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Abstract
This paper will examine how the implementation of long term foresight practices and the resulting products could be improved to ensure that their value in promoting transformation within the Alliance is more fully grasped.  It will explore best practices in incorporating foresight into long term strategic planning and follow-on policy implementation.  After reviewing supporting literature, an examination will be done of the implementation of two recent long term projects completed within Allied Command Transformation to assess the implementation of their respective recommendations and suggest where improvements could be made in designing and promoting future forecasting projects. 
“If I always appear prepared, it is because before entering on an undertaking, 
I have meditated for long and have foreseen what may occur.”

Napoleon Bonaparte, 1769-1821

Introduction

As Napoleon suggests, it is critical within any strategic planning process to make an assessment of the environment in which operations are expected to take place and to evaluate how conditions could change over time.  This paper will examine the issue of foresight and how it is implemented within strategic planning processes.  To accomplish this, after briefly outlining the dimensions of future conflict, the main elements of successful foresight will be explored.  From this foundation, sound principles of foresight implementation within planning processes will be described and, finally, two recent case studies completed by Allied Command Transformation (ACT) will be analysed to explore some underlying principles of implementation that could be extended to other similar projects.

Environment

Future military operations will be conducted within congested, cluttered, contested, connected and constrained environments.
  These conditions describe an environment where many parties will have a stake in any operation including military, governmental, non-governmental, humanitarian and criminal elements.  Continuing urbanisation and deeper penetration of the internet and social networking tools will bring a new level of complexity to operations where all actions will be captured, shared and interpreted by those both directly and indirectly involved.  All the while the military will be constrained in its actions by the desire to limit collateral damage and win the battle of the narrative.  These environments will be complex adaptive systems whose evolution will be neither linear nor constant.
  As global issues become increasingly complex and interconnected, it will be extremely difficult to make predictions.
  Future warfare will not be the neatly linear consequence of what is visible today.

As Peter Senge, an expert on organisational learning, states. 

Perhaps for the first time in history, humankind has the capacity to create far more information than anyone can absorb, to foster far greater interdependency than anyone can manage, and to accelerate change far faster than anyone’s ability to keep pace.  Certainly the scale of complexity is without precedent.

In the face of this complexity, adaptability will be a critical quality in one’s strategy, grand strategy, and of course in the capabilities that strategy will employ.
  Certainly, in developing strategy, planners “cannot ignore the uncertainty of war and the unpredictable psychology of an activity that involves killing, death and destruction.”
  This growing difficulty in assessing the possible outcomes of future change does not mean that one should not attempt to, at the very least, describe the bounds of the problem.  Foresight activities can give decision makers an idea of the scope of future problems and assist them in making policy that will be sufficiently robust to deal with a broad range of possible outcomes. 

“Doubt is not a pleasant condition, but certainty is absurd”

Voltaire

Foresight

Foresight in this context can be defined as “an organized and systematic process to reduce uncertainty regarding the future.”
  This should allow decision makers to make a more informed and timely assessment of the likely impact of policies against a background of possible future environments.  Foresight is not about predicting the future; it is about making better decisions in the present.

As noted earlier, the future is not going to be a linear projection of today’s environment.  This non-linearity will require the development of systems thinking to analyse dynamic complexity wherein there is a shift of mindset to seeing interrelationships rather than linear cause and effect, and seeing processes of change rather than snapshots.
  Decision makers will need to broaden their perspective to understand how seemingly unconnected issues could become conflated to create conditions that bring about rapid changes in the environment.  The non-linear, dynamic nature of complex adaptive environments in the future will mean that small events could create significant divergence in the subsequent possible outcomes, and conversely, large events may have no impact at all.
  Events can reach ‘tipping points’ at which small events can trigger accelerating feedback causing a minor change to cascade into a major disruption.
  Non-linear events are not only possibly disruptive; they are often surprising and out of context.
  This should drive decision makers to seek to improve their ability to properly assess future conditions within and rapidly adjust to a dynamically changing environment.

Foresight serves to prepare decision makers to address future events.  As the strategy writer Michel Godot stated, “the main focus of planning is not the plan, but the process of reflection and concentration which leads to it”.  Johansen offers that “the most effective action will come from a state of readiness, and foresight helps create that readiness”
 or as more succinctly stated by Louis Pasteur “luck favours the prepared mind.”  The simple act of foresight also lengthens the response time in which officials can address approaching issues before they can degenerate into crises.

