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Crisis-management missions, which are usually undertaken by a multi-
national force, involve a variety of activities, including military ones, 
aimed at creating or maintaining a secure environment in order to enable 
peace to be established and/or to end a crisis. They include traditional 
peacekeeping missions, peace-enforcement and peace-making missions, 
stabilisation and reconstruction missions, conflict-prevention missions 
and humanitarian operations. Missions are mandated or authorised by the 
UN Security Council and carried out under the auspices of various inter-
national organisations, such as the UN itself, NATO, the European Union 
(EU) or the African Union or, sometimes, by coalitions of states or (very 
rarely) by states acting alone. There has been a dramatic growth in such 
missions over the past 20 years: almost 80% of the operations authorised 
by the UN since 1948 were launched between 1988 and 2007. 

Worldwide demand for missions continues to grow rapidly, and 
demand for troops continues to outstrip supply. In 2007, around 160,000 
troops were deployed for crisis management through the UN and other 
organisations, including NATO and the EU. It is estimated that UN opera-
tions alone would need some 200,000 personnel each year in order to 
sustain current levels of deployment.1 

It is difficult to precisely measure the gap between demand and 
supply because different types of shortfall exist, some of which are harder 
to quantify than others. Some shortfalls are clear, such as in missions in 
Afghanistan and Sudan, where the number of deployed troops lags behind 
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8  | Bastian Giegerich

the number specified in commanders’ assessments. Other deployments 
have turned out to be much smaller once under way than initial military 
estimates deemed that they needed to be. A more intangible, though no 
less real, shortfall can be seen in those missions for which planning never 
even begins, despite a need for them, because it is anticipated that it will 
not be possible to generate the required force. 

Since the pressure of increasing demand for crisis-management missions 
is unlikely to lessen in the near future, it is clear that troop-contributing 
governments and the international organisations that serve as frameworks 
for multinational missions – the ‘international community’, for want of 
a better phrase – need to increase their force-projection and intervention 
capacities. Like other Western democracies, EU member states, because 
of their wealth, relative military competence and commitment to human 
rights, bear a particular responsibility for expanding the international 
community’s capacity for action. In 2007, some 63,000 EU member-state 
troops were deployed in international crisis-management roles, just over 
4% of total active forces in the Union. This is hardly an impressive percent-
age given the EU’s ambition, outlined in the 2003 European Security 
Strategy, to play a major role in global security and in promoting peace 
and stability.2

Many states, particularly those in Europe, are in the process of reori-
enting their armed forces from a primary focus on the defence of national 
territory or the territory of allies to greater emphasis on the projection 
of armed force overseas, including beyond alliance territory, for crisis-
management purposes (albeit with varying degrees of success). This 
reorientation ought to mean that, overall, the international capacity for 
military crisis management will steadily increase. However, it seems that 
each year the international community is more stretched by the demand for 
crisis missions. Of course, international military engagement will always 
be selective. EU member states and others are not expected to intervene in 
every crisis, nor should they be. ‘Selectivity is an inherent, and prudent’3 
aspect of international crisis management. Nevertheless, a strong argu-
ment can be made that ‘were military capacity not such a severe constraint, 
the international community might well have been willing to intervene in 
a number of additional conflicts’,4 based on the merits of each case. 

Against this background, then, what is the EU’s level of ambition for 
crisis-management operations? Brigadier-General Reinhard Trischak 
asked this question in 2007 in his capacity as director of the Concepts and 
Capabilities Division of the EU Military Staff (EUMS), and suggested that 
it continued to defy a clear answer.5 Certainly it would appear that the 
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EU is devoting considerable energy to crisis management. The European 
Security and Defence Policy (ESDP), under which the Union conducts 
civilian and military crisis-management operations, was launched in 1999 
and entered its operational phase in 2003. Since 2003, the EU has launched 
more than 20 missions in and beyond Europe. Military and civilian head-
line goals have been defined and revised. Strategic planning assumptions 
and illustrative scenarios have been drawn up for the types of mission the 
EU would want to conduct. Catalogues of military requirements have been 
compiled in extraordinary detail and EU members have pledged capabili-
ties towards them. Pledges have been scrutinised in relation to needs, and 
the resulting shortfalls have been identified. Also in 2003, the EU adopted 
its European Security Strategy to provide guidance on the overall role the 
Union wishes to play in the security realm.6

