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This hand-out guides your production of a Strategic Estimate of the Situation by unpacking the 

five blue boxes of your Template for Analysis and Action.  

 

In your use of this guidance, please recall: 

1) Each case differs and accordingly the analyst has first responsibliity to determine where 

to place emphasis and what to include.  

2) This is not a checklist to be approached linearly by responding in turn to each question. 

The guidance highlights areas that may be necessary to your analysis. You are still 

repsonsible for weaving together the relevant data, providing the analysis, and drawing 

the appropriate conclusions. Most important is that your analysis is complete, backed by 

evidence, and compelling. 

3) Never include anything in your Estimate just because the guidance tells you to do so. 

Know (and demonstrate in your writing) why what you include is relevant and necessary 

to the point being made.  
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1. PROBLEM (narrative format in 2-3 paragraphs; this is your introduction; details come later) 

 

• (1 ¶) In its essence, what political issue has caused the violence? What is the nature of the 

threat behind this violence (is it a terrorist group, insurgency, trans-national crime (TNC), 

a militia, or a super empowered individual(s) (SEI) – or a combination thereof)? The 

nature of the threat will often relate to how it uses violence: what form does it take and 

what is its strategic function?  

 

• (1 ¶) Provide the information necessary (and only that information) to explain what the 

threat is doing now (and why). Why has it proved so difficult to counter and why is a 

change in policy needed?  

 

A map of areas discussed should be situated here.  

 

2. ROOTS  

 

Narrative format in paragraphs – as many as you need (∞ ¶) – with citations as appropriate – 

explaining 1) what caused the problem; and 2) what are the drivers of alienation and of 

mobilization into violence?  

 

• Discuss how non-mediation of contextual issues (macro – geographic, historic, 

economic, social, and political), actual or perceived (i.e., objective or subjective), drove 

individuals in society (micro) to seek change. 

 

• In the discussion above, you will want to deal with: Why did “the system” (e.g., state, 

society, family) not accommodate these grievances through politics (i.e., peaceful 

mediation)? In sociological terms, what was the role of the Political Opportunity 

Structure (POS)? 

 

• Discuss how and why an organization (the meso) was formed to carry the message of the 

people. Did it?  

 

• At what point did the group (or a splinter thereof) choose to adopt violence as part of its 

repertoire? What, in this process, was the role of 1) ideology and 2) state response?  

 

• How has use of violence, or other factors, affected relations between leaders and 

followers? Is it a mass-based organization using terrorism as a method or a terrorist group 

in “clandestinity” using terrorism as a logic? 

 

• Who joined, stayed, and left the group and what do such patterns reveal about the 

evolution of its nature? Distinguish between “leaders” and “followers.” Are there 

distinctions that can be drawn by race, gender, ethnicity, and other factors?    

 

• At the end of this section, you should have demonstrated how the threat that you describe 

in the problem statement came to be and evolved to its present state.  

 

• You will also have illustrated how, in its present state, the threat interfaces with the 

prevailing context, which necessarily includes the actions of the state, in such fashion as 

to produce the problem you are analyzing. 



STRATEGIC ESTIMATE OF THE SITUATION 

 3 

3. FRAME AND NARRATIVE 

 

(3 ¶) Identify and analyze, for your threat group, 1) its diagnostic frame (identification or problem 

and apportioning of blame); 2) its prognostic frame (suggested necessary solution to the problem 

– particularly as it concerns the use of violence); and 3) its motivational frame (stated necessity 

for individual participation, despite risks). For each, explain the narrative used by the group to 

explain the world, advocate for a solution, and compel individual participation. To the degree 

warranted by the case, explain the group’s use of frame alignment (achieving resonance with 

broader cultural structure in which the movement operates).  

 

4. THREAT STRATEGY (Ends-Ways-Means; as many ¶s as you need) 

 

NOTE: The threat you are addressing may be potential, individual, or group. Discussion below is 

relevant to all three categories but is keyed to a group (i.e., threat group). The totality of Ends, 

Ways, and Means comprise the threat group’s strategy. Ways are a key component (the “strategic 

approach”) but are not “the strategy.” Further, it is important to note that Ends-Ways-Means are 

best conceptualized in symbiotic fashion – they are not sequential lists!  

 

• Ends – what are the goals of the threat and how do these relate to the political essence of 

the conflict? How does the group, through these goals, seek to mediate grievances and 

counteract alienation?  

 

• Ways  

 

▪ What is the group’s strategic approach? What, in essence, is the threat’s 

approach to getting what it wants (People’s War, non-violence, focismo…)?  

 

▪ Campaigning (operational art): How will the threat implement this strategy?  

What are the Lines of Effort (LOE) and what campaigns (bundles of activity) 

comprise them? In your analysis, always render explicitly the relation of 

operational activity and strategic objectives (often via interim objectives)? 

   

 What, if anything, is the group doing politically (to mobilize manpower and 

resources, as well as govern that which it holds)? 

 How, if at all, is the group using violence (i.e., in what forms, by and against 

whom) to move towards its ends? 

 How, if at all, is the group using nonviolence (i.e., in what forms and by 

whom)?  

 How, if at all, is the group using allies outside the movement to reach its 

objectives (what role do they play)? 

 How, if at all, is the group internationalizing the conflict? To what effect? 

 

• Means – What are the group’s resources, structures, and materiel. Diagrams and maps 

can be quite important here) 

 

• Phasing – is there a distinct “schedule” that the group associates with its plan? 

 

NOTE: discussing Ways necessarily requires you to explain how the Means are used 

(“tasked”) to implement your elements of discussion. Likewise, any threat group will 

have some idea of phasing (temporal benchmarks) and metrics for assessing progress.   
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5. PRESENT RESPONSE (narrative format in paragraphs – as many as you need) 

 

• State perception: How does the state describe why it is fighting? What does it see as its 

purpose? What does the state see as the nature of its struggle?  

 

• Response to Threat: How is the state responding and what impact is that response having 

on the threat group’s strategy (its Ends-Ways-Means)? Discuss the dynamic of the state-

threat group interaction in the present phase of the conflict.   

 

• Critique: Is the state’s perception accurate? Is the state making progress in defeating the 

threat? Does the state’s response address the symptoms of the problem or the problem 

itself (the underlying causes)? Offer a thorough critique of the state response that 

identifies and explains its strengths and weaknesses.  

 

• In constructing your critique, integrate identification of the threat group’s center of 

gravity and critical vulnerabilities and evaluate whether the state response is responding 

to these effectively.  

 

NOTE: The two most common student errors in this section are:  

1) merely listing state programs.  It is the interaction of the two contenders that is at 

issue. How is the struggle of capability and strategies approaches stacking up? Has a 

struggle for legitimacy resulted, or has violence (in the form of raw power) changed the 

dynamic you are examining?  

2) confusing the government response in past years for the present phase that currently 

matters. What the present phase is will depend on the specifics of the case, but is always 

distinguished by meaningful continuity with the dynamics of the conflict as they express 

themselves today. 


