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Introduction  
 

Arjan Dyrmishi 

Executive Director, Center for the Study of Democracy and Governance 

 

Since the end of the Cold War the analysis of national security policy through the lenses 
of culture has attracted significant academic interest.1 The basis of this trend rests in 
the emerging consensus that culture can affect significantly the strategy and behaviour 
of states.2 

The studies on strategic culture were originally developed in the United States in the 
mid seventies as an attempt to understand and interpret the Soviet Union strategic 
decisions. The logic of strategic culture resides in the central belief that collective ideas 
and values about the use of force are important constitutive factors in the design and 
execution of states’ security policies. 

In a study published by RAND Corporation in 1977, Jack Snyder defined strategic 
culture “as the sum total of ideas, conditioned emotional responses, and patterns of 
habitual behaviour that members of a national strategic community have acquired 
through instruction or imitation and share with each other”.3 

The literature on strategic culture provides three common elements: a value system in 
the context of strategic decision making, the specific community that upholds this value 
system, and the outputs of this community (security policy, doctrine, etc.) which are 
affected by the strategic culture.4  

The strategic culture of any given country has numerous sources and it is bound to 
remain an ‘elastic’ term given that there are various factors that influence the formation 
of national culture and a subsequent rationality for security policy and strategic thinking. 
Factors such as geopolitics, norms and customs, perceptions of regional and 
international roles, political systems and power sharing (including the balance between 
military and civilian actors or how military power and institutions are structured) are 
solidified in collective memory and identity through political narratives, education 

                                                 
1 Jeffrey S. Lantis, "Strategic culture and national security policy." International studies review 4, no. 3 (2002): 
87-113. 
2 Iver B., Neumann and Henrikki Heikka. "Grand strategy, strategic culture, practice: The social roots of Nordic 
defence." Cooperation and conflict 40.1 (2005): 5-23. 
3 Jack L. Snyder, The Soviet Strategic Culture. Implications for Limited Nuclear Operations. Vol. 2154. No. AF. 
RAND CORP SANTA MONICA CALIF, 1977. 
4 Russell A. Moore. Strategic Culture-How It Affects Strategic Outputs. MARINE CORPS COMMAND AND 
STAFF COLL QUANTICO VA, 1998. 
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curricula, artistic and popular renderings of (often carefully selected) historical episodes, 
interpretations of common memories etc.5 

Despite its relevance, the debate on the topic of strategic culture, strategic thinking and 
behaviour and the way all these affect the strategic outputs is limited in Albania, and 
therefore it needs to be further discussed, clarified and expanded. From a practical 
point of view, the better understanding of the strategic culture as a concept and 
analytical tool could help understand better the way Albania formulates and conducts 
its security policy. 

Each and every state enters the international arena with its historical baggage of 
accumulated experiences, beliefs, cultural influences and geographic and material 
limitations; all of which impact its conduct. Moreover, due to a variety of reasons a 
country may have a strong or a weak strategic culture. Therefore, the deeper analysis 
and discussion on this topic may yield recommendations on building and/or 
strengthening the strategic thinking in the security institutions, at both practitioner and 
policymaking levels, and thus contributing to an overall improvement of Albania’s 
strategic culture.  

With these considerations, the Center for the Study of Democracy and Governance 
and the Tirana Office of the Friedrich Ebert Stiftung organised a seminar on “National 
Security Policymaking and Strategic Culture: European and Albanian Perspectives”. 
The goal of this seminar was to present the concept of the strategic thinking and 
culture as well as its importance, and to contribute to the building of strategic culture in 
the Albanian security institution. 

The relevance of the seminar was framed in both the Albanian and broader European 
contexts, as the European Union and its member countries and candidates are faced 
with challenges and threats that require both immediate action and strategic choices, 
which make necessary the adequate understanding and utilization of strategic thinking.  

This publication contains the contributions to the seminar of tow renowned Austrian 
scholars and practitioners: Brigadier General Wolfgang Peischel, PhD, Editor in Chief 
Austrian Military Journal (ÖMZ), and Dr. Thomas A. Pankratz from the Institute for 
Strategy and Security Policy of the Austrian National Defence Academy. 

Brigadier General Peischel’s contribution “Basics and Origins of Strategic Thinking” is 
an attempt to elucidate some of the basics and sources of strategic thinking, to 
scrutinise them, extract immutable principles and derivations for national security-
political decision-making and the development of a sustainable strategic culture. It 
provides a theoretical analysis on the origins of strategic thinking, its semantic and 
philosophical basis, and the link between strategy and culture. Dr. Pankratz’s 
contribution in turn, elaborates on the relationship between strategy and strategic 
culture through the teaching and practicing of strategic thinking in a structured way.  

                                                 
5 Nayef Al-Rodhan. "Strategic culture and pragmatic national interest." Global Policy Journal 22 (2015). 
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Basics and Origins of Strategic Thinking 
 

Brigadier MMag. Wolfgang Peischel, PhD 

Editor in Chief Austrian Military Journal (ÖMZ) 

 

Within the framework set by the theme Strategic Culture and Strategic Thinking, this 
article attempts to elucidate some of the basics and sources of strategic thinking, to 
scrutinise them, extract immutable principles and derivations for national security-
political decision-making and the development of a sustainable strategic culture. 

The conscious decision was taken that the title deviate from the traditional wording 
strategic thinking and action, as the underlying understanding of the term strategy 
should be characterised as the determination of purpose and the definition of aims 
rather than any operational-level implementation, i.e. any supposedly strategic action. 
To start with, (i.e. in the first attempt at a hypothetical determination of purpose), the 
strategic leader should, for the purpose of unfettered creativity in the determination of 
purpose and the definition of aims (which is to be as unshackled as possible), be 
explicitly released from the task of having to concurrently assess any resource-defined 
feasibility, which would inevitably put paid to ingenuity and the long-term nature of the 
determination of purpose. However, in order, to avoid this approach producing pie in 
the sky, the pace of verifying verification of its feasibility would have to follow as a next 
step and be integrated into the assessment process in such a way that the result of this 
verification becomes the starting point for a renewed procedural approach to the 
strategic determination of purpose and thus strengthens or falsifies the preceding 
working hypothesis concerning this determination. In principle, such an iterative 
process would mean that the hermeneutic circle, which Clausewitz took from Hegel 
and used as a basis for his strategic considerations, would be transferred into today's 
command reality. This procedure would make it possible not only to link visionary and 
pragmatic problem-solving approaches but also to bring about a dialectical synthesis 
between theoretical and empirical assessment approaches.6 

By way of an introduction to strategic thinking, Hans H. Hinterhuber uses the self-
explanatory metaphor of the lodestar.7 Given a cloudless sky, the latter shows any 
wayfarer the compass point due north and thus facilitates establishing the direction to 
be taken - although nobody actually would want to reach the inhospitable planet itself. 
                                                 
6  More detailed background to the strategic assessment principle discussed here can be found in: Peischel, 

Wolfgang, ‘Grundprinzipien militärischen, strategischen Denkens an der Schnittstelle zur politischen 
Entscheidungsfindung‘, in, Peischel, Wolfgang, ed., Wiener Strategiekonferenz 2016. Strategie neu denken, 
Norderstedt, Carola Hartmann Miles-Verlag, ISBN: 978-3-945861-53-0, p 138-170. 

