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Abstract
The paper analyses operational complexities of modern stabilisation and reconstruction operations specifically that of coalition command. Complex is the diversity of the parties involved in the operation, with differences in backgrounds, interests, emotions, sensemaking, and how problems are approached. A critical element in achieving effective command decision making under these diverse conditions is the development of a sense of shared responsibility given by the interdependency of objectives of each party. Leaders have to bring the participants in the operations into a process of partnership sharing, to each one’s capacity, the loads and responsibilities of the total mission, rather then focusing on individual areas and interests. For such a collaborative approach, a coalition leader requires particular skills and attitudes that can bridge the myriad of differences between the participants involved. Research has identified six culturally-based behavioural dimensions that are relevant in coalition collaboration. How these dimensions might work in practise is discussed along a coalition commander’s profile. What the right profile should be is not clear however. The complexity of modern operations calls for an empirical based understanding of the fundamental mechanisms of leadership in applied coalition settings.
1.0
Introduction
Modern military operations are complex and highly constrained. Smith [11] analysed, what he called, the development from industrial war to conflicts amongst people. These latter conflicts require a different military approach with a focus on influencing people and creating a secure environment in which nation building can foster. This new approach differs considerably from traditional approaches in which success was related to capturing territory and defeating the opponent. The new strategic and operational environment requires a primacy of political and societal objectives and constraints at all levels of military command. Even low-level officers deal on a daily basis with local leaders and governments, agencies and NGOs, and according to Rand, “often more than many ambassadors encounter over months in more settled circumstances” [2]. Operations with multi-national, joint military and civil coalitions, with ad-hoc teams (even to the lower command levels) brings forward issues such as leadership, communication, cultural diversity and their impact on robustness, flexibility, and effectiveness [3].
The new environment calls for officers to bring higher level of skills, intellectual abilities, and breadth of perspective to the mission, often already earlier in their career [6]
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[9]. Critical competencies mentioned are: the ability to deal with external diversity in interaction with local population and officials, as well as internally with the military of different nations, different services and civilians of different organisations; mental flexibility to adapt to unfamiliar situations even without extensive time to engage in thorough analysis; the ability to resolve conflicts and make tough decisions in complex and ethical dilemmas; the ability to connect diverse partners with diverse interests and align them with a shared vision [3]
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[9]. Although one could argue that these are ‘old’ competencies, the requirements are more compelling because of the required degree of sophistication and their criticality. Additionally, there is concern about the accomplishment of a sufficient high level of professionalism in the current military education and training system. In an analysis of the current US Army training system, it was concluded that the system provide insufficient operational training opportunities and time, in general, to master these higher level competencies, before receiving the responsibility to command in the new operational environment [6].
All factors mentioned are typically present in the NATO ISAF operation: A complex strategic and operational situation with strong political and societal constraints, high diversity among the internal participants in background, experience, and political and personal interests, and leaders who have to rely on their experience and intuition to direct external and internal processes such that the political and military goals are achieved. In the following we will discuss leadership adaptability required in a cultural and political diverse environment on the basis of the personal experiences of the second author, MG Ton van Loon. This experience was built during several coalitions operations, as Commander of the Land Component multinational brigade of the NATO Response Force (2005); during his Kosovo mission as the Commander of 11 Artillery Battalion (1999), and most recently his ISAF (International Security Assistance Force) command in Region Command South (RC(S)) from Nov, 2006 to April 2007. Currently, he is Chief of Staff of Allied Land Component Command Headquarters in Heidelberg, Germany. 

