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“For all cases, the CCDR [combatant commander] must 
work to frame the problem with the best information available 
and be prepared to reassess the situation and reframe the 
problem, as required.”

Joint Publication 5-0, Joint Operation Planning1

Introduction

T
he current strategic operating environment in 
which US military forces operate has changed 
significantly in the past 20 years.2  The US mili-
tary has shifted its strategy from a reactive, con-
ventional-planning focus to one that encom-

passes a proactive, shaping strategy that focuses on a broad 
array of threats. Inherent within this shaping strategy is the 
requirement to set environmental conditions that directly or 
indirectly support US goals and objectives.3  To develop and 
execute a successful strategy, an in-depth understanding of the 
social make-up of the environment, to include the cultural, 
historical, religious, economic, and political aspects of that 
social framework, is necessary. Today’s military strategists 
and operational planners must be able to visualize the environ-
ment in all of its complexity to understand the competing 
actors and interests required in a shaping strategy. 

This ability to visualize actors and trends in time and 
space is known as operational art, further defined as the appli-
cation of creative imagination by commanders to design strate-
gies, campaigns, and military operations to organize and 
employ military forces.4 To apply operational art, the com-
mander draws on characteristics such as judgment, perception, 
and character to visualize the environmental conditions neces-
sary for success.5  In today’s environment, the commander must 
be able to integrate US military, Department of State, and other 
US governmental organizations, allies, and host nations to 
properly ‘shape’ the environment to attain US goals and inter-
ests. Some officers can perform this intellectual process intui-
tively, but most must rely upon a framework or process that 
informs and guides the understanding, design, and develop-
ment of strategies and plans. Operational design and the joint 
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operation planning process (JOPP) provide a framework that 
staffs and planning groups can use to give strategic leaders, 
commanders, and warfighters a better understanding of the 
nature of the problems and objectives for which we are com-
mitting, or planning to commit, American forces.  

Our current processes tend to be product-oriented, and 
can lack a focus on understanding the environment, specifi-
cally the proper identification of the problems causing unde-
sirable environmental conditions. Because of this, a new 
effort is afoot to instill greater intellectual rigor and imagina-
tion necessary when planning for military operations that 
have their root causes within a complex social environment. 
The new effort is currently called ‘design,’ and focuses upon 
efforts to better understand the full range of socially-com-
plex,6 interactive7 problems that face planners. Design origi-
nated in a concept developed in the early-1970s by Professors 
Horst Rittel and Melvin Webber from the University of 
California, Berkley. Rittel and Webber were urban designers 
who originally coined the term ‘wicked’ problems to describe 
the intensely challenging ill-structured, complex nature of 
social problems that traditional linear systems approaches of 
the early industrial era8 inadequately address. The US Army 
recently adopted this concept to underpin its current doctrinal 
thoughts that address the types of problems associated with 
stability and reconstruction efforts and irregular warfare oper-
ations in Iraq, Afghanistan, and elsewhere.9  

Design is not new. In fact, commanders and staffs have 
performed deliberate or hasty intuitive design since the incep-

tion of military operations. The ‘new’ approach to applying 
design refocuses our efforts on identifying the underlying 
problems in the environmental conditions contrary to US 
national interests. This renewed focus on irregular warfare, the 
shift in strategy to proactively shaping the environment, and 
missions that encompass stabilization and reconstruction 
efforts require planners to think in a more thorough strategic 
context. That more detailed context includes social, political, 
economic, religious, and cultural considerations, among oth-
ers, and stresses the importance of understanding whether the 
actions taken are the right ones for the interconnected environ-
ment within which we live. As most problems are essentially 
social, much of the background and many of the concepts that 
form the basis for design in military planning are adapted 
from the concept of ill-structured, socially complex or 
‘wicked’10 problems. This increased understanding of the 
environment requires planners to take a much broader approach 
to planning, to include a whole-of-government approach, to 
these types of operations. The concept of design, its method, 
and applicability to operational level planning provides for a 
better understanding of the mutually supporting relationship 
of design and planning and requires further examination.  

