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    Millet and Murray understand “[m]ilitary effectiveness [as] the process by which armed forces

convert resources into fighting power”1, resources ranging from human and natural ones to lead-

ers’ intellectual capacity.2 This paper attempts to identify the subset of most important factors af-

fecting this process’ ability to enable a country to achieve its stated objectives in modern war.

    The conflicts of the early 20th century were marked by interdependence of the levels of military

effectiveness, with effectiveness “in operational and tactical terms (…) vitiated by persistent fail-

ures at the political and strategic level.” 3 It follows that for military equipment, doctrine and fight-

ing power not to be futile or robbed of its competitive edge, it is essential to find consistent an-

swers to the issues of grand strategy of a nation; consistent with both goals and capabilities. De-

spite having one of the best-prepared forces, Germany’s assertive, boastful foreign policy, e.g. its

naval build-up that antagonized Great Britain,4 had produced a strategic  encirclement  that was be-

yond the country’s military capabilities. The USSR of 1941 was in a similar predicament, finding it-

self unaligned and discredited as an ally of Hitler, while being unprepared for war in material and

planning terms.5 The summer of 1914 was a total breakdown of grand strategies:  mobilization

schemes paired with limited grasp by politicians of what they entailed had effectively annihilated

flexibility and restricted the available means.6 Thus, a military strategy had virtually abolished po-

litical supremacy in strategic planning and wrested all means besides total war from the toolbox of

grand strategy.7 The process of military strategic planning becomes a liability rather than an asset

when it narrows its base to a few assumptions rather than examine a host of strategic scenarios in

order to suggest a flexible set of options to decision-makers. The intense concern of the French

about an expected total war was a strategic stricture of this type, leading to inability to react to the

limited crisis of the re-militarization of the Rhineland in 1936, when Germany’s aggressive policies

might still have been stopped relatively easily.8 And Chamberlain’s lenience with Germany in 1938

was partly due to misjudgments on Axis capabilities and Czech defense potential.9

    A good grand strategy, conversely, can mitigate weaknesses on lower levels, being “a politico-

strategic process which [can] exploit the country’s natural advantages, take into account the larger
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purposes of (…) war, and try to balance means against ends.”10 This in turn, calls for a candid stra-

tegic assessment to furnish a basis for informed decision-making, an important prerequisite for

this being a civilian-military relationship that respects war as ultimately an instrument of politics.11

If this is not the case, the nation’s survival may be at stake. Whereas in World War I “political pru-

dence tempered territorial ambition”12 of Japan, serving the country well in expanding its relative

power, in 1941 a military strategy dissolved from the grand picture of national interest put Japan

on a confrontational trajectory that hinged on unrealistically optimistic assumptions13 and led to

the country’s total defeat. A drastic example is the late 1930s USSR with its armed forces totally

subject to concerns of ideology and personal paranoia, undermining the preparedness for war and

resulting in a tremendous loss of human life.14 This, however, is not to say that the relationship

needs to be smooth and conciliatory to be effective. It is to provide a constant dialogue that iden-

tifies and challenges key assumptions and policy ideas of the nation’s strategic planning - a task

that when neglected is likely to cause strategic misperceptions, which van Evera identifies as a root

of many modern wars.15 Cohen sees Winston Churchill exemplifying this form of control in which

one leads by incessant interrogation of the military staff to probe the validity of their arguments

and hypotheses while refraining from merely overruling their judgment.16

    Kennedy’s characterization of World War I (and implicitly its 1939-45 sequel) as “first, all-out,

mass industrialized coalition war”17 draws attention to two central issues of strategic planning in

modern warfare: managing industrial, economic and logistic challenges and optimizing coopera-

tion with allies.  The nature of the industrialized land warfare caught the European powers off

guard18 and its dynamics often demanded that entire industries be built from scratch or rapidly ex-

panded, such as British aircraft and ordnance production in World War I,19 a feat only powerful

economies with productive reserves could hope to achieve.20 The economic base per se, however,

represented only a potential; existing armaments firms were essential as the industrial and knowl-

edge base for a war economy. Without them, the war effort was impeded and more costly, and the

choice of strategic options curtailed.21  In this context, Imperial Germany’s provocations of the US
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(unrestricted submarine warfare and suggesting Mexico enter the war) were strategic follies, for US

entry into the war meant a decisive shift in the economic balance.22 As the post-1918 Reichswehr

neglected  training  in  economic  aspects,  “military-industrial  planning  would  remain  one of  the

weakest links in German Army strategy.”23 This was a serious problem at a time when the constant

need for resources like oil, mass ammunition and spare parts for war machinery, had drastically in-

creased the importance of logistics in modern warfare. The second focus for strategies of modern

war is a coordinated war effort when the outcome of the war depends crucially on allied support.