7  Hinterhuber, Hans H., Die 5 Gebote für exzellente Führung. Wie Ihr Unternehmen in guten und in 
schlechten Zeiten zu den Gewinnern zählt, F.A.Z.-Institut für Management-, Markt und 
Medieninformationen GmbH, Frankfurt am Main, 2010, ISBN 978-3-89981-228-2, p 63. 
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Paradoxically, therefore, the benefit of the strategic determination of purpose lies less in 
any actual attainment, than in its guiding function. 

In this context, the use of the unwieldy term purpose should needs explaining at the 
beginning of any discussion of strategy. Carl von Clausewitz, the theorist of war, 
introduced the terminological distinction between purpose, aim and means, which 
underpins any definition of strategic intentions. In this, purpose is the ultimate reason 
for any strategic effort, the logic which all measures derived should serve. Aims refers 
to the operational-level steps towards implementation (action) derived from the 
purpose, the means are the resources released by the leadership, which are required 
for goal achievement and, by enabling goal achievement, indirectly key to the realization 
of the strategic purpose. 

Following this logic, determining the purpose would be the task of the strategic 
echelon. The feasibility analysis, part of every assessment cycle, the derivation of sub-
goals, which, in their totality, serve to enable the achievement of purpose, and the 
determination of resources required to achieve the sub-goals would be tasks of the 
operational-level implementation planning and/or echelon. The decision of the political 
echelon concerning the release of the resources deemed necessary will either lead to a 
feasible proposal for a strategic determination of purpose or to the task of formulating a 
new working hypothesis, which can make do with fewer resources. With Clausewitz, 
any decision concerning the strategic purpose is clearly the responsibility of the political 
leadership. However, given its scientifically sound and competence-based expert 
evaluative ability, the highest military leadership would be tasked with giving substantive 
advice to the political leadership in the lead-up to its decision, whereby it becomes an 
indirect constituent of the determination of the strategic purpose while the primacy of 
politics is maintained. 

In Anglo-American (especially military) leadership practice, this principle is reflected in 
the ends-ways-means model. In contrast to Clausewitz’s perception, however, the task 
of defining the ends is more clearly assigned to the political decision-making echelon - 
a consultation by the top military echelon in the lead-up to the decision is often 
regarded as a potential threat to the primacy of politics. In today's European 
understanding of leadership, which, tellingly, is more oriented guided by ends-ways-
means than Clausewitz, this view seems to have gained even more ground. In all policy 
fields, also non-military ones, the political decision-making echelon has a subordinated, 
top-tier echelon, competent in substantive strategic evaluation, which could, in the 
lead-up to a decision, improve the quality of the strategic determination of purpose and 
supply the necessary expertise, which political decision takers cannot be expected to 
have in all aspects of the policy fields assigned to them. 

Should it thus not be the primary task of civic education and training to provide 
strategic orientation to the future representatives of the highest expert echelon, i.e. 
prepare them for participation in the strategic determination of purpose in the lead-up 
to decisions? Does not current leadership practice in politics as well as private industry 
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prove all too often that insufficient integration of the expert echelon will lead to 
unrealistic strategic purposes and the insufficient provision of resources? Does this not 
all too easily shift responsibility to an operational implementation echelon in no position, 
with the resources allocated, to achieve objectives, which would have been essential to 
accomplishing a strategic purpose it had not assessed? However, any decision-
preparing integration of the highest expert echelon of all policy areas first requires a 
shared understanding of the importance of the strategic purpose and the interaction 
between purpose, aims and means, and, subsequently, extensive training in strategic 
thinking of all management echelons, from which leaders designated to fulfil tasks at 
the interface with political decision-making will emerge. 

Another concept, which may fail to provide any logical justification for a particular 
meaning of strategy, but nevertheless offers a certain explanatory value regarding an 
approach to a basic understanding of strategy, can be found in a portrayal on an 
ancient vase depicting the birth of Athena, springing from the head of Zeus, the father 
of the gods. The fact that it is the girl who survives and later becomes the goddess of 
strategy in a polis where, at that time, nothing could have been imbued with greater 
male connotation than warfare, indicates that, from the beginning, strategy must have 
been understood as something going beyond the mere military dimension, and that an 
understanding of securing survival, which was fundamentally oriented towards the 
long-term and the avoidance of conflict, addressed the female rather than the male 
principle (as attested to by history) of immediate, confrontational defence. Evidence of 
this thesis is provided by the fact that, for example, German general staffs, with only a 
few exceptions and despite the availability of Carl von Clausewitz’s oeuvre, which 
turned the strategic dimension of warfare into a viable theory, voluntarily retreated to 
the operational echelon and seldom offered strategic advice. 

However, discussions with female executives occasionally also reveal feelings of 
unease concerning their predominant allocation to the strategic corporate echelon. 
This, they feel, implicitly shows up the fact that female executives are denied 
assignment to the (still) male-dominated operational implementation echelon, which 
makes it impossible for them to prove their worth in direct competition in the same type 
of task. Should such a situation be reflected in a company’s personnel structure, the 
management would have to start thinking about how female managers, competent in 
the long-term determination of purpose and the visionary orientation of the company, 
can be interested in and won over to responsibilities adequate to their skills. Allowing 
outstanding talents to lie dormant can cause disproportionately large and, above all, 
lasting damage, especially at the level which determines the strategic objective. 

The fact that Athene sprung from Zeus’ head and that the male foetus was not 
gestated in Zeus’ thigh, like god Bacchus later on, may well be connected with the fact 
that strategy has always been understood more as a faculty of thought than of action. 

It is not the purpose of this attempt at defining the term strategy to demonstrate that 
the definition proposed should take precedence over equally legitimate ones from other 
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areas of application. It is, rather, a matter of showing how a system of certain 
synergetically interacting functional principles taken from general command and 
leadership theory can be transformed into command and leadership superiority with 
regard to national and cross-policy strategic leadership. 

It is therefore a matter of a conceptual understanding of strategy, which stands for a 
capability category more connected with thought than action, and more with the 
determination of purpose than (operational) planning and implementation. In this, 
strategy should be oriented towards the long-term proactive/prophylactic instead of the 
reactive/symptomatic and, by putting the focus on creativity and visionary approaches, 
it is freed from the inescapable constraint of having to achieve goals through 
confrontation. It is not to be understood as the implementation of the sub-task 
assigned to the armed forces by the overall strategy (military strategy), but as the sum 
of the principles of general-strategic, cross-policy thinking, which can be derived from 
military command doctrine and is also applicable beyond the military sphere. The still 
commonplace understanding of strategy restricted to a military application, may stem, 
inter alia, from a wrong interpretation of the Greek term stratos. Contrary to the most 
frequently used translation - army - the term in the present context probably referred 
more to the college of strategists of the ancient polis, i.e. the echelon of the educated 
bourgeoisie which controlled political fortunes. In this reading it becomes clear that a 
cross-policy approach was probably one of the first and most fundamental 
achievements of the first democracies. 

