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What is a National Security Strategy (NSS)?
Why is it important?

National security strategy 
development

(“NSSD”)

• A process to create a unified national strategy for democratically legitimate defense and public security 
provision.

• NSSD covers both national security policy and strategy development.
• Results in an NSS document that describes both what a nation values and intends to achieve, and how it will 

reach those goals.

National security policy
(the “what”)

• What a government intends to achieve for its national security.
• The highest-level statement of a nation’s values, objectives, and priorities for security.

National security strategy
(the “how”)

• How a nation intends to achieve the objectives set out in the 
national security policy.

• A practical instrument for policy coordination and planning: 
means, resources, division of labor.
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What is a National Security Strategy?

W H Y  C O U N T R I E S  N E E D  O N E

A logical pathway

Links national goals and national resources over 
time.

Alignment of priorities

Aligns activities within government and within 
society.

Stakeholder & citizen support

Sustains the legitimacy of strategic choices among 
citizens and partners.

Accountability

Enables oversight, monitoring and course 
corrections across institutions.
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Status of NSS in Africa

Absence of public 
NSS

In many African countries, 
NSS are either 

undeveloped or kept 
confidential, with no 
citizen involvement.

Uncoordinated 
security policies

Sectoral strategies (e.g. 
defense policies) operate 

without alignment under a 
national framework.

Militarized view of 
security

Security is seen as the 
exclusive role of armed 

forces — civilians excluded 
from concept and practice.

Culture of secrecy

The security sector 
remains closed off, with 
minimal transparency or 

public accountability.

Gaps in expertise

Many states lack the 
knowledge or experience 

to design and implement a 
comprehensive NSS.
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P H A S E  A R C H I T E C T U R E

The NSS development process

1

Planning & 
Initiation

Ownership, mandate, 
plan, resources

2

Pre-Drafting

Assessments, reviews, 
analysis

3

Drafting

Values, interests, 
threats, objectives

4

Consultation & 
Review

Public forums, 
dialogues, validation

5

Adoption & 
Approval

Executive (and 
parliamentary) 

approval

6

Dissemination

Communicate to 
government and public

7

Implementation & 
Review

Sectoral plans, 
monitoring, adaptation

Each phase shapes the next — gaps in early phases compound at execution.
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Key prerequisites for an effective NSS

Political will & leadership 
commitment

Senior leaders own the strategy and protect the 
process from short-term politics.

Inclusive stakeholder 
engagement

Whole-of-government and whole-of-society —
citizens, civil society, security actors.

Comprehensive, context-
specific threat analysis

Threats and opportunities assessed against the 
country's actual interests and conditions.

Institutional capacity

Capacity to develop, decide, communicate and 
execute the strategy across institutions.

Robust legal & policy 
frameworks

Clear mandates, lawful authorities and policy 
instruments that anchor implementation.

Reliable & sustainable 
resources

Predictable funding, personnel and equipment 
matched to the strategy's ends and ways.
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W H A T  I S  S T R A T E G I C  L O G I C

Ends, ways and means

E N D S

Political aims & 
objectives

National interests translated into 
a political aim and the specific 

objectives that achieve it.

W A Y S

How means are 
used

Strategic approaches, modes of 
action and the orchestration of 

institutions and actors.

M E A N S

Power & 
instruments

Elements of power, institutions 
and actors, and the instruments of 

power (DIME).

The strategist's task: devise an ends–means–ways–costs/risks relationship that fits the strategic situation.
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Core elements of an effective NSS

Clear national 
interests

Vital, important and 
peripheral interests, 

translated into political 
aims and specific 

objectives.

Aligned ends, ways 
& means

Ambitions matched to 
viable resources, courses 
of action and acceptable 

costs/risks.

Institutions and 
actors

Each institution knows the 
objectives it owns and the 

instruments it brings to 
bear.

Orchestration of 
power

Diplomatic, informational, 
military and economic 

(DIME) instruments 
synchronized in effect.

Iterative assessment 
& review

Continuous reassessment 
of assumptions, costs, 

risks and course 
corrections.

Effective strategies are coherent, accountable, and adaptive — not just well written.
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Failures in
Assessment

Politicized threat analysis

The strategic situation is read for the answer leaders want, not for evidence.

Pivotal assumptions left unexamined

Suppositions about adversaries, allies and time are not tested or red-teamed.

No clear problem statement

Without naming the situation and the interests at stake, the strategy answers 
the wrong question.

Threats not weighed against interests

Failure to assess threats by capability × will × vulnerability against vital, major 
and peripheral interests.

11



Failures in strategy design

Unclear political aim & 
objectives

Everything becomes a priority, so nothing is. 
Trade-offs among interests are deferred.

Ends–means–ways 
misalignment

Political aims outrun available means, or means 
are applied through the wrong ways.

Instruments not orchestrated

Diplomatic, informational, military and economic 
instruments are wielded in isolation.

No viability or red-teaming

Aspirational language replaces honest assessment 
of costs, risks and feasibility.
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Failures in implementation

W H E R E  S T R A T E G I E S  
B R E A K

Most failures are not in the 
design of strategic logic —
they occur in the 
orchestration of means and 
the iterative reassessment of 
execution.

Means not developed or resourced
Sectoral plans, capability development, force structures, and procurement do not 
follow the strategy.

Institutions and actors unclear

Roles among ministries and agencies are not matched to the instruments they own.

Weak orchestration mechanisms

No standing forum to synchronize instruments of power across government.

No iterative reassessment
Without continuous review, course corrections and red-teaming, the strategy ages 
faster than the situation.
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The 5 Ps of NSS development

P
People

Leaders, drafting 
committee, security 

actors, civil society, and 
citizens — who participate 

and decide.

P
Process

Methodology, sequencing, 
consultation, and decision 
rights through every phase 

of the NSSD.

P
Priorities

Trade-offs among 
interests, instruments, and 

resources over time and 
across sectors. 

P
Product

The strategy document —
values, interests, threats, 

opportunities, ends, ways, 
and means.

P
Partnerships

Regional, continental, and 
international cooperation 

that extends national 
means.
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K E Y  T A K E A W A Y

A successful strategy aligns the ends, means, ways, and 
costs/risks with the strategic situation.

Strategic logic

A disciplined relationship among ends, 
means, ways, and costs/risks.

Orchestration

Instruments of national power 
synchronized across institutions and 
actors.

Iterative review

Continuous reassessment of 
assumptions, threats and course 
corrections.
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Thank you
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