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Executive Summary
We can’t rewind the clock in Afghanistan … we should learn from the 20 years, 
not try to forget it and wash it away, or sweep it under the rug.
John Sopko, Special Inspector General for Afghanistan Reconstruction 1

This study finds that the collapse of the Government of the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan (GIRoA) in August 2021 
represented a failure to achieve the primary objective of the NATO strategy:

to enable the Afghan government to provide effective security across the country and develop new 
Afghan security forces to ensure Afghanistan would never again become a safe haven for terrorists.2

Nonetheless, this study finds that the contribution made by the Australian Defence Force (ADF) and other whole-of-
government partners to the war in Afghanistan denied terrorists safe havens, enhanced Australia’s alliance with the  
US (and relationship with NATO) and provided the Afghan people with an opportunity to pursue a better way of life.

This study finds that the Afghanistan Campaign contributed significantly to the development of the ADF’s combat 
capability. However, the evolving character of war and the potential for future conflict to be existential and less 
discretionary than the Afghanistan Campaign will demand an increased and accelerated development of combat 
capability. This will need to be complemented by refinements in broader aspects of national security and the  
military art, ranging from strategy making through to culture. While some of the demands on Australia’s whole-of-
government security apparatus will be new, many are likely to be continuities of those experienced in past wars, 
including in Afghanistan.

One of these continuities is likely to be the complexity of making strategy in a coalition environment, where individual 
nations seek to calibrate their commitment to align with sovereign national interests, public/political will and capacity 
constraints associated with other competing demands. Despite this complexity, this study highlights the importance 
of developing (and influencing as a junior partner) an overarching coalition strategy that has a clear-eyed, long-term 
view of the operating environment and the nature of the problem it seeks to solve. It also highlights the importance of 
troop contributing nations developing their own national strategies and clearly defining and communicating associated 
national strategic objectives.

This study finds that beyond the military commitment to Afghanistan, Australia’s broader whole-of-government 
contribution had an important impact, but it was relatively modest given the significance of governance and 
development to achieving enduring strategic outcomes. While the whole-of-government contribution increased in size 
and importance over time, it was not central to Australia’s strategic design. In an increasingly complex and dynamic 
strategic environment, this study identifies opportunities to further evolve Australia’s whole-of-government strategy-
making process in ways that might enhance problem understanding and optimise the application of coordinated 
whole-of-government action to achieve national strategic objectives.

This study identifies opportunities for the ADF to further evolve and enhance its contribution to broader whole-of-
government efforts. Specific opportunities are identified in areas of military campaign design and assessment, including 
more robust consideration of force options and associated risks. It also identifies ways the ADF might learn from its 
Afghanistan experience and further codify command and control options, risks and opportunities in coalition contexts. 
This evolution might enhance Australian influence, increase national oversight and assurance, and ensure optimal 
alignment of tactical action to the achievement of strategic ends.

Beyond the mechanisms of strategy making, campaign design, and command and control (C2), this study highlights 
the equally important human factors that translate strategy into practical action: through people, teams and culture. 
It identifies significant strengths in ADF culture, but it also flags inherent vulnerabilities. It suggests ways of better 
acknowledging and mitigating these vulnerabilities to cultivate a more balanced ADF culture, which better leverages 
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the talents of ADF personnel, mitigates moral risks associated with high-pressure military environments and increases 
the collective performance of the ADF in what is likely to be a more integrated and diverse whole-of-government and 
multinational future operating environment.

Finally, this study identifies opportunities for the ADF to improve organisational-level risk/opportunity scanning and 
better enable objective reflection that enhances strategy making and accelerates learning at all levels. It concludes 
that accelerating the pace of learning and adaption (including learning from the Afghanistan Campaign) will be critical 
to ensuring future success (or at least avoiding early failure) in a rapidly changing and increasingly competitive world. 
It is hoped that this study contributes to the necessary speed of adaption and by doing so ensures the ADF (and the 
broader national security community) is well prepared for any challenges ahead.

Organised into five focus areas, this study identifies 21 key organisational-level lessons and provides 50 associated 
recommendations aimed at preparing the ADF for the future. It also identifies a further 20 general observations.
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Summary of Afghanistan Campaign 
Key Organisational-Level Lessons

Focus Area 1: Strategy Making 

Lesson 1 A more dynamic, competitive and interconnected future operating environment will require  
strategy-making systems, forums and cultures to be more iterative and have a wider range of 
whole-of-government and expert inputs. 

Lesson 2 Defining, reviewing and clearly communicating national and supporting military strategic objectives 
is essential to enabling a coordinated whole-of-government effort, maintaining public interest and 
support, and ensuring those in harm’s way at the tactical level have a clear and unifying purpose.

Lesson 3 Western aspiration can be a strength but if due consideration is not given to local history, culture, 
politics and capacity it can lead to overly ambitious and unsustainable national and military  
strategic objectives.3 

Focus Area 2: Campaign Design 

Lesson 4 The ADF needs to appropriately balance its education and overall investment across the tactical, 
operational and strategic levels to ensure success in future military commitments. 

Lesson 5 Robust campaign design and assessment are essential to successfully achieving national strategic 
objectives and require appropriate education and overall investment. 

Lesson 6 Force optimisation and force sustainability should be considered carefully and objectively when 
selecting the military means to achieve strategic ends. Force options and all associated risks should 
be formally communicated to government for consideration. 

Lesson 7 The ADF and other government departments and agencies should be able to deploy capabilities that 
realise the full potential of coordinated whole-of-government effects, which are often necessary to 
achieve enduring strategic outcomes. 

Focus Area 3: Command and Control (C2)

Lesson 8 C2 structures and authorities are essential to promote the exercise of leadership, command 
accountability, risk management, operational coordination, coalition influence and to ensure alignment 
of tactical actions with strategic ends.

Lesson 9 Restrictions and caveats calibrated by national risk appetite can affect national reputation, strategic 
influence and broader alliance objectives, which over time can unintentionally increase risk to mission.

Lesson 10 There is significant risk in the practice of mission command having ad hoc/non-standing HQs and task 
groups within complex national and coalition C2 arrangements without having national formation HQs 
in the tactical chain of command. This risk should be considered carefully when determining force 
assignment, task group preparation, C2 design and the application of mission command.

Lesson 11 The excessive disaggregation of established sub-unit, unit and HQ capability bricks can increase risk 
in both deployed and non-deployed force elements.

Lesson 12: The continuity of deployed personnel, structures and teams is important to achieving alliance 
objectives, effective command and leadership, and for the wellbeing of personnel during and post 
deployment. The risks associated with disrupting this continuity should be considered carefully against 
the benefits. 

Lesson 13 Communications systems and protocols, combined with human connections and trust, are essential 
for enabling effective C2 in a coalition environment. 
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Focus Area 4: ADF Culture 

Lesson 14 The inherent complexity of warfare and its changing character demand an ongoing evolution of  
ADF culture and practice that retains existing strengths but appropriately acknowledges and  
mitigates vulnerabilities. 

Lesson 15 Australia’s egalitarianism is a cultural strength of the ADF, but inherent vulnerabilities need to be 
appropriately acknowledged, balanced and mitigated.

Lesson 16 Early Service emphasis on tribalism and unit pride can contribute to a sense of belonging and esprit 
de corps. Through time or if over emphasised, this can also generate individual and organisational 
overconfidence and a lack of humility. This can detract from behaviours that are required to integrate 
joint, whole-of-government and coalition effects and can contribute to ‘identity fragility’ on transition 
out of service.

Lesson 17 Beyond the general trend of ADF tribalism and unit pride exist elite cultures that are vulnerable to 
‘exceptionalism’. When combined with geographic isolation, excessive compartmentalisation and 
inappropriate empowerment, this ‘exceptionalism’ can further exacerbate barriers to cooperation, 
sharing of information/learning and generate resistance to appropriate oversight and external checks 
and balances. This in turn can create institutional risk and deprive the broader force of opportunities  
for collective improvement and combined effect.

Lesson 18 The ADF would benefit from a simple, consistent and regularly applied tool for measuring and 
monitoring organisational culture. Such a tool could contribute to pre-emptively identifying risk or 
exploiting opportunity to optimise individual and team performance.

Lesson 19 The nature of warfare requires a well understood ethical and cultural basis to guide decisions  
and actions, and to support an increasingly educated and aware workforce to process their  
military experiences.

Focus Area 5: Learning, Adaption and Risk Management 

Lesson 20 The ADF is unbalanced in its application of learning due to the current emphasis on capturing  
lessons by Service at the tactical level, rather than capturing and implementing lessons along  
domain, joint, enterprise or interagency lines at all levels. 

Lesson 21 The ADF would benefit from tools, education and practices that appropriately support identifying, 
registering and mitigating the risks (and exploiting the opportunities) that exist between the  
tactical-event and enterprise levels. 
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Other General Observations

Pre-deployment Preparation

Observation 1 ADF personnel and training remain of very high quality.

Observation 2 Units dedicated to individual and collective force preparation had a positive and sustained effect. 

Intelligence

Observation 3 The ADF’s intelligence capabilities have seen significant improvement.

Logistics And Capability Acquisition

Observation 4 Rapid acquisition of capability and effective evolution of processes provided superior force 
protection and speed of adaption.

Observation 5 Global logistic capabilities need to be planned for to ensure they meet future requirements.

Observation 6 Force Extraction Teams are an essential element of effective retrograde operations.

Locally Employed Staff 

Observation 7 ADF policies on locally employed staff need to be carefully considered and evolved.

Detainee Management

Observation 8 Detainee management and civilian casualty investigation processes saw significant development 
throughout the Campaign.

Return To Australia 

Observation 9 ADF approaches to decompression evolved and demonstrated positive outcomes.

Observation 10 Post-operational screening and support significantly improved across the 20-year campaign.

Health

Observation 11 ADF understanding of the mental health impacts of military operations developed significantly 
throughout the campaign.

Observation 12 General health support innovations based on lessons from operations have further evolved 
Defence health systems.

Observation 13 There has been significant effort in mental health understanding, but further work is required.

Personnel and Family Support

Observation 14 Having welfare officers and family support for the total force has an important effect on 
sustaining capability.

Observation 15 Unit Welfare Boards are continuing to evolve and improve the health and wellbeing support 
provided to ADF personnel.

Observation 16 Notification officer training and processes have profound impact and need to be sustained.

Observation 17 Support for veterans and their families continues to improve and must be sustained.

Observation 18 DVA claims processes are becoming more efficient and transparent and must be sustained.

Observation 19 Honours and awards are emotive and can be unintentionally divisive.

Observation 20 More timely transition decisions and notifications are required.
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Introduction
While the ADF’s strengths and weaknesses, successes and failures, contributions 
and lapses were on occasion magnified or exacerbated by the conflict 
environment in Afghanistan, none of them were created there. As for generations 
of military forces going back to antiquity, we fought essentially as we trained. 
Reflecting thoughtfully on our Afghanistan experience provides a lens through 
which to strengthen our training and preparation for the challenges of the future.
General Angus J. Campbell, Chief of the Defence Force, September 2021 4

This study has been conducted at the conclusion of Australia’s longest contribution to a war.5 Led by the US and 
NATO, the Afghanistan war was framed at the political level by evolving aspirations; characterised at the strategic level 
by challenging coalition considerations; and executed at the tactical level in an environment with complex historical 
and cultural dynamics. It was a war in which Australia’s involvement was calibrated based on national interests and 
other competing operational demands. Like most wars, the war in Afghanistan drew out remarkable individual qualities 
of leadership, adaptability, courage and compassion. Organisationally, it drove an evolution of the ADF’s warfighting 
capability in areas such as intelligence fusion, rapid capability acquisition, force protection, detainee management, 
personnel support and overall combat mindset. It also saw the first Australian deployment of gender advisers to inform 
planning and optimise operational outcomes.

Australia now faces rapidly changing strategic circumstances, characterised by constant competition and an increased 
focus on the Indo-Pacific region. The character of war is evolving. Grey-zone activity and hybrid warfare are becoming 
more prevalent.6 Traditional maritime, land, air, space and cyber domains are converging as missile and other 
technologies produce greater reach and combined effect.

This study is careful to focus on lessons that have relevance to this changing outlook and to avoid those that are only 
narrowly applicable to the Afghanistan context. Accordingly, this study provides only a brief overview of the Afghanistan 
Campaign and couples this with a general sense of the expected future operating environment. It concentrates on 
lessons with future relevance. These are organised into five focus areas: strategy making, campaign design, command 
and control, ADF culture, and learning/adaption/risk management. The lessons highlighted in this study have specific 
relevance to Defence and the ADF, but in several cases also have wider relevance to Australian whole-of-government.

Finally, the lessons identified in this study have been derived from a broad literature review, the experienced insights  
of current and ex-serving ADF personnel, the diverse and objective inputs of academics, and the expert views of 
national security leaders. The study is practical in nature, written in plain language and published at the unclassified 
level so that it is accessible to military and civilian audiences. It is focused at the organisational-level and seeks to 
complement ongoing learning and reform endeavours, rather than duplicate them.7 It provides an objective review 
of both the ADF’s strengths and vulnerabilities. But being a study (rather than a report), it is not conclusive and aims 
to generate ongoing reflection and debate. While this debate may be messy and uncomfortable, it is a willingness to 
accept this that might differentiate us from future adversaries. It is hoped that this study not only serves as an exemplar 
to others in this regard, but also acts as an enduring reference point to accelerate the ADF’s continuous improvement 
and provide it with a vital edge in an increasingly competitive world.8 This is of particular importance at a time when the 

enduring realities of the violent, uncertain and high-risk nature of war, should remain acutely present in the political and 

broader national conscience.
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Campaign Overview
Thanks to my reading, I have never been caught flat-footed by any situation, 
never at a loss for how any problem has been addressed (successfully or 
unsuccessfully) before. It doesn’t give me all the answers, but it lights what is 
often a dark path ahead.
James N. Mattis, Former US Secretary of Defense and US Marine Corps General 9

To determine the organisational-level lessons from the Afghanistan Campaign that have future relevance, it is necessary 
to understand both the campaign context and the anticipated future operating environment. At various times during the 
20 years of the Afghanistan Campaign, the ADF faced competing demands on its forces. While these demands varied 
in nature and intensity, they were perhaps most intense around 2005, which has been anecdotally described as a time 
when ‘the ADF cupboard was bare’.10 Throughout the course of the campaign, concurrent and competing demands 
included commitments in Iraq and the broader Middle East area of operations (MEAO), multiple stability operations in 
East Timor and the Solomon Islands, support to domestic security operations – including the 2002 Commonwealth 
Heads of Government Meeting (CHOGM) – and support to a range of foreign and domestic disaster relief efforts. 
While responding to these competing demands was a significant achievement for the ADF, it also generated risks and 
highlighted the limitations of a force the size of the ADF. These pressures also affected force option considerations 
throughout the campaign.

This study will leave the detailed documenting of the campaign chronology and history to our official historians and 
others;11 however, the ADF’s involvement in Afghanistan can broadly be broken down into three parts.

2001–2002 and 2005–2006: Small Unit/Conventional  
Special forces-led combat operations

2006–2014: Counterterrorism/Counterinsurgency/Reconstruction/Capacity Building  
Special forces-led combat and military capacity-building operations; conventional forces-led military capacity building 
including establishment of a Trade Training School; engineer-led reconstruction supporting a civilian-led Provincial 
Reconstruction Team (PRT); and individual embedded personnel (embed) enabled ‘train, advise, assist’ support in 
Afghanistan National Army (ANA) military schools and headquarters

2014–2021: Train, Advise, Assist 
Formed sub-units and embed-enabled ‘train, advise, assist’ support in ANA military schools and headquarters.

