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Abstract 

A systematic and critical review of literature of Canada’s engagement in Afghanistan and 

of the so-called comprehensive approach—that is, “commonly understood principles and 

collaborative processes that enhance the likelihood of favourable and enduring outcomes 

within a particular situation” (UK 2006)—has demonstrated that this approach has not been 

theorised or modelled since Afghanistan. This article thus proposes to theoretically model 

the comprehensive approach in order to provide executive managers with a more 

synergistic construct. It is based on six dimensions: The situational context, socio-culture, 

organisational structure, strategic policies, systemic processes and synergy dynamics. This 

theoretical model allows us to tackle some of the fundamental lessons learned, namely from 

Canada’s engagement in Afghanistan, with a view to applying them generally to the UN’s 

future engagements. In particular, it is found that synergy is the central theme underlying 

the comprehensive approach, also called the integrated approach. Thus, constructing a 

theoretical model from this dynamic synergy dimension is key as to provide greater effects. 
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Constructing Canada’s Synergistic Model: 

Lesson from Afghanistan 

Introduction 

This article considers a previous critical review of literature on the comprehensive 

approach and Canada’s engagement in Afghanistan, in order to propose a more 

theoretically grounded executive management model. By employing grounded theory, 

having retained a corpus of 178 texts on the topic and having analysed their content, 

iterations of an executive management model were done, and a theoretical model is 

proposed that could generally be applied in similar future engagements, and generally 

during unconventional warfare, asymmetric conflicts, insurgencies and their related crises. 

 

As such, this article considers Canada’s engagement in Afghanistan as the background 

within which the study of the comprehensive approach as a phenomenon can take place. 

Working from grounded theory with the aim of developing an executive management 

model, we retained 178 texts and we analysed their content in order to hermeneutically 

interpret codes and categories, as well as to meta-analyse these 178 texts for correlations.  

 

Following a previous critical review of literature, three important contributions were found, 

namely the security apparatus, the political strategy and the emerging normative. There 

were also three serious limitations identified, namely the efficiency assumption, the 

international relations aspect and intellectual complexity. These strengths and weaknesses 

are taken into account in this theoretical model in order to build on the former and offset 

the latter. 

 

The literature reviewed also helped construct the six fundamental dimensions for our 

executive management model, which are the situational context, socioculture, 

organisational structure, strategic policies, systemic processes and synergy dynamics. 

Following the lessons learned, this article further proposes that synergy is a fruitful and 

promising avenue for the further theorisation of the so-called comprehensive approach. 
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Canada’s Engagement 

Canada’s engagement in Afghanistan started in October 2001 when a small contingent of 

Canadian Special Operations Forces operators was initially deployed in direct support to 

the United States in the aftermath of the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks (Horn and 

Balasevicius 2007, 13–14). By February 2002, Canada’s first battle group was deploying 

to Afghanistan, while Canada launched its own Operation Athena in early August 2003.1 

Not long after, the first mentions of the three Ds of defence, diplomacy and development 

started to appear within Canada’s engagement in Afghanistan to identify the early 

contribution of the three respective departments involved. Thus “It was the Canadian 

government that originally developed the 3D concept, later adopted by many other 

governments” (Friis and Jarmyr 2008, 4), and more specifically by numerous NATO allies. 

 

When Canada assumed leadership of the Kandahar Provincial Reconstruction Team in 

2005, discussion of the whole-of-government approach started to appear.2 By their 

presence and coordination efforts, Provincial Reconstruction Teams have certainly brought 

aid and reconstruction into regions that were neglected. They also signal that a simplistic 

Manichean military approach has been abandoned for a more comprehensive 

understanding of the conditions that will facilitate a durable solution to the violence in 

Afghanistan and beyond (Smith 2007, 19). At the time, the Kandahar Provincial 

Reconstruction Team was composed of approximately 350 military, police, foreign affairs, 

correctional services and development personnel with the mission of assisting Afghans 

with the provision of security, governance and development.3 The practice was less than 

the whole of government, however, still alluding to a few key departments from Canada—

namely National Defence, Foreign Affairs, Public Safety and Canada’s International 

Development Agency. Although the concept had evolved from the three Ds of defence, 

                                                 

 

1 Canada—Operation Athena, http://www.forces.gc.ca/en/operations-abroad-past/op-athena.page 
2 Canada (2005), “International Policy Statement.” 
3 USAID (2006), “Provincial Reconstruction Teams (PRTs) in Afghanistan: An Interagency Assessment.” 

http://www.forces.gc.ca/en/operations-abroad-past/op-athena.page
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diplomacy and development to the whole-of-government, Canada’s engagement in 

Afghanistan still remained largely marked by the original structuralist and stovepipe idea. 

 

In the Canadian context, it took until 2008, after Canada’s engagement in Afghanistan had 

moved to the southern province of Kandahar in 2005–2006—and more specifically, 

following the release of the report of the Independent Panel on Canada’s Future Role in 

Afghanistan, also known as the Manley Report, in January 20084—for the comprehensive 

approach to emerge. It seemed that previous intellectual efforts at the idea had not reached 

maturity in Canada, while the United Nations in particular had been promoting an 

integrated mission planning process for some time, since 2006.5 NATO had also discussed 

the comprehensive approach at its 2006 Riga Summit, leading to the publication of its 

“Comprehensive Political Guidance.”6 But Manley’s main recommendation was simply 

that “The objective of this diplomatic effort should be to raise Canada’s voice, 

commensurate with the Canadian contribution in Afghanistan, to establish a 

comprehensive political-military strategy.” From a Canadian perspective, the idea thus 

started to grow around the requirement for a comprehensive approach, from 2008 onwards. 

However, the end of combat operations in July 2011 also signalled the end of Canada’s 

comprehensive approach in Afghanistan, with the withdrawal of most capabilities. This 

provides a circumvented and crucial background so to study the comprehensive approach. 

