
trategic thinking is a challenge in any defence
organization, but it is particularly problematic
in Canada.  In fact, the mission of the Canadian
Forces (CF), to defend Canada and contribute

to international peace and stability, depends on
good strategic assessments derived from sound strate-
gic thought.  Canada’s geographic situation and the fact
that we have powerful allies provide the country with a
perceived degree of insulation from direct threats.
These factors also condition the Canadian public and
government to think of defence spending as being dis-
cretionary.  Perhaps as a consequence, or as a function
of the relatively small size of the CF, there is a tenden-
cy to focus on more immediate issues.  As each issue-
of-the-day consumes their attention, senior leaders
have little time available for strategic thinking or long-
term planning.  This was particularly evident during the
Somalia backlash and budget cuts of the 1990s.  The
aim of this paper is to highlight recent progress and to
illustrate the necessity of raising the level of strategic
thought in Canada.  

Strategic thinking is in itself difficult to define, and
it is the word ‘strategic’ that poses the most difficulty.
For several of our allies, the strategic level of war is at
the highest political-military level — being that which
involves significant decisions, which are closely, linked
to vital national interests or foreign policy objectives.
Various authorities define several different levels of
strategic thinking — from grand strategy and national

security strategy, through to military strategy and down
to tactical operations,1 but the word ‘strategic’ applies
more aptly to the higher levels.  For those who think the
term ‘strategic’ necessarily implies the generation and
deployment of large armies, fleets and air forces as
Canada has done in the past, this paper will be a disap-
pointment.  Strategic thinking must start with the basics.
It includes the development and intellectual mastery,
not just the utilization, of all the state’s resources for
the purposes of implementing policy in war.2 While this
paper recognizes that national strategic awareness
requires a deep understanding of international and
domestic trends, its focus is primarily on how DND and
the CF might improve their performance in this field.

For a small defence force in a country with ambigu-
ous national interests, a clear strategic context is
also problematic.  Throughout most of his/her career, the
average military officer deals with purely tactical
issues, given that corps-level operations and below are
considered tactical in nature.  Since military service in
Canada conditions us to think most clearly and effec-
tively at the tactical level, to bring ourselves to the
strategic level one must understand the ends, ways
and means of government, or at least those that have
long-term significance for defence.  The impact on the
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A Canadian CF-18 at Aviano, Italy, during Operation “Echo”, the air campaign over Kosovo and Serbia.
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Canadian Forces over time is clearly a factor.   Since a
major piece of military equipment may well be in our
inventory for 30 to 40 years, the decision to acquire that
equipment must also be thought of as being strategic.  In
the overall context of this paper, strategic refers to the
highest level of defence planning (the means) and its
relationship in general with the goals of the Government
of Canada (the ends).3

THE NEED FOR LONG RANGE PLANNING

W hat the Department of National Defence and the
CF consider to be strategic, by definition, must be

subordinate to government policy, as articulated in the
White Paper of the day and in supplemental policy state-
ments.  In Canada, DND and the CF are undergoing a
transformation, guided by a greater focus on strategic

direction.  The senior strategic leadership includes the
members of the Defence Management Committee
(DMC) and key supporting staffs.  In 1999, the DMC
team produced a document known as Strategy 2020,
which defined the vision and strategic goals for the CF
to the year 2020.  This was a first for DND, and it
demonstrated the commitment of senior leaders to
improve institutional strategic focus.

In an endeavour as sophisticated as national
defence, clear objectives are essential, notwithstanding
the limitations inherent in strategic planning.4 The abil-
ity to define goals and objectives sufficiently far into
the future can help align the activities across a very
complex and multi-dimensional organization to achieve
a common aim.  Without such alignment, however,
strategy defaults to being the unintended locus of incre-
mental decisions that occur over time.  In a democracy
where the government of the day tends to decide tempo-
rally in the context of the next election, defence plan-
ning can be a significant challenge.  Nevertheless, the
need for a longer-term view is evident given the nature
of decisions that defence departments must make.