The paper will discuss first the dimensions of the operational complexities specifically those of the second author’s ISAF mission. Then the essential elements of the coalition’s mission will be addressed, being teamwork, networks and alliances. Complex missions require different processes of collaborative decision making with staff and specialists. We will present and discuss a coalition leader’s profile on six culturally-based behavioural dimensions as described by Sutton & Gundling [10]
. Finally, we formulate possible directions for the further research of leadership based on the presented analysis of and experience with joint combined command. 
2.0
leading international operations in context
If there is one word that describes ISAF it must be complexity. The ISAF mission is complex in more than one sense. First of all, the context in which NATO and its allies have to work is far more challenging than earlier missions. The fact that Afghanistan is one of the poorest countries in the world, with staggering levels of illiteracy, in which years of fighting have all but destroyed the fabric of society, makes every move difficult to grasp. The people of Afghanistan have suffered so much hardship and have seen so many promises broken that they find it hard to believe it will be different today. While previous missions often involved helping failed states, nation building in Afghanistan is more the construction of a state from scratch. Basic institutions we in the West take for granted are completely non-existing in large parts of the country. One of the key ingredients for a stable society, a functioning police force, not only needs to be developed but the population also needs to be convinced that such a police would be a positive development. The framework is also highly complex because the enemy that ISAF faces is not easy to identify. The Taliban is not a recognizable enemy that can be engaged in the classical sense, but far more an insurgency that preys on the population and that is very hard to distinguish from that population. At a minimum, the distinction must be made between the hardliners that, at all costs, want to prevent Afghanistan from becoming a stable state and those local followers that are quite often persuaded to fight for a little bit of money or are sweet talked into it by extremist demagogues. It is this complex framework in which soldiers from NATO countries and an increasing number of allies have to operate. One day helping the population of a village establish very basic life support structures, such as schools or even mosques, and the next day having to deal with fighting insurgents in the same village. This constant balancing between ‘builder’ and ‘fighter’ makes the mission complex in a way never experienced before.
The second almost equally important element that makes the mission extremely complex is the composition of the international coalition trying to support the government of Afghanistan. About one year ago, NATO took over responsibility for the security part of the mission in all parts of the country. Still elements of the American led Operation Enduring Freedom (OEF) support ISAF as do training teams that are building the Afghan Army. The Provincial Reconstruction Teams (PRTs) are the key to a comprehensive approach in the provinces. Although there is a lot of coordination, these teams are very much national contributions that reflect national priorities and, more often than not, national cultures as well. The fact that nations have in a sense adopted provinces does help create a whole government approach in these provinces, but it sometimes also creates differences in the approach taken. Of course all nations come with their own culture, sensitivities and capabilities.
The two complexities described are highly interconnected. In order to be effective in Afghanistan, complexity must be taken into account. Any simple solution is probably a wrong solution. Simple solutions to complex problems may sound attractive but are not going to achieve the needed effects. Recognition of the complexity is absolutely critical. This should go beyond a mere listing of elements of complexity. A coalition commander has to put energy and time in acquiring a deep understanding of the complexities, the pains, and the sensitivities, and then include them in the sensemaking process and the interactions with all partners. 
3.0 Cultural differences in mission perspectives
In this section, we examine the discussion on one very basic aspect of the mission - the balance between stabilization and reconstruction of Afghanistan. This is a reflection of the question of different opinions of how to rebuild Governance, and specifically on the role of the Provincial Reconstruction Teams as important element of the mission.  The discussion between the parties during the mission can be taken as an example of the impact of the different culture backgrounds and perceptions of the parties. 