 

Comprehensive Approach 

Within the Canadian government, Ottawa has espoused the importance of whole-of-

government approaches in its strategies and activities in Afghanistan, Haïti and the Sudan 

(Patrick and Brown 2007). Indeed, the whole-of-government approach required the 

Canadian Armed Forces to work closely with other government departments and other 

government agencies to achieve operational goals. But preparing members to work with a 

                                                 

 

4 Canada (2008), “Independent Commission on the Future of Canada in Afghanistan” (Manley Report). 
5 UNITED NATIONS – UN (2006), Integrated Missions Planning Process (IMPP). 
6 NATO (2006), Comprehensive Political Guidance, Endorsed by NATO Heads of State and Government. 
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multiplicity of players in a non-traditional role (i.e., enabling development and diplomacy) 

demanded a new way of thinking (Mulroney 2007). It can thus be said that the three Ds of 

defence, diplomacy and development, as well as the whole-of-government approach, have 

been the evolutionary precursors to the comprehensive approach. However, the key 

structural idea according to Lévi-Strauss’s structuralist theory (1958), is that a 

deterministic perspective, that pre-empts a more integrated model from emerging, had been 

the most central theoretical theme underlying the so-called comprehensive approach. 

Comprehensiveness basically means to address the range of threats and challenges 

by the full menu of instruments in order to contribute to overall stability and 

security. On the implementation level though, there is no single common 

understanding on the essentials of a comprehensive approach. There is broad 

agreement that in the international realm, it implies the pursuit of an approach 

aimed at integrating political, security, development, rule of law, human rights, and 

humanitarian dimensions of international missions and operations. (EU 2008) 

 

As such, it appears that the very idea of structural integration was central to the 

comprehensive approach that an overarching form of organisation had since become a 

requirement. Indeed, today the 3Ds concept has become a general catch-phrase for the 

comprehensive approach because it so concisely captures the main axis of the 

interrelationship (Friis and Jarmyr 2008, 4). In Canada, the whole-of-government approach 

has become the pendant of the comprehensive approach, probably for the lack of an 

overarching integrated and comprehensive framework. The whole-of-government 

approach has become a familiar mantra among Canadian military officers and government 

bureaucrats when they describe the unique way that this country embarks on overseas 

missions. The idea is straightforward: “Government departments and agencies, aligned 

with the military, working together as a team for the desired outcome” (Pugliese 2014). 

This approach is particularly understood as a requirement during counterinsurgency 

operations, where international forces try to convince the local population against the 



Constructing Canada’s Synergistic Model: Lesson from Afghanistan 

 

Synergistic Model Eric Dion © All rights reserved, 2017 Page 6 of 35. 

 

insurgencies.7 But limiting the comprehensive approach only to the governmental aspects 

through 3D or whole-of-government approach leaves out other non-structural dimensions 

required of comprehensiveness. Such a structural 3D or whole-of-government approach 

does not help address some of the more fundamental, root causes of insurgencies required 

for conflict resolution, such as the economy and sociocultural aspects of the insurgencies: 

“We can’t solve problems using the same kind of logic we used when we created them” – 

Albert Einstein. 

 

By definition, the comprehensive approach literally entails “Commonly understood 

principles and collaborative processes that enhance the likelihood of favourable and 

enduring outcomes” (UK 2006, 9). This definition offers a much more sociocultural, 

systemic and even dynamic perspective in that it relates to ideas of common understanding 

as well as collaboration, while ensuring positive and lasting outcomes. The comprehensive 

approach presents the distinctively unique, holistic perspective required in order to face 

complex conflicts and insurgencies, such as is the current Allied engagement in Iraq and 

Syria.8 As the UK government aptly noted following its own comprehensive approach, 

“The point of war is not just to win but to make a better peace.”9 Henceforth, a 

multidimensional and more holistic perspective on the comprehensive approach is 

required, deconstructing our traditional paradigm of organisations working in isolation and 

trying to (re)connect horizontally through new structures.10 “The comprehensive approach 

holds significant promise for governments in search of more holistic approaches to security 

challenges such as Afghanistan” (Gammer 2012, 11). Thus fundamentally, an integrated 

and comprehensive approach is required. And indeed, “The comprehensive approach not 

only makes sense—it is necessary.”11 

 

                                                 

 

7 Johnson, Thomas H., M. Chris Mason, (2008), “All Counterinsurgency Is Local.” 
8 US Combined Joint Task Force—Op Inherent Resolve (CJTF–OIR), Central Command (CENTCOM). 
9 UK (2010), “The Comprehensive Approach: The Point of War Is Not Just to Win but to Make a Better 

Peace.” 
10 Pugliese (2014), “‘Whole of Government’ Is Old Wine in a New Bottle.” 
11 NATO (2010), http://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/opinions_66727.htm (accessed January 16, 2016).   

http://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/opinions_66727.htm
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Methodology 

Following a preceding critical review of the literature on the comprehensive approach,12 

three important contributions and three serious limitations were noted. Indeed, an 

efficiency assumption, international relations and intellectual complexity were noted as 

serious limitations, whereas the security apparatus, political strategy and emerging 

normative were noted as important contributions to the literature on this crucial topic. As 

a follow-on, this article thus asks the central question: How can we model the 

comprehensive approach in a more synergistic management perspective? The idea is to 

offer executives a theoretical model that could support their strategic thinking in the case 

of Canada’s future engagements, such as in Iraq and the Levant, the Middle-East, Eastern 

Europe and perhaps even here at home, in the Arctic and during domestic or regional crisis. 

 

“Strategy is linked to a strategic thinker’s view of how the organisation should operate and 

function” (Hambrick and Frederickson 2001, 20; in Steptoe-Warren 2011, 243). In this 

strategic management perspective, Canada’s engagement in Afghanistan provided the 

crucial case from which grounded theory methodology was employed. This case is thus 

crucial because it is the only instance so far in which the so-called comprehensive approach 

has been deliberately cited as a key construct of the mission: “A crucial case is one in which 

a theory that passes empirical testing is strongly supported and one that fails is strongly 

impugned” (George and Bennett 2005, 9). This article thus aims to provide a theoretical 

model to support executive management, and it further asks what the major dimensions of 

this Canadian comprehensive approach are, and how can we theoretically model them? 