The Concept of Design

In the context of social problem-solving, there are typically 
two types of problems: well-structured (tame) and ill-struc-

tured (wicked).Well-structured problems belong to a class of 
similar problems, are relatively well-defined, and have a stable 
problem statement, limited solutions, a definite stopping point, 
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and a specific end-state. Typically, planners can objectively 
evaluate solutions as ‘right’ or ‘wrong.’ Well-structured prob-
lems often permit planners to make many attempts at deter-
mining a solution without changing the nature of the problem 
– in short; they can try and abandon solutions at will.11 Well-
structured problems can be complex, but because of their 
inherent logic and stable problem statement are typically 
‘solved’ over time.

Ill-structured problems, which include most social prob-
lems,12 do not generate a specific answer with any certainty. In 
ill-structured problems, multiple systems and actors interact, 
and, as such, information is often in conflict or inclusive. The 
relative position of the actor to the issue defines the nature of 
the problem. Stakeholders may recommend different solutions 
to the problem, many of which are in direct opposition to one 
another. There are no clarifying traits of these wicked prob-
lems and they are, at best, poorly defined. These types of 
problems rely upon “judgment” for resolution and, thus, are 
never solved – only re-solved time and again.13 Ill-structured 
problems are typically complex, and it is this combination that 
the design concept is intended to address.     

In the past, ill-structured problems were the purview of 
relatively few individuals. Today, social problems underpin 
all military operations, and are at the forefront of any plan-
ning effort.   The notion of wicked problems attempts to rec-
oncile the dilemmas posed by social planning problems. Rittel 
and Weber posited that there was a whole realm of social 
problems unsuccessfully treated with traditional, linear, ana-
lytical approaches.14 Scientific formulas for addressing social 
problems are doomed to failure because of the interactive 
nature of the problems.15  

In the case of wicked problems, the search is not for the 
truth, but rather for an acceptable solution that will improve 
some characteristics of the world within which we live.16 War 
or conflict is ultimately the result of inherently complex 
social problems. When we put them into the contexts of 
groups, tribes, sects, nation-states, or regions, the social com-
plexity reaches staggering proportions. Add into the mix his-
tory, culture, religion, and any number of other factors, and 
the concept of a wicked problem emerges.Understanding the 
nature of these problems will not guarantee the ‘correct’ solu-
tion to an undesired condition, but will enable the planner to 
define the problem and to perhaps determine a ‘better’ or 
acceptable solution.  

Relatively tame problems, when applied to conventional 
military operations, underpin typical military problem-solv-
ing. Although there is a level of complexity, an inherent and 
deterministic logic underpins traditional warfighting opera-
tions. Planners can apply certain principles to contingency 
planning for traditional warfighting. Once planners understand 
relationships between the parts of the problem, they recognize 
that every action has a consequence, and although some 
actions reinforce the adversary system’s power, others degrade 
that power. The typical wargaming method of action, reaction, 
and counteraction significantly contributes to this oversimpli-
fication of combat, which, after all, is a human endeavor and 
thus subject to fog and friction. Traditional wargaming is an 

extremely useful tool, but planners must understand that 
whereas the wargaming outcome is deterministic, combat is 
not. In complex, ill-structured problems, wargaming is still 
required, but the real benefits do not necessarily come from 
the results. The far greater benefits are derived from the dis-
cussions of possibilities and probabilities from the interaction 
of systems and actors within and between systems.  

Design is a methodology for applying creative and critical 
thinking to understand, visualize, and describe complex, ill-
structured problems, and to develop approaches to solve them. 
Design is a focused inquiry that enables the commander and 
staff to make sense of a complex situation, capture that under-
standing,17 and share the resulting cognitive map. Commanders 
use design to frame the environment, identify conditions con-
trary to US national interests, and describe the tensions resi-
dent in potential future conditions that describe a problem we 
must solve or manage.  From that understanding of the envi-
ronment, a critical analysis of the problem compared to the 
desired outcome based on projected future conditions occurs. 
The products of environmental and problem framing lead to 
the development of potential solutions. The design method is 
iterative, relies upon constant inquiry, and is inherently non-
linear. Systems thinking and discourse based upon learning 
and assessments enable design and continue throughout plan-
ning and execution.18  For example, in Kosovo the desired 
political solution (essentially a Serbian-free Kosovo province) 
was developed in isolation from the realities of the environ-
ment. The strategic end state failed to consider the existing 
conditions, the potential actors, the tendencies within the envi-
ronment, internal and external relationships, the patterns of 
resistance, as well as the opposition to or support of any pro-
posed solutions. The 78-day bombing campaign was thus 
constrained and distorted by a clear lack of vision of the 
desired solution based upon competing interests and a poor 
understanding of the environment and the problem therein.19 
Whereas the air component had sufficient forces to punish the 
Serbs, it did not possess enough to halt unilaterally the ethnic 
cleansing, resulting in an extended campaign.20  It was only 
after senior commanders essentially redesigned the campaign 
that NATO was able to attain the desired end state.

