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there is an unprecedented public debate 
on security and defence policy in Sweden. 
All camps, it seems, weigh in; academia, 
journalists, politicians, bloggers, and con­
cerned public, albeit from different per­
spectives. While this is a positive trend, it 
has provided fertile ground for confusion 
and misinterpretations. In attempts to ad­
dress the question, how much is enough?, 
some take defence spending as a point of 
departure, arguing vividly for increased or 
reduced defence budgets. Others apply a 
reversed causality by professing that a rele­
vant level of ambition should dictate spend­
ing. Within this category, regressive voices 
cultivate a notion that the Cold War ter­
ritorial forces still have utility in numbers. 
These commentators address the question 
by quantifying force size and structure. Yet 
other groups approach the question inci­
dentally by examining the security policy 

and advocating for NATO membership or 
by examining the future security environ­
ment, beyond the current defence resolu­
tion period. If not before, this cacophony 
makes it clear that this question is, on the 
one hand, fundamental and strikes a chord 
to the extent that it cannot be ignored, on 
the other hand it is ambiguous.

This article neither critiques the public 
perspectives and standpoints nor does it 
provide any firm recommendations for ar­
riving at a quantified answer to the opa­
que question. Instead, by shedding light on 
the Swedish Armed Forces’ (SwAF) stra­
tegic planning, the aim is to complement 
the debate. To this end, the article is cued 
by three questions: a) To what extent can 
the military planning provide clarity on the 
subject? b) Is the current planning regime 
fit for its purpose? c) If not, how can it be 
improved?

How much is enough?
An examination of military strategic planning at the Swedish Armed 
Forces

Inaugural speech to the Royal Swedish Academy of War Sciences 
Department IV on 13 March 2013 by Dennis Gyllensporre1

Resumé

Hur mycket försvarsförmåga krävs? Att frågan inger förhoppning om konkreta och definitiva 
svar gör att den alltjämt är tilltalande i försvarsdebatten. I denna artikel analyseras den 
militärstrategiska planeringen utifrån detta perspektiv. Analysen omfattar processer, pro­
dukter och kontexter. Tillståndet i planeringen är bättre än någon gång tidigare efter det 
kalla kriget. Detta beror framförallt på ett väl fungerande samspel mellan försvars­
maktsplanering, försvarsplanering och perspektivstudier. För att öka förmågan att hantera 
komplexitet och osäkerhet finns det emellertid anledning att fortsätta att utveckla planeringen. 
Detta bör göras stegvis och anpassat till de processer som styr Försvarsmaktens verksamhet. 
I det korta perspektivet är det av vikt att öka kunskapen om begränsningarna i nuvarande 
planering.
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Content, Process and Context
A credible defence strategy for any nation 
rests on the continuous ability to devel­
op, acquire and, if necessary, timely em­
ploy a relevant set of military capabili­
ties.2 Regardless of how the security envi­
ronment and the national interests evolve, 
the military forces must be optimized to 
support the nation’s objectives in the most 
cost-efficient way. Strategy is often de­
scribed as a matching set of ends, ways and 
means.3 The challenge will be to find a har­
monious balance between political objec­
tives, force structure and the application of 
force.4 Hence, links between national secu­
rity strategy, military doctrine and budg­
et appropriations for military capabilities 
are important. Indeed, the military culture 
is conceptually underpinned by a cause-
and-effect relationship. Planning as well 
as doctrine reinforces thinking along lin­
ear relationships that helps us predict fu­
ture events to achieve the desired effects.5 
Notwithstanding, military forces occasion­
ally fall short of meeting requirements in 
terms of effectiveness or efficiency. At the 
core of the problem lies the need to rec­
ognize that the causality between nation­
al strategy and budget-lines is anything but 
straightforward or deterministic. The role 
of the military strategic planning is to pro­
vide that critical link.

According to Henry Mintzberg, strategy 
and planning are inextricably intertwined 
as planners formulate, codify, operationa­
lize strategy as well as monitor its imple­
mentation.6 To review the subject from a 
planning perspective, Bob De Wit and Ron 
Meyer offer a holistic approach of strate­
gy by adopting process, content, and con­
text as its dimensions.7 The approach imp­
lies that the “research design is open to 
gathering data on any number of aspects 

of the setting under study in order to put 
together a complete picture.”8 This free­
dom of manoeuvre allows the research not 
only to focus on defence planning but to 
consider all military planning disciplines 
of relevance. Indeed, planning at the mili­
tary strategic level (hereafter planning) has 
a wide scope as it aims at translating poli­
tical aspirations as well as providing mili­
tary advice.9 While recognizing that the po­
litical environment is an important element 
of context, the interaction between the po­
litical and military level is beyond the sco­
pe of this article.10

When Robert S. McNamara took of­
fice as Secretary of Defense in 1961 he was 
dedicated to changing planning and imple­
menting analytical rigour to arrive at pre­
cise needs.11 In their seminal work How 
Much Is Enough? Shaping the Defense 
Program, 1961–1969, Alain Enthoven and 
Wayne Smith shared valuable lessons re­
garding strategy, force development, and 
financial planning during the formative 
1960’s of the United States’ (US) Armed 
Forces.12 This period, and its associated 
experiences, is relevant for the contem­
porary SwAF for three reasons. First, the 
Swedish budget system is an offspring of 
the US planning. Second, during this peri­
od emphasis was put on efficiency and au­
dit trails. Third, the underpinning princi­
ple of decision-making was established as 
choices among defined and feasible alter­
natives.

With reference to the first research, 
above, question on providing clarity on the 
subject the analysis is advised by the fol­
lowing hypothesis:

HQuestion: Current planning provides a 
sufficient answer to the question: how 
much is enough?

Furthermore, to guide the research re­
lated to the second question it is assumed 
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that an examination of the current plan­
ning from the perspectives of context, con­
tent, and process, has utility. To this end 
the following hypotheses are identified to 
guide the analysis:

	 HProduct: Sufficient output is generated

	 HProcess: The processes are fit for their 
purpose

	 HContext: The underlying principles are 
relevant

To avoid conflict of interest, examples 
and illustrations from the Swedish post-
Cold War experience have been excluded. 
Instead, international experiences as well 
as Cold War references are made.

