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WHY IS DEFENSE REFORM IN EUROPEAN POST-COMMUNIST DEFENSE INSTITUTIONS SO 

CHALLENGING? 

THE ROLE OF DUELING CONCEPTS. 

 

 

 

This essay argues that efforts to reform post-Communist defense institutions in accordance with Western 

defense and military concepts has been generally unsuccessful.  Whilst there is a wide-spread generally 

understanding of what constitutes basic Western defense and military concepts, what is missing is an 

appreciation of how they can be effectively adopted and utilized.  An analysis of these defense institutions how 

not only under-funded and hollow units, but also their inability to make “defense” fit defense budgets to 

produce military ‘outcomes’.  To understand why this challenge remains unaddressed, it is essential to 

appreciate that Western democratic and Communist defense and military concepts are antithetical and cannot 

co-exist in the same institutional space.  Moreover, the evidence is quite clear that legacy concepts remain 

actively used in European post-Communist defense institutions.  As a result, absent systematic efforts to expose 

and retire existing legacy concepts, these institutions will continue to exist at best in a state of conceptual 

incoherence, and at worse as zombie organizations.    
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INTRUDACTION 
Notwithstanding considerable effort by long-standing Western NATO nations, and NATO 

itself, to assist post-communist defense institutions to reform themselves using Western defense 

and military concepts, all evidence from an examination of all of these organizations suggests 

that transformation has been unsuccessful.  To be fair, many of these countries have actively 

supported U.S.- and NATO-led operations in Iraq and Afghanistan, and developed “niche” 

capabilities, e.g., Special Operations Forces (SOF).  However, what one finds when examining 

these defense institutions is not a lack of an understanding of what constitutes basic Western 

defense and military concepts, but rather, how they could be adopted into existing institutions.  

Evidence of this divide in concepts can be the inability of the se defense institutions to raise and 

maintain viable operational formations.  For instance, the Serbian Army has a total number of 

13,250 personnel, but is structured around 35 regular battalions.  The Lithuanian Army of 3,200 

soldiers is organized into 8 battalions.  The Moldovan Army of 3,250 is organized into 5 

brigades and 4 battalions.  Conversely the Belgian Army has 11,950 personnel organized into 

the equivalent of approximately 12 battalion-equivalents.  Bulgarian Air Force pilots can expect 

to fly only 30 to 40 hours a year; while before the conflict with Russia, their Ukrainian 

counterparts averaged around 40 hours.   Note that NATO considers 180 hour per annum as the 

minimum in order to maintain basic proficiency.1  The issue at hand is not to speculate the 

optimal size of these armed forces, but rather that they simply do not conform to basic Western 

military concepts, and as such profoundly undermine their ability to undertake even the most 

basic operations on a modern battlefield. 

What should concern Western and Eastern officials is that it has occurred despite an 

investment of considerable assistance efforts and resources provided by ‘old’ NATO nations.  

For instance, the Bosnian defense budget in 2012 was approximately US $228 million, but is 

assessed by the International Institute for Strategic Studies as possessing little capability to 

mount combat operations.  This is despite a U.S. government sponsored $100 million train-and-

equip program carried out by a private firm with approximately 200 retired U.S. military 

personnel.2  On a grander scale, if one examines only one form of U.S. Security Assistance to 

countries in the region from Fiscal Year 1991 to 2013 (Title 22, International Military 

Education and Training, Emergency Draw Downs, and Foreign Military Finance Waived), the 

                                                 
1 The International Institute for Strategic Studies, The Military Balance 2015, London, Routledge, February 

2015, passim.  
2 See Kathleen J. McInnis and Nathan J. Lucas, “What is ‘Building Partner Capacity?’  Issues for Congress,” 

R44313, Washington, DC, Congressional Research Service, 18 December 2015, pp.  38-39. 
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combined total is approximately $2.5 billion.3  These representative disparate data paint a 

picture of not only under-funded and hollow units, but rather the inability of defense institutions 

to bring themselves to make “defense” fit within their existing budgets, in order that they can 

operate effectively.  Clearly, there is an incomplete understanding in many of these post-

communist defense institutions of the need to achieve capability coherence in national defense 

in accordance with Western defense concepts of governance.  In its place, emotive and atavistic 

thinking continues to dominate debates of how these Ministries of Defense and armed forces 

should be managed and employed. 

The question that begs to be addressed is why has the reform of these defense institutions 

been so challenging?  A review of public documents and the literature on European post-

communist defense institutions leads to the conclusion that the primary impediment remains 

largely conceptual.  This article argues that an essential lacuna in both Western and Eastern 

capitals has been a systematic under-appreciation of the deeply antithetical nature of Western 

democratic and communist authoritarian defense and military concepts.  Indeed, there has been 

almost complete ignorance by both Western and Eastern officials of both the import role played 

by concepts, and their inherent antithetical nature thereby creating the inability to coexist within 

an institution.   

By why is this the case?  In Central and Eastern Europe, the officer corps in post-

communist armed forces were largely not purged, and indeed many were allowed to remain in 

their posts and rise to become senior commanders.  Only recently has defense education and 

HRM systems been subject to growing scrutiny by civilian officials.  As such, there should be 

little surprise that old thinking and ways of doing business remains the norm, as opposed to the 

exception.  Even in countries which appear to have adopted some Western concepts and have 

undertaken extensive deployments abroad of formed units (e.g., Poland4 and Slovenia5), they 

continue to exhibit conceptual incoherence, as legacy concepts, assumptions, and indeed even 

their basic institutional logic, inhibit the adoption of Western defense and military norms.   

                                                 
3 United States, Defense Security Cooperation Agency, Foreign Military Sales, Foreign Military Construction 

Sales and Other Security Cooperation Historical Facts, Washington, DC, 30 September 2013.   
4 Poland, White Book on National Security of the Republic of Poland (Warsaw: The National Security Bureau, 

2013), 49.  One source calculated that from 1989 until 2009, some 67,000 soldiers and civilians served 

abroad on UN, NATO, OSCE, and EU operations.  Quoted by Marek Pietras, ‘Poland’s Participation in 

NATO Operations’, in NATO’s European Allies: Military Capability and Political Will, eds. Janne Haaland 

Matlary and Magnus Petersson (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013), 210. 
5 Osterman cites that from 1997 until 2014, some 4,700 personnel served on deployments, some of which have 

been demanding, i.e., Iraq and Afghanistan.  For perspective, the size of the Slovenian Armed Forces in 

October 2014 was 7,214.  See Andrej Osterman, ‘Republic of Slovenia in NATO: Slovenian Armed Forces 

Ten Years Later’, Contemporary Military Challenges 16, no. 3 (October 2014): 49-51 
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This article addresses two key issues.  First, the writer will argue that Western democratic 

and communist defense and military concepts are antithetical.  The purpose of this section is to 

leave the reader in no doubt of the impossibility of such concepts to coexist harmoniously 

within an institution.  Second, evidence will be presented that lends support to the article’s main 

thesis that such legacy concepts are very much alive in European post-communist defense 

institutions.  Thus, it will be argued in the conclusion that absent systematic efforts to expose 

and challenge the legitimacy of existing legacy concepts (and their accompanying assumptions 

and institutional logic), these institutions will continue to exist at best in a state of conceptual 

incoherence, and at worse as zombie-like organizations; not dead, but certainly lacking any 

manifestations of life.    

