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In Search of the Art and
Science of Strategic
Communication
DENNIS M. MURPHY

S

trategic communication in the Department of Defense clearly has moved
forward under the tutelage of Secretary Robert Gates. In a far-ranging
speech at the University of Kansas in November 2007, Dr. Gates bemoaned
the inability of the United States to “communicate to the rest of the world
what we are about as a society and a culture.”1 Had the discussion ended
there, a legitimate impression may have been conveyed that senior officials
in the national security and foreign affairs sectors of the US government still
were sorting out how to apply the principles of strategic communication.
But on 17 September 2008, Dr. Gates announced a new policy of
apologizing for Afghan civilian casualties and offering compensation to
survivors even before all the facts were known. There were obvious downfalls to this decision, not the least of which is that the wrong people might be
compensated. But perhaps Dr. Gates is demonstrating that he understands
the value of a rapid, compassionate response. The policy aim had much less
to do with compensation and everything to do with sending a message that
the United States cares about the Afghan people.2 So the Secretary’s action
closed a proverbial “say-do” gap and made inroads in the elusive battle of
ideas. It was a first but important step in this ongoing and generational ideological struggle. Secretary Gates then changed commanders and strategy in
Afghanistan, recognizing the importance, in large part, of the perceptions of
the Afghan people regarding American military actions and presence.
Strategic communication is, at its essence, the orchestration of actions, words, and images to create cognitive information effects.3 In the
arena of the warfighter, these effects inherently support the achievement of
military objectives. It is safe to say that the explosion of information technology and ready availability of communication methods will mean all
military operations, across the spectrum of conflict, will depend heavily
on the proper distribution of information to support mission success. ConWinter 2009-10
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sequently, an understanding of how to incorporate strategic communication
into warfighting paradigms to enhance effectiveness is imperative. Secretary
Gates’s aforementioned policy decisions emphasize this fact by providing an
example of the increasing merger of the tactical (collateral civilian casualties)
with the strategic in a near-transparent information environment.
The nature of warfare and military decision-making is understood to be
both art and science, the combination of which varies according to situational
and functional circumstances.4 Given the importance of strategic communication to current and future warfare, it is essential to consider its application from
both perspectives. Such a review will find that US warfighting commanders
have the skills honed in current military education and training to employ the
“art” of strategic communication, but require a shift in organizational culture to
maximize application of that art. On the other hand, they risk failure without expert help when considering the “science” of strategic communication.
The Art of Strategic Communication
The US military’s capstone manual, Joint Publication 1, states that:
War is a complex, human undertaking that does not respond to deterministic rules . . . . [There is] a burden on the commander to remain
responsive, versatile, and adaptive in real time to seize opportunities
and reduce vulnerabilities. This is the art of war.5

Warfighting commanders practice this art of war, not in haphazard fashion,
but by applying their experience to time-honored processes in the planning
and execution of military battles and campaigns. The military decisionmaking process (campaign planning process at higher levels) is taught to
and applied by leaders through all levels of their careers. The planning process is driven, first and foremost, by the commander’s intent. Adaptation in
the execution of military missions then occurs within an iterative “decide,
detect, deliver, and assess” loop paradigm. While all phases of this loop are
important, the assessment phase allows the commander to gauge the success
of battles and campaigns and determine future actions in light of results. The
commander’s intent and the assessment phase of execution provide both
opportunities and challenges to strategic communication’s ability to enable
mission success.

