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he last two U.S. National Security Strategies have outlined a shared vision
of the most serious security challenge facing the United States: hostile and
partly revisionist great powers, specifically China and Russia, that pose a
threat to regional peace and stability. After years of focusing on counter-
terrorism (CT) and counterinsurgency (COIN) missions, U.S. defense policy must
grapple with the very different operational and strategic demands of deterring—
and, if necessary, fighting wars against—peer or near-peer competitors.
Confronting this renewed requirement for major warfare, the U.S. defense
establishment has rushed to make up for 20 years’ worth of lost time. Default
approaches from before the Global War on Terror (GWOT), which were appropriate
for confrontations with second- or third-tier regional powers, are manifestly inad-
equate for meeting the larger, more technologically sophisticated, and more compe-
tent Russian and Chinese military threats. Across the U.S. Department of Defense
and military services, a shared recognition has emerged that the military domi-
nance the United States has enjoyed since 1989 is vanishing and cannot be restored.
The way the United States approaches regional wars must change.
Since about 2012-2013, the Defense Department has responded to this new
reality by pursuing ideas and capabilities designed to enhance deterrent and war-
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below, and they represent a clear impulse toward change.
Senior defense officials recognize the institutional chal-
lenges the department faces and are working diligently to
address them. Yet the central contention of this Perspective
is that the resulting list of accomplishments, as impres-
sive as it is, falls short of solving the problems with the
default U.S. strategy from the post-Cold War era. Deeper
reforms to U.S. defense strategy and policy continue to be
obstructed by a wide variety of bureaucratic, institutional,
and political barriers that are not giving way as quickly as
the urgency of U.S. reform efforts seems to demand.

The U.S. defense establishment intellectually under-
stands the challenges it faces and many of the changes
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required.! The country is investing very significant
resources in enhancing U.S. warfighting capacity. Yet, on
its current path, U.S. defense institutions are likely to fall
short of needed change because of bureaucratic rigidity, the
constraining effects of institutional traditions, and path
dependence. Pouring more resources into the U.S. defense
program today is like tuning the engine on an exquisite car
without replacing its two flat tires: It can continue to grind
forward out of pure muscle, but the real barrier to its per-
formance is not being solved.

Discussions with numerous defense analysts and
people working in the defense establishment suggest that
this impression is widely shared. Although many indi-
vidual reforms are underway, there is still something miss-
ing in the larger U.S. effort to reshape the overall defense
strategy. The U.S. Marine Corps may count as a partial
exception to this rule. Marine Corps commandant David
Berger’s bold concept of a future Marine Corps role, as
well as significant reforms in service force structure and
modernization plans, represent one example of a scope
and pace of reform that arguably meets the moment.? Yet
the contrast with the much more limited changes in other
parts of the U.S. defense program only clarifies the slower
pace and scope of reform elsewhere. It is difficult to escape
the sense that repeated public calls from defense leaders
for innovation and adaptation are not being matched by
substantial reforms in concepts, doctrine, force design, or
procurement strategies. The most fundamental decisions
are being deferred.

To make this case, I first briefly survey grand strategy
principles that call for a U.S. ability to project power to
help deter major war in key regions. I then define the U.S.
defense strategic approach of the post-Cold War era—




decisive expeditionary force—and lay out its key assump-
tions in defense strategy and the wider realm of defense
policy.? I explain how these assumptions were undermined
by various developments after about 1995-2000 and how
the U.S. defense establishment responded to the growing
infeasibility of its core approaches. I then suggest six lead-
ing barriers to reform—reasons why the Defense Depart-
ment’s responses have been unable to generate the degree of
change required. Finally, I lay out the principles of a revised
strategy and identify critical initiatives in the wider context
of defense policy that can address the sources of this issue.

Among other things, this argument suggests that the
most important barriers to greater U.S. military effective-
ness are not budgetary; they are institutional and strategic.
Adding hundreds of billions of dollars to the U.S. long-
term defense program without addressing the conceptual
and bureaucratic challenges outlined here would be inef-
ficient and, very possibly, ineffectual. The United States
should first ensure that it wrings the most defense capabil-
ity from every dollar it spends and the greatest military
effect from every capability it commits to a mission. Only
then should the United States determine whether more
resources are required.

The U.S. Role in Promoting Global
Stability and Security

Any U.S. defense posture must serve the overall strategic
interests and objectives of the country. In their broadest
form, these objectives are timeless, but the ways and means
the United States employs to advance them are shaped by
the strategies it chooses. These strategies, in turn, are a
function of the role the United States chooses to play in

world politics. A vigorous debate has arisen over exactly
this issue, with a growing chorus of scholars, analysts, and
members of Congress suggesting that the United States
should significantly draw back from its global military
posture. If it were to do so, the context for defense strategy
and policy would change dramatically, and it would be a
strategic mistake.

To safeguard core U.S. interests and promote the sta-
bility of key regions, there is no responsible substitute for
some version of a basic U.S. approach that has been termed
deep engagement.* That concept refers to a United States
that is

« globally active in diplomatic terms, helping promote
stability, resolve conflicts, and shape the alignment
of global power

o strongly engaged in global institutions, processes,
and networks

o committed to the defense of treaty allies whose
independence and security are critical to U.S.
interests

« willing to work in coalitions to punish violations
of international norms in ways short of going to
war, such as by encouraging nonaggression and
nonproliferation

o supportive of efforts of many countries to respond
to coercion or harassment by aggressive powers

o generous with foreign assistance, humanitarian and
disaster relief, and other forms of global goodwill
and support for people and societies in need.

Such global engagement benefits the United States
in numerous ways. First and most fundamentally, the
United States is inextricably a global power with interests—




economic, political, and strategic—around the world.
Major instability in any region will have costs for the
United States, including economic disruption, migration,
terrorism, and escalating crises that demand U.S. atten-
tion. It is easy to say that the United States should turn a
blind eye to distant threats and conflicts, but such threats
will often generate second-order effects with significant
impacts on Americans. The war in Ukraine is only the
most recent example: The United States cannot remain
aloof from a crisis and war that destabilizes international
energy and food markets, sets off mass migration to neigh-

boring areas, and risks escalation to a larger war in Europe.

Simply put, the safety and well-being of the citizens
of the United States are unavoidably affected by events
abroad. The only question is whether the United States
acts in meaningful and anticipatory ways to shape world

events to reduce threats to U.S. interests and the homeland.

Some form of proactive
and deep U.S.
engagement in the world
'S essential to shape the
larger global context in
ways that safeguard vital
U.S. interests and goals.

That forward-looking action need not include large-scale
military interventions, regime change operations, or other
questionable means employed over the last half-century.
But some form of proactive and deep U.S. engagement in
the world is essential to shape the larger global context in
ways that safeguard vital U.S. interests and goals.

Second, U.S. grand strategy has, with good reason,
long embodied a core principle of preventing any hostile
power from dominating key regions. Should Russia over-
awe Europe, should China eject the United States from Asia
and become the unquestioned regional hegemon, or should
Iran or an outside hegemon come to dominate geopolitical
and energy dynamics in the Middle East, the alignment of
world power would shift significantly against the United
States. Many specific U.S. interests, such as free access to
critical materials and supply chains and open trade net-
works, would be imperiled. Being engaged in at least these
three regions is essential to forestall such developments,
although this need not imply large standing military
deployments to each region.

Third, the U.S. effort to build a postwar, rules-based
order has generated significant advantages for the United
States.> These include direct economic benefits, such as
increasing trade and improving terms in trade agreements,
underwriting the stability of the international finan-
cial order and dampening the effects of financial crises,
restraining global proliferation, achieving vast cost savings
by deterring regional wars, and increasing collective action
in such areas as peacekeeping and counterpiracy. U.S.
global engagement provides information about emerging
dangers, along with networks and relationships the United
States can use to head them off. One RAND Corpora-
tion study concluded that these developments produced




such benefits for the United States as increasing economic
growth by 2 percent per year or more for multiple years;
avoiding the worst effects of financial crises and an associ-
ated 5- to 10-percent decline in gross domestic product and
saving more than 4 million jobs; and increasing productiv-
ity by 15 to 40 percent over a period of years through the
efficiencies of shared standards.®

The case for U.S. engagement is strengthened by the
important areas of success of that approach over the past
70 years.” The record of U.S. foreign policy has hardly been
free of mistakes. But it has contributed to important—even
stunning—areas of progress in world politics: peace on the
Korean Peninsula since 1953, stability in Europe, Japan’s
emergence under the U.S. security umbrella to be a global
leader of the democratic world, and the prevention of
major interstate conflict. Meanwhile, the global economy
has grown from $1.39 trillion in 1960 to $96.1 trillion in
2021.% During the same period, the percentage of people
living in extreme poverty worldwide has declined from
more than 50 percent to about 10 percent,” and the income
gap between developed and developing nations has nar-
rowed dramatically. Judged not by a standard of perfection
but by the major goals the United States set for itself after
World War II, the U.S. strategy of global engagement has
succeeded.

These reasons are persuasive, even for many advocates
of retrenchment who do not fundamentally disagree with
the need for a significant U.S. global military role. Some
harbor serious worries about the threat posed by China
and fully endorse a U.S. military balancing role in Asia.!?
Others continue to support U.S. membership in the North
Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) alliance and merely
want the United States to push NATO allies to do more.

Judged not by a standard
of perfection but by

the major goals the
United States set for

itself after World War |l
the U.S. strategy of
global engagement has
succeeded.

But U.S. leadership is needed to motivate and coordinate
allies’ actions and investments. And, in some cases, when
U.S. interests demand that it seek to deter aggression
regardless of the posture of allies, the United States will not
be able to wait on those allies to ensure adequate deterrence
and warfighting capabilities.

To be sure, a sustainable U.S. defense posture must
take seriously many arguments of restraint-oriented think-
ers, who are responding in part to an undeniable post-
Cold War U.S. habit of overreach and excessive ambition.
This mindset has been evident in U.S. interventions and
nation-building exercises in Afghanistan, Iraq, and Libya;
the transformative goals of the United States’ post-9/11
GWOT; support for the continual expansion of NATO;
and the global use of classic and secondary economic sanc-




tions to compel agreement to U.S. goals. The United States
has discarded several useful constraints on rival nuclear
ambitions—notably, the Agreed Framework with North
Korea and the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action with
Iran—in search of absolute versions of nonproliferation
goals in ways that have imposed a greater burden on U.S.
defense capabilities and have committed the United States
to forms of coercive punishment with major secondary
costs. Part of the route to a more sustainable U.S. defense
strategy is to reduce rather than exacerbate the difficulty of
the missions the United States must perform.

More broadly, U.S. foreign and defense policy must
resist the temptation to engage in endless wars and exces-
sive confrontations with regional rivals and instead empha-
size the need to seek areas of common interest with China
and Russia where possible. A critical foundation for the
defense strategy proposed here is a powerful appreciation
of the value of discrimination and limits, along with the
realization that the answer to the crisis in U.S. defense
strategy and policy is not to try to recapture U.S. global
dominance or military overmatch. Primacy, as it was
recently understood, was largely a function of squaring
off against second-tier powers; it is gone, and it is not
coming back.

Critics of the goal of primacy are also correct when
they suggest that most geopolitical disputes cannot be
resolved with more military power alone. Deterrence of
conflict is not a linear equation with some clear threshold
of success. In most cases, U.S. strategy must lead with bold
and clever diplomacy, including a willingness to show rec-
ognition of rivals’ interests and provide assurances about
U.S. intentions in ways that do not compromise essential
U.S. interests.!!