Despite these initial theoretical mus­
ings this article has a practical perspec­
tive. Military planners interact with the re­
al world, they do not have the luxury of 
looking at a problem, making a plan and 
theorizing as to why it will or will not gen­
erate the desired effects.13

How much is enough? One 
question- three incomplete 
answers
The SwAF planning regime includes three 
distinct but interrelated disciplines; defence 
planning ‘Försvarsmaktsplanering’, con­
tingency planning ‘Försvarsplanering’, and 
long-term planning ‘Perspektivstudier’.14 
Defence planning is the process whereby 
resources are allocated to ensure that forc­
es are prepared to meet capability require­
ments, including availability, sustainabil­
ity and deployability. Equally important, 
it is the mechanism to ensure that military 
spending is within the budget set by the 
Government and the Parliament and that 
every ‘krona’ is spent wisely. Contingency 
planning focuses on how to employ the 

forces to execute operations in a wide 
range of conflict scenarios in response to 
real crises or as preparations for poten­
tial contingencies. Long-term planning is 
more elusive as it outlines new ideas and 
concepts with a view to shaping the future, 
including ambitions and priorities. The 
three planning disciplines have their parent 
processes in the Government administra­
tion. Defence planning is designed to meet 
the needs of the budget process subjected 
to all government agencies. The contingen­
cy planning supports the national decision-
making on contingency responses, with­
in the country or abroad. The long-term 
planning has links to the process of prepar­
ing defence resolutions.

Until the end of World War II these dis­
ciplines were amalgamated in one proc­
ess, but dominated by contingency plan­
ning.15 Gradually, planning diversified 
and in particular defence planning and 
contingency planning became divorced. 
Notwithstanding, contingency planning 
dominated until its peak around 1958. 
Bengt Wallerfelt argues that the linkage 
between defence planning and contingen­
cy planning started to erode in conjunction 
with the Defence Resolution of 1958.16 
This was in part due to the fading role of 
the military instrument in the security poli­
cy. Olof Santesson claims that the Supreme 
Commanders became less consulted on se­
curity policy matters by the political lead­
ership and that their attention was increas­
ingly on administration and defence plan­
ning matters.17 In a similar vein, Claës 
Skoglund notes that the Defence Staff be­
came too occupied with defence planning 
at the expense of contingency planning.18

A comprehensive review concludes that 
the correlation between defence spend­
ing and the military threat started to de­
cline during the late 1960’s, and contin­
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ued to so until 1996, the end of the peri­
od of study.19 The divergence in planning 
came to an extreme during the early phase 
of the post-Cold War period, when contin­
gency planning was in effect dormant dur­
ing the so called ‘strategic timeout’. The 
long-term planning evolved along a differ­
ent path. During the Cold War it was an in­
tegral part of the defence planning.20 In the 
mid 1990’s, as the SwAF became organized 
as a single agency, it gained a semi-inde­
pendent role. Long-term planning became 
a continuous effort with a significant body 
of dedicated staff that issued annual re­
ports. Arguably, the most significant divide 
between defence planning and long-term 
planning occurred in 1999 when the SwAF 
presented two reports on the same day, al­
beit with diverging outlooks.21 During 
the 2000’s, the strategic timeout, vision­
ary transformative planning was at its pin­
nacle. Since 2009 the scope and resourc­
es have been gradually reduced. As a con­
sequence the long-term planning has rea­
ligned with defence planning.

Defence planning: How to get 
value for money

Until 1961 the US military planning and fi­
nancial management were disjoint adminis­
trative disciplines, and little attention was 
given to the ability to resource the military 
aspirations.22 The Planning, Programming, 
Budgeting System (PPBS) was introduced 
to rectify this shortcoming by providing an 
integrated system that translated strategy 
and objectives, into specific programs, and 
the development of programs into a budg­
et request.23 Not unlike the prevailing as­
pirations of the SwAF, the objective with 
the PPBS was to “provide the operational 
commanders-in-chief with the best mix of 
forces, equipment, and support attainable 

within fiscal constraints”.24 The PPBS in­
troduced considerations to military plan­
ning, thereby ensuring realistic ambitions 
from the outset. To this end an intermedi­
ate step, involving programming, was in­
troduced to bridge planning and budgeting, 
two conceptually divorced disciplines.25 
Together with the cost-effectiveness anal­
ysis, the launching of programming was 
the most significant tool introduced by the 
PPBS.26

While planners were concerned with 
how to employ military forces to meet po­
litical objectives, budgeters were focussing 
on ensuring balance between required and 
available resources as well as accountabili­
ty as to how resources are spent. Programs 
were made up of a set of program elements 
that are related by function or organiza­
tion. The program elements were the build­
ing blocks in the budget as these represent 
equipment systems or complete force ele­
ments. A hierarchal tree-structure was es­
tablished in which programs are mutually 
exclusive and collectively exhaustive. Many 
nations and international institutions fol­
lowed suit and based their capability devel­
opment on the PPBS,27 and Sweden was no 
exception.28

During most of the post-Cold War peri­
od state spending in Sweden was sectorial 
and fragmented.29 Appropriations were in­
troduced at different times and to various 
sectorial Parliamentary committees with­
out oversight.30 Planning suffered from 
short-sighted priorities as the general elec­
tions were held every third year. The accu­
mulated financial debt grew and a financial 
crisis emerged in the early 1990’s. As a part 
of the recovery plan a State Budget Act was 
passed by the Parliament.31 To instil fiscal 
discipline the legislation introduced a budg­
et ceiling for Government spending. As a 
consequence, the budget was itemized in 
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twenty-seven expenditure areas, reflecting 
the policy areas, and systemized the pres­
entation of appropriations.32 Parliament 
would decide on the budget totals before 
taking a stand on individual expenditure 
areas, one of them being on defence and 
preparedness for civilian contingencies.

