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Learning from U.S. Efforts to 
Assess Counterinsurgency and 
Stabilization Operations in 
Afghanistan
BY NATHAN WHITE

American assessment practices proved to be inadequate for U.S.-led operations in 

Afghanistan. The type of conflict in which America and its allies would eventually find 

themselves engaged did not necessarily fit neatly within any of the primary civilian 

and military mission sets. U.S. military assessment practices are largely meant to support a 

traditional conventional war paradigm in which Joint Force combat overmatch and the defeat 

of a state adversary’s military forces has been increasingly treated as the definitive factor in 

achieving victory. The assessment practices at U.S. civilian agencies, in particular the U.S. State 

Department and the U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID), generally are 

designed to measure success in activities, projects, and programming associated with their 

traditional missions such as development, diplomacy, democracy promotion, human rights, 

and disaster relief.  

As early as 2009, senior U.S. officials—civilian and military alike—recognized an urgent 

need for a significant change to U.S. assessment practices in Afghanistan. This article analyzes 

the 2009–11 period when American personnel worked to apply new assessment practices that 

were meant to be more suitable for the requirements of Afghanistan operations. Even though 

these new practices directly targeted the main aspects of the identified assessment gap, institu-

tional deficiencies within U.S. Government (USG) organizations ensured that requirements for 

assessments in Afghanistan remained unmet. Even perfectly designed approaches and 
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frameworks for assessment will continue to 

fall short in future operations if these 

institutional deficiencies are left unad-

dressed.    

Background

Assessments in war serve two primary 

purposes: to measure progress and to inform 

adaptation. In so doing, they enable deci-

sionmakers to make decisions that increase 

the likelihood of achieving U.S. objectives.1  

The associated planning, direction, collec-

tion, monitoring, and evaluation activities 

that make up assessments must measure 

performance, outcomes, and the status of the 

operational environment in relation to 

mission goals.2  Assessment activities are 

continuous, but assessments themselves are a 

snapshot in time and ideally represent the 

highest quality analysis given all of the 

available information collected, processed, 

and analyzed to date.3  

A requirement for new assessment 

approaches in Afghanistan followed a shift in 

strategy led by General Stanley McChrystal 

who expressed an urgent need for a signifi-

cant change to the U.S-led strategy and the 

way the force thinks and operates. In his 

2009 review of the Operation Enduring 

Freedom campaign he wrote:

Success is achievable, but it will not be 

attained simply by trying harder or 

“doubling down” on the previous strategy. 

Additional resources are required, but 

focusing on force or resource requirements 

misses the point entirely…We must 

conduct classic counterinsurgency 

operations in an environment that is 

uniquely complex…Our strategy cannot 

be focused on seizing terrain or destroying 

insurgent forces; our objective must be the 

population…In the struggle to gain the 

support of the people, every action we take 

must enable this effort. The population 

also represents a powerful actor that can 

and must be leveraged in this complex 

system. Gaining their support will require 

a better understanding of the people’s 

choices and needs.4  

Civilian and military leaders recognized 

that the shift to a counterinsurgency and 

stabilization approach in Afghanistan 

required changes to how the USG assessed its 

operations. For instance, in his guidance to 

U.S. civilian personnel in Afghanistan in 

August 2010, Ambassador Karl Eikenberry 

wrote: “Assess the impact of our efforts…

Always emphasize effects, not just inputs and 

outputs.”5  In 2011, USAID Administrator Dr. 

Rajiv Shah also recognized the need to adapt 

assessment approaches:

While stability is a necessary precursor for 

our long-term development goals, 

stabilization programming often has 

different objectives, beneficiaries, 

modalities, and measurement tools than 

long-term development programming. 

Our training, planning, metrics, labeling, 

and communications efforts, among 

others, must reflect both the differences 

and the linkages.6  

The USAID Stabilization Unit in Kabul 

appears to have taken Shah’s guidance to 

heart by 2012, when it stated that “monitor-

ing, evaluating and assessing the impact of 

stabilization programs in a counterinsur-

gency context requires a mixture of creative, 

flexible, pragmatic, and contextual thought 

that extends beyond traditional monitoring 
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and evaluation practices in terms of scope, 

approach, and methodology.”7  

Reflecting on the missions in Iraq and 

Afghanistan then Chairman, Joint Chiefs of 

Staff General Martin Dempsey in a January 

2015 interview at the National Defense 

University implied that perhaps one of the 

main requirements for assessments in 

counterinsurgency is the need to more 

thoroughly account for societal factors in the 

operational environment. He explained that 

in applying the military instrument against 

state actors, the military differentiates itself 

by “size and technology.” He contrasted this 

with operations in Iraq and Afghanistan:

…We were fighting an insurgency on 

behalf of Iraq and an insurgency on 

behalf of Afghanistan, simultaneously 

trying to restore their abilities to govern. 