This combination of combat troops, trainers and embeds generated a range of tactical effects. Having ‘boots on the 
ground’ also provided Australia with a visible and persistent presence that generated a degree of credibility and a 
limited influence with US, NATO and other coalition partners.12 While the strategic objectives evolved over the 20 year 
campaign, the ADF commitment in Afghanistan broadly sought to address the threat of terrorism, support the Afghan 
government to develop capable and sustainable security forces, and by doing so in partnership with the US, strengthen 
the Australia/US alliance. The evolving nature of the campaign is described in more detail below.

Australia deployed special force elements in support of the US-led coalition following the attack on the World Trade 
Center in 2001. The aim was to destroy Al Qaeda, dismantle the Taliban regime and in doing so address the threat of 
international terrorism. On completion of this mission in 2002, the majority of Australian forces were withdrawn from 
Afghanistan and did not return until 2005.

After withdrawing the majority of Australian forces from Afghanistan in 2002, Australia committed maritime, air, and land 
forces (including a 500 strong Special Forces Task Group) to support the US-led invasion of Iraq in 2003. Similar to the 
2001 Afghanistan commitment, the majority of these forces were withdrawn within that same year. From May 2005, 
approximately 500 Australian conventional troops were again deployed to Iraq in the southern province of Al Muthanna, 
where they remained until July 2009.
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Concurrently in 2005, Australian special forces elements were again deployed to Afghanistan. This was initially under 
US command as part of Operation Enduring Freedom then subsequently under International Security Assistance Force 
(ISAF) from 2007 and International Security Assistance Force – Special Operations Force (ISAF SOF) on its formation 
in 2008. Other commitments included the 2006 deployment of a CH47 Rotary Wing Group and a Reconstruction 
Task Force in support of a Dutch-led PRT. This Reconstruction Task Force (later transitioned to a Mentoring and 
Reconstruction Task Force, and then a Mentoring Task Force) was placed under the command of a Dutch formation-
level headquarters from 2006 to 2010 and then a Combined Team Uruzgan formation-level headquarters from 2010 to 
2014. Combined Team Uruzgan was commanded by a US officer from 2010 to late 2012, despite having a significant 
number of ADF personnel in the headquarters, including the Deputy Commander. From 2012 to 2014, an Australian 
officer commanded Combined Team Uruzgan.13 From 2008, Australia also deployed a troop of artillery personnel under 

British operational command in Helmand Province.

From 2014 through to Australia’s withdrawal from Afghanistan in 2021, the ADF mission focused on training, advising 
and assisting in ANA training schools and headquarters. Throughout the entirety of the campaign, individual ADF 
personnel were also embedded (‘embeds’) in key US and NATO headquarters and, for some of the time, the military 
commitment was complemented by an important but modest whole-of-government contribution of intelligence, 
Australian Federal Police (AFP), AusAID and Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade (DFAT) personnel. In this respect, 
the Afghanistan Campaign highlighted the limitations of military power and the importance of coordinated whole-of-
government effects in achieving enduring outcomes.

In total, over 39,000 ADF members and Defence civilians deployed in support of the Afghanistan Campaign,  
41 ADF personnel were killed while serving in Afghanistan and 262 were wounded. Some who served suffer from  
post-traumatic stress disorder and tragically, some have taken their own lives on return. The significant and sustained 
efforts of the ADF and other whole-of-government/coalition partners denied terrorist organisations a safe haven in 
Afghanistan from which to plan attacks. Further, over 2,500 Afghan officers and 600 Afghan soldiers were trained or 
advised by ADF personnel. This provided Afghans with the opportunity to ensure their own security when coalition 
forces were withdrawn. Defence also contributed USD680 million to the Afghan National Army Trust Fund for projects 
to build the capacity of the Afghan Army.14 A by-product of these efforts was that Afghanistan became a [rudimentary] 
functioning democracy, millions of previously persecuted girls were educated, and much of the country’s infrastructure, 
hospitals, schools and economic activity were restored.15

In August 2021, the Taliban rapidly regained power in Afghanistan. This precipitated the ADF’s involvement in a  
DFAT-led operation to evacuate 4,168 Australian citizens, permanent residents, visa holders and approved foreign 
nationals from Kabul. While the future of Afghanistan remains unknown, the CDF’s message of reflection sent to all 
Defence personnel on 27 August 2021 summarises nicely the juxtaposition of pride and pain felt by many, and for the 
purpose of this study is worthy of quoting directly.

For twenty years, Australia contributed to the NATO-led mission to deny Afghanistan as a safe haven for 
international terrorism. Following the drawdown of international forces, we have witnessed the Taliban 
move swiftly and aggressively to regain control of Afghanistan.

The situation in Afghanistan is distressing and disheartening. Many of us are deeply worried for the 
Afghan people. We were guests of, and partners to, the Government and people of Afghanistan. Our 
contributions towards counter-terrorism, counter-insurgency, security force capacity building and national 
stability were part of our collective experience. We sought to protect our own nations and wanted to help 
the Afghan people.

We do not yet know the nature of the new Taliban regime, but its core ideology and past behaviour appal 
us all. However, they will have to learn how to govern an Afghanistan changed by our collective coalition 
efforts over the past two decades.

Afghanistan today has thousands of kilometres of improved road infrastructure, offering mobility and 
market opportunity for small traders. Young, educated people have moved into urban areas, away from 
the isolation and, for many, the oppression, of village life. Telecommunication networks and Information 
Communication Technology (ICT) infrastructure have brought connectivity, information and personal 
banking; valued by both the powerful and the poor.
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Campaign Overview

And the Taliban cannot erase the example provided by so many good women and men from around 
the world, who showed Afghans that there are other ways to live, and that there are other possibilities 
for their future. These and other changes, while indirect, may help influence the trajectory of a future 
Afghanistan under Taliban rule. All this is yet to be seen.

To every member of the ADF, past and present, I say thank you for doing your duty and contributing to 
our national effort in Afghanistan. We saw numerous acts of gallantry and distinguished service. Your 
skill, dedication and professionalism were demonstrated, and appreciated by Australia, our partners and 
the Afghan people. Our nation and I can ask no more of you than that; well done.

Overwhelmingly, your contribution should be remembered with pride. Pride in the way you represented 
our country, pride in your courage in adversity, and pride in your compassion to those in need.

We will never forget the ultimate sacrifice paid by 41 Australian soldiers who died on operations in 
Afghanistan. Some of our people continue to live with lasting physical and mental scars, and tragically 
we have lost more of our people since they returned home. We respect and give meaning to their 
sacrifice by remembering them, by living lives of value to our community and by reaching out to mates in 
need. This is what they, our fallen, would expect of us.

To all our Australian Defence Force and wider Defence personnel, and their families, past and present, 
thank you for the service you give to our great nation.16

Describing the entirety of the ADF’s contribution to the Afghanistan Campaign over a 20-year period is not possible 
within the constraints of this study. However, additional context is provided in the Key Appointments, Formed Unit, 
Exemplar ADF Command and Control Arrangements, and Afghanistan/Uruzgan province maps at annexes A to D. 17 

Chief of the Australian Defence Force, General Angus Campbell AO, DSC, attends the Last Post Ceremony held at 
the Australian War Memorial in Canberra, marking the 20th anniversary of the 11 September 2001 terrorist attacks.
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The Future Operating Environment
No one in this room can accurately predict the future, least of all me. The nature 
of war is never gonna change. But the character of war is changing before our 
eyes — with the introduction of a lot of technology, a lot of societal changes with 
urbanization and a wide variety of other factors.
General Mark Milley, Chairman of the US Joint Chiefs of Staff 18

No matter how fast weapons and technology evolve in the 21st century, one thing 
remains constant is that war is a human endeavor, a grueling contest between 
two learning and adaptive forces. Victory, therefore, rests on how smart, how 
tough, and how dedicated our boots on the ground.
Agus Harimurti Yudhoyono, Former Indonesian Military Officer 19

To determine the utility of lessons from the Afghanistan Campaign, it is necessary understand the macro trends that are 
likely to characterise Australia’s strategic environment and future warfare.

The 2020 Defence Strategic Update describes our region as being in the midst of the most consequential period of 
strategic realignment since the Second World War. We are likely to face military modernisation, technological disruption 
and the risk of state-on-state conflict as well as the enduring threat of terrorism. Our region is more uncertain, 
contested and apprehensive, circumstances that may be further exacerbated by the coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic. 
Unlike the Afghanistan Campaign, future conflicts may not be discretionary. In the extreme they may be existential  
in nature.

To address these trends, the Australian government directed Defence to focus on Australia’s immediate region with the 
following objectives:
• to shape Australia’s strategic environment
• to deter actions against Australia’s interests
• to respond with credible military force, when required.20

The government further directed Defence to prioritise our immediate region; improve self-reliance for delivering deterrent 
effects; expand capability to respond to grey-zone activities; work closely with other arms of government; enhance 
lethality; maintain the ability to deploy forces globally, including in the context of US-led coalitions; and enhance 
capacity to support civil authorities in response to natural disasters and crises.

To complement this, the government also outlined broader whole-of-government plans. These include capabilities to 
support an enhanced defence posture and whole-of-government efforts to build Australia’s partnerships and influence 
in the region; as well as more potent capabilities to hold adversary forces and infrastructure at risk further from Australia. 
More durable supply-chain arrangements with strengthened sovereign industrial capabilities are planned to enhance 
the ADF’s self-reliance. In the context of high-intensity operations these include increased investment in capabilities 
to respond to grey-zone activities (such as improved situational awareness, cyber capabilities, electronic warfare and 
information operations) and measures to enhance ADF support to civil authorities in response to national crises and 
natural disasters (such as pandemics, bushfires, floods or cyclones).21

Within this future strategic context, assessments also indicate the following evolving (and enduring) characteristics of 
future warfare:
• increased whole-of-government and cross-sectoral partnering before, during and after conflicts
• ongoing likelihood of multilateral coalitions
• greater integration of cross-domain capabilities to achieve desired effects
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• increased need for more agile command and control approaches supported by fused intelligence from a range  
of agencies and partner nations to deliver timely and integrated effects

• further prevalence of grey-zone operations as part of routine statecraft
• closer integration of whole-of-government soft power in concert with both hard military power and soft  

military diplomacy.

These dynamics will generate increased and persistent contestation, compress and merge the relationship between 
policy and operations, and reduce the timeframes and consequences of decisions at all levels. This is likely to occur 
in an increasingly ambiguous environment where the fidelity of intelligence will be less than that experienced for the 
majority of the Afghanistan Campaign.

The combination of the future strategic environment and character of future warfare outlined above are likely to place 
additional demands on the ADF. It will need to focus on high-intensity operations but also maintain expertise and 
readiness across the full spectrum of military operations. To perform within a more dynamic and integrated 
environment, the ADF will need to evolve and refine its model and means of command and control, including 
within coalitions and alongside a broader range of other partners. Further, the ADF will need an increased focus on 
cultural awareness/skills (self-awareness, whole-of-government culture, regional culture etc.) to optimise partnerships 
with a broader range of whole-of-government, cross sector, regional and coalition partners. The ADF and 
government more broadly will also need the systems and cultures to enable more dynamic decision-making in 
increasingly uncertain and ambiguous environments.

In conclusion, while the ADF’s future operating environment is likely to be different from that experienced during 
the Afghanistan Campaign, several aspects are likely to persist. For instance, there is likely to be an ongoing threat 
of terrorism and the requirement to conduct a wide spectrum of military operations (often concurrently). Another 
consideration will be the need to continue developing national strategies and military campaigns within a broader 
coalition environment and establishing dynamic C2 arrangements within complex coalition structures. Further, the need 
for whole-of-government effects to be integrated to achieve enduring outcomes and understanding culture in both 
strategy making and tactical execution will remain important. However, the ongoing demand on military personnel to 
be courageous, compassionate and deal with complexity and ambiguity at all levels will endure. These continuities give 
future relevance to the many lessons from the Afghanistan Campaign that follow.
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(L-R) Deputy Minister of Defence Dr Enayatullah Nazari 
discusses issues with Chief of Joint Operations Lieutenant 
General Ash Power, Australian Ambassador to Afghanistan, 
His Excellency Ambassador Paul Foley and Commander Joint 
Task Force 633 Major General Michael Crane at the Afghan 
Ministry of Defence, Kabul Afghanistan. 
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Strategy without tactics is the slowest route to victory.  
Tactics without strategy is the noise before defeat.
Sun Tzu 22
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Introduction
Strategy means different things to different people. For the purpose of this paper, strategy is defined in the simplest and 
broadest of terms: ‘a long-range plan for achieving something or reaching a goal, or the skill of making such plans’.23 
Western history is littered with examples of failed strategy. The Vietnam War is but one example where ‘battles were 
won’ but the ‘war was lost’. The economic and human costs of failed strategy are often high. For this reason, there 
is a clear line of view between Australia’s Parliament House, where national strategy is made, and the Australian War 
Memorial, where the costs of supporting military strategies are poignantly remembered. Put simply, strategy matters 
and is of utmost importance to any nation that values the lives of those it puts in harm’s way.

This study does not seek to evaluate the US, NATO or Australian strategy in Afghanistan. This will more appropriately be 
unpacked by others over time. Rather, this section of the study focuses on the more enduring topic of strategy making. 
Suffice to say, the coalition environment in which NATO, the US and contributing nations developed their respective 
strategies for Afghanistan was highly complex. Objectives were derived within a context of differing national interests 
and evolved over time. While in the early stages of the war the objectives of the campaign were, in general terms, 
focused and relatively aligned, Kissinger described the subsequent US political objectives in Afghanistan as ‘abstract’ 
and ‘elusive’. He also described the subordinate military objectives as ‘absolute’ and ‘unattainable’.24 As indicated in 
the previous section, similarly complex policy and strategy-making dynamics are likely to remain prevalent in future 
campaigns. As a nation that is often a junior partner in a coalition, it is important Australia learns to manage the risks 
associated with this reality and optimise its sovereign national and military strategy-making mechanisms.

Strategy Making Theory
Strategy making is the art and science of aligning ends, ways and means. At the apex of the strategy-making  
paradigm is the ‘national interest’ and the formulation of national strategic ends (policy objectives) that contribute to  
its achievement. National interests and national strategic ‘ends’ will always have the ‘higher purpose’ in strategy 
making. For this reason, they become the focus in determining the appropriate whole-of-government ‘ways and  
means’ to be applied in their pursuit. Similarly, in any supporting and aligned military strategy, national strategic ends 
will directly inform the development of the military strategic ends (military strategic objectives) and consequently how 
military power is applied. For these reasons, it is essential that policy and military strategic objectives are clearly defined 
and communicated.

Military strategy is developed at the strategic level and is underpinned by the formulation of military strategic 
objectives.25 Once military strategic objectives are determined at the strategic level, the essential art and science of 
campaign design begins at the operational level. This focuses on orchestrating and applying military ways and means 
to achieve the military strategic objectives. It should also include the articulation of the eventual military end state. While 
in theory this appears to be simple and linear, the strategy-making lessons from the Afghanistan Campaign that follow 
highlight the complexity and future importance of strategy making in a coalition environment.
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Lesson 1:  
A more dynamic, competitive and interconnected future operating 
environment will require strategy-making systems, forums and cultures  
to be more iterative and have a wider range of whole-of-government and 
expert inputs.

