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‘Predictions can be very difficult – especially about the future.’1

‘If you choose not to decide, you still have made a choice.’2

Much has been made about the defining role of uncertainty in strategic plan-
ning since the end of the Cold War. With the end of bipolar competition, so the 
argument goes, and the accelerating pace of change in technology and inter-
national political and economic relations, forecasting world events even a few 
years into the future has become exceedingly difficult. Indeed, few in the year 
2000 would have described with much accuracy the current conditions facing 
national-security decision-makers. Moreover, history offers ample evidence, 
from the Schlieffen Plan to the Soviet economy, that rigid planning creates risks 
of catastrophic failure. Clearly, uncertainty demands an appreciation for the 
importance of flexibility in strategic planning. 

For all of its importance, however, recognition of uncertainty poses a 
dilemma for strategists: in predicting the future, they are likely to be wrong; 
but in resisting prediction, they risk clouding the rational bases for making stra-
tegic choices. Over-confidence in prediction may lead to good preparation for 
the wrong future, but wholesale dismissal of prediction may lead a strategist 
to spread his resources too thinly. In pursuit of flexibility, he ends up well pre-
pared for nothing. A natural compromise is to build strategies that are robust 
across multiple alternative future events but are still tailored to meet the chal-
lenges of the most likely future events.

Recent US national security strategy, especially in the Department of Defense, 
has veered from this middle course and placed too much emphasis on the role 
of uncertainty. This emphasis, paradoxically, illustrates the hazards of both too 

The Problem of Uncertainty in 
Strategic Planning

Michael Fitzsimmons

Survival  |  vol. 48 no. 4  |  Winter 2006–07  |  pp. 131–146 DOI 10.1080/00396330601062808

Michael Fitzsimmons is a defence analyst in Washington DC.



132  |  Michael Fitzsimmons

much allowance for uncertainty and too little. Current policies on nuclear-force 
planning and the results of the recent Quadrennial Defense Review (QDR) 
are examples of overreaching for strategic flexibility. The record of planning 
for post-war operations in Iraq, by contrast, indicates that decision-makers, in 
enlisting uncertainty as a rationale for discounting one set of predictions, have 
fallen prey to overconfidence in their own alternative set of predictions.

A more balanced approach to accounting for uncertainty in strategic plan-
ning would address a wide range of potential threats and security challenges, 
but would also incorporate explicit, transparent, probabilistic reasoning into 
planning processes. The main benefit of such an approach would not neces-
sarily be more precise predictions of the future, but rather greater clarity and 
discipline applied to the difficult judgements about the future upon which strat-
egy depends. 

The rise of uncertainty in strategic planning
Official assessments of the future security environment have, since the end of 
the Cold War, consistently acknowledged the importance of uncertainty.3 The 
beginning of the George W. Bush administration, however, marked a particu-
lar milestone in the strategic treatment of uncertainty, most explicitly reflected 
in Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld’s Pentagon. A heightened focus on 
uncertainty was signalled clearly in the 2001 QDR, where Rumsfeld asserted 
that a ‘fundamental condition of our circumstances’ is the fact that ‘we cannot 
and will not know precisely where and when American interests will be threat-
ened, when America will come under attack, or when Americans might die as 
the result of aggression’.4 Moreover, the QDR made it clear that this insight 
was offered not simply as a platitude, but as a ‘paradigm shift in force plan-
ning’, designed to ‘ensure that U.S. forces have the means to adapt in time to 
surprise’.5

The philosophy laid out in the 2001 QDR has been sustained over the course 
of several years and through such major strategic efforts as the ‘war on terror’ 
and regime change in Iraq. The latest National Defense Strategy, published in 
early 2005, reiterated the centrality of uncertainty, identifying it as ‘the defining 
characteristic of today’s strategic environment’.6