Dennis M. Murphy is Director of the Information in Warfare Group at the Center for
Strategic Leadership, US Army War College where he teaches information operations and
strategic communication elective courses and conducts workshops focused on the information element of power.
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Commander’s Intent
The commander’s intent “articulate(s) the purpose of the campaign being
conducted and the . . . commander’s vision of the military end-state when military
operations are concluded.”6 It serves as the impetus for operational planning.
Senior and mid-level military leaders have evolved in a culture that
emphasizes kinetic warfighting skills, both in planning and execution.7 Anecdotal evidence indicates this background may be influential during the
initial months of tours of duty in Afghanistan and Iraq, resulting in slow adaptation to the requirements for the incorporation of the information effects
of strategic communication on operations.8 This cultural propensity toward
kinetic action will remain intact without a significant “forcing function” to
refocus commanders, staffs, and subordinate units toward an emphasis on
information effects. Christine MacNulty, in her monograph Transformation
from the Outside in or Inside out?, notes that organizational culture change
occurs slowly over time: “People do change their mindsets . . . but it usually happens in a fairly slow, evolutionary fashion.”9 Unfortunately, in time
of war, slow, evolutionary change is paid for in blood, and so the time gap
has to be eliminated.
To be sure, the military has recognized the importance of information
(and other nonlethal) effects as illuminated in the Army and Marine Corps
manual on counterinsurgency operations.10 While progress has been made in
that regard, it is interesting to note that Secretary Gates’s policy decision regarding compensation for civilian casualties occurred nearly two years after
the manual was published, thus reinforcing the pattern of slow, evolutionary
change. Add to this challenge the fact that strategic communication is often a
misunderstood concept when doctrinal underpinnings are absent, along with
the previously mentioned cultural bias toward the kinetic, and it becomes easier to realize why the opportunities to exploit success in the information environment are not yet prevalent.
The path to addressing these problems, if we are to realize the full benefit of strategic communication, lies in having a clearly stated information,
end-state to accompany the traditional military end-state. The information endstate is a description of what the information environment will look like at the
conclusion of military operations. It should consider the cognitive dimension
of the information environment. This cognitive description includes the desired perceptions and attitudes of the intended audience (e.g., the indigenous
population or international community).
A properly articulated information end-state will drive the planning
and execution of the military operation. Military courses of action will be
analyzed against this vision, and subordinate military units will carry out
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Strategic communication is, at its essence, the
orchestration of actions, words, and images to
create cognitive information effects.
the operation in an effort to achieve the described end-state in the commander’s intent. Sensitized to this intent, planners “wargame” the courses
of action with that end-state in mind. Consequently, planners will consider an enemy’s expected reaction to any friendly forces’ actions in terms of
the required information end-state. This assessment will include recognition
that friendly kinetic action may result in an enemy asymmetric information
reaction. Planners can then prepare counteractions to blunt the enemy information attack or elect to choose an alternate course of action. Additionally, the information end-state will determine how subordinate units execute
their mission. Actions send loud and clear messages to the target audience.
Where previously a kinetic solution may have been the preferred choice
(driven by inherent organizational culture), the information end-state may
dictate a different approach, achieving the stated cognitive effect related to
perceptions, attitudes, and ultimately behavior in support of achieving the
commander’s overarching objectives.
The commander’s intent when amplified by the simple inclusion of
an information end-state supports the application of the art of war in strategic
communication from the outset of planning and execution. It permits that art
to mature within the current planning processes and paradigms and, perhaps
most importantly, ensures the commander owns this critical enabler.11
The inclusion of an information end-state is an important step in
proactively managing the information environment in support of military
objectives. That same environment, however, guarantees that “wildcards”
may occur as unpredictable, disruptive forces, even when an information
end-state is available to sensitize the warfighter to cognitive effects. These
incidents will significantly impact a military operation, whether the wildcard is the release of a gruesome civilian terrorist video on the Internet,
false rumors of collateral damage involving civilians, or stories of friendly
forces using a holy book for target practice. While the military response to
such events seems necessarily reactive in nature, current planning processes facilitate proactive consideration of such events. In military planning a
“branch” is “a contingency option built into the basic plan . . . . It is used
to aid success of the operation based on anticipated events, opportunities, or
