computer soft-
ware and so on, as a way of relieving the short-term memory of the burden of 
representing the problem to improve the decision-maker’s ability to focus on 
(re)solving/managing the problem. These kinds of planning heuristics all aim to 
support the first, arguably also the most important and difficult, step of deci-
sion-making: creating a structure for representing (framing) the problem. Brief-
ly, one of the major challenges with problem-solving is actually the problem of 
representing the problem with an appropriate structure in a systematized way. 
Considerable academic attention on this topic has given rise to the so-called 
Problem Structuring Methods (PSM). These methods, i.e. PSMs, are debated 
within the academic field of Operations research. (Simon 1996; Rosenhead 
1996; Saaty & Shih 2009; AJP 5; COPD; Stephens & Boland 2015; White et. 
al. 2016;) Recent research on “understanding techniques” within the UK mili-
tary exemplifies the importance of PSM, “understanding techniques” and their 
connection to operations planning: 

These [understanding] techniques enable com-
manders, staff, non-military partners and subject-
matter experts to develop and articulate deeper un-
derstanding of complex and uncertain operational 
environments, through collaboration. The tech-
niques focus on cognitive and social processes of 
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eliciting, framing, challenging and articulating 
complex knowledge and underlying assumptions. 
The techniques directly support the development of 
the cognitive and social aspects of ‘understanding 
capability’. [Turner & Dodd 2016, p.1] 

Turner & Dodd (2016) discuss techniques that support what they refer to as 
“understanding” operations planning and methods suggested within the differ-
ent approaches stated in the AJP 5. However, how does the military decision-
maker make the choice of approach, i.e. address important questions of meth-
odology within operations planning? How should one choose an approach? Are 
the contemporary planning heuristics methodologically consistent, if not, what 
could be the implications of such a situation? Apparently, there are many im-
portant questions and intellectual challenges related to problem-solving and 
methodology. Phrased differently, how do NATO’s planning documents, i.e. 
the AJP 5 and the COPD, describe and apply planning heuristics within the 
OLPP? Hence, the following research question:  

What reasons, if any, are there for a military deci-
sion-maker to reflect on methodology when con-
ducting military operations planning in accordance 
with pre-determined doctrines/ planning frame-
works? 

The following three examples will be used for stressing the importance of the 
research problem and question: national defense planning, Operation IRAQI 
FREEDOM and finally parts of the academic debate concerning the develop-
ment of military doctrines related to operations planning.4 The purpose of the 
three examples is to describe how a military decision-makers’ view of method-
ology can guide and influence operations planning. In short, what justifies the 
choice of approach and why is this choice important? 

 

                                                                    
4 Parts of the contemporary debate concerning the development and importance of doc-
trine have focused on the usefulness and relevance of doctrines. For more information, 
see e.g. Høiback (2011; 2013 & 2016) and Angstrom & Widen (2015a & 2015b). Paper 
II discusses parts of contemporary academic debate, see pp. 260-261. 
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1.1 Example 1: personal experience from the Swedish 
Armed Forces headquarters 

The first example is based on personal experience from 2011 as I participated 
in two concurrent military planning projects within the Swedish Armed Forces’ 
(SwAF) headquarters. The first project (called project A) concerned Swedish 
defence planning: analysing the military capability of defending Sweden using 
a fictive scenario, with fictive SwAF capabilities, in the year 2020.  The second 
project (called project B) concerned the Swedish capability planning: analysing 
and developing the capabilities required by the SwAF to defend Sweden using 
the same 2020 scenario. Project A and B had the same political and military 
strategic guidance, as well as an equivalent amount of competent practitioners 
(subject-matter experts, high-ranking officers, Operational analysts, and so 
on).5 The two projects were conducted separately and within different parts of 
the SwAF headquarters; hence they rarely exchanged information about their 
progress within each project.6 Since the projects are classified, they are de-
scribed with a fictive example:  

Project A had identified that in order to achieve the 
task of defending Sweden, in a specific scenario in 
2020, a few Swedish soldiers would require a new 
uniform which could make them invisible. The 
amount of invisible uniforms required had been es-
tablished to be 60, based on military analyses, ex-
pert opinions and calculations from participating 
Operational analysts. The requirement and amount 

                                                                    
5 The Swedish Defense Research Agency (FOI) has supported the SwAF with Opera-
tional analysts and different kinds of research/studies related to defense planning since 
the Second World War. For further explanation and description of methods, planning 
procedures, capability assessments, and for a description of the present status of the 
Swedish Defence planning, see e.g.: Lignell et. al. (1998), Henriksson (2001), Gull-
brandsson & Lindström (2006), Berg (2010), Tavemark (2013) and Ödlund (2015).  
6 The two projects used a method called “war-gaming”, which in this context entails 
conducting table-top exercises with pre-prepared questions being worked through in 
order to identify conclusions from the participants of the war-game. The term ”war-
game” is not intuitive. What it is, how it should be conducted and its usefulness are 
important issues, but outside the scope of this thesis. For a general introduction and 
important research findings about war-gaming within military organizations see e.g. 
Perla & McGrady (2011) and Frank (2014). 
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of invisible uniforms was submitted to project B, 
with the arguments and calculations based on the 
analyses conducted within project A. Project B also 
conducted military analyses but with the purpose 
of identifying trade-offs and making decisions re-
garding which capabilities to develop. They con-
cluded that invisible uniforms would not be priori-
tized since it was considered too expensive, time-
consuming and required uncertain techno-logical 
advancements. In other words, Project B decided 
that invisible uniforms would not be developed and 
hence not be an available capability for the SwAF 
in 2020 and reported its decision to project A. I as-
sumed that project A would rethink and update 
parts of its previous military analyses and parts of 
the actual defence planning, but to my surprise that 
was not the case. 

[Fictive example stated by the author]  

This experience provoked reflection on the topic of how military practitioners 
(commanders and staff officers) conduct operations planning at the operational 
level.7 After discussing the matter separately with the two officers responsible 
(project leaders), both high-ranking and experienced within the SwAF, the 
following question remained unanswered: why had these two contradictory 
conclusions (concerning the requirement of invisible uniforms) been reached by 
project A and project B? After all, they were required to apply the same politi-
cal/strategic guidance and information, the same scenario, the same objectives, 
the same expert opinions and calculations, as well as the fact that the members 
of the two project groups were considered having similar military competence. 
After informal discussions with the two officers responsible, I concluded that 
the two project groups had two completely different views of what constituted 
the military problem at hand. Therefore, even though working towards the same 
objective based on the same information, they represented the problem differ-

                                                                    
7 This fictive example is not supposed to criticize the internal working process, 
projects or personnel within the SwAF’s headquarters. Rather it reflects per-
sonal experiences, which of course are subjective. The SwAF headquarters has 
changed these processes since 2011 and no claims are made concerning wheth-
er project A or project B solved their tasks in an unsuitable manner. 
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ently. Consequently, the two project groups each applied different approaches 
when conducting problem-solving within the planning process and therefore 
applied different methods when analysing the military problem. Seemingly, the 
choice of approach when conducting military problem-solving is important, 
indicated by the two project groups identifying contradictory conclusions con-
cerning the requirement of important military equipment related to Swedish 
defence planning. But what justifies the choice of approach? Based on personal 
experience, military practitioners address operations planning differently re-
gardless whether they have the same information. Although that might be un-
controversial, the question of what justifies the choice of approach and how 
that choice may influence military operations planning and the possible results 
of military operations is not. 

To summarise, based on experience as an Operational analyst within the 
SwAF’s headquarters; I claim that the matter of justification of approach (i.e. 
conducting methodology) is important when conducting operations planning 
since the choice of approach influences the “how to” when conducting military 
problem-solving. Hence, also the decision-making process and its results. 
However, what is the significance of such a claim? After all, it relies heavily on 
personal experience. Is reflecting on topics of methodology even relevant, or 
only a representation of a subjective view on military problem-solving and 
operations planning? Can the choice of approach actually guide and influence 
operations planning of international operations, like for example Operation 
IRAQI FREEDOM (Iraq 2003)? 

 

1.2 Example 2: Operation IRAQI FREEDOM 

The second example concern Operation IRAQI FREEDOM in Iraq 2003. 
Bensahel (2006) argues that the pre-war planning for the post-war Iraq suffered 
from a multitude of failures, e.g. overly optimistic assumptions and a lack of 
contingency planning for alternative outcomes as the operations planning was 
conducted. Two assumptions in particular were important: US forces were 
expected to be greeted as liberators instead of occupiers; and that the ministries 
of the Iraqi government would continue to operate sufficiently after the removal 
of specific ministers and their closest advisors. (Bensahel 2006, pp.456-458) 
The first assumption indicates how the US planners’ viewed the nature of the 
post-war environment and the second assumption offers one possible reason for 
why large-scale reconstruction was left out of the planning. In short, these two 
assumptions imply that the US planners did not view the reconstruction of Iraq 
after the removal of Saddam Hussein as a particularly difficult task when they 
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conducted the operations planning. It is always easy to criticise planning in 
hindsight but, focusing on justification of approach when conducting operations 
planning and whether this topic is important, Bensahel (2006) raises an im-
portant matter: 

The problem was that no [operations] planning oc-
curred for scenarios where these two assumptions 
[mentioned above] might not hold. Any scenario 
based on a single set of assumptions is quite vul-
nerable to being wrong, since things rarely work 
out exactly as predicted. The fundamental problem 
was not the content of these particular assumptions, 
but the fact that a single set of assumptions drove 
US government planning efforts, and no contin-
gency plans were developed in case that one sce-
nario did not occur. [Bensahel 2006, p.458] 

Phrased differently, Bensahel (2006) argues that the chosen approach for plan-
ning Operation IRAQI FREEDOM was flawed, even though US had success on 
the battlefield, since the operations planning, or lack thereof, became a prelude 
to a post-war insurgency and a fragile Iraqi state.8  

I have previously exemplified a similar opinion stated by Bowen (2009) in 
paper 2 and will now offer a short description of that discussion. At the time of 
pre-war planning of Operation IRAQI FREEDOM, the Secretary of Defence, 
Donald Rumsfeld, and the Secretary of State, Colin Powell, held two complete-
ly different opinions on the matter of which approach to apply when conducting 
the pre-war operations planning:  

Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld believed that, after Saddam’s fall, pow-
er should rapidly transfer to an interim Iraqi authority. Reflecting this belief, 
Pentagon officials conceived of U. S. forces as liberators who would leave Iraq 
within months of toppling the regime.  

Secretary of State Colin Powell pointedly told the President that “when you hit 
[Iraq], it’s like a crystal glass. It’s going to shatter. There will be no govern-
ment. There will be civil disorder. You’ll have 25 million Iraqis standing 
around looking at each other”. [Bowen 2009, p. 3.] 

                                                                    
8 For other discussions and examples on the problems with the prewar operations plan-
ning of the US intervention in Iraq 2003, see e.g. Ricks (2006 & 2009), Dobbins et al. 
(2009), Flibbert (2013) and Monten (2014).  
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Firstly, these two conflicting opinions “remained unresolved right up to the 
invasion” (Bowen 2009, p.4). Secondly, the “operational plans being prepared 
by the government´s civilian agencies” was based on the “operative strategy” 
following the Department of Defence’s view of seeing U.S. forces as liberators 
(Bowen 2009, p. 16). Thirdly, can these opinions be related to one’s view on 
approaches? When addressing problems that are social phenomena, Russo 
(2010) argues that one can adhere to one out of – at least – two approaches. 
One can be a Causalist or a Systemic and the following is a simplified descrip-
tion of the difference: the two statements above represent different views on 
what one can know and have knowledge about, or not, when conducting opera-
tions planning. To exemplify, a certain view on causation is required to adhere 
to the following assumption. The U.S. strategy and operational plans would be 
able to identify and structure all the relevant relations (e.g. values, effects & 
actions) between and within the components (e.g. actors & objects) of the sys-
tem (the Iraqi society & possible scenarios) in order to achieve a swift and 
decisive victory. Section 2 and section 3 discuss and explain this difference 
further. However, arguably, the statement of Mr Rumsfeld expresses a notion 
of the ability to control certain mechanisms (e.g. peoples’ views on the U.S. 
forces) in the Iraqi society (the system). In other words, deconstructing the 
problem into smaller parts, identifying mechanisms and adhering to the ability 
of controlling (predict) relations and behaviours of the components (e.g. actors 
and factors) within the system. Briefly, what this thesis considers representing a 
Causalist approach to military operations planning. The statement of Mr Powell 
expresses the opposite, i.e. adherence to a Systemic approach, since this state-
ment implies a limited ability to controlling (predicting) the development with-
in Iraq, once the U.S forces entered Iraq.9 However, the different opinions of 
the Secretaries entailed that the Defence and the State Departments issued a co-
written memo stating 29 issues, which assessed possible risks related to the 
liberation of Iraq and Operation IRAQI FREEDOM: 

In retrospect, the memo proved remarkably prescient. Number thirteen was not 
finding weapons of mass destruction. Other fears included sectarian and ethnic 
strife among Sunnis, Shia, and Kurds; the failure to capture Saddam Hussein; 
Iraq fracturing into two or three pieces; U.S. post-war involvement lasting ten 
years, rather than two to four; the cost of the post-war effort being too high; and 
a turnabout in world opinion. [Bowen 2009, p. 13.] 