The process takes budget petitions ‘budg-
etunderlag’ from the agencies as key input. 
The initial budget submissions are reviewed 
by the Ministry of Finance.33 The Minister 
for Finance presents a compiled budget, in­
cluding recommendations for the indic­
ative funding levels for each expenditure 
area to the Cabinet. The Cabinet Budget 
Meeting convenes at the Prime Minister’s 
retreat. It is the venue at which to discuss 
and agree on any changes in budget levels.34 
Then the Government introduces its Spring 
Fiscal Policy Bill35 aggregate expenditure 
ceilings for the upcoming fiscal year plus 
two additional years, as well as indicative 
ceilings for the allocations across each of 
the expenditure areas.36 Subsequently, the 
Parliament approves the Bill and a draft 
budget for the expenditure areas is prom­
ulgated to Parliament in the Budget Bill. 
Following a second decision by Parliament 
in December the state budget for the subse­
quent calendar year is approved. Before the 
end of the year the Government then issues 
a Letter of Appropriations ‘Regleringsbrev’ 
to the government agencies, including the 
SwAF, to implement the decision for the 
coming fiscal year. The Budget Law has el­
evated the financial ceiling to ends and not 
a means, while it puts an emphasis on effi­
ciency and sound management in all public 
spending.37 The budget reform has by all 
accounts been regarded as successful.38

The Swedish version of PPBS, ‘Försvarets 
planerings- och ekonomisystem’ (FPE),39 
was introduced in the late 1960’s to, among 
other things, improve the ability for polit­

ical decision-making.40 Ola Hedin argues 
that the system did not live up to the ex­
pectations of achieving a rational deci­
sion free from bias and special military in­
terests.41 In the US, the Pentagon was sub­
ject to similar criticism.42 The planning has 
two time perspectives, one that is aligned 
with the requirement in the Budget Law 
ranging over three years (the coming year 
and the following two years) and an addi­
tional, and less detailed, planning that ex­
tends to another seven years to cover a 10-
year outlook. The latter planning emanates 
from the requirement to present a 10-year 
investment plan on procurement in sup­
port of the budget petition. Internally, the 
planning is codified in the SwAF Capability 
Development Plan, ‘Försvarsmaktens Ut
vecklingsplan’ , (FMUP). It allocates re­
sources and sets priorities and ambition lev­
els for, inter alia, war-fighting units ‘krigs-
förband’. For a long time resource identifi­
cation lacked sufficient economic metrics.43 
Following the strategic timeout the linkage 
to contingency planning has been signifi­
cantly strengthened, including an increased 
fidelity on requirements.

Being a government agency, the SwAF is 
obligated to put forward its annual budg­
et petition on 1 March, including a budg­
et proposal for the coming year and ten­
tative plans for two additional years. As a 
principle, if a government agency propos­
es activities that generate additional costs, 
the proposal must also include reduc­
tions in other areas that will compensate.44 
Planning is initiated annually in the spring 
the year prior to submission. Since 2012 
all planning is preceded by a single over­
arching strategic guidance approved by the 
Supreme Commander, ‘Försvarsmaktens 
strategiska inriktning’(FM SI). A bottom-
up approach is applied to review the pro­
grams. As in the PPBS, programs include 
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a cluster of war-fighting units that corre­
lates with the responsibilities of the serv­
ices, i.e. Army, Maritime Forces, Air Force, 
Home Guard, and joint programs. To en­
sure economic rigour, budget estimates are 
prepared for all programs at the level of 
war-fighting units. These are compiled dur­
ing the autumn.

According to Rikard Askstedt, one of 
the systemic problems with the process 
is that the economic consequences of full 
implementation of these estimates render 
them impossible to implement.45 As a con­
sequence, he argues, a lot of planning ef­
forts are put in to plan what would nev­
er be implemented and morale among the 
personnel will suffer accordingly.46

The proposals are compiled into parcels 
of investments and divestments and lat­
er stacked in priority. Parcels that gener­
ate needs for additional funding may em­
anate from new legislation, unanticipat­
ed requirements and needs that were not 
funded in earlier budget cycles but still re­
garded as important. Parcels that induce 
negative costs are prepared due to finan­
cial constraints or based on initiatives to 
increase efficiency. The method for priori­
ty has changed over time. The current sys­
tem takes as a point of departure the stra­
tegic guidance that, inter alia, draws on the 
knowledge gained in the contingency plan­
ning. Earlier generic capabilities, based 
on the Universal Joint Task List (UJTL), 
were prioritized based on the tasks of the 
SwAF.47 To arrive at an annual decision 
in December the Supreme Commander is 
presented with parcelled proposals divid­
ed according to the budget lines i.e.; 1. 
Training and personnel, 2. Operations, 3. 
Procurement, 4. Maintenance, 5. Research 
& Development. A parcel could, for in­
stance, include increased salary for soldiers 
(line 1) or procurement of trucks (line 3) 

or maintenance of the IT-infrastructure 
(line 4). These are mapped to programs 
and war-fighting units but clustered along 
budget lines. One inherent difficulty is to 
make sure that the cost-to-benefit analy­
sis is focussed on the war-fighting units as 
opposed to the budget lines. Following the 
Supreme Commander’s decision on priori­
ties the budget petition is prepared in de­
tail and a revised Capability Development 
Plan is issued.

There are arguments both in Sweden and 
internationally that suggest that the capa­
bilities that the PPBS process generates may 
not be fit for its purpose, in particular as 
force development, including procurement, 
is often a protracted process that defines 
capability requirements early on. Indeed, 
when military forces are employed they 
may operate in a way that was not antici­
pated when capabilities were specified and 
developed. According to the renowned mil­
itary historian Martin van Creveld the US 
strategic bomber aircraft B-52 has never 
been employed in a mission for which it 
has been designed even though it has been 
operational since 1952.48 He also makes a 
similar observation with regard to the con­
temporary Soviet built bomber aircraft Tu-
95.49 Sir Rupert Smith, a British general, 
goes further by observing that “[o]f all the 
weapons and equipment supplied to me, 
with the exception of the small arms and 
the grenade, I’m absolutely confident say­
ing that I use them on operations in cir­
cumstances that they were never purchased 
for in the first place.” The priorities, quan­
tities, timing and requirements of Swedish 
defence capabilities during the Cold War 
and the early post-Cold War have been de­
bated extensively and subjected to criticism 
by the now retired military leadership.50
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Contingency Planning: How to 
make use of defence capabilities

Contingency planning encompasses the full 
range of military operations that could in­
volve the SwAF and may be performed de­
liberately (advance planning) or under cri­
sis action conditions (crisis response plan­
ning), i.e. ad hoc.51 Based on the military 
strategic doctrine, the aim is to prepare 
and optimize the effect of the extant forces 
if and when they are employed. In contrast 
to the budget process, the parent process at 
the Ministry of Defence (MoD) has a low 
level of formalization.