A plan is defined as “a for achieving an end” or “an 
orderly arrangement of parts of an overall design.”21 Typically, 
planning is broken down into two smaller related processes: a 
design component and a detail component. The design com-
ponent provides the general framework of the desired end or 
objective, a common statement of the problem or issue, the 
relationship of the problem to the environment, and a general 
description of the ‘ways.’ The detail component specifically 
addresses the ways and means to achieve the desired goal or 
end state. Any number of problem-solving models may be 
used in a planning process, but the JOPP enables planners to 
address both the design and detail components simultane-
ously. During planning, these components overlap and there 
is no clear demarcation between them. As commanders and 
staffs progressively address their concept of an operation, 
they further refine the design and incorporate it into the plan. 
An ensuing visual understanding of the environment necessi-
tates a cognitive map that depicts the complex relationships at 
work within the environment.  
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One of the first questions that comes to mind is why 
should we study design? The primary reason is the almost 
singular focus on the operational level of war since the con-
clusion of the Second World War may have clouded our abil-
ity to see problems outside of a conventional warfare context. 
The environment and the actors within the contemporary 
environment are difficult to understand, and, as a result, solu-
tions or potential solutions to problems are difficult to 
develop. Linking the actors within the environment to a com-
prehensive understanding of the environment itself requires 
the ability to think strategically. Strategic thinking is difficult, 
partly because the majority of our professional careers are 
spent developing tactical expertise in which linear thinking 
and relatively well-structured problems and solutions exist. 
Strategic thinking requires an ability to think in a non-linear 
and imaginative fashion that is outside the majority of most 
of our comfort zones. As future operations will most likely be 
within the irregular warfare or hybrid warfare realms, the 
dilemmas posed by complex problems will frustrate conven-
tional thinkers.

As the military is more frequently asked to solve prob-
lems that have their basis in social inequity or competition, 
the complex social patterns and underlying root causes resi-
dent in the strategic environment create a difficult task for 
today’s planners. The involvement of a multitude of actors – 
some supportive, some adversarial, and others neutral – in 
these types of settings, as well as an understanding of their 
motives and whether they are in opposition to our own 
motives, adds an almost overwhelming level of complexity to 
these problems. The actors within the strategic environment 

operate within a social mosaic that is difficult to understand 
– the social structure and norms, religions, classes, tribes, 
relationships, histories, and other considerations add yet more 
levels of complexity. We must thoughtfully consider the 
impact of all of these complexities on our desired actions as 
we integrate all elements of US and multinational power in a 
unified effort. 

Design Methodology

Three distinct elements collectively form a design con-
cept.22 These three elements, –environmental, problem, 

and solution frames – constitute a learning methodology that 
corresponds to three basic questions to answer to produce an 
actionable design concept: 

•	 What is the context in which the design will be 
applied?  (Environmental Frame)

•	 What problem is the design intended to solve? 
(Problem Frame)

•	 What broad, general approach (es) will solve the 
problem? (Solution Frame)

During design, the commander and staff consider the 
conditions, circumstances, and factors that affect the desired 
conditions or our ability to act within the environment. It is 
through the understanding and synthesis of both the current 
conditions and desired conditions that staffs develop 
approaches that aim to satisfy those desires. As potential 
solutions are developed, commanders and staffs may realize 

The Balance of Operational Design and JOPP
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that their initial assessment of the problem was inaccurate or 
incomplete so they continue to frame the problem, which, in 
turn, requires adjusting the solution.23      