The fact that some U.S. commitments and adven-
tures have been excessive does not mean that all of them
are. Dealing with selective overreach does not call for the
abandonment of the global engagement that has served
the United States so well for the past 70 years. To address
its current strategic challenges, the United States need not
embrace the extremes in the debate over grand strategy—
primacy or retrenchment—but can instead mine the very
large and potentially fruitful middle ground between these
two extremes. The goal should be to discover more dis-
criminate, targeted, and innovative ways of underwriting
military balances in key regions without a massive defense
buildup or dangerous new doctrine. This is what defense
without dominance can mean: providing sufficient military
power to achieve important military objectives without
dominating every aspect, domain, or battle of a future war.

U.S. defense officials and institutions have recog-
nized this basic trend and the need to operate without
dominance. Since the U.S. defense establishment began
reorienting from a CT and COIN focus to challenges
posed by China and Russia—roughly in the period from
2012 to 2017—U.S. policy discussions and strategic state-
ments have admitted that many core assumptions of its
post-Cold War defense strategy are no longer valid. Two
subsequent National Defense Strategies (NDSs) and other
defense documents and plans have begun recalibrating
U.S. approaches for a new era. However, while the Defense
Department has identified many core problems and is
working to resolve them, it faces two serious risks: that pro-
posed changes will not be comprehensive enough and that
the department will fail to tackle the issue holding back
more-significant reforms—the institutional sclerosis of the
defense establishment.




The Legacy U.S. Defense Strategy:
Decisive Expeditionary Force

U.S. defense strategy continues to be shaped by the legacy
of the strategy that served the United States well follow-
ing the end of the Cold War. During the Cold War, the
United States employed significant forward deployed
forces—in Europe, South Korea, and Japan—and relied on
the presence of thousands of nonstrategic nuclear weap-
ons to deter aggression. This posture relied heavily on
large-scale reinforcements; the forward deployed forces
were not assumed to be capable of prevailing on their own,
even with the support of allies. The posture represented a
balance of forward defense, promises of substantial force
flow and reinforcement in the event of war, and the risk
of nuclear escalation should those combined forces not
suffice.

With the end of the Cold War, the disappearance of the
Soviet threat, and the dramatic reduction in U.S. forward
deployed capabilities, the default U.S. approach shifted to
a strategy of decisive expeditionary force, which prevailed
through about 2015 to 2017 and, in many ways, continues
to exercise a critical influence over U.S. defense strategy.
This strategy held that, when confronted with a major
aggressor threatening U.S. interests somewhere in the
world, the United States would gather overwhelming con-
ventional force, project that power to the region (and, per-
haps, to the homeland of the enemy), and impose its will
on that country. This strategy relied on long-distance force
projection in service of classic ideas of victory through
major force-on-force engagements and through the sub-
mission of the enemy.

The absence of a peer competitor after 1989 allowed
the United States to embrace that approach with a ven-
geance, beginning with the 1991 Gulf War. The United
States was able to project power across vast distances and
achieve a decisive victory against enemy-fielded forces.
The result, when combined with the Revolution in Mili-
tary Affairs—an emerging theory of technology- and
information-based systems warfare that provided U.S.
forces with absolute superiority over regional adversaries—
was a form of military primacy based on force projection
and technological superiority. This same dominance was
later used to displace governing regimes in Afghanistan,
Iraq, and Libya. More-potent U.S. rivals, notably Russia
and China, took note and came to fear that these capa-
bilities could one day be deployed against them—fears
that helped spur significant military reforms in both
countries.!?

This military primacy was not to last, however. Even
in the Gulf War, knowledgeable observers pointed out that
the United States was going up against an adversary whose
forces had low levels of operational competence and overall
effectiveness.!® It was a strategy for intimidating second- or
third-tier powers rather than contending with the chal-
lenges of conflict against a major power with highly capa-
ble conventional forces and nuclear weapons.

Over time, it became clear that the default decisive
expeditionary force approach rested on many underlying
assumptions that would not hold to the same degree—if
at all—when the strategy was aimed at a true peer or
near-peer military power. In some cases, trends in war-
fare and world politics also conspired to undermine some




of the strategy’s core assumptions, which included the
following:!

o The United States will have time to marshal and for-
ward deploy large conventional forces before initiat-
ing decisive operations. Employing decisive expedi-
tionary force takes time, both to mobilize the forces
required and to deploy them to distant theaters.
From the Gulf War to the 2003 Iraq War, the United
States took months to accumulate the combat power
in the target theater needed to achieve decisive
effect. Yet since 2003 and even before, having rec-
ognized this pattern, potential U.S. adversaries have
evolved doctrines for striking forcefully and win-
ning quickly before the United States has time to
gather the needed forces.

U.S. forces will transit to the theater of operations
and be able to build up marshaling and logistical
functions relatively unmolested. From the end of the
Cold War through the GWOT, U.S. forces enjoyed
almost complete immunity from attack during
global transit and were able to assume that allies
who allowed and supported this force flow would
remain relatively immune to attack. Given Chinese
and Russian long-range precision weapons, nuclear
weapons, cyber capabilities, mines, submarines,
and other tools, along with their published intent

to interdict U.S. forces while underway, this transit
sanctuary no longer exists. Once in the theater, U.S.
forces have enjoyed an ability to operate relatively
invulnerable logistical bases just behind the front
lines,'> something that Chinese and Russian con-
ventional missile assets would call into question.

U.S. forces will arrive in time and in sufficient num-
bers to make a decisive difference. This assumption
is related to the first two but also has to do with the
amount of strategic lift the United States possesses
and the number of active duty forces it maintains.
This assumption is essentially a math problem:
How many forces can move how quickly and with
what rate of loss relative to the adversary’s speed of
advance and attainment of objectives? Given the
distance from the United States of planned contin-
gencies, adversary concepts for achieving objectives
quickly, and limited strategic lift, this assumption
likely will not hold for many future contingencies.'®
U.S. air power and associated advantages, such as
space capabilities and drone targeting, will allow
U.S. forces to inflict a crippling initial blow on the
enemy and provide persistent air supremacy. Recent
U.S. adversaries have not possessed multilayered air
defenses or cutting-edge air defense technologies.
The United States could count on air and missile
attacks paralyzing an enemy, annihilating its air
component, and substantially degrading its ground
forces to allow decisive maneuver by U.S. ground
elements. With U.S. dominance in the air, space,
and electromagnetic domains largely uncontested,
U.S. ground operations could proceed at relatively
low risk. This would not be the case against a near-
peer adversary, especially one that has specifically
identified this U.S. advantage as the major threat to
its operational success and sought to develop mul-
tiple ways of mitigating it, as China and Russia have.
U.S. forces will have the leeway to strike at any tar-
gets deemed militarily useful, including the most




sensitive command and control (C2) or leadership
sites, because the adversary has limited escalatory
options. When the United States went to war with
Iraq in 1991 and 2003, it was able to target all of
Iraq’s known C2 and leadership facilities.!” Espe-
cially in 2003, when the United States was overturn-
ing the regime, Iraq’s ability to hit back in kind or
escalate was very limited. That is no longer the case:
U.S. freedom of action likely will be much more
constrained, and key military targets may be oft-
limits in a contingency. Targeting a nuclear-armed
adversary will involve many more constraints.
Space will remain a sanctuary. During much of the
Cold War, and certainly since its end, potential U.S.
adversaries have not had the capacity to disrupt U.S.
space operations, including sensing and commu-
nications. That has changed: Russia and China are
each seeking the capacity for signal-jamming, cyber
disruption, and direct kinetic attack to place U.S.
space assets at significant risk in time of conflict.
The United States can choose the time and place for
initiating conflict. In all its post—Cold War conflicts,
the United States has had the luxury of determin-
ing when, where, and, to a significant degree, under
what conditions war has begun. It could build up
forces in a distant theater for months and attack
when and how it pleased. That is unlikely to be true
in future conflicts, especially given Russian and
Chinese doctrines that stress the importance of
surprise and achieving decisive momentum early in
conflicts.

The United States can project large-scale forces into
more than one theater at a time. During the Cold

War and afterward, the United States generally
planned for the risk of simultaneity—the potential
requirement to fight more than one war at the same
time. U.S. officials understood that, at times, some
such requirements (such as the Cold War planning
standard of two-and-a-half wars) were well beyond
U.S. capabilities,'® and the requirement has gradu-
ally shifted to a modified one-war strategy, with
the demand to exercise some deterrent and holding
power in a second theater.!” But some emerging
contingencies will be so demanding, especially in
the air and maritime domains, that they will impose
severe limits on what the United States can deploy
into other theaters at the same time. The most
challenging trade-off between theaters will be in
key enabling capabilities, such as battle C2, lift, air
defense, sustainment, and cyber operations.
Because of its ability to achieve decisive operational
effects against secondary powers, the United States
can embed highly ambitious operational objectives
into its military plans. One hallmark of the ambi-
tious and sometimes absolutist U.S. approach to
strategy since the end of the Cold War has been to
think expansively, and sometimes abstractly, about
the specific goals and objectives of military opera-
tions, including war plans. The result has been a
planning process that tends to generate goals that
are extremely difficult to meet in terms of war out-
comes, especially against nuclear-armed adversar-
ies. In such conflicts, it is not clear that victory in
any comprehensive form can be the goal.

Wars will be fought in weeks and months rather than
in years. This is not an explicit assumption of the




strategy, but it is an implicit one arising from typi-
cal planning horizons for military operations, the
inventories of preferred munitions available, and the
defense industrial base’s capacity to produce new
systems. The United States simply does not have
the active-duty or mobilization potential to fight

a protracted large-scale conflict against a highly
capable nation-state adversary. Although U.S. rivals
seek to quickly win themselves, if they do not, the
stakes they will have placed in proposed scenarios
suggest that they may continue fighting the United
States even with second-tier equipment. Although it
is difficult to find explicit, open-source statements
from official Chinese and Russian sources, there

is reason to believe that both may believe that they
can outlast the United States in a protracted con-
test. The assumption that the United States will be
able to win within a defined period therefore seems
imprudent.

Allies offer some political benefit to a coalition but
are not necessary to military operations and can be a
military impediment. In the post-Cold War period,
U.S. defense and military leaders often viewed sup-
porting allied military contributions as hindrances
rather than essential supporting capabilities. This
was somewhat less true during the Cold War,

when NATO allies built substantial military forces,
trained extensively with U.S. units, and prepared

to fight alongside them. Since the end of the Cold
War, however, in operations in Vietnam, the Gulf
War, the Iraq War, and other contingencies, the
U.S. military has typically assumed that integrat-
ing allied units would, in some cases, be as much

a challenge as an opportunity. This assumption is
now challenged by the nature of the wars the United
States proposes to fight, which generally involve
supporting a beleaguered ally in the defense of its
own territory. In the Indo-Pacific theater especially,
the United States will be dependent on allies and
partners for access and various forms of support to
prosecute a war effectively.

U.S. forces will have all necessary access to facilities
and territory in the potential theater of operation,
both before and during a conflict. In Korea and Viet-
nam, U.S. regional allies allowed the use of bases for
U.S. force flow and support activities. In the Gulf
and Iraq Wars, access began to become a more con-
tested issue—with Turkey, for example, denying the
United States the ability to conduct ground opera-
tions into Iraq in 2003. The assumption may still

be valid for Europe, where a major war with Russia
would engage all NATO allies, but it certainly does
not hold true in the Indo-Pacific, where many coun-
tries would want to remain aloof from a U.S.-China
conflict.

U.S. forces will have decisive technological superiority
over their adversaries, at least in critical areas. This
was not an assumption of the default U.S. strategy
until the end of the Cold War, but since that time,

it has been a cardinal advantage of U.S. operations.
For example, when dealing with secondary regional
powers, the United States has been able to count

on absolute mastery of the air and electromagnetic
domains. This is no longer true. Indeed, in some
areas, such as ballistic missiles, hypersonic weapons,
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or electronic warfare, U.S. forces in a future conflict
may operate at a distinct disadvantage.

