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Operations Research spans the range from exact mathematical optimisation, through comparison of competing options, to providing insights to strategic planners and shapers. In other terminology these equate to “puzzles, problems and messes” respectively. All present their challenges but the mess space is particularly interesting. For instance, what do we do when we know little about the system under study (or it is unknowable), other than the fact that decision makers need options and ways to differentiate, compare and evaluate them? This is the front end and is characterised by creativity rather than logic, qualitative possibilities rather than quantitative facts, the absence of an objective function and difficulty in knowing if the study has been done “right”. It is also characterised by the notion that every study is unique and usually requires invention of a new method or modification of previous techniques. Irrespective of these concerns, the basic Operations Research tools of the trade are still applicable: develop a model (though it is unlikely to be mathematical) or models, manipulate to learn something and provide convincing and useful material to the decision makers. Over the last few years the techniques available for so-called soft Operations Research, such as for problem structuring, have expanded greatly and we now have greater confidence in the rigour of the methods and we are perhaps closer to the idea of standard approaches.

In this presentation I will report on some of the techniques that we have developed for front-end Operations Research. These include: activity modelling, morphological analysis, specific versus generic modelling, pessimistic analysis, hierarchies of measures, futures and influence diagrams, These are best described through examples, and the presentation will include techniques and lessons-learnt from our work on soldier modernisation and the future Army. 
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