Modern management theory suggests that in any
complex organization the whole should be greater than
the sum of the parts.  This implies that the constituent
parts are rigorously aligned to achievable targets, usual-
ly by a vision and clear direction that transcends organi-
zational boundaries.  The challenge in a large enterprise
like defence is that functional and service components
develop narrowly focused silo cultures that foster a
weakened emphasis on results and force senior managers
to spend their energy resolving lower-level issues.5

Factors such as distinctive uniforms, tribal-like tra-
ditions, organizational silos and different terms of serv-
ice (regular, reserve and civilian) result in multiple sub-
cultures.  At the tactical level, these characteristics have
positive advantages, but they can contribute to mis-
alignment at the strategic level.  Each sub-culture

adheres to its own tradi-
tions, its own value sys-
tem, and its own underly-
ing perceptions and
assumptions that make it
unique.6 Yet this complex
group provides the defence
capabilities that must
somehow be harnessed
collectively to achieve
Canada’s defence goals.

It is crucial that deci-
sions affecting defence be
taken in the context of a
long-term vision since a
military capability gener-
ally takes 10 to 15 years to
build.7 Those unfamiliar
with defence planning do
not appreciate this con-
straint on the provision of
effective combat capabili-
ty.  What is required is not
just the equipment, the

doctrine and the organization, but also skilled people
who understand how to use a particular type of equip-
ment effectively to provide the required capability.  It
takes time to develop these people.  This is a key reason
for adopting a long-term strategic view of defence capa-
bility.  Ultimately, if you cannot continue to deliver
effective capability, then you will fail the nation at some
point in the future.  Also, if you reduce defence capabil-
ity by virtue of a strategic decision or because of budg-
et cuts, it will be in the order of about five years before
any real savings can be realized.  This is because of the
need to dispose of equipment and facilities, and re-
locate or re-direct your people in a professional manner
that respects the individuals and interests concerned.
This paper now assumes the need for a long-term view
when conducting departmental defence planning.  The
next question is: how do we get it?

DEVELOPING A STRATEGY

A necessary start point in developing a strategy is a
forward-looking environmental scan that includes a

detailed analysis of possible future threats, potential
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technological developments, and demographic and
international political trends.  This must, of course, be
an ongoing activity, but with periodic intense focus for
specific purposes, such as the preparation of a new
defence policy.  From this groundwork, a sound strate-
gic assessment must be developed that provides the
foundation for higher-level thinking in the organization.
These assessments also result in a judgement about the
strategic warning times that can be anticipated in condi-
tions that might call for the use of specific levels of mil-
itary capability.   Choices can then be made as to what
military forces are needed and what readiness levels
they must maintain.

In Canada, we tend to be reasonably good at oper-
ational planning to assess or implement specific
options for force employment, but we are not as profi-
cient at developing truly strategic choices for force
development.  While there are several paths available
to develop a strategic force structure — no single path
is perfect.8 Regardless of what blend of tools and
techniques are applied, the tolerance of risk and the
preferences of the decision makers still count a great
deal, especially in defence.9 Nevertheless, the applica-
tion of rigour will  assist leadership in making
informed and consistent deci-
sions, and should result in
better advice to government.

To achieve a relevant and
useful long-term strategic plan
that respects all of the inter-
ests that are affected, a num-
ber of factors have to be taken
into account.  First, the strate-
gic plan must reflect the inter-
ests of the key stakeholders.
Certainly, Canada is no differ-
ent from any other country in
that the armed forces safe-
guard our national security,
support our foreign policy, and
ultimately serve as a force of
last resort for national disas-
ters and the maintenance of
law and order internally.
What this means is that the
defence force, whatever its
make-up, must have certain
capabilities to be of use.
Thus, the citizens of Canada,
Parliament, the Department of
Foreign Affairs and other agencies of government,
notably the Privy Council Office, and even provincial
governments, can have important views as to what
defence ought to provide.  A second level of stakehold-
ers includes the members of the CF, our unions and sen-
ior public servants, who enable and create defence
forces.  Perhaps the third group of stakeholders
includes our partners in industry who provide our
equipment, become our suppliers, and are increasingly
working with us in many different ways to deliver
defence capability.  Last, but not least, the list of key
stakeholders includes our allies to whom Canada has
made certain commitments.