Decisions made on the basis of spot predictions of future conditions in these increasingly complex environments may be good over the short term, but serve to increase risk over the longer term.  Decision makers should assess long term conditions within the environments in which their decisions will be enacted.  There is a necessity to understand the longer-term patterns of change that lie behind events and the causes of those patterns.
   These trends, or long-term ongoing shifts in such things as population, land use, technology and government systems, must be a focus for any long term decision process.
 It is the culmination of these trends in the “forces of nature, social and political dynamics, scientific discovery, and technological innovation” that largely determine the future, though the policy choices themselves also can increasingly shape the future.

Given the above, several philosophical assumptions about foresight can be made:

1) You cannot know the future, but a range of possible futures can be known;

2) The likelihood of a future event or condition can be changed by policy, and policy consequences can be forecast;

3) Gradations of foreknowledge and probabilities can be made; we can be more certain about the sunrise than about the rise of the stock market;

4) No single method should be trusted; hence, cross referencing methods improves foresight; and

5) Humans will have more influence on the future than they did in the past.

Foresight along with ‘sensing and sensemaking’ about the future environment is basic to innovative strategy.
  Given the complex nature of the future security environment and interaction of numerous, possibly conflicting, trends, decision makers will need to broaden “the aperture of and network for foresight” to involve expertise and insights from across the ‘whole of government’.
  Only through developing a diverse and sometimes conflicting network will decision makers have the necessary advice with which to attend to future policy.  By building insight into how issues may develop in the future, policy and plans can be constructed that hedge against possible outcomes and provide a set of options for decision makers.

In order to effect change in the development of policy or strategy, foresight activities need to answer three questions: (1) what is it specifically trying to tell decision makers? (2) why is it significant? And (3) why should the decision maker care?
  There is an underlying need for those involved in foresight to build close relationships with decision makers and explicitly tie foresight efforts to current issues.
  It is necessary also to demonstrate the value associated with understanding long term issues on the construction of policy options.  Foresight should be judged by its ability to help decision makers make policy now, rather than whether a forecast was right or wrong.

“The ability to learn faster than your competition may be the 
only sustainable competitive advantage”

Arie de Geus

Implementation of Foresight in Strategy Development

The purpose of foresight is to systematically explore, create and test both possible and desirable futures to improve decisions. It includes analysis of how conditions might change as a result of the implementation of policies and actions, and the consequences of these policies and actions.
  Given the deep uncertainty involved in developing future policy, the best response is a strategy that is well hedged against a variety of different futures and evolves over time as new information becomes available.
  A particular set of conditions is only good for a limited time and to continue a strategy based on these expected conditions can only lead to failure.

In the face of complex, changing conditions, organisations should be expected to revise strategies and replace objectives and goals as these underlying conditions change and more information becomes available.
  Good planning is adaptable to changing conditions.  This, in turn, strengthens the organisation’s overall resilience in the face of shocks or surprises.
  The real value of strategic planning lies in “continuously developing insights.”
  As Eisenhower said, ‘plans are nothing, planning is everything.’  Organisations learn from foresight and strategic planning, and this increases the overall ability of the organisation to be adaptive to change.  

Strategy can be defined as the determination of the basic long-term goals and objectives of an enterprise and the adoption of courses of action and the allocation of resources necessary for carrying out these goals.
  These courses of action must draw upon the outcome of the foresight efforts to seek robust options that could be successful across a range of possible environments and conditions rather than optimal to one particular alternative.
  Increasing the potential of options to adapt to developing conditions will result in resilient strategies that will be more likely to result in the achievement of overall objectives.

Successful strategies inevitably evoke reaction and innovation from other players within the environment – the enemy has a vote.  Indeed, an individual or organisation who may not be a party to a conflict at all may have a significant impact on extant strategy – witness Wikileaks.  Thus strategies must be monitored against the environment and the actions/reactions of all stakeholders to determine whether what was once a winning strategy continues to be most favourable course of action.  Sustainable competitive advantage does not exist; there is only a never-ending race to create new sources of temporary advantage.
 Planners should keep courses of action open as long as possible as options have value allowing decision makers to amplify good options as uncertainty is reduced.