                                                                    
9 The different opinions of Mr. Rumsfeld and Mr. Powell and the connection to method-
ological properties is further discussed in paper II, pp.263-265. The actual approaches 
are further discussed in section 2 and section 3 in this introduction. 
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Once again, hindsight is precarious but as Bensahel (2006) argued, the problem 
is not the content representing the different views but rather the fact that the 
choice of approach for framing the problem guided the operations planning, 
and hence military problem-solving and the decision-making process. In other 
words, there was information available on different possible developments of 
the Iraqi society once the US forces entered the country, but arguably, the cho-
sen approach made that information less relevant during the operations plan-
ning. This emphasises the question of addressing justification of approach 
when conducting operations planning. Without going into a counterfactual 
debate about empirical matters concerning Iraq and the U.S. military interven-
tion, conducting operations planning as a Systemic could have influenced the 
strategy and the operational plans for the US forces. Why? Because the amount 
of relations to consider would have increased if the amount of elements in-
creased within the identified system, which the memo quoted above exempli-
fies, which is a result of choosing a Systemic approach when conducting prob-
lem-solving. In short, a Causalist conducting operations planning applies 
narrower system boundaries, and especially not open system boundaries, in 
order to identify and categorize the elements and their relations necessary to 
identify the mechanisms required to apply a Causalist approach when conduct-
ing problem-solving.10 

To summarise, the conduct of operations planning during Operation IRAQI 
FREEDOM was guided by the choice of approach and it influenced the military 
problem-solving, as well as the military decision-making process, and its re-
sults. Are these two examples, personal experiences from national operations 
planning and the pre-war operations planning in Iraq 2003, really significant? 
After all, they only constitute two descriptive cases within two specific con-
texts; can these two examples be interconnected to the three stated academic 
fields of knowledge (the topics) and further stress the importance of methodol-
ogy? 

 
  

                                                                    
10 This claim is not intuitive and the difference between the Causalist and Systemic 
approach when conducting problem-solving is given a more detailed explanation in 
section 2 as terms like system boundaries and mechanisms are further discussed.  
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1.3 Example 3: the development  
of military concepts and doctrines 

The third example concerns the academic debate regarding the development of 
military concepts and doctrines related to operations planning and military 
problem-solving. The development of the contemporary military concepts, 
which influence doctrines (e.g. AJP 5) and planning frameworks (e.g. COPD), 
is intertwined with the development of military thinking and theory based on 
the military operations conducted from the end of the Cold War until the pre-
sent day.11 One of the most influential and debated concepts is called Effects-
Based Operations (EBO), which later was further developed and renamed to 
Effects-Based Approach to Operations (EBAO), having its origin in airpower 
theory.12 EBO was developed by the US Air Force based on its experiences 
from operations like Operation DESERT STORM (Iraq 1991), Operation AL-
LIED FORCE (Kosovo/Serbia 1999), Operation ENDURING FREEDOM 
(Afghanistan 2001) and Operation IRAQI FREEDOM (2003). The EBO con-
cept was terminated within the US forces in 2008 as the Commander of the US 
Joint Forces Command (USJFCM), Marine General Mattis, based on personal 
experiences from Iraq (1991 & 2003) and Afghanistan (2003), stated the fol-
lowing: 

EBO has caused confusion throughout the joint force and among our multina-
tional partners that we must correct. It is my view that EBO has been misap-
plied and overextended to the point that it actually hinders rather than helps 
joint operations. My assessment is shaped by my personal experiences and the 
experiences of others in a variety of operational situations. The inconclusive 
results of these operations underscore the fact that effects-based operations tend 
to be ineffective when used exclusive of ground manoeuvre operations. This 
type of thinking [effects-based] runs contrary to historical lessons and the fun-
damental nature of war. We must use focused training and technology-enabled 

                                                                    
11 For a discussion and examination of how to develop and write military concepts as 
well as some of the practical challenges, see Schmitt (2002). For examples of other 
military concepts like e.g. Revolutions in Military Affairs, Network Centric Warfare, 
Hybrid Warfare and so on. For more information see e.g. Cebrowski & Garstka (1998), 
Peters (1999), Alberts et. al. (2000), Berkowitz (2003), Hoffman (2009), Murray & 
Mansoor (2012), Johnson (2014); and Futter & Collins (2015). 
12 For a historical description of the development, implementation of EBO and EBAO 
see e.g. Finn (2002), Smith (2003), Smith-Windsor (2008), and Saeveraas (2011).  
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solutions or problem-solving techniques to enhance initiative, pattern recogni-
tion, and decentralized decision-making. However, effects-based thinking and 
associated tools cannot be used as a substitute for creative campaign design and 
critical thinking. We will change course and provide the joint warfighter with a 
more balanced and understandable framework in which to plan, execute, and 
assess operations. [Mattis 2008, pp. 18,19, 21,24] 

Mattis’s (2008) criticism sparked an academic debate that resulted in a plethora 
of articles and books discussing the usefulness of effects-based thinking and no 
common agreement on this topic has been reached.13 An example of how con-
temporary research and the development of military thinking and theory influ-
ence operations planning and military problem-solving is given by Smith-
Windsor (2008) who describes NATO´s view and choice to purse EBAO alt-
hough the US abandoned EBO. The choice to continue developing and trans-
forming the US concept EBO into EBAO was driven by both the academic 
debate and the fact that NATO’s Military Committee (MC) issued the follow-
ing position on effects-based thinking in 2010: 

Effects-based thinking has evolved from an all-embracing political-military 
concept into an approach that seeks primarily to improve the Alliance´s opera-
tions planning at the strategic and operational levels. The Strategic Commands 
are tasked to implement the use of effects in operations at strategic and opera-
tional levels, while ensuring consistency with the ongoing revision of NATO 
operations planning documents. [MC 2010, pp. 2-3] 

Without restating the previous debate concerning EBO and EBAO, the decision 
of the MC implied a contradictory view on the conceptual relevance of apply-
ing effects-based thinking, when conducting operations planning and military 
problem-solving, compared with the one held within the US forces. One conse-
quence of this decision was to review and update the AJP 5 and to develop a 

                                                                    
13 A short description of the arguments from the proponents and the adversaries related 
to EBO and effects-based thinking has been stated in paper II pp.261-261. Arguments 
for EBO/EBAO and effects-based thinking can be found in e.g.: Deptula (1995 & 2001), 
Davis (2001), Lowe & Ng (2004), Babbage (2006), Ruby (2008), Carpenter & Andrews 
(2009), Chiabotti (2009), Czarnecki (2009), Ho (2006), Winton (2011) & Henriksen 
(2012). Arguments against EBO/EBAO and effects-based thinking can be found in e.g.: 
Kelly & Kilcullen (2006), Jobbágy (2008), Bird (2008), Storr (2009), van Riper (2009), 
Vego (2006). Examples on questions debated by the scholars above are: How should the 
EBO/EBAO concept be defined? Is EBO/EBAO a new idea/concept? Why has 
EBO/EBAO been developed? What is an effect? What can be predicted in operations 
planning? 
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completely new planning framework, i.e. the COPD. The difference on opin-
ions between the US and NATO, as well as the actual relevance of the 
EBO/EBAO concept and their internal differences, are irrelevant for this exam-
ple; the important issue is that of recognising that decisions on conceptual mat-
ters related to choice of approach, problem-solving and methodology influence 
how operations planning can or will be conducted. Based on the decision of the 
MC, the previous planning framework called Guidelines for Operational Plan-
ning (GOP) was abandoned and a conceptually new one, the COPD, was de-
veloped.14 The first version of the COPD was released in 2010, a second ver-
sion in 2013, and they both apply an effects-based thinking that focuses more 
on collaboration rather than purely military actions in order to achieve a so-
called Comprehensive Approach (CA).15 The two concepts of EBAO and CA 
are intertwined and one could argue that the difference between EBO and 
EBAO is that the former did not apply CA but the latter does. Hence, NATO’s 
decision to further develop the EBAO concept, or in the organisation’s own 
words: 

NATO recognises that the military alone cannot resolve a crisis or conflict. 
There is a need for more deliberate and inclusive planning and action through 
established crisis management procedures that allow for both military and non-
military resources and efforts to be marshalled with a greater unity of purpose. 
The COPD provides a common framework for collaborative operations plan-
ning when defining NATO´s Contribution within a comprehensive approach 
philosophy. Design, planning and execution are human matters where com-
manders lead and staffs support. Intuition, experience and military judgement 
remain paramount and this directive provides the processes and tools to support 
commanders’ decision-making at the strategic and operational levels. But the 
COPD is not an end in itself, merely a tool. The COPD is applicable to all op-
erations planning activities at the strategic and operational levels of command 
within NATO Command Structure. Crucially, the directive incorporates ACO´s 

                                                                    
14 The previous NATO planning framework, the GOP, focused on regular warfare and 
was based on the concepts and experiences from the Cold War. But due to the changing 
challenges of the battlefield from 1991 until 2010 and all the lessons learned from the 
international campaigns (e.g. Iraq, Kosovo and Afghanistan), NATO required a new 
way of thinking about operations planning and the EBAO concept was considered the 
best alternative.   
15 “A Comprehensive Approach can be described as a means to enhance a complemen-
tary, compatible response to crisis by all relevant actors” (COPD 2013, p.4-1). CA is 
further explained and discussed in paper II, p. 261 and in e.g. Mitchell (2009 & 2010).  
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current thinking on the application of effects in the planning and conduct of 
operations. This is not a revolution in the way we do business, but rather a 
normal evolution that can help to deliver a better understanding of what needs 
to be done. It is designed to complement planners’ existing tools to help ana-
lyse and solve complex challenges and achieve the plan’s objectives. [COPD 
2010, pp. 1:2-1:5.] 

As stated above, the COPD is a framework (tool) that supports the performance 
of operations planning and as such focuses on combining a multitude of per-
spectives within a battlefield (i.e. both military and non-military) and different 
concepts (e.g. EBAO and CA). The development of military thinking and theo-
ry, based on concepts and experiences, has influenced the development of oper-
ations planning, via a new planning framework. This emphasises the need to 
simultaneously engage with the philosophy of science, military thinking and 
theory, problem-solving and operations planning in the perspective of topics 
related to methodology. To exemplify, if planning is supposed to merge a 
commander’s view on what there is (ontology), what counts as knowledge 
(epistemology) and simultaneously address intuition, experience and military 
judgment; then that implies addressing parts of philosophy of science when 
applying and developing a methodology for operations planning. Once again, 
conducting operations planning actually entails conducting methodology and 
hence requires reflection on the three topics: approaches, heuristics and impli-
cations.16 

To summarise, the view on and application of military thinking, theories and 
concepts have influenced and guided military decision-making concerning the 
development of NATO planning documents, i.e. the AJP5 and the COPD. As 
such, the view and choice made concerning theories and concepts also guides 
the development and conduct of military problem-solving, operations planning 
and the military decision-making process as well as its results. Returning to the 
research problem, what is actually the problem being addressed within this 
thesis? 

 

1.4 The problem and the research question 

This thesis addresses a research problem divided into two themes. Firstly, the 
theme of how a military decision-maker, e.g. a commander, justifies the choice 

                                                                    
16 Once again, this will be further explained and discussed in section 2. 
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of approach, i.e. conducts methodology, when conducting operations planning. 
Secondly, the theme of whether methodological properties characterising spe-
cific planning heuristics, related to the chosen approach, can imply methodo-
logical inconsistency within military operations planning. Both themes relate to 
the development and conduct of operations planning in accordance with 
NATO’s planning documents, i.e. the AJP 5 and the COPD. To bear in mind 
when reading this thesis and its conclusions, the research method applied is 
qualitative text analysis and deliberation, i.e. no empirical investigations sup-
ports the statements or claims within this thesis. The three previously stated 
examples indicate an unawareness of the importance of simultaneously engag-
ing with the three earlier stated topics and methodology when conducting oper-
ations planning. This is considered problematic, hence the research question:  

What reasons, if any, are there for a military deci-
sion-maker to reflect on methodology when con-
ducting military operations planning in accordance 
with pre-determined doctrines/ planning frame-
works? 

The research problem and question addressed in this thesis should be of interest 
for anyone studying or curious about matters of operations planning, methodol-
ogy and military decision-making in general. Consequently, the primary readers 
(target audience) are not philosophers but rather scholars within the field of 
Military studies (War studies or Military science) as well as military practition-
ers (officers). This introduction and the two published papers are supposed to 
be self-contained documents; hence, understanding the conclusions within each 
document should not require a reader to read all three documents. 