disruptions caused by enemy actions and reactions. It answers the question
‘what if?’”12 As with the commander’s intent, however, an organizational cul-
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ture shift is required, if we are to successfully apply the existing process to the
expected information environment; but the branch process does currently exist and is widely understood. While branch planning cannot account for every
possible wildcard, it can anticipate that wildcards will occur and, at a minimum, establish procedures to deal with them.
Assessment: Measures of Effectiveness
The same organizational culture that skews actions toward the kinetic
also impacts the assessment of information effects defined by the end-state.
Kinetic action, by its nature, provides the instant gratification of measuring
effectiveness by physical forensic evidence: a bomb is dropped, a building
is destroyed. But, given the unique nature of the human behavior model,
measuring the effectiveness of strategic communication efforts on perceptions and attitudes is much more problematic and typically occurs over time.
Complicating matters is Dr. Steve Corman’s application of the pragmatic
complexity theory to strategic communication. Corman implies that a feedback loop is necessary in the application of strategic communication (an accepted part of the military process) but offers that the number of variables
portends initial failure of communication efforts. Strategic communication
then becomes a series of variations of messages (through actions, images,
and words), and selecting and retaining those that work best.13 This means
the “decide, detect, deliver, assess” model is still relevant, but the assessment of results occurs more slowly over time and is more complicated than
when the process is applied to kinetic actions.
It is not hard to understand why the military commander, expecting
the immediate results that his kinetic experience provides, and ingrained
to focus on rapid success, may question the value of strategic communication to mission accomplishment. This is especially true when valuable resources are applied against the effort. (Do you put a combat cameraman or
a machine gunner on a helicopter flying into the battle zone?)14 In much the
same manner as an information end-state offers an opportunity to overcome
cultural reticence, informational measures of effectiveness need to be developed with organizational culture in mind. Typical measurements for strategic communication are costly in terms of time, money, and manpower and
usually require a special expertise. These measurements can include polling, focus groups, and media analysis. To reduce the associated expense,
the military would be well-served to develop “field expedient” measures
of effectiveness. Colonel Ralph Baker described his experience using such
methods as a brigade combat team commander in Iraq. The number and
categories of people waving as a patrol moved through a village and the
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amount, type, or lack of graffiti on village walls acted as metrics to determine attitudes and perceptions reflective of changes in behavior. Soldiers
within the brigade became some of the primary sources of information, and
Baker evaluated their collection efforts in terms of the doctrinally accepted commander’s critical information requirements.15 Before dismissing this
example as only applicable to tactical situations, it is well to remember that
tactical action in the information realm has long- and short-term operational
and strategic implications. While Baker’s use of these measures was necessarily a commonsense approach in a combat zone, social scientists may just
as readily codify a list of measures that are easily and efficiently available
to field commanders.
The commander also needs to overcome the false need for instant
gratification that is the expected norm for kinetic measures of effectiveness.
Consequently, identification and formulation of intermediate information effects reflecting progress toward achieving the ultimate information end-state
can be of equal or greater value. Evidence of the impact of strategic communication efforts is a more near-term reality, and commanders will gain confidence over time that the cost of the effort is providing benefits in support of
mission accomplishment.
The art of strategic communication, with appropriate changes to accommodate the inherent military culture, is fully achievable within the current military processes described in this article. But even this discussion has
hinted at the complexity of the human behavior model and the requirement
that science be stringently applied to the model to ensure expected results.
The Science of Strategic Communication
While the art of war is, by its nature, a function of experience applied within codified processes, the science of war takes that experience and
provides rigor to the analysis driven by those processes. As such, science
verifies or questions art. In this manner science often ensures that specific
actions taken to execute the military plan produce the anticipated results.
(The science of ballistics and Newtonian physics come to mind in the kinetic warfight.) As previously noted, the US military’s joint doctrine related to
operations fully embraces this concept when it notes that “decision-making
is both art and science.”16
Science is particularly important in the conduct of strategic communication as a means of producing the intended information effects. Consider
an information end-state that requires the population of a village to remain
neutral in their attitude toward a US military presence at the conclusion of
an operation. What are the actions, images, and words that ensure the appro-