With regard to the ends-ways-means metaphor mentioned above, strategic thinking 
should be clearly understood as geared towards ends, i.e. towards a consultative 
contribution to the formulation of a national strategy. 

The functional principles governing the model of strategic thinking presented below are 
based on the idea that by isolating the various modes of thought prevalent in the 
human brain, performance within a respective isolated mode can be increased, and 
interference between the respective modes reduced - provided that the results derived 
from both modes can be merged in an iterative process so as to provide a synergetic 
result. 

The first of these functional principles concerns the separation between strategic 
purpose/visionary orientation and operational implementation. This can be illustrated by 
the image of a spear thrower, who, on the opposite side of a gorge, has identified a 
spot which cannot be seen by his followers and which would enable the tribe to 
survive. He marks the spot with a spear, to which a rope is attached, the free end of 
which he hands to his deputy. In throwing the spear, he is guided by his ability to find 
the safe spot mentioned and, concerning the distance he is able to throw the spear, he 
is limited only by the strength of his throwing arm. Carrying out the throw, he does not 
ponder whether the strength of those who have to work their way along the horizontal 
rope using only their hands will be sufficient to physically cross the canyon. While the 
latter are working on the plan for traversal, he is again free to throw another spear. This 
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picture symbolizes the interaction between strategic goal setting and operational 
implementation, which, however, can only produce increased management 
performance based on the division of labour if both qualities are integrated into an 
iterative process which guarantees that the implementation planning process results 
exert an effect on the next strategic throw. The connection between this principle and 
Hegel’s hermeneutic circle was pointed out above. 

If strategy is understood as a way of trading ‘security of long-term survival for 
immediate convenience’, then it follows from this (leadership boosting) separation 
between purpose and implementation that the far-reaching definition of purpose will 
often impose painful restrictions on those charged with implementation in the here and 
now, the necessity and significance of which cannot be comprehended by the followers 
on account of lack of strategic foresight. If leadership, often overhyped in today's 
management theory, were tasked - through the creation of an immediately tangible, 
trusting relationship between those determining the purpose and those implementing it 
operationally - with the creation of a voluntary and convinced following vis-à-vis the 
strategic orientation given, although the latter is linked to painful and difficult-to-fathom 
restrictions, then a bridge would be built between the two qualities, in which the 
increase in the subordinates’ network performance would, in contrast to the prevailing 
dogma, only have the character of a collateral benefit.  

Another fundamental functional principle is the separation between creative imagination 
or operational (in contrast to expressive) creativity and critical-analytical thinking. Such a 
separation facilitates assessment procedures in which possibilities are worked out by 
employing the full creative capacity of staff members selected for this purpose on the 
basis of their abilities, while deactivating the inhibitory effect of a simultaneous critical-
analytical examination of the feasibility of the options identified. At the same time, such 
evaluation procedures allow, in a subsequent step, ruthless critical-analytical 
falsification attempts, which are explicitly free from any obligation, which would curb 
critical ability, to look for parallel alternatives to the possibilities jettisoned. This 
separation takes advantage of the staff members’ differing talents in these two modes 
of operation of the human brain. 

In turn, the success of such procedures will depend on whether the sequence of the 
steps described is embedded in an iterative process which turns the possibilities which 
have been critical-analytically falsified, into the starting point for a new process so as to 
find further options in an operational-creative manner - and whether the chief of staff 
boasts a talent for balancing both modes of thought so that he can moderate the 
interaction of both staff cells from a position of equidistance. According to Professor 
Rohrbach, such a decision-making process can also be carried out in one and the 
same head if the assessor is disciplined enough to employ the two modes of thought 
separately from each other, staggered in time, and under conscious elimination of the 
interaction between them (deferred judgment). According to Rohrbach, the capacity for 
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operational creativity is largely a question of effort, but can at any rate be improved 
through practice. 

The third functional principle, which is based on the separation of modes of thought to 
increase leadership performance, aims at the necessary later synthesis between, on the 
one hand, a priori rational and theoretical, and, on the other hand, empirical thinking. 
The scientific methodology used by the Prussian theorist of war provides a lasting 
example of how this principle can be applied even to the comprehensive solution of 
complex political problems. In the course of the production of the volumes of On War 
he oscillated between both approaches only to finally leave the reader with the 
realization that, ultimately, a viable theory can only emerge from the dialectical synthesis 
of both approaches. He begins with his personal experiences in the Prussian defeats 
against Napoleon - which, however, he does not evaluate purely empirically but he 
uses them to deduce main systemic deficits based on his military command logic. Even 
in the analysis of more than 120 battles, he uses his own basic theoretical 
considerations as a yardstick to determine which factors depend on a specific epoch 
and which are timeless. Only the abstraction of the latter can serve as the empirical 
underpinning of his later theory. 

It is therefore not the case that Clausewitz, like the continental European scientific 
paradigm as a whole, backed a theory which is not empirically supported - rather, the 
first theoretical hypothesis a priori arises from rational thinking and not from empirical 
findings and it is this hypothesis which is subjected to empirical tests. This concept is 
reflected in the operational-level military decision-making process, which starts with the 
commander’s working hypothesis, formulated rationally a priori, and is confirmed or 
falsified by the staff, which represents the empirical element of this process. In the 
method used by the staff, there is a certain parallel to the separation between 
operational creativity and critical-analytical thinking as described above. 

After this brief overview of a possible definition, the added value in leadership and 
command performance achievable through such an understanding of strategy, and the 
basic functional principles which would make this increase in performance possible in 
the first place, the attempt will be made, as a segue to the lecture by Dr. Thomas 
Pankratz, to illustrate some thoughts on the relationship between strategy and strategic 
culture - to which end, first of all, the concept of strategy used above for the creation of 
a basic understanding must also be refined. This national strategic (i.e. non-military 
strategic) concept must now increasingly be extended beyond foreign/security and 
defence policy and also encompass factors beyond the classical instruments of the 
state (police, armed forces, etc.), such as international networks, alliances, international 
organisations and supra-regional threats (cyber, international terrorism, illegal migration, 
etc.). This entails the need to further define strategic culture, beyond the current 
terminology. 

As with the attempt to grasp the concept of strategy per se, here, too, the question is 
not how strategic culture can best be circumscribed semantically, but, rather, what 
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benefit or added value a concept, which is to be constructed around the term strategic 
culture, would have to yield. 

In order to do this, it must first be clarified whether the terms strategy and strategic 
culture do not simply comprise for the most part synonymous contents. If this were the 
case, then strategic culture would be a mere linguistic creation of no identifiable 
explanatory value. The question of whether strategy and strategic culture can actually 
be distinguished will ultimately determine whether a concept of strategic culture is 
actually required. 

Assuming that the two concepts are not congruent, a further question arises whether 
strategic culture represents a subset of the concept of strategy - not in the sense of a 
functional element, a cogwheel in the gearbox, but merely in the sense of a 
conspicuous designation of individual elements, which would facilitate a common 
approach/analysis. In this case it would again only be a formal system of ordering and 
processing elements which represent a subset of strategy but have no significant 
controlling influence on its functional mechanism. 