A clarification is needed.  Communist defense concepts, whilst arguably generally the 

same, are manifested differently in their successor defense institutions.  Space in an article of 

this length does not allow for teasing out of these differences organized in case studies; and in 

consequence, there is an admittedly general treatment of these concepts, whilst unique 

exceptions will be addressed and explained.  More detailed treatment of the unique nature of 

these three typologies of communist defense organizations, with numerous case studies are 

contained in a book manuscript shortly to be published.6  Second, there is no generally-accepted 

understanding of what constitutes “Western” defense concepts.  Even in something as basic as 

the de-centralized tactical decision-making; even amongst Anglo-Saxon armed forces, there are 

slight differences and nuances.7  Commonality increasingly can be found in the growing body 

of NATO doctrinal document, e.g., in operational planning,8 but such publications are almost 

exclusive oriented toward facilitating tactical and operational planning and execution.  Some 

generally suggestive commonality in concepts will be addressed in the two tables that follow 

immediately which have the added benefit of being juxtaposed with their communist conceptual 

counterparts.   

 

 

 

                                                 
6 Thomas-Durell Young, Anatomy of Post-communist European Defense Institutions: Mirage of Military 

Modernity, London: Bloomsbury Academic, forthcoming. 
7 For the U.S. Army’s approach to MDMP see, FM-5, The Operations Process, March 2010, annex B (MDMP) 

and C (Troop Leading Procedures).  The Canadian Armed Forces’ process is found in Canada, Canadian 

Forces Joint Publication 5.0, The Canadian Forces Operational Planning Process, April 2008, see Chapters 

4 and 5.  A description of the approach of the British Army can be found in, J.E. Passmore, RE, “Decision 

making in the military,” The British Army Review, No. 126, Winter 2001- 2002, pp. 43-49. 
8 Supreme Headquarters Allied Powers Europe, “Comprehensive Operations Planning Directive,” 10 September 

2010.  NATO UNCLASSIFIED, Releasable to PfP/EU.   
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UNDERSTANDING THE NATURE OF DIFFERENT CONCEPTS 

A fundamental difference between Western armed forces and their communist counterparts 

is the basic fact that these institutions are designed to act as “thinking” organizations at the 

tactical level and to be able to undertake a range of different missions.  By comparison, 

communist models and most of their legacy armed forces; despite being highly, if narrowly 

trained, were intentionally designed to be incapable of allowing freedom of thought; and 

critically, freedom of action, at the tactical level.  Moreover, they were often reduced to the 

strength of cadre in peacetime, thus never improving or developing.  At Table 1 is a general 

representation of some the key differences of how Western and communist legacy cultures 

continue to condition individuals to operate within their respective institutions’ norms.  The 

norms will be further defined and discussed, but at this early stage they serve the important 

purpose of framing many of the issues which contribute to produce a ‘conceptual divide’.  It is 

not an overstatement to observe within this context that these two normative models and values 

are unquestionably antithetical.  Whereas Western officers and soldiers are expected to be 

‘thinking’ agents in the execution of national policy, their counterparts continue to be plagued 

by communist social and organizational norms which remain incompatible with basic liberal 

democratic values.  The causation for the continuation of these deeply held; and to the Western 

eye perverse, values and behaviors are likely found in a number of explanations.  

Table 1: The Military Conceptual Divide 

 

WESTERN NORMS LEGACY NORMS 

• PRACTICAL 

• DE-CENTRALIZED EXECUTION  

• COMMANDERS ARE EMPOWERED 

• RESULTS ORIENTED 

• LOW SOCIAL CONTEXT 

• SERVE THE TROOPS 

• LOW POWER DISTANCE 

• LOW UNCERTAINTY AVOIDANCE 

• LYING IS UNACCEPTABLE 

• FAILURE IS PRECIOUS 

OPPORTUNITY TO LEARN 

• THEORETICAL 

• CENTRALIZED EXECUTION 

• COMMANDERS ONLY EXECUTE 

• PROCESS ORIENTED 

• HIGH SOCIAL CONTEXT 

• MISTREAT SOLDIERS 

• HIGH POWER DISTANCE 

• HIGH UNCERTAINTY AVOIDANCE 

• LYING IS NOT A SIN 

• FAILURE IS NEVER AN OPTION, BUT 

SHAME AND DISGRACE 

 

In an applied setting, the antithetical nature of the conceptual divide can be vividly 

observed as it relates to the differences between Western and legacy defense institutions in the 
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concept of command, which is compared in Table 2.9  In Western practice, commanders expect 

their subordinates to use critical thinking and their own initiative to solve tactical problems, 

whereas in communist armed forces commanders are expected only to execute orders and 

generally never take the initiative.10 Thus, it should be clear that communist-legacy armed 

forces, on a conceptual level, could not be more different than their Western counterparts. One 

can very easily discern the contemporary manifestations of directed command essentially within 

all successor legacy-defense institutions.  

Table 2:Understanding Western and Communist Legacy Command Concepts 

MISSION COMMAND VERSUS DETAILED COMMAND 

UNPREDICTABLE ASSUMES WAR IS PREDICTABLE 

DISORDER/UNCERTAINTY ACCEPTS ORDER/CERTAINTY 

DE-CENTRALIZATION 

INFORMALITY 

LOOSE REIN ON SUBORDINATES 

SELF-DISCIPLINE 

INITIATIVE 

CO-OPERATION 

ABILITY AT ALL ECHELONS 

HIGHER TEMPO 

TENDS TO LEAD TO CENTRALIZATION 

FORMALITY 

TIGHT REIN ON 

SUBORDINATES 

IMPOSED DISCIPLINE 

OBEDIENCE 

COMPLIANCE 

ABILITY ONLY AT THE TOP 

STASIS 

IMPLICIT 

VERTICAL/HORIZONTAL 

INTERACTIVE AND NETWORKED 

TYPES OF 

COMMUNICATIONS 

EXPLICIT 

VERTICAL 

REACTIVE AND LINEAR 

ORGANIC 

AD HOC 

ORGANIZATION TYPES 

FOSTERED 

HIERARCHIC 

BUREAUCRATIC 

DELEGATE LEADERSHIP STYLES DISEMPOWER AND DIRECT 

ART OF WAR APPROPRIATE TO SCIENCE OF WAR11 

 

It is for this reason that Table 3 is used to establish in a graphic generalization of the 

different conceptual approaches of the three legacy defense institutions laid across the areas of 

                                                 
9 I am indebted to my friend and colleague, Major General Walter Holmes, Canadian Army (Ret), for allowing 

me to use this chart that he developed and used in numerous Communist legacy defense institutions to 

explain this important differentiation.  Of note, he was the last commanding officer of Commander of Allied 

Command Europe Mobile Force (Land). 
10 To see how the Yugoslav National Army (JNA) defined command see, Savezni Sekretarijatzu Narodnu 

Odbranu, Rukovodenje i Komandovanje, IVU-24, Belgrad, Vojnoizdavački Zavod, 1983, pp. 29-37.  
11 Although the term Военное искусство (Voyennoe iskustva) is regularly in use, its implementation is twisted. 
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analysis, with a generic representation of NATO countries, all circa 1989.    What the matrix 

demonstrates is three critically important points.  First, it displays in stark terms the differences 

amongst the three typologies of communist defense institutions and should make the point of 

their differences.  That said, whilst they share many institutional pathologies, due to their 

difference provenance, their subsequent manifestations vary.  Second, the chart should give 

pause to those Western officials who have the task of working co-operatively with these civil 

defense institutions and armed forces with the objective of integrating them into allied military 

structures, particularly as regards to improving their ability to achieve interoperability with 

NATO nations.  Third, in its most primary form, the challenge to effecting closer 

interoperability is clearly conceptual; and therefore, constitutes fundamental obstacles to 

achieving interoperability with Western armed forces.  As these impediments are conceptual in 

nature, they will not be solved employing a purely technical, equipment, or training approach.  