The planning process emanates from the 
mathematicians John von Neumann’s and 
Oskar Morgensten’s classical analytical de­
cision-making theory in 1947.52 It stipu­
lates that the decision maker behaves strict­
ly rationally to maximize the results.53 The 
process can be described in five phases:54 1. 
Identify the problem; 2. Generate alterna­
tive solutions; 3. Evaluate and choose be­
tween alternatives; 4. Implement the cho­
sen solution; and 5. Maintain the solution 
by monitoring, reviewing, and appraising 
the situation. The concrete methods have 
varied over time but the principles have re­
mained.

More specifically, the current contin­
gency planning is preceded by a phase of 
awareness. The security situation is moni­
tored and assessed through intelligence and 
other means, including bilateral consulta­
tions and discussions in the UN, the EU 
and/or NATO. Contingency planning is in­
itiated by Contingency Planning Guidance 
by the Government or the MoD, ideally 
underpinned by a political assessment. The 
guidance may include a request to devel­
op Military Strategic Options (MSO). The 
first step of the strategic planning involves 
identifying feasible military response op­

tions, whether it is an emerging situation 
or a hypothetical event. Subsequently, an 
Initiating Military Directive (IMD) is is­
sued by the MoD for conducting plan­
ning on how to employ the forces, includ­
ing a concept of operations (CONOPS). 
Planning for contributions to internation­
al crisis management operations follows 
the same path but has a set of unique fac­
tors to consider. This step is further subdi­
vided. Initially, the mission is analysed and 
key military tasks are identified. Successful 
planning is predicated on a sound under­
standing of the strategic context of the mis­
sion.

During the consecutive block courses 
of action (COAs) are developed and ana­
lysed. They are compared by a set of cri­
teria tailored for the mission and a recom­
mendation for COA selection is prepared. 
Once the COA is decided the CONOPS is 
refined and finalized. Subsequently, the rec­
ommendations are forwarded to the MoD. 
Following political deliberations some op­
erations require a Government Bill. The 
Parliament takes the bill into consideration 
and passes a resolution. The Government 
is then authorized to decide on the imple­
mentation. The next step is preparing an 
Operations Plan (OPLAN) codifying tasks 
and coordinating arrangements needed for 
execution by subordinate units. Throughout 
this process there are points of interaction 
with the political level where approval or 
endorsement is sought. Although the plan­
ning steps are described sequentially there 
are in practice several feedback loops dur­
ing the process.55

During the planning process, critical sit­
uations are subdivided into discrete events 
that can be as detailed as duels between 
weapons systems. This is done in a war-
gaming setting that includes a sequence 
of action-reaction-counteraction between 
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the opposing forces. The process is ed­
ucational and it helps to identify short­
falls in the planning and improve coordi­
nation. Research suggests that the SwAF 
should increase war-gaming in contingen­
cy planning.56 Moreover, the force gener­
ation process takes place as a part of the 
planning.

During WWII the SwAF’s contingen­
cy plan included two distinct branches; 
Branch I revolved around an attack by 
Germany and Branch II took an aggression 
from the Soviet Union as a point of depar­
ture.57 A third Branch was soon added, in­
cluding threats from the UK/US.58 These 
three cases remained until the 1970’s.59 
While Branch III was outlined on the most 
generic level, Branch II was the reference 
point for planning at subordinate levels, 
based on three sub-branches (south, cen­
tral, and north).

During the Cold War contingency plan­
ning put significant emphasis on opera­
tional art as it deliberated on the alloca­
tion of forces; considered logistics options 
to ensure sustainability; and how to re­
tain an offensive capability. Mindful that 
Sweden would only constitute a peripher­
al element in a regional conflict involving 
the Warsaw Pact and NATO, the Marginal 
Doctrine, suggested that a strong defence 
was needed based on resilience. The plan­
ning put attention on the initial conditions, 
i.e. how to allocate forces in the case of 
a mobilization and how to ensure a swift 
mobilization. Following the initial phase 
the ability to move forces from different 
part of the country to counter the main at­
tack was central. In fact, these principles 
can be traced back to the nineteenth cen­
tury.60 Focussing on Branch II, the strate­
gic setting was straightforward: to counter 
an invasion from the east. In retrospect, we 
have learned that there was another dimen­

sion to the contingency planning. Research 
has disclosed that the contingency plan­
ning was informed by covert contacts with 
Allies during the Cold War, albeit in a lim­
ited setting.61

Following the Cold War other low in­
tensity tasks were added to the planning 
and invasion scenarios were gradually 
downplayed. During the 2000’s, i.e. the 
strategic timeout, the planning to a large 
extent responded to the ambitions of em­
ploying forces in international crisis man­
agement operations. During the post-Cold 
War period the SwAF have planned and de­
ployed in some 20 international crisis man­
agement operations that have been author­
ized by the Parliament.62 In addition, sev­
eral other contributions to international 
crisis management operations have been 
planned. The current planning encompass­
es planning for all operations, conduct­
ed in Sweden and abroad, as well as plan­
ning for mobilization and the initial mis­
sion for units in case of a mobilization. As 
there is no viable invasion threat, the plan­
ning assumptions have changed. Emerging 
threats could manifest themselves in hos­
tile actors that want to assert their interests 
in the region to the extent that Swedish ter­
ritory becomes a vehicle for that purpose. 
Controlling, or operating from, key are­
as in Sweden could become a rationale for 
a potential aggressor. It is difficult to con­
template a scenario where Sweden would 
become the subject of an isolated aggres­
sion. Contingency planning of this nature, 
i.e. advance planning, is by nature hypo­
thetical. It predicates a future development 
that requires a military response. These hy­
potheses can, and should, always be sub­
ject to scrutiny. Despite these limitations 
there is no alternative to advance planning 
for preparing the forces.
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Successful planning cannot be reduced to 
mechanical application of procedures and 
processes. There are no prescribed rules 
for employing military forces. The military 
historian Michael Howard argues that the 
forces that are anticipated to be used are 
likely to be wrong. However, what matters 
is the agility to adapt when a crisis emerg­
es.63 Three recurrent challenges are associ­
ated with contingency planning: identifying 
friend and foe and understanding the na­
ture of the conflict and its timings.64 Hence, 
the planning processes should stress crea­
tivity, innovation, intuition, sound judge­
ment, and in-depth military expertise. 
These characteristics are often labelled as 
operational art. Boukhtouta et al. summa­
rize what makes planning successful: “A 
good mission planning is generally charac­
terized by quick response, decisive action 
and flexibility to adapt to the exogenous 
events and changing situations”.65

