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General Description 
 

Defence policy formulation or development is only one in a group of interdependent activities that 

collectively define national defence.  The below diagram clarifies linkages between national and 

institutional level strategy development. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Phases and Sub-Activities  

Phase A- Build National Defence Policy 

A coherent national defence policy is one of the fundamental sectoral policies within the security and 

justice sector. Defence policies should be derived from already agreed national security policies and 

strategies. The analysis of and consultation on defence policy needs typically results in what is often 

termed a Defence White Paper, which, once approved by the government, establishes policy 

directions for the defence sector for the period of its validity.  

'Military subservience to political control applies to existing policy, not to policy 

debates. The political process requires the unfettered opinions of military 

leaders, and military leaders who lack the courage to offer such opinions are 

just as accountable to their people as the politicians who have secured their 

silence.' 

National 

Security Vision 

and Strategy 

Formulate Defence Vision and Strategy 

Formulate Vision and Strategy for Public 

Safety and Security 

Formulate Justice Vision and Strategy 

National Defence 

Vision and Strategies 

National Public Safety 

Vision and Strategy 

National Justice Vision 

and Strategy 

Formulate 

Justice 

Institution 

Design Justice 

Architecture 

Define Public 

Safety 

Architecture 

Formulate 

Public Safety 

Institution 

Vision and 

Formulate 

Defence 

institution 

Design 

Defence 

Architecture 



 

 4  

 

Senator Webb 1999 
 

As well as policy formulation, the defence system has to be able to implement the policies effectively 

which in turn requires the ability to develop strategies, plan, programme and budget across the 

sector. As well, there has to be continued political and bureacuratic oversight of defence policies and 

activities to ensure that the policy settings remain relevant and that the activities contribute to policy 

ends. A white paper is a political document. Although it will (and should) normally be prepared 

following detailed analysis of the issues, the final product is a statement of the government's intent 

and as such might not necessarily conform to strict analytical or evidence-based conclusions, 

although the policy statements will usually be couched in ends-means terms. The policy's underlying 

analysis should always be evidence-based. 

As with all other policy areas, defence policy settings should be kept under continual review. 

Inevitably, with the passage of time, policy settings will become irrelevant to the strategic, political, 

economic, technological or social environment in which case a new policy development round is 

likely to be necessary. Once activities, or force structures, or equipment plans, or forecast budgets 

diverge significantly from declaratory policy, it is likely that a re-examination of policy settings is 

needed in which case the process needs to start again. 

Even once the policy has been implemented it still needs to be monitored and evaluated to ensure it 

is meeting the professional and political intent behind it.  

The graph below sets the basic activities undertaken in a comprehensive defence policy process. 

Each activity may involve several sub-activities, a variety of actors, and require or produce various 

inputs or outputs respectively. 

 

 

 

 

 

In theory, after a Defence policy in finalised, the follow-on activities need to be the development of a 

defence strategy and defence plans. If national level security policies do not exist or are outdated, 

sectoral policies and strategies could feed into the development of those framework documents. See 

the below diagram to understand the linkages between these key documents.  
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Sub-activities: 

 

1. Form Team  

By definition, developing defence policy is a government activity. The policy development 
team is typically made up of senior officials, both uniformed and civilian. External advisers may 
be brought in at various stages during the process, especially to provide expertise and conduct 
specific analysis on a particular issue or area. 
 
The policy team will usually have a core of analysts and writers from: 
 

- Ministry of Defence 
- Ministry of Finance 
- Armed Forces 
- Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
- Prime Minister's or President's Office 
- National Security Adviser's office 

 
Others agencies will be represented as appropriate to the issues being discussed, including, for 
example, from: 
 

- Natural Disaster Agency 
- Ministry of Veterans Affairs 
- Ministry of Labour 
- Ministry of Justice 
- Public Sector Bureau/Local Government 
- Ministry of Interior 
- Ministry of Health 
- Ministry of Agriculture 
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The core team should expect to be involved in the process full-time for the period of the 
activity, which could take between six and 18 months depending on the complexity of the 
issues and the level of analysis required by the government. 
 
Because of the range of disciplines from which the policy development team is likely to be 
drawn, consideration should be given to developing the group's own common understanding 
of the concepts being used and the issues being addressed. The ultimate aim is for all 
members of the policy team not only to be able to contribute within their own area of 
expertise, but to be able to understand and critique the policy approaches and conclusions of 
their colleagues. 
 