Thus, the military-technical groundwork for the ESDP has been 
completed, and a basic political-strategic notion of its purpose exists. 
The policy has given the EU the institutional and political framework to 
become a prominent international crisis-management actor. As a result, 
what the EU wants to be able to do militarily in international crises, how 
often, for how long, with how many troops, under what conditions and 
where – in other words, an outline of its level of ambition – can be fairly 
precisely calculated and contrasted with its actual achievement. 

Such comparison reveals that there is a disconnect between what the 
ESDP is supposed to be able to do and what it in fact does. The former 
chief executive of the EU’s European Defence Agency, Nick Witney, 
recently remarked that ‘EU leaders commit to ambitious defence goals 
and deadlines, celebrate inadequate outcomes, move the goalposts, and 
authorize a further round of ”reviews” and ”roadmaps”’.7 Analysts have 
observed that ‘to date ... EU-led operations have been rather tentative’.8 
EU crisis-management operations have indeed been limited, both in size 
and objective, compared to the Union’s ambitions. And while they have 
in general been successful within the limits set for them, they have also 
been marred by planning and implementation problems, despite taking a 
risk-averse approach that tends to shield troops from the most challeng-
ing situations.9 What accounts for this disconnect between ambition and 
reality? 

Because the effort a country makes is discretionary, tension between 
national and international priorities regularly inhibits military crisis-
management efforts, and is very likely to continue to do so for the 
foreseeable future. A prominent example is force generation, the process 
by which contributing nations designate the military assets and capabili-
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10  | Bastian Giegerich

ties required for an operation and make them available to the operation 
commander. The EU points out that it is at the mercy of its member states 
as regards force generation. A June 2008 document outlining its force-
generation system states that: 

Member States’ ... political commitment, which later translates 
into appropriate military assets and/or capabilities offered, 
constitutes a key for the success of an operation. Without signifi-
cant offers from [member states], the Force Generation process 
cannot be accomplished and an EU-led military operation 
cannot be launched.10

Experience shows that even for limited crisis-management operations of 
the kind that the EU has conducted in the past, force generation is messy 
and challenging. Many required assets and capabilities do in fact exist 
among member states’ resources, but, as Nick Witney has put it, ‘the 
commitments tend to evaporate when the pledges [made towards EU 
headline goals] are called in’.11 For example, during the EU operation in 
the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) in 2006, requirements for 
medical support and tactical airlift (both rotary and fixed-wing) were only 
met after several force-generation conferences and individual appeals to 
particular EU members: a German officer has recently remarked of this 
operation that ‘the planning for EUFOR RD Congo was characterized 
from the outset by navigating the delicate balance between political objec-
tives and constraints on the one hand and military requirements on the 
other’.12

Anyone who has visited Brussels and asked questions about force-
generation problems in ESDP missions will be pointed in the direction of 
two explanations: lack of capabilities and lack of political will. The former 
is a well-understood problem, and one which will continue to create 
significant obstacles, in particular should the EU choose to conduct more 
demanding ESDP operations. The latter, by contrast, tends to be treated 
almost as an immutable force, something beyond the control of Brussels 
itself. It is the latter that is the root cause of the disconnect between ESDP 
ambition and reality. 