Long-term planning: How to 
prepare for the future

Until 1958 defence resolutions were agreed 
upon by the Parliament approximately eve­
ry ten years. Later, a system of five year cy­
cles was implemented. Formally there are 
no fixed defence resolution periods any 
more but there is strategic guidance on de­
fence policy that will be in effect until being 
superseded by new guidance. In order to fa­
cilitate the process a Defence Commission, 
comprising members of Parliament, is ap­
pointed to undertake studies on the long-
term development of Swedish Security and 
Defence Policy. It provides an input to the 
Government Defence Bills with a view to 
achieve political consensus as far as pos­
sible for ensuring continuity. Long-term 
plans at the SwAF are, inter alia, developed 
to inform and provide military advice to the 

political decision-making process, includ­
ing the work of the Defence Commission. 
New or revised defence concepts and struc­
tures are presented to reflect the changes in 
the security environment as well as the sta­
tus of the SwAF.

During the latter part of the Cold War 
the long-term planning was as an inte­
gral part of the FPE. The guidance called 
for two specified reports prior to a de­
fence resolution; the first report covered 
alternative structures in a 20-year per­
spective, while the second report covered 
COAs for the coming ten years.66 A sig­
nificant shift in process and output was 
made in the early 1990’s. The long-term 
planning process was redesigned call­
ing for a continuous effort with dedicat­
ed personnel. The Regional Commanders, 
‘Militärområdesbefälhavare’, became for­
mally involved.67 Moreover, the report in 
preparation for the defence resolution in 
1995/96 was made in several reports with 
less depth but more width.68 Soon a pro­
cedure of annual reporting emerged that 
with a few exceptions prevailed until 2009. 
The annual report of 2010 was only ap­
proved as a draft. For 2011 and 2012 the 
Government directed the SwAF only to re­
tain the competence for long-term plan­
ning.69

Another trend is that the work is less la­
bour-intensive in the SwAF than in the ear­
ly 1990’s when some 50 personnel were in­
volved on a continuous basis.70 Today, the 
figure is less than a handful.71 Therefore, it 
is safe to conclude that the process is com­
ing closer to other planning. Moreover, the 
long-term planning is not a plan per se 
any more, but a study.72 Important chang­
es have seen the light of day in this proc­
ess, for instance the transformation from 
a conscript-based organization to a volun­
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teer force with professional soldiers, sail­
ors and airmen.

Traditionally, the long term planning 
has a top-down approach by starting at an 
analysis of the security environment and 
the options for national security that are 
translated into alternative visions of the 
SwAF in a 20-year timeframe, and subse­
quently condensed to alternative 10-year 
military strategic objectives, including 
proposals for CONOPS and force struc­
ture.73 Force structures are calculated and 
assessed from an economic perspective as 
they must be sustainable within a realistic 
defence budget. Hence the balance of force 
elements is, among other things, under­
pinned by a cost-effectiveness analysis.74

A recurring theme is the aspiration to 
provide causality among these areas of 
analysis. One of the most sophisticated 
versions linked national interest with re­
source requirements of the SwAF.75 In gen­
eral, the reports do not stop at providing 
overall recommendations, but arrive at 
very detailed solutions; including the long-
term needs for personnel in different cat­
egories.76 In some cases the figures have a 
high degree of correlation with the actu­
al outcome. In the 10-year outlook aiming 
for the year 2010, a structure for the Navy 
included, inter alia, 7-10 surface vessels 
and 5 submarines.77 These figure are close 
to the current navy, based on the Defence 
Resolution of 2009. More often than not 
the specific quantities do not correlate. 
Notably, it is not the purpose of the plan­
ning to predict the outcome of the politi­
cal process. Instead, it intends to shape the 
process by cultivating new ideas and out­
lines decision points. Indeed, many ‘hard 
choices’ have been forged in the long-term 
planning. In 1999, shortly after the deci­
sion by Parliament to increase the number 
of fighters to 200 JAS combat aircraft, the 

proposed long-term planning force struc­
ture for 2010 included 60-80 JAS aircraft, 
the same number that the SwAF proposed 
to the Government in 2012.

Long-term planning may also have 
short-term implications. The Supreme 
Commander, General Sverker Göranson, 
has cautioned against the longer-term im­
plications, if the budget is maintained at 
current levels.78 Key arguments are de­
rived from the long-term planning. In ad­
dition, research suggests that the long-term 
planning process has been instrumental in 
the education of personnel and anchoring 
tough choices within the organization.79

Although the process and scope have 
changed over time, the long-term plan­
ning work has been committed to scenar­
ios and gaming. Scenario-based planning 
was conceived by the US Air Force follow­
ing World War II. It migrated into the busi­
ness world in the 1960’s as Herman Kahn, 
a former US Air Force employee, demon­
strated its application in business prog­
nostication.80 In the early 1970’s oil pric­
es had been steady ever since the end of the 
Second World War, and the expectation 
was that they would continue to remain so. 
However, at Royal Dutch/Shell a planner 
saw how the increased oil consumption in 
the US could coincide with an empowered 
OPEC underpinned by anti-Western senti­
ment, in particular after the Six-Day Arab-
Israeli War. To change the mindset of man­
agers, a scenario was developed outlining 
the ramifications of a dramatic increase in 
oil prices. When the energy crisis emerged 
in 1973, only Shell, among the major oil 
companies, was prepared to tackle the 
challenges.81 Unlike the PPBS, scenario-
based planning is not based on determin­
istic quantitative models and calculations. 
It is rather a contextual and qualitative de­
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scription that seeks to identify how the fu­
ture may evolve.82

Notwithstanding the merits of scenario-
based long-term planning, history has dem­
onstrated its limitations. At the beginning 
of the 1960’s, both superpowers gained 
second-strike nuclear capability. The Cold 
War logic changed but remained symmet­
ric and predictable. It became known as 
mutually assured destruction (MAD), for­
mulated in the McNamara-doctrine, the 
founding father of the PPBS. The symmetry 
was defined by the two superpowers bal­
ancing each other in important aspects of 
the system: societal influence and military 
capability. Since then the world has be­
come significantly more complex and un­
certain. The unpredictability of the inter­
national security environment has most re­
cently been manifested in the Ukraine, the 
Arab Spring, the Russian-Georgian war in 
2008, the 2006 Israel-Hezbollah War, the 
9/11 terrorist attacks, and the Iraqi inva­
sion of Kuwait in 1991.

