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Summary

At the dawn of the 21st century, the United States faces numerous, signiﬁcant, long-term,
and novel challenges, not the least of which is countering the threat from today’s virulent new
strain of terrorism. Frequently, both expert decisionmakers and lay citizens have trouble assessing alternative strategies to address such issues because of the emotions they engender and of
the deep uncertainty involved. For instance, is the struggle against terrorism more similar to
a war or to a police action? Are recalcitrant allies a distraction or a valuable sounding board
encouraging the United States to modify faulty plans? Is restraint a dangerous weakness or a
vital strength? There seems to be insuﬃcient evidence to end the debate on such questions any
time soon.
RAND has a long history of developing and employing methods for addressing such
questions and distilling complex policy problems into their essential trade-oﬀs. One such
approach, assumption-based planning (ABP), focuses on identifying and addressing the key
assumptions and thus the key vulnerabilities underlying an organization’s plans. ABP not only
oﬀers a qualitative approach widely useful in its own right but has also provided the foundation
for a family of new quantitative methods that aim to improve strategic decisionmaking under
the conditions of deep uncertainty that characterize the terrorism threat.
In the hands of RAND analysts, ABP has often proved useful in helping clients evaluate
and improve their organization’s plan. But groups whose members hold conﬂicting views have
not previously used ABP to compare alternative plans. The question thus arises: Can ABP help
contentious groups more systematically debate alternative U.S. counterterrorism strategies?
To help address this question, we conducted two sets of workshops using ABP. The ﬁrst
set engaged academic and policymaking experts, testing whether ABP could usefully compare
the strengths and weaknesses of alternative strategies and how ABP would perform in a contentious group setting. The second set repeated the experiment with a lay audience that the
RAND team assembled in collaboration with the League of Women Voters (the League). The
lay workshop employed survey research techniques with the participants to attempt to measure
ABP’s eﬀect on their debate.
The workshops examined three alternative approaches to counterterrorism: the current
U.S. national strategy for combating terrorism, an enhanced law-enforcement and intelligence
strategy focusing on terrorism as a criminal activity, and a disengagement and deterrence strategy that focuses on U.S. political withdrawal from Islamic regions of the world and the threat
of massive retaliation against any future terrorist attacks. These strategies were chosen to represent a diverse set of responses to the strategic problem that the new terrorism poses and to map
well onto a range of diﬀerent voices in the U.S. political debate.
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Comparing Alternative U.S. Counterterrorism Strategies

Applying ABP in the workshops suggested some interesting similarities and diﬀerences
among the key assumptions underlying the three strategies. For instance, the three make very
diﬀerent assumptions about the nature of the terrorist threat, the availability of U.S. resources,
and the extent to which the United States can rely on the cooperation of other nations (see
Table S.1).
The workshops also suggest that the strategies share some common assumptions. For
instance, both the current U.S. and the law-enforcement strategies assume that a broad consensus among the world’s peoples will ﬁnd terrorism an unacceptable means to pursue any ends.
Both these strategies assume that human societies can be improved and that the United States
can play a key role in helping other people improve their societies.
Overall, the workshops suggest that all three plans have potentially signiﬁcant, vulnerable
assumptions and that none is robust against failure and surprise.
The workshops also demonstrate that ABP can prove a useful tool for facilitating discussions among experts and lay participants. In particular, we gave written surveys to all participants before and after the lay workshop to measure how they responded to the experience
and how it aﬀected their views. While few participants reported any signiﬁcant change in the
strategy they most favored, we found that the workshop helped them dispassionately debate
an emotional and complex topic and to deepen their understanding of the strengths and the
weaknesses of alternative approaches.
Table S.1
Assumptions Under Three Strategies
Area of
Assumption

Current U.S. Plan

Enhanced Law Enforcement

Disengagement

Threat

Global terrorist organizations
are a critical threat to the U.S.
way of life. These organizations
garner only narrow support in
the Islamic world. They rely on
key leaders and resources in a
few states.

Terrorism is one threat among
many. Terrorists will not gain
strength from perceptions of
U.S. weakness.

Global terrorist organizations
represent a dangerous
insurrection opposed to U.S.
policy; will respond to changed
U.S. policies, not exploit
perceived weakness, and be
deterred by violence; and are
broadly supported in the Islamic
world and centered in Islamic
lands.

World
conditions

Broad consensus will ﬁnd
terrorism unacceptable.

Broad consensus will ﬁnd
terrorism unacceptable.
International institutions can
be effective.

Costs of changing current
policies are low if the United
States were to greatly reduce its
involvement in the Middle East.

Response of
other actors

Others will cooperate with the Cooperation can be earned.
Other nations and groups
United States even when they
Other governments can contain respond only to immutable
disagree. Democracy reduces
local threats.
interests; values do not matter.
the threat. Other governments
can contain local threats.

U.S.
capabilities

The U.S. military can rise to any
challenge. The United States
has few resource constraints.
U.S. action can change the
behavior of other countries.
The U.S. public demands that
the government spare no
expense to keep it safe.

Law enforcement and
intelligence can be effective.
U.S. action can change other
countries. The U.S. public values
civil liberties and will support a
nonmilitary response.

The U.S. military can deter and
punish. The U.S. public will
tolerate reduced Middle East
presences and unrestrained
violence. U.S. security
institutions are not well suited
for current threats.

Summary
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This brieﬁng summarizes the ABP approach, describes each set of workshops and their
results, and suggests how future workshops might be improved. While this document focuses
on identifying and comparing the key assumptions underlying alternative strategies, it also
suggests how ABP and related methods might be used to develop more robust plans than those
considered here.
Overall, the workshops suggest that ABP contributes a potentially useful framework for
improving public debates about a response to terrorism and for helping the United States
address the many signiﬁcant, long-term, and novel challenges it faces at the dawn of this new
century.

