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The international operations1 have 
changed character since the end of the 

cold war. During the cold war, the normal 
case was a “traditional” peacekeeping 
operation. These operations involved de-
ployment of lightly equipped military and 
civilian personnel. The task was to reduce 
and control levels of violence by means 
other than enforcement. Consent from the 
contending parties was essential. Mandate 
for the operations came from the UN. Nor-
mally no NATO- or WP-states took part in 
the operations.

The post-cold war operations have chan-
ged character in the following way:

•  Many operations are far more ambi-
tious and often include some type of 

transformation of the society (to demo-
cracy…).

• Part of the operation can include enfor-
cement (use of violence to accomplish 
the transformation).

• Mandate for the operation does not 
always come from the UN.

• The NATO- and former WP-states can 
take part.

• The number of operations and the num-
ber of personnel (military + civilian) 
have increased considerably.

• The results have been mixed. In very 
general terms, you can say that trans-
formation has often been more difficult 
than expected (more resources needed 
and longer time).

Demand and Supply of International 
Operations. Scenarios*

by Jan Foghelin

*  Paper presented at the 2nd Nordic Military Operational Analysis Symposium, 17-18 November 2008 in 
Stockholm, Sweden.

1  An international operation could be one or more of the following activities: 1. preventive actions (before 
the outbreak of manifest hostilities), 2. operations using force, 3. post- conflict activities. Military means 
could be used in all three phases but are most prominent in operations.

 For an exhaustive analysis of activities, time phases, partners etc. see e.g. Field Manual No. 3-0. Operations. 
Headquarters. Department of the Army. Washington, DC, 27 February 2008.
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Concerning changes in international oper a-
tions see SIPRI Yearbooks and Berdal.2

The easiest way to estimate the future 
demand of international operations is just 
to say the more of the same i.e.
•  an increasing volume (there has been 

an increase during the last two decades 
even if not monotonous).

•  the same general character of transfor-
mation.

This estimate could be an educated guess.3 

In this paper, however a scenario approach 
is used. Against the backdrop of factors 
influencing on demand and supply of 
international operations some straw man 
scenarios are presented. Hopefully can 
these scenarios illustrate the uncertainties 
connected to the future of international 
operations. In that way they can support a 
more realistic planning of future needs.

In very general terms, the reason for an 
international operation can be formulated 

as “…. the main objective is to render 
violent societies peaceful”.4 The demand 
could then be defined as the number of vio-
lent societies. Without defining a violent 
society, you can full of confidence say that 
now and in the future there will be more of 
demand for international operations than 
possible supply. To be able to discuss in a 
meaningful way the demand and supply 
you have to analyse different reasons for 
the demand and supply. What matters in 
the end is a possible match between a de-
mand (a violent society with some special 
characteristics) and supply (a number of 
states, which can and will do something 
about the certain case).

To promote (economic) development in 
the world, order and stability are pre - 
r equisites. At least among old democracies 
democracy has been seen as a guarantee for 
a non-violent behaviour. “Democracies do 
not start war”. This thesis has been much 
debated. A better formulation is probably 
“Some old democracies do not start war 
often”. The enthusiasm to use an outbreak 

2  SIPRI Yearbooks e.g.Soder, K.: “Multilateral peace operations in 2007“. Appendix 3A, pp 113-148 in SIPRI 
Yearbook 2008: Armaments, Disarmament and International Security. Oxford University Press 2008.

 Berdal, H: “Consolidating Peace in the Aftermath of War – Reflections on “Post-Conflict Peace-building” 
from Bosnia to Iraq“, pp 104-130 in Olsen J. A. (Ed): On New Wars. Oslo Files on Defence and Security 
– 04/2007.

3  The Swedish Government has e.g. set a goal to increase the number of soldiers (equivalent) abroad from 
about 1000 to about 2000. 

4 P 85 in Dobbins, J.: “Europe’s Role in Nation Building“, Survival/vol. 50 no.3/June-July 2008/pp. 83-
110.

demand/Reasons for initiating 
international operations

Contribute to world order
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of violence in a non-democratic state as 
a pretext for introducing democracy has 
diminished. That said arguments con-
cerning stability, democracy etc. can be 
used together with other arguments for an 
international operation.