2. Oversee Defence White Paper Process 

Because of the importance of the issues, the team will need day-to-day guidance typically at 
Deputy Secretary/Vice Chief of Defence Staff level (the level below the most senior civilian and 
military officials), and should report regularly to the Secretary of Defence/Chief of Defence 
Staff (and perhaps also to the service chiefs and the heads of other core departments). The 
Minister of Defence and staff from the Minister's office are also likely to require regular 
briefings and will often give policy direction to officials.  
 
The detail of the processes of senior oversight will to a large extent be a function of the way 
the defence system operates in any particular jurisdiction. 
 

3. Define Mandate 

The policy development team needs a mandate or terms of reference that defines and 
legitimises their activities, sets any boundaries or limitations on their investigation, establishes 
work and reporting processes and sets a timeline and budget. The terms of reference should 
be issued by the authority directing the white paper (normally the Minister of Defence or the 
Prime Minister/President, perhaps with Cabinet approval as well) and should have the 
concurrence of the senior civilian and uniformed officials in the interested agencies. 
Typically, the terms of reference will be drafted by the leader of the policy analysis team and 
be accepted by working level officials across the government before it is sent to the issuing 
authority for final approval. 
 
As the project continues it might be necessary for the terms of reference to be revised. The 
need will normally be identified by the leader of the policy team, agreed by senior 
management and approved by the authority from which the original terms of reference came. 

4. Conduct Analysis 

Policy development may be divided for explanatory purposes into discrete activity areas as 
shown below. In practice these discrete activities will occur concurrently and in conjunction 
with each other rather than consecutively and discretely. 
 
Defence policy needs to be firmly grounded in an analysis of the issues affecting the policy and 
the environment within which it will be implemented. Analysis has three dimensions that 
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collectively define the task: the breadth of the issues to be covered; the depth of the analysis 
itself; and the temporal length or timeline against which the analysis is to be conducted. The 
boundaries for these areas should be defined in the policy team's mandate and should be 
completely clear not only to the team itself, but also to senior officials responsible for 
approving the final product. 
 
Breadth means the range of the issues. Questions to be covered include: Is the analysis to be 
limited to military issues only (the equipment, training and deployment of troops within 
current policy settings for example); should the analysis be widened to defence issues more 
generally through analysis of the strategic environment and wider policy issues; or should 
analysis be set more generally within the wider security sector. 
 
Depth refers to the detail in which the analysis is conducted. Analysis can be superficial or it 
can attempt to examine second and third order issues related to the factor at hand. Decisions 
in this area will have direct consequences on the level of analytical resources required for the 
white paper team. 
Length is the period the white paper considers. Some countries routinely consider a 30 or 
more year timeline on the grounds that decisions about equipment taken now will continue to 
have consequences inside that timeframe. Others restrict themselves to a five year timeline 
because predictions beyond that period will have very little validity and it will, in this point of 
view, make more sense to revisit the issue when factors change as they inevitably will. 
 

5. Define Policy Options 

The purpose of the analytical policy development process is to develop policy options. Options 
should be developed for the detail of each policy area as well as for the overall defence 
system. Policy options should be realistic, achievable (within defined time frames) and 
affordable. That is to say, options should not be raised purely as an extreme to be discarded so 
that a 'preferred' option becomes the only choice. There are always choices, even if only 
between doing something and doing  nothing. 
 
Policy options might be targeted at the highest level (adopt a national policy of neutrality, or 
not), or at a more material level (have a fleet of six submarines or 12). All of the options 
developed need to have a clear statement of the presumed costs and benefits and the 
financial implications over the life of each option should be laid out. 
 
Policy options should be presented to decision-makers in a form that allows them to see what 
is proposed, what it will cost through the life of the policy, what consequences the policy 
might have on stakeholders and on other, linked, issues and there should be a summary 
showing the benefits of the policy, any identified problems (which should be outweighed by 
the benefits), issues or factors that could disrupt the policy, and what future opportunities 
might be developed from the proposed policy. 
 
As policies are developed for the component parts of the defence system, the white paper 
management team need to ensure there is coordination between the proposals to ensure that 
different policy areas do not conflict. 
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6. Consult and Communicate 

Consultation and communication are two sides of the same coin. Consultation involves asking 
people and groups (whether experts, stakeholders, the interested public, pressure groups, or 
the public at large) their views on the issues and possible approaches to the issues. 
Communication is the process of ensuring that 
all who need to know about the issues, and 
decisions related to the issues have the 
information. There are many ways to conduct 
consultation (see below and in Other 
Resources). Communication, often tackled as 
an afterthought, is best conducted with prior 
planning and professional expertise. 
 