These conflicts have by and large sur­
prised the intelligence community, politi­
cians, academia as well as media commen­
tators. Clearly, they have not been able to 
establish causality chains for the actions 
taken by the conflicting parties to make 
sense of the situation. Failure to anticipate 
strategic shocks is the rule, not the excep­
tion. Nassim Taleb concludes that people 
are not configured to comprehend extreme 
events until they materialize.83 The Arab 
Spring is a case in point. The US Secretary 
of Defense, Donald Rumsfeld, captured 
the dilemma in his famous comment on the 

“unknown unknowns”.84

Observation: Planning is not 
entirely fit for purpose

Now we need to revisit the hypotheses 
formulated above. The first proposition 
(HQuestion) claimed that current planning 
provides a sufficient answer to the ques­
tion of How much is enough? Defence 
planning is a bottom-up effort geared to­
wards optimizing activities within a de­
fence resolution framework against budget 
lines. Mindful that the defence resolution 
decides the force composition the degree of 
freedom is limited. Resource allocation to 
war-fighting units is the secondary objec­
tive. Contingency planning, a top-down en­
deavour, also takes as a point of departure 
the existing organization and status within 
a near-time focus to maximize operational 
output based on the full range of tasks as­
signed to the SwAF. Finally, the long-term 
planning is not constrained by the extant 
policy framework. However, it makes prin­
ciple assumptions on the political param­
eters to maximize the defence capabili­
ties beyond the ten-year planning horizon. 
Clearly their respective optimization proc­
esses have other objectives. While the three 
planning disciplines serve different purpos­
es and produce desired outcomes they all 
give incomplete answers to the question. 
Against this backdrop it is inferred that the 
hypothesis (HQuestion) is falsified.

The second postulate asserted that the 
processes are fit for their purpose (HProcess). 
It is striking that all three planning disci­
plines were launched around the 1960’s, 
and that their principles continue to be 
applied, albeit with some modifications. 
A common thread is the desire for a sol­
id audit trail linking policy objectives with 
spending and military effects. This notion 
seems to have been driven by the defence 
planning. According to Bo Hugemark, 
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planners were concerned that the mechan­
ical causality in the FPE would alter the 
mindset in contingency planning, mak­
ing it too rigid and not allowing for the 
flexibility required.85 There is no conclu­
sive scientific evidence that suggests line­
ar cause-and-effect relations between en­
hanced management of data and managing 
complex military organisations.86 Another 
recurring theme is the method of dealing 
with complexity by subdividing problems 
at a sufficient number of iterations, distrib­
uting the tasks, and solving the subtasks. 
The solutions of these subtasks are subse­
quently aggregated a common solution to 
the problem.

Mindful that complexity in military or­
ganizations is unparalleled87 the concern is 
how to account for second and third order 
effects. “We cannot do merely one thing” 
as everything is connected.88 In a web of 
relationships, changing one aspect of the 
planning will have ripple effects. For in­
stance, introducing a new torpedo in the 
Navy may require a revised tactical pos­
ture for the JAS squadrons that have an im­
pact on training requirements that due to 
budget constraints necessitate changed pri­
orities for a mechanized battalion. David 
Alberts and Richard Hayes conclude that 

“traditional military planning has proven 
adequate for dealing with a set of challeng­
ing situations […] this Industrial Age ap­
proach is inherently inadequate for coping 
with the genuinely complex situations”.89 
Based on these arguments the hypothesis 
(HProcess) is rejected. The analysis has not 
demonstrated that the military planning 
processes are sufficiently fit for their pur­
pose.

With reference to products, the hypoth­
esis (HProduct) stated that the planning gen­
erates sufficient output. The products have 
a deterministic character. They are under­

pinned by a rational notion in that linear 
logic applies and that outcomes can, to a 
significant degree, be predicted. The discus­
sion has demonstrated that we have difficul­
ties in anticipating capability requirements 

– the enemy will have a vote on the contin­
gency planning and we are most likely not 
able to predict the nature of future conflict. 
As a consequence, the outcome does not re­
flect the fact that all situations are unique 
and their conditions may dictate distinct 
requirements. Although general conclu­
sions are desirable they may not be possi­
ble. Once challenged by Aristotle what he 
would do in a given situation, Alexander 
the Great responded that it would depend 
on the circumstances. Aristotle then pro­
vided a hypothetical scenario and repeated 
the question. Alexander replied, “I cannot 
tell until the circumstances arise”.90 Clearly, 
he understood that no plan could fully an­
ticipate or capture the unique conditions 
and circumstances framing the decision-
making. If anything, the examples elabo­
rated above, for each of the planning disci­
plines, testify to the inherent limitations of 
the planning products.91

The effort and ability to quantify may 
incorrectly give the impression that plan­
ning can render precise and accurate out­
comes. Aaron Wildavsky argues that the 
PPBS, and indirectly the deterministic cau­
sality, is feasible only if large margins of 
error are acceptable when assessing poli­
cy options.92 In a similar vein, the result of 
an audit trail from national interest to re­
source requirements, as discussed above, 
has a limited value as long as the nation­
al interests have not been explicitly defined. 
Indeed, the discussions suggest that the 
planning deliverables are not completely fit 
for purpose. As a consequence the hypoth­
esis (HProduct) should be rejected.
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Finally, the context needs to be scru­
tinized. Arguably, this aspect has not yet 
been covered. Perhaps the changes we an­
ticipate in future warfare are best under­
stood by examining changes in underly­
ing paradigms.93 The hypothesis (HContext) 
claimed that underlying principles of plan­
ning are relevant. Based on the discus­
sions complexity and uncertainty seem 
to be common denominators for future 
planning. Indeed, both the Government 
and the SwAF put an emphasis on these 
aspects. As noted above, the conceptual 
framework of the planning processes ema­
nate from the early phases of the Cold War. 
Its societal context is from the industrial 
age. Industrial age warfare assumes that 
the world can be understood from a mech­
anistic and deterministic perspective that 
originated in the Enlightenment and the 
Scientific Revolution.94 Isaac Newton’s law 
of motion plays a pivotal part in this re­
gard. By defining absolute time and space 
and explaining the universe with a Majestic 
Clockwork metaphor Newton made peo­
ple understand an orderly and predictable 
nature – it is a linear paradigm.95 This was 
further advanced by Max Weber’s bureauc­
racy theory and Fredrick Taylor’s concept 
of Scientific Management.