U.S. forces could fight and win outside the shadow
of nuclear weapons. This assumption held for many
postwar conflicts and became a dominant assump-
tion in the post-Cold War version of the default
strategy. During that period, the United States has
fought regional adversaries—in either COIN or
combined-arms conflicts—that did not possess
nuclear weapons. This was true of such countries as
Iraq and Libya, but even earlier, the United States
operated free of direct nuclear risk in Korea and
Vietnam. This assumption is no longer valid, even
when dealing with the regional adversary of North
Korea.

The U.S. homeland would be largely immune from
attack. This assumption held true for the post-Cold
War version of U.S. strategy, when nuclear escala-
tion with the Soviet Union was no longer a risk.
Even during the Cold War, however, U.S. expedi-
tionary force projection was applied to limited wars
in ways that left the homeland untouched. In Korea,
Vietnam, the Gulf War, and the Iraq and Afghan
Wars, the United States had the ability to contain
the scope and implications of the conflict while
preserving dominance in air, maritime, and space
domains. This assumption no longer holds, not only
because of the risk of nuclear escalation (even with
such adversaries as North Korea) but also because
of advanced cyber and biological weapons and the
potential for long-range conventional attacks. In
any future conflict, the United States will have to
assume that the homeland will be drawn in and that

the conflict may not be able to stay limited to con-
ventional weapons.

o U.S. casualties will be modest compared with those
in previous global conflicts. Because of all the
assumptions noted above, U.S. leaders and mili-
tary planners could generally bank on the fact that
U.S. forces would suffer relatively few casualties.
Since the end of the Cold War, the United States
has not had to face the serious prospect of losing
hundreds of service members on a single day, as it
did, on average, every day of World War II. It has
not faced the risk of losing multiple naval ships or
dozens of combat aircraft. In a future conflict with
a near-peer competitor, this assumption would not
hold, even if the war remained conventional. In one
recent wargame, for example, the opening weeks of
a U.S.-China war over Taiwan resulted in U.S. losses
of 500 aircraft, more than 20 surface vessels, and
many other assets.?? The American public has no
living memory of such losses.

The crisis in U.S. defense strategy that began to be
discussed around 2012 emerged from a growing recogni-
tion that these assumptions were being invalidated by
major trends in the strategic environment. Beginning in
the 2010s, U.S. defense officials and experts began to diag-
nose problems with the prevailing strategy and sketch out
thoughtful ways to resolve those challenges. The problem is
that the goals they laid out remain largely unmet.

Meanwhile, separate from the discrete challenges to
these assumptions, another broad trend has been underway
since the 1990s: technological and conceptual advances
that may be changing the character of warfare. Trends in
precision weapons, C2 and reconnaissance-sensing net-
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Much of the behavior

of the U.S. defense
establishment is
appropriate for a world In
which the character of war
remains static.

works, artificial intelligence, autonomous systems, and
other defense-related technologies are creating the poten-
tial for major engagements to be fought in new and dif-
ferent ways.?! Many emerging defense concepts are built
around the integration of kinetic military operations and
a variety of nonkinetic activities, including cyber manipu-
lation, disinformation, and psychological operations, to
achieve decisive strategic effects.

Many public statements of senior U.S. defense leaders,
along with the rhetoric in some public concepts and service
strategies, accept the seriousness of these trends, including
the potential for a break point in the character of major
warfare. But the actual policies of defense institutions do
not match the diagnosis of the need for change. Much of
the behavior of the U.S. defense establishment—the weap-
ons it buys, the forces it builds, the kinds of posture it seeks
to develop, and the career paths and skills it emphasizes—
is appropriate for a world in which the character of war
remains static, or at most changes very slowly.?? Acceler-

ating this pace of change, and making the institutional
reforms necessary to empower that change, is the domi-
nant challenge in defense policy today.

The Defense Department
Responds: Strategic Innovations
of the 2018 and 2022 National
Defense Strategies

The trends undermining the assumptions of the decisive
expeditionary force strategy and the case for evolution
in the character of warfare became widely appreciated by
about 2010.23 Even earlier, beginning as early as the late
1990s, defense analysts and senior officials were speak-
ing openly about the need for the transformation of U.S.
approaches to defense. The discussion was grounded in
emerging technologies and the pace and scope of mod-
ernization efforts but also incorporated discussions of
doctrine and force structure.2* The 2001 Quadrennial
Defense Review Report discusses the need for forces that
are “lighter, more lethal and maneuverable, survivable,
and more readily deployed and employed in an integrated
fashion.”” In the early to mid-2010s, U.S. defense leaders
began more urgently signaling the need for shifts in U.S.
defense strategy, policy, and investment. This trend of
thinking would reach fruition in the 2018 and 2022 NDSs,
which laid out multiple courses of action to revalidate U.S.
power projection credibility and warfighting dominance.
The recognition of the need for change accelerated
during the administration of President Barak Obama, as
publicly expressed, in part, by Deputy Secretary of Defense
Robert Work. U.S. officials had by this time fully recog-
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nized the threat posed by Russian and Chinese anti-access
and area denial (A2/AD) capabilities and the ways in which
they could undermine several of the assumptions in the
post-Cold War default strategy. Work became perhaps

the leading voice warning of the ebbing U.S. technologi-
cal advantage and the need for what he called a “third
offset”—a technological leap, like the nuclear revolution
and the Revolution in Military Affairs, designed to over-
come the conventional advantages of potential adversaries
and reestablish U.S. superiority. Although in many of his
speeches he continued to emphasize the threat of terrorism,
in a December 2015 talk, Work made clear that he saw a
shift in primary threats to the United States:

“[A]lmong the most significant challenges in this 25 years,
and one in my view that promises to be the most stress-

ing one, is the reemergence of great power competition.”?
Work’s focus was almost exclusively on an eroding tech-
nological edge, not on the other assumptions behind the
default U.S. strategy.?”

Many congressional and nongovernmental studies
and analysts were coming to the same conclusion: Secular
trends in military power, changes in military technology,
and resulting shifts in the character of warfare demanded
a new approach.?® A 2020 report by the U.S. House Armed
Services Committee explicitly called out the shift from
post-Cold War U.S. dominance to a new era of greater
challenges to U.S. defense strategy.?® Multiple RAND stud-
ies chronicled an era of ebbing U.S. dominance.?® One
major 2016 RAND study, in particular, identified many
of the challenges with a defense strategy that is reliant on
large-sale force projection.’!

Recognizing these trends, U.S. defense planners sought
to refresh U.S. defense strategy, including through the

drafting of top-level strategic guidance, the development of
new operational concepts, and the development and pro-
curement of transformational new systems. Multiple offi-
cial statements have acknowledged that the United States
needs to move on from an assumption of seeking victory
through comprehensive dominance of all domains of war-
fare and have offered ideas for revised operational concepts
and new technologies and capabilities that would support
such concepts. The intellectual response of the Defense
Department, services, and wider national security commu-
nity to the crisis of the default model has been impressive.3?

This response has been evident in two NDSs and sev-
eral supporting domain- or issue-specific documents. The
2012 Defense Strategic Guidance called for a joint force
“that will be smaller and leaner, but will be agile, flexible,
ready, and technologically advanced.”* This document,
however, was just beginning a reorientation of U.S. defense
policy to major threats and is much less explicit about the
failing assumptions of the default approach than later strat-
egies would be.

The 2018 NDS reflects the next major high-level guid-
ance addressing these issues.>* This NDS recognized that
the ability to deploy mass military strength from the con-
tinental United States was now in question, and defense
strategy had to evolve. As the strategy put it, the United
States was “emerging from a period of strategic atrophy,
aware that our competitive military advantage has been
eroding.”® It acknowledged that many of the assumptions
of the default approach were imperiled and highlighted
areas that needed attention—advanced weapons, opera-
tional concepts, allied integration, and institutional reform,
among others. The unclassified 2022 NDS continued this
line of thought and picked up on many themes of its 2018
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predecessor.*¢ It offered a similar variety of initiatives to
address challenged assumptions, including accelerated
development of new technologies, integration of defense
capabilities and concepts, and closer engagement with
allies and partners.

Similar sentiments have emerged in service documents
and plans. By far the most ambitious is the transforma-
tional reform program of the U.S. Marine Corps (termed
Force Design 2030), which is grounded in strategic assess-
ments about the need for change in traditional missions
and concepts.?” An important recent example of such
thinking is the 2020 white paper titled Accelerate Change
or Lose, by General Charles Q. Brown, Chief of Staff of the
Air Force. He argues that

[o]ur Air Force must accelerate change to control and
exploit the air domain to the standard the Nation
expects and requires from us. If we don’t change—if
we fail to adapt—we risk losing the certainty with
which we have defended our national interests for
decades. We risk losing a high-end fight. We risk
losing quality Airmen, our credibility, and our ability
to secure our future.’®

Taken together, these documents, programs, and state-
ments offer a revised concept of the default U.S. defense
strategy. This new approach is not entirely explicit or laid
out in one place. But it can be cobbled together from both
official documents and unofficial analyses by experts in
the U.S. defense community. The successor to decisive
expeditionary force might be termed distant defeat of major
aggression, and it has several leading components. Specifi-
cally, distant defeat of major aggression involves

» embracing a variety of emerging technologies in
ways that grant competitive advantage, specifically
ubiquitous sensors, artificial intelligence, autono-
mous systems, and human-machine pairings

« significantly relying on long-range strike systems to
compensate for the operational challenges of denied
environments, as well as specific, niche systems
(such as stealth aircraft) that can degrade the effec-
tiveness of enemy A2/AD capabilities

o dispersing U.S. forces to increase the targeting
challenges of an adversary, especially in the Indo-
Pacific, given China’s immense and growing missile
inventory

o giving major attention to vulnerabilities in space
and information systems

o integrating U.S. capabilities more tightly to achieve
greater synergies of effects

o relying on allies and partners for more-significant
contributions, if not in the direct war fight, then in
various supporting roles.

In parallel at the operational level, the military ser-
vices, the Office of the Secretary of Defense, and the Joint
Staff have been developing a variety of concepts to help
flesh out specific elements of this revised approach. These
concepts include Multi-Domain Operations (MDO),
Expeditionary Advanced Base Operations (EABO), Agile
Combat Employment (ACE), and Joint All-Domain Com-
mand and Control (JADC2). All of these concepts embody
the broad principles of the new approach, including disper-
sal, coordinated and integrated fires, and the use of artifi-
cial intelligence and other emerging technologies.

These new ideas have led to investments in emerging
technologies and military systems recommended by the
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revised approaches.*® Among other changes, a small selec-
tion of major initiatives since 2010 includes

o efforts to gradually shift from legacy systems, nota-
bly U.S. Air Force efforts to deactivate hundreds of
older aircraft—including 108 older airframes in the
FY 2021 budget—and U.S. Navy choices to decom-
mission littoral combat ships, dock landing ships,
and some F-18 aircraft?