To keep quarrelling parties separated
Even if the post-cold war international 
operations mainly have dealt with trans-
formation, use of force etc. the traditional 
peacekeeping remains as an important 
activity. In some cases these operations 
started (have their roots) before the end of 
the cold war. This points at a problem with 
the traditional peacekeeping operations 
namely that they are difficult to end.

The protection of human rights (HR)
The responsibility to protect is a new post-
cold war mission of the UN. It sounds urgent 
and straightforward but reality shows that 
there are a complexity of motives and diffi-
culties to reach goals. For interesting points 
of view, see the Review Essay by M. Kaldor.5 
From p 191:

Those of us who favour humanitarian 
intervention, that it is to say the use of 
military force in another state in order to 
prevent a humanitarian catastrophe, tend 
to assume that the international com-
munity as if it were, like Hegel’s state, 
the embodiment of universal values. The 

reality is that the international community 
is a complex network of self-interested, 
inefficient and sometimes corrupt na-
tions, international institutions and non-
governmental organisations (NGOs) 
that often leave the places where they 
intervene in more of a mess than before. 
So are we wrong to favour humanitarian 
intervention?

For an assessment of humanitarian inter-
ventions, see Seybolt.6

Non-proliferation (of WMD)
An obvious reason for an international 
operation is to stop proliferation of WMD. 
To hinder rogue states or terrorist organi-
sations acquiring WMD is of course very 
important. The most dangerous are the 
nuclear and biological weapons. The cases 
of DPRK and Iran show the problems on 
the nuclear side. On the biological side, the 
major problem is probably the difficulties 
concerning the intelligence. Biological 
warfare means are comparatively easier 
to produce clandestinely. 

Removal of safe heavens
To destroy training camps etc. of a ter-
rorist organisation is an obvious part of 
counterterrorism. The typical example 
is Afghanistan 2001. In principle, it is 
straightforward if you have terrorist ac-

5  Kaldor, M.: “Responsible Intervention.“ Survival/vol. 50 no. 4/August – September 2008/pp. 191-200.
6 Seybolt, T.B.: Humanitarian Military Intervention. The Conditions for Success and Failure. SIPRI. Oxford 

University Press. 2007.
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tivities in a contained geographical area 
abroad. A “virtual safe heaven” in the 
form of a connected network in your own 
country is more difficult to destroy.

supply (Reasons for starting an 
international operation)

In the preceding section a number of 
reasons have been given for initiating an 
international operation. Even if there are 
one or several reasons present it is by no 
means sure that there will be an interna-
tional operation. There is a greater demand 
than supply. There are several conditions, 
which must be fulfilled before an operation 
could be started. This section deals with 
reasons for and hinders against starting 
an international operation. Governments 
have to consider several factors often in a 
not very transparent process. Arguments 
presented publicly for initiating an inter-
national operation do not necessarily have 
to be the most important. Self-interests 
concerning control of natural resources, 
old colonial interests… are normally not 
considered comme il faut as arguments for 
an international operation.

Possibilities to improve the situation 
The possibilities to really improve the 
situa tion with limited resources (volume 
and time at one’s disposal) must be an 
important criterion for starting of an inter-
national operation. There has historically 
been optimism and naivety now and then 
assessing what could be accomplished

Reasons could be:7

– unclear end-state.
– lack of understanding of the historical 

and psychological context.
– lack of analysis of possible sources for 

violence and insecurity.

In general, there seems to be difficulties to 
use lessons-learned. A growing number of 
case studies and aggregations of results are 
however published.8

There are cases when you can trace a direct 
connection between your own security 
and a successful international operation. 
Two examples are the first phase of the 

7  Op.cit, footnote 2. (Berdal)
8  See e.g. Dobbins, J.: “America’s Role in Nation-Building: From Germany to Iraq“ Survival, vol 45, 

no. 4, winter 2003-04, pp 87-110; Dobbins, J.: “The UN’s Role in Nation-Building: From the Belgian 
Congo to Iraq“. Survival, vol 46, no. 4, winter 2004-05, pp 81-100.; Dobbins, J.: “Europe’s Role in Na-
tion Building“. Survival/vol. 50, no. 3/June-July 2008/pp 83-110.