 

Systemic Perspective 

In order to construct a valid and reliable theoretical model for the comprehensive approach, 

a systemic perspective was fundamental to consider the implications of a holistic view. 

Systems approach refers to the holistic and comprehensive analysis of complex and 

intensely challenging problems. The systems approach represents a growing body 

                                                 

 

12 Dion (2014), “Canada’s Comprehensive Approach in Afghanistan: A Critical Review of Literature.” 
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of transdisciplinary knowledge about the structure, behavior, and dynamics of 

change within a specific category of complex systems known as Complex Adaptive 

Systems, i.e.: open evolutionary systems in which the components are strongly 

interrelated, self-organizing, and also dynamic (Sanders 2003, 2).  

 

Systems approach appeared as a promising avenue to transcend the inherently positivistic 

stance of the strategic management ontology. Thus, the systemic approach, well-

documented in academic literature but more so in business administration than in public 

administration, can prove very fruitful for a comprehensive theoretical modelling. From 

our own experience and expertise as a strategist, we appreciate that short-sighted 

disciplinary views are in fact the root causes of some of our most critical shortcomings. In 

essence, if a comprehensive approach is the answer to some of our more fundamental 

security concerns, then a more opened ontology is thus required, which can incorporate 

different positions. This perspective provides for a system-of-systems view, where issues 

are seen more holistically within a larger strategic management perspective. The recent 

Design and Systems Thinking Symposium13 held by The Centre for National Security 

Studies (CNSS) at the Royal Military College St-Jean, is one example of systems thinking. 

 

Grounded Theory 

To answer its underlying questions, this research has employed the principles of grounded 

theory as outlined within The Discovery of Grounded Theory by Glaser and Strauss (1967). 

This theory-generation methodology is best suited for cases where there are no apparent or 

underlying models or theories. From this methodology, we thus started by searching for 

the subject of the comprehensive approach within the literature, looking to find the 

dimensions of the underlying theoretical model in a system-of-systems perspective: 

Grounded Theory methods consist of systematic, yet flexible guidelines for 

collecting and analysing qualitative data to construct theories from the data 

themselves. Thus researchers construct a theory “grounded” in their data. Grounded 

                                                 

 

13Centre for National Security Studies (CNSS):  https://www.cfc.forces.gc.ca/237/394-eng.html  

https://www.cfc.forces.gc.ca/237/394-eng.html
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Theory begins with inductive data and analysis, uses comparative methods, and 

keeps you interacting with the data and emerging analysis. (Charmaz 2014, 1) 

 

Within this article, a model is understood as the visual, approximate representation of a 

phenomenon, and a theory is understood as a set of abstract and general propositions of 

this same phenomenon. Indeed, according to Denscombe (1998, 240), “A theory is a 

proposition about the relationship between things,” which grounded theory seeks to 

produce. In our search for a theory of the so-called comprehensive approach, we searched 

for documents that in the first instance contained the expression comprehensive approach. 

Documents were read and analysed, both qualitatively by hermeneutically coding and 

categorising them, and quantitatively by searching for the occurrence of keywords within 

the texts themselves. This research followed the principles of grounded theory as outlined 

by Glaser and Strauss, and so there was no predetermined number of texts to read. Rather, 

theoretical saturation of the categories (dimensions) according to our interpretative analysis 

and subsequent quantitative analysis was the goal for our content analysis. This saturation 

was achieved after having analysed and meta-analysed 178 texts. 

 

Corpus Selection 

For this research, initial coding started by qualitatively interpreting the fundamental texts 

on the topic of the comprehensive approach, with many from Canada and some from 

Scandinavian countries, Europe, the United States, and North Atlantic Treaty Organisation. 

These initial texts were selected on the basis of an initial Internet search for the term 

comprehensive approach in the first instance. Most were the official political and strategic 

documents discussing the comprehensive approach originating from these different 

countries. Following initial readings on the topic, which included many writings on the 

comprehensive approach as applied by Canada in Afghanistan, through such reports as the 

Manley Report and doctrinal documents such as the Canadian Forces Land Operations 

Manual and Canadian Forces Counter-Insurgency Manual (2008),14 as well the United 

                                                 

 

14 Canada (2008), Canadian Forces, Counter-Insurgency Operations and (2008) CF Land Operations. 
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States Manual on Stability Operations (2008),15 no actual integrated model or theory could 

be found, creating a fundamental cognitive dissonance.16 As the data and material started 

to accumulate regarding the comprehensive approach, this meant that a categorising 

scheme had to be established in order to process all the incoming documents. 

Unlike selective sampling where the researcher decides ahead of time who and 

where to collect data, in Grounded Theory, sampling is an ongoing process of data 

analysis and collection. It is theoretical because an emerging theory cannot be 

predetermined but tentatively developed and determined during this process. (Tan 

2009, 97) 

 

As such, we started to conceptualise about the comprehensive approach in a more holistic 

manner, incorporating more texts and data as the coding scheme evolved and developed to 

achieve saturation. Henceforth, the context, the socioculture, the organisational structure, 

the strategic policies, the systemic processes and the synergy dynamics all appeared as 

important dimensions for executive management through our content analysis of the first 

88 texts found in the case of Canada’s engagement in Afghanistan from 2001 to 2014. 