This was recognized some years ago by David Glanz:  

The term interoperability itself has numerous facets and is still ill defined. Nevertheless, 

at a minimum it involves the ability of national forces to operate effectively with NATO forces, 

to be able to assume their NATO-assigned staff responsibilities, and most important, but less 

recognized, to understand and implement Western military concepts. 12 

 

Table 3: Comparison of Communist and NATO Defense Institutions, circa 1989 

 Defense 

institutions 

Policy 

framewor

k 

National level 

command 

Military 

decision-

making 

process 

Concept 

of 

operations 

Logistics Professionali

sm 

S
o

v
ie

t General Staff 

dominated 

Weak Rigid Non-

existent 

Mass Push Weak 

W
ar

sa
w

 

P
ac

t 

Moscow/Genera

l Staff dominated 

Weak Non-extant/under-

developed and 

directed by Moscow 

Non-

existent 

Mass Push Varying from 

weak to 

extant; albeit 

compromised 

Y
u

g
o

sl
av

 

Extant, but 

highly/exclusivel

y militarized 

Extant Mixture of 

centralized 

(Federation) and de-

centralized 

(Republics) 

Extant, but 

basic 

Territorial Push, with 

traces of pull 

Extant, but 

compromised 

N
A

T
O

 

n
at

io
n

s 

Robust civil-

military 

organizations 

Highly 

developed 

Robust and largely 

defined 

Highly 

developed 

and used 

General 

Defense 

Plans /  

Deployme

nt (select 

countries) 

Pull based on 

commanders’ 

requirements 

Highly 

developed 

                                                 
12 David M. Glantz, “Military Training and Education Challenges in Poland, the Czech Republic, and 

Hungary,” Journal of Slavic Military Studies, Volume 11, No. 3, 1998, p. 27.  Italics added. 
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FINDING DIFFERENT CONCEPTS 
 The universally pernicious nature of communism tended to produce common 

characteristics that have impeded an appreciation and adoption of Western defense military 

norms.  They vary by country, as well as in their intensity.  That said, their representation in this 

section will serve to support a contextual understanding that provides a basis against which the 

following section can assess and critique the West’s approach to providing reform assistance, 

and particularly the policy assumptions upon which that have guided their programs.  As will be 

argued, the delta between Western assumptions and Central and Eastern European institutional, 

conceptual, and cultural realities is quite wide and deep, and they begin from first principles. 

 Highly centralized decision-making.  

 If there is one communist-legacy concept that continues to be followed throughout these 

defense institutions; often without any questioning, it is the debilitating centralization of all 

decision-making.  This is a legacy of a highly conceptually coherent Communist concept of the 

armed forces which was predicated on, inter alia, blind adherence to following orders.  Whilst 

appropriate for a totalitarian dictatorship, such concepts have no place in Western democracies.  

A practice result of this legacy is the instinctive reaction that no decision is too small not to be 

passed upwards and even to the Ministry of Defense.  For instance, in the Bulgarian defense 

institution, all invoices and even travel vouchers, must be approved at the deputy ministerial 

level.  With an unbroken line tracing back to communist rule, the specific authorities invested in 

political leadership and military command are generally not defined by law or regulation, but 

rather are simply equated to constituting unbridled power over all subordinates.  Even in more 

reformed communist-legacy defense institutions, centralization tendencies persist, e.g., the 

Polish Chief of Defense (CHOD) is named “first soldier” (Pierwszy Zolnierz RP).  A critically 

important implication (or rather the cause) of the continued use of this concept is that financial 

decision-making essentially is universally centralized in Ministries of Defense.  As a result, 

capability providers, e.g., chiefs of services, do not possess budgets, nor do they often have 

authority over determining the number of personnel they require, and enjoy little understanding 

and support from the Ministry of Defense even amongst the retired officer cadre serving as 

defense officials.  Even in seemingly reformed Slovenia, the CHOD controls no more than 5 

per-cent of his own budget, and the Mid-Term Defense Program is so restrictive as to limit the 

ability of battalion commanders to manage their units’ finances to meet their assigned missions 

and tasks.13  Debilitating centralization can also be found in the all but universal practice of 

                                                 
13 See Branimir Furlan, “Civilian Control and Military Effectiveness: Slovenia,” Armed Forces and Society, 

Volume 39, No. 3, 2012, p. 442. 
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General Staffs continuing to claim authority over tactical-level responsibilities, e.g., training; 

which are performed at the expense of providing support to the Ministry of Defense in 

executing national-level policies and priorities—where they have been determined, that is. 

Absence of critical thinking. 

As a corollary of the concept of centralization of decision-making, the concept that 

strength and military success can only flow from iron and blind discipline has yet to be 

discredited and retired.  Only the most senior leaders are allowed to engage in critical thinking, 

as an essential element of their professional responsibilities.  David Glanz’s observations made 

in 1998 are as true then as they are now, “In fact, in addition to the other military legacies of 

communist rule, because of its pervasiveness, persistence, and intangible nature, the intellectual 

legacy of Soviet rule may prove to be the most difficult problem in the military to overcome.14  

Yet, if one becomes a commander of an armed force, but has never been allowed to engage in 

critical thinking during one’s entire professional career, its advent late in one’s professional life 

is unlikely to prove successful.  As critical thinking is all but not taught in un-reformed and 

largely “civilianized” PME institutions (where rote and passive “learning” remains the norm),15 

it is little wonder that most staff work in these countries is highly under-developed and lacks 

such basic key characteristics as problem-definition, objectivity, trade-off analysis based on 

data, and the development of actionable courses of action.  With some exceptions, one can find 

this weakness at all levels in all legacy defense institutions.  What is maddening is that many 

Central and Eastern European officers have been trained and educated in Western PME 

institutions; and critically, many more have been on demanding international operations (e.g., 

Iraq, Afghanistan, and UN peacekeeping operations).  On operations and international 

exercises, these individuals will demonstrate remarkable fluency in their ability to engage in 

critically analyzing the operational environment.  However, whence returned to his or her 

national environment, these tools are quietly packed away and legacy concepts once again are 

followed. For example, notwithstanding the long record of Polish deployments, official 

                                                 
14 Glantz, “Military Training and Education Challenges,” p. 4.  Italics in the original.   
15 For instance, only 5 percent of the Polish Military Technical University’s student body consists of military 

cadets and government officials have acknowledged that Polish PME responds to the civil market than that 

of the armed forces, which has been a needless drain on the defense budget and has created an impediment to 

achieving deeper professionalization.  See Poland, White Book on National Security, p. 48.  Fortunately, 

recent Polish pronouncements acknowledge how slow PME has been to reform and it is envisaged that 

rationalization and improvement of this oversized sector of the defense institution is finally at hand.  See, 

Beata Gorka-Winter, “Poland,” in Security Sector Reform in Countries of Visegrad and Southern Caucasus: 

Challenges and Opportunities, ed. by Marian Majer, Bratislava, Centre for European and North Atlantic 

Affairs (CENAA), 2013, pp. 95-96. 
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sociological studies have found that soldiers do not feel that they are fully part of decision-

making, and in the Romanian armed forces struggle to enable the delegation of authority and 

improve information flow.16 

Algorithmic approach to problem solving.   

An additional corollary of the systematic discouragement of being allowed to engage in 

critical thinking is the primacy of employing the algorithmic approach to solving all problems.  

In essence, this holds that there is one “scientifically”-based solution (expressed 

mathematically) to all defense planning and management problems.17  This fallacious concept 

has its roots in legacy norms that officials (unless they are senior Party officials) were never to 

be trusted to make any decisions.  As so vividly and bloodily demonstrated by the Soviet Red 

Army in the Second World War, operational planning analysis consisted of the accurate 

application of the correct correlation of forces algorithm to produce the one, scientifically-

determined, solution to an operational move.18  After the Cold War, this legacy approach to 

operational planning by the armed force has even been elevated to providing a conceptual basis 

for national-level defense planning in many countries, e.g., Ukraine.19  This legacy concept is 

closely related to; and feeds into, another legacy norm, that being escaping from the 

responsibility and accountability of one’s own professional actions.  Soviet ideology was based 

on the premise that solutions were scientifically-derived, and therefore, perfect.  Ergo, by 

definition, a scientifically developed algorithm was flawless, and therefore any sub-

performance could be blamed on an individual who did not understand, or did not applied fully 

the algorithm, “science,” or communist ideology.   