Though the need for cooperative crisis management is becoming ever 
more pressing, as long as the relevant security challenges do not amount 
to existential threats to EU states, the level of effort that each state makes 
will remain discretionary. And any military coalition, whether formal or 
ad hoc, depends on the commitments made by its members for its capac-
ity for action. The Union’s ambitions will never be achieved if they are not 
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supported by or at least compatible with member states’ national concep-
tions of what armed forces are for. As NATO’s Deputy Assistant Secretary 
General for Policy and Planning Major-General Heinrich Brauss, who has 
also held a senior position in the EUMS, clarifies: ‘collective defence plan-
ning cannot guarantee the delivery of capabilities for specific ongoing 
operations nor is it the panacea for force generation ... It is all about politi-
cal will and public support’.13

States’ ambition and performance: the ‘crisis-management profile’
Surprisingly little is understood about how nations come to determine 
their commitments and the kinds of constraints on contributions that are at 
work. It is important to try to advance understanding of the differing levels 
of national ambition that exist in this area, and of how countries variously 
perform in military crisis-management operations. Greater such under-
standing ought to enable an evaluation of the prospects for an upwards 
convergence of policy across the EU that could enhance the Union’s crisis-
management capacity. 

This paper explores the domestic and international determinants of 
European states’ commitments and performance, and their implications 
for multinational crisis-management capacity under the ESDP. On the 
domestic side, political, legal, societal, bureaucratic and economic factors 
all play a role. On the international side lie the pressures of direct or indi-
rect security threats, relationships with other countries, and cooperation 
frameworks such as the EU, NATO and the UN. (Regarding these coopera-
tion frameworks, however, it is important to remember that while member 
governments are involved in drawing up the ambition levels of organisa-
tions such as NATO and the EU, such efforts at collective defence planning 
do not tend to definitively shape national efforts.)

Determining a state’s ‘level of ambition’ for crisis management is a 
complex task. Factors that need to be considered include the state’s current 
and past crisis-management-force pledges to international organisations. 
Levels of ambition can also be expressed in terms of the tasks that a coun-
try’s White Papers, security strategies and defence doctrines expect its 
military to perform in crisis-management missions. There has been very 
little work done directly addressing the question of what influences levels 
of ambition for international crisis management. One notable exception 
is a research paper published in 2006 by the Austrian Ministry of Defence 
that argued that ambition levels are a consequence of the international 
position of a state in terms of geography, prestige and involvement in 
international organisations.14 The study also emphasised the importance of 
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12  | Bastian Giegerich

a state’s national security culture, and its capacity for action as determined 
by domestic public opinion and institutional decision-making processes, 
as well as the availability of adequate means.15 The complex interplay of 
these variables produces the national level of ambition. With some adapta-
tion, the study’s conclusions offer a useful framework for understanding 
the goals states set themselves in this area. Ambition can be understood 
largely as the output of a political system dealing with a diverse set of 
internal and external pressures. Of course, levels of ambition are just one 
part of the story. Similar factors also affect states’ operational records. 
Clearly, ambitions and performance ought to be intertwined, each one 
influencing the other. Together, they form what is termed here a ‘crisis-
management profile’. 

Determinants of ambition and performance
To begin with the international determinants of state ambition and 
performance, it is generally agreed that the international security envi-
ronment is becoming increasingly complex and threats ever more diffuse. 
It might therefore be thought that cooperation among countries would 
become correspondingly more difficult, as approaches to dealing with this 
environment diversified as well. However, while there is an element of 
this, the opposite dynamic also seems to be at work. 

Because the characteristics of the security challenges that EU member 
states now face make any effective response to them extremely complex, 
the incentives for cooperation in international organisations have in fact 
increased. These characteristics include asymmetric tactics, the non-state, 
anonymous status of some of the actors involved and a geographic diffu-
sion and interconnectedness of threats that has prompted one academic 
observer to speak of a ‘threat continuum’.16 It seems that diversified threats 
increase the tendency for inter-state cooperation because no country can 
ensure its security in isolation. 

Crisis management is of course a prime manifestation of this kind of 
international cooperation. It is designed in part to protect EU member 
states from the instability generated by crises and conflicts across the 
world, by managing them when and where they occur rather than waiting 
for knock-on effects such as terrorism, the proliferation of weapons of mass 
destruction (WMD) and organised crime to reach Europe.17 As well as this 
interest-based rationale, crisis management is also motivated by the desire 
to end or prevent human-rights violations. 