The Environmental Frame

Environmental framing involves organizing, interpreting, 
depicting, and generally attempting to make sense of a 

complex reality to provide guideposts for subsequent frames. It 
incorporates everything within the political, military, economic, 
social, information, and infrastructure (PMESII) construct, plus 
history, culture, and all the relationships contained therein. It 
also includes identifying the environmental actors and trends, 
competing strategies, and inherent tendencies within the sys-
tem. Environmental framing must also include the reason for 
the strategy or plan.  This frame facilitates hypothesizing or 
modeling that bounds the part of the environment and initially 
describes the problem under consideration.  For example, the 
decision to launch Operation Iraqi Freedom should have not 
only addressed the removal of Saddam Hussein for his posses-
sion of chemical weapons and potential to support terrorist 
organizations, but also articulated other reasons his regime’s 
removal was necessary. Specifically, the decision should have 
addressed the repercussions for failing to remove Hussein; the 
political, religious, and social systems that supported or 
opposed his regime; potential supporters and competitors 
within and between those systems; external actors and their 
strategies; and a description of the future role of Iraq within the 
region. Furthermore, considering factors such as the identifica-
tion of US interests in Iraq, in the region, and globally at that 
time, along with the risk associated with acting or not acting, 
would add additional granularity to the environmental frame.  

Understanding the operational environment begins with 
analyzing the context of the situation in accordance with guid-
ance and direction from a higher authority. An understanding of 
the current and projected environment, why some aspects of it 
are unacceptable, and the desired outcome are necessary to a 
valid design. Commanders and their staffs review relevant direc-
tives, previous guidance, and missions and inform their higher 
authority of new information or differences in the initial under-
standing of the environment. Commanders and staffs also con-
firm the desired end state, if provided by the higher authority, or 
propose their own.  

When discussing current conditions in relation to desired 
conditions, the dynamic nature of the environment must be 
understood. Left alone, the environment would progress 
toward some future condition, either in rational and predict-
able ways, or else in irrational and chaotic ways.  Some envi-
ronmental conditions would be desirable from a US perspec-
tive, whereas others would be undesirable or perhaps neutral. 
The shift in US strategy to ‘shape’ those future conditions sets 
in motion the requirement for US forces to conduct operations 
worldwide. These operations or activities are attempts to rein-
force positive environmental conditions, and mitigate or elimi-
nate undesirable ones. Our actions, predicated upon national 
interests and acceptable risk, are re-evaluated over time as 
conditions change.

Just as the US desires certain conditions, individuals, 
groups, organizations, and other nation-states have similar 
desires based upon their own particular circumstances and 
interests. Some of those desired conditions parallel our own 
desires, whereas others diverge or are in direct opposition. As 

Design Components
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the US acts in its self interest, the environment (depending 
upon the interactions between the interests in question) reacts 
or responds accordingly. Hence, the environment and the envi-
ronmental frame are in a constant state of flux. Depending 
upon the nature of the environmental change, planners may 
need to re-evaluate the problem and solution frames.  

The Problem Frame 

The problem frame refines the environmental frame, and 
defines the areas for action to transform existing condi-

tions into desired conditions. The problem frame extends 
beyond analyzing interactions and relationships in the envi-
ronment. It identifies areas of tension and competition – as 
well as opportunities and challenges – that commanders must 
address to transform current conditions into desired condi-
tions. Tension is the difference between the existing condi-
tions and the desired conditions, which are most likely in 
conflict with others’ desires as well as the natural environ-
mental tendencies. This tension is further exacerbated by the 
resistance or friction between actors or within the environ-
ment that often provides the basis for the problem’s root 
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The Environment

Describe the Problem
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cause or driver identification. The commander and staff iden-
tify the root causes by analyzing the relevant actors’ tenden-
cies and potential actions. 

In the problem frame, analysis identifies the positive and 
negative implications of acting upon the root causes in the 
operational environment given the differences between exist-
ing and desired conditions. When the commander and staff 
take action within the operational environment, they may 
exacerbate the root cause. Root causes identification is vital 
to   transforming existing conditions and is exploited to drive 
change. If left unchecked, other tensions may undermine the 
transformation and must be addressed appropriately. As ten-
sions arise from differences in perceptions, goals, and capa-
bilities among relevant actors, they are inherently problematic 
and can both foster and impede transformation. By deciding 
how to address these tensions, the commander sets the prob-
lem that the design will ultimately solve.24 The root cause 
may not be solvable in the proposed time frame nor may the 
resultant conditions of its removal be acceptable. As a result, 
commanders must be willing to take an indirect approach to 
the problem by addressing conditions that minimize the 
effects of the root cause.   

