Mark Laity
Chief Strategic Communication
SHAPE
‘Perception becomes Reality’
SOFIA
October 2014

1

Mark Laity

2

So what’s
the
problem?
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Perception becomes reality...
I'm not upset that
you lied to me, I'm
upset that from now
on I can't believe
you.
Friedrich Nietzsche

• ‘BOCCA DELLA VERITAS’
– THE MOUTH OF
TRUTH
• PERCEPTION BECOMES
REALITY
Mark Laity

If men define
situations as real,
they are real in their
consequences
‘The Thomas theorem’. WI Thomas, 1923
4

Perception becomes reality...
The STRATCOM MINDSET
•

...success is in the mind

Machines don’t fight wars. Terrain doesn’t fight wars. Human’s fight wars. You must
get into the minds of humans. That’s where the battles are won.
Col John Boyd, USAF military theorist and thinker.

•

Wars today cannot be won without media. (Media) is directed to the heart rather
than the body. The weapon is directed to the body. If the heart is defeated the
battle is won and body is defeated.
Abdul Sattar Maiwand,
administrator of the ‘Islamic Emirate Website’

•

Winning the battle of perception is key…we win when the people decide we win.
General Stan McChrystal, former ComISAF

•

We are in a battle, and more than half of this battle is in the battlefield of the
media. And we are in a media battle in a race for the hearts and minds of our
Umma.
Ayman al-Zawahiri, in a letter to al-Zarqawi

•

...the methods that I’m talking about are used to create a certain image of the
world...If we perceive this reality as it is brought to us by television then we act in
accordance with this reality.
Prof. Valery Solovei, Moscow State Institute of International Relations
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Perception becomes reality...
THE AIM:
• To put information strategy at the heart of all levels of
policy, planning and implementation, and then, as a
fully integrated part of the overall effort, ensure the
development of practical, effective strategies that
make a real contribution to success.
• Trying to shape the INFORMATION battlefield – the new frontline…
…matching actions and words
…recognising every action sends a message
…knowing actions don’t always speak for themselves and need shaping
…getting the operators to value information effects as
naturally as artillery or airpower
• With soft power we live in a world of greys and probabilities, with no monopoly
on power. We must abandon the delusion of control for the reality of influence
- and adapt our systems and mindsets accordingly.
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Perception becomes reality...

The Media Challenge
- Bad news
- Speed
- Quick to decide
- Quick to move on
- Ever-present

+ social media...
...everyone’s tool
Mark Laity
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Perception becomes reality...Engaging
 The internet has democratised communication and we are
just one more player in an expanding interlinked web
 We have influence but not control and must listen as much
as we speak – and then take notice
 We need many voices not one, and so must trust our people
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Perception becomes reality...
The Insurgent/Terrorist
Are we organized properly …
when we’re being outcommunicated by a guy in a
cave? – Bill Gates, US Def. Sec.

- StratCom driven
- Fast and flexible
- Network based
- Sustained messages
- Simple messages
- 24/7 on the ground
- Cultural awareness
- Strong narrative

The Media Challenge
- Bad news
- Speed
- Quick to decide
- Quick to move on
- Ever-present

+ social media...
...everyone’s tool
Mark Laity

9

Perception becomes reality...
It’s not what you say that matters…

Mark Laity

…it’s what
they hear
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Narrative: “History is an unending dialogue
between the present and the past.”
(EH Carr)
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Narrative: “History is an unending dialogue
between the present and the past.”
(EH Carr)
“Kiev is the mother of
Russian cities.
Ancient Rus is our
common source and
we cannot live without
each other.”
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“Prince Vladimir...
adopting Orthodoxy
predetermined the
overall basis of the
culture, civilisation
and human values
that unite the
peoples of Russia,
Ukraine and
Belarus.”
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Narrative: “History is an unending dialogue
between the present and the past.”
(EH Carr)

“We can all clearly see the
intentions of these ideological
heirs of Bandera, Hitler's
accomplice during World War
Two”
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Perception becomes reality...our new tasks
• We will ensure that NATO is able to effectively address the specific
challenges posed by hybrid warfare threats, where a wide range of
overt and covert military, paramilitary, and civilian measures are
employed in a highly integrated design. It is essential that the Alliance
possesses the necessary tools and procedures required to deter and
respond effectively to hybrid warfare threats, and the capabilities to
reinforce national forces. This will also include enhancing strategic

communications.