 Op. cit, footnote 6
 Daag, N.: ”Framväxten av en europeisk säkerhets- och försvarspolitik” (In Swedish. About the EU CFSP 

and ESDP) s 111-122 in Pierre E. & Johansson A.W. (Eds.): Över vida fält. Studier i utrikespolitik, diplomati 
och historia. Vänbok till Mats Bergquist. Sekel 2008.

The international operation can have a direct 
impact on your own security
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Afghanistan-operation and the operations 
in the area of former Yugoslavia. The Af-
ghanistan operation was important to avoid 
new terrorist-attacks from al-Qaida. A sta-
bilization of Yugoslavia was important for 
prevention of conflicts spreading to adja-
cent parts of Europe. In cases like these, it 
is relevant to use the expression “to defend 
xxx abroad”. To use this expression for all 
international operations is, according to my 
view, a misnomer.

The international operation can have an 
indirect impact on your own security 
In spite of the UN and other international 
organisations, the world is still mainly an 
anarchy. During the heyday (the last dec-
ade of the xxth century) of US hegemony 
there was an idea of the USA as the world’s 
sheriff 9 (with the support of like-minded). 
The idea has however faded away. Still 
there could be reasons to try to make 
the world somewhat less anarchistic by 
selected international operations. It could 
have – in the end – a positive impact on 
your own security. It is however, no sub-
stitute for a good homeland defence – it is 
a complement. 

Mandate
Most of the international operations are 
officially argued for in the traditional 

political rhetoric. The operation is an act 
of altruism. In spite of this, there are parts 
of the world community, which suspect 
motives of self-interest behind the rhetoric. 
Mandate from an organisation with com-
petence and prestige, with a reputation of 
impartiality is important. The traditional 
organisation for giving mandate is the UN, 
which normally should be the selected 
organisation. A more multiple world with 
conflicting interests and views on means 
for crisis management may make it more 
difficult to get mandates from the UN. 
Regional or other organisations could be 
the second best alternative.

Reliable partners
Taking part in an international operation 
is a risky business. There are often great 
uncertainties in many dimensions. Time 
and resources needed for the often very 
general goals are difficult to estimate. 
The conflict could escalate. Politically the 
operation could lose support. For this type 
of tasks, you need reliable partners.

Support (political, public, the armed forces 
and other parties) for the operation
Even if there could be quite an enthusiasm 
initially over an international operation 
things can change rapidly. Endurance is 
important. Vicious circles could appear 

9  Gray, C.S.: The Sheriff – America’s Defense of the New World Order. The University Press of Kentucky, 
2004.



50

KUNGL KRIGSVETENSKAPSAKADEMIENS HANDLINGAR OCH TIDSKRIFT      

5-2008 5-20085-2008

e.g. decreased public support – decreased 
political support – difficulties to engage 
military and civilians.10

Resources

Even if there is a good estimation of cost for 
an operation, which is not often the case, 
there are uncertainties concerning the real 
costs of necessary resources (personnel, 
equipment, and logistics). The operation 
can take longer time than planned; there 
could be a need for additional equipment 
etc. There must be possibilities to allocate 
more money. If you are obliged to do this 
within the pre-planned defence budget, 
you will have difficult problems of 
priorities.11

Analysis
International operations often take part 
in distant parts of the world. To be able 
to reach the more general goal to stop 
violence and get a lasting peace you need 
knowledge about the conflicts. Even 
in our globalised world the knowledge 
about culture, history, root causes of 
conflicts … in areas where international 
operations can take place is limited. In an 
emergency, when a rapid reaction is very 

important, you have to go ahead without 
a good knowledge. In many cases there 
are however old conflicts and you have 
time to do a proper analysis before the 
operation starts. It is also a strength if you 
have a policy (geographically, types of 
conflict….) for your decision to take part. 
You need a checklist of what should be 
included in the analysis e.g...12

• Character of the conflict 
(background, parties involved …) 
Impacts on stability in the world, etc

• Political and public support
• Legitimacy
• Goals, end-state for the operation
• Mandate (by whom, formulations)
• ROE
• Priority compared to other operations
• Resources needed, different 

alternatives (civilian, military)
• Cost estimates
• Risks
• Uncertainties.

