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The Shaping Coalition Forces’ Strategic Narrative 
in Support of Village Stability Operations 

by Scott Mann 

Executive Summary 

This article is designed to provide strategists and tacticians with comprehensive 

recommendations for weaving a strategic narrative and supporting plans to achieve a tipping 

point in the Afghan Counterinsurgency Campaign by leveraging the power of information to 

amplify the bottom up effects of Village Stability Operations ( VSO) and Afghan Local Police 

(ALP).   

(VSO and ALP are growing in scope and scale within the Afghanistan Civil Military 

Campaign.  Village Stability Operations have the potential to reverse the Afghan insurgency’s 

political momentum, but VSO requires an accompanying strategic narrative to coalesce and 

coherently amplify the numerous localized victories Afghans have achieved, and continue to 

achieve against insurgents.  While Coalition Forces (CF) and GIRoA strategy has evolved to 

support local Afghans through VSO and ALP, advancing the CF strategic narrative in line with 

VSO and ALP has not been given equal weight.  As a result, VSO and ALP successes are 

difficult to reconcile with the current narrative of GIRoA being the sole entity responsible for 

providing security, development, and governance for Afghans.   Indeed, VSO and ALP victories 

may even result in highlighting GIRoA’s governance gaps when local Afghans defeat insurgents 

on their own initiative. 

CF and GIRoA can recapture the political momentum by building a strategic narrative 

that amplifies the cumulative effects of VSO and that better aligns GIRoA’s intent and 

capabilities with the successes of its citizens and villages.  A VSO strategic narrative emphasizes 

three key points: (1) Afghans standing up for themselves, (2) against a criminal insurgency, and 

(3) with support from GIRoA and CF.  Tangible evidence of Afghans standing up for themselves 

with GIRoA support can, when cumulatively captured and broadcast as part of a broader 

narrative, render the insurgency irrelevant to the people.  The combined effect of this strategy is 

to reduce insurgent actions to the behavior of criminals and thieves, and ultimately irrelevant to 

the Afghan people. This formulation, then, has strategic impact on the three key audiences of 

Afghan citizens, the insurgency, and the key COIN stakeholders with the intent of generating 

momentum through a narrative that is linked to on-the-ground actions and deeds.   

Despite the potentially momentum changing effects of a strategic bottom up narrative, 

current VSO activities are still largely unrecognized by many key audience segments.  Indeed, 

most VSO successes remain localized in nature and are not amplified beyond the District Level.  

Although a strong case can be made for closely protecting VSO activities across the country, this 

article makes the argument that a positive shift in COIN momentum through the use of a 
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Strategic Narrative is worth the risk to force and mission as long as responsible measures are 

employed to mitigate these risks.   

The Afghan Strategic Narrative Gap 

Perception in Afghan politics is often more important than objective fact.  The insurgency 

has momentum in the battle of perceptions because its narratives and actions are more closely 

aligned than those of Coalition Forces (CF) and the Afghan national government (GIRoA).  

Creating perceptions of success and translating them into political momentum are critical for 

GIRoA’s ability to establish legitimacy and restore the population’s confidence and trust.
1
  CF 

narratives are based upon GIRoA actions to meet the security, development, and governance 

needs of its population across its entire territory, actions that GIRoA has had difficulty fulfilling.  

The insurgency’s narratives, on the other hand, are based upon actions of swift and severe 

punishment against individuals who assist CF and GIRoA.   

Since the insurgency’s narratives are based on local actions as opposed to national 

actions, it can credibly support them with threats, kidnappings, beatings, IED attacks, and 

murder.  These actions intend to portray GIRoA as being unable to fulfill its own narrative.  

Conversely, CF and GIRoA continue to support a narrative structure that places the burden for 

meeting Afghan security and governance objectives entirely on a young, developing, centralized 

government.  In other words, a CF and GIRoA counterinsurgency narrative that places 

impractical expectations on the national government will consistently undermine its performance 

in the eyes of target audiences. 