Wales Summit Declaration, 4-5 September 2014

• The third phase will allow us to take the fight to ISIL, broaden the
effort. And our goal is to act with urgency, but also to make sure that
we’re doing it right -- that there’s support on the ground if we take an
airstrike; that we have a strong political coalition, diplomatic effort that
is matching it; a strong strategic communications effort so that we
are discouraging people from thinking somehow that ISIL represents a
state, much less a caliphate. So all those things are going to have to be
combined.
Remarks by President Obama at NATO Summit press conference
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Perception becomes reality...Strategic Narrative
The ‘one-liner’: “ ’Fascists’ in Kiev have illegally toppled the
government and are oppressing our Russian brothers in Ukraine
who desperately needed and wanted our help.”
• Justifying Russian military 
intervention:
• Historical narrative

• ‘Legitimacy’

• Exaggeration

• Fabrication

• Incitement

• ‘tricks’ & techniques

• Deception, to cause

confusion & delay –

operationalising StratCom

Narrative aligned to strategy & mutually
supportive
Fascism/WW2/Russian legacy
Feb 21 deal ‘broken’/calls for help
eg Humanitarian catastrophe
eg ‘crucified babies’
eg Russian media as ‘psyops’
Eg Mirroring, association, categorisation
eg RF troops as ‘self defence groups’
High tempo and info ‘smokescreen’ to
get inside decision-making cycle
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Perception becomes reality...Russian narrative
• Politico/military trends
• Geostrategic competition/differences increase

• US trying to prevent multipolar world
• US/NATO expansion

• Variety of means to create change including military
Mark Laity
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Perception becomes reality...Russian narrative
Military operations

Adaptive use of force

Pretext to attack

Concealed use of force
Non-military means
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Perception becomes reality...Russian narrative

“A form of non-violent change of power in a country by
outside manipulation”....through a variety of means
Mark Laity
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Perception becomes reality...Russian narrative
Concealed use of military force
Training

Supplying rebels

SOF/PMCs

Foreign Fighters

Pretext to Intervene

Military operations
Mark Laity
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EVENTS

EVENTS

THE NARRATIVE “TREE”
EXPERIENCE
CULTURE
FAMILY

& CYCLE
HISTORY
EDUCATION
SOCIETY
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Perception becomes reality...Strategic Narrative
• The three elements of successful communication:
Logos = argument (rational persuasion)
Pathos = passion (emotional resonance)
Ethos = moral authority (connection & credibility)

• “The strategist in war has to combine the physical
and the perceived.”
• “...to draw a sharp distinction between strategy
and strategic narrative is misguided: as the
explanation of actions, strategic narrative is
simply strategy expressed in narrative form.”
‘War from the Ground Up’, Emile Simpson
Mark Laity
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Perception becomes reality...Strategic Narrative

Themes: ANSF TO THE FORE – PRESSURE THE INSURGENCY – TRANSITION – UNITY OF EFFORT

Situation: Objectives: Implementation/execution: End State
Mark Laity
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DCOS Communication Product Hierarchy
ISAF Mission Narrative

Issue specific narrative

Issue specific narrative

Subordinate
Narratives

Campaign Plan
Comm. Framework

StratCom
Plan

StratCom Actions
& Effects Plan

Perception becomes reality...

The five SSSSS:
Simplifying
Shortening
Sharing
Sustaining
Staffing
(which together also produces Speed)
Mark Laity
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Perception becomes reality...Simplify
1. SIMPLIFYING !!! – don’t confuse complex with clever

Mark Laity
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Perception becomes reality...Simplify
Simple doesn’t mean easy, but it
helps make the hard jobs clearer.
 “What is counterinsurgency?....here it is in a
nutshell; this is a competition with the
insurgent for the right and the ability to win
the hearts, minds and acquiescence of the
population.”
David Kilcullen “28 Articles”

 War is a contest of wills between
determined enemies. We often operate
effectively on the physical battleground but
not on the psychological battleground. We fail
to communicate our resolve.
I think, for example, the reason the Taliban
regime collapsed in 2001 is largely because
every Afghan was convinced it was inevitable.
Major General HR McMaster
Mark Laity
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Perception becomes reality...
2. SHORTENING
• “The length of this document defends it well against the risk of being read.”
Winston Churchill

3. SHARING
• Organisations need to be staffed so that they will prefer to share not fight over
turf and territory.
4. SUSTAINING
• We didn’t fight the Vietnam war for nine years, we fought the same war for one
year, nine times.
5. STAFFING
• If a task hasn’t got someone’s name against it then it won’t get done. Keep
things simple so you and they know who is doing what, why and when.