Decision-making
Decisions to take part in international ope-
rations are important as has already been 
said above. It is reasonable to have a rich 

10 See Strachan, H.: “Strategy as a Balancing Act. The UK’s Dilemma“. RUSI, June 2008, Vol. 153, no. 3, pp 6-10. 
Strachan, H.: “Making Strategy: Civil-Military Relations after Iraq“. Survival/vol. 48 no. 31. Autumn 2006/pp. 59-82. 
Hoffman, F.G: “Dereliction of Duty Redux?: Post-Iraq American Civil-Military Relations“. Orbis Spring 
2008, pp 217-235.

11  Op. cit, footnote 10 (Strachan 2008)
12  P-74 in Defense et Sécurité nationale. Le Livre Blanc. Odile Jacob/La Documentation Française, Paris, Juin, 2008. 

Foghelin, J: ”Internationella operationer. Analysstöd“ (in Swedish. International Operations. Analytical 
Support). KKrVAHT (The Royal Swedish Academy of War Sciences. Proceedings and Journal) 5. Häftet 
2007, pp 109-117.
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and transparent decision process including 
specialists from different areas, public 
participation etc. As always with difficult 
decisions, there is a risk of “group think”. 
Much has been written about crisis man-
agement and decision-making but there 
seems to be problem using these advice 
and experiences in real cases.13

It is necessary both before and during 
an international operation to have a close 
collaboration between politicians and the 
military (and others taking part in the 
operation). In today’s complex operations 
MBO (Management by Objectives) or so 
does not function.14

Experiences
In security policy, major events (war, ter-
rorist attacks, and larger international ope-
rations) are rare. Policies and decisions are 
based on experiences and assessments of the 
future. The approach is often more reactive 
than proactive. A few recent events and how 
these are perceived often have a major im-
pact on the decisions. The most important 

actor on the international operations scene 
is the USA. The two most influential secu-
rity incidents for the USA since the end of 
the cold war are 9/11 – Afghanistan and the 
Iraqi operation. In both cases, there were 
high expectations of swift operations and 
reaching ambitious goals. Also in both case 
the operations were initially successfully. 
After these initial successes there have 
however been much more of problems, 
which were not foreseen. It is too early to 
draw conclusions from these operations. 
You can however guess that the Ameri-
cans will be more reluctant to take part in 
international operations at least if a large 
military force is needed. Ceteris paribus, 
you can expect less of US engagements in 
new international operation. There are two 
other circumstances pointing in the same 
direction, namely:
– “battle fatigue”15

– Less economic resources.16

The problems are not unique for the 
americans. They are also relevant for 
the UK.17

13  A case is Iraq 2003.  
Dobbins, J: ”Who Lost Iraq? Lessons from the debacles” p 61-74 in Foreign Affairs, vol 86, no 5, September/
October 2007; Gordon, M.R. and Trainor, B. E: Cobra II The Inside Story of the Invasion and Occupation of 
Iraq, Pantheon Books, New York, 2006; Hendrickson, D.C. and Tucker, R. W: “Revisions in Need of Revis-
ing: What Went Wrong in the Iraq War?” Survival. Vol 47. No 2. Summer 2005, pp 7-32; Ricks, T.E: Fiasco. 
The American Military Adventure in Iraq. Allen Lane an imprint of Penguin Books. 2006.

14  Op cit, footnote 10 (Strachan 2006)
15  Tanielian, T; Jaycox, L. H and the Invisible Wounds Study Team: “Stop Loss. A Nation Weighs the Tangible 

Consequences of Invisible Combat Wounds“. Rand Review/Summer 2008, 99 7-15.
16  Held B. and Quinlivan J. T: “Reality Check for Defense Spending“. Rand Review/Summer 2008, p 21. 

Lieven, A.: “League of Demagoguery“ The National Interest. Sept./Oct. 2008, pp 79-86.
17  Cabinet Office: The National Security Strategy of the United Kingdom. Security in an interdependent 

world. March 2008..
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Homeland defence/Territorial defence
In most nations, the defence of the home  -
land is the task with highest priority. 
Examples:

A core responsibility of the 
U.S. Government is to protect 
the American people – in the 
words of the framers of our 
Constitution, to “provide for 
the common defense”.18

La stratégie de sécurité na-
tionale a pour objectif de par-
er aux risques ou menaces 
susceptibles de porter atteinte 
à la vie de la nation.