Strategy making is as important for smaller powers as it is for superpowers. It is particularly important in the context of 
coalitions in which contributing nations often have differing objectives. By definition, strategy is dynamic in nature and 
exists in a context of competition where adversaries have a ‘vote’. This necessitates constant monitoring, review and 
iteration,26 and having an approach to strategy that continuously scans for both risk and opportunity. Any overconfident 
‘set and forget’ approach to strategy should be guarded against.

As described in the introduction, Australia’s national strategy in Afghanistan quite rightly evolved over time. Coordinated 
by the Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet, this evolution was partially informed by senior official discussions in 
the Secretaries Committee on National Security (SCNS),27 but mostly it was guided and directed through the National 
Security Committee of Cabinet. Updates and reviews occurred approximately every six months.

In an increasingly complex, interconnected and rapidly changing strategic environment, strategy making is likely to 
require a more iterative and exploratory approach and demand a broader range of whole-of-government and external 
expert inputs. The ambiguity associated with an increase in ‘grey-zone’ activity is also likely to demand more regular 
engagement, laterally (across government departments) and vertically (across the departmental/political interface). 
Enabling this more iterative and exploratory approach is likely to require evolved strategy-making forums and 
mechanisms, more time from senior officials and political leaders, stronger cross departmental relationships at all levels, 
and appropriate cultures that are supportive of objective lateral and vertical exchange. From a cultural perspective, it 
will be particularly important for departments to avoid ‘second guessing’ government or tailoring their formal advice 
to perceived government desires or requirements. 28 This evolved approach will ensure government is able to formally 

consider the broadest range of options within what is likely to be a more dynamic and iterative cabinet process.

From an ADF perspective, it is likely that tactical actions in the future operating environment will have greater and 
immediate strategic consequences. Equally, it is likely that strategic decisions will have more immediate impact on 
tactical actions. In certain circumstances, supporting government in this more dynamic strategy-making environment 
is likely to require the ADF to compress and/or evolve its traditional tactical, operational and strategic layers of military 
command and control.

Recommendations
1.1 Government consider reviewing Australia’s strategy-making and monitoring mechanisms. 

The purpose of such a review would be to ensure structures, arrangements and procedures are optimised to 
support the National Security Committee in the design and oversight of whole-of-government strategy in an 
increasingly complex and dynamic environment.29

1.2 Develop a whole-of-government national strategy-making curriculum.  
Such a curriculum would better integrate and consolidate the efforts of existing institutions such as the Australian 
Public Service Academy, the National Security College and the Australian Defence College and should include 
participation by current and future senior officials and political leaders.30 The curriculum should include ‘theory 
of change’ models,31 which focus on the logic pathways that lead to ‘enduring outcomes’ and avoid fixation on 
‘temporary outputs’. Alternate futures methodology should also be considered for incorporation.32 Innovative ways 
for senior officials to more regularly and collectively develop whole-of-government strategy-making skills, cultures 
and relationships should also be considered.
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1.3 Codify the roles and expected behaviours of those involved in strategy making.  
The United Kingdom’s ‘Good Operation Handbook’ and ‘Reasonable Challenge Guide’ could be used as the 
basis for developing appropriate Australian guidelines to meet the needs of a more ambiguous and dynamic 
strategy-making system.33 This should include codifying the need to formally present options and associated  
risks to government.34

1.4 Conduct a review of Defence military strategy-making mechanisms and processes.  
Defence requires the capacity to support a more dynamic and iterative future whole-of-government strategic 
decision-making process. Responsibility for leading the development of executable military strategy must be 
clearly defined in both crisis and routine operations to ensure the most agile and appropriate advice is provided 
to CDF and government. Specific consideration should be given to the roles and capacity of Military Strategic 
Commitments (MSC), Military Strategic Plans (MSP), International Policy Division (IP Div.) and Headquarters 
Joint Operations Command (HQJOC). To avoid any unintended risk of conflating advice on ‘policy’ and ‘military’ 
options, in certain circumstances, consideration might be given to separating defence policy advice and defence 
military advice when advising government. By no means does this suggest that there is a separation between 
policy and operations, which are necessarily entwined at the strategic level, rather this approach seeks to ensure 
government is able to consider the broadest range of policy and military options.

1.5 Review ADF Command, Control and Communications (C3) paradigms. 
A review should retain tactical, operational and strategic paradigms for most aspects of military C2 but  
further evolve them to enable more rapid information passage from the tactical to the strategic levels in more 
dynamic circumstances.

Lesson 2:  
Defining, reviewing and clearly communicating national and supporting 
military strategic objectives is essential to enabling a coordinated whole-of-
government effort, maintaining public interest and support, and ensuring 
those in harm’s way at the tactical level have a clear and unifying purpose.

Formulating the national and military strategic objectives (ends) that contribute to the ‘national interest’ requires 
consideration of a vast range of inputs. These inputs might include history, culture, partner nation equities or just the 
limitations and practicalities of the means available.

Australia’s national and military strategic objectives in Afghanistan in 2001 and 2002 were limited and clearly defined 
as the destruction of Al Qaeda and dismantling of the Taliban regime, thereby addressing the threat of international 
terrorism. However, when Australia and its partners recommitted to Afghanistan from 2005 onwards, consideration of 
Australia’s national interest, strategic objectives and broader force options (beyond just special forces) evolved more 
quickly and less satisfactorily35. In 2009, the necessity for a clearer strategy and broader whole-of-government effort 
was acknowledged by international partners and articulated by the Australian Prime Minister.36

In a complex coalition environment, the challenge of defining national interest, and communicating national and military 
strategic objectives within a contemporary media and political landscape, cannot be underestimated. In many respects, 
the Clausewitzian Trinity and the tension between three fundamental elements of war (the government, the people, 
and the military) remain truer today than perhaps they have ever been.37 For most Western nations, the most important 
principle of war – ‘selection and maintenance of the aim’ – remains of utmost relevance.

There are many practical and contemporary reasons for these enduring axioms. For instance, a clear articulation of 
national and military strategic objectives enables the equally important articulation of accountability to deliver these 
objectives in execution. Having commonly understood national strategic objectives enables whole-of-government 
coordination and unity of effort that creates complementary and unified outcomes and a more efficient use of 
national resources. Clearly communicating national and military strategic objectives to the public acts as an important 
democratic check and balance, and ensures veterans return to a community that has an awareness of  
their contribution.



17Preparing for the Future: Key Organisational Lessons from the Afghanistan Campaign

Focus Area 1: Strategy Making 

The ADF’s understanding of national and military strategic objectives at the operational level enables campaign  
design that focuses tactical activity to achieve strategic ends. Similarly, understanding of national and military strategic 
objectives at the tactical level is in many ways central to the ‘soldier/state compact’.38 It both guides and motivates 

tactical action and in doing so reduces the risk of moral injury that is associated with unclear purpose. It also aids with 

ongoing recruiting and retention. Finally, understanding of national and military strategic objectives supports wounded 

soldiers and grieving families cope with the hardships they bear.

Recommendations
2.1 Review Defence’s approach to media during operations and campaigns. 

A review of Defence’s approach and policy in relation to media engagement might enhance mechanisms  
available for government and the ADF to further engage with the public on the purpose and progress of 
operations and strategy.

2.2 Review ADF strategy-making, planning, orders and leadership doctrine.  
ADF strategy-making doctrine should be reviewed to ensure the importance of having a clear understanding 
of national and military strategic objectives (including military end states) is appropriately emphasised as part 
of the military strategy-making process. Beyond the current requirement to articulate the higher commander’s 
intent and specific mission purpose/method/end state, overall national and military strategic objectives should 
also be considered for inclusion in military planning and orders doctrine. The role of commanders in actively 
communicating this to serving personnel should also be emphasised in leadership doctrine.

Lesson 3:  
Western aspiration can be a strength but if due consideration is not given to 
local history, culture, politics and capacity it can lead to overly ambitious and 
unsustainable national and military strategic objectives.39

Western optimism and its associated democratic aspiration have been a driving force that, in the main, has contributed 
to significant improvements in the lives of millions across the world. This spirit of aspiration and betterment for others 
will always be a part of Western culture. But like many strengths, it also comes with inherent vulnerabilities, which must 
be consciously acknowledged and actively mitigated to optimise strategic outcomes. One of these vulnerabilities is that 
it can create unintended blindness to historic, cultural, political and capacity contexts and their limitations, which can 
constrain the effectiveness of a strategy. While noble in aspiration, setting ends through an optimistic Western lens can 
risk strategic failure.40

US Admiral James Stavridis, a former Supreme Allied Commander NATO, asserts that the coalition aspired in its 
strategic ends to build an Afghan Army that was overly sophisticated and unsustainable within the context of the 
Afghan education and industrial base.41 It is possible that early operational success in Afghanistan in 2001 and 2002 may 

also have contributed to overly optimistic campaign aspirations. While human nature constrains the ability to truly appreciate 

and visualise the execution of strategy through different cultural, historic and economic lenses, the need to do so remains a 

fundamental component to successful strategy making and for this reason must be accounted for in more effective ways.

Recommendations
3.1 Enhance ADF professional development in regional history, culture and language. 

In addition to improved professional development, more opportunities for exchange postings with Indo-Pacific 
regional partners could be offered. Recruiting efforts could also be further weighted towards Australian citizens 
with these cultural backgrounds.

3.2 Include specialists, experts and gender advisers in planning and strategy making. 
Including deep specialists (including anthropologists, sociologist, historians and political scientists), cultural experts 
and gender advisers in ADF planning teams, intelligence agencies and whole-of-government strategy-making fora 
would allow more diverse points of view to have input to planning processes and challenge habitual thinking. 42 It 
would also improve problem framing and definition. Consideration should also be given to including these diverse 
disciplines and cultures on permanent staffs and/or in ‘red-teaming’ functions and structures.
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Conclusion
Strategy making is complex, dynamic and often uncertain. It requires diverse inputs and needs to be taught and 
practiced across the whole of government. While national strategy is ultimately decided or endorsed at the political 
level, it requires mechanisms, structures and cultures that integrate inputs horizontally across the whole of government 
and vertically across the operational, strategic and political levels. An absence of these can lead to inadequate definition 
and communication of national and military strategic objectives. This can limit the coordination and overall effectiveness 
of whole-of-government ways and means, which in turn can lead to suboptimal strategic outcomes. In a more dynamic 
and competitive future operating environment, it may also limit the speed at which a strategy can be enacted or the rate 
at which it can be adapted.

For the ADF, a clear understanding of national and military strategic objectives is an essential precondition for effective 
campaign design. Any weakness in their logic or communication can have flow-on effects throughout the entire 
campaign. These effects can manifest themselves in different ways and are described in the subsequent sections of  
this study. 
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Australian advisors deployed to the Kabul Garrison Command 
(KGC) participate in a rehearsal of concept drill alongside 
Coalition partners and personnel from the Afghan National 
Defence and Security Forces (ANDSF) during the Presidential 
election held on 28 October 2019.



21Preparing for the Future: Key Organisational Lessons from the Afghanistan Campaign

Focus Area 2:  
Campaign Design

The first, the supreme, the most far-reaching act of 
judgement that the statesman and commander have to make 
is to establish... the kind of war on which they are embarking: 
neither mistaking it for, nor trying to turn it into, something 
that is alien to its nature. This is the first of all strategic 
questions and the most comprehensive.
Carl von Clausewitz 43
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Introduction
Defining national and military strategic objectives (ends) is paramount to both the strategy-making process and the 
military campaign design process.44 But viewing the ends/ways/means strategy-making paradigm as a strictly ‘top down’ or 

linear process can lead to suboptimal outcomes. An overly top down or ‘can-do’ approach at the departmental (ways/means) 

level can increase the risk of strategic failure. Ways and means are as important to determining achievable national strategic 

ends, as ends are to determining appropriate ways and means.

Regardless of a nation’s size and resources, ways and means will almost always constrain national strategic  
aspirations. These can be further constrained by other factors including the associated economic and human costs 
the public is willing to bear and broader political, legal, public, moral and practical considerations. As discussed in the 
previous section, this calibration and alignment of ends/ways/means requires effective whole-of-government cultures 
and mechanisms.

Military strategic objectives also set the limits and constraints of the subsequent military ways and means to achieve 
them. Determining the appropriate military ways and means to achieve these military strategic objectives is enabled 
by campaign design. This occurs at the operational level and is a critical bridge that links the ends determined at the 
political and military strategic levels with the practical application of military means at the tactical level.

It is important to note at this juncture that not all military activity needs to be subjected to the process of campaign 
design. Campaign design is a disciplined and long-term approach to arraying military ways and means. In a dynamic 
future operating environment, it is an approach that is unlikely to be sufficiently responsive to rapidly emerging 
situations. In such circumstances, existing campaign plans may inform responses but should not constrain them. 
Equally, having a national strategy that acts as a unifying reference point for urgent decisions and actions will be vital. 
For this reason, we should guard against any flawed notion that uncertainty voids the need for planning and strategy 
making. The Australian War Memorial should serve as a reminder that the reality is quite the opposite.

Lesson 4:  
The ADF needs to appropriately balance its education and overall investment 
across the tactical, operational and strategic levels to ensure success in future 
military commitments.

There is a predominant cultural focus in the ADF (as in many militaries) on the tactical level.45 This has been driven by a 
number of factors, from our ANZAC cultural heritage and past support of larger coalition partners (who have by default 
dominated operational and strategic approaches), to the fact that the tactical level is where battles are fought and 
ADF personnel face the greatest risk.46 For different but appropriate reasons, there is also a Defence cultural focus on 
the interface with government at the strategic level. Focusing on the strategic and tactical ends of the overall Defence 
enterprise is understandable but an equal investment is required at the operational level.

An unbalanced concentration on the top and bottom of the Defence enterprise can lead to a lack of education and 
investment at the operational level. Failure to invest at the operational level generates increased risk that sacrifices 
made at the tactical level will not align with or contribute to desired outcomes at the strategic level. Over recent 
years, Defence has increased its focus on the operational level with the establishment of a dedicated Headquarters 
Joint Operations Command (HQJOC) in 2005, followed by the appointment of a dedicated Chief of Joint Operations. 
Defence has also increased its focus on the operational art at its War College. These were important steps towards 
strengthening the ADF’s operational capacity and expertise and manifested in more comprehensive campaign design 
as the Afghanistan Campaign progressed. It will be important for the ADF to continue to invest in the operational level 
and further increase its expertise and capacity to orchestrate continuous and concurrent operations to shape, deter 
and, if need be, respond in both foreign and domestic settings.
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Recommendations
4.1 Review and refine the role of HQJOC and MSC.  

The ADF should review and refine the role of HQJOC and MSC and invest in the expertise, capacity and  
systems required to function effectively and persistently at both the operational and strategic levels.

4.2 More regularly exercise the linkages between the political, strategic and operational levels.  
Such exercises should routinely involve whole-of-government partners and include regional and/or US  
coalition scenarios.

Lesson 5:  
Robust campaign design and assessment are essential to successfully 
achieving national strategic objectives and require appropriate education  
and overall investment.