Between the coalition partners there were substantial differences in the approach to the problem and how to start. The Americans started initially from the perspective of the ‘war on terror’, with a doctrine of military intervention to effectuate regime change and defeat of the opponent. The assumption is that with appointing a new, loyal leader, development and reconstruction will emerge. The US preference for quick combat action has prevented them from developing longer term planning concepts for stabilization and reconstruction for nation building, which should be integrated into the planning for the conflict from the beginning [1]. The European perspective, in particular the Dutch, was rather different. Their focus was on building governance on existing power structures and, from there, working on stabilization. The concept is to win the hearts and minds of the local population via reconstruction, which should make the opponent irrelevant. This difference in approach has a long history. In a study on occupation styles, although no country calls its actions ‘occupations’, Lammers describes that the Netherlands and Great Britain use the native elite (bottom up) to build and control their authority.  NL prefers to use soft pressures, but is stricter and paternalistic in the execution, whereas GBR is more distanced, even laissé faire. Americans (US) on the other hand are forceful (‘shock and awe’), and, with the intention to leave quickly, hand over control by bringing loyal elite (top down) to power [8].  All these approaches have their merits and one cannot take just one side. Also, it makes no sense to separate the stabilization operation from the counter-insurgency or the governance building efforts. In the discussion on their balance, it is evident that cultural background has a significant influence. One element of the Dutch culture is a preference for keeping options open and talking to everybody. In other words, NL has a dialogue culture. Therefore, it could also be seen as typically Dutch to say ‘there is no best way’, trying to bring multiple perspectives together and seeking as broadly as possible supported concepts.
For the coalition leader, it is essential to understand that the differences are not just opinions that can be changed by better arguments, but that these go deeper. The coalition leader should have a deep awareness of the partners’ cultural contexts and ‘pains’ (such as the 9/11 events for the US) and understand their meaning. Coalition leadership needs to accept and value these, but also to gradually steer the partners in the particular, commonly supported direction.
4.0
teamwork, networks, and alliances
Coalition building means building multi-level alliances: (1) the teamwork with the own command team and staff, (2) the networking with sub-commanders and higher commander, and (3) the world around the own line of command, the organizations’ and nations’ representatives, in particular the ambassadors.  Building the own command team started out with classic team building, creating trust and openness. The command team is often composed of different nationalities. For instance, in the second author’s case, there was a Brit as deputy commander, a Canadian as Chief of staff, an American as Chief Intelligence, and an Australian as Operational planner. In frequent daily meetings with very open discussions different perspectives of the problems at hand are discussed. With the command team and the larger staff a brainstorm-approach was a common format for eliciting views from diverse perspectives. As commander it is important to be closely involved in the process, unlike a traditional staff process where the commander ‘drops’ an intent and, later, gets a couple of options presented to select from. The idea is that the participative leader stimulates all to contribute not only their own ideas, but also to comment or discuss other’s ideas including the leader’s contributions. The basis for this process is openness of communications and trust within the team, partly realized by the leader being highly approachable, partly by norm-setting - all have part in it - and regulating playing emotions. 
The next level of crucial alliances is with the sub-commanders (in this case the taskforce commanders in the main provinces in the south Uruzgan: Helmand, Kandahar, and Zabul). The leadership relationship is more a transactional one - If I can count on you, you can count on me. In order to realize effective delegated command, backing up and trust are important to make explicit. Additionally and most importantly, is to convey that the provincial division does not imply that the load is on individual (national) shoulders. The provinces of Region South are not isolated islands, and a problem in one province will affect the status in the other provinces. Therefore, shared awareness and appreciation of shared responsibility are essential elements in the interaction between the parties. 
The third level of alliances refers to networking with other organizations such as the higher headquarters in Kabul, the UN mission but also the Ambassadors from the involved nations. The mechanism to bring people’s ideas and perspectives together is to stress the common interest and, from there, examining and discussing nations’ positions and directions. The development of shared positions is essential for aligning the different approaches in the area and coordinating the civil and military actions.  As a coalition commander in Kosovo, NRF, Afghanistan the second author has learned the effectiveness of the mechanism of transforming an individual problem to a shared problem (i.e., ‘we have a problem’). Nations and organizations tend to look through a straw to where their interests are and think that events are local and short term. In the execution of military actions, the concept was to do these actions with a many nations as possible, with the best that everybody could contribute no matter in which province it was. Not who contributes most or what we can not do, but what we can do and how can we solve that together. For instance, the main challenge in the south of Afghanistan is clearly Kandahar, which cannot be seen as a Canadian problem only. It is important to demonstrate that we can do it together. The team of nations, especially in the difficult south, tries to demonstrate multinational resolve as often as possible even down to small unit level and even for high risk operations. When as many players as possible are involved, the problem becomes of them all, which creates solidarity. This makes the coalition better resistant to sensitivities which may arise if the impression is that the others do less. The role of the coalition commander is to bring these interests together and place them in a longer term perspective, and prevent ‘we-they’ split feelings. ‘Fingerpointing’ is not acceptable. This is of course particularly difficult when a particular country has relatively more casualties. Especially when one partner has a difficult period, it is important that solidarity is demonstrated. One of the tools a coalition commander can use in these situations is a reserve from the commanders own nation that can very quickly demonstrate solidarity and resolve.