Assuming that also the above-mentioned assumption does not apply, a further 
investigation would have to clarify whether the term strategic culture rather describes 
an independent functional principle which organically supplements or encompasses a 
leading strategic system, a functional principle which makes a holistic strategy 
conceivable in the first place, and if so, which performance characteristics typify the 
leading system. This consideration leads to a hypothesis which understands strategy 
as the dialectical interplay of two antagonists: a primarily power- or interest-led steering 
instance and a value-based, ethical corrective, which would correlate with an idea of a 
strategic culture which enhances the quality of strategic decisions. 

A further hypothesis could be based on the idea that strategic culture largely coincides 
with the spiritual dimension of warfare, with which Carl von Clausewitz went beyond 
Jomini’s deterministic-technical view – and, just like the aforementioned spiritual 
dimension, has been neglected or forgotten. If this thesis were to be substantiated, 
Clausewitz’s wonderful trinity would serve as an excellent illustrative, diagnostic, and 
development model for strategic culture. The fact that this approach does not, 
however, have any intrinsic reference to values, speaks in favour of the first thesis. 

Kant introduced the distinction between culture and civilisation (civilising). According to 
Kant, culture is simply the changes to nature that man makes on the basis of the 
categorical imperative. Changes made in the absence of a conscious moral basis are 
mere civilising. The categorical imperative for its part is based on the fundamental 
canon of values common to pluralistic, Western democracies (respect for human 
dignity, inviolable right to life, equality between men and women, free access to 
education, free choice of religion, etc.) - which means that strategic determination of 
purpose as well as strategic leadership and command must be viewed in a culture-
specific way. Accordingly, strategic culture as a functional element of strategy would 
inevitably have to display a culture-specific character. Knowledge of the opponent's 
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strategic culture and its differences to one's own becomes a compelling prerequisite if 
one's own culture is to be strategically asserted. 

If Kant’s logic is followed, the prevalent constitution of values must be granted the 
central role in the decision as to whether ethnicities/religions/ideologies can be 
assigned to one's own cultural space or reconciled with it. To this end, it seems 
necessary to discuss the compelling systematics of value developments, especially in 
postmodern societies, as claimed by Inglehart and Welzel (World Values Survey8), and 
the resulting question of whether the crucial driving behind these developments was 
the enlightenment or how their unbridled amplification could be counteracted if the 
latter leads to the erosion of one's own strategic culture or even to a structural strategic 
inability. 

The power-political interests of the state or the communities of states stand at right 
angles to the value-based strategic concept of culture (in this the difference between 
strategic interest and strategic culture could also manifest itself). When opponents with 
hegemonic claims to power face each other, the unilateral renunciation of such a claim 
would automatically lead to the opponent’s victory. Theoretically, the only chance for 
peaceful development which avoids escalation lies in a mutual, voluntary, symmetrical 
(synallagmatic) withdrawal of the enforceable strategic interests, which could lead to a 
more value-oriented strategic culture of self-restraint - which, given present conditions, 
is Barmecidal. It would be fatal if an approach, such as China's interpretation of the 
Thucydides trap, which aims to prevent the USA from arming itself against China in 
order to prevent the potential danger of a particularly cruel, long-lasting war, in line with 
Thucydides’ deductions in cases of opponents being groundlessly overestimated, were 
to be followed. Likewise, offset strategies, which challenge opponents in capability 
categories in which they can bring nothing comparable to bear, and so well-nigh force 
them into asymmetric responses and thus inevitably initiate a new arms race, seem to 
produce the exact diametrical opposite of a self-limiting, value-based, escalation-
inhibiting strategic culture. 

With regard to an initial basic understanding of strategic culture, the following points 
could therefore be made: 

 Strategic interest requires a definition which goes beyond security issues and the 
classical instruments of strategy - the term strategic culture would have to follow 
this expansion. 

 Strategic culture is a functional, by necessity complementary, element of strategy. A 
concept of strategic culture is required because it facilitates a value-based, 
escalation-averting containment of a predominantly power- and interest-driven 
concept of strategy. Another possible approach would result from the numerous 

                                                 
8  cf. http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/WVSContents.jsp (downloaded 24SEP18), World Values Survey. 

Ingelhart-Welzel Cultural Map.  
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overlaps between the concept of strategic culture and the intellectual dimension of 
warfare according to Clausewitz. 

 Awareness of the cultural area related specificity of strategic culture should be 
raised, so that one's own strategy can be developed meaningfully as well as the 
opponent's strategy accurately assessed. 

 Strategic ability requires tamed enlightenment, an enhanced classical education, 
and an awareness of one's own constitution of values or one's own cultural identity. 

 With opposing hegemons, a unilateral renunciation of a claim to power would 
inevitably lead to the opponent’s victory - offset strategy thinking would inevitably 
lead to an escalation and acceleration of the arms race. The symmetrical withdrawal 
of the enforceable strategic interest in favour of a more value-driven strategic culture 
would indeed be an extremely idealistic concept, but it would at least serve as a 
theoretical model for the containment of a predominantly power-politically motivated 
strategy. 

 In future, a responsible strategy will increasingly be defined by a dialectical synthesis 
between value-free power interests and a value-based strategic culture. Is any 
advantage to be utilised in war, as Friedrich Schiller stated, is everything fair in love 
and war as Napoleon Bonaparte said - or isn’t it? 

  



NATIONAL SECURITY POLICYMAKING AND STRATEGIC CULTURE: EUROPEAN AND ALBANIAN PERSPECTIVES  

 17 

Teaching Strategy:  
Considerations and Examples 
 
Dr. Thomas A. Pankratz9 

Institute for Strategy and Security Policy of the Austrian National Defence Academy 

 

 

How can strategy be taught and learned? This depends on how the teacher views 
strategy and what approach to teaching is applied. The following article therefore 
begins with considerations in this regard. Subsequently, the structure and contents of 
the teaching of strategy at the Austrian National Defence Academy (NDA) will be briefly 
discussed, as well as the so-called Strategic Simulation Exercise, whose primary 
objective is to increase competence in the field of strategy. The article concludes with a 
résumé of ideas. 

 

1. Basic Assumptions Concerning the Teaching of Strategy 
 

Teaching strategy in an up-to-date manner requires a systemic view of the subject. 
This means that strategy is not to be understood in isolation, but always in its 
(historical, social, thematic, etc.) context. This logically implies that this context not only 
must be taken into account, but also integrated into the teaching, which follows a 
three-stage structure: First, the imparting of knowledge10, which is to be understood as 
the teaching of the principles and basic elements of strategy or the introduction to 
central theories and thinkers. Secondly, the teaching of skills.11 In the context of the 
teaching of strategy, this can be understood, for example, as interpreting, reflecting on 
or comparing the theories or thinkers in the respective classes.  