Coherent strategies have three elements: guiding ideas; theory, tools and methods; and innovations in organisational structure.
  It takes years to introduce a new operational concept or a new method of conducting military operations and to perfect it into a finely honed doctrine, and additional years to reorganize and reequip the military to operate according to that doctrine.
 It is essential that planning take this timing piece into account as strategy or capabilities developed with one set of conditions may soon find it overtaken by significant changes within the environment that reduce, or possibly nullify, the strengths of the chosen options.  The ability to anticipate gives extra time to better understand threats & opportunities, develop more creative strategies, create new capabilities, and create and share a vision for organizational change.
  

Summary

Foresight must be assessed on its ability to help decision makers make better decisions now based on a shared understanding of the interrelationship of trends and associated patterns within a complex environment.  The incorporation of foresight into strategy development and implementation gives decision makers the opportunity to anticipate future changes within the possible environments in which their policies must be successful.  Thus, foresight must be timely and fit into the decision making processes resident within organisations.  The extent to which foresight is able to influence decision makers is related to this issue of timeliness and the relationship between those conducting the foresight activities and those making the decisions.

Foresight requires a diverse, broad and sometimes conflicting set of advice that considers the possible constructive and destructive interplay of trends in the environment and the possible impact of differing policy choices.  Foresight facilitates the development of adaptability and resilience within organisations by exercising decision makers in exploring policy choices within the future environment and thus equipping them to more rapidly respond to changes as they arise or are anticipated.  The enemy has a vote and will adopt policies that will weaken or counteract the anticipated advantages of any strategy so organisations must continually assess the environment and adapt strategies accordingly to new or evolving circumstances.

Case Studies

In the last years, as part of its mandate to lead change within the Alliance,
  Allied Command Transformation (ACT) undertook two foresight assessments in support of the development of long term strategy and policy within the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO).  The first – the Long Term Requirements Study (LTRS) – had the purpose of providing a rigorous analytical foundation for the derivation of focus areas for national and multinational research and technology efforts based upon an examination of emerging and anticipated changes in the future security environment.
  The second – the Multiple Futures Project (MFP) – sought to “build a mutual understanding of the new and uncertain challenges for which NATO must be prepared to respond.”
  Each will be examined to distil how underlying principles of foresight were applied.  

Long Term Requirements Study (LTRS)

The LTRS was initiated in 2005 to fulfil the need to formalise the derivation of Long Term Capability Requirements (LTCR) through a structured and analytically based process that involved a broad base of stakeholders.  The LTCR were meant to provide guidance to nations from a military perspective on high priority future capability shortfalls for which Research and Technology (R&T) effort would be necessary in the follow-on development of solutions to reduce, eliminate or mitigate the identified capability shortfalls.  The primary customer of the LTCR was the Conference of National Armaments Directors (CNAD) which is the primary body within NATO wherein opportunities for collaborative research, development and production of military equipment are identified.  

The LTCRs were based on the activation of one of four drivers (Table 1) and covered a period out to the time horizon of 2030.
Table 1.

To examine these drivers, several scenarios were constructed that assessed plausible future worlds as a background against which to analyse future requirements.  These scenarios provided a broad range of environments in which future military capabilities could be addressed and allowed the construction of a robust toolbox of capabilities that would be effective across a wide range of possible future tasks.  The requirements were peer reviewed by a panel of subject matter experts from a broad and diverse array of disciplines from the military, industry and academia.  The requirements were written broadly enough to ensure that they were not service or solution specific knowing that different avenues of approach to the development of the underlying technologies could be successful in the future.  This resulted in an adaptable set of requirements that, if developed, would create resilience within future forces to address unforeseen conditions.

The LTCR were then sent to the CNAD for implementation.  Within the offices of the Assistant Secretary General (Defence Investment) (ASG(DI)), a Tiger Team brought together the relevant stakeholders.
  The personal relationships among the members of the Tiger Team, and particularly between the leader of the Team and its individual members, allowed for the building of a common understanding of the overall objective of the LTCR and how they should be addressed within the individual communities represented by the Team.  This most certainly sped up both the initial implementation process and the continuing feedback process. 