In summary, we can say that the requirements for forming and maintaining alliances are: Sharing and aligning goals and intentions, respecting individual (nations’) positions and capabilities, stressing common interests outside and above own area, sharing information, and conceptual and plan development, frequent (face-to-face) interactions to prevent or reduce misperceptions, and open communications as an essential condition and skill.
5.0
 processes of collaborative decision making
Decision making in coalition operations requires a comprehensive, multi-perspective, problem oriented approach. The typical classic decision making models do not fit these complex operations. Different and broad expertise is required from different experts. As described earlier, well-orchestrated brainstorm sessions, that explore as many as possible perspectives to the problem, are required. This asks for a different way of working and structuring. In the far more plan-able and, in a sense, more organised cold war situation commanders could deal with problems in a relative structured process. Generally, the number of variables that had to be taken into account were relatively small which allowed decision making to become choosing between a few courses of action. Today’s complex environment very quickly overwhelms such standardized decision making models.  While in the old days, the process basically meant applying common understanding (knowledge) on a situation resulting in a solution. Now we have to face the fact that quite often our knowledge is insufficient and needs to be developed further. Today as a commander, you are performing a different kind of decision making. Commanders must be involved in the process, instead of at a distance, leaving the staff to do the work. Commanders and their staffs must develop a thorough understanding (knowledge) of the framework they are working in. This is the heart of what is now often referred to as Effect Based Approach to operations.  Of course this also implies that commanders will have to understand or at least will have to develop their understanding of the issues, and, needless to say, they should be well prepared. 
The brainstorm process should proceed well-structured to diverge, to bring ideas on the table, and then to converge, synthesizing directions that do justice to these perspectives. Here again an open communications style is required to get the best out of all parties. Group think is the major pitfall. That means that every time one has to stress and agree to not give right each other, but to critically review and think through ideas. For this directness, you need trust between the participants with agreement that, independent of rank and level, resistance in a positive sense is allowed. How does one introduce directness in interactions? Two ways were applied: (1) the direct way (e.g., ‘You have to say something, here and now, or keep your mouth and don’t complain afterwards’), and (2) by example (e.g., demonstrate appreciation for people who come forward and express argued opinions). It is known that speaking out against or showing (polite) disagreement with those senior in rank has strong cultural barriers. These cannot be changed by strong statements, but requires careful consideration of the behaviours that exist. The participants should be invited not to change their values, but to accept that in this group, with these complexities, under this command, open communications is what will lead to better decisions or at least minimise wrong decisions. However complex the mission in Afghanistan is, it should be noted that from a cultural perspective the diversity in the command of RC(S) Afghanistan was relatively easy compared to the Kosovo mission where the NLD battalion was reinforced with a Turkish company and even for some time a Russian parachute company. There, strong hierarchical cultures were involved. It is highly likely that at some point cultural differences could become a real barrier to effective decision making, but experience shows that one element is common to all military - the will to make it happen. 
Time is a critical factor in coalition operations, not so much as in speed to do things but time used to achieve quality decisions. The more nations or parties involved, the more time it takes for building and maintaining alliances and coalition decision making. A not broadly supported plan is per definition not a good plan, and repairs often take longer then if all or most parties are involved. Another time factor is the planning horizon. At the operational level of command a coalition has its focus on mid- and long term plans. This requires distance from the incidents today: today is too late, tomorrow cannot be influenced; in a month that plans can be made and it is possible to organise, resource, and involve the alliances. 
From the experience in several coalition operations seven essential elements to collaborative decision making come to the front: 
· Foster diversity: Problem-solving groups should have diversity in background and expertise (also from outside the military)