This also includes the ability to interpret and analyse relevant documents or social 
phenomena with the help of strategic categories. These first two levels are 
characterised by the facts that they are strongly teacher-guided and that the contents 
can be learned by the students. The third level is competence. This concerns the ability 
to use knowledge or skills in work or learning situations, and for professional and/or 
                                                 
9 Translation: Christopher Schönberger, Austrian Armed Forces Language Institute 
10 Knowledge is basically about facts, fundamentals, and theories in a field of work or study.  
11 Skill is the ability to apply and use the acquired knowledge IOT carry out missions and solve problems. A 
differentiation must be made between cognitive skills (logic, creativity) and practical skills (dexterity, use of 
methods). 
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personal development, mostly independently. Competence cannot be learned through 
knowledge acquisition; students acquire it through direct application. Strategic thought 
and action are to be found here. 

Based on teachers’ findings, four main problem areas can be identified in the teaching 
of strategy: A first problem area concerns the step-by-step structure of teaching 
described above. One of the main problems likely to arise here is too little emphasis 
being placed on conveying general and theoretical principles. Before theories or 
thinkers can be analysed, or, subsequently, strategic thought be attempted, the 
constituent elements of strategy must be discussed, and the thinkers, theories or 
concepts mastered. The absence of such a foundation generates a disparity which 
precludes a fundamental understanding of strategy. A further problem regarding the 
step-by-step structure is a marked and strong focus on individual thinkers or theories. 

Thinkers and theories always reflect only a part of the overall phenomenon that is 
referred to as strategy and do not themselves constitute strategy. This leads directly to 
the second problem area, which, pursuant to the so-called Beutelsbach Consensus, 
can be described as overwhelming. This means that the baseline of the teaching 
focuses exclusively on one theory or thinker. This contradicts the very nature of 
strategy, which is multi-layered, alternative, and characterised by alternatives and 
options. Central to the teaching of strategy is therefore - also in analogy to the 
Beutelsbach Consensus - controversy, i.e. the obligation to point out and present 
contradictions, dissent, options and alternatives both in scientific discourse and in 
practical application. A third problem area can be identified in instruction which is not 
level-appropriate, i.e. not responsive to the students, their previous knowledge, skills or 
abilities. If levels of instruction are skipped, if the focus is on one level without 
progressing from there, or if exclusiveness is the guiding thought, the students will 
either be overtaxed or or not taxed at all. 

What clearly follows from this is that a teacher must at least be aware of these problem 
areas before s/he begins to teach strategy. This is all the more true for the last problem 
area, i.e. the fact that the what (content) and the how (methodological approach) are 
communicated, but not the why. This, however, is of central importance, especially with 
regard to a didactics of awareness: to explain to the students the purpose and 
necessity of dealing with strategy. 
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2. Teaching Strategy at the National Defence Academy 
 

2.1. Approach, Principal Idea and Content 

 

In Austria, strategy12 is taught in a systematic and structured manner only within the 
framework of the Federal Ministry of Defence (MoD) and at the National Defence 
Academy.13 The concept is based on three basic considerations: First, a systemic 
approach must be followed. This means that strategy is not viewed in isolation, but 
always in a historical, social, or political context. At the National Defence Academy, 
great importance is attached to the national context, i.e. students should be able to see 
how strategy manifests itself in the overall system which is the state. Secondly, there is 
no dogmatism: on the one hand, this means that no single concept or thinker of 
strategy dominates; on the other hand, although there is a close connection between 
strategy and the dimension of the military, it is not the exclusive domain of the latter. 
And thirdly, teaching is largely based on the idea of a didactics of awareness. Even if, 
as a matter of course, individual aspects of the syllabus are not neglected in any way, 
the focus is on the path towards achieving an awareness of the nature of strategy. This 
is also basically the idea advocated by Clausewitz: "Our contribution to theory is not 
what we thought, but how we thought it."14. 

Based on this concept, a systemic understanding of strategy is to be imparted to the 
students, so that they can develop their interpretative skills and competences in the 
field of strategy and, will ultimately, be able to think and act strategically. This strategic 
thinking can be understood as a success-oriented and sustainable calculation of goals, 
means, and the strategically relevant environment. Central to this is - and this 
corresponds with the systemic approach - that this thinking is multidimensional and 
includes cognitive, analytical, reflexive dimensions, as well as creative, anticipatory and 
emphatic elements. 

The central elements of teaching strategy can also be derived from this approach. 
These are, in condensed form: 

- concepts of, and approaches to, strategy 

- constituent elements of strategy and their interaction 

- strategic actors and processes 

- hierarchies of strategy 
                                                 
12 The same applies to the field of security policy. 
13 This is done in close cooperation between the Institute for Strategy and Security Policy, the Institute of Higher 
Military Command, and the Austrian Military Journal. In a limited manner, the teaching of strategy, as 
described here, also takes place at the University of Applied Sciences in Wiener Neustadt as part of the Strategic 
Security Management Course of the Federal Ministry of the Interior. 
14 Clausewitz, Carl, Hinterlassene Werke über Krieg und Kriegführung; quoted Ahrweiler, Petra, ‘Clausewitz 
als Repräsentant des wissenschaftlichen Weltverhältnisses der beginnenden Moderne‘, in, Vowinckel, Gerhard, 
ed., Theorie des Krieges als Sozialwissenschaft, Berlin, 1993, p. 97-110. 
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- concept of strategic culture 

- various dimensions of strategy. This includes fields relevant to the military dimension 
(e.g. land, air, nuclear), theories, as well as classical and current strategic thinkers. 

- strategic interpretation and analysis 

- basics of strategic thought and action 

These contents are conveyed in a traditional manner, by means of lectures, but also 
through permanent reflection and discussions, as well as practice-oriented exercises, 
to develop the theory. 

 

2.2. Sequence and Structure 

 

At the NDA, strategy is taught mainly in the Master's Programme in Military Command 
and in the General Staff Course. The following is a brief outline of the strategy module 
of the General Staff Course. 

The complete strategy module, which is part of the fifth semester of the General Staff 
Course, is made up of approx. 160 teaching units and is subdivided into four sub-
modules. The first submodule covers the theoretical and general basics of strategy. 
Submodule 2 primarily focuses on strategic theories and thinkers in a military 
dimension. The areas covered include land, air, and sea, as well as nuclear and 
guerrilla warfare, with special attention given to geopolitics and geo-strategy. Module 3 
deals with the philosophical and political dimensions of strategy. The approach 
followed in these two sub-modules is not to look at individual thinkers or theories in 
isolation, but in an overarching manner. The module concludes with the Strategic 
Simulation Exercise (sub-module 4), which focuses on practising strategic thought and 
action.15 The strategy module concludes with an oral service exam in front of a board of 
examiners. 