Most recently, the 2006 QDR and the comments of senior Pentagon leaders 
accompanying its release once again affirmed the importance of uncertainty 
in the Defense Department’s strategic-planning philosophy. In advance of the 
report’s publication, Rumsfeld explained that ‘our responsibility is to minimize 
the limits we place on future strategies, maximize the flexibility we make possi-
ble, because tomorrow’s threats are certain to be significant and unpredictable’.7 
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Top QDR architect Ryan Henry, the principal deputy undersecretary of defense 
for policy, made the point even more starkly: 

Uncertainty defines the strategic and operational environment today. 
We can’t tell where the next threats will come from or when they will 
materialize. A planning system based on the prediction of specific threats 
can no longer adequately address the spectrum of feasible threats to our 
society.8 

The 2006 QDR Report, itself, clearly reflects this thinking, describing the current 
security environment as being in transition ‘from a time of reasonable predict-
ability – to an era of surprise and uncertainty’.9

At one level it is difficult to contest the basis for these claims. Who can deny 
that surprise is an important fact of life? It is self-evident that predicting the 
future is difficult, all the more so when the subject of the prediction is a network 
of highly complex, dynamic, human systems, like international politics. This 
judgement is borne out by extensive theoretical and empirical inquiry, espe-
cially in emerging applications of complexity theory to the social sciences.10 
Accordingly, retaining flexibility is important for any organisation facing uncer-
tainty. Rumsfeld and his advisers are to be applauded for their recognition of 
and attempts to grapple with these important considerations.

But acknowledging the importance of uncertainty does not quite equate to 
accepting its practical utility, much less its centrality to strategic planning. How 
uncertain is the future? And does stepping back from predictions of the future 
really produce greater strategic flexibility? 

The trouble with uncertainty
In spite of its intuitive appeal, applying uncertainty to strategic planning 
quickly becomes problematic and can even inhibit the flexibility it was meant 
to deliver.

The first question we must ask here is: granting the inevitability of surprise, 
can we learn anything about the future from the current security environment? 
We do know a great deal about that. We know, for example, that transnational 
terrorist networks are actively targeting US interests and allies throughout the 
world. Also, Iran, a nation with a track record of xenophobic foreign policy 
and support for terrorism, is building nuclear weapons. The paranoid, totalitar-
ian regime in North Korea continues to threaten its neighbours with nuclear 
weapons, sophisticated missile systems, a million-man army, and thousands of 
artillery tubes within range of Seoul, the heart of one of Asia’s largest econo-
mies. None of these conditions is likely to disappear in the near future.
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The notion 
that today’s 
future is less 
certain than 
yesterday’s is 
overdrawn

Acknowledging current challenges such as these does not suggest that 
obvious threats are necessarily the most important ones, or that the future is 
bound to resemble the present. But it does suggest that uncertainty must be 
considered within the context of an environment where some significant threats 
are relatively clear and where certain known contingencies are important to 
plan for. Unexpected threats notwithstanding, just the three threats noted above 
constitute a fairly healthy set of challenges for strategic planning to address. 
And, of course, the Pentagon does plan extensively for these and other specific 
contingencies. From this perspective, it becomes a bit harder to accept the claim 
that ‘uncertainty defines the strategic and operational environment today’.

Additionally, the notion that today’s future is less certain than yesterday’s 
is overdrawn. There is more nostalgia than truth behind the characterisation 
of the Cold War as ‘a time of reasonable predictability’. Presidents from Harry 

Truman to George H.W. Bush might have taken exception to 
that description, as might soldiers, sailors, airmen and marines 
deployed to Korea, Vietnam, Iran, Lebanon, Grenada, Libya, 
Panama and Iraq, among other places, while Pentagon strate-
gists refined plans for war in Central Europe.

By the same token, today’s future may not be shrouded 
in complete mystery. Indeed, much of recent official rhetoric 
surrounding the ‘war on terror’ echoes that of the Cold War, 
identifying the emergence of a mortal enemy, in the form of 
violent radical Islam, and the prospects for a generational 

struggle against that enemy.11 This rhetoric contrasts sharply with claims that 
uncertainty is central to strategic planning. The 2006 QDR flirts with a little 
logical tension when it introduces the term ‘the long war’ and the notion of ‘an 
era of surprise and uncertainty’ within one page of each other.12

In sum, the justification for emphasising uncertainty in strategic planning 
is questionable. Strategic uncertainty is neither novel to the current security 
environment nor overwhelming in the face of some clear challenges facing US 
national security. 