The leadership for solution development for each LTCR was allocated to the group or committee most closely aligned with its subject matter.  These Lead Groups were tasked to bring together communities of interest that could focus a cross-function analysis on each of the requirements to assess the development of the key component technologies that would could be brought together to build solutions to the anticipated shortfalls.  These communities of interest as an organisational structure allowed the development of an interdisciplinary mechanism consisting of the scientific, operational and technical strands required to develop robust and resilient solutions necessary to satisfy the nature of shortfalls foreseen for the complex environments of the future.  

Given the lengthy acquisition processes normally associated with the procurement of military systems, the research and technology efforts required to develop the necessary components of solutions to these shortfall need to commence in the present in order to ensure that the technologies would be available when required.  The foresight activity within the LTRS was meant to allow the time necessary for decision making, research and procurement of the developed solutions. As such, the LTRS was meant to support present day decision making about the necessary systems to be delivered to future battlefields.

Multiple Futures Project

The Multiple Future Project was initiated at direction of the Supreme Allied Commander Transformation, General James Mattis, and was meant to “build a common understanding of the nature of the risks and threats facing the Alliance.”
  He felt that it was necessary to develop this understanding as foundational work for the development of a new Strategic Concept for NATO.  This was rather prescient as the NATO Deputy Secretary General stated a year later when the results of the project were reported, “the timing of this project is very appropriate because it fits in perfectly with the work we are going to start on with the new strategic concept.”
 The personal involvement of the Commander in the study was critical to its success and subsequent acceptance by nations who were, at its outset, suspicious of the project’s value.

The project conducted an analysis of the underlying drivers of change within the future environment and how they could interact with foreseen trends.  This resulted in the construction of four future worlds that served as common ground for dialogue on future risks and security/military implications.  This work was then boiled down to four insights and seven focus areas (Figure 1).
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Figure 1.
One of the overriding constraints of this study was to remain consistently transparent and inclusive in order to gain from the wide array of expertise and opinion resident within the Alliance.  This constraint drove the study team to build its finding through 21 workshops and strategic engagements while soliciting the involvement of representatives from 45 nations and more than 60 institutions.
  This ensured that a diverse and broad knowledge set was consulted, reflective of the numerous political and policy divisions expected within an alliance of 28 nations.   

The results and finding of the Multiple Futures Project were meant to be a building block for three broad Lines of Effort within and outside ACT: informing the development of the new Strategic Concept, supporting policy forming processes, and aligning transformational work within ACT and nations (Figure 2).  It was intended that this effort would be coordinated with nations and other NATO organisations and agencies to ensure that strategy development would be aligned.
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Figure 2.
As mentioned earlier, the Multiple Futures Project represented the Supreme Allied Commander Transformation’s military advice to the Secretary General to support the strategic dialogue that would eventually lead to the development of the new Strategic Concept.  It was also used in the development of guidance for the NATO Defence Planning Process, which seeks to develop the required capabilities within the Alliance to address future operations.  Finally, it informed the transformational agenda that seeks to develop the necessary concepts to support Alliance activities in the increasingly complex environments of the future.
 

As a foresight activity, the Multiple Futures Project sought to prevent the Alliance from overlooking a challenge or opportunity that could arise in the coming decades.  The project invested in the intellectual rigour necessary to comprehensively explore the possible interaction of four future worlds and derive implications that led to action on the part of decision makers.  It led to organisational learning and increased the ability of the senior leaders to make assessments of the future and to be adaptive in addressing changing conditions in the strategic environment.  As stated by the Chairman of the Military Committee, Admiral Di Paola, on the unpredictability of future events, “we need to be proactive and position ourselves to minimise surprise.  MFP provides the intellectual basis for us to move forward.”
   Perhaps this adaptability is best described by General Mattis, “We cannot eliminate surprise, as no forecast or futures effort can achieve that.  But by identifying critical challenges and opportunities, we can transform with less risk, and rapidly adapt with less difficulty when threats and surprises inevitably arise.”

