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Design and the Prospects for Mission Analysis
by Christopher R. Paparone
We can by improvements in our knowledge limit the sovereignty of Fortuna, bitch
goddess of unpredictability; we cannot dethrone her.
--Alastair MacIntyre, After Virtue
This is the third article in a series exploring the impact of design philosophy and whether
a military renaissance is potentially afoot.1 This episode attempts to expose the myth that design
is a ―methodology‖ that leads to ―understanding‖ that eventually leads to good military planning
as suggested in the US Army‘s latest doctrine, particularly its Field Manual 5-0, The Operations
Process. The focus is to reveal the issues associated with ―mission analysis,‖ that is, the
breaking down of a ―problem‖ into manageable tasks that, when all put together into a military
plan or order, serve to solve the overall ―problem.‖ Beyond conventional, ―force-on-force‖
fights, this essay argues that mission analysis is a misconception when it comes to framing
complex operations.
Two contemporary authors have critically reviewed the propensity of the military
community to use the decomposing or ―scientific method‖ to solve problems. Antoine
Bousquet‘s Scientific Way of Warfare traces the roots of ―techno-scientific regimes‖ that have
historically dominated the way we conceive of war – from the machine age to the present frame
around the ―information paradigm.‖2 He also projects the use of complexity science and chaos
theory as the emergent frame. In her recent monograph, anthropologist Anna Simons deftly
chastises those who seek modern scientific-style cumulative learning into doctrine and TTP (she
coins the terms, ―genericize‖ and the T.E. ―Lawrence Paradox‖ to signify these learning
mythologies).3 Simons exposes the institutional failure to appreciate the depth of experiential
learning and intuitive forms of ―visioning‖ needed in complex warfare describing how several
famous persons in history envisioned not through a scientific form of learning, but through
immersion into- and the unique development of- local situations.4
The logic of mission analysis appears quite rational to the Western classical empiricism
mindset: military commanders and staffs can face difficult situations by decomposing them into
definable problems; figure out what tasks (together called ―the mission‖) need to be performed to
solve them; and divide those tasks among subordinates who, in turn, do the same down the line
(from the strategic level to the individual trooper). At the end of the day, the accumulative
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logical linkages between these tasks (at the lower levels called ―tactical‖ missions and individual
tasks) are believed to solve the larger, ―strategic‖ problem at hand. Joint doctrinaires named
these cumulative linkages ―logical lines of operation‖ signifying that the intermediate levels‘
(such as theater and joint task force headquarters) job one is to provide for those linkages
between the tasks at lower echelons of command and tasks the highest national and coalition
policy agendas.5 On the surface, the logic seems very seductive; yet, the assumptive structures
can be criticized to the point of exposing the myths at work.
Critical realist, Roy Bhaskar, traces the philosophy associated with classical empiricism
where it is assumed that ―atomistic events‖ are ―facts‖ and that reality can be broken down into
facts that‘s can be linked and which will constitute a science of learning. 6 The alternative
ontological view (and its accompanying knowledge structures) Bhaskar associates with critical
realism, that exposes these ―facts‖ as a social belief system, not an objective reality. The critical
realist argument proposes that the construction of facts is a social process and that such facts do
not exists independent of human creation. Rather, they are created through a cultural reification
processes that involve language, beliefs that become common sense, and perception.
For the military community, this alternative worldview that critical realism represents
overturns the belief that mission analysis (a classical empiricist-derived process of atomizing
―the problem‖ and developing hierarchically linked tasks) will lead to a desired, objective reality.
(Note that the community, through the classical-empirical lens, even calls the desired conditions
―objectives‖ – a telltale sign of the cultural penchant for classical empiricism.)
From the viewpoint on left side of the continuum, tasks are ―mission-analyzable,‖ that is
they can be pre-programmed or planned. Organization theorist Charles Perrow called these types
routine tasks (accomplished by standing, requisite organized capabilities—core competencies or,
for the US military, ―METLs‖7) and engineering (planning organized capabilities in
combination—task organizations) tasks.8 Looking from the right side of the continuum, tasks
are unpredictable and improvisational; hence, Perrow called these craftwork (the creative,
improvisational use of already organized capabilities) or emergent (requiring the localized
reforming into novel organizational entities) tasks. Here are more specific descriptions of each
kind of task:
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 ROUTINE: These are tasks that technology has solved. They tend to be physical
and observable -- like a manufacturing assembly line. In the military context,
conducting a pistol marksmanship range is a good example. For routine tasks,
analysis and performance metrics work very well.
 ENGINEERING: These tasks are more complicated in that they involve detailed
planning (as would development of a blueprint for a building and all the logistics
required to have things come together in time). Good military example is engineering
a plan to attack Iraq in 1991 during the first Gulf War. Here analysis and metrics
work well, but can be spoiled by unforeseen variables (such as weather, etc.); hence,
contingency branch plans and phased sequels are also engineered as hedges.
 CRAFTWORK: This sort of task involves art and the accompanying aesthetic
qualities of doing something new/unique/novel and is mostly improvisational -working with what is at hand (the French call this bricolage). For example, a military
context may involve investigative/intelligence work in addressing something that has
not quite been seen before. For these sorts of tasks, analysis and use of metrics
become quite problematic because each situation is unique and morphs over time;
hence, if task performance can be measured, that measure probably does not apply in
future craftwork (so standardization of metrics is implausible).
 EMERGENT: Here the troops are faced with something so novel that we do not
have the language structure to "frame" the situation into a definable problem, so even
craftwork is not sufficient. These usually involve complex judgments of action
learning (called reflective practice).9 In military work this may involve dealing with
very complex situations with a multitude of "competing values" -- such as whether to
detain a poppy farmer or whether to burn his crop. It may involve highly contextual
activities that even the skill set one has developed are not appropriate. These are
situations are wicked. Yet we want the troops to deal with them and exercise
appreciative judgment as they go.10 They have to act in order to learn. Performance
metrics are nonsensical in these cases.
The chart below (Figure 1) depicts the continuum between treating military operational
tasks from the classical empiricist view and that of the critical realist. Organizations involved in
the ―task environment‖ in complex operations have to deal with both sides and in-between.
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Figure 1. Between Two Worlds. Continuum between the classical empiricist world and the world seen
through the critical realist lens. Mission analysis works well on situations associated with the left side; while
it does not work with situations described on the right.