CF and GIRoA now have the opportunity to recast their narrative through the 

implementation of Village Stability Operations (VSO).  The VSO program can help shift the 

narrative from GIRoA bearing the entire burden for local security, development, and governance 

to GIRoA playing a supporting role.  Backed by a VSO operational design that focuses efforts on 

building village economic and governance structures, the VSO narrative can quickly demonstrate 

meaningful actions aligned with the narrative.  CF and GIRoA will benefit from the strategic fact 

that the insurgency is not the preferred governing entity.  Rather, a credible, responsive GIRoA 

that supports local participation is preferred far more than insurgent rule.  A new strategic 

narrative rooted in the principles of, “Afghans standing up for themselves against a criminal 

insurgency, closely supported by the Government of the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan and the 

Coalition,” more appropriately sets popular expectations and successfully aligns words and 

deeds. 

The purpose of this paper is to outline a strategic plan that allows GIRoA and CF to truly 

harness the collective power of local actions and events characteristic of VSO and amplify them 

within a coherent narrative to achieve strategic effects.  Projecting local actions and events 

consistently into this narrative will achieve effects that (1) shift perceptions of key audiences 

favorably toward CF and GIRoA political momentum in the campaign, (2) help expand stability 

to other areas of Afghanistan, (3) render the current insurgency an irrelevant and unattractive 

choice to the Afghan people, and (4) convince the Afghan people that Americans and CF will 

                                                 
1 Identified in the March-April 2008 Military Review article “Anbar Awakens: The Tipping Point” 

http://usacac.army.mil/CAC/milreview/English/MarApr08/Smith_AnbarEngMarApr08.pdf by the author and COL(P) Sean 

MacFarland. Borrowed from a concept outlined by COL (ret) Rick Everett 
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continue to assist the Afghan people at least through 2014 in standing up to the insurgency and in 

developing formal and informal governance capability and capacity. 

Why Narratives are Critical in Counterinsurgency Operations 

A narrative is the central mechanism through which ideologies or worldviews are 

expressed and facts are interpreted.  It is a cognitive organizational scheme expressed in story 

form and is central to representing identity, particularly the collective identity of ethnic or 

religious sects.  A narrative about a community’s reality generates models of how actions and 

consequences are linked.  These stories are often the basis for strategies and actions.
2
  The ability 

to craft a coherent narrative and similarly frame subsequent events in ways that resonate with 

specific audiences can play a tremendous role in shaping perceptions of momentum in an 

insurgency.   

For a narrative to be effective, it must resonate with the target audience and compel belief 

in the desired perception. For example, “Osama bin Laden depicts himself as a man purified in 

the mountains of Afghanistan who is gathering and inspiring followers and punishing infidels. In 

the collective imagination of Bin Laden and his followers, they are agents of Islamic history who 

will reverse the decline of the umma [Muslim community] and bring about its inevitable triumph 

over Western imperialism.”
3
  The story telling aspect of a narrative seeks to activate symbols that 

inspire members of the community to tacitly or directly support the effort.  In bin Laden’s 

narrative, the symbols of purity against corruption, Islamic glory versus subjugation, and the 

struggle against apostasy seek to animate frustrated Muslims across countries and unite them in a 

common cause. 

The perceptions of key audience segments can drastically shape the outcome of an 

insurgency.  In fact, several recent studies of Information Operations within insurgencies assert 

that “perceptions often matter more than truth.”
4
 In a country like Afghanistan, information flow 

is extremely limited due to the rural isolation of the populace, overt insurgent intimidation, and 

limited media options.  Playing on these limitations, the Taliban have recently constructed a 

narrative that consistently tells rural Afghans the Americans will abandon them in the summer of 

2011.
5
 Despite the fact that this is untrue, the dearth of communications options and confusing 

narratives emanating from both Washington D.C. and CF in Afghanistan combine to confuse the 

Afghan population and cause many to hedge their bets when working with CF.  As a result, the 

recently announced CF commitment to Afghanistan through 2014 has not had much impact on 

Afghan perceptions.  The best way to counter and shape the Afghan perception of CF and 

GIRoA commitment to them is through a central, unified narrative that empowers Afghans 

through CF and GIRoA efforts.   