In that kind of conflict, the use of 

military [forces] against nonstate actors, I 

think size and technology matter, but 

what matters more is the rate at which we 

innovate…The rate of innovation 

becomes a better predictor of success than 

the force management level, for example. 

Size matters, but the rate at which we can 

innovate, adapt, and respond to changes 

in the environment matters more…You 

have to understand the factors that would 

cause you to need to innovate, and they 

largely reside in societal factors.”8 

If societal factors were more important 

to understand in such conflicts, then assess-

ment practices would have to account for 

those factors as well as more traditional 

metrics.

The Assessment Gap

The shifting nature of assessment require-

ments for counterinsurgency and stabiliza-

tion operations in Afghanistan highlighted a 

gap in U.S. capabilities—assessments failed 

to account for the many nuances, in time and 

space, of the complex counterinsurgency 

environment.9  Specifically, they did not 

account for relevant aspects of the opera-

tional environment; neglected to facilitate a 

common operating picture among U.S. and 

allied organizations; overlooked what 

mattered for the campaign at hand; failed to 

provide useful information for measuring 

progress toward mission objectives; and did 

not inform the identification of opportuni-

ties for adaptation. Several mutually reinforc-

ing deficiencies contributed to this.

Requests for Information (RFIs) 
Overwhelmed Field Personnel

The massive numbers of information 

requirements, many of which were irrelevant 

to the mission at hand, took a toll on field 

personnel—operators and analysts alike—

who were already busy completing tasks 

associated with counterinsurgency and 

stabilization in the field. These personnel 

often became overwhelmed with RFIs from 

higher headquarters, which led to poor 

information and analysis for the sake of 

speed. In many cases, personnel made up 

results to “satisfy the beast.” And, in some 

cases, the requirements simply were never 

met.10

Organizations Employed Unique 
Methodologies

Organizations often employed their own 

unique methodologies based on different 
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conceptualizations of progress, often simul-

taneously, in the same area. Assessment 

approaches varied significantly with each 

International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) 

commander and among different organiza-

tions such as Congress and the National 

Security Council.11  This led to great confu-

sion and it taxed limited analytic resources, 

which hurt assessment quality.12

Assessments Often Took a Centralized, 
Top–Down Approach 

It was not uncommon for national-level 

metrics to be mistakenly assumed as relevant 

for the entire country, at detriment to 

area-specific nuances.13  The USAID 

Stabilization Unit in Kabul concluded in 

2012 that, “While past efforts to provide 

quantified and scientifically rigorous mea-

sures of stabilization impact have met with 

some success, a more data-rich and geo-

graphically detailed approach is necessary to 

systematize our understanding of stabiliza-

tion in the context of Afghanistan.”14 

Operationally Relevant Factors Were 
Overlooked 

Security metrics such as troops trained, 

numbers of significant activities (SIGACTs), 

and numbers of improvised explosive device 

(IED) incidents are examples of the kind of 

blanket metrics that were commonly col-

lected across the country. For development, 

roads built, children educated, and the 

number of people provided healthcare were 

often measured. On the governance side, 

government posts filled, government officials 

trained, and the number of people who 

voted in an election were all considered 

acceptable metrics. Although all three sets of 

metrics hypothetically could prove useful, 

their relevance and significance is not 

uniform across the operational environment. 

For instance, what if SIGACTs and IED 

numbers went down because insurgents had 

moved out of a given area on their own 

accord or U.S. forces had shifted their 

patrolling to areas where militants were not 

present? Without context, the drop in 

numbers of SIGACTSs and IED incidents 

could lead to false conclusions about security 

progress, and result in the misallocation of 

resources and manpower.  

Underlying Drivers of Conflict Were 
Overlooked 

Assessments failed to adequately account for 

the underlying drivers of conflict—a crucial 

step for identifying what to measure and for 

assessing progress. In 2010 a report from the 

Wilton Park Conference 1022 concludes that, 

“There is an urgent need to ensure that the 

new ‘population centric’ counterinsurgency 

strategy is evidence based, and does not 

continue to uncritically assume that develop-

ment aid ‘wins hearts and minds’ and/or 

promotes stability. Priority should be given 

to assessing stabilization effects of projects, 

rather than assuming impact based on 

amounts of money spent or the number of 

projects implemented.” The report continues, 

“Greater emphasis should also be given to 

understanding drivers of conflict, as aid 

projects can only be effective in promoting 

stability objectives if they are effectively 

addressing the main causes of instability.”15 

Assessments Were Overly Focused on the 
Actions by the United States and its Allies 