 

During the summer of 2006, Canadians started to experience much greater difficulty in the 

southern provinces of Kandahar and part of Helmand for which they were tasked, leading 

to more casualties, to more debate at home and abroad, and to more data. It was decided to 

circumscribe the study of the comprehensive approach to Canada-Afghanistan as 

secondary keywords. This somewhat limited the quantity of data, but nonetheless during 

the year of 2007, Canada’s national security and defence, as well as foreign affairs, were 

full of political discussions regarding Canada’s engagement in Afghanistan. By default, it 

provided the required focus for this research in that it gave a practical object to a rather 

still-evolving, quite fluid subject. In parallel to Canada’s engagement in Afghanistan, 

NATO’s own engagement in Afghanistan was also morphing from a counterterrorism 

                                                 

 

15 United States (2008), Stability Operations Field Manual 3-07. 
16 Van De Ven (1989), “Nothing Is Quite so Practical as a Good Theory.” 
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operation into a larger counterinsurgency campaign, which meant that the overall strategic 

context was also radically changing in 2006–2007. From a data-collection standpoint, this 

meant a threefold increase in documents and various media from the Internet to the point 

where this research’s topic had to be further refined. By 2007, the comprehensive approach 

only started to emerge regarding Afghanistan. A posteriori quantitative analysis of the 

retained documents highlights the number of texts retained per year between 2001 and 

2014. A slight bias was introduced in 2013 by selecting a special issue of the International 

Journal on this topic.17 

Figure 1—Number of Texts Retained per Year 

 
 

By 2007, keywords had started to emerge as the basic concepts for researching the 

comprehensive approach in a strategic management perspective,18 leading to a snowballing 

where one document on the topic led to another with the same keywords, and so on. 

Keywords were employed mainly using Google and Google Scholar from the Internet 

because the documents contained in other systems were restricted due to their government 

classification. Snowballing with the basic keywords comprehensive approach and 

                                                 

 

17 International Journal (2013), vol. 68, no. 2 (June): 269–377, http://ijx.sagepub.com/content/68/2.toc 
18 Rintakosi, K. and M. Autti, eds. (2008), Seminar Publication on the Comprehensive Approach. 
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Afghanistan-Canada led to sufficient unclassified documentation to warrant full doctoral 

research on this topic. In an electronic folder held by the author, 615 individual texts and 

media were collected in between the years 2006–2014, employing the basic non-mutually 

exclusive keywords as indicated. This included numerous books, reports, articles, thesis 

and media reports, as well as sources such as multimedia transcripts. In between 2001–

2014, it thus appears Canada was at the forefront of the comprehensive approach, in 

particular between 2007 (when the comprehensive approach itself emerged) and 2011 

(when Canada’s combat and comprehensive approach mission was terminated and 

transitioned into a military training mission until 2014). The following table represents the 

number of texts retained in the end by their country of origin and in relative percentages. 

Table 1—Origin of Selected Texts 

Origin Count Percent 

Canada 104 58% 

Europe and UK 26 15% 

United States (US) 18 10% 

NATO Alliance 15 8% 

United Nations (UN) 10 6% 

Afghanistan 5 3% 

Total Count 178 100% 

 

Content Analysis 

According to grounded theory methodology, data collection was done in parallel with 

analysis, where documents were read, hermeneutically interpreted, codified and 

categorised and then subsequently meta-analysed using word-counting software. Reading 

in the first instance was done without the actual coding scheme fully developed, so in some 

instances a second reading was made necessary. This had the undesired effect of creating 

some doubles within our dataset that had to be removed at the later stages. During that 
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same timeframe, the context and the background for the topic also evolved from the 3Ds 

to the whole-of-government, as explained earlier, as well as from different sets in 

Afghanistan: from Kabul to Kandahar in 2006, to a southern surge in 2009–2010,19 to a 

training mission from July 2011 to 2014.20 As the iterations of documentation analysis 

evolved, our original coding was established within the first 88 texts analysed as explained. 

Subsequent iterations of the model were produced at 105 and 178 texts when it was thought 

a significant level of theoretical saturation could be achieved. However, without any 

quantitative meta-analysis of the correlations between the categories, there was no way of 

knowing whether indeed the model as a whole was sufficiently well-integrated. In parallel, 

the codification behind this grounded theory research design had also evolved, becoming 

more focused and integrated, and now included further keyword searches that were thus 

being employed with Primitive Word Counter version 1.09, for a further quantitative 

analysis. 

 

As word-counting software, Word Counter has a very interesting functionality in that it 

allows one to discriminate the actual words employed, and not simply count them. That is 

to say that a full list of all the words employed within a chosen text is shown in absolute 

numbers as well as in percentages, allowing for further research discrimination. The 

following table represents the list of root keywords researched in our corpus of texts. 

Table 2—List of Keywords Researched 

Strategic Management Dimensions           Root Keywords Researched 

1. Situational-Context Situ(*); context(*); histor(*) 

2. Sociocultural Soci(*); cult(*); people(*) 

Excluded: association and agriculture 

3. Organisational Structure Struc(*); organisa(*); agen(*) 

                                                 

 

19 Coombs (2012), Canadian Whole of Government Operations. 
20 Dorronsoro (2009), Running Out of Time: Arguments for a New Strategy in Afghanistan. 
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Included: (recon and decon)struction 

4. Strategic Policy Strat(*); politic(*); plan(*) 

Excluded: (demon and illu)strate 

5. Systemic Functions Sys(*); function(*); process(*); 

6. Synergy Dynamics Syn(*); dynam(*); coll(*) 

 

Word Counter is known as a Search Engine Optimiser (SEO) but can be used in checking 

for keywords. This was precisely the usage this research made of the software, employing 

concepts within categories to quantitatively capture the occurrences of each in any given 

text document. The captured data was then recorded traditionally within an Excel 

spreadsheet, and percentages were calculated in order to give a relative weight to each of 

the known dimensions of management. Using Word Counter, comma-separated value files 

were created for most texts analysed and imported in an Excel sheet, which allowed us to 

calculate the occurrence of codes into categories and thus ensure reliability. 

 

Model Iterations 

Our grounded theory research design literally worked from the ground up, and so building 

the theoretical model as the analysis evolved in parallel with data collection; the categories 

were not well-known for sure. Within the management literature, the basic categories of 

structure, strategy and systems were well-recognised and each had a well-established 

corpus of literature. Within the sociology literature, the society category occupied a 

cognitive space while the situational category is better known within the military for 

situational awareness purposes, which is to better appraise the overall context. Starting 

from these emerging categories, codes were clustered according to their main dimension. 