A Strategic Narrative for Village Stability Operations 

A CF and GIRoA VSO narrative must resonate with three key audience segments.  These 

three key audiences consist of (a) the Afghan public, (b) the insurgents, and (c) the U.S. and 

NATO Domestic Audience.  The narrative emerging from the VSO experience is, “Afghans 

standing up for themselves against a criminal insurgency, closely supported by the Government 

                                                 
2Headquarters, Department of the Army Field Manual (FM) 3-24 Counter Insurgency, December, 2006, 1-76 

3Headquarters, Department of the Army Field Manual (FM) 3-24 Counter Insurgency, December, 2006, 1-76 

4 Major Niel Smith, “Sisyphus and Counterinsurgency”, www.smallwarsjournal.com 

5Author Spotlight,  “the Diplomat hears from David Kilcullen”, The Diplomat, September 9, 2010 

http://www.smallwarsjournal.com/
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of the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan and the Coalition.”  Interestingly, this narrative is playing 

out through the efforts of Village Stability Platforms all over Afghanistan in a variety of ways 

that could greatly contribute to a perceived momentum shift in the war against the insurgency.  A 

closer look at this simple, three-part narrative and how it can favorably shape the perceptions of 

the key audiences is in order. 

First, “Afghans standing up for themselves” is the central component of the narrative.  

The concept of fostering “bottom up” conditions that allow local villages, tribes, or qawms to 

achieve stability at the local level is not only popular within Pashtun rural villages, it is also 

rooted in Afghan history.
6
  The manner in which many rural Afghan residents have taken up 

arms against the insurgents is representative of a range of self-organizing uprisings against the 

insurgency that have occurred and continue to occur in numerous rural pockets throughout 

Afghanistan.  The notion of “Afghans standing up” within the villages is a very strong narrative 

component that has significant untapped potential. 

Most importantly, this aspect of the narrative fundamentally alters the Afghan 

individual’s role in the politics of the state.  The current CF and GIRoA narrative relegates the 

individual to a passive role in society.  The national government is expected to provide security, 

development, and governance; the individual is a recipient of the effort, not an active participant.  

The individual is not empowered by this narrative to take control of his future or to build up his 

community, the government is supposed to take on this responsibility.  Under the proposed VSO 

narrative, the individual becomes an active participant in securing his community and building 

his family’s future.  Instead of depending on the government for everything, the individual 

becomes an active participant and is empowered by government and Coalition assistance.  This 

narrative structure makes the Afghan individual the central change agent in the country to 

complement the government.  This localizes security, politics, and development, so that the 

government no longer has to provide everything all the time; the individuals taking responsibility 

for their own villages accomplish the common objectives of security, development, and 

governance.  Amplifying individual successes reinforces the alignment of words with deeds, 

especially if GIRoA and CF effectively provide resources and support to the villages. 

The second part of the narrative, a “criminal insurgency,” establishes the adversary 

against which “Afghans stand up for themselves.”  In Day Kundi Province, for example, the 

oppressive tactics employed by the Taliban against the local population became intolerable and 

incited them to rise up against the insurgents.  Once the insurgents were ousted by the locals, the 

insurgents employed heavy handed tactics in an attempt to regain lost physical and human 

terrain.  This only served to further galvanize the local population’s resolve to continue standing 

up to the Taliban and render them irrelevant in the area.  This natural de-selection of the 

insurgents occurred because the insurgents could no longer compete in the realm of ideas. 
7
 

It is important to understand the relationship between the terms “criminal” and 

“insurgent.”  An insurgent’s behavior is infused with purpose and meaning.  When an insurgent 

                                                 
6 Tribal Analysis Center, “Simultaneously clearing, holding, and building-A Rural development team program” (Copyright 

2009) 

7 We have seen recent evidence of this “de-selection” of Insurgent ideals and messages by locals in areas where Village Stability 

and Afghan Local Police programs are taking root, such as Arghandab District, Kandahar Province, Deh Rawood District 

Oruzgan Province, and Shindand District, Heart Province.   This “de-selection” by the Afghan people often comes not through 

security lines, but when bottom up economic development or traditional governance are re-impowered in areas where the 

Insurgent narrative offered only murder, intimidation, taxation, oppression, exploitation by malign actors of economic 

development, or at best a return to Sharia Law under the old Taliban Order. 
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commits acts of violence or appropriates resources for his fight, his actions are in part interpreted 

as a political expression.  If the insurgent’s purpose becomes irrelevant to the population, his 

political identity is lost and his acts of violence lose their intended meaning.  Stripped of this 

identity and serving no purpose to the population, the insurgent’s violence becomes nothing 

more than criminal behavior.  Assassination and appropriation become murder and theft.  In the 

competition between the insurgency and GIRoA over providing services to the population, 

GIRoA has the advantage.  A properly designed strategic narrative with actions supporting both 

the narrative and the people can render the insurgency irrelevant to the people.  The insurgency, 

therefore, becomes criminal, which opens new options to the population, such as working with 

the police to eliminate the criminal threat. 