+ the U.S. Army’s process of night court program
evaluations, which generated a list of dozens of
lower-priority and legacy programs to cancel that
saved up to $35 billion over several years, in theory
to be reinvested in modernization*!

o the U.S. Marine Corps’ Force Design 2030 initiative,
which represents one of the boldest comprehensive
service redesign plans in the postwar era

o the introduction of innovation labs and maker
spaces in many services and military institutions*?

o the new Replicator initiative announced by Deputy
Secretary Hicks, designed to “field attritable
autonomous systems at scale of multiple thousands,
in multiple domains, within the next 18-to-24
months™3

» amajor review of arms sales policies that produced
more than 80 recommendations for speeding the
process of delivering arms to allies and partners
through the foreign military sales (FMS) program**

 awider effort within DoD aimed at “systemati-
cally mapping and debugging the DoD innovation
ecosystem,” which has identified and is implement-
ing dozens of reforms to accelerate and streamline
defense processes.*

Defense institutions have recognized the challenge
posed by the growing inadequacy of the post-Cold War
strategy of decisive expeditionary force and have begun to
make tangible changes in service of that recognition. Yet
despite the best efforts of concerned senior leaders, defense
bureaucracy, culture, tradition, and politics continue to
stymie truly significant reforms. U.S. defense strategy
simply does not embody the degree of change that U.S.
strategic assessments and public statements demand.

Transformation Postponed: The
Limits of Recent Reforms

The accumulation of recent reforms is impressive. Yet U.S.
defense strategy remains imperiled, in part because these
steps have been incomplete; sometimes half-hearted; and
obstructed at nearly every turn by bureaucratic, regulatory,
legislative, and institutional cultural barriers. The great
risk is that the rhetoric of transformational defense reform
and new strategic perspectives will convey an impression
of progress that has not yet been made, and that more-

Defense bureaucracy,
culture, tradition, and
politics continue to stymie
truly significant reforms.
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significant and -tangible reforms will be permanently
delayed.

Part of the problem is that the emerging vision of U.S.
defense strategy still relies on some variant of the decisive
expeditionary force model to achieve its goals. Indeed,
the difference between the two strategies may be less than
meets the eye. In the event of a conflict in Europe or Asia,
according to open-source documentation, the United States
would still plan to flow massive forces from the homeland
to the theater.?” Public statements by the services, including
multiple posture statements, seem to suggest an intent to
overcome rival A2/AD capabilities and reestablish domi-
nance in key domains and in the general campaign.8

Rendering a verdict on defense reforms in progress
is a tricky endeavor. Even if progress appears to be slow,
the basis for change may be being laid. There are no truly
objective indicators to demonstrate whether change is hap-
pening quickly enough or in the right ways. In any service,
office, or command, a visitor can typically discover dozens
of initiatives and emerging ideas that suggest an intent
to change. But whether these steps add to the degree of
big choices and major transformation required is open to
question. In this section, I describe six major barriers to
more-potent reform: the incomplete progress in dealing
with challenged assumptions, the absence of strategic con-
cepts with a clear theory of success, institutional rigidities,
continued reliance on exquisite systems, barriers to innova-
tion, and structural vulnerabilities. Unless they are more
directly and powerfully confronted, these factors are likely
to leave U.S. defense reform well short of its promise for the
indefinite future.

Incomplete Progress on Leading
Challenges to Assumptions of the Default
Strategy

In the broadest terms, shifts in U.S. defense strategy,
policies, and investments since about 2012 have begun to
address all the failing assumptions of the prior approach,
but they have done so incompletely. As Table 1 documents,
U.S. defense strategy documents have at least called atten-
tion to the problems. In some cases, significant investments
and policy reforms are underway that appear set to make
important progress. The Defense Department is working
to implement the 2022 NDS and has highlighted priori-
ties and issued directives that are producing action on
many issues. However, in most of these areas of challenged
assumptions, what has happened so far is more rhetoric
than policy change or major reform.

One symptom of this partial progress that crops up
in unclassified wargames is what might be termed the
future capability escape hatch. U.S. defense planners often
conduct wargames based on the systems and capabilities
they believe the United States intends to have in a future
contingency rather than a hard-edged assessment of what it
is likely to have. However, continuing problems in defense
policy and strategy may mean that many assumptions
being made in games and analyses will not, in the end,
be met—meaning that the outcome of the games will not
reflect future reality.

In short, although the U.S. defense establishment
has fully recognized the challenges posed to every major
assumption of its prior default strategy, the work to build
a force that is capable of overcoming those challenges
remains incomplete. The problem is partly in accepting the
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TABLE 1

Key Assumptions of the U.S. Defense Strategy: Current Status

Assumption

Status

Time needed to marshal and deploy
forces

Effective, unmolested force flow

U.S. forces arrive in time and in
numbers needed to make a decisive
difference

U.S. air superiority provides critical
advantage

U.S. forces will have the leeway to
strike at any targets deemed militarily
useful because the adversary has
limited escalatory options

Space will remain a sanctuary

The United States can choose the
time and place for initiating conflict

The United States can project forces
into more than one theater at a time

Because of its military overmatch,
the United States can embed highly
ambitious operational objectives into
its military plans

Acknowledged but only partly addressed, especially in the theater of the pacing threat: U.S.
planners know that this is a problem, but public discussions of U.S. thinking appear to continue to rely
on extended gathering and deploying of forces; there are no clear concepts that allow for success in the
absence of such extended force gathering and deployment.?

Acknowledged but fundamentally unaddressed: This is widely discussed in open-source treatments
and wargames, but there is no publicly discussed solution to threats (cyber or kinetic) to the marshaling,
loading, transport, and delivery of U.S. forces to distant theaters.?

Acknowledged but fundamentally unaddressed: U.S. planners appreciate this challenge, but general
discussions continue to refer to large-scale reinforcement and force flow as a core component of U.S.
campaigns. Open-source discussions of U.S. concepts do not reflect a decisive break from a force flow
model.

Partly acknowledged, mitigation efforts underway: U.S. services and the Department of Defense
agree that the United States may have to operate in areas without air supremacy; multiple systems and
concepts seek to provide alternative ways of achieving goals, but an operational alternative to at least
limited air superiority is only gradually taking shape.©

Acknowledged, discussed, but unresolved: This dilemma emerges in many discussions and
unclassified wargames involving Russian and Chinese contingencies but remains unresolved; issues of
the status of mainland Chinese targets, for example, arise in every unclassified game and always remain a
strategic dilemma.

Acknowledged and multiple mitigation efforts underway: U.S. officials have made clear that they
anticipate a significant threat to U.S. space assets in war (or even peace), and Department of Defense
documents identify many programs to address this growing risk.

Acknowledged but full implications remain underappreciated: Given that the core U.S. defense
planning challenge is major aggression undertaken by others, it is widely understood that the United
States will not dictate the timing of conflict, but U.S. strategy has not fully grappled with the ways in which
aggressors can manipulate warning periods or the likely effect of massive initial strikes by aggressors.

Acknowledged and partly mitigated: The 2018 and 2022 NDSs have explicitly discussed the challenge
of simultaneity and (building on work going back to the 2001 Quadrennial Defense Review) have scaled
back U.S. ambitions for fighting in multiple theaters at the same time.

Seldom discussed in explicit terms: The issue of objectives is often avoided by assuming simplistic
goals, such as defeating an initial attack or invasion. The problem of the ambitiousness of larger wartime
goals is not generally assessed.

17



Table 1—Continued

Assumption

Status

Wars will be fought in days, weeks,
and months rather than in years

Allies and partners can offer some
political benefit but remain a military
impediment to the efficient prosecution
of operations

U.S. forces will have all necessary
access to facilities and territory in the
potential theater of operation, both
before and during a conflict

U.S. forces will have decisive
technological superiority over their
adversaries, at least in critical areas

U.S. forces can fight and win outside
the shadow of nuclear conflict

The U.S. homeland will be immune
from attack

U.S. casualties will be modest
compared with those in earlier
conflicts

Widely acknowledged but strategies and plans do not deal with implications, especially in terms of
the need to achieve critical military effects within 72 hours to 7 days, or (on the other side of the spectrum)
the industrial, logistical, and political challenges of extended conflicts.

Acknowledged in conceptual terms; requirements for true integration with the most militarily
capable allies has only begun. Work on these issues is accelerating, but many barriers to deeper
integration with allies and partners remain in place, and the United States has not clearly defined the roles
and missions that it hopes allies and partners can fulfill.

Understood but often wished away in discussions about U.S. posture, which sometimes assume that
U.S. partners will be there when needed, at least for U.S. conduct of combat operations.

Acknowledged, but full implications being worked out: U.S. planners clearly recognize that the U.S.
military technological edge has narrowed. Some broad ideas are in place to deal with the narrowing gap,
but they are more ad hoc than coherent, and strategic and operational concepts are not yet taking full
account of the challenges.

Understood but seldom examined in depth: What victory means against an opponent with nuclear
capabilities is seldom assessed with rigor.

Acknowledged, still largely unaddressed: The 2018 and 2022 NDSs clearly recognize growing threats
to the U.S. homeland, but U.S. strategies lack a clear concept to project power from the continental
United States while under attack and provide support to civilian agencies while managing an overseas
contingency.d

Acknowledged but implications not yet taken on board in political terms, in necessary medical
preparations, and in the effects of casualties on U.S. capacity for a protracted conflict.

SOURCES: Author’s review of U.S. defense strategy documents and discussions with U.S. defense officials; RAND subject-matter expertise on specific issue areas.

@ For a summary of several challenges and assumptions relative to power projection, see Mazarr, “Toward a New Theory of Power Projection.”

b See, for example, Aiman, “Convoy Escort: The Navy’s Forgotten (Purpose) Mission.”

C A strong example is in Brown, Accelerate Change or Lose, in which he clearly acknowledges the shift (pp. 3-4).

dsee, for example, U.S. Department of Defense, Summary of the 2018 National Defense Strategy of the United States of America: Sharpening the American Military’s Com-

petitive Edge, p. 3.
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scope of the combined challenge: These problems demand
a fundamentally different way of approaching distant con-
tingencies against high-capability rivals, not merely fixes
around the edges, such as adding 5th-generation aircraft
to the mix or planning to break up U.S. ground forces into
smaller, more distributed packets. But precisely what that
bolder change looks like is not apparent.

The Continuing Lack of a Coherent
Strategic Concept with a Theory of
Success

A second persistent challenge facing U.S. defense strategy
is that none of the extant ideas amounts to a truly com-
prehensive strategy—a coherent design for the alignment
of means to achieve ends through specified ways. Recent
NDSs have offered a suite of useful conceptual buzzwords,
such as blunt force, integrated deterrence, and campaign-
ing. To their great credit, the U.S. Department of Defense
and individual services have started thinking through new
concepts to take account of changes in warfare, concepts
that generally point in the same direction—toward a more
dispersed, low-signature approach to military operations
that relies increasingly on larger numbers of unmanned,
less expensive systems.

But the development of actionable concepts has only
just begun. No one yet knows how well these emergent
ideas will work in practice, whether hoped-for technologies
will really support them, whether required systems will
be procured, or what it will take to fully implement any of
these ideas.*® Most of the emerging concepts do not specify
the theory of success through which the United States
expects the employment of the military it designs and pro-

cures to achieve its wartime aims.>® Each concept relies on
contributing elements—including new capabilities, such
as advanced amphibious ships in the case of EABO; access
granted by partners, as with ACE and MDO; and logistics
and sustainment support (for all of them)—whose budget-
ary or political feasibility is in question.>!

Perhaps most importantly, few of the new concepts are
fully aligned among the military services, and the ways in
which each service’s concepts would nest into the others’
ideas is often poorly understood.>? From true interoperabil-
ity in such areas as C2 or battle management to conceptual
agreement on the shape of a future fight, the degree of true
joint integration among the services lags the revolutionary
assumptions of most of the emerging concepts. (This is one
reason why, for all its conceptual vagueness, the notion of
integrated deterrence in the 2022 NDS highlights a truly
essential issue—the need for much deeper integration
between the services.) As one recent study concluded, the
“inability to effectively articulate new operational concepts
and the linkages between these concepts and supporting
technology programs (and their funding) is endemic in all
military services.”>?