This process was obviously very similar to grounded theorisation where categories are 

constructed from codes and concepts and thereafter analysed for their relevance into each 

of these categories, where correlations can be calculated. 
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As codes started to appear alongside the texts, using ample Post-It notes and exploiting the 

margins to their maximum for this interpretative coding scheme, many similar codes started 

to emerge from one text on the topic to the next. 

Seen by many as illustrating the stark difference between qualitative research and 

experimental research (in which data is collected to test a pre-stated theory), 

grounded theory emerges from the data. The process requires the researcher, during 

the data-gathering phase of a project, to examine the material as it builds up and to 

place it into categories—to classify it. Once this process has been started, the 

researcher returns to the field to gather more data and see whether the additional 

material fits into the established categories or whether the classificatory system 

needs to be adapted to accommodate fresh data. (Davies 2007, 237) 

 

Once codes and categories started to saturate, after having read 88 texts, a first iteration of 

the model was proposed. After 105 texts, a further iteration of the model was produced, as 

well as an article written and also published on the critical review of this literature21. The 

final analysis and the final iteration of the model were produced following 178 texts. Each 

of these iterations was done with theoretical saturation in mind, with the model being 

constructed of the original 88 texts, being refined with 105 texts and saturated with 178 

texts read. As each text on the comprehensive approach was first read and then researched 

employing the keywords in Word Counter, quantitative data thus also started to populate 

an Excel spreadsheet. Relative percentages of each were earmarked for reference, as well 

as basic descriptive statistics that indicated the number of codes, the number of pages, the 

relative ratio of codes per pages, the standard deviation for each, their mean, the coefficient 

of variation and their median.  

 

Within the first 105 documents analysed, a clear pattern seemed to emerge from these 

iterations between the data collection, interpretative analysis and parallel meta-analysis. 

                                                 

 

21 Dion, Eric. “Canada’s Comprehensive Approach in Afghanistan: A Critical Review of Literature, 2001–

2011.” Defence Studies 14, no. 2: 192–215. 2014. 
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This allowed construction of a more focused model on the executive management 

dimensions, and this process was carried over and over until a high degree of saturation 

and confidence had been achieved for the model as a whole, thereby ensuring validity and 

reliability for the six dimensions. By that time, 178 texts had been read, memos had been 

noted in an ongoing Word document along with our analysis and data had been compiled 

in an Excel spreadsheet for ease of access. 

 

As such, it can be said that our grounded theory selection, analysis and model iterations 

demonstrate a high degree of reliability at having been systematically used throughout for 

the content analysis and for the generation of our synergistic theoretical model for Canada. 

Techniques for enhancing reliability and validity operate, more often than not, by 

reducing the impact of the researcher’s subjectivity as far as possible, or by 

providing information to enable others to check the process through which the 

results were obtained. (Gagnon 2010, 15) It is the researcher’s creativity, 

sensitivity, flexibility and skill in using the verification strategies that determines 

the reliability and validity of the evolving study. (Morse et al. 2002, 17) 

 

Theoretical Results 

In order to study the comprehensive approach as it emerged from the Canadian context, 

between 2001 and 2014, it was necessary to consider its precursors of 3Ds and the whole-

of-government approach. It was also fundamental to consider the Afghan mission 

background from which these concepts were born. Because the aim of this article is to 

provide a theoretical model to support executive management, a grounded study of the 

Afghanistan case was conducted in order to create the major dimensions for such a model. 

Indeed, as explained, the context, the socioculture, the organisation structure, the strategy 

and the system were already well-recognised dimensions that helped explain the 

comprehensive approach. Only the synergy dynamics dimension was new and emerged 

from our grounded analysis: 

A typological theory provides one way of modeling complex contingent 

generalizations. They frequently draw together in a framework the research of many 
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social scientists, cumulating their individual efforts into a much larger body of 

knowledge. (George and Bennett 2005, 7) 

 

This is precisely the effect the six dimensions have as a whole, and the following figure 

illustrates these six dimensions as circles with their overlapping areas, indicating the 

interactions and the holistic interdependence of the entire theoretical model. 

Figure 2—Synergy: A Theoretical Model 

 

This key figure presents our grounded theoretical model of the comprehensive approach, 

where each dimension is represented as a virtuous circle with overlapping areas to other 

dimensions. Each circle is approximate and further represents the percentages extracted for 

each executive management dimension, with the strategy being a top-down consideration. 

Synergy is in the middle, representing the central theme of the comprehensive approach. 

The percentages represent the usage of the respective dimension within the comprehensive 

approach extracted from our content analysis and meta-analysis of the 178 texts retained. 
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In essence, these percentages represent the relative importance given to it by all the authors. 

Together, these six dimensions form a more holistic model of Canada’s comprehensive 

approach and help explain the decision-making—for example, with regards to Kandahar’s 

Provincial Reconstruction Team’s role implementing the Afghan National Development 

Strategy within Dand district by playing a role in securing the governance for the Pashtuns 

within Afghanistan. Different cases can be explained employing such a theoretical model: 

• Pashtuns (society) in Afghanistan (situation) living off agriculture (system) do not 

create much synergy, but if we build a highway (structure) allowing them to sell 

their produce to market (strategy), then we start achieving greater effects (synergy) 

from this combination of all dimensions working in sync. 

 

• An international armed force (structure) present in Afghanistan (situation) that has 

for its mission provincial reconstruction (strategy) does not create much synergy, 

but if we add an Afghan team (society) that learns to operate a water filtration and 

distribution plant (system), then we create positive effects (synergies) from this new 

combination of six dimensions working in sync. 

 

• Local journalists (society) in Afghanistan’s capital Kabul (situation), which report 

on the affairs of State (strategy) but which do not have a distribution network, are 

suddenly given access to the government (structure) and to a newly constructed 

radio station (system), then they start affecting real change (synergy). 

 

As such, it appears that six executive management dimensions consistently explain cases. 