The Solution Frame

The solution frame is a conceptualization of the general 
actions that will produce the conditions defining the 

desired end state. In developing operational approaches, com-
manders consider the direct or indirect nature of interaction 
with relevant actors and operational variables in the opera-
tional environment. As commanders consider various 
approaches, they evaluate the types of defeat or stability 
mechanisms that may reduce the tensions between potential 

conditions that can define the end state. Thus, the solution 
frame enables commanders to visualize and describe possible 
combinations of actions to reach the desired end state given 
the tensions identified in the environmental and problem 
frames. During courses of action development in detailed 
planning, the solution frame provides the logic that underpins 
the unique combinations of tasks required to achieve the 
desired end state. 

One method to depict the solution frame is to use the ele-
ments of operational design, specifically logical Lines of 
Operations (LOO), which depict the links among tasks, objec-
tives, conditions, and the desired end state. Design offers the 
latitude to portray the solution frame in a manner that best com-
municates its structure through a graphic depiction. Ultimately, 
the commander determines the optimal method to address the 
solution. To ensure the operational approach is understood, a 
detailed narrative must accompany the LOOs.25 For example, 
further clarification of a LOO entitled Engage Libya explains 
the current political, social, and military conditions within 
Libya that necessitate current and future engagement with the 
ultimate objective of developing Libya as an active US partner 
in the region. The LOOs and associated elements facilitate the 
visualization of a detailed cognitive process.

Design as Applied to Strategy and Planning

Strategies and plans are a reaction to or are in anticipation 
of a potential adverse environmental stimulus, and link 

ends, ways, and means to address identified problems. As 
such, the application of the design methodology to either a 
strategy or plan is appropriate. In fact, design, with its founda-
tion squarely derived from the concept of ill-structured prob-
lems, is most appropriately applied in the strategic context.  
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One of the key elements to understanding the nature of 
the environmental and problem frames is a comprehensive 
understanding of a requirement for the strategy or plan in the 
first place. The President or Secretary of Defense must make 
a value judgment that something within the environment is 
significant enough to require the use of one or all of the ele-
ments of national power. Along with that value judgment 
should be a description of the breadth and depth of the 
intended strategy or plan. Without a clear understanding of 
the inherent relationships and tensions within the environ-
ment and an appreciation for the level of national interest and 
associated risk, a poorly-scoped mission intended for a short 
duration can quickly become a long-term effort costing lives, 
resources, and opportunities. Subsequently, this limits the 
ability to act within the environment when more vital national 
interests are at stake.  

Applying Design to Operational Planning

How design is accomplished is the fundamental question. 
In the environmental frame, value judgments determine 

whether a problem exists, and are made again when consider-
ing a response. Understanding that the level of interest of those 
espoused values can change over time due to a number of fac-
tors will affect the very nature of the environmental frame.

The first step is to frame the environment by describing 
the context of the current situation.   Using a framework such 
as PMESII, joint intelligence preparation of the operational 
environment helps provide an initial structure to build a cog-
nitive map of the environment.26 As planners understand sys-
tems and relationships, they can develop a common under-
standing by using maps that visually depict those relation-
ships. Inherent within the current environment is the concept 
of time: history provides an understanding of current actors 
and their relationships and an understanding of environmental 
trends provides possible futuristic scenarios. Considerations 
incorporated within this framework include US domestic and 
international factors, including worldwide operations and the 
level of interest and risk associated with each.

An analysis of strategic direction must occur as that guid-
ance applies value to specific aspects of the environment.  
Guidance provides the limits of the operational environment by 
applying constraints, restraints,27 and other limitations through 
the issuance of orders, policy, and law.  The current conditions, 
strategic guidance, stated values, and desired end state assist in 
establishing the limits of the environmental frame.  