Sa première finalité est de 
défendre la population et le 
territoire, car il s’agit du devoir 
et de la responsabilité de premier 
rang de L’Etat.19

Providing security for the nation 
and for its citizens remains the 
most important responsibility 
of government.20

Certain types of international operations can 
be seen as a part of a homeland defence. 
A force structure optimized for homeland 
defence will however not be the same as a 
force structure for international operations. 
A combat unit primarily for use in your own 
country will not need the same training, 
equipment and preparedness as a similar 
unit for international operations.21

During a period of low probability for 
state-state war, more resources could be 
allocated to international operations. As 
we now seem to enter a period of new risks 
for state-state war, the trend towards ope-
rations that are more international should 
be reversed.22 Against this background, it is 
not a good idea to transform much more of 
European forces for expeditionary warfare 
as N. Witney proposes.23 That said much 
could be done to transform the legacy of 
the cold war to a modern territorial de-
fence. There must however be a balance 
between territorial defence and taking part 
in international operations. Depending on 
the geopolitical situation etc. this balance 

18  DoD/USA: National Defense Strategy. June 2008, p 1.
19 Op cit, footnote 12 (Défense et Sécurité nationale). 
20 Op.cit, footnote 17
21  Cassidy R.M.: Counterinsurgency and the Global War on Terror. Military Culture and Irregular War. 

Praeger Security International. Westport, Connecticut London 2006; Op. cit.footnote 10 (Strachan 2008)
22  Kagan, R: The Return of History and the End of Dreams. Atlantic Books. London 2008. 

Kagan, R: “The September 12 Paradigm. America, the World, and George W Bush“. Foreign Affairs Volume 
87, no 5. September/October 2008; Foghelin, J: “Framtidsfrågor för försvaret“ (in Swedish: Future questions 
for the defence). KKrVAHT (The Royal Swedish Academy of War sciences. Proceedings and Journal) 3. 
Häftet 2008 pp. 68-72; Axberg, S. and Foghelin, J. (Eds.): Perspectives on Military Technology. The Royal 
Swedish Academy of War Sciences. Department of Military Technology. Fälth & Hässler, Värnamo 2006, 
pp 41-46. See chapter “Impacts of the New Societal Conflicts“by Jan Foghelin.

23  Witney, N.: Re-energising Europe’s Security and Defence Policy. European Council on Foreign Relations 
July 2008.
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could differ be tween the nations within 
the EU.

Cost-effective international operations
Some of the major international operations 
during the last decade (e.g. Afghanistan,24 
Iraq,25 Kosovo26) have not been successes 
if you look upon them from the criterion 
expected results/costs. There are a number 
of different conclusions, which can be 
drawn from the lack of successes:

A The expectations have been too high27

B Be more efficient by lessons learned,28 

better mixes of military and civilian 
components (e.g. more police)…

C Involve more troops, police… from the 
state itself as soon as possible.29 The 
“West” could do more of consultancy 
(SSR) and supply with advanced re-
sources.30

D Do not use your own forces, hire some-
one else’s.

- UN (using mainly forces from non-
Western states).

- Private Military Companies (PMC).

In an era of globalisation, it is reasonable to 
look for the possibilities to use units, which 
are cheaper, less risk-aversive, with higher 
endurance… than the Western units are.

To conclude:

- We have to set goals much more realistic 
and precise.

- We have to make priorities; which are 
the international operations necessary 
to do for our security.

- We must be more creative when it co-
mes to choice of means.

24  IISS: Strategic Survey 2007. Routledge. UK 2007. pp 366-375. Afghanistan: Spreading Insurgency. 
Hörstel, C.R: Sprengsatz Afghanistan. Die Bundeswehr in tödlicher Mission. Knaur. München 2007.