Both campaign design and campaign assessment are critical parts of the strategy-making system. Campaign design 
at the operational level is more than just a ‘bridge’ or ‘positional linkage’ between the tactical and strategic levels. It is 
the central driver in the conduct of operations and warfare. It provides a road map to achieving strategic objectives. 
Campaign assessment then provides an objective feedback loop for measuring progress and identifying risks.

The ADF’s campaign design and assessment processes were limited in the early parts of the Afghanistan Campaign. 
In the absence of a clearly communicated ADF campaign strategy, some subordinate commanders attempted to 
write their own. These individual strategies did not always align with the broader ADF or coalition trajectory. From a 
broader coalition perspective, there were also examples of campaign strategies frequently changing depending on the 
personality and preferences of commanders. This created unnecessary friction and confusion, frustrated local security 
forces and detracted from the persistent and enduring effects that come with campaign discipline.

At times in the Afghanistan Campaign, objectives and metrics were overly focused on troop commitment numbers, 
which contributed to alliance objectives, or on casualty numbers, which might risk public support. On occasion, this 
was also coupled with campaign assessment frameworks that were narrowly focused on progress in the development 
of the ANA, without necessarily monitoring broader coalition campaign risks and opportunities.

The maturing of the HQJOC capability, after its establishment in 2005, saw ADF campaign design improve significantly 
throughout the Afghanistan Campaign. This was complemented by the ADF Strategic Command Group and the 
establishment of the Military Strategic Plans Division in 2020.

Australia’s US alliance objectives will often have a high degree of prominence in any national strategy. The US, as part 
of a coalition, will often take the lead in any overarching coalition strategy in which Australia takes part. In this context 
however, it would be easy for the ADF to underinvest in its own sovereign military strategy, campaign design and 
campaign assessment capability. This could create unforeseen and unintended downstream risks.

These risks could include:
• inadvertent mission creep and risk of tactical/operational/strategic entrapment within broader coalition objectives
• a reduction in the necessary national oversight of tactical activity
• an increase in the risk of moral injury associated with ill-defined or unclear national purpose
• eventual and unanticipated mission failure.
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Recommendations
5.1 Further weight campaign design within the Defence training and education continuum. 

In addition to increased training and education, campaign design should be practiced within the ADF’s exercise 
regime in a whole-of-government, coalition or regional context. Defence should include the need to measure 
those things that can provide advance warning of less obvious risks and vulnerabilities, such as host-nation 
will. An educational and procedural framework should also be developed for conducting whole-of-government 
campaign design and assessment that optimises the orchestration of all levers of national power.

5.2 Invest further in HQJOC capacity and capability to conduct campaign design and assessment. 
This investment would include more sophisticated campaign design and assessment in the context of current 
regional shape, deter, respond campaigns.  

Lesson 6:  
Force optimisation and force sustainability should be considered carefully 
and objectively when selecting the military means to achieve strategic ends. 
Force options and all associated risks should be formally communicated to 
Government for consideration.

The selection and ongoing review of the military means to achieve military strategic objectives is a vital part of any 
military campaign. As mentioned above, national strategic ends appropriately set the limits and constraints of military 
strategic objectives and the subsequent military means that can be used to achieve them.

In the Afghanistan Campaign, personnel caps (upper limits of the number of personnel authorised to deploy) were 
imposed by government as a tool to manage the military means available to achieve Australia’s national strategic 
objectives. This was common with all contributing nations. These personnel, or manning, caps limited and calibrated 
ADF force element and C2 options. These options were further constrained by competing foreign and domestic 
operational demands and the depth and sustainability of ADF enabling capabilities.

The ADF mechanism to review and adapt deployed force structures evolved significantly during the Afghanistan 
Campaign. Through the Operational Establishment Review (OER) process, HQJOC periodically checked appropriate 
troops were force assigned to meet operational requirements within the constraints listed above. Because of personnel 
caps, the desire to maximise fighting troops or trainers often led to compromises that generated risks in other parts of 
the deployed force. This dynamic was exacerbated by perceptions in some parts of the organisation that the ADF had 
limited scope to propose personnel cap adjustments to government.

As part of the OER process, it was important to consider force sustainability over time. This had particular relevance for 
low-density forces such as special forces, human intelligence and other niche capabilities. While these force elements 
may have been available and optimal to deploy at particular points in time, sustaining their deployment for extended 
periods was more challenging. It also generated risks to the health and wellbeing of personnel and, in some cases, 
impacted unit cohesion and morale.47

Early indicators of these risks became apparent around 2008. An increased number of deployment waivers began 
to indicate that certain force elements, including special forces, were being rotated beyond sustainable limits. 48 As is 

mentioned in the culture section of this study, the ADF’s ‘can-do’ culture has vulnerabilities. In this case, it manifested in a 

general reluctance for special force leaders and others in the community to pre-emptively flag force sustainability risks or 

reduce their commitment.49 However, a concurrent aspiration to integrate part-time soldiers into ‘One Army’ provided an 

opportunity to mitigate this emerging risk and part-time members were eventually deployed on full-time service for winter 

rotations of the Special Operations Task Group. This was a more effective utilisation of the Army’s total forces available.
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The ADF did consider other options that would have reduced the special forces footprint, but it is understood that 
they were not presented to government because these options were not Uruzgan focused. Other higher density 
conventional forces with more capacity for ongoing rotation and possibly better suited to both training and the 
counterinsurgency necessity of holding ground were also not deployed. This may have been driven by a false 
perception in some circles that these forces were not as well trained and/or presented a higher casualty risk. It is also 
worth noting that the traditional role of forces like the Special Air Service Regiment was long-range/duration strategic 
reconnaissance and indigenous force capacity building rather than raiding action.

Conversely, ensuring maximum utility is achieved from particular force elements is essential for a relatively small military 
such as the ADF. In this context, the effect embedded personnel had on Australia’s reputation was remarkable and a 
testament to the quality of our people, their adaptability and overall training. The inaugural and subsequent Australian 
command of the newly formed International Security Assistance Force Special Operations Forces (ISAF SOF) in 
Jan 2008 was a testament to Australia’s reputation and utility as a non-NATO nation. This relatively small Australian 
commitment also disproportionately increased Australia’s credibility and influence. It was an exemplar of the strategic 
benefits of well-positioned embedded personnel (embeds). Further opportunity exists to optimise the future utility of 
embeds by more deliberately enabling and leveraging their influence, understanding and learning. Further optimisation 
could also be achieved by better connecting them with other whole-of-government embedded networks.

Recommendations
6.1 Further codify in ADF doctrine an objective process for considering both immediate and longitudinal risks 

associated with force assignment and ongoing rotation.  
This should include a way to better codify and compare the sustainable capacity and mission effectiveness of a 
broader range of force elements.

6.2 Re-examine and codify how the ADF might better prepare and utilise embeds.  
This includes ways of better directing their influence, harnessing their broader coalition understanding during 
deployment, and leveraging their significant learning and relationships post deployment. While experience in 
‘operations’ functions is valuable, embed positions should be weighted towards senior ‘plans’ functions that can 
better influence the trajectory of coalition campaigns.

6.3 Enhance and build on the ADF’s extant and standing structures of Defence attachés, national liaison 
officers and embeds.  
This should focus on our region and ensure better integration with the broader whole-of-government embed 
posture. Such integrated structures could connect and enhance whole-of-government/coalition planning, 
understanding, influence and coordination on a day-to-day basis as well as in crises.

6.4 Improve understanding of the application of personnel caps. 
While placing limits on military means through personnel caps is appropriate, consideration should be given 
to addressing perceptions of rigid application and how this might unintentionally lead to an ‘economy of force’ 
culture that can generate increased risks or missed opportunities over time.

6.5 Enhance enabling capabilities in standing and deployed force structures.  
This will reduce the limitations on military force element or command and control options.
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Lesson 7:  
The ADF and other government departments and agencies should be  
able to deploy capabilities that realise the full potential of coordinated  
whole-of-government effects, which are often necessary to achieve  
enduring strategic outcomes.

National strategic ends are, more often than not, impossible to achieve with military means alone. Whether it is in 
counterinsurgency endeavours or ensuring post-conflict stability, there is often a need to build or rebuild governance 
and other structures to create a ‘better peace.’ A clear understanding and articulation of this better peace and an 
objective assessment of its achievability is central to strategy making.

Hard-earned counterinsurgency theory and doctrine are explicit on the need to shape the battlespace with special 
forces and information operations; clear the battlespace of insurgents through patrolling and kinetic actions; hold the 
battlespace with ongoing security presence; and then build governance and security structures to achieve a sustainable 
effect. This SHAPE, CLEAR, HOLD, BUILD approach has been a lesson from Vietnam, Iraq and, hopefully for the last 
time, Afghanistan. It underscores a number of enduring counterinsurgency lessons including:
• you can’t just kill your way to victory50

• it is essential to deny the enemy a safe haven where they can ‘wait you out’
• information operations must reinforce actions rather than be a substitute for them.

For these reasons, there were understandable drivers during the Afghanistan Campaign to build both Afghan military 
and governance capacity. This was a highly necessary but ambitious undertaking in the Afghanistan context that could 
never be achieved with an ‘in/out’ style of special forces raiding. Conventional troops were required to assist local 
forces with the ‘clear’ and ‘hold’, and beyond military capacity building, whole-of-government capabilities were required 
to enable the ‘build’. While DFAT, AusAID and AFP contributions were vital in this regard, 51 their contribution was 
relatively modest in size and has been described by several study participants as being peripheral to Australia’s strategy 
rather than central to it.52

Recommendations
7.1 Develop whole-of-government counterinsurgency doctrine. 

The process of developing such doctrine would serve as a vehicle to enable whole-of-government learning from 
Vietnam, Iraq and Afghanistan. This would build shared understanding that would benefit future strategy making 
and operations. It would also stimulate consideration of the need for increased deployable whole-of-government 
capacity that could provide government with a broader range of national power options to pursue national 
strategic objectives.

7.2 Foster the skills and cultures of ADF personnel to effectively contribute to whole-of-government strategy, 
planning and operational execution.  
In doing so, consideration could be given to reviewing the respective curricula of the Australian Public Service 
Academy, DFAT Academy, Australian Civil-Military Centre, Australian Defence College and National Security 
College with the aim of improving whole-of-government understanding, collaboration and integration.
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Conclusion
While the operational level is not at the more acute strategic/political or tactical interfaces, it is none the less of utmost 
importance to the achievement of national strategic objectives. In a military context, the operational level is more than 
just a ‘bridge’ or ‘positional linkage’ between the tactical and strategic levels. It is the central driver in the conduct of 
operations and warfare.

Both campaign design and assessment are critical mechanisms to formulating and orchestrating the most effective 
‘ways’ to apply military ‘means’ to achieve strategic ‘ends’, often as part of a broader whole-of-government endeavour. 
Supporting campaign design and assessment skillsets, along with whole-of-government education and cooperative 
cultures, are essential to future success and require appropriate investment.

Beyond ends-ways-means orchestration, the operational level also designs the military C2 frameworks that enable 
effective leadership and command oversight of military activity in the pursuit of national strategic ends. The following 
section will outline key C2 lessons from the Afghanistan Campaign.
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Australian advisors deployed to the Kabul Garrison Command 
(KGC) participate in a planning brief alongside personnel from 
the Afghan National Defence and Security Forces (ANDSF) 
during the Presidential election held on 28 October 2019.
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Defining the battlespace and establishing a clear command 
and control system should be regarded as the very essence 
of effective planning at the operational level of war. All other 
operational functions rely on a clear demarcation by an 
operational headquarters of battlespace parameters and 
command and control organisation.
Lieutenant Colonel Chris Field, Planning in Operation Iraqi Freedom 2003 53
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Introduction
Determining the ways and means of Australian C2 are critical outputs of campaign design. C2 arrangements are often 
framed and constrained by coalition considerations and national strategic objectives. These in turn are informed by 
associated risk appetite.

While easy to consider as just structural or administrative, military C2 is an essential enabler of the military component 
of national strategy. The C2 ‘wire-diagram’ is far more than just a layout of forces available and respective command 
relationships. Externally, it determines the approach and degree of ADF influence over coalition tactical, operational and 
strategic matters. Internally, it sets the frameworks that enable military command, leadership and risk management, and 
establishes clear authorities and accountabilities for this. From an operational perspective, C2 arrangements also seek 
to ensure that the ADF can understand, decide and act faster and more effectively than our adversaries. Weaknesses 
in C2 structure, the application of mission command or the supporting communications architecture can inhibit tactical 
outcomes, increase governance and oversight risks, and limit influence within broader coalition settings.

It should be stressed that the C2 lessons that follow have been derived principally from land-based operations in 
Afghanistan. Whilst most have broad joint and service applicability, there are specific and unique considerations 
associated with some domains.

Lesson 8:  
C2 structures and authorities are essential to promote the exercise of 
leadership, command accountability, risk management, operational 
coordination, coalition influence and to ensure alignment of tactical  
actions with strategic ends.

Multinational C2 and information-sharing arrangements are complex and will always require pragmatism and 
compromise. This further underscores the importance of units and embedded personnel having a clear understanding 
of the national mission and purpose. Fulfilling and balancing command authorities and leadership responsibilities  
within these complex structures depends on goodwill and understanding at all levels.54 This complexity requires  
careful consideration and active management in a coalition setting to ensure ‘compromise risks’ are within  
acceptable thresholds.

While it is not possible within the scope this paper to outline all the various C2 arrangements adopted during the 
Afghanistan Campaign, some exemplar C2 structures are provided at Annex C to provide a sense of their general 
complexity. Key aspects of these structures are outlined below.

HQJOC: Canberra based, HQJOC was the senior operational-level headquarters overseeing Australian forces  
in Afghanistan.

Joint Task Force 633 (JTF 633): JTF 633 was based in the Middle East but outside of Afghanistan. It was subordinate 
to HQJOC and principally exercised ‘national command’ responsibility over forces in Afghanistan. HQJOC and JTF 633 
also shared a degree of operational command responsibility over Australian troops. This division of this responsibility 
was not always clear to subordinates. JTF 633 also exercised operational responsibilities over other Australian force 
elements in the broader Middle East Area of Operations (MEAO).

Joint Task Force 633-A (JTF 633-A): JTF 633-A was based in Kabul but was not located in ISAF HQs alongside 
the national command elements of many other troop contributing nations. JTF 633-A shared a degree of national 
command responsibility over Australian troops with JTF 633. The division of this responsibility was also not always  
clear to subordinates. Unlike other nations, neither JTF 633 or JTF 633-A were integrated with the ISAF or Dutch 
command chains, and both were geographically dislocated from the centre of mass of the Australian troop  
contribution in Tarin Kowt.
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Task Group/Task Force (TG/TF): The commanders of Australia’s two largest force elements were of Lieutenant 
Colonel-level seniority and were the most senior Australian tactical commanders in Uruzgan for the vast majority of 
the Afghanistan Campaign. Despite these two Australian task groups both being based out of Tarin Kowt in Uruzgan, 
there was no superior Australian tactical commander to ensure a consistent national approach and coordinate mutually 
supporting tactical activity. This was left to the US or Dutch superior HQs that had operational control of these units, 
or any influence that could be exerted by the geographically dislocated commanders of JTF633 and/or JTF 633A. 
Alternatively, it relied on the relationship between the two Australian units, which at times were strained by being located 
on the same base but having ADF rules and standards applied differently in each (see Lesson 17 for more detail). 