As a result of the analysis and assessments performed in 
the environmental frame, the problem frame is a natural con-
tinuation of that process. The difference between our desired 
conditions and the desired conditions of others provides the 
breadth and depth of the problem.  In some instances, keeping 
the status quo is desired, whereas in others, given time and 
resource constraints, only a subset of those desired conditions 
can be addressed. The environmental frame describes the actors, 
trends, tendencies, potentials, and relationships within the envi-
ronment that have equities in any potential solution. As planners 
address the differences in potential conditions, those tensions 
create patterns of support and opposition to any proposed solu-

tion.  The participants’ relationship to the problems defines the 
level of support or opposition to any proposed solution.  

If the problem frame is acceptable to higher command 
authorities, the solution frame is addressed by planners. Any 
potential action must take time, space, resources, risk, level of 
national interest, and purpose into consideration when devel-
oped. Given those variables within any solution, the planner 
may determine that there is insufficient time or resources 
available to create the desired conditions or that their cost is 
excessive. If so, modification of the guidance must occur in 
some form, to include limiting desired expectations, dedicat-
ing additional assets and resources, or reevaluating the costs, 
benefits, and risks. For example, if the planners for Operation 
Iraqi Freedom had determined that the US would still be in 
Iraq eight years later at the cost of hundreds of billions of dol-
lars, perhaps strategic leadership would have re-evaluated the 
costs, benefits, and risks and determined that more limited 
objectives may have been more desirable.

Figure 1 represents a visual depiction of the relationships 
between the frames and some of their major components. 
Describing and understanding the existing conditions within 
the environmental frame is the first step in the process. As 
consideration is given to the problem and solution frames, 
planners must keep in mind the relationship to and the impact 
upon the environmental frame of any activity and the subse-
quent impact upon those two frames. 

An Approach to Design Application28

Developing these three frames through a problem-solving 
framework forms the basis for a strategy or plan design 

concept, and will provide the necessary details for the narra-
tive and graphics needed for a fully fleshed out plan. The 
problem statement generated during problem framing commu-
nicates the commander’s understanding of the problem upon 
which the organization will act. Together, these three frames 
are part of an iterative process that occurs throughout strategy 
or plan development.

Framing and Reframing

The concept of design uses the terms ‘framing’ and ‘refram-
ing’ to describe the process through which one attempts 

to apply some order to the environment, problem, and poten-
tial solutions. An iterative process that considers the interac-
tive and reactive nature of the environment, as well as the 
effects any proposed or actual actions have on that environ-
ment, connects these frames. The very nature of this process 
requires an in-depth deductive analysis or framing of the envi-
ronment to identify and understand the basic components of 
the system in question and the supporting or connected sys-
tems. The initial framing of the environment and the value 
judgments applied to the level of acceptability of current con-
ditions constitutes the “framing of the problem,”29 and occurs 
in the mission analysis step of JOPP.30

As planners identify potential problems and consider 
potential solutions, there is a need for increased specificity of 
the environment to meet those demands. As a system is broken 
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down for greater understanding, inconsistencies and ambigui-
ties are found that render our previous understanding inaccu-
rate or false. Just as it seems chaos is the only result of this 
process, the modification of the system imposes order. This 
modified system pieces together patterns and ideas into a gen-
eralized concept that enables greater understanding of the 
underlying chaos. This cyclical process could continue in per-
petuity in pursuit of ‘perfect’ knowledge, so commanders 
determine the degree of knowledge necessary to satisfy the 
basic goal.

Reframing occurs when any change in the environment or 
understanding of the problem significantly refines or causes 
one to discard the hypotheses or models that form the basis of 
the design concept. Just as the environmental frame is always 
evolving, the problem and solution frames must also evolve. 
Reframing criteria support the commander’s ability to under-
stand, learn, and adapt—and cues commanders to rethink their 
understanding of the operational environment, the problem, 
and potential approaches. 

Problem Framing/Reframing as Applied to the 
Elements of Operational Design 

To understand ‘conditions’ and related terms as used here, 
a few definitions are in order. Conditions are not cur-

rently an element of operational design nor is the term 
defined in Joint Publication 5-0.  Conditions are, however, 
defined in Joint Publication 1-02, Department of Defense 
Dictionary of Military and Associated Terms, as “Those vari-
ables of an operational environment or situation in which a 

unit, system, or individual is expected to operate and may 
affect performance.”31 Joint Publication 2-01.3, Joint 
Intelligence Preparation of the Operational Environment, 
does not use the term ‘conditions’ when describing the envi-
ronment, but does use the phrase “characteristics of the 
operational environment.”32 In short, when contemplating the 
use of the current elements of operational design, conditions 
are those characteristics that exist within the environment.33