 

3. Strategic Simulation Exercise as a Method of Teaching Strategy 
 

The following is a condensed description of the Strategic Simulation Exercise (SSE), 
conceived and implemented in 2011 as a cooperative effort between the National 
Defence Academy, the Diplomatic Academy, the Security Academy, and the Federal 
Ministry for Europe, Integration and Foreign Affairs. It outlines the nature and 
methodology of the Strategic Simulation Exercise, its central objectives, structures, 
processes, and assumptions.  
                                                 
15 cf.: Pankratz Thomas, ‘Strategic Gaming – Eine Methode der Strategielehre‘, in, Peischel, Wolfgang, ed., 
Wiener Strategie-Konferenz 2016: Strategie neu denken, Noderstedt, 2017, p. 77-89. 
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In a nutshell, a strategic simulation exercise simulates a section of a complex and 
dynamic conflict situation with a variety of actors at the strategic level.16 The strategic 
simulation presented here does not focus on communication and negotiation 
processes, or on conflict resolution mechanisms. The central objective is to experience 
and practise strategic thought and action.  

 

3.1. Outline of a Simulation Exercise and Approach to a Strategic Simulation Exercise 

 

Basically, such a simulation can be understood as a guided simulation exercise, mostly 
based on a real or realistic background. This is why simulation exercises are also 
classified as serious gamings. Assumptions are often based on past, present, future, as 
well as imagined complex conflict or problem situations involving different actors.17 The 
overriding goal of a simulation exercise is to produce a boost in knowledge at the 
planning and leadership levels. More detailed objectives can include, inter alia, learning 
how to develop action strategies, experiencing role-dependent perspectives of interest 
and system-related decision-making constraints, increasing the ability to act, 
cooperate, communicate and work in teams, and, finally, becoming acquainted with 
complex interrelationships and raising awareness of social and political areas of conflict. 

The decisive factor in a simulation exercise is that success and failure depend not only 
on one's own approach, but also on the actions of others, i.e. the actors influence each 
other in their actions (interdependent decision-making situation). The starting point of a 
simulation exercise is a situation and a mission for the participants. Subsequently, 
possibilities and limits of one's own and the opponents’ actions are simulated, as well 
as options for action decisions. A simulation game cannot replace reality, as the actions 
in the game remain substitute actions. Even if simulation games are conceived 
realistically, they can only be idealized situations and therefore only reflect a part of the 
complexity of reality. 

Derived from these basic considerations, the Strategic Simulation Exercise (SSE) is to 
be understood as a guided exercise at the strategic level. In this, the strategic level 
comprises two aspects:  

• Actor level: the institutionalised level of the SSE is that of states and international or 
regional organisations. 18 

• Analysis, decision making, and action level (process level): this level is the decisive 
level for the SSE, as the focus is on strategic thought and action. 

 
                                                 
16 Here, a conflict is two or more actors pursuing incompatible goals. (cf. Gärtner, Internationale Sicherheit, 
2005, p. 72). This means that use of force is not absolutely necessary. 
17 This is the reason why simulation exercises are also referred to as conflict simulations (KOSIM, Conflict 
Simulation, COSIM). 
18 To reduce the SSE’s complexity, actors are homogenous to the outside. 
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3.2. Goals of a Strategic Simulation Exercise 

 

The central objective of the SSE is to increase the participants' competence in the 
areas of strategic thought and action.19 It follows from this that the SSE is to be 
understood as a means and not an end in itself, and that it is primarily problem- or 
process- and not knowledge-oriented. 

In this SSE, strategic thought is defined as the success and sustainability-oriented 
calculation of goals, means, and the strategically relevant environment.20 Ultimately, this 
thinking leads to the formulation of action options. Strategic action can thus be 
described as the decision to choose an option or a combination of options.21 

It is the SSE approach to practise strategic thinking in such a way that the participants 
have to devise the positions of the other actors in a systematic way (through the 
processing of checklists and the formulation of a situation report; see below). Special 
emphasis is placed on formulating the interests and goals of the actors in question and 
on analysing the strategically relevant environment; having to defend the formulated 
positions in negotiations hones strategic action. 

The participants are assigned the role of an actor, i.e. the players adopt clearly defined 
positions of states or organisations, which also leaves hardly any room for individual 
interpretations of the roles. This assigned role must be taken on and maintained (role-
sticking). 

In addition to the fundamental objective, a special feature of the SSE presented here is 
that the actors are simulated by teams, which distinguishes it from role-playing games. 
The aim is for the members of these teams to come from different organisational units. 
Since 2012, the permanent organisational units have been: Austrian MoD, especially 
NDA (every three years the General Staff Course participates as part of strategy 
training), Austrian Ministry of the Interior/Security Academy (Master's Course in 
Strategic Security Management), Diplomatic Academy, as well as Federal Ministry of 
Europe, Integration and Foreign Affairs. The latter two organisations allocate 
participants subject to availability. Further participating organisations are the University 
of Vienna/Institute of Political Science, as of 2016 the University of Natural Resources 
and Life Sciences, and, since 2015, the University of Applied Sciences Wiener 
Neustadt (participants of the master's programme Business Consulting and 
Management). 

Participants from the private sector also act as players and mentors on a case-by-case 
basis.22 The Austrian MoD, the Federal Ministry of the Interior/Security Academy as well 

                                                 
19 In an SSE, actions at the tactical and operational level are not included, must, however, be borne in mind. 
20 Strategic goals must be subdivided into power and creation goals. Means here include both ways and 
resources. Strategically relevant environment refers to the section of the world regarded as relevant by the actor.  
21 Non-action could also be regarded as an option. As the SSE participants are forced to act, this is not an option 
in the SSE.  
22 On average, 70-80 students participate in an SSE. 
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as the University of Vienna provide mentors, Higher Control (HiCon) members, and 
experts. This mixed composition of teams confronts the participants with differing 
organisational cultures and, accordingly, different patterns of thinking, as well as 
diverging problem-solving approaches. This interaction in mixed teams contributes to a 
better understanding of other organisational cultures and can also be seen as 
contributing to the promotion of a cooperative path towards a Whole of Government 
(WGA) or Whole of Nation (WNA) approach. Ultimately, this also promotes the 
formation of networks. The intensive examination of the region in question, and of the 
central topic, produces a better and deeper understanding of political and social 
processes, particularly with regard to the assumption underlying the SSE. 

 

3.3. Methods Applied in the SSE and Participants’ Tasks 

 

A key feature of the SSE is that this is a thinking-and-talking process, where a script 
(plot) defines the framework conditions. This serves as a guideline both for the exercise 
management cell and the participants, and contains, inter alia, the structure of the SSE, 
the exercise’s predefined (sequential) process, the real and fictitious assumptions, the 
participants’ tasks, as well as the definition of which limits are set for the players 
regarding actions which can be taken (rules). The real assumption serves as the 
background, while the fictitious assumption is used for the execution of the SSE. Often, 
generic times are used. 

It follows from the primary objectives of the SSE that the focus is not on negotiations or 
conflict resolution per se, but on the correct procedural approach of actors at the 
strategic level. In essence, it is about working out one's own position in relation to the 
other actors. 

Specifically, the participants’ tasks include: 

• Formulating one's own position, based on the elements interests/goals and means. 
Subsequently, permanent re-evaluating and reworking of one's own position, which 
also requires a permanent assessment of the consequences of one's own position. 

• Analysis of the strategically relevant environment, in particular, assessment and 
evaluation of the other actors’ positions. 