For example, in developing Strategy 2020, the
views of all stakeholders were taken into account.  After
several months of preparatory work that included a
number of papers and stakeholder interviews, DMC fol-
lowed a classical procedure of strategy formulation.
The positioning of the strategy was the result of a
detailed analysis of strengths, weaknesses, opportuni-
ties and threats.  From that analysis, DMC members
derived five imperatives necessary for success, devel-
oped options, matched them against alternative futures,
and ultimately created the Strategy 2020 vision.  The
important message here is that strategy cannot be devel-
oped in isolation, nor can it be left to chance.

Second, long-term planning must, to the extent possi-
ble, involve a fully integrated approach.  In essence, this
requires the establishment of long-term strategic objec-
tives, with incremental achievement through five-year tar-
gets and measurable annual goals.  To deal with any partic-
ular aspect of the force in isolation would result in unin-
tended distortions.  Consequently, every effort must be
made to maintain a holistic view of the Department and the
full spectrum of the CF.  This places an increased emphasis
on things that are joint.  Any military force that is engaged
in modern battle must be capable of carrying out many dif-

ferent functions in very complex situations in a relatively
short period of time.  To do this, military leaders need to
understand how to interrelate and coordinate with every
other component that has a bearing on the battle.  The same
operational principle applies at the strategic level.
Differences in readiness levels for a variety of capabilities
means that all regular and reserve components must be con-
sidered together to determine the best balance to serve the
country’s defence needs in a given planning period.  So,
designing the equipment, organization, doctrine and train-
ing for the future force is a significant challenge that com-
pels an integrated approach; arguably, not simply the single
service or platform-centric approach of the past.
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HMCS Calgary during Operation “Augmentation” in the Arabian Gulf, September 2000.
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REVOLUTION IN MILITARY AFFAIRS

O ne of the biggest challenges to taking an integrated
approach is the rapid pace of societal and techno-

logical change, and its uncertain impact on future com-

bat.  At the same time, demands made on defence estab-
lishments are increasing dramatically.  Strategic stretch
and rapid technological change present an enormous
risk that must be carefully managed.  To cope with this
rapid pace of change, DND maintains a technological
watch to monitor change in selected key areas.  Like our
allies with whom we work closely, DND invests in
research and development to identify those technologies
that have the greatest potential for military application.
Certainly today, the advent of the Information Age
promises to change, perhaps in some fundamental ways,
the conduct of future military operations.  It is thus
vitally important that the defence leadership keeps in
close contact with societal trends and understands what
the pace of technological and other changes might mean
to the delivery of future capabilities.

Some have referred to this change as a ‘Revolution
in Military Affairs’.  Even without consensus as to whether
or not there is indeed a revolution underway, it is impor-
tant to understand the change that is happening.  A true
revolution will not just involve technological change; it
will also involve significant changes to doctrine and to
the structural organization of the military force, such
that a significant and radical change in how military
operations are conducted would actually occur.  Long-
term planning must take into account the impact of
change, not just in terms of the capabilities required, but
also in terms of how those capabilities can be best deliv-
ered on a complex and ever-changing battlefield.  To

study, probe and watch trends are essential mechanisms
in avoiding strategic surprise.

There is always a tendency in any military organi-
zation, which by its very nature tends to be conserva-

tive, to look backward
rather than forward.10 It is
thus very important that
talented people look for-
ward into the future, con-
tinually experimenting
with new concepts that
assess the potential impact
of both the surface and the
deeper aspects of change.11

Officers must become
comfortable with challeng-
ing standard ways of
thinking, and be prepared
to consider alternative situ-
ations and innovative pos-
sibilities. This same con-
cept was the basis for the
success of scenario-based
planning in the Royal
Dutch Shell oil company.12

A key point worth men-
tioning at this stage is that
however much effort is put
into the planning and
analysis of future trends, a
plan is simply a plan, and
it will inevitably change as
it is implemented.  Strategic
planning is not a panacea;

flexibility and adaptability will always remain extreme-
ly important.

PLANNING BASED ON CAPABILITIES

W hereas strategic thinking and force development
in particular were threat-based during the Cold

War period, capability-based planning better matches
the new strategic environment.  The Canadian opera-
tional experience in the 1990s is instructive; no one can
predict the next flashpoint to which the CF might be
committed.13 This inherently uncertain and volatile situ-
ation, coupled with the growth of cyber-based and other
asymmetric threats, places a high premium on future
flexibility.  Developing a sustainable, capable future
force with such flexible characteristics requires an
improved method of programming — the linking of pol-
icy to the available budgets.