Part of the problem is that U.S. defense strategies
and statements have not defined future warfare in precise
terms. Most unclassified strategy documents begin with a
discussion of the operating context or operational environ-
ment, which typically refers to a handful of capabilities
that could be employed in future fights—precision strike,
heavy use of electronic and cyber warfare, a growing role
for artificial intelligence and autonomy, tight integration of
capabilities in kill webs, and so on.>* But these documents
stop short of describing exactly how such components will
work together to achieve desired outcomes. They tend to




reflect descriptions of what U.S. (or adversary) forces will
want or try to achieve, but not how they will employ spe-
cific capabilities to achieve those goals.

More broadly, the concepts embedded in recent strate-
gies often represent suggestive notions rather than a formal
strategy. Consider a key paragraph from the unclassified
2018 NDS summary:

A long-term strategic competition requires the seam-
less integration of multiple elements of national
power—diplomacy, information, economics, finance,
intelligence, law enforcement, and military. More
than any other nation, America can expand the com-
petitive space, seizing the initiative to challenge our
competitors where we possess advantages and they
lack strength. A more lethal force, strong alliances
and partnerships, American technological innova-
tion, and a culture of performance will generate
decisive and sustained U.S. military advantages.>®

The document goes on to refer to such concepts as
being “strategically predictable but operationally unpre-
dictable,” “fostering a competitive mindset,” “Dynamic

Force Employment,” and a “Global Operating Model,” with
four “layers” termed contact, blunt, surge, and homeland.
Many of these concepts represent appropriate and useful
directions for U.S. defense policy, but they do not embody
an actual strategy. Some of the terms have largely disap-
peared from defense policy; in most other cases, defense
leaders have struggled to define their precise meaning. The
same is true with newer concepts mentioned in the 2022
NDS, most especially integrated deterrence.

These examples reflect one of the most obvious symp-
toms of U.S. strategic incoherence: a widespread reliance
on buzzwords rather than clear, rigorously defined con-
cepts designed to solve specific operational problems.*° It is
very common to see slides in Microsoft PowerPoint brief-
ings that are built around a clever graphic, with geometric
shapes and arrows and color-coding, filled with dozens of
obscure words and terms. It is less common to see clear,
straightforward statements of a strategic concept relat-
ing means to ends. As the RAND scholar Michael Spirtas
has pointed out, even the basic issue of operating across

The United States lacks a coherent and agreed-on
theory of the application of military power for the
most demanding operational problems or the specific
warfighting challenges associated with U.S. efforts to

plan for military contingencies.




domains has spawned multiple buzzwords—multidomain
operations, integrated deterrence, and many more.>’

As aresult, the United States lacks a coherent and
agreed-on theory of the application of military power—one
that reflects a clear and feasible theory of victory*®—for
the most demanding operational problems or the specific
warfighting challenges associated with U.S. efforts to plan
for military contingencies.> There is no joint understand-
ing of how each component will fight as part of a unified
whole, and individual services continue to develop major
concepts largely in isolation. More resources—and the
added systems they will acquire—will not compensate for
a failure in operational concepts or other problems with
U.S. defense policy, such as challenges in access to bases
in other countries or the logistical sustainment of military
forces and operations. The risk is that the United States will
arrive at the onset of a conflict with half-finished concepts
that the forces are unable to implement.®® The 2018 NDS
Review Commission highlighted many of these issues,
focusing on shortcomings in operational concepts,°! but
most of the challenges the commission identified continue.

One Department of Defense planning process, under-
way for several years, is designed to close this gap with the
development of a JWC. The concept itself is classified, but
defense officials have discussed the process and noted a
few broad principles behind the JWC on many occasions.
After two initial drafts were published since about 2021,
the Defense Department is on the verge of issuing JWC 3.0,
which has been billed as “a true watershed moment for the
joint force.”? Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff General
Mark Milley has described the JWC as “our roadmap to
the future. It is a threat-informed, operational concept that
provides an overarching approach to how the Joint Force

should fight in a future conflict.” Milley hints at the spirit
of the JWC by noting that “it challenges the warfighter
to make a fundamental shift in the way we think about
maneuvering through space and time in a fast-paced, high-
tech, rapidly changing, and exceptionally challenging and
lethal environment.”3

Milley’s 2023 essay publicly describes the central
concepts of the new JWC for the first time. It includes an
emphasis on

o an integrated, combined joint force that embodies a
“seamless integration of all military Services across
all warfighting domains”

o expanded maneuver, an idea that “challenges
the warfighter to think creatively about moving
through space and time, including—but not limited
to—maneuver through land, sea, air, space, cyber,
the electromagnetic spectrum, information space,
and the cognitive realm”

o pulsed operations, which Milley defines as “a type
of joint all-domain operation characterized by the
deliberate application of Joint Force strength to gen-
erate or exploit our advantages over an adversary”

o integrated command and agile control, which is
described as “seamless command and control
across all domains” to “integrate sensors, plat-
forms, and decisionmaking processes to achieve
real-time battlespace awareness and enable rapid
decisionmaking”

o global fires, or the “integration of lethal and non-
lethal fires to deliver precise, synchronized global
effects across all domains and multiple areas of
responsibility”
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o information advantage, which is defined as using
advanced information technologies “to collect, ana-
lyze, and disseminate information rapidly, enabling
decision superiority and action”

o resilient logistics to allow for “rapid movement of
personnel, equipment, and supplies to places and
times of our choosing.”*

The JWC process represents by far the most serious
effort to create an overarching vision of future warfight-
ing that can inform Department of Defense efforts. It is
being used to generate requirements for innovation and
technological advances, and some services are tying the
adaptive thinking in the JWC and related processes to their
professional military education curricula.®® The Depart-
ment of Defense is reportedly seeking to institutionalize
the ongoing process of rethinking defense concepts in a

The United States
continues to have only a
very limited idea of what
victory looks like against

a nuclear-armed foe in a
conflict on that adversary’s
borders.

new joint futures cross-functional team, although as of
spring 2023, this remained in the conceptual and planning
stages.®¢

These are welcome developments. Yet it is far too early
to declare victory in the quest to build an overarching con-
cept for future warfighting. Many previous concepts failed
to generate truly joint integration across the services, in
part because of strong service cultures. Although public
sources provide only a hint about the full JWC content, the
concepts that have been revealed appear to be broad prin-
ciples for warfighting and do not specify a clear design of a
campaign. The eventual statutes and authorities of a joint
futures function remain to be determined.

Most of all, the important and impressive intent of
the JWC could be stymied by three of the most powerful
barriers to reform discussed in this Perspective. Persistent
bureaucratic obstacles to innovation in systems—classic
problems in the acquisition process—could prevent signifi-
cant or timely movement in the direction of revolutionary
new capabilities, except at the margins. Powerful service
demands for the control of force design and employment
concepts could limit the degree of force transformation
in service of the new concept. And department-wide and
service-specific institutional policies, especially around
talent management, could keep the Department of Defense
from attracting and retaining the kinds of personnel
needed to pursue bold new visions of military operations.

Similar concerns apply to the centerpiece U.S. initiative
to create linked information networks to support future
concepts—the JADC?2 initiative. It represents more of an
effort to join together existing service capabilities rather
than push them into a truly unified system.” Defense
analysts Travis Sharp and Tyler Hacker have argued that
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Efforts to refresh and revalidate U.S. defense strategy
continually run aground on problems of bureaucracy,
orogrammatic limitations, regulations, and institutional

culture.

funding for JADC2 programs may not match its “colossal
ambitions of transforming joint force C2 capabilities.”8
They warn that mixed progress in JADC2 goals could have
significant implications for U.S. warfighting effectiveness.
Beyond those practical and institutional challenges,
one of the especially serious gaps in current concepts is
that the United States continues to have only a very limited
idea of what victory looks like against a nuclear-armed foe
in a conflict on that adversary’s borders. It is one thing to
plan to defeat aggressive invasions of NATO members in
Europe or an invasion of Taiwan. However, presumably
defeating an initial attack would not end the war in either
case, but especially regarding China and Taiwan. The U.S.
response to Russian aggression in Ukraine, even though
the United States is not directly involved in the war, pro-
vides yet another example of an inability to discover fea-
sible end states in conflicts against major powers, especially
nuclear-armed ones. Yet U.S. defense concepts do not speak
much to protracted war or to any sense of how such con-
flicts might be concluded short of nuclear escalation. This
problem may be impossible to solve because it is inherent
to the dilemmas of these cases. But any theory of victory

must try at least to offer options for how to conceptualize
success in ways that are feasible given the nature of these
contingencies.

Institutional Rigidity

Efforts to refresh and revalidate U.S. defense strategy
continually run aground on problems of bureaucracy,
programmatic limitations, regulations, and institutional
culture—a third barrier to bold defense reform. Left
unsolved, this issue is likely to undermine the potential for
achieving the goals laid out above.

Part of the problem is what has become an institution-
alized risk aversion—an aversion to the risk of making the
wrong decision, endorsing the wrong policy or system, or
simply taking responsibility for making a choice. Every
decision must transit endless coordination processes to be
signed off on by others in the process—and when a single
objection crops up, that can stop a process in its tracks
for weeks. These institutional flaws were serious enough
when the United States possessed clear dominance and
the security environment was more predictable. Today, at

23



a time of ebbing U.S. overmatch and accelerating change,
these flaws are unacceptable if the United States wishes to
meet its security challenges in a sustainable way. The irony,
of course, is that these habits do not avoid risk at all: They
accept powerful medium-term risks—of ineffectiveness,
institutional calcification, an inability to set feasible goals
or push major reform, and misplaced investment—to avoid
the short-term risk of trying new ways of doing things and
breaking out of path-dependent ways of doing business.

Institutional roadblocks to change have emerged in
many issue areas.® A few leading examples are

o an acquisition system that, although it has been
tweaked around the edges with such initiatives as
the Defense Innovation Unit (DIU), remains slow
and ponderous and that, even with dual-use tech-
nologies being bought essentially off-the-shelf from
commercial manufacturers, imposes significant
delays and inefficiencies”®

« abudgeting system that, overlapping with aspects
of acquisition and procurement, imposes years of
delays on new programs or ideas and adds layers
of destructive complexity to the defense policy
process’!

« long weapon development timelines, which have
grown from two to eight years for such major sys-
tems as aircraft in the 1950s and 1960s to around 15
years for more-recent systems, such as the Patriot
and Stinger. The time to market of major aircraft
systems increased from an average of five years
through the mid-1970s (for such enduring systems
as the F-15, F-16, and C-141) to more than 20 years
for current systems, such as the F-35.72

« policies on personnel, careers, recruitment, and
retention that hinder flexibility in military career
paths, recruitment, and retention

o security clearance and classification procedures
that remain slow, cumbersome, and unnecessarily
restrictive on many issues. There has been talk of
reforming the problems of clearance-granting and
overclassification for years without any apparent
progress.”®

o information-sharing and strategy and planning pro-
cesses with allies and partners that remain tangled in
a thicket of rules, regulations, laws, and habits, and
which most allies and partners continue to see as a
major hurdle to closer military collaboration. Current
U.S. practice, one recent assessment concludes,

hampers innovation and undermines trust, just
at the moment when both are needed in spades
to compete with China. . .. Without bold
action by military leaders, the administration,
and Congress, the “allies and partners” strand
of the National Defense Strategy will remain a
bumper-sticker slogan rather than a real source
of advantage in the strategic competition with
U.S. adversaries, potentially hamper key U.S.
initiatives in the Indo-Pacific, and undermine
partnership with NATO allies.”

o FMS regulations and policies that continue to gen-
erate long wait times for sales, impose sometimes
confusing and unnecessary constraints on what the
United States can share, and, as a result, cause poten-
tial partners to look elsewhere for their military kit.