The next part of this introduction focuses on explaining the connection between 
operations planning and methodology (section 2) by discussing approaches to 
Operational Art, planning heuristics and the implications of methodology. The 
following section summaries the two papers (section 3) and their main conclu-
sions. The final section of this introduction offers a few thoughts on military 
thinking and possible upcoming articles (section 4) within the ongoing research 
project. So, how do operations planning and methodology interconnect and 
why is it important to understand their relationship? 
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2. Operations planning and methodology 
The previous section introduced and described the problem and the question for 
the research conducted, by discussing three examples. This section, divided into 
two sub-sections, aims to further explain and discuss the three previously men-
tioned topics in order to clarify, and hopefully simplify, the content of the two 
published papers. 

The first sub-section focuses on the topic of approaches by discussing: Opera-
tional Art, approaches to Operational Art and methodology. The purpose is to 
explain why a commander should reflect on methodology when choosing a 
specific approach to be applied when conducting operations planning.  

The second sub-section focuses on the two topics of heuristics and implications 
of methodology by discussing: parts of the OLPP and its heuristics; arguments 
for implications of methodology; and arguments against implications of meth-
odology. The purpose is to explain why a commander should reflect on the 
application of different heuristics when conducting operations planning. 

Based on the content and discussion in this section, the following section will 
briefly summarise the two papers and their conclusions in order to answer the 
research question previously stated.  
 

2.1 Approaches to Operational Art and methodology 

This sub-section focuses on the topic of approaches to Operational Art, in order 
to derive the questions discussed in paper I and paper II. As such, it is appropri-
ate to start by addressing the concept of Operational Art.  

 
2.1.1 Operational Art 

Operational Art is a concept suffering from academic controversy. There are 
different opinions on the concept of Operational Art: should it only be demar-
cated to a specific level of war or organization; how does it relate to other con-
cepts like Strategy and Tactics; how does it relate to military theory and could 
other theories, e.g. design theory, be applicable. (Mattelaer 2009; Wass de 
Czege 2009, 2011a & 2011b; Elkus 2012). As such, some clarifications are 
required concerning these three questions. Firstly, the matter of distinguishing 
the Operational level, i.e. the military organisational level, and the concept of 
Operational Art: 
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Strategic level: “The level at which a nation or 
group of nations determines national or multina-
tional security objectives and develops national, 
including military, resources to achieve them.”  

Operational level: “The level at which campaigns 
and major operations are planned, conducted and 
sustained to accomplish strategic objectives within 
theatres or areas of operations.” 

Tactical level: “The level at which activities, bat-
tles and engagements are planned and executed to 
accomplish military objectives assigned to tactical 
formations and units.” 

Operational Art: “The employment of forces to at-
tain strategic and/or operational objectives through 
the design, organization, integration and conduct of 
strategies, campaigns, major operations and bat-
tles” 

[AJP 5, pp. lex 14-16] 

The concept of Operational Art concerns all three military organizational levels 
since it is about conducting activities (e.g. supporting goal-achievement and 
battles) related to all three organizational levels. Briefly, the concept of Opera-
tional Art is not only curtailed to the organizational level denoted the Opera-
tional level within a NATO headquarters. 

Secondly, the matter of distinguishing the concept of Operational Art from 
other concepts like Strategy and Tactics.17 Milevski (2014) discusses the rela-
tion and difference between Strategy and Operational Art and argues that Oper-
ational Art is a requirement for strategy but the converse does not hold. Opera-
tional Art concerns the functionality of an Armed Force and how to defeat the 
enemy, i.e. Operational Art is “the negation of strategy. Operational Art does 
not deal with the central issue of translating violence into political gain”. 
(Milevski 2014, p.343) Another way of demarcating Operational Art from 
Strategy and Tactics is given by Olsen & van Creveld (2011) as they argue that 
“Strategy is the art of using available and sufficient means to attain the objec-

                                                                    
17 To be noted, the academic debate concerning the development, the application, the 
differences and the similarities of these kinds of concepts and their accompanying theo-
ries is vast but sadly outside the scope of this thesis.  
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tive of the war; Operational Art is the theory and practice of planning and con-
ducting operations; and Tactics is the art of winning the actual battles” (Olsen 
& van Creveld 2011, p. 222). Briefly, Operational Art focuses on the military 
‘how to’, i.e. military excellence in practice when confronted with an acting 
and reacting enemy. (Naveh 1997) 

Thirdly, the matter of addressing the concept of Operational Art in relation to 
military theory and military theorists.18 Why are there different opinions about 
Operational Art and why is it important to reflect on these differences? One 
explanation is inherent within military theory itself, as the demarcation of mili-
tary theory is ambiguous. 

Military theory is not a general body of knowledge 
to be discovered and elaborated, but is comprised 
of changing conceptual frameworks which are de-
veloped in response to varying challenges, and 
which always involve interpretation, reflecting par-
ticular human perspectives, attitudes and empha-
ses. The theoretical premises of every conception 
of military theory cannot but depend on some 
overall (albeit unconscious) picture of the world. 
[Gat 2001, p. 256] 

In other words, different military theorists have developed their conceptual 
frameworks based on individual interpretations and perspectives of a specific 
military context. This is one explanation for the multitude of opinions on: mili-
tary theory; how one should understand war and warfare; military concepts like 
e.g. Operational Art.19 One example of an important topic within military theo-

                                                                    
18 Gat (2001) offers a comprehensive description of military theorists like e.g. Clause-
witz, Jomini, Sun Tzu, Corbett, Fuller, Liddell Hart, and describes how their strands of 
ideas have influenced the development of military thinking, theory and the concept of 
Operational Art.  
19 For an overview of the development and application of Operational Art of French, 
Prussian-German, Soviet, British, American, Israeli and Chinese perspectives and their 
relations to systems theory as well as different military theories, concepts and properties, 
see Naveh (1997); Krause & Phillips (2006); Vego (2007); Olsen & van Creveld (2011). 
For a description of how the development of military theory can be connected to the 
development of parts of philosophy of science, see Pellegrini (1997). For a description 
of the dualism between viewing military theory as having theoretical or practical aims, 
i.e. a normative or a descriptive aim, see Angstrom & Widén (2015b). 
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ry concerns ‘principles of war’ and whether one can, or cannot, identify and 
apply specific principles for planning military operations or conducting Opera-
tional Art.20 

A link between the academic debate on principles and the concept of Opera-
tional Art concerns the term ‘Art’, which can be mistaken for ‘gut-feeling’ 
based on merely experience and common-sense of the decision maker. Exam-
ples of questions that can be considered are: should a commander apply specif-
ic military principles when conducting Operational Art? Are the notion of prin-
ciples and Art two contradictory epistemic views on war and warfare within 
military theory? These kinds of questions are important and debateable, alt-
hough this thesis offers another view on Operational Art. 

This thesis considers Operational Art to be a representation of military prob-
lem-solving connecting military ‘Art’ and military decision-making. Hence the 
question, how can one characterise decision-making? Knight (1921) and 
Keynes (1921) introduced a characterisation of decision-making, focusing on 
the information-level describing the decision situation, denoted as decisions 
under certainty, risk and uncertainty. Decision-making under certainty entails 
that each action has only one possible outcome, hence the decision maker is 
aware of the probabilities (either 0 or 1) for each specific outcome (can be 
ordinal utilities). However, when there is more than one possible state of the 
world, the decision maker can be in two different decision situations, i.e. there 
are two different levels of information. If the decision maker can identify and 
assign probabilities to the possible outcomes, then this decision situation is 
denoted as decision-making under risk. If the decision maker has even less 

                                                                    
20 The issue of principles of war is debatable and the anthology Rethinking the Princi-
ples of War (McIvor 2012) offers a multitude of perspectives from scholars and practi-
tioners of military theory concerning a mechanism for constructive engagement, discov-
ery and discussion on this matter. The Preface states: “If we [all the writers in the 
anthology] were to agree on just one thought, it might be this: we (friends and foes 
alike) are embarked on a vast and enduring process of accelerated change, about which 
we have much yet to learn and within which the future of warfare can yet only be very 
dimly perceived” (McIvor 2012, p. xvi). In other words, some argue that Clausewitz is 
important but that the intellectualisations on war cannot be frozen in nineteenth century 
since no war can be divorced from the era in which it takes place, and the same goes for 
operations planning and methodology. Another view is held by Palmgren (2014) who 
argues that “Clausewitz’s work clarifies, perhaps better than anyone else’s, fundamental 
theoretical problems of strategic thought as well as scientific preconditions for strategic 
studies. Following the ‘theoretical Clausewitz’ the work is in fact sufficiently complete” 
(Palmgren 2014, p.420). 
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information, i.e. when the probabilities for outcomes are either unknown or 
even non-existent, then that decision situation is denoted as decision-making 
under uncertainty. This traditional view on the characterisation of decision-
making is a simplification and Gardenfors & Sahlin (1988) argue that most 
practical decision problems fall between the situations of risk and uncertainty, 
which in turn makes the choice of a proper decision theory, principles or deci-
sion rules an intellectual challenge. However, there is an ongoing debate con-
cerning the application of different decision principles and axioms, which re-
lates to different views on decision theory, although this thesis will not address 
this topic further. (Bermudez 2009; Peterson 2009; Gardenfors & Sahlin 1988) 
More importantly, why is this interesting for military practitioners and com-
manders? 

Firstly, describing a decision situation as decision-making under risk is unfor-
tunate as the term ‘risk’ is easily misunderstood between the characterisation of 
a decision situation and the common description of an event denoted as a risk. 
Therefore is Hansson & Hirsch Hadorns’ (2016) description of decision-
making ‘under specified probabilities’ more appropriate as it emphasise and 
distinguish the ability to assign probability within a decision situation and the 
management of an event denoted as a risk. Hence, decision-making ‘under risk’ 
is synonymous with decision-making ‘under specified probabilities’, but can 
the commander assign probabilities for the possible states of the world when 
conducting Operational Art? In other words, what kind of information-level 
commonly characterises the decision situation representing Operational Art? 

When planning military operations, a commander can have a low (poor) infor-
mation-level when trying to identify e.g. how to demarcate the military prob-
lem, how to identify relevant actors/objectives/values, and how to identify the 
main military actions/options (also denoted Courses of Action) within an opera-
tion. This sort of insufficient information-level is beyond the information-level 
described by Knightian ‘uncertainty’, i.e. the lack of information does not only 
concern the ability to identify and assign probability. This information-level 
represents another kind of uncertainty relating to terms like ‘Great uncertainty’, 
‘Deep uncertainty’ and ‘Radical uncertainty’. Radical uncertainty does not 
focus on the actual decision situation of a decision-maker, hence not considered 
relevant for this thesis. The terms ‘Great’ and ‘Deep’ uncertainty “are approxi-
mately synonymous” as they both focus on information “about something else 
than outcomes and their likelihood of occurring” (Hansson & Hirsch Hadorn 
2016, p. 20). (Alexander 1975; Hansson 1996 & 2004; Lempert et al 2003; 
Romeijn & Roy 2014; Hansson & Hirsch Hadorn 2016) As such, this thesis 
intertwines Operational Art and the term ‘great uncertainty’, i.e. conducting 
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military decision-making and problem-solving within a decision situation char-
acterised with a poor information level where uncertainty goes beyond the 
ability to assign probability. Still, why is this interesting for military practition-
ers and commanders? 

Secondly, conducting Operational Art implies that the commander is conduct-
ing decision-making under great uncertainty, hence requires managing differ-
ent kinds of value judgements. Examples of such value judgments could be 
statements concerning which military objective (goal) or Course of Action 
is better (more appropriate) than another. Such statements, hence decisions, 
cannot always be made on objective facts since the available information 
and time might be insufficient. Since military theory offers no common-
sense guidance on the matter of managing value judgments within opera-
tions planning, Art is often mistaken as only representing decision-making 
based on intuition and experience.21 Instead, a commander should adhere to 
a structured and systematic view on military problem-solving and “from a 
problem-solving perspective, Operational Art will make it possible to take 
an unstructured problem and give it sufficient structure to ensure that fur-
ther planning can lead to useful action” (Olsen & van Creveld 2011, p.224).  

As such, a commanders choice of approach matters for how to address Opera-
tional Art, hence military decision-making and problem-solving in decision 
situations characterised as ‘great uncertainty’, and the importance of approach 
can be argued for by the following: 

[The choice of approach is important since it helps the de-
cision-maker ] to better understand the uncertainties in-
volved in decisions, to prioritize among uncertain dangers, 
to determine how decisions should be framed, to clarify 

                                                                    
21 Some military theorists completely reject the notion that contemporary military theory 
should rely on the input from classical military theorists like e.g. Clausewitz and Sun 
Tzu, see e.g. the critical arguments raised by Ullman (2005) and van Creveld (2015). 
Hope (2015) argues the connection between the development of science and the devel-
opment of military theory, as science has always influenced military thinking. O’Hanlon 
(2009) describes a similar view and argues the inseparability of military theory and 
military science, as they both concern topics like defense budgeting, modelling of com-
bat, logistics and defense analysis. Briefly, there is a connection to the classical debate 
about “science vs. art” relating to the matter of managing value judgements within oper-
ations planning. Section 2.2 addresses this matter further and paper I, pp. 4-7, also dis-
cusses value judgments. 
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how different decisions on interconnected subject-matter 
relate to each other, to choose a suitable time frame for 
decision-making, to analyse ethical aspects of a decision, 
to systematically choose among different decision options 
and not least to improve our communication with other 
decision-makers in order to co-ordinate our decisions. 
[Hansson & Hirsch Hadorn 2016, p. 31] 

Briefly, this thesis consider Operational Art to constitute a cognitive decision-
making process under great uncertainty, although requiring intuition and expe-
riences, that focuses on the structured and systematic management of value 
judgements when conducting military decision-making, i.e. military problem-
solving. 