The French-British quarrels in the trench warfare of 1914-18 made both less efficient in repelling

enemy attack and offensively applying their force;24 and in the interwar years, despite growing evi-

dence that Germany represented a threat, cooperation even at the level of staff conversations was

delayed until war was imminent.25 Its belated start is likely to have notably reduced the potential

benefits of coalition warfare in the 1940 Battle of France.  These uneasy relationships contrast

sharply with the mastery of war alliances as exemplified by Winston Churchill. Realizing that only

in a joint effort Britain could secure victory, he made managing the network of alliances a national

and personal priority. Despite the inherent disparities of interest and capability,  and the limited

leverage a weakened Britain had, this effort proved not only successful but also highly advanta-

geous.26 It is the nature of these wars of clashing masses that “[u]ltimately, attrition warfare is likely

to  shift  the  focus  of  military  effectiveness  from  the  operational  level  to  the  strategical  and

political”.27 Strategic considerations of the issues presented are thus crucial. They are, however, a

necessary not yet a sufficient condition, since “no amount of political wisdom or strategic finesse

can secure victory if a country’s armed forces are ineffective on the battlefield.”28 

    Military innovation is another key driving force in deciding the fate of warring nations, but the

relationship between progress in military technology and military effectiveness is neither linear nor

direct  as Friedrich  Engels  already  noted.29 The  product  innovation,  i.e.  a  new weapons system is

merely an enabler; the process innovation of putting it to good use for the war effort determines its

impact  on military  effectiveness.  Tank,  machine  gun and aircraft  became available  to all  West
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European powers without long delays. However, while some were able to gain momentary superi-

ority on the battlefield by their ingenious application,30 others were inhibited by the apparent lim-

ited use of these arms in the framework of traditional doctrines. The Reichswehr and Wehrmacht

showed ability  to  learn  to combine  them31 into  the  powerful  force  that  knocked  Poland and

France out of the war within weeks. At the same time, French doctrine could not see tanks in any

other role than infantry companion in methodical movements,32 and the Royal Air Force was un-

able to adapt its doctrines to the new kind of tactical air support that had become drastically evi-

dent in Poland.33 Particularly as the potential of combined arms was not palpable once any single

new weapon system became available, all depended on the originality of military planners. British

aerial reconnaissance to enhance the effectiveness of counter-battery attacks in the First World

War34 provides a positive case. The French Second World War failure to use its competitive edge

in mechanized infantry for fighting mobile battles rather than as mere means of transportation to

the battlefield,35 however, illustrates that even when already disposing of new technology the inno-

vation that may be decisive for the war’s outcome lies in its effective application to gain a distinc-

tive advantage. It is evident that an organization that is built on hierarchy and obedience, like the

military, is not particularly predisposed to innovate and change. Consequently, thinking outside of

the box and discussion needs to be encouraged from above, such as impressively done in the post-

Versailles Reichswehr.36 The British forces of World War I, in contrast, are accused of an “uni-

maginative and inflexible tone of the senior officer corps (…), plus the lack of adequate ‘feedback

loops’ between front-line experiences and the staff at the rear”37 – conditions that are sure to in-

hibit reflection, debate and ultimately stifle organizational learning.38 Churchill understood that it is

unconventional persons that can be the yeast bringing a structurally conservative organization to

fermentation, yielding creative solutions – he accordingly professed a predilection for “the sneaks

and the stinkers”,39 who the British military had usually discouraged.40 Integrating foreign strategic

discussions into the evaluation41 is  another  measure to help guard against  organizational  blind

spots. Wartime provides a particular – although costly42 - opportunity to engage in learning by-do-
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ing and from experience, demanding a faster process of learning. The pressure under which the

military is at that moment might make that either easier or harder to do. Peacetime gave a chance

for the extensive analysis of First World War under von Seeckt out of which the doctrine of use of

combined arms emerged, the future basis of Blitzkrieg.43 The thus gained, implicit knowledge had

to be embedded into the organization to fully unfold its effect for military effectiveness. Again, the

Reichswehr in the 1920s set an example with its maneuvers, testing and refining its doctrine in

combat simulations and anchoring the techniques in its officer corps.44 The nexus between innova-

tive weapons systems and their relevance for military effectiveness are doctrines, i.e. operational

concepts. 45 While this kind of innovation acts in a first instant principally at the level of tactics, it

has repercussions on the operational and strategic levels as well.46 In this vein, the issue of making

effective use of new weapons systems is closely related to a clear integration of those systems into

the strategic concept of the country.47  In peacetime innovation much rests on forecasts and plan-

ning that can only be done “in a subjective, if not intuitive, fashion [and f]ew of the most crucial

issues [have] obviously correct solutions.”48 Yet, it is exactly for that reason that a constant revi-

sion of military scenarios and doctrine and challenging assumptions is crucial,  and no General

Staff should be caught without a Plan B. Failure to provide for contingencies is an act of gross

negligence for any institution charged with strategic planning.49 

    War being the realm of the unexpected50 and its developments being contingent on the actions

of multiple agents, flexibility is at the base of all of the factors of military effectiveness presented

in this paper: intellectual flexibility of military and political leaders, and organizational adaptability

of the armed forces.51 Strategic Planning, addressing the key issues of modern warfare helps to get

the military in a position of relative strength. Innovation will be its key to renewing and defending

this position. As Paul Kennedy maintains, “the acid test of military effectiveness was whether one

could handle not the expected but the unexpected elements thrown up in war.”52 Without this qual-

ity any military effectiveness will remain fleeting and short-lived – a death verdict in total war of

the likes that raged twice in the early 20th century.
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