The third component to this narrative establishes the role of GIRoA in supporting the 

population.  Since the beginning of OEF, the coalition and GIRoA have attempted to force a 

“top-down” approach of GIRoA providing support to the outlying areas only to fall short or 

overreach on almost every occasion.
8
  The VSO narrative establishes more realistic expectations 

of village and state responsibilities and eases the burden on GIRoA to be everywhere and all 

things to all people. 

The inability to deliver security, development, and governance at the local level has 

eroded the credibility of the national government in the eyes of the Afghan people. It has also 

damaged the relationship between the Afghan Government and its people.  What is needed is 

balance reminiscent of the Musahiban Dynasty, when rulers like King Zahir Sha helped local 

Afghans stand up for themselves with support from the national government.  This balanced 

approach between formal and informal governance was, and still is, widely accepted in Afghan 

culture and is a narrative component that, if amplified and demonstrated regularly to the 

population, could quickly enhance GIRoA’s favor with its people in a way that is consistent with 

Afghan history.
9
 

A complementary fourth component could be added to the proposed narrative.  Currently, 

the insurgent narrative convincingly asserts that Americans will leave Afghanistan in the summer 

of 2011 and that any effort to support CF in the meantime will result in heavy handed retribution.  

Many Afghans as a result approach programs or initiatives put forward by CF with a high degree 

of skepticism and very little personal investment.  This makes it difficult to separate the populous 

from the insurgents.  GIRoA and CF must counter the insurgent narrative with one that 

announces a commitment to the people of Afghanistan through 2014, and GIRoA and CF must 

implement COIN actions that give the narrative credence.  The proposed VSO narrative structure 

empowers Afghans to stand up for themselves with the support of GIRoA, which reduces their 

dependence on CF.  By adding a narrative that the CF commitment will persist until GIRoA 

capacity to support them is in place, CF can neutralize a key element of the insurgent narrative.  

The combination of narrative themes, reinforced by tangible actions to build Afghan individual 

and village capacity, will likely have a devastating impact on the insurgency, making it desperate 

and oppressive, and thus, irrelevant and criminal in the eyes of the Afghan people.   

The strategic narrative is meant to impact the insurgency and CF populations.  It 

marginalizes the insurgency in the lives of the Afghan population and forces the insurgency to 

demonstrate that it is still relevant.  In the competition of development and governance activities, 

                                                 
8 Tribal Analysis Center, “Starfish, Spiders, and the Jellyfish:Pashtun Cultural Factors 

Limiting Warlord Development”  (Copyright 2009)Pg. 8 

9 Jones, Seth, Dr. The Graveyard of Empires,New York, New York, 2009, WW Norton and Company Inc, Pg. 319 
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the insurgency will be hard pressed to exhibit utility to the population, especially if villages and 

individuals are empowered by CF and GIRoA to stand up for themselves.  Under such 

circumstances, the insurgency will likely turn to intimidation and oppression in an attempt to 

retain control over the population, further separating insurgents from the people.  At the same 

time, the VSO narrative establishes a better relationship between CF populations and the Afghan 

people, from the bottom up.  CF populations can understand the value of assisting the Afghan 

people standing up for themselves regardless of their opinions about the capabilities and capacity 

of GIRoA.  It will be easier to demonstrate local individuals and villages achieving success than 

the national government doing so since the threshold for success is lower in the VSO narrative.  

Nevertheless, discrete, localized successes can be amplified to generate a cumulative effect that 

can result in a strategic shift in political momentum both domestically and internationally. 