Clearly the elaboration above demon­
strates that planners still walk under the 
banner of Newton, perhaps without re­
alizing it. By all accounts the influence of 
McNamara’s principles remains persuasive. 
Some key commanders with significant ex­
perience testify that the deterministic plan­
ning system has limitations. Helmuth von 
Moltke the Elder argued that; “no plan of 
operations survives the first collision with 
the main enemy body.”96 According to 
Dwight D Eisenhower; “Plans are nothing, 
planning is everything”.97 General George 
S. Patton, Jr., once said; “A good plan vi­

olently executed now is better than a per­
fect plan next week.”98 More important­
ly, science has progressed and other par­
adigms are increasingly having an impact 
in society. According to Steven Mann and 
Charles Krulak, yet another senior com­
mander, the linear approach does not meet 
these requirements.99 Based on these argu­
ments it is safe to assume that the under­
pinning contextual framework is insuffi­
cient. Indeed, the aforementioned illustra­
tions suggest that the linear and determin­
istic context has some distinct limitations; 
therefore the hypothesis (HContext) should be 
rejected.

The remainder of the article is dedicated 
to the final research question by providing 
some recommendations on improvements.

Embracing Complexity and 
uncertainty: towards a new 
generation of planning
Early in the twentieth century Albert 
Einstein’s Theory of Relativity and Werner 
Heisenberg’s Uncertainty Principle ex­
posed flaws in the linear paradigm. Today 
it is conventional wisdom that Newton’s 
laws fail to explain how nature behaves, 
but in planning we keep committed to the 
Majestic Clockwork. The next generation 
of paradigm, or scientific theory, has many 
names; systems of chaos, complexity, non­
linearity, and chaoplexic systems.100 The 
basic premise is the acceptance of complex­
ity and uncertainty as the norm. Nonlinear 
systems defy proportionality. They may 
exhibit erratic behaviour through dispro­
portionately large or disproportionately 
small outputs, or they may involve ”syn­
ergistic” interactions in which the whole is 
not equal to the sum of the parts.”101 In 
many regards it is a better reflection of hu­
man behaviour than the linear paradigm. 
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Clausewitz’ work has been reviewed and 
explained with non-linear theory. His con­
cepts of the interactive ”remarkable trin­
ity”, Zweikampf (”two-struggle”), and un­
predictability based on chance, friction or 
interaction are best explained by the next 
generation of paradigm.102 Progress to­
wards the next generation of paradigm is 
not a unique development within security 
and defence – many sectors have started to 
move in this direction. There is a growing 
debate within public management to move 
towards a new paradigm based on chaos 
and the quantum theory.103 It is beyond the 
scope of this article to outline its character­
istics. Instead, the contribution is to pro­
vide some recommendations based on the 
new paradigm.

Recommendations

Relax causality

Contrary to the linear dictums of the PPBS, 
redundancy may not be a waste of re­
sources. Planning should allow for redun­
dancy. The friction of war and the ‘policy 
lag’104 in peace- time may render a path­
ological adherence to causality unattaina­
ble or undesirable. According to Frederick 
Kagan, the logic of business management 
may have a limited application in armed 
forces: “Redundancy is inherently a virtue 
in war”.105 Leo Blanken and Jason Lepore 
have identified five drivers for optimizing 
redundancy in force structures that could 
assist further deliberations.106 A first step 
towards accepting increased redundancy 
could be to expand causality. Craig Parsons 
argues that four distinct logics apply in 
the realm of political science; institutional, 
ideational, psychological and structural.107 
Notably, this model allows for a shift from 
a mechanistic causality towards a human-

oriented logic. Studies indicate that the 
model has utility in military planning.108 
When deliberating on fine-tuning the extant 
war-time organization ‘Insatsorganisation 
14’ this should be a factor. Multirole units 
belong to the future.

Benefit from holism

While the three planning efforts serve dif­
ferent purposes they all provide crucial el­
ements to sustain and enhance a credible 
force. As has been demonstrated, these ef­
forts to act in concert based on a unifying 
strategic guidance. To improve this further, 
increased cross-fertilization should be fos­
tered through triangulation, a method to 
combine methods for making conclusions 
more robust.109 Notably the current plan­
ning system has only recently reached a 
steady state as contingency planning has 
matured. By a deliberate and coordinated 
approach a combination of defence plan­
ning, contingency planning and long-term 
planning the SwAF has a unique potential 
to prepare comprehensive assessments and 
recommendations in preparation for the 
coming Defence Resolution.

Encourage interactivity

From the discussions above, we should 
take as a point of departure that: we will 
not anticipate future threats; the enemy 
will have a vote in how operations are con­
ducted; we will not be able to accurately 
anticipate future capability requirements. 
Any action will have second and third-or­
der effects. These need more attention. War 
gaming, scenario modelling and balancing 
capability parcels should go further in their 
aspiration to simulate different behaviour. 
Instead of gaming action-reaction-coun­
teraction the interaction should go further 
to allow the system to perturb in different 
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ways. This will assist planners to appreci­
ate uncertainty and complexity. The ART-
model developed within the long-term 
planning provides a good example of in­
teractive behaviour embedded in the anal­
ysis. The model replicates the dynamic re­
lationship between actors, themes and re­
gions to understand the international secu­
rity environment.110