Special Operations Task Group (SOTG): From 2007, SOTG had a primary national mission of supporting forces 
in Uruzgan (particularly the Australian Task Force) but was assigned under Operational Control of the US Operation 
Enduring Freedom (OEF commander) and then eventually the ISAF Special Operations Forces (ISAF SOF) commander 
in Kabul. The ISAF SOF commander could task the SOTG to operate beyond Uruzgan but only if approved via 
Commander JTF 633.55 Commander Regional Command - South and Commander Task Force Uruzgan had no 
command authority over SOTG.

In doctrinal terms, these excessively complex ADF C2 arrangements in Afghanistan impacted three of the eight key 
principles of command, namely:
• unity of command
• clarity
• accountability

Many of our coalition partners politely described them as both ‘bemusing’ and ‘confusing’. This impacted our reputation 
and saw opportunities missed that could have enhanced our coalition influence and overall alliance objectives.

The complexity of these ADF C2 arrangements can be explained in part by JTF 633’s broader MEAO C2 requirements, 
the evolving nature of the Afghanistan Campaign, coalition complexities, and national limitations related to a lack of 
appetite to deploy already trained formation headquarters (and the necessary enablers) to lead operations in Uruzgan. 
While these drivers are understood, at times the C2 risks were extremely high against key markers of coalition 
influence, national governance and overall decision speed/efficacy. Future operations would benefit from a disciplined 
understanding, codification and management of C2 risks.

Recommendations
8.1 Include the requirement for formal C2 risk assessments in planning and strategy doctrine.  

Such risk assessments are important given the centrality of C2 to success at the tactical, operational and strategic 
levels, the routine likelihood of the ADF being a junior coalition partner, and the increasingly integrated but 
geographically dispersed nature of the future battlespace. C2 risk assessments should appropriately document 
associated risks beyond just military C2, and include aspects such as coalition influence, national governance/
oversight and speed of decision-making across the entire C2 system. Consideration should also be given to 
assessing organisational deviance risk factors that were identified in a recent navy study.56 Thresholds should be 
set for the formal elevation of C2 risks to the strategic and political levels for consideration.

8.2 Strengthen assurance mechanisms that maintain the integrity of reporting, detect any filtering of 
information up chains of command, and enable confidence in dispersed C2 environments.  
This is particularly, but not exclusively, relevant to coalition environments and geographically isolated units.
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Group Captain Philip Arms (right) discusses Afghan Air Force C2 with Commanding General of Train Advise  
Assist Command - General Joel Carey of the US Air Force (left) in Kabul, Afghanistan.

Lesson 9:  
Restrictions and caveats calibrated by national risk appetite can affect 
national reputation, strategic influence and broader alliance objectives,  
which over time can unintentionally increase risk to mission.

The risks associated with the Afghanistan Campaign C2 arrangements were further complicated by national limitations 
on the ADF deploying formation headquarters at the tactical level. Unlike in the Vietnam War, where a brigade-size task 
force oversaw a coherent military structure and had ownership of a province, for the most part in Afghanistan, the ADF 
deployed bespoke units, smaller sized elements and embeds as part of a larger coalition force.57 With the exception of 
Combined Team Uruzgan, which was commanded by an Australian officer from 2012 to 2014, Australia was the only Five 

Eye nation not to assume leadership of a province in Afghanistan.

Combined with a modest whole-of-government commitment, these dynamics made it extremely difficult for Australia 
to shape enduring outcomes in Uruzgan. It also affected Australia’s influence and credibility. National restrictions 
that prevented ADF forces from operating outside of Uruzgan province with the Afghan forces they were responsible 
for mentoring, further compounded this dynamic. At a personal level, the requirement for other coalition partners to 
temporarily assume mentoring responsibility for units with whom they were unfamiliar was also morally difficult for  
ADF mentors.

Despite these restrictions and complexities, and as a testament to ADF training and culture, personnel at every level 
showed sound judgement and initiative to progress or mitigate any risks to our tactical and national objectives.

Recommendations:
9.1 Carefully calibrate caveats and restrictions.  

In a campaign where alliance objectives are paramount, careful consideration should be given to any caveats and 
restrictions that may impinge on national reputation and associated influence.

9.2 Review and establish more explicit ‘coalition C2 models’ within a Joint Operating Concept.  
This should form the basis of ADF C2 options in coalition environments and include the principles and thresholds 
to consider regarding battlespace ownership and the deployment of formation-level headquarters. C2 models 
should also include options to embed and/or ‘dual hat’ (one person with two roles) Australia’s national 
commander within senior echelons of coalition structures. This will increase both influence and understanding of 
coalition strategy and enable better oversight of Australian tactical activity.
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Lesson 10:  
There is significant risk in the practice of mission command having ad hoc/
non-standing HQs and task groups within complex national and coalition  
C2 arrangements without having national formation HQs in the tactical chain 
of command. This risk should be considered carefully when determining 
force assignment, task group preparation, C2 design and the application of 
mission command.

Mission command is a highly effective way to achieve the decision and action speed required to survive and win in the 
chaos of combat. But it is not a ‘hands-off’ endeavour. The doctrinal preconditions for mission command include:
• commonly understood doctrine between levels of command
• trust between levels of command through intensive, realistic training
• understanding of commander’s intent
• robust processes to check and verify at the right time and place.58

In Afghanistan, many of these preconditions were not in place either within or between units and HQs. In parts, mission 
command was being exercised without the doctrinal checks and balances being adequately applied. This is likely to be 
based on an overweighting of the doctrinal precondition of accepting ‘risk in order to ensure that gaining and holding 
the initiative was enabled by minimising time-wasting imposed by confirmation from higher command’.59

In certain circumstances, the gains of fully exercising mission command can be outweighed by the associated risks. 
These associated risks were exacerbated in Afghanistan by the formation of ad hoc units and headquarters, which 
were geographically separated and operating within a complex national and coalition C2 structure.

Recommendations
10.1 Enhance ‘mission command’ doctrine and understanding. 

Mission command strengths should be retained but there needs to be better acknowledgement, understanding 
and mitigation of its inherent risks in certain contexts. ‘Critical curiosity’ and ‘on-the-ground’ checks to verify and 
give context to information coming up through the chain of command should be stressed. Rather than the current 
perception of checks and balances being a risk mitigation activity, they should be re-framed as the central enabler 
to the mission command philosophy. Through this evolved framing, stronger assurance will be seen as the main 
enabler of increasing the speed of decision and action. This approach has increased relevance given the ongoing 
likelihood of the ADF being a junior coalition partner and the more geographically dispersed nature of the future 
battlespace. In certain high-risk contexts, consideration may also be given to further strengthening independent 
reporting assurance mechanisms.

10.2 Further stress in training, the key role that young officers and non-commissioned officers play in mission 
command execution.  
This includes their ‘on-the-ground’ leadership, diligence, moral courage and fault checking.
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Lesson 11:  
The excessive disaggregation of established sub-unit, unit and HQ capability 
bricks can increase risk in both deployed and non-deployed force elements.

While the benefits of task organising land forces based on mission requirements is acknowledged, the spirit of task 
organisation and battle grouping is based on assembling ‘formed capability bricks’ (sub-units, units and HQs) to meet 
operational requirements. For land forces particularly, breaking down these capability bricks to fit into personnel cap 
constrained and often predefined deployed structures undermines validated force design logic. It can also create brittle 
structures that become further stressed under the demands of relief out of country leave (ROCL) and the sustainment 
of casualties. This generates risk at the tactical levels and has been described as akin to deploying naval ships without 
their full complement of crew.

The formation of ad hoc HQs and task groups during the Afghanistan Campaign created a number of unintended 
leadership, governance and cohesion risks that subsequently imposed a high pre-deployment collective training 
burden.60 It also contributed to a lack of continuity and custodianship of deployed unit records and, in some cases, 
a lack of ongoing ‘deployed unit identity’ on return to Australia. For teams who have shared success and tragedy, 
an ongoing collective identity can assist with the transition from operations and the ongoing health and wellbeing 
monitoring, and support personnel require. Forming ad hoc HQs and task groups also disrupted the non-deployed 
component of some contributing units, many of which were left with lean or hollow structures. At times, this also 
generated leadership, governance and morale risks.

Recommendations
11.1 Further evolve task-organisation doctrinal concepts to retain their strengths but also acknowledge and 

mitigate the risks of forming excessively ad hoc, non-habitual HQs and task groups.  
In particular, careful consideration should be given to breaking down standing capability bricks such as sub-units, 
units and HQs.

11.1 Where formed units are not deployed, incorporate non-deployed personnel into the structures of other 
non-deployed units. 
This enhances leadership and governance and provides increased capacity to support those deployed. It also 
presents an opportunity to enhance collective training opportunities and build deeper combined arms relationships 
between units.
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Lesson 12:  
The continuity of deployed personnel, structures and teams is important to 
achieving alliance objectives, effective command and leadership, and for the 
wellbeing of personnel during and post deployment. The risks associated with 
disrupting this continuity should be considered carefully against the benefits.

In general, the tour lengths of ADF personnel were shorter and ROCL entitlements were more generous than those 
of most of our coalition counterparts. Personnel and family welfare benefits were the principal drivers for these ADF 
policy settings. However, shorter tour lengths disrupted mentoring and coalition relationships that were central to 
achieving capacity building and alliance objectives. They also disrupted longer term campaign discipline and a deeper 
understanding of the operational environment by leaders and intelligence staff.

The risks associated with these disruptions were further exacerbated by the mid-tour posting cycle rotation of 
commanders and key staff. In most cases, this approach caused significant stress for those who returned home ahead 
of their teams and for those who remained in theatre and had to adapt and re-form relationships with new staff and 
leadership structures. It also generated risks to the continuity of command, leadership and governance oversight.

Recommendations
12.1 Further study the effects of tour length on personnel, family welfare, governance and operational 

effectiveness.  
The results of this study should be used to inform and better calibrate future policy on tour lengths, ROCL 
entitlements and mid-tour rotations.

Lesson 13:  
Communications systems and protocols, combined with human connections 
and trust, are essential to enabling effective C2 in a coalition environment.

The pressures of the Afghanistan Campaign contributed to the significant development of communications systems 
and protocols in a coalition environment. Periodically, new technologies had to be inserted into these communications 
systems and existing systems needed refreshing to meet new capability requirements. Each technology insertion and 
refresh required a deliberate implementation process involving capability managers, operational commanders and 
technical control authorities.

The Afghanistan Campaign also identified challenges to the operational effectiveness and utility of the Defence Secret 
Network  in a disaggregated operational environment. The deployment of other bespoke and often poorly governed/
supported systems generated risk.

The eventual creation of the Mission Partner Environment (MPE) communications system ensured Australian forces 
could more easily integrate with a coalition warfighting system and avoid being isolated on sovereign systems without 
coalition connectivity. This provided significant operational benefits including increased involvement and influence in 
coalition planning.

The maintenance of these complex systems required intense oversight and management. This was achieved by the 
formation and deployment of a dedicated Force Communications Unit (FCU) in 2008, whose commander also acted 
as the MEAO Theatre J6 (Joint Signals Staff Officer). Despite the challenging span of responsibility, this significantly 
improved the management of equipment and the enabling of C2.
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Recommendations
13.1 Evolve the information technology (IT) systems and protocols that enable the rapid sharing of intelligence 

and information across coalition and regional partners.  
This will build trust and optimise the decision action cycle of a broader and more integrated coalition within a  
more dynamic future operating environment. Future IT systems must also fully accommodate whole-of-
government partners. To enable wider and more rapid sharing of information, consideration should be given to 
protocols and cultures that are less reliant on raw intelligence and more trusting of analysed intelligence that can 
be more readily shared.

13.2 Ensure dedicated and appropriately resourced Force Communications Units remain part of future 
deployed force structures.  
Having FCUs as part of the deployed force structure is important given the increasing centrality of networks in 
enabling coalition operations and for ensuring operational records are appropriately maintained. It should be 
understood and expected that IT and other complex communications systems will need to be evolved and 
upgraded in stride during future campaigns.

Conclusion
While C2 is clearly an essential enabler of effective command, leadership and governance, on its own it does not 
guarantee good decision-making and risk management. Within the inanimate wire-diagram of responsibilities, 
accountabilities and authorities are real humans and real organisations that have powerful cultures and ethical 
frameworks. Under continued stress, organisational cultures and professional ethics can become the predominant  
force that cues individual decisions and actions.

The lessons contained in the next section of this study, highlight the importance of understanding, nurturing and 
monitoring these cultures and ethical frameworks. 

Royal Australian Navy officer Captain Shane Glassock and his multinational team of military, civilian and contracted 
logistics advisers in a security brief ahead of a vehicle move to the Ministry of the Interior in Kabul, Afghanistan.
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Captain Sandi Williams, mentor to the female tolay (company) 
at the Afghan National Army Officer Academy is thanked by 
members of Kandak (battalion) 1 following the Academy’s fifth 
graduation ceremony.
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I don’t care a damn for your loyal service when you think I am 
right; when I really want it most is when you think I am wrong.
General Sir John Monash GCMG, KCB, VD 61

Humility engenders learning because it beats back the 
arrogance that puts blinders on. It leaves you open for truths 
to reveal themselves.
Wynton Marsalis, Pulitzer Prize Winner 62
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Introduction
For the purpose of this paper, culture generally applies to large organisations, like the Services or the ADF, and is 
defined as a shared collective identity based on beliefs, history and values. It is enduring and changes slowly.63 Climate 
generally applies to specific teams or units and refers to the environment experienced within teams or units created by 
its people and personalities. It is more variable and can change relatively quickly.64

It’s said that ‘culture eats strategy for breakfast’, a maxim frequently attributed to Peter Drucker.65 Although, perhaps 
what would be more appropriate in a military context is that ‘culture eats everything for breakfast’. People, teams and 
therefore the culture and ethics that inform individual and collective behaviour are central to military capability. As part  
of the intense human endeavour in which militaries are involved, culture and capability are inextricably linked.

The ADF has strong positive cultural attributes that guide routine behaviour in barracks and fuel extraordinary 
achievements under the pressure of operations. These same attributes are often highly sought after at times of national 
crisis, such as the recent bushfires or the COVID-19 response. The ADF should be rightly proud and confident of its 
culture, most of which is simply a reflection of the cultures and qualities that exist in broader Australian society.

But like many strengths, the ADF’s culture also comes with inherent vulnerabilities. Examples include the strengths 
and vulnerabilities of Australian egalitarian culture or the exercising of authoritarian leadership. These vulnerabilities are 
not often discussed internally and generally do not feature in ADF doctrine, training or education. This may be due to 
a concern (conscious or otherwise) that acknowledging inherent vulnerabilities might undermine military capability or 
weaken esprit de corps. It may also be based on a misguided and insecure notion that to do so would be ‘woke’.

Further evolving toward a more balanced ADF culture will enhance capability by fully harnessing the inherent qualities  
of ADF personnel and increase the ADF’s effectiveness as part of a whole-of-government and/or coalition team.

Lesson 14:  
The inherent complexity of warfare and its changing character demand an 
ongoing evolution of ADF culture and practice that retains existing strengths 
but appropriately acknowledges and mitigates vulnerabilities.