Undeveloped defense planning.  

In its most generic sense, Western defense planning is based on the concept that frames 

questions; which once accomplished, can only be solved using human factors, i.e., the use of 

                                                 
16 See Maria Wagrowska, ‘The Polish Soldier between National Traditions and International Projection’, in 

Democratic Civil-Military Relations: Soldiering in 21st Century Europe , New York: Routledge, 2012, 196-

197; and, Charles M. Perry and Dimitris Keridis, Defense Reform, Modernization, and Military Cooperation 

in Southeastern Europe, Herndon, VA: Brassey’s Inc., 2004, p. 110 
17 Albeit written within the context of the Russian armed forces, no one is better at identifying this as a lingering 

characteristic of Communism as found in Christopher C. Locksley, “Concept, Algorithm, Indecision: Why 

Military Reform has Failed in Russia since 1992,” Journal of Slavic Military Studies, Volume 14, No. 1, 

2001, p. 21. 
18 Christopher Donnelly, Red Banner: The Soviet Military System in Peace and War, Coulsdon, Surrey, Jane’s 

Information Group, 1988, pp. 135-137. 
19 See, for example, V. Korendovych, “The Second Defence Review in Ukraine: Preliminary Results and 

Challenges,” Defense Bulletin, No. 2/2010, Kyiv, Defense and Security Policy Centre, p. 10.  
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objective data, rational argument, civil-military collaboration, and consensus-building, to 

develop a range of possible solutions.  Yet, as a direct result of the continued use of communist-

legacy concepts; all these institutions, to varying degrees of intensity, are simply all but 

incapable of consistently conducting rudimentary defense planning.  Notwithstanding early 

optimistic and highly well-informed assessments that a number of legacy defense institutions 

were capable of conducting effective defense planning (e.g., Slovakia),20  subsequent 

performance has demonstrated that conducting effective planning (vice producing financially 

unrealizable plans) remains elusive at best.  To be sure, all of these Ministries of Defense have 

directorates of “defense planning,” and they all draft “defense plans.”  However, it is difficult to 

identify where any of these plans actually have systematically changed the allocation of money, 

personnel distribution, or adjusted structures and what good results were achieved for the 

money spent throughout all these years of transition?   

There are two telling examples of systematic planning failures in these post- communist 

defense institutions.  First, the Slovak Ministry of Defense publically acknowledged in 2013 

that the armed forces personnel structure was seriously unbalanced, 70 per cent of its ground 

equipment was past its life-cycle, and it could reach only 54 per cent of NATO standards to 

achieve interoperability.  The Minister went on to acknowledge that this poor state of affairs 

placed in serious doubt the armed force’s ability to defend the country, let alone meeting its 

international commitments.21  Second, following the development by the Estonian Ministry of 

Defense of its National Defence Development Plan, 2013-2022,22 the National Audit Office 

analyzed the plan in a critical light.  Whilst lengthy, the key negative findings of its report need 

to be cited in full as they represent a revealing view of the state of underdevelopment of 

planning and budgeting, which must be balanced by the perception amongst some Western 

officials that Estonia is managing its defense institution rather well: 

 “Acting for the purpose of attaining the desired defence capacity has not been 

systematically managed. 

 “There were no realistic long-term goals, agreed priorities or approved long-term 

procurement plans for planning and procuring material resources.  

                                                 
20 See, for example, Thomas S. Szayna, “Slovak Civil-Military Relations: A Balance Sheet after Nine Years of 

Independence,” in Civil-Military Relations in Post-Cold War Europe, ed. by Graeme P. Herd, Camberley, 

Conflict Studies Research Centre, 2001, p. 46. 
21 See Slovakia, The White Paper on Defence of the Slovak Republic, Bratislava, Ministry of Defense, 2013, pp. 

16-17; 18, 39 
22 Estonia, Ministry of Defense, National Defence Development Plan, 2013-2022, Tallinn. n.d. 
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 “The Minister of Defence and the Commander of the Defence Forces did not have 

an up-to-date overview of the situation of wartime units for a long period of time. 

 “The Defence Forces are unaware of the extent of the civil resources they can 

count on.”23 

 

From a wider Western perspective, these reports should raise eyes, particularly amongst 

old NATO nation’s capitals, as to the depth of the problem that extends far beyond these two 

countries.   

Too often, Western officials see what they recognize as comparable organizational 

structures and documents and simply assume that their activities and outputs are comparable to 

their Western counterparts.24  Maddeningly, planning directorates do indeed produce “plans,” 

but they are almost always denuded of priorities, nor are they defined by their financial costs, 

let alone sufficiently informed by operational planning analysis (e.g., even in advanced 

Slovenia).25  As such, they are almost always simple aspirations, and not plans.  As a reflection 

of their legacy heritage and Positive law systems, legacy defense officials define plans as 

contracts (with the Parliament, the latter being duty-bound to provide the money, as shown in 

the plan).  There is little institutional acceptance of the need for flexibility to enable the basic 

elements of plans to stay current in light of expected shifts in policies and financial realities.  

Equally, plans are seen as inadaptable after their approval, and indeed, they very often become 

enshrined in law, e.g., the Ukrainian Five Year Development Plans of the Armed Forces.26  In 

short, defense plans resemble Soviet-inspired rigid operational plans which are often translated 

into un-, or inaccurately-costed, development plans.  That such a pernicious legacy persists 

more than 25 years since the end of the Cold War clearly manifests a wide-spread debilitating 

                                                 
23 Estonia, National Audit Office, Effectiveness of formation, maintenance and replenishment of resources 

required for increasing military capability and mobilisation of Defence Forces from 2009-2012 (summary of 

report), Tallinn, 30 May 2013.   
24 The claim that in 1998 the Bulgarian Ministry of Defense established a functioning defense planning 

directorate is an example of the lack of understanding and appreciation of the challenge faced by legacy 

Ministry of Defense to seize and effectively control the defense budget in accordance with policy.  See Piotr 

Dutkiewicz and Plamen Pantev, “Postcommunist Civil-Military Relations in Bulgaria,” in The Evolution of 

Civil-Military Relations in East-Central Europe and the Former Soviet Union, ed. by Natalie Mychajlyszyn 

and Harald von Riekhoff, Westport, Conn., Praeger, 2004, pp. 148-149. 
25 Slovenia, Defence Sector Strategic Review 2009 (DSSR): Summary of Key DSSR 2009 Conclusions, No. 800-

1/2009-189, Ljubljana, Ministry of Defence, 14 October 2009, p. 42. 
26 For instance, the State Program on the Armed Forces Development, which until 2005 was not even co-

ordinated with the Ministry of Finance, let alone fully costed.  James Sherr, “Civil-Democratic Control of 

Ukraine’s Armed Forces: To what End?  By What Means?” in Army and State in Postcommunist Europe, ed. 

by David Betz and John Löwenhardt, London, Frank Cass, 2001p. 72. 
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institutional incapability to undertake such a critically essential national-level task.  Within a 

Western normative context, of course, the task of defense planning, from its first principles, 

must be to make defense “fit” the existing and envisaged defense budget.  This line of argument 

contradicts assertions one almost always hears in legacy defense institutions that reform can 

only occur with additional funding.  The evidence demonstrates that unrealizable national 

defense plans are still being produced throughout the region must be judged as one of the most 

serious challenges to these institutions and constitutes a major failure in Western advice and 

assistance.  That more Western officials are not aware of, and animated by, this fundamental 

weakness is nothing short of surprising.   

Restrictive interpretation of Positive Law. 