Amplifying Tactical VSO Successes for Strategic Impact 

In the early spring of 2009, a group of rural Afghans ejected local Taliban insurgents 

from their village deep in a Taliban safe haven in Central Afghanistan.  Residents of this rural 

area, tired of insurgent oppression and taxation, crossed over the historically tension-filled 

Hazara and Pashtun ethnic lines to combine forces against the Taliban.  Shortly after removing 

insurgents from the area, the fear of potential retribution began to set in.  Local residents called 

the Provincial Governor and U.S. Special Forces to request assistance in protecting their new 

won freedom.  Both the governor and Special Forces arrived within hours.
10

  As of November 

2010, six months after the expulsion of the insurgents, Afghan Local Police (ALP) and GIRoA 

retain control of this contentious area. 

While the tactical military value of this local, grassroots movement should not be 

underestimated, the larger significance of this event lies in the non-kinetic effects achieved 

through information operations and strategic communications relative to key audience segments 

both inside and outside of Afghanistan.  The previously unthinkable narrative of successful, 

bottom-up resistance to the Taliban quickly spread to surrounding valleys, and other villages 

soon took up arms against the Taliban.  This local movement resulted in expanding security into 

Southern Day Kundi Province and even Northern Oruzgan Province.   

More importantly, this event directly affected the insurgency from the local through 

strategic levels.  This audacious move by local Afghans displaced Taliban fighters from what 

they for years considered an untouchable inner sanctuary.  Losing a safe haven area sent 

shockwaves throughout Taliban circles.  The Taliban carefully crafted a veneer of invincibility in 

the area and understood the potentially crippling strategic impact of losing this perception.  

Orders were given by the insurgents to retake the area immediately, lest more grassroots 

movements expand to other safe haven areas.  At the writing of this article, all insurgent efforts 

to retake this area have failed. 

The narrative of Afghans standing up to the insurgency resonated with audiences in the 

United States and was even carried as a story in The Washington Post.  Although Afghan led, 

this uprising against the Taliban was made possible by the persistent engagement of Special 

Operations Forces conducting (VSO).  The American public was provided a clear logic of 

American military involvement with a tangible benefit to the Afghan people.  In both cases, the 

                                                 
10 Summary of events from the Day Kundi “Uprising” in Day Kundi Province, Afghanistan 2010 based on unclassified reporting 

while  I was working as the CFSOCC-A J35 Local Defense Initiative and Village Stability Lead Planner.  
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proposed VSO narrative will bolster public sentiment in favor of the counterinsurgency 

campaign. 

This seemingly isolated event in a rural Afghan district was simmering below the surface 

for several months prior to the precipitating event.  It also hints at the tremendous resonance a 

narrative reinforcing Afghan village self-sufficiency, supported by GIRoA and CF support, could 

enjoy with much of the population.  Even more significant is the strategic potential this type of 

event can have in swinging key audience member perceptions of political momentum in favor of 

CF and GIRoA efforts.  But this can only happen in the context of a central narrative that 

properly frames the events.   

Under the existing narrative that prioritizes GIRoA extending security, this is an aberrant 

anecdote, not symbolic of a broader movement.  Indeed, the very fact that the village had to 

expel the Taliban itself, with SOF support, perversely serves to demonstrate national GIRoA’s 

security gaps!  In other words, VSO successes cannot bolster GIRoA given the existing narrative 

structure; it can only be a neutral factor at best.  At worst, stories of Afghans helping themselves 

can be further manipulated to make GIRoA appear ineffective and unresponsive.  This situation 

cannot persist if CF and GIRoA hope to capture the political initiative based on cumulative 

village-level events. 

Of note, the village uprising described is not as isolated as it may seem.  In fact, this type 

of event occurs regularly throughout Afghanistan as SOF work with Afghan and Coalition 

partners to expand VSO in rural areas.  However, these events lack a narrative that weaves them 

together as part of a larger strategic story of CF and GIRoA success.  CF and GIRoA require a 

simple, comprehensive narrative where bottom-up actions and deeds can be properly interpreted 

and amplified.  To fully realize the stabilizing potential of VSO and ALP expansion during the 

winter fighting lull, CF and GIRoA must better exploit the strategic narrative component of 

counterinsurgency than they have in the past.   

Key Audiences for the Strategic Narrative  

While the three key audiences already identified will be relevant throughout the 

counterinsurgency campaign, they can be further categorized according to important audience 

segments.
11

  Stories should be developed for audience segments whose perceptions are 

considered most crucial to the counterinsurgency effort.  Although the identified segments will 

continue to matter, counterinsurgents must constantly ask, “What are the various audiences, and 

how will this action be perceived by each one?”  They must then ask, “What can we do to shape 

that perception to our advantage?”
12

  The key audiences can at a minimum be segmented as 

described below. 