Like most militaries, the ADF’s cultural attributes such as a tactical focus, can-do/mission primacy, strong hierarchy/
chain of command, and unit pride, are significant and longstanding organisational strengths that are well suited to the 
demands of combat. They have contributed to success in many battles and operations throughout our history. These 
attributes must continue to be fostered in barracks and on operations. However, these same attributes also come with 
inherent vulnerabilities, and if applied narrowly or excessively can manifest in suboptimal outcomes at the strategic, 
operational and tactical levels.

Tactical focus: An overly tactical focus can inappropriately devalue the equal importance of the operational 
and strategic levels or blind leaders to actions and behaviours that appear positive tactically but have negative 
consequences at higher levels.

Can-do/mission primacy: This cultural attribute can lead to inadequate consideration of inherent risks, blind personnel 
to the downstream consequences of actions beyond the immediate mission and stifle the ability to learn from failure or 
intervene in impending failure.

Strong hierarchy/chain of command: When applied excessively or universally, strong hierarchy/chain of command 
can generate a sense of authoritarianism that can deny constructive challenge, risk flagging and more creative input 
into operational planning and execution. This can prevent the ADF from harnessing the full abilities of an increasingly 
intellectual, diverse and creative workforce.
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Unit pride: Excessive or misguided unit pride can turn into arrogance that gets in the way of optimising broader 
combined arms, joint, whole-of-government or coalition teams. This can have more acute effects in ad hoc task groups 
formed from multiple units.

The complexity of warfare and a fear of ‘paralysis by analysis’ can also create an unconscious bias towards 
oversimplifying military doctrine and training. This can lead to binary mental framings and cultures that are not 
consistent with the real context of either barracks or operational environments. This can create an unintended lack of 
confidence in doctrine and training (because it does not match reality), reduce the cognitive ability to fully appreciate 
complex situations, and underprepare people to operate in increasingly ambiguous environments at the tactical, 
operational and strategic levels.

An evolved and balanced ADF culture will further leverage the diversity and intellectual capacity of ADF personnel. This 
will strengthen the ADF and ensure it can perform equally well at the tactical, operational and strategic levels within a 
broader whole-of-government and/or coalition team.

Recommendations
14.1 Review doctrine, education and training to ensure the upsides of military culture are reinforced, while 

adequately acknowledging and mitigating associated vulnerabilities. 
Particular focus might be given to aspects of training in the ‘formative years’, which if unbalanced and excessive 
are difficult to alter as individuals progress beyond the tactical realm and to more senior levels. ADF education 
continuums should also provide personnel with an increased awareness and earlier exposure to the political 
context of military activity.66

14.2 Review doctrine, education and training to identify areas of narrow, prescriptive or binary framings, which 
do not fully describe more complex realities, or are overly weighted to the tactical context.  
Where appropriate, consideration should also be given to more explicitly distinguishing the differing contexts and 
requirements of the tactical, operational and strategic levels.67

Commander of the Kabul Garrison Command, General Murad Ali Murad (left), enjoys a joke with Australian Army 
officer Lieutenant Colonel Alex Loo during the Advisory Team transfer of authority ceremony in Kabul, Afghanistan.
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Lesson 15:  
Australia’s egalitarianism is a cultural strength of the ADF, but inherent 
vulnerabilities need to be appropriately acknowledged, balanced and mitigated.

Aspects of Australian history and culture, such as egalitarianism, can excessively flatten command relationships, 
encourage ‘populist’ leadership approaches, erode moral courage and weaken the necessary checks and balances 
traditionally overseen by senior non-commissioned officers (NCOs) and junior officers at the tactical level. From an 
institutional perspective, this culture can also contribute to an unbalanced emphasis on the tactical level and a general 
devaluing of the more cerebral requirements of the operational and strategic levels.

Conversely, there is no doubt that the promotion of joint and collaborative cultures under the ‘One Defence’ reform 
initiative has significantly strengthened the ADF. However, care must be taken to ensure collaborative culture is not 
unintentionally misinterpreted as the need to avoid constructive challenge. Such dynamics can lead to the type of group 
think that was central to the shortfalls identified in the UK’s Chilcot Report and drove the development of the UK’s 
Good Operation Handbook. This provides senior officers, senior officials and political leaders with a detailed guide to 
‘reasonable challenge’ from the perspective of both those receiving and offering challenge.68

Recommendations
15.1 Review ADF leadership doctrine, education and training to ensure the strengths and vulnerabilities of 

Australian egalitarian culture are appropriately acknowledged and mitigated.
15.2 Evolve and more explicitly articulate the balance of ‘collaborative’, ‘enquiring’ and ‘respectful challenge’ 

cultures aspired to under One Defence.

Lesson 16:  
Early Service emphasis on tribalism and unit pride can contribute to a sense 
of belonging and esprit de corps. Through time or if over emphasised, this 
can also generate individual and organisational overconfidence and a lack 
of humility. This can detract from behaviours that are required to integrate 
joint, whole-of-government and coalition effects and can contribute to 
‘identity fragility’ on transition out of service.

Tribalism and unit pride are common features of military culture and are instilled early in military service. In the right 
measure, they contribute to esprit de corps and combat capability. However, in excess they can have negative 
consequences. They can create:
• overconfident leadership styles and unit cultures that lack humility and a willingness to learn from others
• barriers to diverse inputs and cooperation with ‘outsiders’
• impediments to the sharing of lessons and information
• cultures of acting in unit-interests above institutional interests
• resistance to external checks and balances
• excessive loss of identify on transition out of service.

Recommendations
16.1 Review recruit and officer training cultures to ensure there is no promotion of ideas that ADF personnel 

are ‘better than others’. Rather, the emphasis of Australian military tradition should be on ADF personnel being 
selfless, humble servants of the nation who do extraordinary things while remaining part of the community and 
society they serve.
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Lesson 17:  
Beyond the general trend of ADF tribalism and unit pride exist elite cultures 
that are vulnerable to ‘exceptionalism’. When combined with geographic 
isolation, excessive compartmentalisation and inappropriate empowerment, 
this ‘exceptionalism’ can further exacerbate barriers to cooperation, sharing 
of information/learning and generate resistance to appropriate oversight and 
external checks and balances. This in turn can create institutional risk and 
deprive the broader force of opportunities for collective improvement and 
combined effect.

Most modern militaries have capabilities that address the special requirements of warfare. ADF examples include 
clearance divers, submariners, pilots, medical specialists etc. In fact, most uniformed members are specialists in a 
particular discipline, from infantry to armour to logistics. Specialists have ‘special skills’ but they are not necessarily 
‘special people’.

‘Elitism’ is a healthy aspiration and common in society (for example elite sport etc.). But ‘elitism’ that drifts into 
‘exceptionalism’ can create risks. In the context of this study, ‘exceptionalism’ is defined as a view of being ‘exempt’ 
from broader institutional requirements or expectations. An example of this was the non-participation of some SOTG 
elements in task group Mission Rehearsal Exercises (MREs), which confirm training standards and enable task group 
integration prior to deployment. Another example was the lack of adherence by some SOTG elements to ADF rules 
relating to the consumption of alcohol whilst on operations and the fact that this exemption was condoned by some 
junior military leaders.

Geographic isolation can increase the risk of ‘elitism’ drifting towards ‘exceptionalism’. These risks can be further 
exacerbated when elite force elements have a closed and bespoke training regime, do not have ‘peers’ for reference 
points and calibration, or when they have limited external connection or cross-posting with broader elements of their 
parent Service.69 When these factors are combined with an excessive flattening of command structures or an over 
promotion of the power and influence of tactical field commanders, institutional and unit blind spots can be created that 
generate excessive risk.

Recommendations
17.1 Reviewing the remit of independent bodies such as the Inspector General of the ADF to ensure they 

are enabled to routinely examine and pre-emptively scan for emerging risks in unit’s vulnerable to 
exceptionalism.70  
This mandate should extend beyond discipline and legality to include low level indicators of impropriety that may 
be indicators of larger issues. This includes the scanning for ‘shadow values’ that do not align with ‘above the line’ 
organisational values.71

17.2 Review specialist capabilities and objectively determine the need and extent of compartmentalisation 
and/or bespoke raise, train, sustain approaches.

17.3 Better integrate the learning and adaption systems housed in specialist capabilities with the broader ADF 
lessons enterprise.  
This will increase the opportunities to propagate learning and skills that have historically been resident in specialist 
domains to other more conventional elements of the broader ADF.72

17.4 Identify opportunities to exercise and expose a wider audience to specialist capabilities (including 
intelligence capabilities) as part of joint and whole-of-government training and education regimes.
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Lesson 18:  
The ADF would benefit from a simple, consistent and regularly applied tool 
for measuring and monitoring organisational culture. Such a tool could 
contribute to pre-emptively identifying risk or exploiting opportunity to 
optimise individual and team performance.

Over recent years, the ADF has made a significant effort to monitor poor behaviour and drive cultural reform. Among 
many other changes and initiatives, this has led to the increased use of cultural monitoring tools such as the Pulse 
(Profile of unit leadership, satisfaction, and effectiveness) Survey. For an organisation that operates in high-pressured 
environments and where people and culture are at the centre of capability, the ADF requires a consistent, easily applied/
interpreted and iterative tool for monitoring and measuring culture and climate at all levels.73

Recommendations
18.1 Consolidate existing cultural monitoring tools into a single ADF tool that is able to incorporate information 

from other databases and personnel reporting systems.  
This tool should provide usable data on culture that can be transparently monitored through levels of command 
and applied more regularly and consistently to enable longitudinal understanding. 74

18.2 Shift the ADF’s cultural monitoring regime from a focus on climate, behaviour and governance to a system 
that provides leaders at all levels with a more holistic analytical tool, which can be used to optimise 
individual and team performance or identify and pre-emptively treat areas of emerging risk.  
In addition to warfighting benefits, this is also likely to appeal to the “self-betterment” aspirations of personnel and 
in turn have recruiting, retention, wellbeing and transition benefits.

Lesson 19:  
The nature of warfare requires a well understood ethical and cultural basis 
to guide decisions and actions, and to support an increasingly educated and 
aware workforce to process their military experiences.

The nature of warfare has always required a deep understanding of the Laws of Armed Conflict (LOAC) and a strong 
ethical basis to guide decisions and actions. This requirement is likely to increase with the proliferation of grey-zone 
activity and the introduction of more remote, autonomous and lethal weapon systems. While the collateral damage 
associated with this increased lethality will always be actively managed, it will at times be unavoidable and continue 
to be a risk factor in relation to moral injury. The Afghanistan Campaign also highlighted other moral injury risk factors 
associated with cultural norms that are inconsistent with those experienced in Australia.

Military ethical frameworks must be clearly contextualised in the realities modern war. Some of these realities include:
• war is violent and involves killing
• civilian casualties occur in war despite extensive risk mitigations
• ethical conduct in war can at times increase personal risk

A grittier and more contextualised ethical framework is likely to provide a better reference point for decisions and 
actions and enable the ‘red lines’ of ethical behaviour to be more clearly expressed within a less general and more 
explicit military context. This is also likely to contribute to a better understanding of the realities of war by the general 
public, which in turn may reduce the prevalence of recruiting/reality dissonance that can lead to disenfranchisement in 
service and increase the risk of moral injury.
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Recommendations
19.1 Refine and further develop evidence-based ethics doctrine.  

This should be an ongoing process that strives to provide a more explicit articulation of the realities of military 
service, its associated risks and ethical boundaries. Given the centrality of ethics to most aspects of warfare, 
consideration should also be given to ensuring key aspects of ethics doctrine are embedded in all other aspects 
of doctrine and training including leadership, command, planning and risk management.

19.2 Include ‘regular and ongoing’ LOAC, ethics and cultural training at all levels during deployments.  
This should be in addition to the training provided pre-deployment. Consideration should be given to ensuring this 
is complemented by regular command led but psychological, legal, and religious ministry supported ‘debriefing’ 
discussions that allow personnel at all levels to regularly process the more challenging aspects of warfare and 
local culture. It could also serve as a safe forum to identify any aspects of individual or collective concern.

19.3 Ensure LOAC, ethics and cultural training remain part of any ‘ready’ certification for contingency forces.  
This should be tested in realistic and high-pressure training scenarios beyond the classroom.

Conclusion
Culture is an essential part of military capability. ADF culture has been forged in combat throughout our history and has 
many strengths. But like all strengths, it has vulnerabilities that need to be acknowledged and brought into the individual 
and collective military conscience. Doing so will harness positive demographic and social changes and continue to 
evolve the ADF into a more potent force for the future. Evolving the ADF’s culture should include the need to evolve its 
learning culture. The cultures and systems that enable the ADF to learn and adapt faster than our adversaries will be 
central to future success in a rapidly changing world. The final section of this study captures the key lessons that seek 
to enable this requirement.
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Australian Army soldier Corporal Meg Reeves uses a 
Ghost Robotics quadruped robot for a reconnaissance 
task at Mount Pleasant, Canberra.
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Focus Area 5:  
Learning, Adaption and Risk 
Management

... leadership and learning are indispensable to each other.
John F Kennedy, Former US President 75
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Introduction
As described in the introduction to this study, the Afghanistan Campaign drove an evolution of the ADF’s warfighting 
capability in areas including intelligence fusion, rapid capability acquisition, force protection, detainee management, 
personnel support and overall combat mindset. Central to meeting the demands of our changing strategic environment 
is the ongoing requirement for Defence to adapt through continuous and purposeful transformational reform.76 

Transforming at the pace required will demand an increased tolerance of experimental failure. It will require an adaptive 

leadership approach that protects and embraces those who expose shortfalls, reduces the obstacles to change and 

maintains a disciplined attention to progress. 77 Without challenging some long-standing cultural assumptions, it is likely that 

any gains made will be short-lived.78

The ADF’s ability to adapt and learn at a rapid pace will be essential to its future battlefield success or at least avoiding 
the cost of early failure. For this reason, learning and adaption must be prioritised and integrated into all aspects of ADF 
business, and reinforced with the right culture, systems and expertise. 

Australian Army soldiers Warrant Officer Class One Craig Woodhall (left) and Bombadier Mitchell Yates look at a Wasp 
AE small unmanned aerial system at the Army Reserve Kogarah Depot, Sydney, New South Wales.
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Lesson 20:  
The ADF is unbalanced in its application of learning due to the current 
emphasis on capturing lessons by Service at the tactical level, rather than 
capturing and implementing lessons along domain/joint/enterprise/
interagency lines at all levels.

In the case of the Afghanistan Campaign, many learning artefacts were contained within Post Activity Reports (PARs) 
and archived on different or redundant IT platforms. This made them difficult to find and use for future reference (such 
as this study). In some cases, important historical and learning records were permanently lost. This frustrated certain 
aspects of inquiry and learning work and the verification of Defence Veteran’s Affairs claims.

Although the ADF has pockets of mature learning and adaption systems, it is has become apparent during this study 
that they are biased towards the tactical level, are generally organised on Service lines and are not well integrated into 
a broader joint and enterprise-wide endeavour. 79 Trends in future warfare will require mechanisms, cultures and processes 

that enable rapid learning beyond the tactical level. This includes learning at the operational and strategic/enterprise levels 

along domain, joint and interagency lines. Beyond capturing observations, these mechanisms will also need to drive and 

monitor implementation. The recent formation of a Defence Lessons capability is an important first step towards this.