However, the weak grounds for emphasising uncertainty are only half the 
problem: even if justified in theory, applying uncertainty to planning is highly 
problematic. In the most literal sense, uncertainty makes planning impossi-
ble: one cannot plan for that which cannot be known.13 However, traditional 
rational-choice theory distinguishes this kind of pure uncertainty from risk. 
Conditions of risk are those that prevail in casinos or the stock market, where 
future outcomes are unknown, but probabilities can be estimated. Conditions 
of uncertainty, by contrast, are those where there is no basis even for estimating 



The Problem of Uncertainty in Strategic Planning   |  135   

probabilities.14 If the uncertainty evoked by strategic planners is more properly 
characterised as risk, then this implies the need for greater variability in the 
scenarios and planning factors against which strategies are tested.

But handling even this weaker form of uncertainty is still quite challeng-
ing. If not sufficiently bounded, a high degree of variability in planning factors 
can exact a significant price on planning. The complexity presented by great 
variability strains the cognitive abilities of even the most sophisticated decision-
makers.15 And even a robust decision-making process sensitive to cognitive 
limitations necessarily sacrifices depth of analysis for breadth as variability and 
complexity grows. It should follow, then, that in planning under conditions of 
risk, variability in strategic calculation should be carefully tailored to available 
analytic and decision processes.

Why is this important? What harm can an imbalance between complexity 
and cognitive or analytic capacity in strategic planning bring? Stated simply, 
where analysis is silent or inadequate, the personal beliefs of decision-makers 
fill the void. As political scientist Richard Betts found in a study of strategic sur-
prise, in ‘an environment that lacks clarity, abounds with conflicting data, and 
allows no time for rigorous assessment of sources and validity, ambiguity allows 
intuition or wishfulness to drive interpretation ... The greater the ambiguity, the 
greater the impact of preconceptions.’16 The decision-making environment that 
Betts describes here is one of political-military crisis, not long-term strategic 
planning. But a strategist who sees uncertainty as the central fact of his environ-
ment brings upon himself some of the pathologies of crisis decision-making. 
He invites ambiguity, takes conflicting data for granted and substitutes a priori 
scepticism about the validity of prediction for time pressure as a rationale for 
discounting the importance of analytic rigour. 

It is important not to exaggerate the extent to which data and ‘rigorous 
assessment’ can illuminate strategic choices. Ambiguity is a fact of life, and 
scepticism of analysis is necessary. Accordingly, the intuition and judgement of 
decision-makers will always be vital to strategy, and attempting to subordinate 
those factors to some formulaic, deterministic decision-making model would be 
both undesirable and unrealistic. All the same, there is danger in the opposite 
extreme as well. Without careful analysis of what is relatively likely and what 
is relatively unlikely, what will be the possible bases for strategic choices? A 
decision-maker with no faith in prediction is left with little more than a set of 
worst-case scenarios and his existing beliefs about the world to confront the 
choices before him. Those beliefs may be more or less well founded, but if they 
are not made explicit and subject to analysis and debate regarding their appli-
cation to particular strategic contexts, they remain only beliefs and premises, 



136  |  Michael Fitzsimmons

rather than rational judgements. Even at their best, such decisions are likely to 
be poorly understood by the organisations charged with their implementation. 
At their worst, such decisions may be poorly understood by the decision-makers 
themselves.

