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Chapter 1

The Strategic Environment

National Strategy Goals—Throughout our history, our national security strategy has pursued
broad, consistent goals. We have always sought to protect the safety of our nation, its citizens,
and its way of life. We have also worked to advance the welfare of our people by contributing
to an international environment of peace, freedom, and progress in which our democracy-and
other free nations—can flourish.
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Military operations short of war are of increasing importance to the United States (US). These
are operations conducted in peacetime or during conflict. Nearly all armed conflicts of the past
40 years have occurred in the Third World. These are the diverse, developing countries
primarily situated in Asia, the Middle East, Africa, Latin America, and the Caribbean Sea.
During this 40–year period, all conflicts in which the US has been involved (directly or indirectly)
have occurred in this region.  Continuing changes in the world geopolitical scene have increased
the chance that future US military operations will fall within the arena of operations short of
war.

THE OPERATIONAL CONTINUUM

Each nation has various means by which it can achieve its national goals. These include the
political, economic, informational, and military elements of national power. The political
element of power consists of moral and political example, alliance relationships, public
diplomacy, and diplomatic mediation. Methods by which a nation employs its economic power
include economic incentives and sanctions, developmental assistance, and financial aid. The
informational element includes cooperation in the areas of science and technology, participation
in international organizations, and provision of information. Military strength and security
assistance to other nations are two facets of the military element. In most situations, a nation
exercises all four elements of national power to varying degrees. For example, US participation
in an alliance such as the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) uses all four elements
to achieve national aims. In describing environments in which US military forces may conduct
operations, it is vital to understand the interaction of these elements.

The operational continuum is the range of environments in which the US military conducts
operations. The continuum consists of three general states: peacetime, conflict, and war. The
state of war is a violent environment in which the national survival of a belligerent is at stake.
In war, military force contributes directly to the achievement of strategic aims. It seeks to create
conditions that make it possible to achieve the desired strategic end state. The political,
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