Capability Based Planning (CBP) is a relatively
sophisticated risk-mitigation process that balances
resources with desired capabilities from a top-down per-
spective.  Its rigour is derived in large measure from a
number of operational research tools.14 The most
notable is the use of scenarios, an integral part of
defence planning, that cover the spectrum of operational
capability the CF might require.15 The framework for
this range of defence capabilities is embedded in the
Canadian Joint Task List (CJTL).  The CJTL is based on
work done in the United States and the United Kingdom,
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and reflects all that is necessary to generate forces and
to conduct and support military operations.  The CJTL
defines these tasks as a series of activities which are
linked from the tactical, through the operational to the
strategic level of war.  DND has also developed a risk
assessment tool that highlights those areas where our
capabilities (or lack thereof) may leave Canada at the
greatest risk in the future.  DND has also developed a
rigorous tool called the Fundamental Investigation of
Defence Options which assists senior leaders to deter-
mine the value added of a given capability.16 This tool,
and others like it, are essentially used to help decision-
makers deal with complexity by quantifying those fac-
tors necessary to create military capability.  Risk can be
managed by identifying the risk areas, and allocating
sufficient resources to minimize the probability of
occurrence, or at least minimize the impact of signifi-
cant events.  A capability plan can then be produced that
will provide some guidance to allow departmental lead-
ers to create a sensible, incremental path (so far as
resources permit) towards achieving those capabilities
judged to be most important.  

One very critical area of capability, for example, is
to ensure that military personnel are suitably qualified
for projected future challenges.  This places a premium
on bettering the education of future
officers and improving their
knowledge management skills.
One proposal in this direction,
found in the military human
resources plan, is to develop a
Canadian Defence University as
the centre of gravity for profes-
sional development.  All capabili-
ties and all functions (personnel,
infrastructure, equipment, research,
information technologies, etc.)
need to be considered and addressed
in this capability planning process.

By focusing on capabilities
across the complete spectrum of
DND/CF operations, one can raise
the level of thinking from simply
replacing a piece of equipment
with another (which usually looks
quite similar), to looking at broad-
er options of how DND can sustain
the required capability.  The
express purpose and design of
capability based planning is to
develop an inter-service or joint perspective.  It allows
us to introduce new capabilities, to determine whether
existing capabilities are still required, and to experi-
ment with potentially different ways of providing
them.  Through the use of tools to help quantify the
value of a given capability against its cost, greater
rigour can then be applied to assigning priorities to
choices.  This will help DND and the CF cope with
rapid technological change by better preparing minds
for a challenging future.  Leaders at all levels need to
understand and promote a capability-based approach to
creating the best force to meet the uncertain future
strategic environment.17 The Joint Capabilities

Requirements Board, a sub-group of DMC, was estab-
lished in 2000 to this end.  

Not only is a clear vision and a forward-looking
approach essential to moving the organization to a
desired future state, but sustaining current capabilities
is also important.  Strategic thinkers can never lose
sight of the prospect that some unpredictable event
could create the need to use existing capability.  Thus,
one is always caught making a trade-off between sus-
taining or improving the present capability or develop-
ing new capabilities.  There are only so many defence
resources available to be used, and as there will always
be more demand than supply, they have to be very care-
fully rationed.  A major strategic choice is to decide
what percentage of assets will go into the sustainment of
present forces, and what percentage will go into the cre-
ation of future forces.  It is clear that no successful mil-
itary organization can do all of one and none of the
other; both are essential, so an appropriate balance must
be achieved between avoiding rust out or obsolescence
and getting the best return on investment.  One of the
significant challenges for the strategic planner is to
resist the pressures to devote most of the departmental
energies to the sustaining agenda.  There will always be
such pressures; current operations and national objec-

tives are politically visible and important to the country.
Most successful organizations, however, do both by
simultaneously preserving core operations while stimu-
lating progress to a better future.18

DEFENCE MANAGEMENT 

T o enable better understanding of the various ele-
ments of strategic planning, DND has recently

improved the Defence Management System.19 It now
captures the business model (processes and framework)
within which strategic management decisions are taken
that link strategy to results.  In Canada, defence policy