Moreover, this style of decision-making is self-reinforcing. A strategist dis-
missive of explicit models of prediction or cause and effect is likely to have a 
much higher threshold of resistance to adjusting strategy in the face of changing 
circumstances. It is much harder to be proven wrong if changing or emerg-
ing information is systematically discounted on the grounds that the strategic 
environment is inherently unpredictable. The result may be a bias toward 
momentum in the current direction, toward the status quo. This is the antithesis 
of flexibility. Facts on the ground change faster than belief systems, so the extent 
to which a strategy is based on the latter rather than the former may be a rea-
sonable measure of strategic rigidity. In this way, undue emphasis in planning 
on uncertainty creates an intellectual temptation to cognitive dissonance on the 
one hand, and confirmatory bias on the other. And the effect, both insidious and 
ironic, is that the appreciation for uncertainty subverts exactly the value that it 
professes to serve: flexibility. 

Uncertainty in practice
If the effects of stressing uncertainty were limited to contradictory statements 
in strategic-planning documents and speeches, the harm would be small and 
redress would be of largely academic interest. But there is strong circumstan-
tial evidence that these effects extend beyond the rhetorical domain. Three 
examples illustrate problems arising from an aversion to prediction in strategic 
planning. Current nuclear-weapons policy and posture illustrate the strategic 
costs that uncertainty can exact in the form of keeping options open. The 2006 
QDR shows how uncertainty can inhibit clear strategic choice in the allocation 
of resources. Finally, the use of intelligence and expert advice in planning for 
the 2003 invasion of Iraq shows how uncertainty can actually serve to privilege 
pre-conceptions over analysis and thereby undermine strategic flexibility.

Uncertainty in the future security environment has been a key organising 
principle for the posture and planning of the US nuclear arsenal. In an effort 
to leave Cold War nuclear-force-sizing logic behind, the 2001 Nuclear Posture 
Review (NPR) adopted from the 2001 QDR a ‘capabilities-based approach’ to 
establishing requirements for US nuclear weapons. The premise of the capabili-
ties-based approach is that threats cannot be predicted reliably. As a result, in 
the words of then Under Secretary of Defense for Policy Douglas Feith, ‘instead 
of our past primary reliance on nuclear forces for deterrence, we will need a 
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broad array of nuclear, non-nuclear and defensive capabilities for an era of 
uncertainty and surprise’.17 In practical terms, this meant that the numbers and 
alert levels of deployed nuclear weapons would need to be considerably higher 
than would be necessary simply to deter Russia and China. 

While the NPR is classified, the extent to which its policy is underpinned by 
the strategic importance of uncertainty is made very clear in a private report 
published in January 2001 by several strategists who, only months later, were 
writing nuclear policy in the Pentagon.18 The report, published by the National 
Institute for Public Policy, identifies a variety of plausible ways in which the 
future security environment might change from the status quo, especially in 
dangerous directions, and evaluates the potential utility of nuclear weapons 
in adapting to those changes. It does not attempt to assess the likelihoods of 
any of those alternative futures and, indeed, dismisses the utility of any such 
assessment, concluding that ‘there can be no logical integrity in the confident 
assertion that any given force level, even if judged to be appropriate today, will 
continue to be so in the future’.19

The problem with this logic, while laudably cautious, is that it does not leave 
a great deal of scope for deciding on or justifying any course of action what-
soever about weapons deployment. If there were no trade-offs involved with 
having large numbers of nuclear weapons on high alert, this might be a minor 
problem. But, of course, this is not the case. Beyond the resources they consume, 
large numbers of nuclear weapons on alert may be unnecessarily provocative 
in crises, may hamper non-proliferation efforts, and may raise the risk of acci-
dental launch by other nuclear powers prompted to maintain high alert levels 
themselves. The risks of being underprepared for unexpected warfighting con-
tingencies must be weighed against these. A 1997 National Academy of Sciences 
report summarised this trade-off: ‘During the Cold War, reducing the risk of 
a surprise attack appeared to be more important than the 
risks generated by maintaining nuclear forces in a continu-
ous state of alert. With the end of that era, the opposite 
view is now more credible.’20 

The nature of the risks associated with nuclear weapons 
is, of course, a complicated and contentious matter. But it 
is crucially important to recognise that the very terms of a 
debate regarding trade-offs of risk depend on some ability 
to assess the relative likelihood of events. Without that, the 
debate is reduced to a competition of assertions. In this way, emphasis on uncer-
tainty buys flexibility, but at unknown cost, and thus obscures the path toward 
strategic choice.