 (1) The Afghan people.  The fate of this insurgency, and ultimately Afghanistan will be 

decided by the Afghan people.  This audience can be broken down into urban and rural 

categories, age groups, gender, regional groups, ethnic groups, and even tribes.  Regardless of 

how Afghans are organized for communication purposes, it is imperative that CF and GIRoA 

                                                 
11 These audience segment nominations were first nominated in an Information Operations and Strategic Communications 

working group hosted by Combined Forces Special Operations Component Command in Kabul, Afghanistan March 2010.  These 

audience nominations were continuously socialized with ISAF Staff members, the SOF community, ANSF Leadership and Staff 

Members, Line Ministries, Civilian and Interagency Leadership, and of course Afghans in GIRoA as well as local villagers 

across rural Afghanistan at VSO sites. 

12 Major Niel Smith, “Sisyphus and Counterinsurgency”, www.smallwarsjournal.com 

http://www.smallwarsjournal.com/
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place the Afghan people at the forefront as a key audience segment and conduct actions that are 

consistent with the narratives they put forward.  

(2) The Insurgency.  This audience includes Taliban, HIG, Haqqani fighters and 

facilitators, and their bases.  Degrading the will and capacity of the insurgency to continue its 

struggle should be a continued focus of CF and GIRoA efforts, and this can be facilitated with a 

narrative that seeks to render insurgents irrelevant to the Afghan people.  In other words, CF and 

GIRoA should not chase the insurgent narrative; rather, they should create an alternative 

narrative that resonates even more with the people.  Insurgent audience segments include the 

entire spectrum of insurgent network members, from low level fighters and facilitators at the 

tactical level all the way up to Senior Shura Leaders at the strategic level.  Also, by targeting this 

audience for a well-crafted narrative, GIRoA and the Coalition will be well-postured to influence 

the reconciliation and reintegration of insurgent members at all levels.  

(3) COIN Stakeholders.  The final audience segment is the Domestic Audience that 

includes US and NATO countries, donor nations, and of course, their constituents.  This 

audience segment represents any member nation that offers external resources or support to the 

COIN effort in Afghanistan and whose will to win must be secured, maintained, and enhanced 

throughout the campaign.  Given variations in political will and historical sensitivities, targeted 

narratives should be considered for production. 

In order for the VSO strategic narrative to be effective, it must resonate strongly within 

each audience segment.  Each of these audiences is distinct, which requires framing VSO events 

in different, though complementary, ways.  Nine years into this campaign, key audience 

members are far beyond mere words.  The narrative must be joined with actions and deeds 

consistent with the narrative.  Moreover, the strategic narrative must be introduced in concert 

with an operational design that rebuilds CF and GIRoA political credibility and political capital 

with key audiences.  This necessitates careful planning at all levels of operation. 

Rolling Out the Strategic Narrative 

For the VSO strategic narrative to be successful, it must be adopted by all COIN 

stakeholders, especially GIRoA.  The steps below seek to ensure widespread input and adoption 

of a VSO strategic narrative. 

 Select a narrative that resonates with key audience segments.  It will be necessary to 

create a GIRoA and Coalition/Interagency Working Group that develops a coherent 

narrative along the lines of “Afghans standing up for themselves against a criminal 

insurgency, supported by the Government of the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan and 

the Coalition.”   

 Leverage Senior Leaders to roll out the narrative.  Once the narrative is determined, it 

must be endorsed by the most senior members of GIRoA and CF.  This sets the tone 

for shaping the perceptions of key audience members by first explaining the story to 

all concerned in the words of senior leaders.  Doing so lays the foundation for 

unveiling the operational design and must be done before any other steps begin.   

 Expanding stability and taking physical and human terrain away from the insurgency.  

Every effort should be made during the winter months to take advantage of the 

decline in violence.  This is the time period when intimidation is much lower since 

many insurgents return to Pakistan.  By focusing efforts on amplifying actions and 
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events in support of the strategic narrative, CF and GIRoA can expand stability across 

wider areas of Afghanistan, bolster popular support for nascent grassroots efforts, and 

take human and physical terrain away from the insurgency before insurgents return 

following the early Summer Poppy Harvest and onset of the next fighting season. 