• Cooperation and coordination with other actors. 

• Presenting and defending one's own position in the negotiating body. 

• Responding to unforeseen events. 

This is practised by first formulating and coordinating the strategies of the individual 
actors within the teams, and in the course of group and plenary discussions in a multi-
stage procedure. In a further stage, these must then be coordinated with other actors. 
This process At the international level this process takes place both within a bilateral 
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and multilateral framework, as well as within panels. Ultimately, the strategies 
developed must be defended in negotiations within the framework of the specific 
negotiating platform. In addition, continuous assessment of the situation in the specific 
region is required, as well as of the regional and international environment. 

With the support of mentors, checklists are to be worked through and situation reports 
created to serve as instruments and to assist with task fulfilment. Neither situation 
reports nor checklists are used for exam purposes. For the participants, the checklists 
facilitate a structured procedure to be applied in the orientation required in the 
formation or positioning of the role to be played. Subsequently, the checklists are to 
provide assistance with recording, as precisely as possible, various developments, 
such as changes in one's own positioning and that of the other actors. These tools 
have proved to be necessary to provide the teams both with an orientation framework 
and an end point for their discussions. 

The checklists are to be seen as a preparatory measure for the formulation of situation 
reports. In an SSE, a situation report is a short analysis containing three central 
questions: an analysis of the strategically relevant environment, the actor’s 
interests/goals, as well as the means to be employed in goal achievement. The 
objectives of the situation report are to raise awareness of one's own situation in a 
short and concise manner, and to provide information to the exercise management 
board on the progress of the individual teams. The situation reports are only processed 
after the checklists have been worked through, and in accordance with the given 
format. Checklists and situation reports are processed in written, bullet-point form, and 
are to be delivered to HiCon at a set time. 

 

3.4. Structure, Rules, and Process Stages of the Strategic Simulation Exercise 

 

The SSE structure consists of the exercise level and the management level. The 
exercise level23 is made up of, depending on the assumption, several levels 
communicating with each other: 

• State level: This level represents the central institutional level. The states are played 
as collective strategic actors acting homogeneously when viewed from outside. The 
internal heterogeneity results from the teams’ make-up from different organizational 
units. The teams simulating the actors represent the strategic centre without having 
explicitly been assigned a certain position (except for foreign ministers at plenary 
sessions). 

                                                 
23 The exercise level must be greatly simplified, IOT reduce the complexity of reality, to keep the exercise 
cogent and straightforward, to guarantee similar task allocation and manning of positions. 
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• Organisation or committee level: In addition to states, international or regional 
organisations are also simulated as actors. At least one organisation acts as a 
negotiating platform in each SSE. 

• In addition to these two institutionalised levels, the possibility of bilateral or 
multilateral agreements generates a third, non-institutionalised level. 

The management level is made up of the exercise management, the mentors, HiCon, 
and various experts. Exercise management, in close cooperation with HiCon and the 
mentors, is tasked with the overall management of the SSE and, in this capacity, is also 
the final instance regarding procedural questions. Exercise management, however, has 
no influence on the positioning of the actors in terms of content. 

One mentor is available per team. The central task of the mentors is process support 
(e.g. group allocation, adherence to the time line, who has to stay behind if contact is 
made with other actors, ensuring internal reflection,...) of the teams as well as their 
support as regards content (e.g. content expertise, processing of situation reports and 
checklists, consulting, negotiation positions, option development,...). In addition, they 
act as a link between the exercise management and the participants, as well as 
carrying out permanent evaluations both of the course the exercise is taking and of the 
participants in the supervised team. In order to be able to participate as a mentor, the 
criteria of social (!) competence and competence as regards content are paramount. In 
addition, the aim is that a mentor has at least participated in one SSE as a player. 

HiCon is tasked with content checks and must therefore guarantee a smooth execution 
of the SSE as regards content coordination. The central task of HiCon is to evaluate the 
teams’ checklists and situation reports with regard to methodology and content. The 
teams must send the completed checklists and situation reports to HiCon, which, 
following their evaluation, returns them to the teams with comments. This way, 
immediate feedback is provided. As a result, the teams have to revise their elaborations 
in line with HiCon instructions and/or have to integrate the suggestions for 
improvement into the subsequent elaborations. Another task is the evaluation of press 
releases, communiqués, etc. which can be drafted by the teams. The evaluation is 
based in particular on the extent to which these press releases are realistic, and also 
whether, and to what extent, they can be integrated into the exercise. 

Ultimately, specialists from various fields, especially from diplomacy/international law, 
but also regional, political, and military experts, support the SSE participants, as well as 
the mentors, HiCon, and exercise management with their expertise. The primary 
purpose of the rules is to ensure that the entire exercise runs smoothly. One principle to 
be followed is that these rules should be as precise, but also as flexible as possible, so 
as not to hamper the participants’ creativity. 

The plot determines the level of information the participants have.24 The SSE works 
with complete information, supplemented by incomplete assumptions and perfect 
                                                 
24 A distinction is made between: 
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memory. Perfect information is not part of the standard assumptions, as this would 
hinder the solution of numerous simple conflicts. The actors involved are generally 
assumed to have a realistic approach (role-play) and to pursue rational actions. This 
means that not only individual players are assumed to be rational, but also that the 
other players know that all players will act rationally.25 

Essentially, there are two forms of rules: On the one hand, there are general rules which 
apply to all SSEs. These include, inter alia, the fact that the actors are made up of more 
than two players from different organisational units, or that the processing of situation 
reports and checklists is mandatory. The general rules also govern the interaction 
between actors, the conduct of the negotiation phases in the plenary sessions,26 
including the manner in which the negotiations are chaired, as well as the drafting and 
distribution of press releases, communiqués, etc. In connection with In the context of 
the general rules, it should also needs to be mentioned that German is the SSE’s 
language of implementation and that real names are used. 

Specific rules apply to individual games, in which the format of the respective 
negotiation platform has to be especially taken into consideration. The special rules 
also cover the manner in which the checklists and situation reports are forwarded to 
HiCon, as well as the time at which they are to be handed over. 

An SSE extends is executed in three interlinked phases: 

• Preparation: In this section the exercise management introduces the participants to 
the nature and the methodology of SSEs in general, and provides a specific 
introduction to the upcoming SSE. In addition, the introduction to the basics of 
strategy with a focus on strategic thought and action will be repeated, appropriate 
to the level of knowledge and skills of the participants. In this phase the roles are 
assigned, the plot is handed disclosed, and the participants get to know the other 
team members as well as the mentor. This phase begins about two to four weeks 
before the actual start of the SSE. From the moment the participants have been 

                                                                                                                                                        
• Complete information: all players are aware of the rules. Disagreements are called disruptions. Especially 

in complex games, the demand for complete information is usually too rigid and cannot be met, as the 
availability of certain information cannot be expected (e.g. in political decisions). It therefore makes sense 
to make assumptions which employ complete information in order to expand the possibility of incomplete 
information.  

• Perfect information, i.e. all players know all moves of all players, is a rigorous demand which usually 
cannot be fulfilled. 