It is very difficult to identify clear, objective thresholds
for measurable progress in dealing with these issues. Any
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set of indicators of progress would have to include both objec-
tive measures (e.g., the wait for clearances, specific categories
of information able to be shared with allies) and perceptual
factors (i.e., whether people see and feel an institutional con-
text that is more fast-moving and accepting of risk).

Continued Reliance on Highly Expensive
Exquisite Systems

A central problem in U.S. defense policy is that larger
budgets are buying smaller and smaller numbers of major
weapon systems. As the price tag of those systems balloons
(and often runs well over budget), the number of systems
that the United States can purchase shrinks. This is likely
to continue: The latest U.S. nuclear-powered aircraft car-
rier costs $13 billion. Future Next Generation Air Domi-
nance aircraft have been estimated to cost hundreds of mil-
lions per aircraft.”> Furthermore, U.S. military services are
deploying fewer major combat systems. To take one exam-
ple, the U.S. Air Force maintained an inventory of roughly
2,600 fighter aircraft as recently as 1990. Today, it has
about 1,600 (but only about 540 5th-generation models),
a number that is planned to continue shrinking as the Air
Force divests itself of more aircraft than it is buying.”
This trend exacerbates a related asymmetry in defense
spending that aids U.S. rivals: the effect of purchasing
power on what defense budgets can buy.”” When other
countries are already getting more for each yuan or ruble
than each U.S. dollar is buying for U.S. forces, relying on
prohibitively expensive exquisite systems only widens the
gap in terms of the numerical balance between the United
States and its rivals. A classic military maxim is that quan-
tity has a quality all its own; even a moderate U.S. technolog-

ical advantage will not be able to prevail in battles in which
U.S. systems are outnumbered five, seven, or ten to one.

Defense policy appears to be stalled at the cusp of a
transition from an era of large, few, expensive, and exqui-
site systems to one of smaller, cheaper, numerous, and
often unmanned systems, along with the relevant concepts
for such a new era.”® When a military service has made
bolder choices, they have provoked bitter debates about
whether the service is moving too fast to discard old ways
of fighting before it understands new ones.” There is a
potential argument for iterative rather than leapfrog plans
for change,?? although no one has yet defined what such a
middle ground would look like. One implication of these
challenges is that the United States faces a critical moment
in military modernization during the remainder of this
decade, when many platforms and systems reach critical
ages without sufficient procurement to sustain current
numbers.8!

One result is that the effort to shift truly dramatic
resources to smaller, cheaper, and more numerous weap-
ons and systems has proved to be a slow process. In terms
of munitions purchases, for example, the story is of a slow
and steady shift in the needed direction—more precision
weapons purchased with a greater proportion of longer-
range munitions that are more appropriate for large the-
ater engagements. But the numbers remain modest. The
Air Force, as of 2022, had about 5,000 joint air-to-surface
standoff missiles (JASSMs) and proposed to buy only
about 500 more per year over the Future Years Defense
Program.®? One analysis suggests that if just 41, or roughly
half, of the Air Force’s nonstealthy bombers (B-52s and
B-1s) were devoted to delivering these weapons, the U.S.
inventory as of around 2021 would be depleted in a week.33




The valley of death, or the gap between initial system
development and procurement and deployment, remains;
the United States needs years—and often decades—to

operationally deploy a system.

Even tighter constraints apply to the critical long-range
anti-ship missile (LRASM): The Air Force is on track to
have an inventory of only 179 LRASMs by FY 2027, enough
for a set of nine B-52s to fly a single strike mission each
against maritime targets.?* In other areas of cheaper or
asymmetric capabilities, such as mine warfare, the United
States is making few investments.3> The Navy has been
slow to shift from a focus on large platforms; one recent
report quoted a Navy official who described investments
in unmanned naval systems as “the dust particle on the
pocket lint of the budget.”¢

In trying to evaluate the adequacy of reform in this area,
the Defense Department will be challenged by the absence
of any objective standard for how fast the transition must
go. At a minimum, the Defense Department could lay out
a rough schedule for the shift away from the dominance
of legacy systems—force structure targets that incorporate
greater and greater proportions of newer systems.

Barriers to Innovation

A fifth challenge to defense reform efforts is that the
Defense Department remains poor at rapid and effective

testing, evaluation, and procurement of relatively simple
emerging technologies.®” The valley of death, or the gap
between initial system development and procurement and
deployment, remains a very real phenomenon, meaning
that the United States needs years—and often decades—to
operationally deploy a system.®® Increasingly, given the
role of commercial technologies in military applications,
a critical variant of this problem is the inability to iden-
tify simple, often inexpensive systems or tools—typically
derived from dual-use commercial technologies—to
accomplish important goals and then to buy them in suffi-
cient numbers or in a timely way. The Defense Department
and military services impose complex and often excessive
requirements on potential equipment and, as a result, often
refuse to accept off-the-shelf or third-party options, even
for relatively simple needs. Services have little budget flex-
ibility to respond to new threats without waiting for years-
long budgeting processes.®

To address these issues, the Defense Department
and services have created a set of innovation labs, “rapid
experimentation funds,” and other efforts to end-run the
acquisition process and find ways to field warfighting sys-
tems more rapidly.”® But these efforts remain mostly at the
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margins of formal procurement efforts. The most promi-
nent of these, the DIU, has funded dozens of new technolo-
gies, some of which have gone on to become programs of
record.”! But the DIU’s total budget is a tiny percentage of
overall Pentagon procurement funding. And its long-time
director, Michael Brown, recently left, and in the process,
he made clear that the overall defense acquisition ecosys-
tem remains stubbornly resistant to change.*?

A 2023 study by the Defense Innovation Board’s Task
Force on Strategic Investment Capital concluded that clas-
sic barriers to scaled innovation—including the valley
of death between research and development and full
production—remain a significant impediment. The various
innovation labs and centers listed earlier have generated
useful systems and technologies but have trouble scaling
them to full production. Meanwhile, the defense offices or
services involved have not replicated the mindset of these
innovation offices more broadly.®> A 2023 U.S. Govern-
ment Accountability Office report agreed that acquisition
policies continue to obstruct innovation. It found that
the average life cycle of a procurement program length-
ened between 2020 and 2022: “The Department of Defense
(DOD) continues to face challenges quickly developing
innovative new weapons. These challenges persist even with
recent reforms to its acquisition process intended to help
deliver systems to the warfighter in a timelier manner.”*

Structural Vulnerabilities

The U.S. defense posture is also vulnerable and argu-
ably unsustainable in some important structural ways.
For one thing, personnel and operation and maintenance
(O&M) costs are slowly consuming the defense budget.

Because of the need to offer competitive salaries; burgeon-
ing military health care and retirement costs; and the
expenses of a globally deployed, highly active force, these
components of the budget have been growing as a propor-
tion of the total, crowding out procurement or resources
for added force structure. Between 1952 and 2016, for
example, total U.S. military personnel numbers declined
by 64 percent—and yet, personnel costs more than doubled
in real terms. Between 2000 and 2012 alone, total cost per
service member grew by 64 percent. Active duty and retiree
health costs in nominal terms grew 170 percent between
2000 and 2012; retirement payments grew 50 percent in
that same period. Personnel costs have risen (in constant
FY 2021 dollars) from less than $50 billion in 1948 to more
than $200 billion as of this writing.®> Meanwhile, O&M
expenses, which include some personnel costs, hit 40 per-
cent of the overall Department of Defense budget in 2015.9
A second source of structural vulnerability is in the
U.S. defense industrial base, which imposes severe con-
straints on mobilization and military operations.®” U.S.
defense policy must also grapple with the fact that the
U.S. defense industrial base has a very limited capacity for
surge production, which will impose severe constraints
on U.S. operations in a conflict when losses begin to be
significant.”® For example, U.S. production of the Javelin
anti-tank missile has been publicly estimated at roughly
2,100 missiles per year, which is less than one-third of the
total number shipped to Ukraine and a small percentage of
the expenditure by Ukrainian forces in just a few months
of war. Production goals have been ramped up to 4,000
missiles annually, but this will reportedly take several years
to achieve.®® The FY 2022 defense budget provided for the
procurement of 400 JASSMs in FY 2021 and 525 JASSMs
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in FY 2022, between 40 and 50 LRASMs, roughly 100
precision strike missiles, and about 6,500 Guided Multiple-
Launch Rocket Systems.!?® Comparing these numbers with
Russian use rates in Ukraine, “in three months of combat,
Russia has burned through four times the U.S. annual mis-
sile production.”%!

A third source of structural vulnerability relates to
components and materials. Current U.S. defense strategies
assume that the Defense Department can preserve access
to key components, especially semiconductors, unique
subcomponents produced abroad, and rare earth materi-
als that are essential to the production of major combat
systems and technologies. The supply of such components
would be compromised in any conflict, further constrain-
ing the U.S. ability to make up losses or grow its force in
any reasonable time frame.

These industrial and resource issues will affect poten-
tial U.S. combat power and the credibility of its global
commitments in the wake of any major conflict. If the
United States were to sustain significant losses, it would
take years—and in some cases, decades—to replace lost
systems. A 2021 Center for Strategic and International
Studies report suggests that, based on current defense
industrial capabilities, it would take between a decade
and 40 years to replace current inventories of key systems,
even at an accelerated rate of production beyond current
peacetime figures: ten years for the current suite of F-15EX
aircraft, close to 15 years for the F-35 inventory, more than
20 years for amphibious ships, 40 years for major surface
combatants, and half a century for aircraft carriers.'?> And
that analysis assumes that the United States could afford a
massive recapitalization effort: Replacing significant losses

would demand trillions of dollars in extra defense spend-
ing over the decades following a major conflict.

Summing Up: Important Progress but a
Sluggish Transformation

If we take roughly the years 2012 to 2015 as the period
when the U.S. defense establishment became truly aware of
the looming crisis in the default strategy of decisive expe-
ditionary force, we can then ask what concepts, programs,
and actions have taken place since that time and whether
they amount to sufficient progress. Table 2 summarizes
some of the reforms and changes in defense policy since
that time—both accomplishments and limitations. The
message of this record seems clear enough: Progress has
arguably been slower and more limited than the advocates
of change hoped and intended when they called for major
reform.

One symptom—the institutional parallel to the pro-
liferation of buzzwords in operational concepts—is what
defense analyst Mackenzie Eaglen has termed defense
reform theater. Since about 2010, she notes that U.S. defense
officials have announced dozens of defense innovation
initiatives and concepts for institutional reform: repeated
efforts to cut excess spending in unnecessary programs
or commands, budgetary changes, Strategic Choices
and Management Reviews, Entrepreneur-in-Residence
programs, and many others.!® As she explains, many of
these concepts have washed over U.S. defense policy with-
out deeply transforming the ways of doing business or
even the amounts spent on various categories of military
capabilities.
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TABLE 2
The Record of U.S.

Defense Transformation Since 2012: Selected Examples

Issue Area

Major Changes and Initiatives

Limitations and Constraints

Building transformative new
strategies and concepts

Acquiring new, asymmetric
military capabilities

Defense policy reforms
to address specific
challenges

Two NDSs have embraced a parallel set of major
strategic priorities

Services have developed the outlines of new
operational concepts: MDO, EABO, ACE, Distributed
Maritime Operations, etc.