Emphasis on 
uncertainty 

obscures the 
path toward 

strategic choice
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The 2006 QDR suggests another venue in which uncertainty can undermine 
the bases for strategic choice: resource allocation. Perhaps the most common 
criticism of the recent QDR has been that, despite its aspirations to be ‘a fulcrum 
of transition to a post-9/11 world’,21 it actually provides little basis for transform-
ing the military or prioritising US national security and defence investment.22 In 
other words, it dodged the tough budgetary choices that it faced. 

The QDR is thorough in describing a wide range of challenges to national 
security and establishes ambitious goals for the Department of Defense in 
addressing them. In particular, the report devotes a great deal of attention to 
the need for a shift in focus from ‘traditional’ to ‘irregular’ challenges, reflect-
ing a shift in the types of enemies and tactics facing the United States away 
from state-based conventional militaries toward transnational terrorists and 
insurgent forces.23 However, the fiscal year 2007 budget that accompanied the 
strategy document pointedly did not cancel any major programme or weapons 
system designed principally for ‘traditional’ warfare. Rather, capabilities for 
robust deterrence and dissuasion of China, euphemistically referred to as 
‘shaping the choices of countries at strategic crossroads’, clearly played a large 
role in shaping the resource-allocation decisions that accompanied the QDR’s 
release. An unnamed ‘senior defense official’ acknowledged precisely this 
point in a press conference the week before the QDR report was published, 
explaining that ‘given the “strategic crossroads” focus area of the QDR, there’s 
a benefit to keeping most of these capabilities around at their programmed 
levels’.24 

Clearly, preparing to deter China and to defeat terrorists is not an either–or 
proposition for the Defense Department. To some significant degree, it must 
do both, and much more. At the same time, however, it cannot do everything 
equally well with limited resources. It is difficult to reconcile the future resource 
demands that the recent budget proposal implies with the resources likely to 
be available in the next several years for national defence. According to the 
Congressional Budget Office, even sustaining current capabilities beyond the 
current programme horizon is likely to cost at least $77 billion per year more 
than was requested for the 2006 defence budget.25 Accordingly, an effective strat-
egy must prioritise, not just enumerate, the various challenges facing the nation. 
And if risk management is meant to be an important tool for that prioritisation, 
both adverse consequences and likelihoods associated with various challenges 
must be considered explicitly. Importantly, just such a judgement about prior-
ity seems to be implicit in the QDR’s call for a shift in focus from traditional to 
irregular challenges. But in spite of this, the resource allocation deliberations 
associated with the QDR appear to have avoided this kind of analysis. The 
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result is an attempt to move forward on all fronts with equal effort, a choice that 
may be neither warranted nor sustainable.

Admittedly, the role played by strategic uncertainty in the decision-making 
processes at the highest levels in this case is speculative. And, to be fair, neither 
of the two previous QDRs was notable for codification of difficult choices 
either. There are considerable inertial political forces, both inside and outside 
the Pentagon, that slow efforts to implement major programmatic change. 
Nevertheless, the gap between the QDR’s aspiration and its achievement in 
terms of driving transformational change raises the questions: might different 
choices have been made if advocates for change could have mustered stronger 
arguments about the potential bases for making controversial trade-offs? And 
on what grounds might advocates of paring back procurement of expensive 
weapon systems have justified their views, if not the diminishing likelihood of 
conventional conflict with peer or near-peer military competitors? But, if claims 
about differential likelihoods of various types of major military contingencies 
are drowned out by the noise of uncertainty, then the intellectual grounds for 
debating strategic choice become quite slippery. In the process, strategic choice 
becomes more susceptible than it would otherwise be to the dynamics of bureau-
cratic political power.