The expectation of cooperation generated in international frameworks 
(primarily the EU and NATO in the European context) is an important 
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external factor influencing national ambitions and achievements. In formu-
lating goals, aspirations and the institutional and operational capabilities 
to deal with international challenges through the framework of the EU, 
the ESDP has given rise to an institutional structure of its own, represent-
ing a significant cluster of permanent bodies working within the security 
realm.18 Although these bodies are almost exclusively staffed by person-
nel seconded from EU member states who remain accountable to national 
governments, the constant interaction of these individuals at an EU level 
can be expected, over time, to produce an overlap in their respective posi-
tions. An ESDP culture distinct from national outlooks thus emerges, which 
may ultimately feed back to national capitals. At the same time, while the 
ESDP is certainly an important reference point for national policymakers, 
and governments expect to have to justify the decisions they make in rela-
tion to the policy, the intergovernmental nature of arrangements means 
that EU-level goals in this area cannot be pushed through against the will 
of national governments. 

The internal determinants of a country’s crisis-management profile can 
be broken down into the following elements: institutional decision-making 
processes, military means available (i.e., existing capabilities and defence 
spending) and societal factors. To begin with institutional processes, 
differences among countries’ institutional arrangements – including varia-
tions in the roles and relationships of policymakers – can lead to different 
methods of security- and defence-policy formation, initiation and imple-
mentation. An understanding of the effects of these institutional factors is 
aided by focusing on those aspects most relevant to the use of force, such 
as whether or not there is parliamentary involvement in decision-making. 
Some institutional arrangements make action in this sphere more likely 
than others. 

Clearly, crisis-management profiles are influenced by available 
resources: it is sensible to expect policymakers to define ambitions in 
terms of the means they know are available. It is important, however, 
not to assume that known means always define the limits of a country’s 
ambitions and performance, which are the result of the interplay of all 
the factors discussed here. For example, policymakers might set ambitions 
that necessitate the acquisition of new or improved means. 

The strategic and broader political culture is another important domes-
tic factor. State policymakers generally approach the use of force in largely 
predictable ways that are rooted in the national identity and historical 
experience of the society in question. For example, in some countries, such 
as the United Kingdom, the use of force is viewed as an acceptable foreign-
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14  | Bastian Giegerich

policy tool, while in others, such as Germany, there is a deeply ingrained 
reluctance to use force for purposes other than territorial or collective 
defence. Naturally, a country’s national security culture manifests itself 
beyond its strategic community in political discourse and public opinion. 
These in turn feed back into the policymaking culture. 

Taken together, institutional factors, available means and national 
security cultures form a wide array of internal pressures, which can either 
add to or counter the external pressures outlined above. Thus, national 
policymakers must engage at both an international and a domestic level 
simultaneously, to try to establish links between the two levels and balance 
the opportunities, constraints and demands arising at each.19 Since a state’s 
external use of armed force must be legitimated in a domestic decision-
making process, domestic factors can be expected to exert more influence 
than international ones in the formation of national crisis-management 
profiles. Thus, in states in which domestic parameters are favourable to 
international demands, ambitions will be precisely defined and perfor-
mance levels high. Governments that are faced with a clash between 
international and domestic demands may seek to avoid precisely defining 
their ambition levels, and will register low or medium performance. They 
are also more likely to renege on international commitments. 

The use of military force is changing its character and international 
crisis-management missions, whether undertaken through the ESDP, 
NATO, the UN or a coalition arrangement, are increasingly becoming the 
structuring purpose of EU member states’ armed forces.20 Because efforts 
towards these missions are discretionary, national crisis-management 
profiles are at the core of the problem of how to increase multinational 
crisis-management capacity. While the ambitions of the EU in this area 
have become clear over the past few years, the Union is falling well short of 
its declared goals. Almost ten years after the birth of the ESDP, in the face 
of growing demand for international crisis management, a better under-
standing of how national and international agendas support each other and 
of how progress is blocked by differences is desperately needed. Serious 
work in this area must be undertaken in order to expand European capac-
ity for action and start to close the gap between ambition and reality.
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