Measuring the Case Studies

It is apparent that, though the two futures projects described in the case studies were intended for different purposes, they both achieved a level of success in achieving their objectives and in influencing follow-on policy development and implementation.  Both projects explored the emerging complexity of the future security environment and offered recommendations on where the Alliance should focus its efforts.  The processes that were adopted to develop these two projects were consistent with the principles outlined for the successful implementation of the foresight activities.

As General Stephan Abrial says of Allied Command Transformation, “ACT’s position at the crossroads of many networks and experiences allows it to paint a holistic picture of future challenges- a picture that reflects the best analysis in the whole of the Alliance and its friends.”xlx Both these projects leveraged the best available expertise that could be brought to bear on the subject.  Both used a diverse and broad array of subject matter experts to assess and critique their products.

The projects were able to assist in the development of a common understanding of the future environment and to prepare decision makers to anticipate and react to changing conditions.  Given the increasing complexity of the emerging strategic environment and the strategy that was being developed at the time, both of these studies were timely in making their recommendations and supported the development of follow-on strategic efforts.   Both studies were able to assist decision makers in making better decision now about matters that could arise in the future. 

If there were any weaknesses in the two studies, they would relate to the need for leadership intervention in some aspects of the studies and the lack of continuity in foresight activities.  The first point relates to the need within the Multiple Futures Project for the Commander at the time to invest personal capital in convincing nations of the its value.  Without this intervention on the part of General Mattis, the Multiple Futures Project would likely have been significantly scaled back and would not have achieved its level of visibility and value in subsequently informing development of the Strategic Concept.  Within the LTRS, it took the personal intervention of a staff officer within ASG(DI) to drive the implementation of the LTCR.  This demonstrates the scepticism that foresight activities continue to engender and drives the requirement for strong leadership in promoting their value.  The second point relates to the lack of continuity of foresight within ACT.  As mentioned earlier, the enemy has a vote and will adopt policies that will weaken or counteract the anticipated advantages of any strategy so organisations must continually assess the environment and adapt strategies accordingly to new or evolving circumstances.  Within ACT, foresight activities are limited mainly to the NATO Defence Planning Process which focuses primarily on military systems.  This means that there is much of the ‘waterfront’ of the future environment that goes unwatched.

Conclusion

This paper has examined how the implementation of long term foresight practices and the resulting products could be improved to strengthen their value in promoting transformation within the Alliance.  It explored best principles in long term strategic planning and follow-on policy implementation.  It examined the implementation of two recent long term projects completed within Allied Command Transformation to assess the implementation of their respective recommendations and suggest where improvements could be made in designing and promoting future forecasting projects.  










LTCR Drivers


1. Current and mid-term capability gaps with no foreseen mid-term solution. These are current Alliance capability gaps and capability gaps, which have been identified for the mid-term time frame (+10-12 years) for which no mid-term solutions have been identified.


2. Developments in the strategic environment requiring new capabilities. New Alliance missions, strategic concepts and the emergence of new strategic threats in the long term could lead to a requirement for new capabilities.


3. Threat system evolution resulting in loss of capability to deal with such threat. Longer-term improvements in the capabilities of the types of threat system which Alliance forces could potentially face in the mid-term timeframe could lead to loss of Alliance capability.


4. Opportunity for significantly enhanced efficiency in achieving a particular capability. Technological developments could lead to ways of achieving capability which are more efficient (e.g. reduced cost, reduced resource requirements) than previous methods which may have required combination of sub-capabilities. Generally associated with this is the formulation of new concepts.
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PUTTING IT ON THE BLACKBOARD – MFP INTELLECTUAL FRAMEWORK



STRATEGIC SURPRISE!



One cannot predict the future…but one can ‘hear’ its footsteps approaching.  The only true way to prepare is to THINK & PLAN…  The MFP is a thinking activity that can inform political choices and planning.



Taken to the ‘Chalkboard,’ the MFP thinking is centred on an Intellectual Framework that embodies the processes developed and applied to obtain the analytical results.  It connects the drivers, futures, and implications of the study via processes by which the futures are built and the implications deduced. 



The Intellectual Framework brings coherence to a dialogue about the future and the consideration of strategic surprise.  It produced a set of Security and Military Implications that are the basis of the Insights and Focus Areas and corresponding Recommendations taken forward from the project.
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