Recommendations
20.1 Further develop a Defence Lessons capability that integrates existing learning mechanisms (including 

those of specialist capabilities) into a single coherent Defence-wide system.  
This system should be equally weighted across the tactical, operational and strategic/enterprise levels and better 
enable joint and whole-of-government knowledge management and learning. To tighten learning loops and avoid 
re-learning lessons from the past, the future learning system might more actively record contemporary history 
and actively integrate it into the enterprise learning process. Consideration might also be given to creating an 
enterprise-level historian or knowledge manager to better enable this.

20.2 Formally codify into planning doctrine a requirement to research and raise awareness of previous lessons 
in the early stages of any planning process.  
Over time, this will drive improved resourcing of records management and a better organisation of lesson 
repositories that enable streamlined cataloguing and access.

20.3 Re-institute annual senior leader exercises that review and analyse organisational-level lessons from 
operations during a campaign.80  
This was the practice during the Vietnam War and provided senior leaders with ‘time’ to reflect, a ‘safe space’ to 
challenge, a ‘whole of system view’ beyond narrow lanes of responsibility. By doing so, this ‘complimented’ more 
formal military and whole-of-government planning mechanisms. The approach taken in this organisational-level 
study may also serve as a model for future organisational-level learning.

20.4 Include learning and adaption outcomes in ADF leadership and reporting models to ensure learning, 
adaption and continuous improvement is incentivised and becomes a core part of leadership at all levels.
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Lesson 21:  
The ADF would benefit from tools, education and practices that appropriately 
support identifying, registering and mitigating the risks (and exploiting the 
opportunities) that exist between the tactical-event and enterprise levels.

Risk management supports anticipatory learning in that it seeks to identify risks, pre-emptively learn/adapt and 
ultimately avoid ‘learning the hard way’. The ADF risk assessment methodology is event focused, has a relatively 
immediate temporal horizon and is generally designed for specific training activities within a barracks context. It is 
mostly focused on avoiding risks (rather than mitigating or managing them), does not address the benefits of exploiting 
opportunities and lacks an appropriate mechanism to incorporate organisational capacity limitations. This makes it 
suboptimal for the more sophisticated analysis and risk management judgements that must be made at higher levels.

Recommendations
21.1 Identify best practice methodologies for scanning, recording and managing risks/opportunities from  

the tactical to the enterprise levels.  
It is unlikely that a ‘one size fits all’ model will suit the differing requirements of each level. 81 As part of this 
endeavour, different models might be considered to more support the evaluation of risks/opportunities in 
operational environments. 

Conclusion
The final section of this study has focused on the ADF’s learning and risk management mechanisms and the vital 
role they will play in ensuring the ADF can learn and adapt faster than our adversaries. The Afghanistan Campaign 
has identified many lessons that are relevant to preparing the ADF for the future but translating these from ‘lessons 
observed’ to ‘lessons learned’ will require objective reflection and persistent effort. It is hoped that this study can play  
a small but ongoing part in this vital endeavour.

Australian and United States forces commemorate Remembrance Day at Australia’s Main  
Air Operations Base in the Middle East.
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Pre-deployment Preparation

Observation 1:  
ADF personnel and training remain of very high quality.

Despite the irreducible complexities of war and the compounding complexities of the Afghanistan Campaign outlined 
in this paper, ADF personnel at all levels were able to calmly adapt to their respective environments and perform at 
levels that earned the respect of both our coalition partners and our enemies. With few exceptions, ADF personnel 
consistently demonstrated the values of service, courage, respect, integrity and excellence. This is a testament to the 
quality of the people the ADF recruits and the tough, comprehensive and high-quality training they experience. This 
training not only contributed significantly to ADF operational outcomes, but it also substantially contributed to our 
alliance objectives with ADF personnel being highly sought after for key appointments across the coalition.

Observation 2:  
Units dedicated to individual and collective force preparation had a positive 
and sustained effect.

The Afghanistan Campaign saw significant developments in the way the ADF prepares for operations. This included 
the formation of a Personnel Support Battalion that was dedicated to providing consistent individual force preparation 
from weapons qualifications and equipment issue through to operational and cultural briefings. Collective force 
preparation was also enabled by dedicated and tailored mission-specific training and mission rehearsal exercises 
provided by the Combat Training Centre. Formed groups were provided with the opportunity to confirm readiness 
and task group cohesion prior to deployment. This provided an objective and immersive environment to train and test 
deploying force elements in their individual and collective roles. It was also a means of propagating lessons between 
rotations. Given the ad hoc nature of some of the deployed HQs and task groups, this proved to be invaluable in terms 
of pre-deployment preparation and organisational-level risk management. It also developed mentoring and coaching 
techniques that improved ADF training more widely and was used as a basis for the ADF’s approach to both its 
mentoring and its train, advise, assist missions.

It should be noted that on occasions, personnel were identified very late to fill Operational Manning Documents (OMDs). 
This eroded some of the above-mentioned force preparation benefits, created challenges for mounting units and 
exacerbated family stress and disruption.
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Intelligence

Observation 3:  
The ADF’s intelligence capabilities have seen significant improvement.

Twenty years of disrupting terrorism and operating with our coalition partners on operations in Afghanistan has seen 
a significant evolution in the ADF’s intelligence capability. This has included the establishment of the Chief of Defence 
Intelligence, which has led to better intelligence integration across the Defence Intelligence Group. Ensuring internal 
intelligence contestability will be important within this changed context.

At the tactical and operational level, the use of collated ‘all source’ teams from multiple agencies proved to be a  
highly effective way to fuse intelligence and support agile decision-making. The experience of the last 20 years 
catalysed improved intelligence integration with the US and other allies, including the layering of coalition intelligence, 
surveillance, reconnaissance (ISR) assets to support tactical operations. Further work is required in some areas 
including information warfare.

Despite the significant evolution of our intelligence integration with the US and other partners, over reliance must be 
guarded against. Independent assessment will always be required on certain intelligence matters, and this will require 
ongoing investment in sovereign intelligence capabilities and deployment of embedded intelligence personnel across 
agencies and the globe with an increased weighting on Indo-Pacific issues.

Logistics and Capability Acquisition

Observation 4:  
Rapid acquisition of capability and effective evolution of processes  
provided superior force protection and speed of adaption.

Rapid acquisition was an outstanding success story during the Afghanistan Campaign. Crew-served weapons, such 
as the MK19 and .50cal Browning, were acquired for vehicles very quickly. Body armour and soldier ensembles also 
evolved rapidly over a ten-year period. The relatively rapid acquisition of the Bushmaster Protected Mobility Vehicle 
(PMV) and its rapid in-stride evolution to increase its protection and lethality saved many Australian lives. Establishing 
dedicated entities, such as the Counter-Improvised Explosive Device (IED Task Force, Land Capability Battleboard and 
Diggerworks, intimately supported by the Defence Science and Technology Organisation/ Group were critical enablers. 
They provided the focus and expertise that contributed to rapidly understanding evolving requirements and subsequent 
acquisitions necessary to address them. The systems and processes to enable rapid spiral development of equipment 
and technology should be maintained as we confront more sophisticated adversaries in the future. Pre-emptively 
establishing dedicated entities, similar to the Counter-IED Task Force, to accelerate understanding and acquisition of 
evolving capabilities should be considered. The responsiveness of the Defence Capability Acquisition and Sustainment 
Group’s (CASG) acquisition processes and timelines should also be reviewed to ensure acquisition and capability risks 
can be balanced appropriately. The recently announced Independent Review into Defence Innovation is an important 
step in achieving the speed of acquisition our future environment will demand.82
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Observation 5:  
Global logistic capabilities need to be planned for to ensure they meet  
future requirements.

We must be careful not to learn the wrong lessons from the Afghanistan Campaign. From a logistics perspective,  
the Afghanistan Campaign was not a contested environment and we relied heavily on coalition supply chains and 
logistic support. We may not have that same luxury in the future. Similarly, the Afghanistan Campaign underscored  
the importance of secure, forward-operating bases for logistics. Bases in the Middle East afforded the Defence  
supply system with a secure forward agreed point where it could optimise the use of commercial solutions into  
theatre, increasing the responsiveness and resilience of force elements deployed further forward. The requirement  
and adequacy of Australia’s regional access arrangements should be reviewed in the context of our future  
operating environment.

Observation 6:  
Force Extraction Teams are an essential element of effective  
retrograde operations.

There were two large-scale retrograde (draw down) operations of Australian forces from Afghanistan: Tarin Kowt 
between 2012 and 2013 and Kandahar in 2015. Both retrogrades involved the deployment of a dedicated Force 
Extraction Team (FET) to plan and conduct movements, reverse supply-chain retrograde (including stores and 
equipment that had been in theatre for a decade), infrastructure and range clearances, disposals and quarantine 
pre-cleaning. The deployment of the FET allowed the deployed force that was drawing down to continue to focus 
on their core mission. Both Joint Logistics Command (JLC) and CASG were closely involved in the production 
and management of the Treatment Remediation Plans, with HQJOC and JTF633 directing priorities around gifting, 
destroying and redeploying stores and equipment. Retrograde operations from large-scale operational deployments 
will remain complex logistics activities that require deliberate planning and conduct through all phases, including the 
eventual reconstitution of force elements when they return to Australia. The establishment and deployment of a FET 
to coordinate multiple stakeholders (for example JOC, JLC, CASG, Services) and ensure mission closure or significant 
drawdown will ensure retrograde operations are conducted thoroughly and meet accountability and governance 
requirements. Additionally, effective and efficient retrograde operations from overseas deployments require close 
working relationships with relevant government departments, such as the Department of Agriculture Water and the 
Environment  and the Australian Border Force.

Locally Employed Staff

Observation 7:  
ADF policies on locally employed staff need to be carefully considered  
and evolved.

The employment of local civilians as interpreters (and other roles) is an important operational enabler. The often intense 
experiences shared with these staff leads to the formation of strong trusting relationships. Consideration should be 
given to reviewing locally employed staff policies to ensure they appropriately address expectations during and after 
military operations.
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Detainee Management

Observation 8:  
Detainee management and civilian casualty investigation processes saw 
significant development throughout the Campaign.

In the early phases of the Afghanistan Campaign, detainees were transitioned to Dutch or US-led formation HQ in 
Uruzgan. Detainees were then processed under their own national policies. There was very little continuity of detainee 
management or exploitation for either intelligence or evidentiary purposes. Many detainees were returned to the 
battlefield within a matter of days. Hard lessons of the past needed to be re-learned, in this regard. Sovereign detainee 
management policy and capability were developed towards the latter stages of the Afghanistan Campaign. The 
processes developed were eventually considered world class and included filming all aspects of detainee management 
and ADF-enabled close oversight by the International Committee for the Red Cross. Equally the ADF’s processes for 
investigating civilian casualties developed significantly during the Afghanistan Campaign and the transparent publication 
of these investigations was considered unique in comparison to other partner nations.

Return to Australia

Observation 9:  
Approaches to decompression evolved and demonstrated positive outcomes.

The process of conducting Return to Australia Decompression evolved throughout the Afghanistan Campaign. This 
eventually consisted of a three-to-five-day period to relax and conduct post-operational debriefing/administration within 
the MEAO but outside of Afghanistan before returning to Australia.83 While this delayed timeframes for ADF personnel 
to be reunited with their families, it also ensured they arrived home in a more relaxed state, with less of their time being 
disrupted by post-operational administration. Given the ad hoc nature of HQs and task forces referred to earlier in this 
study, this period also provided many people with their last opportunity to process their experience and say goodbye to 
their mates before returning to their respective home locations. This was particularly important for part-time personnel 
who were successfully integrated into deployments throughout the campaign but often recommenced work the week 
after returning home, returning to work mates that had carried some extra load during their absence and who had little 
awareness of the Afghanistan Campaign and its objectives.

Observation 10:  
Post-operational screening and support significantly improved across the 
20-year campaign.

Return to Australia Psychological Screening (RtAPs) and Post-operational Psychological Screening (POPS) were 
important aspects of post-deployment support to ADF personnel. RtAPS helped individuals reflect on deployment 
experiences and identify those who may benefit from early intervention. It also provided unit leaders with a briefing 
on organisational stressors, overall deployment experiences and unit climate factors such as morale, cohesion, 
trauma exposures and satisfaction. These factors are also known to correlate with performance, retention, operational 
effectiveness and mental health conditions. During the 20-year campaign, great strides were also made in establishing 
state-of-the-art facilities to support wounded soldiers in their physical and psychological rehabilitation.
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Health

Observation 11:  
ADF understanding of the mental health impacts of military operations 
developed significantly throughout the campaign.

The impact of the Afghanistan Campaign on the health and wellbeing of ADF personnel is evident and immeasurable.  
It is known that for some ADF members there have been long-lasting impacts on their mental health and wellbeing  
(due to the research conducted by research programs such as the Middle East Areas of Operations (MEAO) 
Prospective Health Study and Census Health Study of the Military Health Outcomes Program (2010); and The Impact 
of Combat Study of the Transition and Wellbeing Research Programme (2015)).84 The ADF operational psychological 
screening program demonstrated that higher rates of moderate psychological distress and higher rates of exposure  
to potentially traumatic events were experienced by those that deployed to Afghanistan and Iraq compared to many 
other operations. Despite this, it is also clear from the research that the vast majority (more than 80 per cent) of 
veterans returning from service in the MEAO, including Afghanistan, report very high level of physical and mental health.

Observation 12:  
General health support innovations based on lessons from operations have 
further evolved Defence health systems.

The Afghanistan Campaign has provided the opportunity for the depth and breadth of the Defence health system to be 
further evolved to support ADF personnel and capability outcomes. The lessons are many from a health and wellbeing 
perspective, but the exemplar lessons learnt from the campaign in relation to ADF Health system have been:
• enhancements to interoperability across the casualty continuum
• the contemporisation of the military employment classification process to ensure force readiness is appropriately 

known to command
• health matériel, logistic and pharmacy systems and innovations
• ongoing development of clinical doctrine, not only in the military setting but also for trauma care writ large, for 

example, the use of tourniquets to control catastrophic haemorrhage, innovative blood products in damage control 
resuscitation and fentanyl lozenges for battlefield analgesia

• formal frameworks for clinical governance, enhancing the safety and quality of health care in the  
deployed environment

• the ‘democratisation’ of tactical combat casualty care, such that every person in theatre was competent to  
provide immediate, effective care under fire to self and buddies, then provide a structured handover to combat 
health personnel

• reporting structures for health information from tactical (nine-liner casualty evacuation reports) through to strategic 
systems were continuously improved

• transformation of mental health care and screening throughout the operational continuum.
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Observation 13:  
There has been significant effort in mental health understanding,  
but further work is required.

Despite significant progress, more work is still required to fully understand the mental health impacts of deployment and 
to further evolve the assistance provided, including identifying and mitigating risks associated with transition from the 
ADF. 85 The 2008 Dunt Review was an important step in improving our understanding of the mental health impacts of 
service, as was the work commissioned by DVA and conducted by Professor David Forbes. Since 2002, Defence has 
strived to lead in mental health reform. There have been continued improvements as a result of mental health strategies 
and the provision of services, mental health training and education, as well as resilience and performance-enhancement 
related programs. The ADF is actively engaged with other nations through the Technical Cooperation Program (known 
as TTCP), as well as through collaborations with other organisations (such as Phoenix Australia), and has access to 
national and international subject matter experts (through the Mental Health and Wellbeing Advisory Group) to continue 
to support mental health initiatives and programs of work.