Post-communist Positive Law (i.e., Civil Code) has had a highly negative affect on the 

ability, or perhaps willingness, of officials to engage in critical thinking.  Actions are allowed 

only insofar as they are explicitly sanctioned in law.  As such, all activities and authorities are 

narrowly defined and the delegation of authority is highly restricted.  This approach only 

encourages the further centralization of decision-making and produces an environment that 

forbids activity unless it is explicitly allowed in law.  Not surprisingly, this becomes a very 

convenient excuse for many not to lead, let alone take calculated risks to press for change.  In 

consequence, the inability of Ministries of Defense to take an active and dynamic role in 

interpreting the basic foundations for policy, i.e., the Constitution and Defense Acts, tends to 

result in policy needing to be expressed as legislation, as opposed to being interpreted and 

articulated in policy memoranda, or regulations.  Thus, policy is conflated as law which has the 

detrimental effect of impeding, as opposed to facilitating needed, change.  Worse yet, if it is 

assumed that policy must be expressed in detailed legislation, even something as basic as 

“defense planning,” can result in a stand-alone piece of legislation (of 20+ pages in length) 

written by a non-defense planning expert in a very restrictive manner (e.g., Georgia and 

Romania).27  In short, the conflation of law and policy has been a major impediment to enabling 

governments and Ministers of Defense throughout the region from making even the most basic 

of conceptual reforms.   

 

                                                 
27 See the discussion on the weaknesses of the Georgian Law on Defense Planning, No. 4130, 28 April 2006 in, 

Teona Akubardia, “Overview of the Legislation Facilitating the Civil Democratic Oversight of Armed 

Forces in Georgia,” in Tamara Pataraia, ed., Democratic Control over the Georgian Armed Forces since the 

August 2008 War, Geneva, Geneva Centre for the Democratic Control of Armed Forces, 2010, pp. 26-27; 

and, Romania.  Law on Defense Planning, No. 473 of 4 November 2004; repeals Government Ordinance 

No.52/1998 on national defense planning, Monitorul Oficial. Bucharest, No.525, 25 October 2000. 
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Ergo: the absence of policy framework. 

As a result of all of these factors, policy frameworks, even where they exist, are weak.  As 

Edmunds, Cottey, and Forster postulated in 2006, one of the most significant challenges facing 

reforming defense institutions in Central and Eastern Europe is the “distinct problem of 

establishing effective control over defence policy.”28  In effect, institutional and individual 

thinking remains mired in defining “policy” either as out of bounds as within the realm of 

partisan political life (i.e., Politika), or simply to be  provided by “military” officials (via 

“daktrina”, vide infra).29  Consequently, existing policy direction and priorities remain a 

function of personal relationships and a decision-making process often built on personal power, 

as opposed to specified and defined authorities, balanced by individual accountability.  Thus, it 

is common to find published “policy” documents which are completely ignored by the 

bureaucracy, since they are rarely connected to financial decision-making.  In fact, it is equally 

not uncommon that such documents are so general as to be useless to planners,30 or hopelessly 

out-of-date, thereby providing a visible appreciation of the state of underdeveloped policy 

frameworks, disconnected from resource decision-making.  The inability of a Ministry of 

Defense either to promulgate policy that directs every action of the organization; let alone 

ensuring that its policies and priorities are executed, simply is not fully functioning as defined 

by Western concepts of defense governance.  For without such a capability, legacy practices 

and even basic military activities and practices continue unhindered.  For instance, absent 

ministerial-sanctioned contingency planning guidance, it should come to be no surprise that 

these armed forces continue to be oriented to, and trained in accordance with, legacy concepts, 

assumptions, and standards.  For instance, the Slovenian Ministry of Defense has yet to adopt 

practice of placing threats in priority order in its planning documents.31   

In lieu of policy, one can find either full-blown versions, or not so subtle hints, of the 

communist practice that establishing the entire conceptual raison d’être of the armed forces via 

“scientifically” developing Vayennaya daktrina (Военная доктрина) or “military doctrine.”  

This nomenclature has led to no end of confusion for Western officials and analysts as this 

legacy conceptual foundation document has nothing to do with the Western concept of doctrine 

                                                 
28 Timothy Edmunds, Andrew Cottey and Anthony Forster, “Introduction,” in Civil-Military Relations in Post-

Communist Europe: Reviewing the Transition, London, Rutledge, 2006, pp. 5-6. 
29 Reka Szemerkenyi, “Central European Civil-Military Reforms at Risk,” Adelphi Paper 306, London, The 

International Institute for Strategic Studies, 1996, p. 17. 
30 For a recent example of a planning document that essentially does not address the defense budget in any 

meaningful and useful way see, Bulgaria, “Programme for the Development of the Defence Capabilities of 

the Bulgarian Armed Forces 2020,” Sofia. Council of Ministers, September 30, 2015. 
31 See Viktor Potocnik, “Slovenian Armed Forces Size and Character,” Contemporary Military Challenges 

Volume 17, No. 4, December 2015, pp. 32. 
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per se. The former documents are developed employing the most exacting “scientific” standards 

to produce the one document that addressed all aspects of military affairs.  From strategy to 

tactics, military doctrine encapsulates all that was needed to be known, whilst all the while, 

forever reinforcing the concept of total centralization of control.  There was never a question of 

anyone having the authority to interpret daktrina, or that it might contain shortcomings.  Its 

characteristics then can best be thought of as being not philosophical, but rather theological in 

nature, reinforced by its status as having the force of law: it is transgressed at one’s personal 

peril (e.g., Moldova).32  Notwithstanding efforts to reform the defense institution to adopt 

Western defense and military norms the better to be able to respond militarily to Russian 

aggression, the Ukrainian government endorsed a new version of its military doctrine in 

September 2015.33 

Unclear institutional roles/missions. 

Directly related to the issue of a lack of a policy framework is the absence of clarity in 

institutional responsibilities, which is often due to contradictory legislation.  To be sure, this 

issue varies in intensity from country-to-country; yet, as “roles and missions” remain regularly 

contested, and essential subsidiary concepts, such as command authorities, are still unknown, let 

alone defined.  For instance, Darchiashvili documents the contradictory nature of Georgian 

defense and security-related policy documents and legislation in such critical areas as who can 

declare a state of emergency (with or without Parliamentary approval), basic roles and missions 

of the armed forces, let alone possessing legislation sufficiently flexible to co-ordinate between 

the Ministry of Defense and the General Staff.34  As remarkable as it may seem, 

notwithstanding their respective Positive Law traditions, there remains great confusion and 

opacity of the roles and missions of all ministries, let alone within defense institutions 

themselves.  The practice, or perhaps one should say, “culture” of co-ordination and consensus-

building, ranges from under-developed to non-existent, which only compounds the need to 

establish clarity in institutional responsibilities.  Such an endeavour, without doubt, takes on 

added meaning when one considers that most countries in the region possess para-military 

forces with both law-enforcement, as well as national defense, responsibilities in wartime.  It is 

not always clear in most of these countries how these organizations would function in an 

                                                 
32 See Trevor Waters, “The Republic of Moldova: Armed Forces and Military Doctrine,” Journal of Slavic 

Military Studies Volume 11, No. 2, 1998, pp. 88-89. 
33 Ukraine, Ministry of Defense, “Ukraine’s Military Doctrine,” Kyiv, approved by the President of Ukraine, 

No. 555/2015, 24 September 2015. 
34 David Darchiashvili, Security Sector Reform in Georgia, 2004-2007, Tbilisi, Caucasus Institute for Peace, 

Democracy, and Development, 2008, p. 61. 
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international crisis.  The confusion surrounding Georgian government actions in the Georgian-

Russia War of 2008,35 Russian officials’ response to the Beslan hostage crisis in September 

2004, 36 and the lack of a coherent Ukrainian response to the Russian invasion of Crimea and 

support of armed separatists in eastern Ukraine in 2014 provides chillingly representative 

examples.  From a traditional Western perspective, the concept that each discrete role can only 

be led by one organization and others are in support, as well as a basic understanding of the 

concept of escalation, are only slowly being accepted. Finally, the concept of “transfer of 

authority”, whereby formal, structured, tested, and validated procedures that allows the lead for 

specific responsibilities transition through escalation is equally unknown as an essential 

concept, both for national defense, but also for the effective response to national disasters. 