110

Parameters

priate effect? The answer is, “it depends.” What it depends upon is how those
actions, images, and words are perceived by the local inhabitants. A deep
understanding of the human behavior model, specifically culture and how
it informs emotion, is critical to obtaining behavior change that is driven by
perception and attitude, thus ensuring the desired information end-state.17
The difficulty with cultural understanding is that culture is, by its very
nature, a local phenomenon. As MacNulty notes:
The society in which we live—in this context not the national culture . . .
but the fairly small area in which we grow up . . . results in different culture, values, beliefs, religion, and views about money, work, marriage,
gender roles, and so on.18

Neighborhoods take on their own personalities, driven by such considerations as socio-economic factors and ethnic and racial identity. Value sets
are different among communities that form the integrated society of a large
US city.19 Transfer this reality to a foreign country where the US military
is conducting operations. It should not be difficult to understand how challenging it is to influence perceptions among audiences with a “one-size-fits
all” set of actions and messages.
Military leaders, typically having served several tours of duty in Iraq
or Afghanistan, find themselves in different positions in terms of leadership
and geographic locations than on previous tours. Because culture is a localized phenomenon, the culture that these leaders are expected to understand
in the new environment may have dramatically changed. Commanders have
become more adept over time in recognizing the importance of cultural differences and sensitivities impacting mission success. But the truth of the
matter is little changed; cultural understanding of local audiences remains
a major challenge for most military leaders. The fact remains that an intuitive understanding of or an advanced education in psychology, sociology, or
cultural anthropology will not broadly occur among America’s warfighting
commanders. In fact, exposure to these concepts leaves most military commanders with two overarching reactions: Cultural understanding is important,
and cultural understanding is difficult. Instead, the military should attempt to
increase the general knowledge of its leaders and enlist external sources to
provide specifics on the inward or hidden nature of cultural expertise.
Language Education and Staff Expertise
Studying a language by its very nature exposes the student to a greater understanding of regional culture. In recognition of the critical role that
language skills play in cultural understanding and sensitivity, the Department of Defense published a “Defense Language Transformation Roadmap”
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in early 2005. The goals of the roadmap are admirable, but the proposals
outlined have met with mixed results.20 A critical omission in the roadmap
is that it lacks a requirement linking language proficiency with accession
of military leaders. Prescribed military operational and educational requirements fully describe an individual’s progression during his or her military
career. Adding a language requirement for military officers will succeed for
specific specialties where that type of education is important to their military job performance (e.g., foreign area officers). But such a program will
only touch a small percentage of officers. Instead, language requirements
need to be included in Reserve Officer Training Corps scholarships and reemphasized at the military academies. The language to be studied need not
be specified in this pre-accession stage. The key is to gain a general understanding of cultural differences achieved through language education for
the maximum number of future leaders. The United States, as a global military power, finds itself involved in operations across the spectrum of conflict. This circumstance will continue into the future. Is Urdu the language
du jour? Farsi? Mandarin? Without question, there will be a need for a language “surge” capability designed for specific conflicts. Such requirements
can be addressed through incentives for pre-accessions and codified to draw
support from the general population.21 The broad requirement of language
skills tied to accession, however, will ensure that future military commanders are exposed to the importance culture portends for warfighting.
Beyond the general cultural sensitivity language education provides,
inherent military staff expertise in social sciences such as cultural anthropology is critical to identifying local cues to issues that enhance warfighting success. Once again, the military has recognized this fact and deployed
“human terrain teams” (HTT) to work on brigade-level staffs in Iraq and
Afghanistan. The Army’s Combined Arms Center published a handbook in
2008 on the functions of these teams that begins with insight by then-Lieutenant General Peter Chiarelli:
Understanding the effect of operations as seen through the lens of the
local culture and psyche is the foremost planning consideration for
every operation.22