Finally, the planning for post-war operations in Iraq offers another perspec-
tive on the tangled relationship between uncertainty and strategy. Problems 
of predicting the future are at the heart of intelligence analysis and its role in 
national-security strategy. While few would question the fragility of intelligence 
estimates or the chequered history of judgements made by the US intelligence 
community, prediction remains an important part of its mission. Beyond collect-
ing and reporting raw information, intelligence organisations are often expected 
to identify trends and consider the implications of alternative strategies on the 
behaviour of allies and adversaries. To accomplish this difficult mission, intelli-
gence analysts must rely on two crucial resources: good analytic tradecraft that 
provides transparent standards of evidence, and subject-matter expertise that 
enables an appreciation for the subtleties of complex human phenomena. 

But standards of evidence and subject-matter expertise are exactly the sorts 
of factors decision-makers sceptical of the reliability of prediction might be apt 
to discount. If uncertainty defines the strategic environment, then what greater 
insight can the expert analyst bring to bear on strategy than the generalist? This 
attitude could marginalise intelligence analysis in strategic decision-making.

US planning for the aftermath of the Iraq War exemplifies how such mar-
ginalisation has played a significant role in recent strategic decision-making. In 
the judgement of Paul Pillar, the senior US intelligence official for Middle East 
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analysis from 2000 to 2005, ‘what is most remarkable about prewar U.S. intelli-
gence on Iraq is not that it got things wrong and thereby misled policymakers; it 
is that it played so small a role in one of the most important U.S. policy decisions 
in recent decades’.26 While great volumes of ink have been spilled in the debate 
over intelligence estimates of Iraqi nuclear, biological or chemical weapons, 
there is much more clarity about the intelligence community’s estimates of the 
political environment the US would face in post-war Iraq. Those estimates accu-
rately predicted most of the major challenges that developed, from insurgency 
and sectarian violence to the strengthening of Iran’s geopolitical hand and the 
galvanising effect on foreign radical Islamists.27 The reported expectations of 
most key administration officials bore little resemblance to these predictions.28

Rumsfeld’s famous distinction between ‘known unknowns’ and ‘unknown 
unknowns’ came in response to a reporter’s question on the intelligence 
supporting assertions of linkages between the Iraqi government and terror-
ist organisations.29 The implication of his remark was that presumption of a 
genuine Iraqi–terrorist linkage was justified because the absence of evidence 
to support the presumption did not conclusively disprove it. Here, as with the 
post-war planning assumptions, uncertainty served to level the playing field 
between facts and analysis, on the one hand, and the preconceptions of senior 
leadership on the other.

Many of the US government’s experts on Iraq and the Arab world outside the 
intelligence community were also marginalised in the planning for the Iraq War. 
In 2002, the State Department launched the ‘Future of Iraq Project’ to write a 
detailed plan for the governance of a post-Saddam democratic Iraq. Participants 
included dozens of career Middle East specialists from the State Department 
and the intelligence community, as well as native Iraqis. The project’s report 
covered a wide variety of topics, from development of a constitution to the 
management of municipal utilities. In the end, however, leaders in the White 
House and the Pentagon viewed the report as too pessimistic and ignored many 
of its conclusions.30

Another well-publicised instance where decision-makers rejected expert 
advice on weak grounds was the public exchange between Pentagon civilian 
leaders and the Army chief of staff regarding the number of ground troops 
required for successful post-hostilities operations in Iraq. One month prior to 
the invasion, General Eric Shinseki told the Senate Armed Services Committee 
that establishing security and conditions for political stability in Iraq follow-
ing the end of major combat operations would take ‘several hundred thousand’ 
coalition ground troops. His estimate was based on the application of troop-to-
population ratios from previous security and stabilisation operations.31 While 
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fairly rudimentary, the thrust of this analysis was shared by a variety of expert 
analysts outside the government.32 

Two days after Shinseki’s testimony, both Rumsfeld and Deputy Secretary 
of Defense Paul Wolfowitz publicly renounced the estimate. Wolfowitz told the 
House Budget Committee that Shinseki was ‘wildly off the mark’, and offered 
several unsubstantiated and, in retrospect, incorrect predic-
tions about post-war attitudes toward American forces among 
Iraqis and US allies. Having made these predictions, he then 
proceded to reject the validity of making predictions, insist-
ing that the ‘most fundamental point is that we simply cannot 
predict ... we have no idea what we will need unless and until 
we get there on the ground’.33 In effect, by denying the validity 
of prediction, Wolfowitz locked himself into a very specific but 
implicit prediction that conformed to his own preconceptions.