The JWC process (and the supporting concept of
JADC2) has begun an effort to knit joint warfighting
together

DARPA and FFRDCs have contributed parallel ideas
(such as mosaic warfare and Blue A2AD)

Force design initiatives: Army MDTF, Army SFABs,
USMC Force Design 2030, and MLR

Publication of modernization strategies and
priorities and operational imperatives (in NDS and
service-specific form)

Major new systems developed or acquired since
roughly 2012, including Army squad weapons,
advanced training systems, M-SHORAD systems,
PrSMs, and NMESIS anti-ship missiles
Unmanned systems in development, including USAF
CCA and Navy unmanned submersibles

Formal commitment to faster, more-agile acquisition
processes; the creation of new offices and acquisition
categories to accelerate procurement

Growing discussion of the need to improve
information-sharing with allies, some targeted policy
directives (such as the CSAF letter on NOFORN usage)

There remains no unified, comprehensive theory of
success for large-scale contingencies embedded in
current documents

Current concepts rely more on clever applications

of existing capabilities and ways of thinking—an
extension of network-centric warfare—than truly new
ideas

Publicly discussed concepts and visions of success
do not account for issues of protracted conflict or what
victory looks like against nuclear-armed opponents
Many concepts remain embryonic—suggestive

and interesting phrases and concepts rather than
fleshed-out operational plans

Jointness in concept development remains partial at
best

Developing and deploying new military systems—or
even buying a dual-use capability from the private
sector—takes far too long: a decade or more even for
missiles and infantry weapons

The new force designs in place do not offer
transformational capabilities against major threats; the
MDTF and MLR are more test beds than warfighting
entities

The balance between legacy systems and autonomous
or cheaper proliferated systems remains too heavily
weighted against newer capabilities

Changes in acquisition remain partial at best; the time
required to procure major systems remains long, and
programs are subject to significant cost overruns?®
Reforms in personnel and career paths remain modest
Restrictions of information-sharing remain significant
and a continuing frustration for allies
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Table 2—Continued

Issue Area Major Changes and Initiatives Limitations and Constraints
Improving adaptiveness e Emphasis from senior defense leaders on innovation® e Bureaucratic barriers to larger-scale reform remain
and innovation e Defense-wide innovative offices led by DIU, including powerful and largely uncontested
Project Maven (algorithmic warfare tiger team), NSIN, e Programs granted partial exceptions to constraining
and JAIC® regulations have made targeted progress, but bigger
e Service-specific commands and offices with a future procurement programs continue to have long timelines
and transformative orientation: AFC, Army Al Task and significant cost overruns
Force, Army ERDCWERX, USAF Rapid Capabilities e Service-specific innovations are not yet drawn
Office, Air Force Techstars Accelerator, Air Force together into any larger joint innovation process

STRIKEWERX, SpaceWERX, SURFDEVRON 1

and DEVGRU, DCNO for Warfighting Development
(OPNAV N7), Air Force Research Laboratory, and, in its
AFWERX tech lab, SOFWERX®

Better integration with allies e Rhetorical commitment to this objective in two NDSs e Still no well-defined plans for the roles allies and

and partners e Since 2021, an impressive variety of new engagements partners will play
and initiatives with allies and partners, from NATO to e Continuing barriers to information-sharing with allies
India to Japan, Australia, Oceania, and the Philippines because of ITAR and other constraints

e The core FMS process remains sclerotic and
uncompetitive with other providers

e Gaps remain in U.S. advisory and partnering
capabilities

NOTE: AFC = Army Futures Command; AFWERX = Air Force Works; Al = artificial intelligence; CCA = Collaborative Combat Aircraft; CSAF = Chief of Staff of the U.S.

Air Force; DARPA = Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency; DCNO = Deputy Chief of Naval Operations; DEVGRU = development group; ERDCWERX = Engineer
Research and Development Center Works; FFRDC = federally funded research and development center; ITAR = International Traffic in Arms Regulations; JAIC = Joint
Avrtificial Intelligence Center; MDTF = Multi-Domain Task Force; M-SHORAD = Maneuver Short Range Air Defense; MLR = Marine Littoral Regiment; NMESIS = Navy Marine
Expeditionary Ship Interdiction System; NOFORN = Not Releasable to Foreign Nationals; NSIN = National Security Innovation Network; OPNAV = Office of the Chief of Naval
Operations; PrSM = precision strike missile; SFAB = Security Force Assistance Brigade; SOFWERX = Special Operations Forces Works; SpaceWERX = Space Force Works;
SURFDEVRON = U.S. Navy Surface Development Squadron; USAF = U.S. Air Force; USMC = U.S. Marine Corps.

@ One recent assessment that supports the general idea of partial, somewhat stalled progress is the U.S. Government Accountability Office’s most recent update on the
Defense Department in its assessed list of high-risk federal acquisition efforts in April 2023; see U.S. Government Accountability Office, High-Risk Series: Efforts Made to
Achieve Progress Need to Be Maintained and Expanded to Fully Address All Areas. See also U.S. Government Accountability Office, Weapon Systems Annual Assessment:
Challenges to Fielding Capabilities Faster Persist.

b See, for example, U.S. Department of Defense, “Deputy Secretary of Defense Kathleen Hicks Keynote Address at the Ash Carter Exchange on Innovation and National
Security” and Hicks, “The Urgency to Innovate.”

®Many of these examples are derived from Scharre, Four Battlegrounds: Power in the Age of Artificial Intelligence, p. 198.
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Principles to Guide a More
Transformative Defense Strategy

The U.S. defense establishment confronts the need to
accomplish something that nations very rarely do—a radi-
cal overhaul of defense strategy and policy in peacetime.
Modern militaries have seldom overcome institutional, cul-
tural, political, and economic barriers to change and traded
out defense approaches wholesale without the forcing
function of loss in a major war. The task for any advocate
of more-rapid change, therefore, is not to urge such radical
reform but to outline those specific areas in which more
rapid and transformative innovation could make a catalytic
impact in terms of both deterrence and warfighting.!%4 The
essential purpose of a new approach would be to acceler-
ate the change already underway since 2012 and overcome
barriers to the faster reform of capabilities and institutions.
Such an approach would build on important conceptual
and system-level innovation that is already underway and
reflects many principles stated in the 2018 and 2022 NDSs
and in various service statements.

The broad goal of a renewed reform push would be
to take a series of more-decisive steps in the direction of
a new way of fighting, including the investment, force
design, personnel, and other change needed to empower
the approach. This push would demand a clearer and more
coherent statement about the emerging character of war
and the specific ways in which more deeply integrated
asymmetric capabilities can achieve operational goals.!0>
The conceptual picture must become much clearer—
exactly how the United States will employ emerging tech-
nologies to win and the ways in which each component of
the joint force fits into that puzzle.

This more coherent top-level concept could help gen-
erate ideas for achieving a tremendously difficult goal: a
theory of war termination for limited conflicts under the
nuclear shadow and short of absolute victory on terms
acceptable to the United States. The implicit theory that
exists in most U.S. discussions is some variant of the
“punish until we produce a breaking point” idea that has
informed failed U.S. strategies in Vietnam and Afghani-
stan.!% It is not clear that this strategy would work any
better with Russia in Ukraine or China over Taiwan than
it did with the North Vietnamese. U.S. thinking on this
must begin with a clear appreciation for rivals’ theories of
war termination—first mitigating those and then develop-
ing a U.S. theory of success. As noted above, this process is
well underway, but it has not yet led to a clear and coherent
theory of success—a notion of how the United States can
employ a carefully curated set of capabilities that make a
decisive impact in major wars.

An effort to accelerate transformation in defense strat-
egy would be guided in part by key principles that reflect
an assessment of the strategic environment and the needed
changes in the U.S. approach. The following paragraphs
describe some essential principles of such a change. These
partly represent the upshot of the challenged assump-
tions listed earlier and the implications for U.S. strategy.
The principles refer to both institutional and substantive
changes, which together would be designed to overcome
some of the barriers to effectiveness summarized in
Table 2.

Form executive-legislative coalitions to achieve long-
delayed reforms in a handful of critical areas. The United
States has begun to show a sense of urgency about policies
and investments in the strategic competition with Russia
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and China, but it has yet to demonstrate a similar resolve
in achieving the institutional and policy reforms necessary
to keep other actions and investments from being wasted.
More than added funding, the United States needs a series
of initiatives to build on the important initiatives under-
taken in recent years, including current efforts to identify
and mitigate barriers to innovation. It may be time for a
wide-ranging, bipartisan executive-legislative task force to
review existing studies on key required reforms and draw
up the legislative and regulatory changes needed to support
defense leaders who are trying to overcome these barriers.

Such an effort could target three to five important
initial issues, such as procurement and personnel poli-
cies. There is no shortage of ideas and proposed reforms
from which to choose. New studies or commissions are not
needed—what is needed is focused effort by a dedicated,
cross-government team to review proposals for reform on
various issues, develop a coherent and actionable plan, and
work to put into place regulatory or policy changes or new
legislation to make the reforms possible.

Aim to deter without dominance, in part by regu-
lating U.S. operational ambitions. Post-Cold War U.S.
defense strategy has often sought to achieve elaborate
objectives that infused defense plans with a degree of
ambition that can no longer be realized when dealing with
nuclear-armed, often near-peer military powers. A critical
component of any future defense strategy will be to pare
down objectives, including in classified war plans, into the
realm of the feasible, especially when dealing with nuclear
powers against whom no comprehensive victory will be
possible.!%” This again requires a theory of how to get to
war termination without a complete victory.

This principle calls for developing concepts that can
work without making the broad variety of assumptions
that characterized the post-Cold War U.S. strategy of
decisive expeditionary force. To serve the goals of its global
security role, the United States need not (and increasingly
cannot) think in terms of achieving decisive military out-
comes against distant peer or near-peer competitors. It can
build capabilities for much more targeted ways of threat-
ening decisive responses to localized aggression without
relying on the larger forms of air, information, space, and
maritime dominance enjoyed by U.S. forces in regional
conflicts since 1945.

Such principles could reflect a concept of defense with-
out dominance, similar to the idea of “deterring without
dominance” proposed by Eric Heginbotham and Jacob
Heim. They argue for an “active denial strategy” designed to

deter Chinese adventurism by maintaining a capabil-
ity to refuse China the benefits of military aggres-
sion. This is different than maintaining all-aspects
dominance. Dominance is fast becoming prohibi-
tively expensive and may well be inadvisable when
confronting a nuclear-armed great power. Instead,
active denial involves both defending the territory of
U.S. allies and partners as well as making retaliatory
strikes against Chinese combat forces involved in
offensive operations.108

Heginbotham and Heim recommend “resilient U.S.
combat power” with better capacity to survive attacks of
various kinds, systems for attacking conventional forces
engaged in aggression, and improved contributions from
allies and partners.

The approach suggested here also closely mirrors that
in a major 2016 RAND study on future defense strategy
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by Terry Kelly, David Gompert, and Duncan Long, which
proposed concepts built around what some analysts have
termed Blue A2/AD as the core of U.S. deterrent and war-
fighting strategy. This is an approach designed to turn the
tables on A2/AD approaches, building powerful, integrated
webs or networks of strike systems—swarms of missiles and
unmanned systems, sensing and targeting grids, and related
technologies to defeat attacks even without achieving general
dominance in any domain. The authors suggest that the

United States can and must recast and enhance its
strategy as one of power projection, not just force pro-
jection, while concentrating militarily on preventing
enemies from projecting force under the shield of
their A2AD—in brief, a concept that entails exploit-
ing U.S. advantages for the main purpose of prevent-
ing international aggression.!%

The result would be a strategy that would “imply a
more defensive but still forward and influential U.S. role in
contested regions” and whose investment priorities would
focus on resilient, multilayered sensing grids;!!? large
numbers of relatively inexpensive precision weapons and
unmanned platforms; heavier reliance on survivable plat-
forms, such as submarines; and complementary capabili-
ties that allow the United States—working closely with the
threatened ally or partner—to threaten a decisive response
to aggression.