In any given operational area, much occurs 

that is independent of U.S and allied activi-

ties that impacts mission progress. U.S. 
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assessments often failed to consider these 

developments because they were overly 

focused on the performance and impact of 

U.S. and allied activities to the neglect of 

other developments in the operational 

environment that potentially could impact 

the mission. For example, assessments did 

not always account for factors like local 

political disputes or intra-tribal conflicts that 

altered the stability of a given area, but were 

not directly related to any particular action 

by the U.S.-led coalition.16  

Emphasis was Placed on Inputs, not 
Outcomes 

Assessments focused primarily on measuring 

inputs versus outcomes, often characterized 

as a tendency to measure performance versus 

effectiveness or impact. Common measures 

of performance used in recent conflicts 

include: money spent, projects completed to 

standard, programs ongoing, adversaries 

captured or killed, troops trained to stan-

dard, and successful management of a 

development budget. Measures of impact are 

different. Examples of this include: the 

corresponding impact of various projects, 

programs, kinetic actions, and other initia-

tives on the calculus of locals regarding 

whether or not to support an insurgency, or 

the willingness and capability of an indig-

enous military that has been trained by the 

United States to effectively combat an 

insurgency.

A Lack of Critical Thinking and Structured 
Analysis Led to Flawed Findings

Assessments lacked sophistication and often 

proceeded from flawed assumptions.17  The 

practice of color coding areas on a map in 

accordance with perceived levels of 

stability—a.k.a. “coloring book assess-

ments”—for example, hampered understand-

ing of the nuanced counterinsurgency 

environment and led to findings that were 

incomplete, inaccurate, or both.18  Another 

example is that assessments prioritized 

demonstrating linear progress on various 

issues as the primary indicator of success. As 

William Upshur, Jonathan Roginsky, and 

David Kilcullen observe of their time con-

ducting assessments in Afghanistan:

Even in gathering and analyzing all [of] 

the data within reach, assessment cells 

generally put too little energy into 

information design. Operational assess-

ments are usually presented on a linear 

scale with a marker to represent progres-

sion from left to right, or from ‘very bad’ 

to ‘very good.’ Yet with near universal 

agreement on the complexity of counter-

insurgency, and conflict environments in 

general, it would be difficult to find 

anyone who thinks that linear visualiza-

tions actually describe changes in the 

environment in an operationally useful 

way.19  

Lack of Critical Thinking also Allowed 
Room for Politicization and Other 
Contamination 

Metrics that policymakers viewed as impor-

tant for justifying the expense of blood and 

treasure often took precedence over indica-

tors that were relevant to progress in the 

counterinsurgency and stabilization mission. 

Similarly, commanders in the field were 

under tremendous pressure to ensure their 

assessments showed results on their organi-

zations’ preconceived notions of success 
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metrics, as opposed to progress on those 

metrics required for mission success.

New Approaches to Assessment in 
Afghanistan

In response to the shift to a counterinsur-

gency and stabilization approach for 

Afghanistan in 2009, civilian and military 

organizations adopted (to varying degrees) 

new assessment approaches that were meant 

to address the various components of the 

assessment gap.20

Measuring Progress in Conflict 
Environments (MPICE)

This framework was first utilized in the field 

in 2007 in support of the Haiti stabilization 

initiative. Initially developed on the heels of 

a series of workshops held from 2004–05 by 

the United States Institute for Peace and the 

Center for Strategic and International 

Studies, MPICE by 2010 gained the attention 

of some U.S. officials, including several 

working with the U.S. Army Corps of 

Engineers on Afghanistan operations.21  

MPICE is underpinned by the belief there are 

three objective states that exist with regard to 

conflict: imposed stability, assisted stability, 

and self-sustaining peace. It measures “the 

drivers of violent conflict against the ability 

of indigenous institutions to resolve conflict 

peacefully.22  Institutional performance 

includes the formal institutions of govern-

ment and informal societal practices.”23  The 

framework assesses five predetermined 

factors that are deemed by USIP’s 

“Framework for Societies Emerging from 

Conflict” to be essential in conflict resolu-

tion: safe and secure environment; political 

moderation and stable governance; rule of 

law; sustainable economy; and social 

well-being.24  The measures are then adapted 

to, “the specific policy goals, conflict dynam-

ics, and cultural peculiarities relevant to each 

conflict setting.”25  

Interagency Conflict Assessment 
Framework (ICAF)

Military and civilian personnel in 

Afghanistan utilized the ICAF to a limited 

degree since it was developed in 2008. This 

tool enables interagency teams to assess 

conflict situations systematically and collab-

oratively, and plan for conflict prevention, 

mitigation, and stabilization.26  The ICAF is 

comprised of two overarching processes—

diagnosis and planning—with four steps 

involved with diagnosis:  

■■ evaluate the context of the conflict;
■■ understand core grievances and social/ 

 institutional resilience;
■■ identify drivers of conflict and  

 mitigating factors; 
■■ and describe opportunities for  

 increasing or decreasing conflict. 

