
Abstract  

This thesis provides an original contribution to an emerging critical literature on national 

‘whole-of-government’ approaches within security studies. The ‘comprehensive approach’, in 

brief the coordination of various actors at different levels, emerged as a ‘miracle cure’ hoping 

to secure success in the complex operation in Afghanistan. In response to the quest for a 

‘comprehensive approach’, many countries chose to develop national ‘whole-of-government’ 

approaches. As part of these efforts, countries established dedicated inter-ministerial 

coordination structures in their respective capitals. In many cases, however, these structures 

did not reflect how deployed personnel representing those same government ministries were 

organised in the field. What could come out of such an arrangement? The purpose of this 

dissertation is to describe and explain first, how decision-makers developed the 

‘comprehensive approach’ at home, and second, how deployed personnel implemented the 

‘comprehensive approach’ on the ground. 

 I answer these overarching research questions based on the analysis of a single-case 

study of Norway’s ‘comprehensive approach’ to the complex conflict in Afghanistan in 2005–

2012. First, to shed light on how decision-makers developed the ‘comprehensive approach’ at 

home, the first sub-question explores the rationale behind the establishment of ‘whole-of-

government’ coordination bodies. Having thus established the rationale, the second sub-

question builds on the first and covers how ‘whole-of-government’ coordination bodies 

functioned in practice, and to what degree they achieved stated and non-stated purposes. The 

third sub-question shifts attention from processes in central government to the ground-level in 

Afghanistan. Using a ‘bottom-up’-approach in studying military personnel, the third sub-

question asks how military ‘frontline’ workers first interpreted and then used discretion to 

comply with, bypass, or breach policy guidelines, and why.  
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To analyse the development of Norway’s ‘comprehensive approach’, this dissertation 

applies perspectives from organisational theory, i.e. the structural-instrumental, cultural, and 

environmental perspectives, to help build a comprehensive understanding of the establishment 

and impact of Norway’s central coordination body. To better understand policy 

implementation on the ground, the dissertation borrows insights from Michael Lipsky’s 

‘street-level bureaucrat’ branch of implementation theory. 

Based on an extensive amount of primary materials, including records and in-depth 

interviews, this thesis finds that the main purpose and the principal accomplishment of 

Norway’s central coordination body for the complex operation in Afghanistan was ‘symbolic’ 

in the form of showcasing. The body’s main purpose was directed towards a domestic and 

international audience rather than focused on developments on the ground in Afghanistan. 

Partly as a consequence, frontline military workers used their substantial discretion when 

putting national directives on the ‘comprehensive approach’ into practice. This led to 

bypassing, and even breaches of, those national directives

 