To summarise the discussion and view on the concept of Operational Art within 
this thesis. Firstly, Operational Art is not equitable with only the military or-
ganizational level denoted the Operational level. Secondly, Operational Art is a 
representation of the “how to”, i.e. military decision-making when confronted 
with an acting and reacting enemy. Thirdly, Operational Art represents military 
decision-making under uncertainty, implying that a commander cannot assign 
probabilities to all possible states of the world when conducting military prob-
lem-solving. This view on Operational Art does not reject the importance of 
intuition and experience, rather it emphasises the structured and systematic 
management of different value judgements when conducting decision-making, 
i.e. military problem-solving. So, what are the ‘Approaches to Operational Art’ 
and how can they be distinguished from one another? 

 
2.1.2 Approaches to Operational Art 

There are three approaches stated within the AJP 5; the Traditional, the System-
ic and the Design approach.22 Their difference can be expressed as “how they 
address a [military] problem – from reductionistic to holistic – and the propor-

                                                                    
22 The AJP 5 also offers a fourth approach, i.e. to balance between the three other ap-
proaches, and states that “[a] variety of the approaches described and other can be sepa-
rately applied within the different steps and activities of the OLPP to match the problem 
needing resolution to the extent and depth required” (COPD 2013, p. 2-12). As this 
thesis argues against a simultaneous application of the different approaches, an approach 
that balances (i.e. mixing them) is even more complicated and not a viable approach. 
Hence, discussing an approach that tries to balance between the three is considered 
irrelevant in this thesis. 
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tion of systems thinking within each of the analytical methods” (COPD 2013, 
p. 2-10). To be more specific: 

The Traditional approach: When designing an operation, 
conventional Operational Art is largely based on thinking 
about identifying the simple constituents of complex phe-
nomena and dividing each problem into as many parts as 
possible to best solve it. Experience has shown that this 
reductive analysis, in use since the Renaissance age, is the 
most successful explanatory technique in science. The 
processes covered by this method mostly consist of varie-
ties of conventional cause-and-effect chains, a thinking, 
that can in many cases even be conceptualized by linear 
mathematical models. Using such linear determinism is 
fruitful, when dealing with physically dominated phenom-
ena like the movement of forces and supplies or the com-
bat effects of weapon systems, units and formations. This 
traditional approach has difficulties coping with complex 
and ambiguous environments. [AJP 5 2013, p. 2-10]  

The Traditional approach is denoted the Causalist approach in this thesis, since 
this approach clearly refers to the concept of cause-and-effect and the concept 
of reductionism, which is fundamental for causal theories.23 Why the denota-
tion ‘Traditional’ within the AJP 5? One reason might be the connection be-
tween reductionism, having its origin from the British Empiricism of the En-
lightenment era, and the so-called “military school of the Enlightenment”. This 
perspective on military theory was represented by military theorists e.g. Bülow, 
Charles and Jomini dominating the development of western military theory 
during the 18th century, and it is still partly influential (Gat 2001). But the im-
portant methodological part of the description above concerns cause-and-effect, 
linear determinism and the implicit connection to causal theories when con-
ducting Operational Art and using this approach. To simplify, this thesis ap-
plies the following definition of the Causalist approach: 

                                                                    
23 The fundamental idea of reductionism is that one can “explain the behavior of objects 
and entities purely in terms of the nature and constitution of their parts and components” 
(Mingers 2014, p. 29). The reductionist view implies that one can “split up entities into 
their component parts until ultimate components are reached, at which point ultimate 
explanations are possible” (Mingers 2014, p.29). This is further discussed in paper II pp. 
252-256.  
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A Causalist approach: one can decompose a complex mil-
itary problem into smaller parts, analyse it with a new 
structure, and identify mechanisms which better explain 
relations between and behaviors within components of the 
target system. [Erdeniz 2016b, p. 249]  

The NATO description of the Traditional approach is one in favour of reduc-
tionism and cause-and-effect thinking, so considering this approach as repre-
senting a causal view on problem-solving is appropriate. The simplified defini-
tion focuses on the ability to deconstruct systems and identify mechanisms, 
which will be further discussed in section 2.2. But continuing with the ap-
proaches, what is the Systemic approach and what distinguishes the Systemic 
from the Causalist approach? 

The Systemic approach: A Systemic approach addresses 
complexity by conducting an analysis of a system in a ho-
listic manner. The system is understood by examining the 
linkages and interactions between the elements that com-
pose it. Systems thinking attempts to illustrate that events 
are indeed separated by distance and time but linked so 
that small catalytic events can cause large changes in 
complex systems. Thus, systems’ thinking provides a 
framework where mental models can be built, relation-
ships between systems components can be uncovered, and 
patterns of behaviour can be determined. Both the rela-
tionships within the system and the factors that influence 
them enable the construction and understanding of the un-
derlying system logic. [AJP 5 2013, p. 2-10]  

This description is methodologically problematic, but giving it a charitable 
interpretation seems appropriate when discussing a Systemic approach in this 
introduction. Bawden (1998) states that an important transition within the histo-
ry and development of systems thinking concerns the concept of ‘holism’, 
whose sole purpose was to counter reductionism. Churchman (1968) discussed 
holism as a way of addressing as many factors as possible within a system and 
also from as many viewpoints as possible, hence his term ‘worldviews’ and the 
statement that “a systems approach begins when first you see the world through 
the eyes of another” (Churchman 1968, p. 231). So, systems thinking focuses 
on relations within and between components of a system, i.e. to reject the no-
tion of deconstructing that which is being investigated into smaller parts and 
then analysing the smaller parts as a new structure. So, systems thinking is an 
approach where one analyses the whole forest as a way of trying to understand 
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more about the trees, instead of the opposite, i.e. “one cannot see the forest for 
all the trees” – a Systemic approach does not focus on the trees. But describing 
a Systemic approach with the statement that “relationships between systems 
components can be uncovered, and patterns of behaviour can be determined” 
could imply a contradiction to the contemporary view within the academic 
systems’ thinking community. Another way of expressing this contradictory 
description within the AJP 5 concern the plethora of different views existing 
within the systems thinking community (Flood 1999; Jackson 2000; and Reyn-
olds & Holwell 2010; Hieronymi 2013). Therefore, this thesis applies the fol-
lowing definition of the Systemic approach:  

A Systemic approach: one cannot decompose a complex 
military problem into smaller parts, cannot analyse it with 
a new structure, and cannot identify mechanisms which 
better explain relations between and behaviors within 
components of the target system. [Erdeniz 2016b, p. 249]  

One might argue that the difference between the Causalist and the Systemic 
approach is evident, i.e. that is concerns the classic dispute of how to address 
internal and external relations of components within a system. Briefly, the clash 
between the concepts of reductionism and holism. However, what about the 
third approach, what is the Design approach and what distinguishes it from the 
two previously mentioned approaches? 

The Design approach: Design centric approaches also en-
tertain a holistic Systemic view towards the crisis or con-
flict concerned, but they try to overcome the somewhat 
mechanistical application of the Systemic approach by a 
methodology of critical and creative thinking that enables 
a JFC [Joint Force Commander] to create understanding 
about a unique situation and to visualize and describe how 
to generate change. Staffs must organize to learn, adapt, 
and reframe as required while preparing, planning, execut-
ing and assessing full spectrum operations. Design can 
precede planning, may occur at the same time or the need 
for design may emerge while executing on-going opera-
tions. The Design approach is an intellectual challenge 
and may be jeopardized by a lack of human resources and 
a lack of time, especially when exercised while executing 
on-going operations.  It is a risk to assume that a design 
will be understood by untrained members of the team and 
especially, when a design concept crosses boundaries be-
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tween units, services or [multinational] forces with differ-
ent cultures and practice of command and control (C2). 
[AJP 5 2013, pp. 2-10; 2-11]  

So, what distinguishes the Design from the Systemic approach? This question 
is far from trivial and the academic debate has been vivid, but only by reading 
the description above, one should reflect on the following.24 

Firstly, if both the Design and the Systemic approach adhere to holism, why 
would the latter be more ‘mechanistical’? In fact, it is unclear what the term 
mechanistical even refers to in this context. Secondly, why would a Systemic, 
or a Causalist for that matter, not be able to apply critical and creative thinking 
when conducting Operational Art within operations planning? Thirdly, what 
kind of approach, as well as the results from a complicated problem-solving 
process, can be understood by untrained members? 

It seems the first intellectual challenge with the Design approach is to methodo-
logically distinguish it from the Systemic approach, hence one of the purposes 
of paper I within this thesis. However, if one assumes that the distinction be-
tween a Design and a Systemic approach is methodologically vague, why is 
that problematic? Why does it matter how these approaches, and their relation 
to military theory, are developed and applied when conducting operations plan-
ning? As explained with the three examples in section 1, how a military deci-
sion-maker address a problem will guide and influence how one goes about 
(re)solving the issue at hand. Alternatively, as stated by Gat (2001), “that what 
people think cannot be separated from the question of how they think, or from 
the circumstances in which they operate and to which they react” (Gat 2001, 
p.256).  

To summarise, this thesis argues that the choice of approach does matter when 
conducting problem-solving, regardless of whether the nature of the problem is 
military or not. It matters since the different approaches influence how a com-
mander (the decision-maker) addresses and tries to (re)solve a problem. In 
other words, the approaches represent different views on how to address the 
components, their relations and how to describe the actual problem, i.e. the 
approaches constitute different views on how to conduct military problem-
solving. The Causalist and the Systemic approach can be distinguished based 
on matters related to the clash between reductionism and holism, but the meth-

                                                                    
24 Paper I describes parts of the academic debate concerning the Design approach, see 
also Zweibelson (2013) and Wolters et. al. (2012).  
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odological distinction of the Design approach is vague. So, how should a com-
mander choose his or her approach? What justifies the choice of a specific 
approach? 

 
2.1.3 Methodology 

Methodology constitutes an important theme of this thesis, but what is method-
ology and why is it important for a commander to be aware of questions related 
to methodology? The following three terms should be considered when discuss-
ing justification of an approach: method, methodology and meta-methodology. 

Methodology concerns itself with the study of the princi-
ples [or properties] of method use... as it sets out to de-
scribe and question the methods that might be employed 
in some activity. Methodology is, therefore, a higher-order 
term than methods and…methodology establishes the 
principles [or properties] behind the use of a model [or a 
method]. Meta-methodology is at a higher level still and 
explores the nature and use of methodology. The terms 
method, methodology and meta-methodology are, there-
fore, in a hierarchical relationship to one another. [Jackson 
2000, p. 11]  

Jackson’s (2000) view on the hierarchal relationship between method, method-
ology and meta-methodology raises a few important matters related to the 
choice of approach within the OLPP. Firstly, a method constitutes any set of 
techniques, models, algorithms or heuristics (rules-of-thumb), which are appli-
cable or facilitated within the OLPP. In other words, this thesis considers an 
approach to be a method for conducting military problem-solving. Secondly, 
methodology is not a set of methods. Methodology is about identifying proper 
arguments that justify the choice of a specific method based on principles 
and/or certain properties. Hence, to choose one out of the three approaches is 
synonymous with conducting methodology, i.e. presenting and deliberating on 
proper arguments that justify the choice of a specific approach, in this thesis 
Thirdly, meta-methodology is about identifying those principles or properties to 
be applied when conducting methodology. Therefore, meta-methodology is 
about reviewing the basic theoretical concepts (principles or properties) guiding 
the actual choice of method. (Jackson 2000) Phrased differently, methodology 
is about justifying the choice of method, and methodology is important since it 
can offer guidance to the commander who has to choose an approach. Briefly, 
the choice of method (approach) influences military problem-solving and 
methodology guides the commander in that choice, and meta-methodology 
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supports the conduct of methodology. However, could adherence to Jackson’s 
(2000) hierarchical view on methodology be problematic? Could one not argue 
the case of infinite regress? 