Inadequate force management and development. 

The basic Western conceptual building blocks of force management and force 

development remain alien in the Central and Eastern European region and either simply are not 

formally conducted, or are in their most basic embryonic state.  In simple terms, force 

management is defined as that activity conducted by the defense institution that endeavours 

actively to maintain required capabilities to determined standards of performance.  With the 

possible exceptions of Poland, Slovenia, and Romania, Ministries of Defense and General 

Staffs in the region appear blindly unaware of the essential need for the daily and systematic 

management of the force in its entirety.  Since the requirement for force management has gone 

largely ignored, it is little wonder that force development; which logically should build on the 

continuous examination of the capabilities of the current force in relation to government 

guidance, is equally under-developed.  Hence, the lack of viable procurement programs should 

not be attributed solely to the lingering effects of the 2008 financial crisis, but rather it also 

exposes flaws in how these defense institutions continue to waste precious and limited finances 

on out-dated weapon systems and excess infrastructure (e.g., educational institutions).   

“Capabilities.” 

Directly related to the lack of force management and force development concepts is that 

conceptual defense thinking in the region remains largely tied tightly to legacy concepts of 

“systems” and “platforms,” as opposed to “capabilities.”  Platforms and systems are seen as 

discrete items, conceptually detached from integrative training and logistics, all of which are 

                                                 
35 See Ariel Cohen and Robert Hamilton, “The Russian Military and the Georgian War: Lessons and 

Implications,” Carlisle Barracks, PA, Strategic Studies Institute, June 2011. 
36 Timothy Phillips, Beslan: The Tragedy of School No.1, London, Granta, 2008. 
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needed to create synergies with other systems and produce measurable effects; i.e., capabilities.  

As a planning building-block, capabilities remain all but unknown in most legacy defense 

institutions, not the least of which since many Slavic languages do not possess a distinct word 

for “capability.”37  Moreover, as there has been very little defense procurement of sizable 

Western kit, due to the lack of policy-driven planning and force development processes, the 

mere experience of procuring and then maintaining a major Western-source capability has yet to 

have been experienced first-hand by many of these defense institutions.  Those that have 

procured/obtained a critical mass of Western equipment (e.g., Poland with F-16sC/D Block 52s, 

FFG-7 frigates, Type 209 submarines, and Leopard main battle tanks), have experienced a 

profound shock to their entire defense institutions, and whose implications are still being 

absorbed.  For example, Poland introduced F-16 in 2006, but these aircraft only became 

operational in 2012,38 and were only sent on an operational deployment in July 2016—a full 10 

years after being procured.39  It is clear that Polish defense officials struggled to understand how 

best to employ these multi-role fighters using Western concepts as witnessed by the fact that of 

the 5 deployments made by the Polish Air Force in support of the NATO Baltic Air Policing 

operation, not one of these has yet to be comprised of F-16s, but rather have been undertaken by 

its MiG-29s,40 despite the fact that the latter are ostensibly more expensive to operate.41 

Weak defense civilian cadre.  

With one notable exception (Yugoslav Republics’ Territorial Defense Commands), 

communist armed forces simply did not have civilian defense experts or officials.  The defense 

institutions were thoroughly militarized as there was no perceived need for a cadre of civilian 

“defense,” as opposed to military, experts to provide that necessary objective policy continuity 

and act as a conduit between senior political officials and the armed forces.  The introduction of 

democratic governments in these countries quickly changed the civil-military relationship and 

this gap was quickly filled either by posting active duty officers, retired military officers, or 

inexperienced civilians to Ministries of Defense.  In many countries, active duty and retired 

officers were and continue to be widely posted to Ministries of Defense, notwithstanding having 

precious little understanding of the modern democratic concept of civil-military relations, 

                                                 
37 This term is often mis-defined as “capacity” or “potential.” 
38 Lukas Dycka and Miroslav Mares, “The Development and Future of Fighter Planes Acquisition in Countries 

of the Visegrad Group,” Journal of Slavic Military Studies, Volume 25, No. 4, 2012, p. 544-546; 555. 
39 Remigiusz Wilk, “Polish F-16s Deployed for First Time Ever Combat Operation,” IHS Jane’s 260, 7 July 

2016, http://www.janes.com/article/62046/polish-f-16s-deploy-for-first-ever-combat-operation 
40 “15 Years in NATO,” Warsaw, Ministry of National Defense Republic of Poland, 2014, p. 16. 
41 Barre R.  Sequin, “Why did Poland Choose the F-16s?”, Occasional Papers Series No. 11,  Garmisch-

Partenkirchen, George C. Marshall Center, June 2007, p. 11. 
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rendering the civilian defense cadre conceptually handicapped by legacy concepts and norms.  

The result of this dearth in the quality and quantity of civilian expertise has been the 

continuation of a military-orientation of defense institution that has only begun to diminish, but 

not in all countries.42   In fact, one can make a strong argument that the lack of a cadre of 

experienced civilian defense officials has, inter alia, impeded the development of a policy-

framework.  

False cognates.  

A final element of the division that continues to inhibit better mutual understanding 

between Western and legacy minds is the challenge posed by language.  Whereas differentiation 

in concepts and principles are; at times, obvious, less understood is the impediment of language 

to achieving greater intellectual interoperability.  Given that lexica exist to convey conceptual 

meaning, it is a tricky challenge to be able to convey the true meaning of a basic Western 

military concept when partners’ languages either have no direct equivalent word or, worse yet, 

there exists false cognates, or the concept is simply unknown.43  As seen in the case of policy 

and doctrine, false cognates are essentially omnipresent in discussions and communications 

between West and legacy defense institutions, and are rarely rectified.  Even basic definitions 

(i.e., battalions, warships, and combat aircraft) present challenges.  For instance, in most legacy 

defense institutions, these terms have different meanings from their Western usage.  By this, in 

the Western context, a generic “infantry battalion” consists of +/- 600 soldiers and officers who 

have been through a full regime of individual, collective, and leadership training, with sufficient 

fuel, practice ammunition, a formal annual training cycle, exercise program, etc., all of which 

builds habitual relationships with combat support, and combat service support, formations.  

Anything less than all of these elements degrades its ability to be operational and suitable for 

deployment.  In the minds of still too many legacy officers, a bona fide infantry battalion can 

                                                 
42 This is humorously recounted apropos Hungary by Pál Dunay in “The Half-Hearted Transformation of the 

Hungarian Military,” in Civil-Military Relations in Post-Communist Europe, p. 21. 
43 Soukupova illustrates the challenges of understanding Czech translations of English documents: “Czech-

written documents are full of English military phraseology, which when consulted against attached 

dictionaries of used terms do not correlate with the intended Czech meaning.  Moreover, English phrases are 

adopted from American, British and NATO official military dictionaries at the same time and are very often 

mixed up throughout one document.  As many Czechs from the security sector speak very little English and 

come from a very different educational background compared to their West counterparts, semantic 

interoperability becomes a problem when analysing any text.  Perhaps the most striking evidence of this is a 

Czech term ‘schopnosti NEC’, which literarily translates as ‘capabilities of network enabled capabilities.’”  

Kristina Soukupova, “The Influence of Civil-Military Relations on the Implementation of Network Enabled 

Capabilities as a Transformation Driver and Security Sector Consolidation Catalyst in the Czech Republic,” 

Ph.D. dissertation, London, King’s College London, March 2010, p. 7.  