 

The planning process is less defined and 

largely situation specific, but is meant to 

ensure the diagnosis informs planning.27  If 

focused on the same geographic area, ICAF 

assessments eventually will highlight changes 

in the environment, new challenges that have 

emerged, and other information that can be 

used to determine progress and inform 

refinement and adaptation of U.S. 

approaches.28  

Tactical Conflict Assessment and Planning 
Framework (TCAPF) and the District 
Stability Framework (DSF)
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TCAPF and its successor, DSF, were the two 

new frameworks employed most in 

Afghanistan.29  USAID first tested TCAPF/DSF 

in the Horn of Africa in 2006. It was 

employed by British and American forces in 

Afghanistan, starting in Helmand Province in 

2009, to help facilitate more impactful 

development programming and reduce the 

multitude of programs that had limited 

impact. The process consisted of asking four 

questions:30  

■■ Have there been changes in the village  

 population in the last year?
■■ What are the most important problems  

 facing the village?
■■ Who do you believe can solve your   

 problems?
■■ What should be done first to help the  

 village?31  

These questions were intended to yield 

information that could then be analyzed to 

provide enhanced understanding of relevant 

aspects of the operational environment, with 

an emphasis on identifying sources of 

stability and especially instability.32  

Additionally, the process was meant to help 

measure and understand progress, and 

whether or not programming was achieving 

the desired impact on the operational 

environment. And if not, to inform adapta-

tion of operational and tactical approaches 

to achieve that desired endstate.33  

Region South Stabilization Approach 
(RSSA) 

RSSA emerged in 2010 in Afghanistan, based 

on a recognition that a process was needed to 

integrate civilian and military planning, 

develop a common operating picture, and 

establish an interagency system for monitor-

ing progress in Regional Command–South.34  

The process identifies a “stability continuum” 

to assist with planning for the allocation of 

security, development, and governance assets 

across participating agencies.35 

The Lingering Assessment Gap

Despite all of the many efforts to improve, by 

2012 the assessment gap was far from 

resolved. A civilian advisor to ISAF Joint 

Command (IJC) captured this best in an 

email from 2012 to the author regarding U.S. 

assessment practices in Afghanistan:

I’m still out in Afghanistan, now at IJC 

for a week before heading out. [I] was in 

a discussion with a [senior officer]36  here 

about stability vs. instability, how we 

measure it, are we looking at things the 

right way, etc. My inclination is to say 

no.37

That year a USAID study on the impact 

of its efforts in Afghanistan found that 

TCAPF/DSF had failed to resolve the assess-

ment problem.38  Another document from 

USAID reports that as of 2013, the Agency 

was introducing an entirely new assessment 

methodology known as the Stability Analysis 

Methodology, which again seemed to target 

the same five aspects of the assessment gap.39  

Institutional Constraints

These examples highlight a lingering prob-

lem that begs the question of why method-

ologies designed to target the various 

components of the assessment gap were not 

successful. To investigate the source, the 

research for this article looked more in depth 

at the most commonly utilized (and prob-

ably the most well-known) assessment 
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approach—TCAPF/DSF—and traced the 

history of the approach in Afghanistan from 

its initial implementation. A less rigorous 

review of the experience with implementing 

the other frameworks was also conducted. 

In reviewing the evolution of the TCAPF/

DSF, this author found that thousands of 

American, allied, and indigenous personnel 

were trained to use the framework. In spite of 

many complaints about the observer effect of 

the interview-based survey approach 

employed for TCAPF/DSF and the complexity 

of the data management process, many 

civilian and military personnel reported that 

the approach was useful for counterinsur-

gency and stabilization in Afghanistan.40  A 

more cursory review of the other assessment 

approaches revealed similar reporting about 

their utility. 

Yet the research also found that none of 

the new frameworks utilized in Afghanistan 

were actually implemented as designed. This 

was less the result of any particular issue with 

the framework methodologies themselves. 

Instead, it was more the result of institutional 

constraints within the USG that prevented 

the frameworks from being utilized properly.