Following our hermeneutic interpretation of the 178 retained texts, as well as our meta-

analysis of keywords, we also calculated the correlations of each dimension to the others 

to verify the degree of integration of the model. Our analysis of covariance demonstrates 

that all six dimensions are important for the model as a whole because they are statistically 

significant. Given a different background, the relative weight of these dimensions could be 

reflected by circumstances and change slightly, albeit all six dimensions would still be key. 

Moreover, all six dimensions are also positively correlated, each one to the other five. This 

demonstrates a good degree of integration within Canada’s synergistic theoretical model. 

The following table thus presents these positive correlations ranging from low to very high: 
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Table 3—Meta-Analysis of Covariance 

 

 

Hence, the sociocultural dimension is the least positively correlated dimension within the 

model. Strategy appears as the most highly correlated of the other five dimensions, pointing 

towards its overall importance and effect. Synergy appears as the most innovative of all 

six. In order to explicit these six dimensions, the theoretical analysis of each is given below. 

 

Situational Context 

This dimension refers to the where and when questions with the aim of situating executive 

management actions in space and in time. Often understood as the background of where 

and when actions take place, and thus often held as implicit knowledge, the situational 

context is nonetheless important for setting other dimensions in our theoretical model. The 

background is relative to each situation and is the first consideration for executives. It often 

serves as the first few paragraphs for orders and directives for military and civilians alike, 

and it is supported by academic disciplines such as history, geography and archaeology. 

As one of the least positively correlated dimensions to the others and coming in at 10.3 

percent, the situational context dimension nonetheless appears important for explaining the 

context. 

 

This situational context helps explain the international relations aspect of the case overall, 

which following from a review of the literature has proven to be a serious limitation in that 

Canada’s engagement in Afghanistan was indeed often presented in relations to the United 

States. For example, in studying the comprehensive approach, the historical relations 

between Afghanistan and America provide part of the background to understanding 

Correlation Situ Soci Struc Strat Sys Syn

Situ 1,00 0,64 0,75 0,69 0,78 0,56

Soci 0,64 1,00 0,60 0,48 0,54 0,39

Struc 0,75 0,60 1,00 0,86 0,82 0,88

Strat 0,69 0,48 0,86 1,00 0,84 0,91

Sys 0,78 0,54 0,82 0,84 1,00 0,81

Syn 0,56 0,39 0,88 0,91 0,81 1,00
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Canada’s role, allowing Ottawa to avoid Washington’s opprobrium for staying out of Iraq 

in 2003. However, Canada’s international relations with the United States were not the 

only consideration, and a whole host of factors also needs to be accounted for within the 

other dimensions. 

 

Socioculture 

This dimension refers to the who and with whom questions with the aim of socialising the 

executive management with regards to people. Often understood as the civil society with 

who and for whom actions take place, it is generally also held implicitly, which unlike the 

context creates important knowledge gaps filled by looking at people more considerately. 

As such, the sociocultural dimension is often not mentioned explicitly and is conflated with 

the overall background within which actions take place. This underscores the importance 

of the sociocultural dimension, which in conflict zones like Afghanistan needs a separate 

treatment from the other dimensions, establishing itself as a standing dimension. Indeed, 

the sociocultural dimension is an important consideration showing up at 15.5 percent. 

However, it is the less positively correlated dimension, indicating its integration is required. 

 

The sociocultural dimension helps explain the emerging normative aspect of the approach 

that, following from a review of the literature, has proven to be an important contribution 

in that the comprehensive approach appeared as a new norm for international interventions. 

For example, there is growing recognition that society is a key intervention consideration, 

and that intervening powers should be more concerned with the values of the local people. 

Under the latest counterinsurgency doctrine (2008),22 this was indeed a crucial dimension, 

and winning the hearts and minds was always an important Canadian doctrine overall. 

 

Organisational Structure 

This third dimension, in a logical order of analysis from the context and society to 

organisations, refers to the what question with the aim of representing the structural 

                                                 

 

22 Canada (2008), Canadian Forces—Counter-Insurgency Operations. 
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aspects. Treated as key consideration for executive management, organisational structures 

represent the bureaucracy, the administration and technocracy. They are one of the major 

dimensions in that many questions and issues revolve around it. It was established in most, 

if not almost all, of the retained 178 texts, and it represents with the strategic policy 

dimension—the quintessence of executive management. Showing up significantly at 20.3 

percent with highly positive correlations to other dimensions, it is thus an important 

dimension in our theoretical model. 

 

The organisational structure dimension helps explain the structural and organisational 

domination of the security apparatus, which following from a review of the literature has 

proven to be an important contribution along with the security apparatus’s omnipresence. 

Indeed, within Canada’s use of the comprehensive approach through its engagement in 

Afghanistan, security was the single most important consideration for any intervention. For 

example, Canadian Task Force Kandahar’s role in Dand District of Kandahar Province, 

working closely with the governor and his team, was to stabilise the entire district, thus 

allowing Kandahar’s Provincial Reconstruction Team to engage in quick-impact projects. 

The reverse methodology would have been near impossible for international organisations. 

 

Strategic Policies 

This dimension refers to the why question with the aim of explaining executive 

management strategic and political actions. Generally understood by all executive 

management, it is also the most intellectually complex dimension, with numerous 

definitions, interpretations and actions, ranging from the tactical to the operational and 

strategic levels. As the most critical of other dimensions, as many seem to think, it does 

not explain the holistic effect of executive management actions, and this strategic policies 

dimension is very much focused on integrating executive actions with the daily political 

considerations. Representing the most employed dimension of the six at 26.9 percent and 

being highly correlated to structure, system and synergy, its importance overshadows the 

other five dimensions. 

 



Constructing Canada’s Synergistic Model: Lesson from Afghanistan 

 

Synergistic Model Eric Dion © All rights reserved, 2017 Page 22 of 35. 

 

Strategy is so important within the 178 retained texts that it appears predominantly. “If all 

considerations are strategic then real strategy consideration become nothing more.”23 The 

strategic policies dimension helps explain political and strategic aspects of the mission, 

which following from a review of the literature has proven to be an important contribution. 