20 

 

consist of only 20 percent of its authorized manpower, conduct little, or no, collective training, 

and exercises can be episodic and “scripted”, and with only minor interactions with combat 

support and service support formations.  To the Western mind, an infantry battalion needs these 

enabling components in order to qualify as a “capability,” whereas in a legacy environment, 

whatever has been determined by senior officials constitutes a universal truth.   

WHY CONCEPTUAL DIFFERENCES CONTINUE TO EXIST 
Whilst the evidence is strong that legacy defense institutions struggle to overcome their 

communist inherences, an explanation as to why these concepts continue to be found 

throughout the region; despite the ostensible adoption of Western democratic norms and values, 

arguably is two-fold.  The first relates to the antithetical nature of Western and communist 

defense and military concepts.  The second is a function of the fact that Western policy of 

providing advice and assistance continues to under-estimate the challenge of transforming these 

defense institutions due to a lack of appreciation of the strong role played by culture.   

As regards the first point, the West made a fundamental error of determining that the best 

means of engaging with its former enemies was via the use of military diplomacy, as opposed to 

basing it on professional military honesty, in the development of relationships with these 

communist armed forces.  Thus, the policy choice of deliberately designing condition-specific 

policies to assist these organizations to undertake the necessary painful reforms to adopt in 

order to become a defense institution in a democracy was sacrificed for the nebulas objective of 

“relationship-building,” dubiously based on the principles of mutual-respect and equality.  At 

the heart of the matter, the West’s approach; perhaps not even intentionally, was founded on the 

erroneous premise, so presciently described by Clemmesen and Ulrich, of the existence of a 

commonality in their respective definitions of military professionalism.44  As communist 

governance is loyalty-based, whilst the governance in Western democracies is merit-based 

(exceptions aside), it is obvious, that professionalism in both is based on completely different 

sets of values  limiting both worlds to communicate with mutually false cognates.  As such, the 

general approach to providing advice and assistance has been founded on the principles that 

existing security assistance and security cooperation programs, with minor adjustment,45 were 

                                                 
44 Michael H. Clemmesen, “Integration of New Alliance Members: The Intellectual-Cultural Dimension,” 

Defense Analysis, Volume 15, Number 3, December 1999, p. 261-272; and, Marybeth Peterson Ulrich, 

Democratizing Communist Militaries: The Case of the Czech and Russian Armed Forces, Ann Arbor, The 

University of Michigan Press, 2000; see particularly pp. 108-153. 
45 For example, Expanded-International Military Education and Training.  See Andrew Cottey and Anthony 

Forster, “Reshaping Defence Diplomacy: New Roles for Military Cooperation and Assistance,” Adelphi 

Paper 365, London, The International Institute for Strategic Studies, 2004, pp. 9-10. 
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suitable to supporting reform.  In effect, Western armed forces were largely delegated the lead 

in defining requirements and providing advice and assistance.  It should not be surprising, 

therefore, that these institutions defined the problem as military-technical (and not political and 

cultural-dependent), to be addressed with training, specifically at the tactical level.  That 

institutional reform implies concurrent institutional destruction and recognition of its inherent 

political nature are realities that have largely been avoided.   

Fundamentally, Western officials have grossly under-estimated the deep and pernicious 

roots of communist concepts.  Equally long under-appreciated has been the fact that as Western 

and legacy concepts are antithetical in nature, by definition, they cannot co-exist in a functional 

sense (i.e. they cannot co-function) in an organization.  Hence, one finds littered throughout 

legacy defense institutions a plethora of Western concepts, models, and processes that have 

been ostensibly adopted.  In reality, upon examination, what one often finds is that these 

Western “gifts” have been laid (as stickers, labels or banners) atop their corresponding legacy 

concepts.  As they are antithetical, the results have been to degrade the ability of these 

organizations to function effectively either as a legacy, or a Western-oriented defense 

institution.  This has resulted in creating “conceptual spaghetti” (see Figure 1).  A representative 

example of this condition can be found in the experience of the Serbian Ministry of Defense’s 

introduction of programming budgeting which was implemented by integrating the method into 

the legacy financial management system, and consequently, has yet to function as envisaged.46 

Figure1 

Conceptual “Spaghetti” 

 

 

 

Apropos the issue of culture, one would be well advised never to underestimate its 

overwhelming influence manifested in its governance, particularly in the context of “nations” 

which have been long-dominated and suppressed by foreign powers and where national 

                                                 
46 Robert M. McNab, “Implementing Program Budgeting in the Serbian Ministry of Defense,” Public Budgeting 
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institutions have been able to develop a high degree of resiliency to exogenous pressures as an 

essential mechanism for survival.  In the particular case of Central and Eastern Europe, it is 

clear that most of these societies continue to struggle to overcome their recent historical 

experience of communism where a culture of distrust was pervasive.  It is little wonder that 

despite some 25 years since the fall of communism, Branko Milanovic calculates that only 10 

per-cent of the population of these countries have experienced economic prosperity greater than 

they enjoyed at independence.  These failed transitions have resulted in messy politics and 

ineffectual governance.47 

There is little evidence to support the contention that Western officials even today have 

determined the need to gain a greater understanding of the cultural conditions as they affect 

defense of the countries in Central and Eastern Europe, thereby better informing Western policy 

and decision-making.  Which is unfortunate, as such an understanding is so clearly needed.  For 

solely illustrative purposes, Geert Hofstede is one amongst many experts who have developed 

methods by which one can study the difference between and amongst cultures.48  There are 

other methods to be sure, but a brief review of some of the data discerned by Hofstede’s 

research can be used simply to illustrate the variance of key cultural norms between Western 

nations and their counterparts in Central and Eastern Europe.  To be sure, countries in this 

region are hardly homogenous, but those variations argue still for a more informed and nuanced 

understanding of those key cultural norms.  As incomplete as the Hofstede data is, a review of 

these data at Annex A reveals some useful insights of the degree to which Western and Eastern 

cultural norms are significantly dissimilar (data for the United States is represented for 

comparative purposes).  If one only reviews two cultural variables, power distance49 and 

uncertainty avoidance,50 insight can be quickly gleaned.  

First, if some Western societies (e.g., Anglo-Saxon and Nordic countries) can be typified 

as having “low” power distances, those in the East (particularly after the experience of 

communism) conversely have generally a “high” degree of power-distance (e.g,, Bulgaria, 

Poland, Romania, and Slovakia).  To support this line of argument, in the case of Slovakia 

where power distance is scored to be at a maximum high of 100, a report by a Slovak think-tank 

                                                 
47 Milanovic is an economist at the City University of New York.  His blog (http://glineq.blogspot.com/) is cited 

by David Brooks, “The Legacy of Fear,” The New York Times, 10 November 2015. 
48 Geert Hofstede, Culture's Consequences: Comparing Values, Behaviors, Institutions and Organizations 

across Nations, 2nd Edition, Thousand Oaks, CA, Sage Publications, 2001, passim; and, Geert Hofstede, 

Gert Jan Hofstede, Michael Minkov, Cultures and Organizations: Software of the Mind, 3rd Edition, New 

York, McGraw-Hill, 2010, passim. 
49 The degree to which less powerful members of a culture both accept, and expect, an inequality of power 

distribution.   
50 The degree to which a member of a culture accepts, or rejects, uncertainty/ambiguity.   
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advocated the need for regular consultations between the President and the CHOD, as well as 

the Minister of Defense’s collegium to enable more informed decision-making.51  In other 

words, power remains centralized at the top of an organization and delegation of authority is 

rarely allowed, and this is not seen, culturally, as constituting a problem.  This has direct 

applicability for defense institutions in many ways.  Western-style mission-command and 

military decision-making processes (the foundation stones on which liberal democratic military 

concepts and assumptions are based) are incomprehensible to legacy officers and soldiers 

within their national respective contexts.  Moreover, hardly extant, and in some cases non-

existent, “force management” practices can be explained by the fact that force management 

requires an ongoing institutional dialogue with those in tactical formations accurately reporting 

problems, proposing solutions, and arguing requirements, where truth must be spoken to power.  