· Collective approach: Collectively contributing ideas to a shared problem, not a specialist meeting where the individuals do their thing

· Open communications with respect and trust: Strong involvement of all; Half an argued idea is better than none; Norm-setting and regulating interactions if emotions become personal

· Not Ranks: Intellect and experience count,  rank or class are less important 
· Resist collective agreement: Avoid groupthink, foster counter-arguments

· Well-prepared and involved: Leaders should be inside the decision making process, and be well prepared - it is not a ‘staff process’

· Pre-deployment training is highly valuable: the more time spent building a team and understanding capabilities and sensitivities, the better the collaborative decision making process and execution of the mission will be.
6. six cultural dimensions of a coaltion commander

In many studies, cultural differences between nations have been laid out. For the military, the emergence of ad hoc coalitions is the standard and the effects of cultural differences on missions and operations have become an important issue. Careful consideration of these differences by commanders is conditional to the effectiveness of coalition operations. As far as we know, there is no evidence-based model yet for the right profile of an effective coalition commander. Theoretical endpoints of six cultural dimensions are: Direct vs. Indirect communication style, Risk vs. Restraint decision making orientation, Task- vs. Relationship productivity orientation, Short- vs. Long-term time orientation, Independent vs. Interdependent group orientation, and Egalitarian vs. Status relationship orientation. To further this development, the profile of the second author (VL) as coalition commander on the six cultural dimensions addressed in the GlobeSmart® Commander training will be discussed in relation to his operational experience.
· Direct/Indirect dimension: (preference for open and explicit communication or for careful attention paid to context or to implicit meanings in a given message)

As a commander, VL is seen as direct, explicit, and sometimes confronting. He strives for direct and open interactions as being essential for coalition decision making. In his command team and key staff, which were diverse on this dimension, he looked for a high level of accessibility and open communications. Outside this team, interactions require careful attention. Essential is to build partnerships by explicitly respecting each one’s position and at the same time stressing the importance of moving in the same direction and what unites them. It is VL’s perception that this combination may have overcome potential drawbacks of directness in multicultural contexts. It is noted however that in a tighter operational condition (Kosovo) with even higher internal diversity, this may not have worked as intended. 
· Risk/Restraint dimension: (preference for rapid action and risk-taking, or for more cautious and calculated actions based on ample information)

Risk avoidance is seldom helpful in complex operational situations. However, unnecessary military risk should be avoided, even if that creates the risk of turning down your higher commander. That concept of risk is more relevant at an operational command level, with politics and public looking over your shoulder. Operating in an international context requires risk tolerance, in particular, daring to take a risky position in discussions to open-up.  
· Task/Relationship dimension: (preference for immediate attention to getting the job done, or for establishing strong and trusting personal relationships first)

Military are know to be task oriented, getting to business (‘I am not there to be liked’). However, in the mission VL is highly focused on establishing relationships and alliances. It is essential for a coalition commander to have an effective model on how to build trusting relationships. Trust means accepting each partner’s interests and promoting and protecting these in the decision making. Disagreeing over arguments is part of such meaningful relationships.  
· Short-term/Long-term dimension: (preference for making choices based upon a narrow time horizon or for considering the impact that choices will have over a longer span of time)

In stabilisation and reconstruction operations, considering the impact of command choices on the long run is critical. Complex problems mostly require long-term solutions, and take more time to build collectively supported developments. The longer term decisions define the shorter term actions.
· Independence/Interdependence dimension (preference for individual initiative and action, or for a more group-oriented approach emphasizes the interests of the team as a whole)

A commander is always individually responsible and should therefore be an independent thinker. As leader of coalition process, however, the commander should be an interdependent thinker: binding, listening, and integrating. ‘Consensus’ may be wrongly interpreted, if it means pleasing all parties. The group-oriented, collective decision making process, in which the commander is the participative leader, is the preferred method to reveal the complexity of a problem. The resulting perspectives of this process form the basis for the decision for which the commander is only responsible. 
· Egalitarianism/Status dimension: (preference for mutual consultation in decision-making, or for greater deference to rank and hierarchy)