• Perfect memory: every player knows all the information which was already available to him in the past. 
25 In principle, rationality can be understood to mean that actors are guided by reasoned and purposeful thought 
and action. This therefore also includes the intended choice of and the decision for reasons which are considered 
reasonable in order to achieve a particular goal. Often, limited rationality must be assumed. This is the case 
when actors want to optimise their own benefit, but are unable to do so for cognitive reasons. A balance must be 
found between the cost/disadvantages for the decision-making and the possible benefit resulting therefrom. This 
is the case, for example, when the search for alternatives is stopped, because a solution has been found with 
which one is satisfied, despite the fact that there could have been a better one. 
26 An essential point is that these are fundamental positions – discussions about nitty-gritty are not be carried 
out. 
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briefed on the SSE and given the plot, they are obliged to study the plot and 
familiarise themselves with the role to be played.27 

• Simulation phase: The concrete simulation phase of the SSE described here takes 
three days. The focus is on determining positions using checklists and situation 
reports. Days 2 and 3 each end with a short round of negotiations in which the 
teams have to represent their respective positions in a conference situation. 

• Evaluation and follow-up: At the end of the last day, all SSE participants, including 
mentors and experts, will be given the opportunity to provide both oral and written 
evaluations. Exercise management is debriefed immediately after this. The findings 
produced by the evaluations and the post-processing are incorporated into the 
permanent further development and adaptation of the SSE. As the findings of the 
SSEs up to now show, this primarily concerns procedural processes.28 

 

3.5. Assumptions 

 

To ensure that the method of strategic thought and action does not remain abstract, 
but can also be practised in concrete terms, an assumption is required. Basically, it 
should be noted that the SSE is not based on purely fictitious scenarios, but on real, 
mostly up-to-date conflict situations. These situations are explicitly selected on the 
basis of two criteria: First, current but not acute conflict situations which are not in the 
immediate vicinity of Austria or in which Austria is not involved. The background to this 
consideration is that the participants should be as unfamiliar as possible with the 
situations, especially the positions of the individual actors. Otherwise, as experience 
gained in the first simulation games teaches, the participants will uncritically reproduce 
positions taken from the media. 

The lack of familiarity with the situation, however, forces the participants to put 
themselves in the position of the actors, in particular the one being played. It is 
precisely this systematic immersion (via the checklists and situation reports based on 
the central elements of the strategy) which corresponds to the intention of the SSE. The 
second point of view employed in the selection of the situation is that it should be a 
current, but not acute conflict, with the potential for escalation. Dealing with this conflict 
contributes to the creation of awareness or of a knowledge base which can play a role 
in situational awareness should the conflict become acute.29 

                                                 
27 This includes the study of the material handed out, as well as of media reports. In this phase mentors often set 
work assignments for the participants. 
28 Examples: introduction of mentors in 2012 and of checklists and situation reports in 2014 as well as their 
further development, and the implementation of HiCon in 2015. 
29 Examples are: Conflicts in the South China Sea, which were conducted in 2014 und 2015 or Conflicts in the 
Arctic, conducted in 2017 und 2018. 
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In order to reduce the complexity, both the real and the fictitious assumptions are 
focused on the immediate conflict region or the concrete topic. The international and 
pertinent regional situation is only outlined in the plot, but must be considered a basic 
assumption. 

Fig. 1: Assumptions used in the SSEs 2008-2018 

year assumption 

2008 Iran 

2009 Iran 

2010 Yemen  

2011 Yemen 

2012 Iran 

2013 North Korea 

2014 conflicts in the South China Sea 

2015 conflicts in the South China Sea 

2016 conflicts in the Arctic 

2017 conflicts in the Arctic 

2018 the nuclear situation/25th anniversary of the NPT 

With regard to the process, the assumptions are subdivided. One is the real 
assumption. Here, the concrete conflict situation relating to a state, a region, or a topic 
is outlined. In most cases, the problem areas selected are dealt with in detail, as is the 
basic structure of the respective central negotiating organization. The real situation is 
traced up to a certain point in time, usually three to four weeks prior to the immediate 
execution of the SSE, and can be found in the plot. 

On the other hand, there is the so-called fictitious assumption, based on the real 
assumption. Characteristically, it describes a conceivable, escalating development, 
which is as close as possible to reality.30 In this situation, the individual negotiating body 
also becomes active, and, for example, convenes a special meeting to discuss the 
situation and de-escalate it. In preparation for this meeting, the participants have to 
prepare themselves by means of checklists and situation reports, and then present 
their positions in the course of the meeting. Concerning the negotiation rounds, it 
should be noted that, although the aim is to achieve the most realistic and authentic 
course of events, including the manner in which the negotiations are chaired, this is not 
the main focus. Rather, these negotiations are designed to give the participants the 
opportunity to test their positions and options. 

                                                 
30 Often real events are projected into the future. 
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4. Summary and Findings 
 

A modern way of teaching strategy follows a multi-level structure, leading from 
knowledge to be imparted to skills, with the ultimate focus on the competence of the 
learners. Competence per se cannot be taught, but can only develop through 
knowledge and skills and must be practised accordingly. A core element of 
competence in the area of strategy is the ability to think and act strategically. 

Practising this is the focus of the strategic simulation exercise presented here. This is 
the specific nature, and one of the unique selling points of the SSE described here. As 
the actors are simulated by mixed teams, it is also well-suited to get to know other 
organisations, to act inter-organisationally and to form networks. Confrontation with a 
conflict region contributes to the development of situational awareness. 

The SSE has its limits, though. On the one hand, these are to be found in the 
conceptual field. Especially because of the limited time frame and the inevitable 
simplifications which are necessary so that the SSE can be carried out at all, the SSE 
can only be seen as providing impulses or contributing to an increase in the students’ 
competence as regards strategic thought and action. On the other hand, this also 
means that participation in the SSE may be a valuable experience, but that this does 
not make the students experts in strategic thought and action. This requires further 
practice and concrete application in the respective professional environments. 

This text outlined the nature and methodology of the SSE, as well as some important 
elements, such as its central objectives, structures, and processes. This outline is 
intended to provide an insight into the SSE. What was impossible to achieve here, 
however, was the hands-on experience of an SSE, each of which is unique, and whose 
course and result, despite all planning and preparation, are also to a certain extent 
unpredictable. The real pillars of the SSE are the participants. The course of the SSE, 
i.e. its success or failure, largely depends on their commitment, their preparation, their 
willingness to become involved in it, but also on their interest and willingness to 
cooperate and to work in a team. This, therefore, hardly differs from reality. In real life 
situations, too, strategies are based underpinned by people and their values, interests, 
and sensitivities and strategic thought and action follow purely objective aspects only to 
a limited extent. 

Strategy is clearly the responsibility of the top leadership echelon, whether military, 
economic, or political. From this results a clear, if not compelling, need to teach and 
communicate strategy. In a systematic and structured manner, as well as with regard 
to the state as a whole, in Austria this only happens at the National Defence Academy. 
This competence in strategy is therefore also one of the USPs of the National Defence 
Academy. 
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