The point is neither that Army generals are always better qualified to make 
such judgements than civilians, nor that hindsight shows Shinseki’s judgement 
to be better than Wolfowitz’s. It is that the grounds for the decision that was actu-
ally made on troop levels were conspicuously shakier than those of Shinseki’s 
judgement, and yet they prevailed. The mistakes that were made in the Bush 
administration’s post-war planning for Iraq are entirely consistent with a bias in 
decision-making against the authority of expertise in predicting the future, and 
the invocation of uncertainty in this instance became a rationale for rigidity in 
planning rather than flexibility.

In defence of prediction
Uncertainty is not a new phenomenon for strategists. Clausewitz knew that 
‘many intelligence reports in war are contradictory; even more are false, and 
most are uncertain’. In coping with uncertainty, he believed that ‘what one can 
reasonably ask of an officer is that he should possess a standard of judgment, 
which he can gain only from knowledge of men and affairs and from common 
sense. He should be guided by the laws of probability.’34 Granted, one can 
certainly allow for epistemological debates about the best ways of gaining ‘a 
standard of judgment’ from ‘knowledge of men and affairs and from common 
sense’. Scientific inquiry into the ‘laws of probability’ for any given strate-
gic question may not always be possible or appropriate. Certainly, analysis 
cannot and should not be presumed to trump the intuition of decision-makers. 
Nevertheless, Clausewitz’s implication seems to be that the burden of proof in 
any debates about planning should belong to the decision-maker who rejects 
formal analysis, standards of evidence and probabilistic reasoning. 

Rumsfeld and 
Wolfowitz 

publicly 
renounced  

the estimate
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Ultimately, though, the value of prediction in strategic planning does not rest 
primarily in getting the correct answer, or even in the more feasible objective of 
bounding the range of correct answers. Rather, prediction requires decision-
makers to expose, not only to others but to themselves, the beliefs they hold 
regarding why a given event is likely or unlikely and why it would be impor-
tant or unimportant. Richard Neustadt and Ernest May highlight this useful 
property of probabilistic reasoning in their renowned study of the use of history 
in decision-making, Thinking in Time. In discussing the importance of probing 
presumptions, they contend: 

The need is for tests prompting questions, for sharp, straightforward 
mechanisms the decision makers and their aides might readily recall and 
use to dig into their own and each others’ presumptions. And they need 
tests that get at basics somewhat by indirection, not by frontal inquiry: 
not ‘what is your inferred causation, General?’ Above all, not, ‘what are 
your values, Mr. Secretary?’ ... If someone says ‘a fair chance’ ... ask, ‘if 
you were a betting man or woman, what odds would you put on that?’ 
If others are present, ask the same of each, and of yourself, too. Then 
probe the differences: why? This is tantamount to seeking and then 
arguing assumptions underlying different numbers placed on a subjective 
probability assessment. We know of no better way to force clarification 
of meanings while exposing hidden differences ... Once differing odds 
have been quoted, the question ‘why?’ can follow any number of tracks. 
Argument may pit common sense against common sense or analogy 
against analogy. What is important is that the expert’s basis for linking 
‘if’ with ‘then’ gets exposed to the hearing of other experts before the lay 
official has to say yes or no.’35 

There are at least three critical and related benefits of prediction in strate-
gic planning. The first reflects Neustadt and May’s point – prediction enforces 
a certain level of discipline in making explicit the assumptions, key variables 
and implied causal relationships that constitute decision-makers’ beliefs and 
that might otherwise remain implicit. Imagine, for example, if Shinseki and 
Wolfowitz had been made to assign probabilities to their opposing expectations 
regarding post-war Iraq. Not only would they have had to work harder to justify 
their views, they might have seen more clearly the substantial chance that they 
were wrong and had to make greater efforts in their planning to prepare for that 
contingency. Secondly, the very process of making the relevant factors of a deci-
sion explicit provides a firm, or at least transparent, basis for making choices. 
Alternative courses of action can be compared and assessed in like terms. Third, 
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the transparency and discipline of the process of arriving at the initial strategy 
should heighten the decision-maker’s sensitivity toward changes in the envi-
ronment that would suggest the need for adjustments to that 
strategy. In this way, prediction enhances rather than under-
mines strategic flexibility. 