For example, the Strategic Advisory Team – Afghanistan, was instrumental in advising the 

Afghanistan cabinet of ministers on their roles within the Afghan Compact made in 

London. The Afghan Compact24 was a strategic policy aimed at stabilising Afghanistan as 

a country and was a forefather to Afghanistan’s National Development Strategy that 

followed. Strategy henceforth is thus an important dimension. 

 

Systemic Processes 

This dimension refers to the how question with the aim of understanding processes and the 

mechanics of executive management actions. Often understood as the implementation 

phase, this dimension emphasises how to get things done through the processes. In general, 

it is found to be very explicit within orders and directives in the military and civilian 

domains alike, precisely because of the level of detail that executive actions require to 

achieve full project implementation. As a significant dimension at 13.7 percent, it is 

possible to consider an expanded view of the systemic processes dimension compared to 

strategy and structures. 

 

The systemic functions dimension helps explain the efficiency assumption to the approach, 

which following from a review of the literature has proven to be another serious limitation 

in that in spite of integration attempts, it appears that efficiency was not the outcome of a 

comprehensive approach or of Canada’s engagement in Afghanistan in spite of rhetoric. 

For example, one of Canada’s three signature projects was to rebuild the Dahla Dam and 

its irrigation system.25 “When Canada’s diplomats, development specialists and soldiers 

                                                 

 

23 Lemay, Pre Lilly (2016), Conversation with the author on Strategy. 
24 The Afghanistan Compact (2006), http://www.nato.int/isaf/docu/epub/pdf/afghanistan_compact.pdf 
25 Canada’s Engagement in Afghanistan, http://www.international.gc.ca/afghanistan/ 

http://www.nato.int/isaf/docu/epub/pdf/afghanistan_compact.pdf
http://www.international.gc.ca/afghanistan/
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left Kandahar in 2011, our involvement with the dam ended and the government declared 

the $50-million project a success. It wasn’t.”26 Indeed, efficiency has proven unattainable 

and a serious limitation in the Afghanistan context, where effectiveness was not even 

guaranteed. 

 

Synergy Dynamics 

This dimension refers to the “So what?” question with the aim of looking at effects 

holistically. It presents a system-of-systems perspective, where a systemic approach is 

fundamental to better appreciate the effects and the consequences of executive 

management actions daily. More than the other dimensions, the synergy dynamics presents 

issues in a dynamic and constantly iterating circle of virtue. Of course, dynamics can also 

be negatively reinforcing (vicious circles), such as the drug trade, black market and 

insurgencies, but we have to trust the vast majority of human endeavours will be virtuous, 

thus creating and fostering the emerging synergy. As a new dimension for executive 

management, we have found it to be significant at 12.7 percent with highly positive 

correlations to strategy, structure and systems. The synergy dynamics dimension explains 

intellectual complexity. 

To survive, the system as a whole must adapt to change. As a result, we are 

witnessing the integration of knowledge across disciplines and the emergence of 

new concepts, tools, and a vocabulary of complex systems thinking. Across the 

frontiers of science, this new more complete, whole of systems approach is 

replacing the old reductionist paradigm, where scientists traditionally tried to 

understand and to describe the dynamics of systems by studying and describing 

their component parts. (Sanders 2003, 2) 

 

The synergy dynamics dimension helps explain the sum that is larger than its parts, which 

following from a review of the literature has proven to be the final important contribution. 

For example, as one officer explained, “In Afghanistan and in Iraq, you don’t do security 

                                                 

 

26 Pugliese (2016), “More Problems for the Dahla Dam—One of Canada’s Afghan Signature Projects.” 
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independent of governance, and you don’t do governance independent of development. 

They all have to happen simultaneously or near simultaneously.” A key village approach 

was thus employed to great effect by the Canadians and demonstrated positive synergies, 

as the Maliks (leaders) were “buying into their own processes … To me, that’s success.”27 

As such, the synergy dynamic appears as the most innovative and interesting dimension, 

with the aim of proposing a synergistic executive model that can cut through complexity. 

 

General Discussion 

We looked into numerous examples within Canada’s engagement in Afghanistan and found 

that these also underscore the dynamics of the comprehensive approach. Moreover, each 

example highlights different dimensions within our model, from the situational context to 

the socioculture, to the organisational structure and strategic policies, to the systemic 

processes and the synergy dynamics. They demonstrate in essence that there exist these six 

management dimensions to consider in order to propose a much more comprehensive 

approach. However, it also appears that the whole idea of comprehensiveness might not be 

the best supporting theory to explain the decisions made. Indeed, the synergy dynamics 

have emerged as a central theme within our theoretical model, underscoring such 

terminology as synchronisation of effects (i.e., military for synergy).  

 

As such, it was found that a grounded theory could be proposed, building on the different 

dimensions highlighted within our examples. Indeed, it is notable that all six dimensions 

of our executive management model have been employed throughout instances of 

examples, albeit in a yet-to-be-integrated fashion, the case of the key village approach 

employed in Kandahar being the most integrated of all. Together however, these six 

dimensions form a more comprehensive approach model, and in fact they help explain the 

emergence of synergy as a valid and reliable theory to support the comprehensive 

approach. In theory, better integrating our actions overall will help achieve strategic and 

policy objectives, as well as provide greater clarity and transparency into decision making. 

                                                 

 

27 Brown (2010), “Troops Seek to Replicate Gains Made in Afghan Village.” 
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Thus, the comprehensive approach should be understood in the context of increasingly 

complex and interdependent international conflict management system. The scope of the 

crises faced by the international community is often of such a scale that no single agency, 

government or international organisation can manage them alone (Friis and Jarmyr 2008, 

2). Moreover what appears to be required is much greater integration in a theoretical model. 

 

The idea of achieving greater effects than the sum of the parts is not a new one, but it bodes 

well with the innovative and central idea of our theoretical model for achieving synergy. 

In order to achieve such synergy, all six dimensions must be present, albeit their relative 

percentages will vary according to the situation, the society, the structures, the strategy, the 

systems and the synergy. This will be reflected differently from one example to the other. 