Although the defence white paper is prepared and written by officials with day-to-day 
responsibility for the issues, defence policy has wider national and international resonance. 
Defence policies define the country and what it stands for, defence policies are likely to involve 
some of the most expensive of government programmes, often with no obvious material 
benefit, and defence policies often polarise citizens in ways that other policies do not. For 
these reasons, and because not all wisdom resides with officials, wide consultation is likely to 
lead to policy that is better because it has a wider range of input than if it were limited to 
official thinking and that is accepted by the population at large because they have had a 
chance to influence policy direction. 
 
If properly done, consultation can be time consuming and expensive. The consultation plan 
and process needs a dedicated team working closely with the core white paper team to ensure 
that the results of the consultation are considered by the white paper team. Issues to be 
considered include the intent of the consultation and its scope. Consultation could be to 
ensure that experts of the subject have the opportunity to provide their expertise, to give 
significant stakeholders (domestic and perhaps international) to have an input, or it could 
involve all citizens being given the opportunity to contribute.  

 
 
Consultation should use a range of methods to 
garner opinion. Background material should be 
prepared as a lead-in to: 
 

- focus groups 
- public meetings 
- write-in opportunities 
- social media sites 
- comment on a dedicated web site. 

 

7. Decide on Response Options 

Typically, the analysis process will develop a range of options for the government to consider. 
The government's task is to determine the options it wants. In making its determination, the 
government will insert a range of political factors that the analysis will not (and should not) 

Risk: The greatest mistake with 

consultation is to conduct it after 

decisions have been made. Those being 

consulted can see immediately if this is 

the case and the outcomes will be 

counter-productive  

After decisions have been made, 

they need to be communicated. The 

final White Paper is a form of 

communication, but there should be 

a detailed communication strategy 

to ensure that the desired message 

is being sent and received by the 

community. 
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have considered. This is the government's prerogative as, in a democracy, the government is 
ultimately accountable politically for its decisions. 
 

8. Publish the Policy 

Once the government has determined the detail of its defence policy directions it typically will 
publish its conclusions as a Defence White Paper. The White Paper is a political document that 
typically describes future capabilities, explains the reasons for those decisions, and outlines 
the funding needs for the policy directions. The published White Paper will act as a blueprint 
for defence policy development until it is overtaken by the pressure of new events. 
 
As well as the published White Paper, a government may choose to have a 'classified' version. 
This typically does not contradict the public version, but may show some programmes the 
government does not want made public and may comment on neighbouring states in terms 
the government would not make in public. The classified White Paper is important because it 
acts as a source document for continuing policy development in the non-public areas. 
 

 

Phase B – Build National Defence Strategy 

Defence Strategy is the use of military means to achieve higher national or defence policy ends. 

Defence strategy should be derived from national security policies and strategies and from an 

overarching defence policy. Many countries (especially less developed ones) will not have these 

higher statements of intent. In these cases defence strategy will need to be developed from first 

principles. Higher order questions to be asked by the strategy writer include: 

 What policy ends are we trying to achieve? 

 What military resources currently exist to achieve those ends? 

 What further military resources do we need to supplement those we have? 

 How do we want our country to be seen by the international community through the 

employment of military forces? 

 

Those primarily military considerations must, of course, be set against the larger context within 

which military activity takes place. Politics, diplomacy, and economics will almost always be 

considerations that could alter purely military conclusions, and a country's historical experiences, 

political preferences and national culture will shape strategic directions in ways that might not be 

obvious at first sight. 

Phase C – Formulate National Defence Plans 

A defence strategy is a high-level description of what a country wants to achieve with its armed 

forces. But a strategy is useless without planning to ensure that all the individual military 

components are in place and focused on achieving the strategy. 
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Planning is the process of transforming a strategic 'vision' or approach into an operational reality. It 

involves attempting to reduce elements of uncertainty, chance, the activity of other actors and the 

'friction' of military activity and instead ensuring certainty of outcome by considering all possible 

factors and the appropriate response to them. In practice, plans do not stand the test of events, but 

even the worst plan “is better than no plan at all” (Monash, 1918) and any plan must at least be able 

to “change its shape without changing or cracking its substance” (Fuller, 1923) in response to events. 

Plans are required for all military activities from the largest to the smallest. Those plans developed in 

response to national strategies will involve activities for all parts of the armed forces and will be 

directly concerned with achieving the national strategy. 
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