Leading Seaman Tim O’Quinn, a Hull Technician in HMCS Calgary, keeping watch over a passing ship
in the Arabian Gulf.
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is laid out in a white paper, and the long-term vision,
Strategy 2020, guides strategic decisions and resource
allocations.  The annual cycle of business planning
embodies the specific annual goals and priorities that
result.  ‘Corporate’ priorities are developed by DMC,
and shape the DND Report on Plans and Priorities and
the Defence Plan, which has replaced the former
Departmental Planning Guidance.  These are increments
to achieving the evolving strategic plan.  Each leader is

accountable to achieve his/her results as part of his/her
business plan, a component of the overall strategic
direction.  Efficient use of resources optimizes opera-
tional output.

Once the business plans are approved by the Deputy
Minister (DM) and Chief of the Defence Staff (CDS),
they are implemented.  The sum of these plans will lead
to outcomes or results that must be measured.  These
measures must be mapped against the expected results,
and a continuous feedback procedure must be put in
place to improve the actions, to change the plan, or to
review the strategy as we move forward.  Leaders at all
levels need to understand how all these components fit
together, particularly the horizontal aspects of defence
management.  The severe limitations on the resources
that are available for defence compels a rigorous drive
to efficiency.

Coherent long-term planning implies and requires
this ability to measure progress.  It is not sufficient just
to have objectives.  Consequently, a meaningful per-
formance measurement framework is necessary to indi-
cate their achievement, and to align and focus the
Department’s efforts and resources on achieving the
strategy.20 A complex mix of matrices is required to give
a perspective on the organization as a whole; not unlike
a balanced score card approach.  They will not only
allow performance management, but will complement

and encourage an integrated approach to a complex
problem.  DND has progressed along this path, but still
has some distance to go, especially at the strategic level.

CONTINUOUS IMPROVEMENT

T he drive to get optimum use of resources must also
be a striving for corporate efficiencies to ensure that

every dollar spent, to the greatest degree possible, con-
tributes to overall
defence capability.  This
requires a focus on con-
tinuous improvement
that must also transcend
the vertical organiza-
tional boundaries.  Each
function must be rigor-
ously examined from a
holistic perspective to
find the most efficient
way of providing it.
Thus, proactive alternate
service delivery policies
and active monitoring of
performance are impor-
tant.

Introducing and man-
aging significant change
in a large organization is
an enormous challenge.
The many layers of mid-
dle management in the
CF offer ample opportu-
nities for resistance that
can be overcome only by

a sustained effort.  This is one reason why DMC created
the Directorate of Strategic Change in 2000.

A key first step in any change or transformation is
to recognize today’s reality.21 This is not to second-
guess the actions of commanders in the field, but rather
to maintain an up-to-date knowledge of the existing
force structure so that the plan for the future can be
based on reality.  Nobody can formulate a plan to get to
a desired future condition unless the present state and
the limitations inherent in moving to the projected end-
state are clearly understood.  This inevitably requires a
significant dialogue between those charged with running
today’s operations and those charged with planning the
future force, so that all clearly understand the ever
changing realities on the ground.  Thus, a need exists to
improve the strategic thinking of military officers, and
to ensure that some of them with recent field experience
are part of the strategic direction process.  Senior public
servants understand the Ottawa environment exception-
ally well, but they tend to have little or no military
background.  The CF must, therefore, carry its share of
this team effort to reduce the risk that a superficial and
infeasible plan could be formulated.  That, of course,
would undermine the credibility and the capability of
any strategic activity.  The fact that the commanders of
the three services are now based in Ottawa and sit on
DMC is a necessary condition to making these difficult
capability trade-offs.  
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UNDERSTANDING OTTAWA

T o achieve success on any strategic path, there must
also be some clear sense of how to convince the

government that a particular plan makes sense.  As a
consequence, the senior leadership needs to understand
how the Ottawa bureaucracy actually works.22 A strate-
gic-level leader must recognize that a number of politi-
cal considerations can affect long-term thinking.  Not
only does a strategic plan need to make sense from both
a CF and a departmental perspective, it also must make
sense from a government perspective.  Proposals must
have the endorsement of the Minister of National
Defence, and there has to be a broad consensus among
key people at the Privy Council Office, the Department
of Foreign Affairs and International Trade, the Treasury
Board, and perhaps even at the Department of Finance.
To reach that consensus, key officers in Ottawa have to
network with their Public Service counterparts, most of
whom have no military background, to ensure that they
understand why a particular approach makes sense for
the country so that DND can compete reasonably with
other government-wide priorities.