Ambiguous Mission, Strategy, and Desired 
Endstate

The U.S.-led civilian and military force that 

was fielded in Afghanistan never achieved 

clarity of purpose.41  Thus, although some 

found TCAPF/DSF and other frameworks 

useful, the frameworks’ utility was question-

able from the start because they were used to 

measure progress against the user’s own 

unique interpretation of the mission, 

strategy, and endstate which, of course, 

differed depending on the user. When the 

mission, strategy, and endstate are unclear, 

even the best assessment processes never 

have a chance of achieving their purpose—

measuring progress and informing adapta-

tion. In such cases, it is unclear what progress 

is being measured toward and to what 

intermediate objectives and endstate assess-

ment information can inform adaptation to 

achieve.    

Insufficient Conceptualization of Strategy 

Stability requires a strategic approach that 

integrates the lethal and nonlethal tools of 

state power to influence relevant actors to 

behave in a manner that contributes (actively 

or passively) to stability. Yet the U.S. 

approach to strategy is frequently divorced 

from human decisionmaking and behavior.42  

The United States approached strategy in 

Afghanistan as numerous lines of effort (e.g. 

security, governance, and development, often 

with subsets within each of these three lines) 

as if they were separate stovepipes.43  What 

tended to occur was that technocratic 

objectives and metrics for success within the 

lines of effort would become the focus, as 

opposed to goals of shaping relevant actor 

behavior in a manner that achieved mission 

success.44  Special Assistant to the U.S. 

President for National Security Affairs 

Lieutenant General H.R. McMaster, refers to 

this assessment deficiency as “the confusion 

of activity with progress.”45  All of the 

frameworks listed are meant to assess the 

environment, better understand drivers of 

instability, and inform the adaptation of 

operations to address them and achieve more 

stabilizing behavior among relevant actors. 

For the new frameworks to have succeeded, 

the USG would have needed to conceptualize 

strategy in a manner that was relevant to 
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influencing human behavior in accordance 

with U.S. objectives.46  

Multiple Chains of Command 

A lack of unity of command and especially 

unity of action meant that even when one 

part of the whole-of-government force in the 

field embraced a framework, it was very 

common for others operating in the same 

area not to.47  Without a single chain of 

command, multiple frameworks were often 

utilized alongside one another. There were 

usually no mechanisms in place by which the 

interagency force would be mandated to 

align and develop a common operating 

picture and a shared concept of how best to 

plan and execute the mission, measure 

progress, and adapt the force for enhanced 

success. 

Continuity of Effort

Turnover among units and individuals 

challenged those few frameworks that gained 

traction among multiple USG organizations, 

as was the case for Regional Command–

East.48  Assessment approaches changed 

drastically during the various tenures of the 

ISAF Commanders. Similarly, TCAPF/DSF 

went from being the primary framework for 

tactical assessment 2009–11 to being far less 

utilized by follow-on units. Even when 

TCAPF/DSF was integrated into General 

David Petraeus’ counterinsurgency qualifica-

tion standards, inconsistency still occurred. 

Knowledge Management

Finally, there was no strategy for optimizing 

the utility of the information and making 

sure all who could benefit received the 

information in a usable form that suited 

their purposes; various organizations 

purchased their own information technology 

support packages for knowledge manage-

ment.49  Compounding this, limited atten-

tion was given to how deployed personnel 

and their replacements could maintain and 

update assessments for others to access.50  A 

catalogue of previous assessments did not 

exist, which made it difficult for newly 

serving policymakers, operators, and analysts 

to understand the evolution of the campaign 

and led to further unnecessary taxing of the 

RFI system.  

Conclusion

The assessment gap that persisted in 

Afghanistan had little to do with deficiencies 

in the new approaches that were attempted. 

Rather, the gap persisted as a result of 

institutional barriers within the U.S. national 

security system that prevented the implemen-

tation of the new approaches as designed. 

Success in the assessment of counterinsur-

gency and stabilization missions requires 

more than just sound assessment approaches 

and methodologies. They must be accompa-

nied by a plan for how they will be imple-

mented as designed so as to achieve their 

purpose. These challenges persist within the 

USG today. Unless they are addressed, even 

the most promising new assessment 

approaches will continue to fall short of their 

potential to improve mission effectiveness. 
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Copenhagen University, 2014). 

49 MORS Annual Symposium, DSF Briefing 
under Chatham House Rule, 2011; When asked if 
TCAPF/DSF had an IT support package with it, one 
TCAPF/DSF briefer said that “Afghanistan is where 
databases go to die.” This is a fair enough point and 
perhaps a new database was not the answer. However, 
there was no strategy for optimizing the utility of the 
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