The elements of operational design may be used in part 
or in sum in any of the three frames.  For example, in the 
initial framing of the environment, the assessment describes 
the current conditions and desired end state. The problem 
frame further incorporates many of the design elements, such 
as objectives, termination criteria, center of gravity, and some 
of the decisive points (DP). The solution frame forms the 
operational approach and will typically use many of the 
remaining elements, such as effects, DPs, direct/indirect 
approach, LOOs, and others.34  The symbiotic nature of the 
operational approach to the problem and environmental 
frames, however, requires the planner to apply the elements 
of design in an iterative fashion as the frames are addressed. 
In addition, as each situation is essentially unique, planners 
may need to creatively adapt some of the terms to fit the situ-
ation, which represents the flexibility and adaptability 
required within complex problem-solving.

The Relationship between Design and Assessments

Assessments are defined as “… a process that measures 
progress of the joint force toward mission accomplish-
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ment. Commanders continuously assess the operational envi-
ronment and the progress of operations, and compare them to 
their initial vision and intent.”35 Assessments, an integral part of 
design and any planning effort, historically have focused upon 
the adversary and have failed to address the population, the 
economy, and other aspects of a dynamic environment that 
make up a wicked problem.36 Typically, only after the planners 
have developed potential courses of action and the commander 
has selected one for execution is an assessment strategy devel-
oped. By that point, planners have missed not only the opportu-
nity to provide the right mechanisms for assessing the outcomes 
of the planned activities, but also the opportunity to further 
understand the environment and nature of the problem through 
operational research.  Typically, planners view assessments as a 
formal ‘after-the-fact’ activity. In reality, assessments are made 
throughout the entire planning and execution processes. For 
example, an initial assessment of an undesirable condition 
within the operating environment requires a prior baseline 
assessment to make a value judgment that will drive operations. 
Assessments come in many forms: formal, informal, internal, 
external, subjective, and objective, to name just a few.  

Assessments are a critical component of design because 
they are the only way to define the initial problem and to 
anticipate, create, and recognize change, opportunities, and 
transitions.  Throughout the design process and any operations 
planning process, planners must recognize and exploit assess-
ment opportunities. Understanding the iterative nature of both 
the design concept and the operations planning process will 
provide planners myriad opportunities to frame and reframe 
the problem to ensure they are solving the right problems.  

Conclusion

Without a peer competitor on the immediate horizon, the 
US has shifted its focus to a shaping strategy that relies 

upon influencing events today so that major combat operations 
are unnecessary in the future. Inherent within this strategy is a 
need to understand the global strategic environment, the 
actors, trends, and other influences either in support of or in 
opposition to our efforts. By far, the majority of future mili-
tary operations will encompass complex ill-structured prob-
lems. Commanders and staffs must be able to integrate the 
whole of the US Government to shape the environment prop-
erly in pursuit of US goals and interests.  

The concept of design relies upon systems thinking and 
offers a way to apply strategic thinking to more accurately visu-
alize the operating environment. Through its three frames, 
design assists the commander and staff with a better under-
standing of current and desired conditions so that operational 
art can be more effectively employed in the development of 
force employment options. The iterative nature of the design 
method – intrinsic to the traditional planning processes – pro-
vides the commander with a continual assessment of the envi-
ronment, problems, and solutions and their interactive relation-
ships focusing efforts on solving the right problem. Without the 
unique perspective offered by design, the linkages between the 
environment, problem and solution within a complex environ-
ment are typically poorly or improperly defined. 

Design will never overcome uncertainty or chaos, but it 
will help the planner understand the interactive and changing 
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nature of the types of envi-
ronments within which US 
forces will operate in the 
future. Knowing how to 
apply these concepts in the 
development of a strategy 
or plan and understanding 
the symbiotic relationship 
of design elements will go 
a long way in ensuring 
that a plan, although per-
haps not ‘right,’ is at least 
not making the situation 
worse. Often when 
addressing wicked prob-
lems ‘good enough’ will 
be as good as it gets. We 
may not, however, even 
reach ‘good enough’ if we 
fail to embrace the process 
of design.
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