Further studies may also be warranted to understand the risks of over-valorising veterans. This is particularly relevant in 
the context of Australia’s ANZAC culture and Vietnam experience.86

Personnel and Family Support

Observation 14:  
Having welfare officers and family support for the total force has  
an important effect on sustaining capability.

The Afghanistan Campaign underscored the importance of supporting families of deployed personnel and the 
contribution this has to sustaining capability. There was significant evolution of the approach to family support, such 
as involving families in before, during and after deployment briefings, the conduct of facilitated social activities and the 
mandated appointment of Unit Welfare Officers (UWOs). These UWOs were responsible for providing family support and 
worked in partnership with the Defence Member and Family Support Branch. UWOs were also essential in supporting 
bereaved families and returned wounded personnel. That said, in some cases, the non-deployed elements of deployed 
units (known as rear details) were often stretched and had difficulty fulfilling welfare support roles while also maintaining 
the normal leadership, governance and training functions of non-deployed elements. As a general observation, there 
remains a lack of understanding of Department of Veteran Affairs (DVA) entitlements and the support available, both by 
serving and ex-serving veterans and their families.

With the implementation of One Army and later, Total Workforce, it was desirable to provide high-performing service 
category (SERCAT) level 3 to 5 personnel (who are reserve members) with the opportunity to deploy. Their deployment 
was generally as part of a larger contingent, often drawn from a single unit or formation. In most cases, SERCAT 3/5 
members were not of that parent unit/formation. The consequence was that unit-based welfare plans did not fully cater 
for families that were not part of the co-located and connected Defence families associated with the parent  
unit/formation.
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Observation 15:  
Unit Welfare Boards are continuing to evolve and improve the health  
and wellbeing support provided to ADF personnel.

The codification and practice of multidisciplinary Unit Welfare Boards significantly improved the coordination of health 
and wellbeing support to ADF personnel. Over time, this led to further evolution of multidisciplinary approaches 
to rehabilitation, which became the foundation of evolving human performance and resilience endeavours. These 
innovations continue to contribute to the health and wellbeing of veterans and the broader development of the most 
important input to military capability – people.

Observation 16:  
Notification officer training and processes have profound impact and  
need to be sustained.

Sadly, throughout the Afghanistan Campaign, the ADF conducted many notifications to the families of personnel who 
had been wounded or killed. In most cases, the professional, sincere and empathetic notification approach had an 
enduring and profound effect on families. There were, however, a few instances towards the end of the campaign of 
organisational complacency and indifference towards notification officer training and responsibilities. This must be 
guarded against and nurtured/evolved/sustained between deployments and campaigns.

Observation 17:  
Support for veterans and their families continues to improve and must  
be sustained.

Support for veterans has improved significantly over the past 20 years. This was largely thanks to the better 
understanding that has been achieved by focused research, direct engagement and external reviews and inquiries. 
Since 2002, Defence has developed a comprehensive mental health strategy and a suicide prevention program to 
promote positive mental health outcomes for ADF personnel. ADF personnel, veterans and their families are now offered 
a range of assistance to enable a lifetime of wellbeing. Identifying current and emerging issues facing veterans and 
their families has also enabled the DVA to effectively shape departmental policy, improve service delivery responses, 
and deliver new programs and pilots. Developing a strong evidence base has supported DVA to take a proactive risk-
focused approach and respond to individual and population risk factors to deliver tailored support.

More broadly, the Australian public sector has learnt the value of co-design in public policy development to deliver 
effective, efficient and sustainable solutions to citizens. The DVA Veteran Centric Reform Program implemented a 
co-design framework to ensure active involvement of veterans, veteran’s families and other key stakeholders at all 
stages of program delivery. Engaging with diverse cohorts is assisting the DVA to better support the changing ADF 
workforce profile, particularly as it relates to increased workforce diversity and the changing nature/impact of ADF 
service. A key element of the Veteran Centric Reform Program is strengthening DVA’s partnership with Defence and the 
Commonwealth Superannuation Corporation, as part of the broader trend towards whole-of-government integrated 
service delivery and the intelligent use of data.
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An evidence-based approach has informed DVA’s focus on:
• improved mental health support and trauma-informed care
• best practice, evidence-based tailored health care that responds to the unique nature of military service and its 

impacts on veterans and their families
• veteran wellbeing, including the full spectrum of personal life experiences and social health determinants 

contributing to an individual’s quality of life
• transition as an individual journey of reintegration into civilian life and inclusive of the process of separation from  

the ADF
• recognising veterans’ families as supporters of veterans and a client cohort in their own right
• improved service information, service accessibility and continuity of care.

Observation 18:  
DVA claims processes are becoming more efficient and transparent and must 
be sustained.

Over the past 20 years, Australian government services have been influenced by global trends. The digital 
transformation of the Australian government has been driven by growing demand for digital service delivery, online 
service access and data-driven policy solutions. Community expectations around accountability and transparency 
of government have emphasised the importance of the Australian government pursuing efficiency, sustainability and 
evidence of performance through evaluation. The DVA has responded to these learnings by implementing a range of 
new initiatives and programs. Examples are listed below.

MyService: Veterans can register through this online channel, submit claims and manage their connections with DVA.

Early Engagement Model (EEM): The DVA is partnering with Defence to know veterans and their families well before 
they leave the ADF, allowing the DVA to better support their needs.

Non-liability health care: The DVA can pay for treatment for any mental health condition without the need for the 
condition to be accepted as related to service.

Expanded employment support: Employment support has been expanded to increase employment opportunities for 
veterans by raising awareness of the benefits veterans bring to the civilian workplace and providing support for veterans 
and their families who are interested in starting their own business.

Observation 19:  
Honours and awards are emotive and can be unintentionally divisive.

Honours and awards remain an important means of recognising exemplary service. That said, they have also always 
been a point of contention. The duration of the Afghanistan Campaign and the way task groups were formed and 
rotated may have amplified this contention around the ‘haves’ and ‘have nots’. This occasionally generated morale and 
cohesion issues. Anecdotally, in some cases this also created an unhealthy ‘competition for medals’ dynamic. Without 
being checked, this unintended dynamic can create other risks and is not consistent with either ADF values or the 
intended spirit of medallic recognition.
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Other General Observations

Observation 20:  
More timely transition decisions and notifications are required.

There were a few occasions during the Afghanistan Campaign in which ADF personnel were notified of their impending 
retirement while deployed. While in most cases this could reasonably have been anticipated, it created stress and, for 
some personnel, a feeling of being devalued. Some ADF personnel also made the decision while deployed to transition 
out of full-time service. Transition dates were often soon after their return to Australia. This made it difficult to monitor 
and exercise a duty of care in a person’s return from operations. Many ADF personnel also realised in hindsight that 
they were not in the right headspace to determine their future while deployed and in some cases they later regretted 
their decisions.
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Glossary of Terms
ADF’s warfighting capability. ADF’s ability to engage and rely on available resources to achieve government directed 
use of military force to pursue specific national objectives.

air worthiness. A concept, the application of which defines the condition of an aircraft and supplies the basis for 
judgement of the suitability for flight of that aircraft, in that it has been designed, constructed, maintained and operated 
to approved standards and limitations, by competent and authorised individuals, who are acting as members of an 
approved organisation and whose work is both certified as correct and accepted on behalf of Defence.

alternate futures methodology. A methodology to consider probable options and their overall impact on future 
planning while managing uncertainty and improving decision-making.

campaign. A set of military operations planned and conducted to achieve a strategic objective within a given time and 
geographical area.

campaign design. The manner in which the operational commander expresses a vision of how the campaign may 
unfold and how desired objectives will be sequenced and synchronised.

capability. The power to achieve a desired operational effect in a nominated environment within a specified time, and 
to sustain that effect for a designated period.

capability brick. A group of personnel equipped and trained to perform a specific collective function.

coalition. Forces of two or more nations, which may not be allies, acting together for the accomplishment of a  
single mission.

coalition environment. An environment or arrangement where forces of two or more nations, which may not be allies, 
act together for the accomplishment of a single mission.

coalition operation. An operation conducted by forces of two or more nations, which may not be allies, that act 
together for the accomplishment of a single mission.

command. The authority which a commander in the military service lawfully exercises over subordinates by virtue of 
rank or assignment.

command and control (C2). The process and means for the exercise of authority over, and lawful direction of, 
assigned forces.

conflict. A politico-military situation between peace and war, distinguished from peace by the introduction of organised 
political violence and from war by its reliance on political methods.

control. The authority exercised by a commander over part of the activities of subordinate organisations, or other 
organisations not normally under their command, which encompasses the responsibility for implementing orders  
or directives.

conventional forces. Those forces capable of conducting operations using nonnuclear weapons.

disruption. A direct attack that neutralises or selectively destroys key elements of the adversary’s capabilities.

domain. Within the operational environment, a medium with discrete characteristics in which, or through which,  
military activity takes place.

effect. The adverse physical, physiological, psychological or functional impact on the adversary as a result, or 
consequence, of own military or non-military actions.

ends, ways and means. The most effective ‘ways’ to apply military ‘means’ to achieve strategic ‘ends’.

Five Eyes alliance. An alliance between five nations – Australia, Canada, New Zealand, United Kingdom and United 
States – for intelligence and other purposes.
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force assignment. The assigning of forces to a commander under a state of command, an operational authority,  
an administrative authority or support arrangement for the purpose of carrying out a specified mission or task.

force element. A component of a unit, a unit or an association of units that has common prime objectives and 
activities.

force generation. The process of providing suitably trained and equipped forces, and their means of deployment, 
recovery and sustainment to meet all current and potential future tasks, within required readiness and preparation 
times.

force protection. All measures to counter threats and hazards to, and minimise vulnerabilities of, the joint force in  
order to preserve freedom of action and operational effectiveness.

force sustainability. The theoretical ability of the workforce, including the numbers, ranks/levels and skills/
qualifications, to provide for specified Defence requirements.

grey zone. Activities by a state that are harmful to another state and are sometimes considered to be acts of war  
but are not legally acts of war.

hybrid warfare. The use of a range of different methods to attack an enemy – for example, the spreading of false 
information or attacking important computer systems – as well as, or instead of, traditional  
military action.

in support of. Assisting another formation, unit or organisation while remaining under the initial command.

insight. An understanding of a single observation or number of related observations.

interoperability. The ability of systems, units or forces to act together to provide services to or from, or exchange 
information with partner systems, units and forces.

leadership. The art of positively influencing others to achieve an outcome.

military end state. The set of desired conditions beyond which the use of military force is no longer required to  
achieve national objectives.

military strategic ends. Military objectives, effects and options that link the means available to the ADF  
to the ways Defence will achieve the strategic ends designated by government.

military strategy. That component of national or multinational strategy, presenting the manner in which military power 
should be developed and applied to achieve national objectives or those of a group of nations.

military strategic plan. A plan that identifies national objectives, strategic risks and force options to address a  
strategic problem.

mission command. A philosophy of command and a system for conducting operations in which subordinates are 
given a clear indication by a superior of their intentions.

national command. The authority, conferred upon an appointed Australian commander, to safeguard Australian 
national interests during multinational operations.

national interests. The general and continuing ends for which a nation state acts.

national objectives. The aims, derived from national goals and interests, toward which a national policy  
or strategy is directed, and efforts and resources of the nation are applied.

national strategy. The art and science of developing and using the diplomatic, economic, cultural and informational 
powers of a nation, together with its armed forces, during peace and war, to secure national objectives.

NATO. North Atlantic Treaty Organization.

operation. A series of tactical actions with a common unifying purpose, planned and conducted to achieve a strategic 
or campaign end state or objective within a given time and geographical area.

operational command. The authority granted to a commander to specify missions or tasks to subordinate 
commanders, to deploy units, to re-assign forces and to retain or delegate operational control, tactical command and/
or control as may be deemed necessary.
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Glossary of Terms

operational environment. All the elements, conditions and circumstances which may influence the employment of 
capabilities and the decisions of the commander during campaigns and operations.

organisational learning. The collection, analysis and distribution of the knowledge gained from experience for the 
benefit of the wider organisation.

organisational level. For the purpose of this study, this term is a level that has ADF/Defence-wide relevance.

risk management. The systematic application of management policies, procedures and practices to the tasks of 
identifying, analysing, evaluating, treating and monitoring risk.

Shape, Clear, Hold, Build. The doctrinal phases used in counterinsurgency. Shape refers to setting the conditions to 
occupy an area with military force. Clear refers to clearing that area of insurgent forces. Hold refers to having the military 
capacity to maintain security. Build refers to enabling development of economy, governance etc.

SOTG. Special Operations Task Group

special operations. Military activities conducted by specially designated, organised, trained and equipped forces using 
operational techniques and modes of employment not standard to conventional forces.

strategic objective. A desired end state for military operations which is communicated from the strategic to the 
operational level and forms the basis for operational planning.

technical control (techcon). The provision of specialist and technical advice by designated authorities for the 
management and operation of forces.

technological disruption. New technology that substantially changes the way things are done or provides a marked 
advantage to those who possess it.

tempo. The rate or rhythm of activity relative to the enemy and incorporating the capacity of the force to transition from 
one operational posture to another.

terrorism. The unlawful use or threatened use of force or violence against individuals or property in an attempt to 
coerce or intimidate governments or societies to achieve political, religious or ideological objectives.

theatre. A designated geographic area for which an operational-level joint or combined commander is appointed and in 
which a campaign or series of major operations is conducted.

training. A planned process to inculcate and modify knowledge, skills, attitudes and behaviours through  
a learning experience to achieve effective performance in a specified activity or range of activities.

transition. Leaving the permanent employment of the ADF.

tribalism. A cultural norm in the military culture where shared identity, clear norms and role requirements, and social 
stratification are exercised.

unity of command. A method of command where one commander is vested with the authority to plan and direct 
operations and is solely responsible for success or failure.

warfighting. Government directed use of military force to pursue specific national objectives.

Western nation. Refers generically to the US and other liberal democratic NATO member or partner nations.

whole of government. Denotes government departments and agencies working across portfolio boundaries to 
achieve a shared goal and an integrated government response.
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(This image has been digitally manipulated).
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While the ADF’s strengths and weaknesses, successes and 
failures, contributions and lapses were on occasion magnified or 

exacerbated by the conflict environment in Afghanistan, none 
of them were created there. As for generations of military forces 

going back to antiquity, we fought essentially as we trained. 
Reflecting thoughtfully on our Afghanistan experience provides 
a lens through which to strengthen our training and preparation 

for the challenges of the future. 
General Angus J. Campbell,  

Chief of the Defence Force, September 2021

With the conclusion of the Afghanistan War in 2021, the Australian Defence Force is 
now in a position to reflect on what the campaign may teach us that will help prepare 

it for the future. As the lead of the Preparing for the Future: Key Organisational 
Lessons from the Afghanistan Campaign research project, Major General Andrew 

Hocking has identified 21 key lessons and proposes 50 recommendations across five 
focus areas – strategy making, campaign design, command and control, ADF culture 
and ADF learning, adaption and risk management. This study is not a history of the 
campaign; rather, it is a reflection of the ADF’s commitment to continuous learning 

and preparing itself and its people for the future. As such, it provides an opportunity 
for objective reflection and debate on how the ADF may further evolve and contribute 

to whole-of-government actions to achieve national strategic objectives.
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