Despite accolades provided by commanders regarding the value of these
teams,23 the number of HTTs is limited, and a great deal of their expertise
is in fact provided by nonuniformed team members. These civilian experts
typically have advanced degrees in the social sciences. But the limited number of teams, coupled with their acknowledged success, demonstrates a need
for military staffs to have similar expertise. Not every staff can have an
HTT; not every situation is prioritized for HTT deployment. (Consider US
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Science is particularly important in the conduct
of strategic communication as a means of
producing the intended information effects.
combatant command theater engagement activities in the shaping or deterrent phases of military operations.)
The military would do well to develop and assign a cultural skill set
to existing uniformed staff sections.24 Greater educational opportunities in
the appropriate social sciences would support such a decision (both in advanced civilian and professional military education). Psychological operations (PSYOP) and civil affairs specialists seem best suited to assume these
roles and functions. PSYOP professionals tend to be more adept at understanding the nuances of segmented audience research and analysis. But
even they would need additional education in anthropological cues that ensure appropriate information effects are achieved. Civil affairs practitioners
work on a variety of civic projects, interacting with leaders and the general
population of a village or region. Given that interaction, they are perhaps the
appropriate staff members to evaluate and determine the cultural nuances of
the local population. Again, a more in-depth education related to the general
nature of these signals is required.
The value of this approach goes beyond simply manning each staff
with cultural experts, although accomplishing such steps is critically important. It is the military member who shares the organizational culture of his
command. He understands the commander’s intent, along with its stated information end-state, and how it is designed to support the accomplishment
of the military objective. He is the individual who can look for those cultural cues impacting military success and then appropriately translate them to
other staff members and the commander. The relationship of the information end-state and cultural understanding now has the potential of becoming
synergistic. The commander specifies the behavior change that is intended through actions, images, and words (the art). The cultural expert on the
staff applies the human behavior model (the science) against the intended
audience to ensure these actions, images, and words result in success. The
cultural expert then continues his observations within the community to determine the effectiveness of the information effort, providing feedback that
can be used to modify future strategic communication efforts.
There is another advantage to having a single uniformed staff function focused on local cultural understanding. Currently, units rotate into
combat areas for a period of 12 months. During the initial deployment phase
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the PSYOP or civil affairs officer assigned to cultural duties may possess a
general understanding of various social science principles but not the specific details associated with the local area of operation. Over time, however,
that type of data will be developed into a general framework of information
and knowledge. Critical factors such as key influencers, demographics, employment, and history, among others, will allow for a broader understanding.
Such factors can be captured in a transferable database for any replacement
units or new staff officers. In this manner a general expertise of the various
social sciences can be translated over time and unit rotations into a detailed,
long-term understanding of local culture in support of strategic communication efforts. Consequently, when the next unit arrives, there will be significantly less time spent in determining the local cultural mosaic.
External Cultural Expertise
It is safe to say that the US military cannot accurately determine where
the next crisis may occur. Predicting the next conflict (or disaster requiring
humanitarian support) is an educated guess at best. How then can the military proactively adopt the science of strategic communication without being entirely reactive?25 The answer lies in the development of a prioritized
database containing cultural experts and key cultural factors, capable of
supporting the requirements of geographic combatant commands. Is Nagorno-Karabakh, for example, a potential location of future US military engagement? If so, the US European Command should cultivate and enlist
experts who possess a deep understanding of that regional culture and local
nuances. Those experts may already exist within the intelligence community and diplomatic corps.26 Allies and friendly nations, nongovernmental
organizations, and academia are also potential sources. Where possible the
geographic combatant command should define the output parameters of any
desired database, ensuring that it encompasses cultural makeup. These output parameters and requirements need to be linked to potential or current (in
the case of theater security plans) military objectives. Key influencers, the
people within a culture most likely to be credible and trusted messengers,
would be an essential part of any database. Proactive development of prioritized cultural databases provides a good start for any military operation
where information effects are certain to impact success.
Conclusion
The Prussian military strategist Carl von Clausewitz noted that “the
first, the supreme, most far-reaching act of judgment that the statesman and
the commander have to make is to establish the kind of war on which they
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are embarking.”27 It is safe to say that, given the recent increases in access
to information, information effects driven by strategic communication processes will remain key to military success.28 With that in mind, it is critical
that the military understand how to plan and execute strategic communication in their effort to effectively and efficiently support desired outcomes.
This approach requires a greater understanding of both the art and science
in the application of strategic communication.
Instituting an explicit change to military doctrine in the form of an
information end-state contained within the commander’s intent will place information as a warfighting function on the same level as maneuver, enhancing the art of command. Streamlining measures of effectiveness to ensure a
more rapid feedback mechanism is essential. Emphasis on foreign language
skills as part of accession requirements for military leaders; developing and
resourcing specific branches or specialties with a deeper understanding of
cultural anthropology; and creating databases of cultural experts prioritized
to meet the needs of combatant commands will provide immeasurable advantages in tomorrow’s uncertain geostrategic environment. Taking these
steps now will ensure that, in the end, strategic communication will be an
inherent and critical part of any military operation, supported by the necessary expertise required to be effective in achieving military objectives.
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