
Assumption-Based Planning
Unwelcome surprises in the life of any organization can often be traced
to the failure of an assumption that the organization’s leadership didn’t
anticipate or had “forgotten” it was making. Assumption-based plan-
ning (ABP) is a tool for identifying as many of the assumptions underly-
ing the plans of an organization as possible and bringing those assump-
tions explicitly into the planning process.

This book presents a variety of techniques for rooting out those vul-
nerable, crucial assumptions that, through familiarity or other reasons,
have gotten buried in one’s thinking. The book also presents steps for
monitoring all the vulnerable assumptions of a plan, for taking actions
to control those vulnerable assumptions where possible, and for prepar-
ing the organization for the potential failure of those assumptions where
control is not possible.

The book provides a variety of examples and practical advice for
those interested in carrying out an application of ABP in the fields of
business, management, strategic planning, and engineering and in mili-
tary applications.

James A. Dewar is Director of the RAND Frederick S. Pardee Center for
Longer Range Global Policy and the Future Human Condition and
Frederick S. Pardee Professor of Long-Term Policy Analysis at the
RAND Graduate School. He is also a senior mathematician and Director
of Research Quality Assurance at RAND. For the past 15 years, Dr.
Dewar’s main research interest has been strategic planning. He led the
development and application of the concept of assumption-based plan-
ning, and his planning experiences include projects for all four U.S. mil-
itary services, higher education institutions, public corporations, and
Fortune 100 companies.

Dr. Dewar’s ongoing work in pure mathematics is also closely related
to ABP, as the assumptions underlying a plan are similar to the axioms
underlying a mathematical system.

Dr. Dewar has written and lectured on a variety of topics related to
policy analysis, including a prize-winning paper for the Military Operations
Research Society.
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Preface

Assumption-Based Planning (ABP) started out in 1987 as an ap-
proach Morlie Hammer Levin and I developed to solve a U.S. Army
strategic planning problem. Thanks to the fall of the Berlin Wall two
years later, that early ABP work initiated an ongoing conversation with
the Army about how to do planning in the Army’s newly and differently
uncertain times. The use of ABP was first described in James A. Dewar
and Morlie H. Levin, Assumption-Based Planning for Army 21, Santa
Monica, Calif.: RAND, R-4172-A, 1992, and ABP itself was first doc-
umented in James A. Dewar, Carl H. Builder, William M. Hix, and
Morlie H. Levin, Assumption-Based Planning: A Planning Tool for
Very Uncertain Times, Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND, MR-114-A,
1993. As ABP evolved through various Army and other applications, it
turned into a planning tool—a self-contained process with a specific
planning purpose—that is applicable to any kind of plan or planning
process. ABP continues to evolve, but its fundamentals have changed
little in its last several applications. For that reason, it seemed appro-
priate to document formally what we have learned about it.

The careful reader will already have noticed that I use both the sin-
gular and plural first-person pronouns in talking about ABP. My co-
authors on the original ABP documentation were intimately involved in
both the intellectual development of ABP and in the learning process
that accompanied its application to real planning problems. When I
talk about what I know about ABP, then, it would make me very un-
comfortable to use the singular pronoun. However, I have no such
reservations when giving personal opinions. For that reason, I have
tried to be careful about who is implicated in any statement I make
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xiv Assumption-Based Planning

about ABP—hoping to err on the side of including the many contribu-
tors to my understanding of ABP and of planning.

My hope for this book is that it speak to two planning audiences. I
intend this book, first, for students of planning and want them to use it
as I intend to use it—as a reference on both the “how” and the “why”
of Assumption-Based Planning. As simple as the concept of ABP is, my
colleagues and I have found a great many subtleties in its application.
These subtleties are easily forgotten from one application to the next. A
separate chapter is devoted to each of the five steps of ABP, and each
chapter contains a road map that both details our understanding about
that step and places those details in a logical sequence. The primary
intent of the road map is to allow easy access to specific aspects of each
step—particularly on a second or subsequent reading.

The second intended audience is practicing planners, who, I realize,
are more interested in just the “how” of planning. The book is set up
to address three levels of potential interest on the part of practicing
planners.

At the first level of interest, a planner might wonder whether ABP
would be useful for a particular planning problem. Chapter 1 is in-
tended to give enough of the philosophy, mechanics, and strengths and
weaknesses of ABP to help that planner make an informed decision
about whether to proceed.

At the second level of interest, a planner might wish to apply ABP
but would need to know more about it. Chapters 2 through 7 develop
the concepts and mechanics of Assumption-Based Planning. Chapter 2
defines assumptions and builds a taxonomy of assumption types. Chap-
ters 3 through 7 detail each of the five steps of ABP—defining the terms
used in ABP and characterizing some of the subtleties that we have dis-
covered over the years in applying ABP to planning situations for a va-
riety of organizations, from domestic and foreign militaries, to public
companies, to private businesses. Where possible, I have included ex-
amples to illustrate the concepts. In addition, I have used the planning
of a lemonade stand as a compact example with which to illustrate, in
turn, each of the five steps of ABP.

At the third level of interest, a planner would be applying ABP and
running into practical problems. As with any planning system, there is
an art to how ABP is conducted. Not all of what we have learned can
be passed along as easily as the concepts and mechanics of ABP. Chap-
ters 2 through 7 discuss some of the art as it pertains to the concepts
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Preface xv

and mechanics. Chapter 8 is aimed more at the art of conducting an
ABP application. It is intended to help planners work the major practi-
cal problems that we have encountered in our applications.

Assumption-Based Planning is a planning tool that is primarily useful
for improving the robustness and adaptability of existing plans. How-
ever, it is also useful as a part of any planning methodology—a topic
taken up in Chapter 9.

The Appendix carries on the “why” of ABP and strives to connect
the terms and concepts of ABP with the same or similar terms and con-
cepts in the literature. It is for readers who are familiar with the terms,
concepts, and methods of planning and wonder how and where ABP fits
in. It is not a thorough treatment but covers most of the popular
planning concepts that relate strongly to ABP.
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