The Department must move its agenda carefully
within the larger bureaucracy.  However, a number of
issues complicate the strategic planning cycle — elec-
tions, changes of government, industrial considerations
and the personal views of various politicians.  All will
have an impact on strategic action.  Therefore, military
and civilian leaders in DND need to know what is essen-
tial to preserving combat capability, and what can be
adjusted by the necessary processes to ensure that the
plan is acceptable to those that count.  It is essential that
senior officers know and understand Canada’s enduring
interests to ensure the most appropriate decisions.

The next important factor to note is the link to gov-
ernment itself.  Each year, the Department must report
to Parliament on its plans and priorities and, at the end
of the cycle, on how it performed against those plans
and priorities.  The government is increasingly insistent
on results being reported in such a way that they can be
linked to the resources spent.  This poses significant
challenges.  It means that DND has to better understand
its costs, so that it can best allocate resources to those
activities that result in the military outputs or capabili-
ties needed to achieve the desired results.  This overall
trend to resource efficiency is often referred to in the
context of the Revolution in Business Affairs.  The
reporting process also shows Canadians how their tax
contributions are spent on defence, so it is helpful that
some sense of value for money be conveyed.  

CONCLUSIONS

D efence has begun to introduce initiatives to enhance
focus, rigour and alignment that in turn enhance the

capacity for strategic thinking.  It is important to
achieve departmental alignment by integrating the vari-
ous components of defence to produce a strategic plan
that makes clear military (and business) sense for the
Canadian Forces and the Department of National
Defence.  This demands not only solid comprehension
of all aspects of the CF, but also an overarching joint

and corporate understanding of all issues.  Understanding
the broad spectrum of critical defence capabilities is the
key to developing a single view of a complex organiza-
tion and to aligning its many activities.

Senior Defence leaders must always retain a depart-
mental perspective, and learn to master the Ottawa envi-
ronment.  They need to network and relate with a num-
ber of senior public servants to be able to promote
defence effectively in order to permit a plan to work in
the larger bureaucracy of Ottawa.  The key, of course, is
to be effective at doing this without compromising those
capabilities absolutely necessary to producing a viable
combat-capable military force.  

Defence leaders must also embrace change and con-
tinuous improvement.  This involves seeking innovative
ways to advance the requirements of the Canadian
Forces.  The need to sustain current forces cannot be at
the cost of the future force.  Not only must the CF be
prepared for future conflict in an Information Age, but it
must do so as efficiently as possible.  Every activity has
a cost, and DND and the CF need to learn how to keep
these costs to the minimum necessary to fulfil the man-
date.  While defence is not a business, it must be run in
a business-like fashion.

In spite of professional development programmes,
there is not much that prepares anyone to think and
work effectively at the strategic level in Canada.  The
ability to synthesize the many components of defence is
an important capability that needs to be enhanced.  The
former National Defence College and its foreign equiv-
alents, the present National Security Studies Course and
other shorter courses, all help in some way, but they are
not sufficient.  Good operational experience, sound judge-
ment, maturity, adaptability and a modicum of transfor-
mational leadership are also needed.  The experience of
having led complex military operations and of having
served in a variety of important line and staff appoint-
ments can provide a sound foundation on which to
build.  But the foundation, as important as it must be, is
not sufficient in itself.  Strategic thinking needs to be
further developed in Canada.

Fortunately, considerable efforts are underway to
increase the level of education in the CF, particularly in
the officer corps.  A Canadian Defence University in
some form is truly needed.  This will gradually improve
the ability to think more critically, to understand better
the complexity of government, and to conceptualize
more strategically.  One hopes that in the future more
officers will aspire to work in the strategic-level head-
quarters, rather than striving to avoid it by confining
their careers and their minds to their comfort zone at the
tactical/operational level.  Our challenge is to improve
strategic thinking without degrading in any way the
renowned CF capability in military operations.
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