There are different opinions on whether methodology and meta-methodology 
can or should be considered as a hierarchy since it could lead to infinite regress, 
i.e. that one could state that meta-meta-methodology is required for conducting 
meta-methodology and so on. This can be problematic when trying to learn or 
make choices related to methodology (Maxwell 2015). Another perspective on 
methodology is that the decision-maker applies a reflective procedure, i.e. tries 
to achieve a reflective equilibrium. A reflective equilibrium implies that the 
decision-maker reasons back and forth between certain principles, properties 
and judgments, continuously adjusting in light of each other. Although the view 
of reflective equilibrium has its advantages, it also has disadvantages. McPher-
son (2015) argues that reflective equilibrium is an irrelevant view on 
methodology since justification of our judgements and principles in a reflective 
procedure is arbitrary. On the other hand, Bonevac (2004) argues that it is the 
reflective procedure, i.e. the process itself, which conveys the justification for 
not adhering to a hierarchical view on methodology. In other words, the matters 
of infinite regress and reflective procedures for conducting methodology are 
debatable, but these matters are outside the scope of this thesis. Instead, this 
thesis considers the hierarchical view on methodology to be sufficient when 
reviewing and discussing the approaches, heuristics and the implications of 
methodology. So, what could be appropriate criteria and properties to apply 
when conducting methodology within the OLPP? The up-coming sub-sections, 
within section 2.2, will discuss this important question by further addressing 
the heuristics, the OLPP and methodology. 

To summarise, this thesis considers a commander’s choice of approach as an 
act of conducting methodology, hence should commanders reflect on topics 
relating to both methodology and meta-methodology. Phrased differently, to 
choose an approach is equivalent with choosing a method for how to conduct 
military problem-solving. Briefly, meta-methodology is about identifying the 
relevant criteria and/or properties for conducting methodology. Methodology is 
about reviewing the different approaches based on the identified crite-
ria/properties in order to justify the actual choice of approach. An approach is a 
method for how to conduct military problem-solving within the OLPP. 

 
2.1.4 Conclusions on Operational Art and methodology  

Sub-section 2.1 has focused on the topic of approaches by discussing: the con-
cept of Operational Art; the three different approaches to Operational Art; and 
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methodology. The following is concluded and constitutes arguments for the 
questions discussed in paper I and paper II: 
• Operational Art is a concept focusing on military excellence and repre-

sents a decision-making process under uncertainty, which focuses on the 
structured and systematic management of value judgements. 

• The distinction between the Causalist and the Systemic approach relate 
to the methodological difference between reductionism and holism, but 
the methodological distinction between the Systemic and the Design ap-
proach is vague, non-intuitive and poses an intellectual challenge. 

• The choice of approach matters when conducting military problem-
solving, regardless of the nature of the problem, since the approach in-
fluences how a commander (the decision-maker) reflects and addresses a 
problem. The approaches have different ways of representing the com-
ponents and their relations as well as how to characterise a military 
problem; hence, the approaches constitute different methodological 
views on how to conduct military problem-solving. 

• An approach is a method. When choosing one of the three approaches 
the commander is conducting methodology by applying certain criteria 
and/or properties as guidance for the choice. Meta-methodology is about 
identifying the relevant criteria and/or properties for conducting meth-
odology. 

Based on the discussion concerning the approaches and methodology, the next 
part of this introduction focuses on the topics of heuristics and implications of 
methodology, with the aim to explain the content and the two questions dis-
cussed in paper I and paper II. 
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2.2 Planning heuristics and  
the implications of methodology 

This sub-section focuses on the topics of heuristics and implications of meth-
odology, in order to derive the questions discussed in paper I and paper II. As 
such, it is appropriate to start by discussing the OLPP and the heuristics. 

 
2.2.1 The OLPP and the planning heuristics 

NATO’s OLPP and planning heuristics relate to more than the two documents, 
i.e. the AJP 5 and the COPD, reviewed in this thesis: 

• NATO Crisis Response System Manual (NCRSM): this document de-
scribes NATO’s overarching system for crisis management and its pro-
cess. 

• Military Committee 0133/4 NATO’s Operations Planning: this docu-
ment guides the development of subordinate documents (doctrine & 
frameworks) concerning operations planning. 

• Allied Joint Publication (AJP)-01 (D): this document is a general doc-
trine guiding all other doctrines related to planning. 

• The AJP-5: this document offers the overarching construct of the prin-
ciples and the process at the operational level and the OLPP. 

• The COPD: this document is the fundamental reference document for 
all planning staffs within NATO and it shapes the OLPP and specifies 
the standard structure and content of OPLANs.  

• Functional Planning Guides: these documents offer extra support to 
planners concerning specific functional areas, e.g. Rules of Engagement 
(RoE) and Force Protection (FP), etc.  

All six documents influence the OLPP and operations planning, but focus is on 
the AJP 5 and the COPD since the other four are considered less important for 
answering the research question at hand. The purpose of a doctrine, especially 
AJP 5, relates to the notion that successful planning of military operations re-
quires a clearly understood and accepted doctrine. The AJP 5 offers the funda-
mental underpinnings of NATO’s OLPP, hence also operations planning, and 
this thesis argues that two of the most important parts of planning concern 
understanding the military problem (framing the operational environment) and 
conducting Operational Art. As such, the AJP 5 states that these two parts 
should be conducted with the following mindset: 
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[All] crisis situations and conflicts can be viewed as sys-
tems. Each of these systems has a structure of independent 
parts that interact. Some of these parts interact with parts 
of other systems. It is the number of parts and the ways in 
which they interact that define the complexity of a given 
system…and complex systems tend to be…adaptive, un-
certain, ambiguous, unbounded and dynamic. [AJP 5 
2013, pp. 2-6;2-7] 

So, AJP 5 clearly adheres to some kind of ‘systems thinking’, which acknowl-
edges that military problems relate to ‘complexity’ and ‘complex systems’ as 
described above.25 Further, framing the operational environment is stated to 
address complexity which is given as an argument for why different approaches 
have been developed. (AJP 5 2013; COPD 2013) Briefly, systems thinking is 
an important part of NATO’s view on operations planning, approaches and the 
planning heuristics.26 A simplified description of the OLPP is presented in 
figure 1 below: 

 

 

Figure 1: The six phases within the COPD describing 
NATO’s OLPP.  

Neither the AJP 5 nor the COPD explicitly state when a commander is sup-
posed to choose an approach. As the military problem is to be understood in 
phase 2, it is reasonable to assume that the approach has to be chosen in phase 
2. If not, it must certainly be chosen in phase 3A since the mission analysis is 
conducted by applying heuristics that relate to the different approaches. Con-
ducting a mission analysis implies defining the military operational problem, 
reviewing important statements and facts related to the mission, and creating a 

                                                                    
25 For more information about how complexity is applied within the COPD, see paper II. 
26 For more information about systems thinking, its development and its connection to 
different parts of problem-solving see e.g.: Flood & Carson (1993); Cilliers (1998); 
Midgley (2000); Jackson (2003); and Mingers (2006 & 2014). 
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conceptual description of how to deal with (solve) the military problem at 
hand.27 (COPD 2013) 

A set of heuristics describe each phase in the COPD and as stated previously, a 
heuristic is a “rule-of-thumb” supporting problem-solving for “good enough” 
solutions, and not optima. This is also the case within operations planning and 
figure 2 below offers a few examples of heuristics (denoted by numbers) in 
phase 3A of the OLPP. 

 

Figure 2: Examples of some heuristics in phase 3A as de-
scribed within the COPD (COPD 2013, Ch.3). 

These exemplified heuristics constitute descriptions of how to conduct parts of 
the predetermined phases within the OLPP in accordance with the COPD. 
Therefore, the heuristics guide the staff officers and commanders, i.e. the prac-
titioners, when they are conducting operations planning. This thesis only dis-
cusses one specific heuristic within phase 2 and phase 3 of the OLPP, which 
both are important when conducting military problem-solving, as further ex-
plained below.  

The heuristic denoted ‘Appreciation of the Strategic Context of the Crisis’ (4-
12) is conducted in phase 2, in order to describe (frame) the military problem. 

                                                                    
27 Importantly, the choice of approach stated in the AJP 5 does not influence the setup of 
heuristics conducted in phase 2 and phase 3 of the OLPP. This is explained by the fact 
that the COPD only adheres to a Systemic approach and hence only offers one specific 
description and explanation of how to conduct operations planning via a specific set of 
heuristics. The reason for this is unknown but considered an empirical question outside 
the scope of this thesis. 
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This heuristic should give the practitioner a “thorough appreciation of the stra-
tegic aspects of the crisis that will determine the context for all operational 
level activities, subject to political guidance/constraints, information and time 
available” (COPD 2013, p.4-18). Briefly, it is important for understanding the 
military problem at hand. Figure 3 exemplifies parts of the content of heuristic 
4-12: 

 

Figure 3: Examples of the content of the heuristic reviewed 
from phase 2 (COPD 2013).  

Conducting heuristic 4-12 requires that the military practitioners address the 
topics of a)-c) shown in figure 3, and the content is exemplified by the follow-
ing: 

[The military staff] must quickly gain a common under-
standing of the nature of the crisis, the main actors, their 
interrelationships and the main influencing factors…the 
first step is to review and update the main structural fea-
tures and relationships that define the situation and the 
current “system” … [The military staff] needs to identify 
and understand those key actor systems and factors influ-
encing the crisis and its likely causes, as well as changes 
required to improve the overall situation… and to under-
stand the effects created by the actions of each actor, as 
well as the attributes of each actor’s systems to gain in-
sight into how it might be possible to influence them. 
[COPD 2013, pp. 4-18;4-19] 

Assume one is addressing a military problem, e.g. the conflict in Afghanistan. 
It seems reasonable to state that conducting heuristic 4-12 is difficult. Trying to 
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understand and describe the main actors and their interrelationships, causes for 
factors influencing the conflict as well as gaining insight to how to influence 
the actors seems intellectually challenging. However, this heuristic emphasises 
an important fact, i.e. that military practitioners have to identify the compo-
nents (e.g. actors and factors) of the system, the relations within and between 
these components, as well as how to define/demarcate the system being ana-
lysed. Briefly, a military planner is supposed to identify three parts: the compo-
nents, their relations and the boundary of the actual system, if one is to conduct 
heuristic 4-12. These three parts relate to the approaches and the theories un-
derpinning each approach and are describable with different methodological 
properties, which the next up-coming part of this sub-section focuses on.  

 

Figure 4: Examples of the content of the heuristic reviewed 
from phase 3 (COPD 2013). 

However, before that, the second heuristic reviewed, focusing on the ‘solving’ 
part of military problem-solving requires introduction. Military practitioners 
conduct heuristic 4-27, denoted ‘The Operational Design’, in phase 3A in order 
to create a conceptual overview on how to manage (solve) the military problem. 
Conducting this heuristic implies creating a staff product called an Operational 
design, which is “an expression of the Commander’s vision for the transfor-
mation of the unacceptable operational situation at the start of the campaign or 
operation into a series of acceptable operational conditions at its end” (COPD 
2013, p.4-52). Figure 4 exemplifies parts of the reviewed heuristic 4-27. 

When conducting heuristic 4-27, topics a)-c) shown in figure 4, guide military 
practitioners, as exemplified by the following: 
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[This staff product is] based on the staff analysis of the 
problem, providing the critical link between the opera-
tional problem to be solved and the required operational 
outcomes… [and it] provides a logical way to sequence 
[when] developing an operational framework, the actual 
order of approach could vary with the situation…when 
specific sustainable conditions are determined to be criti-
cal to gaining the achievement of the objective, they may 
be designated as decisive conditions (DCs) and [they are] 
system states that must exist as well as any conditions or 
system states that cannot exist in order for the objective to 
be met… Sequencing is the arrangement, simultaneously 
or sequentially, of actions designed to create effects to es-
tablish DCs within a campaign or operation in an order 
that is most likely to produce the desired operational out-
comes…this process assists in thinking through the entire 
operation or campaign logically in terms of available forc-
es, resources and time. [COPD 2013, pp. 4-54;4-56] 

As discussed earlier, the AJP 5 states that there is a difference between the 
Causalist and the Systemic approach. However, is that difference methodologi-
cally consistent with the description of heuristic 4-27? The military practition-
ers are supposed to identify three parts: the links between the problem and the 
required operational outcomes to solve the problem; specific conditions (DCs) 
that must, or must not, exist in the system; and finally identify actions and ef-
fects to be sequentially ordered that will produce the desired operational out-
comes. Nevertheless, is this a description of a causal or a systemic theoretical 
view on knowledge and methodology? Importantly, it is the same three parts 
identified when discussing heuristic 4-12, i.e. the components, their relations 
and the actual system, that are being conceptually represented with the Opera-
tional design. However, what view on causation and linearity is required when 
conducting this heuristic? 

One might argue that the COPD is based on systems thinking and adheres to 
systems theory, i.e. rejecting a reductionistic view on military problem-solving 
and operations planning. (Liwång 2017, Liwång et. al 2014, Lundqvist 2014) 
But that is debatable, perhaps even flawed, as implied by the description of 
heuristic 4-27. Instead, heuristic 4-27 implies that the COPD adheres to the 
view that one can identify mechanisms within the analysed system. In other 
words, that components and their relations can be identified, causally linked 
and sequenced to achieve predetermined outcomes. (Woodward 2002) Apply-
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ing a heuristic with a mechanistical view entails that “everything can be ob-
served and described as if it is a machine – a predictable, functional, inherently 
understandable object seen from a discrete distance by an independent subject” 
(Midgley 2000, p.2). Nevertheless, this is the opposite view to that held by 
many systems thinkers and the development of systems theory has rejected 
views on mechanisms, reductionism and the ability to state specific causal rela-
tions. (Midgley 2000; Mingers 2006 & 2014; Jackson 2000 & 2003) One coun-
ter-argument could be that military practitioners do not have a “mechanistical 
view”, that they adhere to systems thinking and that they realise how to address 
causality when conducting operations planning. However, such a counter-
argument is an empirical question, which is both outside the scope of this thesis 
and more importantly irrelevant. The counter-argument is irrelevant since both 
planning documents, i.e. the AJP 5 and the COPD, simultaneously claim adher-
ence to systems thinking and complexity theory as well as describes an im-
portant heuristic, i.e. 4-27, in a way that contradicts systems thinking and com-
plexity theory. 