Nonetheless, each dimension is significant and important to construct a more holistic 

model. Proposing the dimensions leading to synergy is the real contribution of this 

research, whereas other research on synergy simply stated the idea of the greater sum from 

the parts. Moreover, because this research was built employing the key principles of 

grounded theory, our synergistic theoretical model best reflects the practice as it emerges 

from the ground, presenting in an integrated fashion these six dimensions that help explain 

key examples. This article does not yet explain how the synchronisation of these six 

dimensions actually helps foster greater synergy, which will be the work of further 

grounded research. Nonetheless, this research has constructed for Canada a new synergistic 

theoretical model, and as such applying lessons learned from Afghanistan to emerging and 

future cases is fundamental. 

 

  



Constructing Canada’s Synergistic Model: Lesson from Afghanistan 

 

Synergistic Model Eric Dion © All rights reserved, 2017 Page 26 of 35. 

 

Figure 3 – Rebuilding Afghanistan Conclusion  

 

 

Lessons Learned 

Learning from the previous analysis, it appears there are many lessons that could be 

implemented within the future cases of Canada’s engagements in the world. Although these 

concepts have been clearly articulated, little has been done in the intervening years to 

institutionalise the lessons identified, in order to actually make them lessons learned.  

As the Canadian government looks forward towards involvement with other 

fractured and war-torn environments, like Iraq and Syria, … it needs to heed the 

lessons identified by our contribution in southern Afghanistan and increase the 

effectiveness of its whole of government efforts overall. (Coombs 2015, 30)  

 

As such, one of the most fundamental lessons learned from this holistic analysis is that the 

3Ds, the whole-of-government approach or even the comprehensive approach as 

conceptually described in the literature reviewed are not necessarily the answer. These are 
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structuralist approaches with three departments, whole-of-government and more. Such a 

structuralist approach appears deterministic, pre-empting a more integrated model. Indeed, 

what appears to be required is a higher degree of instrumental integration to foster synergy 

and its dynamics. “A key consideration is to recognise the implicit requirement for 

coordination between the various power instruments. Consequently, an explicit 

synchronisation mechanism must be derived and implemented in order to achieve cross-

cutting synergy” (Ritchie 2010, 65). Such integration would see humanitarian assistance, 

governance and development synergised under a single, overarching campaign plan, 

beyond the military’s own plan. Hence, the military piece of the puzzle has been relatively 

well-synchronised; not so for other stakeholders, while achieving synergy is quintessential.  

 

Conclusion 

Looking back to Canada’s engagement in Afghanistan, rather than a strategy 

document focused on fixed signature projects, a more comprehensive framework 

and approach to the whole-of-government mission that provided clarity on the roles 

and responsibilities of each department particularly with respect to activities in 

support of governance and development, would have improved our effectiveness, 

as it would have guided our consistent progress. (Unterganschnigg 2011, 8) 

 

“Synchronization still remains the critical flaw, exposing coalition vulnerabilities for 

incremental targeting by insurgents. Internal inefficiencies continue to plague the 

comprehensive approach” (Ritchie 2010, 121). Indeed, “This is a moment when the world’s 

leading powers need to work toward greater collaboration, set clearer priorities, and focus 

on the long-term issues (many economic and social in nature) associated with stabilizing 

the regions at risk from which these spreading problems are emerging,” according to 

Rothkopf (2015). As such, this article sought to provide a new executive management 

theoretical model to support Canada’s and perhaps the United Nations’ future 

engagements. It was found that synergy is an important and innovative dimension for 

integrated and holistic executive management because it does appear to be greater than the 

sum of its parts, and it provides the central explanation for our holistic theoretical model. 



Constructing Canada’s Synergistic Model: Lesson from Afghanistan 

 

Synergistic Model Eric Dion © All rights reserved, 2017 Page 28 of 35. 

 

 

Moreover, our theoretical model presents the six dimensions that help foster synergy, 

which is the real and innovative contribution of this research for executive management. 

Indeed, the situational context, the socioculture, the organisational structure, the strategic 

policies and the systemic processes are already relatively well-developed dimensions 

within strategic management literature: Not so for the synergy dynamics dimension. 

Synergy dynamics best helps explain integrated and synchronised effects within the 

comprehensive approach, and it furthermore provides a theoretical model to support future 

engagements. The innovation here is in the holistic theoretical model that supports synergy. 

 

For example, leveraging our theoretical model would be for executive management to 

recognise the low percentage of attention given to the sociocultural dimension in this case 

and thus refocus some of their executive efforts on this dimension to benefit “the people.” 

Moreover, giving more attention to the synergy dynamics dimension would purposefully 

refocus some attention to the necessary collaboration between all stakeholders involved 

within a given situation, working with organisational structures to systematically 

implement the strategic policies—all in order to synchronise and harmonise greater effects. 

Synergy thus proves to be a central integrating dimension, interdependent with the others, 

and as such, purposely giving more executive management’s attention to it appears crucial. 

In short, executive management should deliberately create and sustain a synergy dynamic. 

 

This article has allowed us to construct a synergistic model for Canada’s engagements. One 

potential limitation of our synergistic theoretical model is that it has not explained how 

such a model would actually work in other issue management cases, such as in the Middle 

East and perhaps even at home for crisis management. However, in the current 

contemporary operating environment, and probably in the near future operating 

environment,28 complexity in conflicts will be omnipresent, requiring a comprehensive 

                                                 

 

28 United Kingdom (2015), Future Operating Environment—FOE 2035.  

United States (2016), Joint Operating Environment—JOE 2035. 
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approach and a synergistic executive management theoretical model. It will require further 

research for the model to be confirmed as an executive management tool. As such, that 

research will seek to present the levers of action for this theoretical model, leveraging the 

lessons learned from examples presented in this grounded study of the case. Meanwhile, it 

is noteworthy that synergy has been the fundamental underlying construct, and employing 

our model for Canada’s and the United Nations’ future engagements seems very promising. 
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