This defence of prediction does not imply that great stakes 
should be gambled on narrow, singular predictions of the future. 
On the contrary, the central problem of uncertainty in plan-
ning remains that any given prediction may simply be wrong. 
Preparations for those eventualities must be made. Indeed, in 
many cases, relatively unlikely outcomes could be enormously 
consequential, and therefore merit extensive preparation and 
investment. In order to navigate this complexity, strategists must return to the dis-
tinction between uncertainty and risk. While the complexity of the international 
security environment may make it somewhat resistant to the type of probabilis-
tic thinking associated with risk, a risk-oriented approach seems to be the only 
viable model for national-security strategic planning. The alternative approach, 
which categorically denies prediction, precludes strategy. As Betts argues, 

Any assumption that some knowledge, whether intuitive or explicitly 
formalized, provides guidance about what should be done is a presumption 
that there is reason to believe the choice will produce a satisfactory outcome 
– that is, it is a prediction, however rough it may be. If there is no hope of 
discerning and manipulating causes to produce intended effects, analysts 
as well as politicians and generals should all quit and go fishing.36

Unless they are willing to quit and go fishing, then, strategists must sharpen 
their tools of risk assessment. Risk assessment comes in many varieties, but 
identification of two key parameters is common to all of them: the consequences 
of a harmful event or condition; and the likelihood of that harmful event or 
condition occurring. With no perspective on likelihood, a strategist can have 
no firm perspective on risk. With no firm perspective on risk, strategists cannot 
purposefully discriminate among alternative choices. Without purposeful 
choice, there is no strategy. 

*               *               *

One of the most widely read books in recent years on the complicated relation-
ship between strategy and uncertainty is Peter Schwartz’s work on scenario-based 
planning, The Art of the Long View. Schwartz warns against the hazards faced 

Prediction 
enhances 

rather than 
undermines 

strategic 
flexibility
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by leaders who have deterministic habits of mind, or who deny the difficult 
implications of uncertainty for strategic planning. To overcome such tenden-
cies, he advocates the use of alternative future scenarios for the purposes of 
examining alternative strategies. His view of scenarios is that their goal is not 
to predict the future, but to sensitise leaders to the highly contingent nature of 
their decision-making.37 

This philosophy has taken root in the strategic-planning processes in the 
Pentagon and other parts of the US government, and properly so. Examination 
of alternative futures and the potential effects of surprise on current plans is 
essential. Appreciation of uncertainty also has a number of organisational impli-
cations, many of which the national-security establishment is trying to take to 
heart, such as encouraging multidisciplinary study and training, enhancing 
information sharing, rewarding innovation, and placing a premium on speed 
and versatility.  The arguments advanced here seek to take nothing away from 
these imperatives of planning and operating in an uncertain environment.

But appreciation of uncertainty carries hazards of its own. Questioning 
assumptions is critical, but assumptions must be made in the end. Clausewitz’s 
‘standard of judgment’ for discriminating among alternatives must be applied. 
Creative, unbounded speculation must resolve to choice or else there will be 
no strategy. Recent history suggests that unchecked scepticism regarding the 
validity of prediction can marginalise analysis, trade significant cost for ambig-
uous benefit, empower parochial interests in decision-making, and undermine 
flexibility. Accordingly, having fully recognised the need to broaden their  
strategic-planning aperture, national-security policymakers would do well now 
to reinvigorate their efforts in the messy but indispensable business of predict-
ing the future.
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