The description of heuristic 4-27, i.e. that components and their relations can be 
identified, structured, and casually linked to future outcomes as well as sequen-
tially stated, constitutes a causal (mechanistic) view on real-world systems. 
(Russo 2009; Illari & Russo 2014) Briefly, heuristic 4-12 and heuristic 4-27 
address the same three parts: components, relations and the system description. 
However, they adhere to different views on the theoretical underpinnings, i.e. 
heuristic 4-12 describes a Systemic approach but heuristic 4-27 describes a 
Causalist approach. Hence, the same parts are described with different method-
ological properties since their theoretical underpinning differs, which will be 
further discussed in the next part of this sub-section.  

To summarise, this thesis reviews and discusses one heuristic in phase 2 (4-12) 
and one heuristic in phase 3 (4-27). Although the AJP 5 and the COPD claim 
adherence to systems thinking/theory, these two heuristics are characterised by 
methodological properties relating to both causal and systems theory. This 
implies a contradictory theoretical view on the three parts required when con-
ducting military problem-solving: the components, their relations, and the de-
scription of the system and its boundary. The heuristics characterise the meth-
odological properties of these three parts differently as the heuristics represent 
different theoretical views, which the up-comping sub-section discusses further. 
However, before that another question requires attention: how does this thesis 
describe the ‘implications of methodology’? 
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2.2.2 Implications of methodology 

This thesis discusses the ‘implications of methodology’ by returning to the 
previously stated question: what could be appropriate criteria and properties to 
be applied when conducting methodology within the OLPP? Firstly, what crite-
ria or criterion should be applied when conducting methodology? This question 
relates to epistemology and has been vividly debated within Academia. To 
exemplify, a standard set of criteria for evaluation of scientific knowledge and 
methodology includes: accuracy; simplicity, fruitfulness; objectivity; con-
sistency and so on (Conant & Haugeland 2000). However, all criteria can be 
questioned and even a criterion like ‘objectivity’ has been questioned, e.g. 
Rudner (1953) argued that there can be no value-free science. This thesis con-
siders the criterion of ‘consistency’ to be an appropriate criterion for conduct-
ing methodology, based on the following argument.  

Claiming that the heuristics applied within the OLPP are consistent implies that 
their methodological description is not contradictory. To exemplify, if proposi-
tions and statements describing the heuristics are contradictory then the heuris-
tics are ‘inconsistent’. Another example, simultaneously applying heuristics 
being characterised by contradictory methodological properties implies that the 
heuristics are ‘inconsistent’. Thus, stating the proposition ‘the man is dead and 
simultaneously alive’ entails a contradiction, i.e. the proposition is inconsistent. 
Therefore, conducting methodology within the OLPP implies reviewing the 
approaches and their related heuristics in terms of consistency. So, what is 
supposed to be consistent? This is where the specific property denoted ‘meth-
odological property’ becomes important. As discussed earlier, if the command-
er is supposed to choose one of the approaches, then the commander has to be 
able to distinguish the approaches from one another. To review and reflect on 
the basic theoretical concepts of each approach, e.g. the adherence to causal or 
systems theory, is one way of making such a distinction. Such a review and 
reflection should address the basic theoretical concepts, the methodological 
properties as well as whether the approaches and the heuristics are methodolog-
ically consistent. Briefly, the methodological properties characterising the theo-
retical concepts of the approaches and their heuristics should be consistent, if 
they are to be simultaneously applied within the same planning process (the 
OLPP). Therefore, conducting methodology implies reviewing the approaches 
and their heuristics in terms of methodological consistency.  

Methodological inconsistency arises if two contradictory methodological prop-
erties are considered to be true (applicable) simultaneously. To be more specif-
ic, what is a methodological property? This is not intuitive and can be intellec-
tually challenging, so it seems appropriate to return to the choice of approach, 
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which has to be made by a commander. Should the commander choose a Cau-
salist, Systemic or a Design approach to Operational Art?  

Assuming that the COPD describes a Systemic approach, it appears relevant to 
use the Systemic approach as the default approach. Further, assume that the 
commander is considering the choice between a Causalist and a Systemic ap-
proach and compares these two approaches with the help of different methodo-
logical properties (basic theoretical concepts) related to systems think-
ing/theory.28 In this case, a methodological property can be e.g. ‘non-linearity’, 
i.e. that relations between different components within a system can change 
erratically and cannot be specifically stated to endure over time. Another ex-
ample of a methodological property often adhered to within systems theory is 
that of ‘emergence’, i.e. that the relations within a component of the system can 
change erratically and cannot be specifically stated to endure over time (Hester 
& Adams 2014). 29 However, are the presented properties relevant for compar-
ing and discussing whether the approaches and their heuristics are methodolog-
ically consistent or inconsistent? 

One way of addressing this question is to discuss parts of systems theory. First-
ly, the academic field of systems theory is constantly developing, rendering 
some systems theories, within the family of systems theories, both inconsistent 
with each other, and with causal theories (Hester & Adams 2014). Secondly, 
there are differences on opinions concerning epistemic question within systems 
theory. To exemplify, should an adherent to system theory apply a functionalist 
or an interpretive view on systems theory? The former considers systems as 
describing objective aspects of reality and that knowledge of the system is 
independent of the observer. The latter does not consider knowledge of the 
system as independent of the observer and maintains that there is no objective 
truth about the nature of a system (Jackson 2000). Then, if a commander, or a 
staff officer, applies a Systemic approach, should one be a functionalist or an 

                                                                    
28 Some proponents of the Design approach reject the view that Design can be reviewed 
with methodology see e.g. Paparone (2010), but this criticism is directed towards the 
application in US doctrines/planning frameworks and hence not considered relevant in 
this thesis. 
29 The description of the Systemic view and complexity theory is primarily based on the 
view defended by Cilliers (1998 & 2005) and Mingers (2006, 2010 & 2014). The de-
scription of the Causalist view and causation is primarily based on the view defended by 
Russo (2010), Illari & Russo (2014), and Woodward (2002 & 2003). The methodologi-
cal properties have been identified primarily based on these scholars’ theories and de-
scriptions of systems and causal thinking. 
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interpretivist? Do the commander and the staff share a common view on ques-
tions related to meta-methodology and methodology? Apparently, when reflect-
ing on the OLPP, one can pose many questions related to methodology, both 
normative and descriptive. Nevertheless, neither the AJP 5 nor the COPD offer 
very few, if any, answers to such questions. This implies a risk, when choosing 
approach and hence applying different heuristics, that methodologically incon-
sistency can be present due to a lack of the description of the matter. 

Continuing, what is the methodological distinction between the Systemic and 
the Design approach? To exemplify, AJP 5 states that critical and creative 
thinking are properties (theoretical concepts) describing the Design approach 
but not the Systemic approach: but what about the academic view on, for in-
stance, ‘critical systems thinking’? 

I can envisage some trying to work out what criti-
cal systems thinking is all about, and coming up 
with the idea that it is some kind of sophisticated 
“balance scorecard” approach. This is true in the 
trivial sense that it seeks improvement, and evalu-
ates it, on the basis of criteria [e.g.] – efficiency, 
effectiveness, ethicality and emancipation. [But] an 
understanding of any of these measures of im-
provement can only come about through a theoreti-
cal awareness of the “paradigms” from which they 
emerge and within which they make sense. And, of 
course, these paradigms, and so the measures of 
improvement, can offer contradictory guidance. 
[Jackson 2000, p. 424]  

Once again, questions related to meta-methodology and methodology are nei-
ther trivial nor irrelevant as they influence how a commander, and the staff, 
conducts military problem-solving. Therefore, reflecting on such questions 
relate to discussing ‘implications of methodology’, hence the obvious question: 
how does this thesis address an ‘implication’? 

An implication is considered to represent a condition between two sentences or 
propositions corresponding to the expression ‘if…then’. Therefore, an implica-
tion is something from which an inference can be drawn, e.g. ‘if one is dead 
then one is not alive’ or more generally, ‘if A is true then B is true’. Introducing 
the notion of an ‘implication’ connects meta-methodology and methodology as 
it expresses a relation between the methodological properties and the approach-
es and their heuristics. This thesis addresses two kinds of ‘implications’, epis-
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temic and practical. An epistemic implication, although denoted ‘theoretical’ in 
the two papers, describes what one can infer and know about the methodologi-
cal properties reviewed in the two papers. The epistemic implications are con-
sidered, within this thesis, to entail practical implications, which address mat-
ters related to the practitioners, empirical matters and the “how to” of 
operations planning. The notion of an ‘implication’ is non-intuitive, hence is 
the following discussion concerning the ‘implications of methodology’.  

Paper I focuses on a methodological property denoted ‘stakeholders’ values’, 
implying that one can distinguish and justify the choice of a Design or System-
ic approach based on how the staff addresses value judgments concerning ob-
jectives when conducting operations planning. Paper I further argues, influ-
enced by Keeney’s (1992 & 1996) theory denoted ‘value-focused thinking’, 
that a possible demarcation of the Design and the Systemic approach is the so-
called emancipatory perspective on stakeholders’ values. Keeney (1992) argues 
that “controlling what decision situations you face may have a greater influence 
on the achievement of your objectives than controlling the alternatives selected 
for those decisions” (Keeney 1992, p.18). In any given decision situation, val-
ues are fundamentally important and alternatives are only the means to achieve 
those values. Briefly, decision-makers should start by articulating the values 
that are important for identifying and achieving the objectives, as well as to 
identify better decision situations. When addressing stakeholders’ values one 
can apply an emancipatory view on systems thinking, since the stakeholders 
and the values within an OLPP can be widely diverse. 

Emancipatory systems thinking is based on entirely 
different assumptions about the nature of society 
from those accepted in more traditional [systems] 
approaches. Emancipatory systems thinking spe-
cializes in identifying contradictions in social sys-
tems, the existence of conflict, and the domination 
of some groups over others. Issues of inequality 
between classes, genders, races etc., which are eas-
ily brushed under the carpet by other systems ap-
proaches, come to the fore when problem situations 
are confronted using the emancipatory perspective. 
[Jackson 2000, p. 330] 

Since the AJP 5 states that both the Design and the Systemic approach adhere 
to systems thinking, but not how they can be distinguished, paper I assumes the 
following. By combining Keeney’s (1992) view on value-focused thinking 
when analysing objectives and the emancipatory view on systems thinking on 
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stakeholders’ and values, paper I argues the following: value-focused thinking 
is an epistemic implication of methodology when applying a Design approach.  

This epistemic implication entails a practical implication; applying a Design 
approach requires explicit statements of stakeholders’ values, both military and 
non-military stakeholders, e.g. clearly stated political objectives/goals.30 As 
such, this thesis argues the following. If addressing stakeholders’ values is not 
preferable or possible within the battlespace, regardless of reason, preferring a 
Design approach entails methodological inconsistency. Briefly, if one cannot 
obtain the stakeholders’ values, a Design approach is not a relevant approach 
when conducting Operational Art. Therefore, paper I focuses on discussing 
how these two implications influence the commander’s choice of approach. 
Phrased differently, this thesis considers these epistemic and practical implica-
tions to constitute reasons for reflecting on methodology when actually choos-
ing which approach one should apply when conducting Operational Art. 

Paper II discusses five methodological properties for reviewing the heuristics 
applied within the OLPP. Two of these properties characterise the Systemic, 
two characterise the Causalist and the fifth relates to both approaches. The 
properties characterises the three previously mentioned parts of military prob-
lem-solving: the components, their relations and the demarcation of the system 
being analysed.  Below is a description of the five properties: 

 
Systemic: 
• ‘Non-linearity’: The relations between two components in a system can 

change erratically and should not be assumed to endure over time.  
• ‘Emergence’: The relations within a component in a system can change 

erratically and should not be assumed to endure over time. 
Causalist: 
• ‘Independently changeable generalisations’: The relations between two 

components in a system cannot change erratically and should not be as-
sumed to endure over time. 

• ‘Invariance’: The relations within a component in a system cannot 
change erratically and should not be assumed to endure over time. 

Systemic & Causalist: 
• ‘System boundaries’: How the system is defined by setting a boundary 

describing which components and their relations that are considered to 
be a part of the system (problem space). 