Armed with Perrow‘s typology of tasks, one can envision multiple framings of
campaigning—traditional and inverted. Traditional campaigning, associated with conventional
force-on-force warfare, is primarily composed of a hierarchy of routine and engineering tasks.
Here the ―snowman model‖ of war is an appropriate theory of effectiveness based in classical
empiricism (Figure 2). Mission analysis is a reductionist process to determine this hierarchy of
routine and engineering tasks necessary to meet policy goals. National policy is envisioned as
the synthesis of tasks to be performed to achieve its objective; hence, individual and ―tactical‖
tasks can be rolled up into campaign tasks, which can, in turn, be rolled up into strategic tasks.
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Figure 2. Traditional “Snowman Model.” Explicit is the requirement for imbedded levels or “nesting” of
mission analyses at corresponding levels of hierarchical organization. The mission analyses of the higher
echelon produces tasks that are then assigned to lower echelons. The lower echelons convert (through their
own mission analyses) assigned tasks into mission statements and send these results back up the echelons for
approval. This model works well for routine and engineering types of tasks that together can be planned as
they are “rolled-up” into a “campaign plan” or into a larger strategy or policy formulation.

From the polar opposite, critical realist point of view, the empowerment is inverted (the
present author proposed the idea of the inverted campaign in the author‘s previous Small Wars
Journal article concerning design and leadership-as-deviance). Stratagems are developed in
local contexts and each is unique (Figure 3). Here institutional hierarchies are incapable of
commanding or approving tasks at the local levels because neither the commanders nor
policymakers can know what needs to be done. In such complex conditions, tasks are better
typed as craftwork or emergent because these types require higher echelons of command to
admit ignorance. At best, the institutionalized hierarchy serves to provide values-based context
and the resources in support of the localities (what the present author called island
communities).11 The inverted campaign is based in localized action research (dynamic
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design).12 Troops artfully invent tasks as they become immersed in situation requiring the
appreciation of craftwork or emergence to deal with the novel task environment.13

“ISLAND COMMUNITIES”
Primarily Emergent & Craftwork Type Tasks
(focus: localized stratagems developed through institutionalized
valuations, action research, immersion, improvisation, innovation,
and appreciative judgment)

XXXX

C/JTF or
COMUSFOR

Primarily Routine & Engineering Type Tasks
(focus: provision of resources to operations in
the island communities, to include logistics,
funding and so forth—that provisioning is
amenable to mission analysis)

Figure 3. The Inverted Campaign. Troops operating in “island communities” cannot rely on mission
analyses from the theater command echelon that would traditionally assign their tasks; however, they do rely
on institutional values and the responsive channeling of resources from the theater-level headquarters.

In conclusion, tasks that are effective in complex operations are those that are not
prospectively analyzable (i.e. not subject to mission analysis and its related planning). The more
complex the situation, the less likely that the classical empiricism paradigm is appropriate and
the more likely the practitioner will need a critical realist perspective. Traditional mission
analysis, a hallmark of classical empiricism, is ineffective except for assuring routine and
engineered type tasks are performed in support of localized craftwork and emergent tasks. The
―inverted campaign‖ is a way of signifying this upside-down nature of the task structure for the
required dispersed strategies and operations that are improvisationally developed through
situational immersion and action research. Craftwork and emergent tasks have to be invented-inaction and changed-in-action as the local situation morphs and as those immersed in it can better
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make appreciative judgments. In short, design is not a methodology toward understanding. It is
a philosophy associated with embracing the unpredictability of tasks yet to be accomplished.
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