…we at SHAPE are in very great danger of losing our clear and simple military
purpose. The staff is immersed in details; the output of paper is enormous and
I would say that half of it is not read and a good deal of it is not worth reading.
The senior officers do too much work and have no time to think…
Mark Laity

Field Marshal Montgomery (as the first DSACEUR)
27

Perception becomes reality...building StratCom
• A crowded info space:
Public Diplomacy, PA, InfoOps, PSYOPS
• Don’t get trapped by dogma – which is living with the results of other
people’s thinking.
Steve Jobs (founder of Apple)

• There is nothing more difficult to carry out...than to initiate a new
order of things....
For the reformer has enemies in all those who profit by the old order,
and only lukewarm defenders in all those who would profit by the new
order; who do not truly believe in anything new until they actually have
experience of it.
Machiavelli: The Prince

• StratCom – a new way to profit us all
ACO Directive 95-2 on StratCom: In cooperation with NATO HQ, the
coordinated and appropriate use of Military PA, Info Ops and PSYOPS which, in
concert with other military actions and following NATO political guidance,
advances NATO’s aims and operations.
Mark Laity
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Perception becomes reality...the roles
• Process…“a series of actions intended to achieve an end.”
BUT PROCESSES ARE NOT AUTOMATIC, THEY NEED MANAGEMENT, AND
COORDINATION, MAKING STRATCOM THE ‘PROCESS MANAGER’

•
•
•
•

Policy advisor…putting communication in a wider context
Expertise…providing subject matter knowledge
An advocate for all the information disciplines…
…but always a Mindset.
 “StratCom at its very best is a mindset, an organisational
culture…My goal is a unified StratCom relationship from policy
to planning to audience and tool identification to action and
evaluation in an ongoing cycle.”
(ASG PDD Kolinda Grabor)
(PolicyPlanningAudienceMeansActionEvaluation)

• StratCom formalised by NATO’s StratCom Policy of 2009
Mark Laity
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Perception becomes reality: SHAPE since 2008
SACEUR’s ACO Directive 95-2: GOALS
• Guidance on StratCom process and mindset and so sets an overall
context for ‘doing’ Strategic Communications
• Highlights and promotes a permissive ‘mission command’
approach to allow scope within key principles
• Outlines a ‘StratCom Framework’ approach and provides a
template to integrating objectives and themes into an overarching
multi-level campaign plan
• Highlights that StratCom occurs at all levels of command and
organisations need to be structured to allow this.
• Highlights the need for a StratCom adviser or equivalent function
to have direct access to the commander.
Mark Laity
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Perception becomes reality...UK structure
Cross-government coordination
Cross-government
Comms Strategy

Ministry of Defence

National Security Council
Communications & Prime
Minister’s Office

Foreign Office

Department for
International
Development

Cross-government
Action Plan

Weekly narratives
NATO HQ

NATO partners

ISAF

Weekly crossgovernment comms
planning meetings

STRATCOM structure: Model 1 – SHAPE/JFC
COMMAND GROUP

COM
DCOM
COS

SPECIAL ADVISORY GROUP

STRATCOM ADVISER
Public Affairs Advisor

Director of Management

(also Legad, Polad, Civad etc)

DCOS Operations

DCOS Plans
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DCOS Support
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Former coordination at operational level
Key Leader?
CIMIC/J9?

Cmd Grp

PAO

DCoS
Ops(J3)
Much more
fun bits

PSYOPS
Mark Laity

InfoOps
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Trend in operational level coordination...
Cmd Grp

StratCom

PAO
Spokesman?

Spokesman?
Planning
Monitoring
Assessments

PSYOPS

InfoOps
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KLE/JVB
CIMIC
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1 German Netherland Corp:
Reorganisation

CMD Grp.
KPP

O&T

RES

(Plans)

(Ops)

(Resources)

IO&T

C&E
(Communication &
Engagement)

PA

G9 PVB

ISAF HQ 3: DCOS COMM Organization
DCOS
COMM

ISAF
Spokesperson

DCOS
COMM XO
ADMIN
STAFF

DDCOS
COMM

StratCom Ops/Assessments/Plans/MET

Public Affairs
Director
ISAF PAO

Dep. Director
Ministerial
Engagement
Team

Deputy
Director
ISAF PAO

Media
Plans

Press Desk

Media
Analysis

Media
Outreach

Media
Production

Director Ops &
Assessment, Plan &
MET

ISAF DCOM
PAO

AFG
Hands

Social
Media

Cultural
Advisors

Dep. Director
Ops and
Assessments

Dep. Director
Plans

Plans
Officers

SOSI
Contractor

Staff
Officer
Ops

SOSI
Contractor

Assessment
Analysts

Mark Laity, MacDill AFB, 10/8/10
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Perception becomes reality...

- A fragile peace deal
- 30 days to disarm
- Malign actors in
government
- NATO force a last resort
- No-one disarms if they’re
fighting
Mark Laity
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Perception becomes reality...
Credibility
To be persuasive we must be
believable; to be believable we must
be credible; to be credible we must be
truthful.
Ed Murrow
Perception
“...the battlefield isn’t necessarily a
field anymore. It’s in the minds of the
people. It’s what they believe to be
true that matters.”
Adm. Mike Mullen
Simplify
“Everything in war is simple, but the
simplest thing is difficult…this is proof
enough of the superiority of the
simple over the complex.” Clausewitz
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