 Capture actions and deeds at the local level.  This step involves continuously 

identifying and amplifying  local actions and deeds that provide tangible evidence in 

support of the strategic narrative.  The term “actions and deeds” is very important 

here because most Afghans view CF and GIRoA words as “hollow” and meaningless 

after 9 years of ISAF presence in this country.  Actions and deeds, focused on 

Afghans, reported from the village level that give credence to the narrative are the 

most influential elements of information on the battlefield.  The ability to identify 

these actions and deeds will involve a range of actions involving PAO, Media, 

PSYOP, IO, and Strategic Communications.  Gathering this information at the 

community level through Village Stability Platforms and the Village Stability 

Coordination Center will allow CF and GIRoA to overcome the historical challenge 

of amplifying local events that usually go unnoticed or unexploited.   

 Amplify actions and deeds.  This involves taking the collected actions and deeds and 

“feeding” them into the strategic narrative in a continuous fashion so that these 

seemingly local and isolated events are amplified continuously into strategic effects 

that favorably influence the perceptions of the various audience segments. Over time, 

this gives the enduring perception that the key components of the narrative are 

occurring throughout Afghanistan in an overwhelming fashion.   

A coherent IO and SC plan should contain the objectives below. 

-Influence the perceptions of Afghans:  The act of Afghans standing up for themselves 

has a long and proud history across the country, especially in Pashtun areas where the insurgency 

is prevalent.  By amplifying the actions and deeds of Afghans standing up for their own villages, 

otherwise isolated activities can serve to bolster the resolve of other villages and foster a 

grassroots movement similar to the one that occurred in Day Kundi Province.  Afghans can be 

influenced locally through word of mouth, radio, or even more creative techniques, such as a 

local movie night facilitated by CF.  

-Influence the perceptions of COIN Stakeholders.  Domestic Audience Members from the 

U.S. and other NATO Countries will likely be favorably influenced by the perception of Afghans 

standing up for themselves, as well as an Afghan government that is supporting them in this 

action.  A government that is supportive of this type of activity instead of one that is expected to 

be all things to all people is much more achievable and quantifiable to the audience in the U.S. 

and other NATO countries who are looking for Afghan transition solutions.
13

  This can be 

demonstrated through a range of IO and SC activities that include embedding media members in 

Village Stability sites, focusing media stories on Afghans standing up for themselves along with 

a government that supports them, and video content that highlights this reality. 

                                                 
13 This point was made clear to me while I was serving as the Village Stability Coordination Center Director.  Every  

Congressional Delegation Visit that came to RC South during VSO battlefield circulation visits to various Village Stability sites, 

emphasized their support of any effort to identify and implement Afghan solutions to local governance and stability challenges to 

allow America to transition out of Afghanistan.  During discussions, the concept of Afghans standing up for themselves closely 

supported by their Government was very favorably received by all visiting CODELs. 
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-Influence the insurgency.  Insurgents who can be influenced through this approach range 

from the most senior member of the Taliban Inner Shura down to the low-level fighter at the 

village level who takes up arms against the government for reasons that have more to do with 

grievances suffered from the GIRoA than Islamic ideology.   Afghans who stand up for 

themselves can most powerfully influence local insurgents because they are often from the very 

villages where Village Stability Operations are conducted.  Additionally, the ability of GIRoA to 

support local Afghans in this endeavor improves the chances of the population electing to align 

with the government over an irrelevant insurgency that cannot compete in providing services.  

Finally, the combination of the previous elements in concert with a narrative that demonstrates 

the Coalition’s resolve to continue supporting Afghans until they can do so independently will 

likely overwhelm the current Taliban narrative that the U.S. will abandon Afghanistan in 

summer 2011.    