Cultivate dynamic decision-making

Traditional decision-making is predicat­
ed on discrete and well defined decision-
points. Unfortunately this is a rare condi­
tion that seldom occurs. Nor does disinte­
gration of problems to smaller manageable 
problems reflect the need for postulating 
non-linear behaviour. Judith Orasanu and 
Terry Connolly posit that classical decision 
theory, based on von Neumann’s model, 
does not reflect the conditions of real-life 
war-fighting situations; that is, complexity, 
uncertainty, and tempo.111 Real-life prob­
lems tend to be ill-structured, so called 
‘wicked problems’, and goals are not well 
defined. Decisions often take place in a dy­
namic environment without complete or 
accurate information. The classical concept 
of risk is based on the statistical explana­
tion of uncertainty that was established by 
mathematicians during the Renaissance.112 
Clearly it does not factor in human behav­
iour or other non-linear data.113 Clausewitz 
reminds us that; ‘absolute, so-called math­
ematical, factors never find a firm basis 
in military calculations’.114 Planning must 
support commanders by identifying non-
linear factors that can induce biases.115 In 
contrast to classical decision theories, the 
focus is not on choosing among alterna­
tives but on finding an acceptable solu­
tion. Charles E. Lindblom introduced 
The Science of Muddling Through,116 that 

allows many small incremental changes 
during a short time frame; “the most com­
mon and intuitively reasonable thing is to 
make an incremental decision based on 
what has happened up to that point.”117 
Research suggests that there is no evidence 
that COA comparison will generate bet­
ter CONOPS.118 Planning should evolve to 
support commanders to make a series of 
incremental decisions.

Instil a incremental change

In his seminal work on scientific revolu­
tions Thomas Kuhn concludes that the in­
cremental evolution of paradigms (“nor­
mal science”) sometime results in invali­
dation of the fundamental principles, like 
the Majestic Clockwork.119 Scientific ad­
vances consist of the displacement of one 
paradigm, which has become incapable of 
providing a framework for new findings. 
Acceptance of a new paradigm requires 
that it is perceived better than its predeces­
sor.120 According to Basil Liddell Hart this 
may be particularly difficult in the armed 
forces; “The only thing harder than get­
ting a new idea into the military mind is to 
get an old idea out.”121 This article argues 
that planning is in the midst of a transition 
that requires a deliberate effort for change. 
However, it must be an incremental change 
that allows gradual adoption and accept­
ance. A first step could be to understand 
the inherent limitations in current planning 
as discussed in this article.

Concluding remarks
The critical analysis in this article must be 
put in perspective. From a historical per­
spective the state of planning is in good 
condition. Notwithstanding, this arti­
cle advocates a transition from the linear 
mechanistic approach to planning towards 
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a system that puts an emphasis on the hu­
man dimension underpinned by non-lin­
earity. As a consequence, the reliance on 
ambitious audit trails that arrives at de­
finitive and precise requirements should 
be scrutinized. Redundancy should be en­
couraged. Moreover, planners should ap­
preciate uncertainty and complexity by ex­
amining second and third-order effects of 
decisions and actions. Rather than a quan­
tum leap, a prudent approach calls for a 
gradual adjustment. The parent processes 
within the government administration dic­
tates the rate of change. As a start, the lim­
itations of the existing models need to be 
highlighted.

There is no ‘magic silver bullet’ in mili­
tary strategic planning. While the existing 
planning disciplines satisfy different needs, 
it is clear that they are complementary. 
With ‘wicked problems’ and opaque ques­
tions a source of strength for the SwAF 
will be the ability to draw on all planning 
with triangulation to combine results. This 
is predicated on a concerted planning ap­
proach that must be maintained and fur­
ther developed. The SwAF is better posi­
tioned than at any time during the post-
Cold War era to inform the defence reso­
lution process based on operational needs. 
Over time the emphasis on each planning 
discipline will fluctuate. History has taught 
us the importance of maintaining a harmo­
nious balance and to avoid dramatic pen­
dulum shifts. In the current state contingen­
cy planning is on the rise while long-term 
planning is descending. Soon the SwAF 
may want to revisit the priorities and ad­
vise the political level.

Military strategic planning needs to be 
recognized as both science and art. Planners, 
whether they assume roles as war fighters, 
budgeters or trend spotters, are required 
to demonstrate a profound understand­

ing of the strategic environment, military 
operations and how capabilities are devel­
oped, including recruitment, the training of 
units and procuring and sustaining equip­
ment gained by practical experience. This 
will equip ardent planners with an under­
standing on non-linear causalities and hu­
man factors that influence the outcome. 
Also planners must comprehend and trans­
late political aspirations to the military 
vernacular. This is a particular challenge 
as security and defence policy is in a state 
of change, and the armed forces is one of 
the vehicles for progress.122 Planning at the 
military strategic level is a trade that neces­
sitates a distinguished set of skills.

In conclusion, we must return to address 
the original question; how much is enough? 
The current debate on security and defence 
policy breeds an unwarranted confidence 
in the ability to predict force requirements. 
From a linear mechanistic perspective, the 
question is trivial: codify the security pol­
icy; formulate military objectives; devel­
op a CONOPS to attain the objectives; de­
duce force requirements; and define a force 
structure. The SwAF must not fall victim to 
the temptation of providing definitives that 
are not grounded in proper planning. We 
are not in the business of guessing. The de­
sire to arrive at concrete and distinct con­
clusions must be tempered with credibili­
ty. Planning is, and will be, a complex en­
deavour. Einstein suggests that we should: 

“make things as simple as possible, but not 
simpler.” The analysis has demonstrated 
that elusive policies, too many uncertain­
ties, and the lack of linear causality render 
this endeavour unattainable.123 The preci­
sion generated by a careful audit trail may 
be of limited value.

Indeed, the inability to respond to the 
question posed by McNamara in 1960’s 
may be the most compelling argument for 
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changing the planning paradigm. According 
to the strategist Colin Grey a cynical view 
of the answers to the question only serves 
the purpose of providing credibility for the 
politicians among the population, as these 
decisions are both important and costly.124 
This may be a feasible response by a schol­
ar, but not for a Government agency. Any 
response by the SwAF should be condi­
tioned by the information available, the 
specific circumstances and how much risk 
we are willing to accept. Only then can the 
answer be of value.

With Gustavus Adolphus at the helm the 
SwAF once spearheaded military planning 
by, among other things, accepting more 
complexity and uncertainty.125 While the 
SwAF may not aspire to vanguard the in­
ternational development on military plan­
ning, we owe it to our soldiers, sailors and 
airmen to aim high; they should demand 
no more and expect no less.

The author is Major General and a fellow 
of the Royal Academy of War Sciences.
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