Status and position as regulating factors is very un-Dutch and most Netherlands’ commanders will be easy to approach (in general, because also within a culture there will be individual cultural differences). Not the stars (ranks) but the capabilities drive someone’s status. During the Kosovo mission, the distance between junior soldiers from Germany and certainly from Turkey and their leadership was clearly much greater than in the Dutch unit. In several armies a junior soldier or NCO would not likely approach the General to suggest a better solution. However, in the Netherlands’ culture this is not uncommon at all. As a result, Netherlands’ commanders have more people to talk with, including advisors outside the inner military circle. Sometimes this may create conflicting feelings with subordinates from other cultures (‘it’s not a boss’), and a misunderstood freedom to decide and act.
7. Conclusion and Discussion

The central idea in this paper is that the complexities of modern military (-supported) operations, such as stabilization and reconstruction operations, can only be dealt with if the acting coalition parties develop a true collaborative partnership perspective. True collaboration requires at least three conditions to succeed:
· shared interest and willingness to resolve the problems together, 
· acceptance of mutual differences in effort, capability, and political latitude, 
· open communications and positive attitude towards diversity. 
What are the characteristics of coalition leaders and officers operating in international context that are able to develop and cultivate these conditions inside and outside the military structure with teams and alliances? Bringing parties with diverse interests together require a clear vision on the direction, communication and networking skills to establish this common direction internal and external in the relevant network. Diversity provides different perspectives and potentially better (supported) decisions, but also creates tensions. Therefore, conflict management and resolution skills are required [3]. With reference to the cultural dimensions, an interdependent and a relationship orientation along with task orientation (direction) seem to be required. One might even hypothesize that the cultural barriers and pitfalls in coalition collaboration is of less importance if there is a high level of sharedness and teamness, and a high sense of urgency. Relationships are vulnerable though and require frequent interactions and constant confirmation of trust in the involved parties’ good intentions.
It was argued that the traditional decision making procedures do not fit the complexities of these operations. A comprehensive approach is needed to bring diverse perspective together, incorporating thinking and deciding in longer term effects. The developments in this direction in NATO are promising, but at the same time there is the risk that new protocols and formats are formulated that do not capture the essence of the comprehensive approach, which is the orientation to respecting and understanding diverse perspectives in a shared orientation toward solving shared problems. 
Despite the mentioning of typical Dutch or US styles, it is too simplistic to account a level of failure-success of operating in a multinational environment to a particular nation’s culture. A long history and experience with multiculturalism (such as the Canadian, [5]) might provide a basis for respect for other cultures. However, we would prefer a more pragmatic approach in that particular leadership and interaction styles work better than other styles in these complex conditions, and that such styles can be trained and learned. In the same line as the previous procedures remark, there are promising developments, but at the same time there is the risk that new labels are invented and advertised (an interesting one is the ‘pentathlete’ concept [6]), while the essence of collaborating to solve complex problems is not touched.
With these remarks we would like to stress the need for scientific research to support the very concrete operational questions and needs of coalition commanders. The research should aim to go beyond lists of factors and laboratory variations; rather it should develop a deep understanding of leadership and coalition interactions and focus on those fundamental mechanisms that matter most in applied coalition settings. Only a fundamental understanding of these interactions should drive the choices for training, mission preparation, and analysis of operations.
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� This paper is largely based on an interview of Dr. Peter Essens with Maj Gen Ton van Loon on his experience during his ISAF (International Security Assistance Force) command in Region Command South from November 2006 to April 2007.


� � REF _Ref196384803 \r \h ��[10]� provides details of a tool called ‘GlobeSmart® Commander’, which outlines these dimensions. GlobeSmart® Commander is a multi-media, interactive cultural awareness training tool developed, in part, through the HFM RTG 138 on Adaptability in Coalition Teamwork. 
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