-Utilize Village Stability sites and Afghan Local Police locations as “platforms” to 

“mine” key information opportunities.  The Afghan village is where most influential actions in 

support of the narrative will occur.  Roughly eighty percent of the Afghan population lives in 

rural areas and villages.  It is the area where the insurgents normally thrive and operate, and it is 

the focal point for day to day activities in rural Afghanistan.  Security challenges have long 

confounded CF and GIRoA efforts to exploit, or even recognize IO and SC opportunities in 

many of these villages.  However, with the expansion of VSO and ALP in numerous villages, 

continued CF presence within village communities postures CF to reduce intimidation by 

understanding local dynamics on an unprecedented level.  Now, CF can effectively “mine” and 

amplify actions and deeds that include Afghans standing up for themselves; insurgents’ criminal 

and irrelevant actions against the people, including murder and intimidation; and examples of 

GIRoA supporting the villages through security, development, and governance from the District, 

Provincial, and National levels.  Simply put, the Village Stability Platform offers access to the 

source of the narrative like never before, so CF should use this new found access to leverage 

information that informs its narrative.     

-Communicate as a network:  While identifying and “mining” IO and SC opportunities 

can be very challenging, sharing opportunities across stakeholders and actually amplifying the 

information can also be extremely challenging.  This is due to the inter-relation of local action to 

strategic effect, remote isolation of villages where key events occur, insurgent intimidation, CF 

organizational complexity, and CF’s bureaucratic processes for releasing information.  All these 

factors make a compelling case for new ways to effectively and efficiently communicate that 

transcend bureaucracy, echelons, and seams.   

The proposed VSO narrative is a top-down strategic story that must be reinforced by 

bottom-up actions and events provided by local Afghans and tactical commanders.  To do this, 

CF and GIRoA must empower individuals to communicate top to bottom, bottom to top, and 

across the numerous and broad Civil-Military community of governments, agencies, and 

services.  Information must move horizontally and with agility if it is to have a chance of telling 

a story that rings true with the targeted audience segments.  Organizational complexity, staff 

inertia, and even parochialism are all potential pitfalls to this network approach.  However, if CF 

establishes its network architecture, processes, and business rules correctly, it will be able to 

“mine” information opportunities at the Village Stability Platform level and maximize the data’s 

value for the larger strategic narrative in Kabul, Washington, and beyond. 
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-Assess and adjust.  The strategic narrative should succinctly reflect the overall goals of 

GIRoA, the Afghan People, and the Coalition.  The means to achieve these goals are through 

top-down and bottom-up COIN applications that are amplified through this strategic narrative to 

shape perceptions of key audience members.  To accomplish this effectively, CF must develop 

measures of effectiveness that evaluate whether the narrative is changing perceptions, causing a 

momentum shift, and having the desired influence on the collective behavior of the audience 

segments.  CF should also develop measures of effectiveness that determine whether the 

narrative, the actions, and TTPs informing the narrative are performing appropriately to achieve 

CF goals and objectives.  CF should join the various network members together in this process 

from Commander’s Initiative Groups all the way down to Afghans and SOF elements at the 

village level.  Adopting a network approach has the added benefit of enabling CF to rapidly 

learn, adapt, and adjust its actions to keep the narrative, and the actions informing it, on point 

and foremost in the minds of key audience segments. 

Conclusion 

Ultimately, a strategic narrative must be formally defined by our Senior Coalition 

Leadership and then reinforced by actions on the ground.  CF and GIRoA require an operational 

design that gives tangible evidence to key audience segments that the strategic narrative is not 

just empty words.  We must also reconsider the current IO and SC inaccessibility many VSO 

sites and activities have to our Afghan Partners and the media, in order to effectively amplify the 

routinely isolated actions and deeds that portray Afghans standing up for themselves, closely 

supported by their government against a criminal insurgency.  A Village Governance and 

Development operational design is needed to incorporate an Effects Based Narrative structure 

that is informed by and amplifies the VSO strategic narrative described above.  This core group 

of documents could function as the road map to help synchronize CF and GIRoA deeds on the 

ground with IO and SC actions to maximize effects toward favorably shaping perceptions of CF 

and GIRoA key audience members.   

Lieutenant Colonel Scott Mann is a Special Forces Officer assigned to United States Special 

Operations Command.  He has conducted three tours in Afghanistan.  Most recently,in 2010,he 

served as the Program Manager for Village Stability Operations and Afghan Local Police in 

Combined Forces Special Operations Component Command - Afghanistan and as the Director 

of the first ever Village Stability Coordination Center in Regional Command South.  Lieutenant 

Colonel Mann is currently the VSO Representative in USSOCOM.   
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