25  See references in section Decisionmaking
26  King, I; Mason, W: Peace at any Price. How the World Failed Kosovo, Hurst &Company, London 2006
27  We have had some problematic conflicts in Europe (Cyprus, Northern Ireland, the Basques…). In spite of 

good knowledge about cultures, history etc. the conflicts are not yet solved. Efforts to transform states to 
democracies in connection with development aid have not always been successful (and then you do not 
have manifest conflicts). It is curious how you can believe in transforming states in a conflict phase in a 
few years to peaceful democracies when you cannot solve problems, which should be easier. For the Iraqi 
example see Treverton,G.F.: “Promoting Democracy after Iraq“, pp 267-276 in Pierre, E. & Johansson, 
A.W.(eds) op.cit. footnote 8

28  There is of course learning between different operations over time and during longer operations. There seems to be 
difficulties to do this however even if there are good examples of learning and adapting e.g. the new COIN-doctrine. 
FM 3-24. MCWP 3-33.5 Counter Insurgency. December 2006. Headquarter. Department of the Army.

29  Op cit, footnote 21.
30  DoD/USA: National Defense Strategy. June 2008, p 8 and p 15.
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For some states an UN/EU/NATO-oper-
a tion is of no or little self-interest. They 
can make a decision to take part anyway. 
One important reason for this is to show 
solidarity to UN/EU/NATO. By the 
behaviour you can have higher hopes to get 
support yourself when in trouble.31

Risks

Our Western societies are risk-aversive. 
If you can expect many casualties in an 
international operation there must be very 
strong arguments (own security mainly) to 
engage. Causalities are also an important 
argument for ending an engagement.32

Asymmetry and Symmetry
Asymmetries in many dimensions are well 
known in international operations.33

Less discussed are problems with sym-
metries. In a conflict where a ruthless 
adversary uses means outside your own 
ROEs you can be provoked to use the same 
in certain situations.34

scenarios
There are different types of scenarios. You can 
start from the situation today and describe a 

way ahead (developmental scenarios). You 
can describe a situation in the future without 
any discussion of how you arrive in the 
future state starting from today (situational 
scenarios). The scenarios below are a mix. 
They take inspiration from different points of 
view from the demand and supply sections 
above.

More of the same
In this scenario, there is continuously a 
support for the type of international opera-
tions we have seen during the last 15 years. 
Small er improvements only in efficiency.

9/11 revisited
A shock, like 9/11, e.g. an attack by terrorist 
nuclear weapons, changes the mindset by 
people and politicians. At least initially, 
there will be a ruthless effort to avoid a 
repetition.

International operation fatigue
Afghanistan, Iraq, Kosovo and other just 
continue without any end in sight. This sit-
uation can lead to decisions to find excuses 
to withdraw and for not starting many new 
ones. A slow march towards engagement 
on a lower level. A subscenario is a situa-

31  Kjölberg, A.:  Livet i hegemonens skugge – en småstats sikkerhetslogikk (in Norweigian: Life in the shadow 
of the Hegemon – The security logic of a Small State). FFI-rapport 2007/01626.

32  Coker , C:  I The Future of War. The Re-Enchantment of War in the Twenty-first Century. Blackwell Publishing. 2004.  
Coker, C: I “The Future of War; What are the New Complexities?“ pp 83-103 in Olsen, J. A: On New Wars. Op.cit 
footnote 2; Howard, M.: “For God, King and Country.“ The National Interest. Sept./Oct. 2008, 00 54-
60.

33 Foghelin, J.: ”Sjutton teser om konflikters framtida karaktär” (In Swedish.Seventeen thesis about the future 
character of conflicts). KKrVAHT, 1. häftet 2000, pp 17-39. 

34  Op cit, footnote 10 (Strachan 2006)

Be a loyal partner
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tion when there for some reason will be 
heavy casualties which also lead to a lower 
engagement.

Change of supplier
In this scenario, there is still a support for 
international operation. For cost and risk 
reasons however the engagement of troops 
from Western countries is reduced. You 
use troops from low-salary states, you use 
UN more…

Homeland defence first
Changes in the (geo-) political situation 
makes state-state-war more probable. 
Deployments and force structures are 
changed to homeland defences. Priority of 

international operations, which are obvious 
for improving the security situation of the 
homeland.

Cost-efficiency
Due to an improved experimentation and 
lessons-learned process, you can continue 
on the same level of international opera-
tions but reduce the cost.

Part of this scenario is also an improved 
capability to assess which conflicts are 
important and possible to remedy.

The author is Engineering director at FOI 
and fellow of the Royal Swedish Academy 
of War Sciences.