Finally, as regards this reality, in cultures with high power distance, only the most carefully 

reviewed and considered advice and assistance programs should be considered that wishes to 

introduce concepts that necessitate devolution of power and authority, e.g., introduction of 

professional NCOs.   

Second, Hofstede’s other highly relevant cultural characteristic is uncertainty avoidance.  

Cultures with a high incidence of this norm are Bulgaria, the three Baltic and  the Czech 

Republic.  In these cultures, individuals are self-limiting when confronted with challenges 

outside a societal norm, out of fear of losing status and stature within society.  Thus, problem-

solving on one’s own initiative, which would be a self-evident task in Western armed forces, 

will be difficult to encourage out of fear by individuals of unknown outcomes coming from 

“above.”   

The purpose of examining these data is not to make sweeping or broad generalizations that 

hold for all cases.  Rather, the point is that these data show some significant societal and 

cultural divergences between Western and Central/Eastern European cultures that make 

adopting Western defense and military concepts a serious challenge.  Where the data establishes 

clear differences speaks to the need for a deeper understanding of the culture of each particular 

country.  It should be clear that the successful transition by legacy armed forces based on 

Western concepts and assumptions would be greatly enhanced with a full understanding of; 

inter alia, how to overcome, or perhaps even co-opt, these ingrained cultural traits.   

One should also note that there is an extensive literature on a variety of subjects that relate 

directly to providing a greater understanding of culture to the diffusion of military innovation, 
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not to mention useful insights that can be gleaned from studies of strategic culture.52  A recent 

edited work systematically presents a series of case studies to ascertain the conditions on which 

military innovation can be transmitted.  En bref, the contributors agree that “The process of 

diffusion appears far less deterministic and much more vulnerable to local conditions than the 

system view suggests.”  Organizational research also demonstrates that the adoption and 

implementation of foreign models is challenging.53  Historical research reveals no clear 

explanation of why the diffusion of military innovation and technology was successful in some 

countries and periods (e.g., Meiji Japan), yet were failures in others (e.g., Nineteenth Century 

Ottoman Empire).  “These puzzles demonstrate the contingent nature of the diffusion process 

and suggest the need to search for factors that explain the remarkably wide-range of responses 

to innovation across societies, organizations, cultures, contexts, and historical epochs.”54  

Critically, Goldman and Eliason argue  

A concerted effort to broaden and deepen “intellectual interoperability” 

within the context of NATO and other institutions of the growing democratic 

security community, while beneficial, may require finding common ground 

culturally as well as politically and militarily.”55 

 

 To conclude this section, a strong case can be made that only by defining the problem 

differently will Western efforts be capable of understanding and addressing the antithetical 

nature of persistent and pernicious communist legacy concepts, defense planning assumptions, 

and an institution’s internal logic.  It is solely on the basis of such an improved understanding 

that governments in the region can be enabled to develop solutions that effectively replace their 

inherited communist concepts with a nuanced understanding of liberal democratic-derived 

concepts of defense governance.  By extension, it is essential for all donner NATO nations to 

change their own policies, concepts, assumptions, programs, and indeed institutional logic, 

when designing and managing reform projects in allied/partner’s defense institutions.  This is 

essential as the previous experience over the past 25 years demonstrates that existing Western 

                                                 
52 Space does not allow the treatment of this important field of study as it relates to this essay.   For a useful 

treatment of the strategic cultures in Central and Eastern Europe (albeit with some exceptions) see Heiko 

Biehl, Bastian Giegerich, and Alexandra Jonas, eds., Strategic Cultures in Europe: Security and Defence 

Policies across the Continent, in Schriftenreihe des Zentrums für Militärgeschichte und Sozialwissenschaften 

der Bundeswehr, Volume 13, Wiesbaden, Springer VS, 2013. 
53 Emily Goldman and Leslie Eliasen, eds., Adaptive Enemies, Reluctant Friends: The Impact of Diffusion on 

Military Practice, Stanford, Stanford University Press, 2003, p. 8. 
54 See Virginia Aksan, Ottoman Wars, 1700-1870: An Empire Besieged, New York, Longman Publishing 

Group, 2007. 
55 Goldman and Eliasen, eds., Adaptive Enemies, Reluctant Friends, 2003, p. 391. 
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policies have not worked particularly well.  Furthermore, this suggested new approach arguably 

could be applicable to the whole process of transformation that is at the core of NATO as an 

organization and of defense change management in each of its member states.   

CONCLUSION 
 Notwithstanding the investment of considerable Western resources and legacy 

governments’ political capital, the transformation of post-communist defense institutions 

remains very much a work in progress; even after +/-25 years.  The results of this uneven 

evolution of reform has been incapable of preventing  a growing dysfunctionality in the region’s 

defense institutions at worst (arguably Slovakia by its own public admission)56 and 

underperforming ones at best (e.g., Poland, Slovenia, and Romania).  The continued presence of 

communist-legacy platforms and systems in these armed forces, coupled with their inability to 

divest themselves of legacy concepts, assumptions, and indeed institutional logic, has produced, 

to varying degrees, capability incoherence.  This essay has argued that causation for this 

inability to adopt Western defense and military concepts has been the failure by both Western 

and Eastern officials to recognize the dominating role that continues to be played by the 

persistence of communist-legacy concepts imbedded in these defense institutions.  Albeit hardly 

exhaustive, the list of concepts that continue to dominate the functioning of these organizations 

are the centralization of decision-making, an absence of critical thinking, an algorithmic 

approach to problem solving, under-developed defense planning capabilities, a restrictive 

interpretation of Positive Law, the absence of policy frameworks, unclear institutional roles and 

missions, inadequate force management/development, difficulty defining defense outcomes as 

constituting capabilities, a weak defense civilian cadre, and conceptual false cognates.   

Despite the investment of considerable Western resources and political capital by some 

reforming Eastern officials, communist-legacy military concepts continue to provide much of 

the “intellectual software” that operates these defense institutions.  Whilst Eastern politicians 

and officials can be faulted for not consistently endeavouring to root out and retire legacy 

concepts and assumptions with the objective of changing the operating logic of these 

organizations, Western officials must also come under criticism.  There has been very little 

effort to optimize policy by donor nations; and indeed including the NATO International Staff 

and allied commands, to recognize the continued wide-spread existence of communist concepts 

and the need to develop engagement methods that at least control for, and at best overcome, the 

existence of these obstacles to these countries adopting Western defense and military concepts.  

This must become the preferred means of advising and providing assistance to these defense 
                                                 
56 Slovakia, The White Paper on Defence of the Slovak Republic, 2013, pp. 16-17; 18, 39. 
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institutions as opposed simply to encourage them superficially to lay new concepts on top of 

their legacy counterparts.   

But let there be no mistake that both Western and particularly Eastern politicians and 

officials need quickly to come to terms with accepting that democratic and communist defense 

and military concepts are inherently antithetical.  There is an immediate need for the 

development of country- and culturally-aware methods and means to assist these countries 

systematically to identify communist-legacy concepts, create policies to exculpate them from 

the institution, and adapt Western concepts optimally suited to their conditions and 

requirements so as to avoid producing yet more conceptual spaghetti.  Albert Einstein 

presciently observed that the definition of insanity is doing the same thing repetitively whilst 

expecting different results.  Unless Western officials recognize the depth of the problem at 

hand, it is dangerously close to fitting this troubling diagnosis. 
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