                                                                    
30 Paper I, section 4.2, discusses this further. 
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and incommen-surability are two separate terms and the latter was introduced 
by Kuhn (1962) as a metaphor for describing different scientific ‘paradigms’. 
Incommensurability entails a trade-off between an old and a new paradigm 
concerning an explanatory loss (remainder) that is not compensated for by the 
gain of, or within, the new paradigm. (Rosenberg 2012, ch.12; Gupta 2015) In 
Kuhn’s own words, “the normal-scientific tradition that emerges from a scien-
tific revolution is not only incompatible but often actually incommensurable 
with that which has gone before” (Kuhn [1962] 1996, p.103). 32 Briefly, if the 
approaches or their theories are considered incommensurable then they cannot 
be inconsistent, since theories that cannot be compared cannot be inconsistent. 
If that is the case, much of the content of this thesis is problematic, hence 
should one reflect on incommensurability. 

Advocates of Kuhn’s view on “paradigms” and “scientific revolutions” should 
be aware of the fact that the term incommensurability is probably the “most 
widely criticized in the philosophical literature” (Conant & Haugeland 2000, 
p.4). This is partly because the original presentation did not explain how scien-
tists within different paradigms could communicate, and therefore “Kuhn spent 
his last decade defending, clarifying, and substantially developing the idea of 
incommensurability” (Conant & Haugeland 2000, p.4). Gupta (2015) discusses 
Kuhn’s development of incommensurability by four development phases: Ob-
servational; Linguistic; Local; Taxonomic, but argues that “in spite of narrow-
ing down and refining the scope of [incommensurability] in successive phases, 
the opposition to Kuhn’s [view] has not diminished” (Gupta 2015, p.68). 

So, if one argues that reviewing the approaches and their heuristics as being 
irrelevant since they are incommensurable and belong to different scientific 
paradigms, then one has to address the immense academic debate within phi-
losophy of science concerning incommensurability.33 

                                                                    
32 For other discussion and examples of incommensurability within the sciences, e.g. 
concerning motion and rest in physics, combustion and observations of the planets, see 
e.g. Rosenberg (2012); Barker & Kitcher (2013) and Kitcher (1993). 
33 Hoyningen-Huene (1990) partly defended Kuhn’s application of incommensurability 
and argued that it often was misunderstood based on: endorsing radical incommensura-
bility, not allowing continuities between incommensurable theories; and that incommen-
surable theories cannot be objectively compared with respect to their scientific merits. 
But then, the so-called ‘problem of the position of the analyst’ still remains and 
Hoyningen-Huene (1990) argues that “the attempt to analyze the constitution of reality 
in a general and unbiased way, independently of one’s own idea of reality seems predes-
tined to fail because one has to use one’s own idea of reality – otherwise one never gets 
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To summarise, this thesis does not consider the approaches, their heuristics as 
well as their related theories to be incommensurable. Hence, the relevance of 
reviewing the AJP 5 and the COPD in terms of methodological inconsistency. 

 
2.2.4 Conclusions on heuristics and implications of methodology 

Sub-section 2.2 has focused on the topics of heuristics, implications of method-
ology and a counter-argument for focusing on inconsistency. This sub-section 
concludes the following, which also constitutes reasons for addressing the 
questions discussed in paper I and paper II within this thesis: 
• The AJP 5 and the COPD adhere to systems thinking/theory. However, 

the discussed heuristics adhere to both causal and systems theory. This 
implies a contradictory view, especially within the COPD, concerning 
the three stated parts required for conducting military problem-solving: 
the components, their relations as well as the description of the system 
and its boundary. 

• The topic of ‘implications of methodology’ is fundamental to this thesis. 
Therefore, does paper I focus on value-focused thinking and an emanci-
patory view on system thinking, and paper II applies a meta-theoretical 
framework for reviewing two specific heuristics. Both papers focus on 
identifying and discussing epistemic and practical implications of meth-
odology.  

• The approaches, heuristics and theories are not incommensurable; hence 
are the AJP 5 and the COPD reviewed in terms of methodological in-
consistency. 

Having discussed the three topics of approaches, heuristics and implications 
of methodology, the next part of this introduction offers a brief summary of 
each paper and states the conclusions. 
  
                                                                                                                                       
started. Once one gets started, one must necessarily fail” (Hoyningen-Huene 1990, 
p.492). A similar argument is given by Demir (2008) who discusses the difference be-
tween the so called ‘actors’ and analysts’ incommensurability’ and argues that “the 
focus of Kuhn’s later work, namely analysts’ incommensurability and its resolution, are 
inadequate to the task of understanding and explaining the disagreements and controver-
sies scientist face” (Demir 2008, p.142). There are also scholars that completely reject 
Kuhn’s ideas, work and especially incommensurability, see e.g. Davidson (1967, 1973 
& 1974), Putnam (1975a, 1975b & 1975c), Kripke (1980), Scheffler (1982) and Shapin 
(2015). There are a number of volumes of collections of essays on incommensurability 
and scientific theory change, see e.g. Sankey & Hoyningen-Huene (2001) and Soler 
et.al. (2008). For a detailed description of how Kuhn developed his view on incommen-
surability after criticism from other scholars, see e.g. Marcum (2015). 
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3. Summary of the papers  
and the conclusions 

This part of the introduction addresses the following topics: a few clarifications 
concerning the method and some changes made after completing the papers; 
three reasons for reviewing AJP 5 and the COPD; a short summary of the two 
papers; and finally the overall conclusions related to the research problem and 
question stated within this thesis. 

Firstly, a few clarifications. The method applied when writing the papers, as 
well as this introduction, is qualitative text analysis. Two important changes 
should be noticed since the papers were finalised: one, parts of the research 
questions and conclusions stated within the two papers have been slightly re-
formulated to better align with the terms and structure of this introduction; and 
two, what is called ‘theoretical implications’ in both papers has been restated 
as ‘epistemic implications’. These two changes are only reformulations and 
do not affect the content or the validity of the conclusions of the papers. 

Secondly, some reasons for reviewing AJP 5 and the COPD. Primarily, these 
documents are of fundamental importance when conducting operations plan-
ning and therefore influence the results of international military interventions; 
secondarily, there is an ongoing debate on topics related to military thinking 
(theory), doctrine and planning frameworks; and lastly, both these documents 
influence the development and conduct of operations planning within the Swe-
dish Armed Forces (SwAF). Since the SwAF´s interoperability with NATO 
partly depends on the ability to understand AJP 5 and the COPD, it is relevant 
to review these documents as this research is conducted at the SEDU. In short, 
reflecting on methodology and operations planning, hence reviewing AJP 5 and 
the COPD, is important since these documents influence how military practi-
tioners plan, execute and assess military operations, regardless of whether an 
Armed Force is a member of NATO or not. So, what have the papers reviewed 
and discussed? 

 

3.1 Paper I: The Design versus the Systemic approach 

Paper I focuses on parts of AJP 5 and the COPD in order to distinguish the 
Design from the Systemic approach, by discussing the following question: 

What methodological implications could constitute an argument for choosing 
the Design approach when conducting Operational Art within a battlespace? 
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The importance of the actual choice is perhaps best explained by AJP 5, which 
states that the approach is supposed to help “aid the development and refine-
ment of the Force Commander’s operational ideas in order to produce detailed 
and executable operation plans” (NATO 2013a, p. 2-10). The question in paper 
I is answered by discussing: parts of the previous academic debate; parts of 
NATO’s decision-making process; Operational design; the problem of repre-
senting problems; boundaries between the Systemic and the Design approach; 
and a characterisation of the Design approach.34 

Paper I argues that the COPD adheres to a Systemic approach and not a Design 
approach, which implies that the choice of approach does not influence how 
then Operational design is developed. Briefly, developing an Operational de-
sign follows a predetermined step-by-step process described in the COPD, 
which is not adapted or related to a specific approach. Therefore, although the 
AJP 5 states that the military decision-maker (i.e. a commander) should choose 
one, out of three approaches in the beginning of the OLPP, the reason and re-
sult of such a choice is difficult to determine. This thesis considers the lack of 
explanation of this important topic, within the two planning documents, to 
imply a risk of methodological inconsistency since the choice of approach 
should reflect the commander’s view on how to represent and address the mili-
tary problem. 

Paper I further argues that the methodological novelty of the Design approach 
is related to an emancipatory perspective on non-military stakeholders’ values, 
i.e. to address a variety of values, beliefs, perspectives, objectives, behaviours 
and habits describing a group of non-military stakeholders within the bat-
tlespace. Based on a theory called ‘value-focused thinking’ (Keeney 1992 & 
1996), stakeholders’ values are considered fundamental to operations planning 
and alternatives are only means to achieve those values. Hence, if one cannot 
obtain the stakeholders’ values, then one should not choose a Design approach, 
regardless of reason, when conducting operations planning. In other words, 
both epistemic and practical implications of methodology should influence a 
commander choosing to apply a Design approach or not. Briefly, the ability to 
distinguish the Design from the Systemic approach, based on methodology, is 
important.  

 

                                                                    
34 For more information about Operational design, see paper I section 2.3, 3.1 and ap-
pendix 1. 
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3.2 Paper II: The Systemic versus  
the Causalist approach 

Paper II only focuses on parts of the COPD in order to describe and discuss the 
methodological inconsistency arising from the simultaneous application of a 
Systemic and a Causalist approach, hence the following question: 

What could constitute an argument for methodological inconsistency within the 
COPD? 

Based on a meta-theoretical framework, described in sub-section 2.2., paper II 
compares two planning heuristics within the COPD that are conducted in dif-
ferent phases of the OLPP. The comparison is made by reviewing statements 
within the COPD that are then discussed with the help of different methodolog-
ical properties characterizing both approaches and connected to the two differ-
ent heuristics.  

Paper II argues that the COPD simultaneously adheres to a Causalist and a 
Systemic approach, based on the review of two specific heuristics and this 
implies methodological inconsistency. The inconsistency arises as these two 
approaches have fundamental differences concerning important methodological 
properties related to causal and systems theories. These are independently 
changeable generalisations (causal theory) and invariance (causal theory) as 
well as ‘non-linearity’ (systems theory) and ‘emergence’ (systems theory). 
Hence, military problems should not be analysed with such different methodo-
logical properties simultaneously as they imply a contradiction.35 

A military practitioner viewing elements within a system as emergent is taking 
an epistemic position about what can be known about a specific element and 
whether that element can erratically change state or not. The opposite view is 
held by one considering elements within a system as invariant. An invariant 
element has “frozen” internal relations, i.e. it cannot change its internal relation 
erratically and the possible set of states usually only consists of one state. 
Bensahels (2006) discussion in section 1 can exemplify the difference. The 
assumption that US forces would be greeted as liberators and never viewed as 
occupiers during OPERATION IRAQI FREEDOM is an example of choosing 
to depict the Iraqi population (an element in the system) as being invariant and 
not emergent.  

                                                                    
35 For more information about these two pairs of properties, see paper II pages 257-258. 
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Paper II argues that the identified methodological properties presented in the 
meta-theoretical framework constitute an epistemic implication, hence an ar-
gument against the methodological consistency of the COPD. This epistemic 
implication also entails a few practical implications, which are discussed in the 
end of paper II. 

 

3.3 The results and the overall conclusion 

As explained by the three examples in section 1, the research problem concerns 
the connection, or rather the lack of connection, between operations planning 
and methodology. The two papers have reviewed the AJP 5 and the COPD, 
implying a “gap of knowledge” concerning the importance of methodology 
when conducting operations planning. Hence the research question stated with-
in this introduction:  

What reasons, if any, are there for a military deci-
sion-maker to reflect on methodology when con-
ducting military operations planning in accordance 
with pre-determined doctrines/ planning frame-
works? 

 

This research question was demarcated and deconstructed in section 2 and the 
previous sub-sections in this section have briefly summarised the papers, hence 
the conclusions from paper I:  

• AJP 5 does not explicitly state any methodological 
reason for preferring one approach to another when 
choosing approach. 

• Value-focused thinking is an epistemic implication of 
methodology if one conducts the Design approach. 

• A practical implication of value-focused thinking is 
that it requires explicit statements of all relevant 
stakeholders’ values. 

These three conclusions are considered reasons for a military decision-maker 
(e.g. a commander) to reflect on methodology, as this thesis implies that they 
influence operations planning. If Operational Art is supposed to influence the 
conduct of military problem-solving, then the choice of the ‘how to’ must be 
considered important. 
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So, if the Design approach requires value-focused thinking but the Systemic 
approach does not, then this exemplifies methodological inconsistency between 
AJP 5 and the COPD. Why? Because including all relevant stakeholders’ val-
ues offers a completely different view on both the military problem and the 
most suitable solution to the perceived problem within the battlespace.  

The conclusions from paper I do not imply that the Design approach is either 
necessarily flawed or without methodological upshots for the ability of a mili-
tary decision-maker to manage a contemporary battlespace and conduct opera-
tions planning. Instead, the conclusions imply that NATO should review parts 
of the AJP 5 since the description of the approaches implies methodological 
inconsistency. AJP 5 should better describe and explain the differences so that 
commanders receive more support when choosing their approach, given that the 
COPD is adapted to adhere to a Design approach. 

Now, turning to the heuristics and the conclusions from paper II: 

• The COPD explicitly states the adherence to systems thinking but nei-
ther addresses the Design approach nor acknowledges that different heu-
ristics adhere to either the Systemic or the Causalist approach. 

• Five methodological properties, presented in the meta-theoretical 
framework, characterise the approaches and some of their specific heu-
ristics. These five properties imply an epistemic implication since the 
two heuristics, one related to framing of the problem and the other to 
suggesting a solution, are methodologically inconsistent. 

• There are at least three practical implications of methodology due to the 
epistemic implication within the COPD. Methodology is: guiding the 
military problem frame; action-guiding within operations planning; and 
guiding the development of military concepts, doctrines and planning 
frameworks. 

The conclusions from paper II stress the importance of reflection on the simul-
taneous application of contradictory methodological properties when conduct-
ing operations planning and the OLPP as described in the COPD. The three 
practical implications further emphasise the connection between operations 
planning and methodology. Hence the following general conclusion of this 
thesis: 

Parts of the AJP 5 and the COPD suffer from inconsistency implied by epis-
temic and practical implications of methodology, hence parts of these docu-
ments should be revised. The revision should focus on improving the methodo-
logical description of the approaches to Operational Art and planning heuristics 
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within NATO’s Operational-Level Planning Process (OLPP), i.e. to methodo-
logically improve the description of military operations planning. 

One suggestion for managing this conclusion without rewriting the whole AJP 
5 and the COPD would be to develop a ‘handbook of methodology’ that ad-
dresses the questions and topics raised in this thesis. The contemporary docu-
ments are probably dense enough but a handbook of methodology could sup-
port both the actual planning as well as the education and training of military 
practitioners concerning operations planning in accordance with the AJP 5 and 
the COPD. 
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4. An outlook: thoughts on military thinking 
and future research  

It has been argued that the AJP 5 and the COPD should be revised in order to 
improve topics of methodology when conducting operations planning. Future 
research should focus on improving methodology within important planning 
documents, e.g. doctrines and planning frameworks, hence improving military 
problem-solving. As such, this section offers a few thoughts on matters that 
could be improved or further researched. 

4.1 System thinking within operations planning:  
a fallacy of methodological pluralism? 

Assume that military practitioners adhere to systems thinking. Could the vague 
description of methodology and systems thinking applied within the COPD 
create a fallacy concerning the possibility of a pluralistic approach to method-
ology within operations planning?  

Applying a pluralistic approach to problem-solving, in other words combining 
theories and/or methods when conducting operations planning, is usually 
tempting if one can benefit from different advantages from each approach. Why 
could one not mix e.g. a Causalist and a Systemic approach within the COPD 
and consider a pluralistic methodological approach to operations planning? A 
military practitioner might argue, based on experience and intuition, that one 
can oscillate between different approaches and their heuristics without suffering 
any methodological implications. Briefly, military practitioners could argue in 
favour of systems thinking and a Systemic approach, but still apply heuristics 
that entail a Causalist position or methodological properties. However, this 
thesis considers such a pluralistic approach to methodology as problematic, in 
the worst case even flawed, implied by the following three tensions: 

Firstly, the so-called ‘knower/known distinction’ which represents an ontologi-
cal issue concerning whether one can separate the analyst from the studied 
phenomenon or system. Scholars representing a reductive approach, i.e. a Cau-
salist position holds that an analyst can observe and interpret a system without 
influencing the actual studied phenomenon/ system. Scholars representing a 
holistic approach, i.e. a Systemic approach, is of the opposite view; hence, the 
Causalist and a Systemic have different views on objectivity. Is the analyst 
observing the system a part of the system or not? In other words, the know-
er/known distinction presents an argument for why one cannot oscillate be-
tween these two approaches since they represent opposing views on how inter-
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action with a system actually affects the system. Briefly, there is a tension be-
tween the Causalist and the Systemic approaches due to the knower/known 
distinction. 

Secondly, the epistemic issue of trying to identify mechanisms in a system 
based on prior information. If one is a Systemic, i.e. representing a holistic 
approach to problem-solving, identifying the components and their relations 
constituting the system concern the description of the actual system, without 
focusing on any specific prior information concerning causal rela-
tions/mechanisms. For a Systemic, the system and its context are given as a 
result of analysing all the relevant elements and their relations. A Causalist 
approach starts with defining the system and context and then selects/identifies 
relevant elements and their relations. In short, the juxtaposition between the 
two approaches concerns the issue of whether the elements define the system 
and the context, or whether one starts with the system and context thereafter 
focusing on the elements and their relations, i.e. the opposite view.  

Thirdly, another epistemic issue, related to the second issue, namely that of 
open or closed boundaries of a system. A Causalist approach requires a closed 
system to identify, describe and understand mechanisms within a system. The 
Causalist can set weak or strong system boundaries, i.e. if the boundary is strict 
or if some interaction with elements outside the defined system is allowed. A 
Causalist approach requires a boundary since identifying mechanisms requires 
boundaries, i.e. delimitations of the analysed system. A Systemic approach 
completely rejects such an approach, since every element in a system is interre-
lated to the other elements (and even other systems) depending on the context. 
So, the challenge of choosing between all the possible relevant elements and 
their relations presents a tension, i.e. should one have closed or open bounda-
ries? (Russo 2010) 

In short, these three opposing views concerning questions of ontology and 
epistemology between a Causalist and a Systemic approach focus on the fol-
lowing: How should one interpret and analyse a system (the knower/known 
distinction)? Should or can one identify and apply mechanisms within a sys-
tem? Should one analyse systems with open or closed system boundaries? 
Based on these three juxtapositions, Russo (2010) argues that a causal and a 
Systemic approach are not simultaneously compatible: 

It seems to me that two morals could be drawn out of this 
[on the issue of comparing a Causalist and a Systemic ap-
proach]. The first is that if we take Systemics seriously, it 
altogether entails a radically different perspective on reali-
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ty and on the way we have to make sense of it. This dif-
ferent worldview is in sharp contraposition with the meta-
physics [ontology] and epistemology underlying causal 
modelling. The second is that if the whole point is to rec-
ognise that knowledge is relative, then the question arises 
as to whether it is absolutely necessary to buy Systemics 
with its entire metaphysical [ontological] burden. [Russo 
2010, p.77] 

Assuming that Russo’s (2010) criticism is correct implies a methodological 
clash between a Causalist and a Systemic approach, making them incompatible 
with each other. As such, one should not adhere to a pluralistic methodological 
approach within operations planning. Assuming that Russo’s (2010) criticism is 
flawed, then the difference between the two approaches seems to vanish, hence 
there is no requirement for a pluralistic approach. In brief, either one should not 
have a pluralistic approach within operations planning, or there is no need for a 
pluralistic approach. Therefore, any military practitioner adhering to a plural-
istic approach seems to be caught in the fallacy of methodological pluralism 
within military operations planning. 

To be more specific, the advocates of the Design approach should explain and 
argue, preferably within the NATO documents, why their approach improves 
operations planning in comparison with the Systemic approach. The same goes 
for the Systemic approach in relation to the Causalist approach, i.e. when a new 
approach is presented then the burden of argument/evidence for its methodo-
logical upshot falls on the newcomer. Can one methodologically defend the 
Design and the Systemic approaches? Yes, but that is not done in the contem-
porary AJP 5 and the COPD: hence, the need to revise these documents and 
develop a ‘handbook of methodology’ that would clarify the questions and 
matters brought up in this thesis. As for now, it seems that systems thinking in 
accordance with the NATO documents entails a fallacy of methodological 
pluralism, which should be further researched. This thesis considers the mili-
tary practitioners’ assumption of methodological consistency worthy of reflec-
tion. Why? Because the lack of recognising this potential fallacy, i.e. the impli-
cations of methodology, can affect important decisions on military problem-
solving within operations planning. 

4.2 Military problem-solving: an academic endeavour? 

Conducting military problem-solving, i.e. conducting Operational Art, in a 
military context cannot have a template, but one should address the challenge 
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of problem-solving with a mind-set focusing on choices based on valid argu-
ments and not only intuition. The many choices made by a military decision-
maker can be implicit but they are all important since they can influence opera-
tions planning and its results. One way of supporting the military decision-
making process is the implementation of heuristics within NATO’s planning 
documents. As the military decision-maker (e.g. a commander) is constantly 
planning and trying to manage problems by transforming a battlespace from an 
unacceptable to an acceptable situation, applying heuristics supports the pro-
cess of identify “good enough” solutions. But how should these heuristics be 
developed? Are these heuristics based on science, best practice or both? What 
kind of education is required to apply and understand these heuristics? Since 
these heuristics influence the conduct of operations planning and its results, 
these kinds of questions are important. In short, one should reflect on the rela-
tionship between science and the development of military theory and planning 
documents.  

While there has been a tradition in Western militaries of 
drawing on the sciences for concepts and metaphors in the 
construction of military theory, part of that tradition has 
been an ongoing battle about the proper role of science in 
military thought. The situation was exacerbated by the 
fact that there was an ongoing struggle within the civilian, 
academic systems science community about the degree to 
which systems science could legitimately be called “sci-
ence”, the tools and techniques to be used, the kinds of 
problems to be addressed and who could participate as 
“scientist”. With civilian scientists themselves unsure 
about the status and value of their work, it is no wonder 
that many military professionals expressed scepticism. 
[Lawson 2014, p.62] 

Briefly, NATO is planning documents offer very little guidance, if any, on their 
position and description of systems thinking as well as on the matter of “how 
to” conduct operations planning in a methodologically consistent way. Howev-
er, why is it significant to note that Academia suffers from the same problem? 
Assume that Academia and the scholars within ’Military science’, ’Military 
studies’, or whatever the specific science is called, cannot properly distinguish 
and explain the implications of methodology. Then, is it fair to assume that 
military practitioners and NATO’s planning documents should be able to? 
Phrased differently, are the implications of methodology irrelevant given that 
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there is no commonly agreed upon opinion on methodology (or systems think-
ing)? 

If the answer is yes, then why bother with having planning documents, which 
describes a planning process, in the first place? If methodology is irrelevant for 
the ability frame and understand problems, then that would imply that military 
decision makers require neither the COPD nor the AJP 5 as a guide of “how to” 
address military problem-solving. However, as the amount of choices, interpre-
tations and value judgements required for conducting operations planning can 
be infinite, so can the amount of possible inconsistencies. Conducting opera-
tions planning is apparently difficult and hence is the requirement for academic 
education, previous experience and best practice important. The purpose of 
academic education should be to develop the military practitioners’ cognitive 
abilities and capability to conduct military problem-solving; hence, one of the 
remedies of the inconsistencies of the AJP 5 and the COPD is an improved 
academic education. Briefly, NATO’s planning documents are only the symp-
toms of a “methodological disease”, which can be cured by discussions and 
education related to the question, topic and matters raised in this thesis. 

4.3 Upcoming research: what could be topics  
for future papers? 

This thesis has mostly focused on the phases within the OLPP (phase 2 and 3A) 
that try to determine the military problem and develop suggestions on how to 
manage the problem. The next step within the OLPP concerns the choice of the 
most appropriate action (solution) to the problem at hand and the conduct of the 
military operation. Hence, the future research will focus more on the military 
decision-making process related to risk management and choices on courses of 
action within the OLPP.  

Parts of the contemporary research on operations planning focuses on risk man-
agement and decision-making concerning risks when conducting operations 
planning. How to manage probabilities when conducting risk management is 
one of the debated issues. (Liwång 2017, Tomes 2012; Liwång et. al. 2014; 
Schelhase 2014) Hence, a future paper might discuss: 

• Why should a commander reflect on the interpretations and approaches 
to probability when conducting risk management within operations 
planning? 

Another academically debated topic is that of choosing the best possible course 
of action (CoA) when conducting operations planning, and one important mat-
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ter concern how to rank and compare possible CoA’s against each other. (Ab-
erdeen et. al. 2004; Davis & Kahan 2007; Thiébaux & Buffet 2013; Reed et.al. 
2015) Hence, a second question to discuss might be: 

• Should a commander apply ‘choice heuristics’ and if so, why do deci-
sion principles matter when conducting CoA-comparison within opera-
tions planning? 

Thirdly, since only NATO documents have been reviewed in this thesis one 
might reflect on contemporary planning documents at the national level and the 
requirement for education in conducting operations planning. How do small 
states (e.g. Sweden) address methodology, operations planning and the compli-
cated decision-making processes concerning military problem-solving? How 
are military practitioners educated in order to conduct and improve their prob-
lem-solving capabilities, e.g. managing strategy and operations planning at the 
national level of a military organization? (Erdeniz & Espinoza 2011; Edström 
& Gyllensporre 2014) Briefly, the topic of educating military practitioners is 
important since ignorance of methodology could perhaps explain the lack of 
methodological content within the contemporary planning documents. As such, 
reviewing military practitioners’ academic education and the connection be-
tween military problem-solving (practice) and academic education (theory) 
seems important, hence, a future paper might discuss: 

• How could one understand Swedish ‘military science’ and how is a 
scientific approach incorporated when educating future military opera-
tions planners? 
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