Increase the emphasis in defense planning on home-
land protection and resilience. In future conflicts and
in peacetime campaigning, the U.S. homeland will be a
major target of both kinetic and nonkinetic attacks in
ways that have not been true of any major war the United
States has fought. Adversaries will seek to create political
effects, reduce the U.S. will to fight, and disrupt military

operational and industrial base efforts. Moreover, given the
nonmilitary threats facing the American people, broader
national security goals mandate a focus on domestic
resilience and safety. A future defense strategy must begin
with the homeland—to a degree not yet undertaken by any
NDS—and build outward from there. This focus implies
investments in information security; national systemic resil-
ience; air and missile defense; and active component, Guard,
and reserve component units oriented to homeland defense.

Accelerate the development of a true joint concept
for how U.S. forces will fight in future major contin-
gencies across all domains. As noted above, the Defense
Department and services have been working for years
on a suite of new operating concepts that begin to reflect
the revised approach suggested here. But these concepts
remain more aspirational than real in terms of the capabili-
ties needed to implement them, the logistical and sustain-
ment architectures to support them, and the ally and part-
ner access required to make them work. Building a true,
detailed, and transformative plan for power projection
rather than force projection; imposing A2/AD on an enemy
rather than fighting through their effort to do the same;
and conceptualizing the fight as relying dominantly on
asymmetric technologies and systems will require another
major phase in this concept development process.!!!

In parallel, the United States needs a concept for how
it proposes to undertake a protracted conflict after the
first battle. One challenge of U.S. defense strategy since the
Gulf War is that leaders have generally thought in terms
of operations rather than wars: envisioning U.S. forces
conducting a grand air and ground campaign over a short
period that leads to temporary victory over a brittle enemy
military.!’? In the absence of complete and unconditional
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victory (such as invading and occupying the enemy coun-
try, which is not plausible with nuclear-armed adversaries),
however, it is not clear what the military requirements of a
protracted war would be. If the United States managed to
crush a Chinese invasion of Taiwan, for example, it is not
at all clear that Beijing would simply sue for peace. Yet the
U.S. defense industrial base—especially if it comes under
continuous cyber and even kinetic attack—cannot produce
the amounts and kinds of major systems necessary to sus-
tain a major war over time. The Defense Department needs
to conceptualize an approach to the months and possibly
years of war that follow the initial battles in ways that pro-
vide competitive advantage; and it needs to do so without
imagining a vast, World War II-style buildup of major
combat systems.

Redouble the focus on and investments in sensing
and targeting grids and battle-management systems.
These systems are in many ways the critical intelligence-
and awareness-generating foundation for any U.S. opera-
tional concept based on rapid interdiction of aggression. In
the Taiwan Strait and elsewhere, the United States needs a
new generation of multilayered webs of sensing and target-
ing capabilities with significant redundancies.!!* Equally
important are automated battle-management systems
capable of employing suites of weapons to achieve desired
effects, often in the space of minutes or even seconds. For
layered defenses, complex long-range precision attacks,
and other elements of emerging U.S. doctrine to work as
intended, the actions of many systems must be coordinated
in ways that go beyond current U.S. capabilities. At the
moment, the Defense Department appears to be prioritizing
the development of the weapon systems that will populate

a future battlespace rather than the targeting architectures
that will be necessary for such weapon systems to work.

Focus on approaches that are designed to support
allies and partners, aiming to both increase the resil-
ience of the targets of aggression and make any response
to aggression multilateral. U.S. strategy will be in service
of supporting allies or partners that face threats of attack;
it must therefore emphasize developing allied and partner
capabilities, creating true interoperability, and procuring
systems designed to provide the decisive force in con-
tingencies. This approach therefore relies on increased
and more-efficient defense investments by key allies and
partners, beginning with Taiwan. An especially important
aspect of such partner engagement would be enhancing the
fast and effective mobilization and warfighting capacity
of ally and partner reserve forces, which offer a potentially
decisive advantage against attackers.!4

In terms of investments and posture, this component
of defense strategy highlights the importance of significant
forward-deployed forces to train and build interoperability
with allied forces; U.S. unit types oriented toward such part-
ner engagement, such as the Army’s Security Force Assistance
Brigades; sufficient foreign military financing to help develop
those militaries; shared educational experiences through
foreign military participation in U.S. professional military
education; and reforms in arms sales and information-sharing
practices to engage more fully with partners and allies.!®
This principle also demands much more in-depth planning to
identify the relative roles of U.S. and allied or partner militar-
ies, both in the initial phases of a conflict and over time—in
everything from performing various missions in the conflict
to providing sustainment capabilities.
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Shift a significant focus of investment to the capa-
bilities needed for the distant defeat of aggression—
power projection rather than force structure. The time
has come to direct a much more significant proportion of
U.S. procurement dollars to the more asymmetric capa-
bilities designed to support a Blue A2/AD approach to
regional deterrence. One RAND study concluded, based
on multiple scenario analyses, that the top-priority systems
were submarines, drones, mobile medium- and long-range
strike systems, and integrated air defense capabilities.!1¢
A more recent RAND assessment, which proposed a
similarly broad approach, recommended investments in a
much thicker and multilayered sensing and targeting grid
over key territory, long-range missile-firing aircraft (both
bombers and perhaps cargo aircraft firing palletized muni-
tions), inexpensive and runway-independent unmanned
aerial vehicles, large unmanned underwater systems,
mobile long-range missile launchers, and large numbers
of precision strike weapons. That report also recommends
significant investments in passive defenses, such as hard-
ened airfield shelters and significant numbers of static and
actively emitting decoys.!”

Plan to achieve initial operational objectives with
forces in place plus modest reinforcements. U.S. strategy
must plan to fight and win the initial battles with the forces
and support assets in place in key theaters, long-range sup-
porting efforts, and modest numbers of forces that can be
brought to the theater in survivable ways within one to
two weeks of an adversary initiating aggression. Rather
than a mindset of flowing winning forces to a theater, the
United States must take a more calibrated and tailored
approach, designing modest early-phase reinforcements
to fill very specific gaps and achieve decisive effects. This

approach implies an increased emphasis on forward pos-
ture, but simply basing more forces and assets at vulner-
able locations will not suffice. Future forward forces must
be based in ways that feature mobility, hardening, dispersal,
deception, and active and passive defenses so that they can
withstand intensive attacks by accurate long-range strike
systems. This principle suggests the need to build 11th-hour
reinforcement and signaling packages that can be deployed
quickly with existing U.S. lift assets and that are built
around the highest-leveraged U.S. capabilities—small, high-
impact ground and (in some cases) air assets that can be
deployed during a period of strategic warning to signal U.S.
commitment and provide critical capabilities that enhance
the partner nation’s capacity for self-defense without making
an assumption of large-scale, timely force flow once the
conflict is underway. This principle also demands transfor-
mative thinking about how U.S. capabilities, especially in the
cyber, space, and information domains, can project nonki-
netic power—and how reserve and Guard units and person-
nel can support such operations with specialized skills.

Plan to achieve initial operational objectives with the
magazine available on day one. U.S. strategy must plan for
the United States to achieve its initial goals with platforms
and weapons on hand at the beginning of a conflict and
then include approaches to gain further advantage without
a massive mobilization of defense industrial production.
The current U.S. defense industrial base is simply not capa-
ble of a massive surge of wartime production as occurred
in World War II. U.S. strategy must plan to win the initial
engagements of a war with stockpiles on hand or supplies
available within weeks. It must also develop an approach
to the first 12 to 24 months of a potentially extended con-
flict that assumes current or even lower production rates
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of major systems because supply chains and U.S. industrial
facilities will be disrupted. This component of the strat-
egy could emphasize, among other things, using dual-use
technologies that can be produced in more places and more
quickly, stockpiling large numbers of precision weapons and
other long-lead time items, and altering operational concepts
to avoid large losses of irreplaceable systems early in a war.
Revolutionize the role of the Reserve Component in
all phases of U.S. military operations. Several trends in
the security environment suggest that the United States
could employ its Reserve Component in creative new ways
to enhance its capacity in both peacetime campaigning
and major war. Several emerging technology areas, includ-
ing cyber, artificial intelligence, and autonomous systems,
draw on capabilities that are the most advanced in com-
mercial industry, suggesting the possibility for reserv-
ists who bring professional skills to defense initiatives.
The importance of enduring engagement with allies and
partners highlights the value of lasting Reserve Compo-
nent engagement activities, such as the State Partnership
Programs. The combination of local and remote activities
points to the opportunity to use distant reserve units and
specialists to accomplish wartime tasks, while the prior-
ity on homeland defense creates obvious roles for reserve
and Guard capabilities. For these and other reasons, the
Defense Department should continue to rethink the ways
in which reserve units and skilled service members could
be integrated more fully into peacetime and combat roles.

Conclusion: Transformation on Hold

The United States has arrived at a difficult moment in the
history of its approach to defense strategy. Leaders of the

defense establishment have recognized many challenges
with the default post-Cold War U.S. defense strategy and
set a course for a more feasible and sustainable approach.
Official statements have identified many challenges with
existing assumptions of U.S. defense policy. Hundreds of
innovative ideas, concepts, and technologies have been
developed or are in the pipeline. All of this represents a
robust agenda of responsiveness and change.

And yet, there are equally powerful signs that this
recognition and intent is not likely to produce the pace or
degree of change required to sustain deterrence, ensure
a warfighting edge, and engage in day-to-day military
competition during the coming decades. Since around
2000 and with growing intensity since 2012 to 2015, lead-
ers, officials, and analysts in the U.S. defense establish-
ment have recognized the need to shift from the default
approaches to warfighting, weapon design and acquisition,
personnel management, and many other areas—but the
scope and pace of change have not matched these ambi-
tions. Constraints on long-distance force projection mean
that the United States ought to be moving toward a much
more dramatic and fundamental shift in the way it plans
to fight and in the military it seeks to build than is likely to
be delivered by the gradual accretion of a thousand small
changes. Bigger decisions must be made.

The United States cannot muscle its way past these
problems with bigger budgets or expanded capabilities.
As Bryan Clark and Dan Patt have argued, any approach
that aims to reaffirm U.S. dominance “by growing today’s
munition stocks and force structure is doomed to fail ™8
The current moment demands strategic and institutional
clarity and reform more than added capabilities.
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For such a transition to occur, defense leaders will
have to place intense emphasis on reforming the environ-
ment for defense strategy to allow for the more rapid and
efficient acquisition of weapons, easier sharing of military
systems and information with partners and allies, and a
general bureaucratic streamlining of defense processes.
The biggest barrier to effectiveness is arguably not defense
spending or the lack of 10 or 20 percent more of any one
system or capability. It is a crushing bureaucratic manage-
rialism that, in so many overlapping ways, drains the life-
blood from U.S. defense endeavors. Even those who see the
need for change across the department are hemmed in by
countless assumptions; rules; laws; requirements; cultural
habits; bureaucratic knife-fights; and a pressing demand
for daily talking points, memos, and Microsoft PowerPoint
slides that keep most senior defense officials from doing
anything other than keeping their heads above the rushing
bureaucratic water.

Defense analysts commonly refer to the importance of
John Boyd’s feedback loop for understanding the dynamic
of tactical engagements, consisting of Observe, Orient,
Decide, and Act (OODA). Yet the United States remains
trapped in an incredibly slow institutional OODA loop,
one that keeps the Department of Defense from making
choices, implementing new warfighting concepts, or
deploying systems on anything but an incredibly long
timeline. At the same time, it imposes significant admin-
istrative costs and damage to morale and dynamism in
defense institutions. Potential adversaries will not need to
get inside the tactical or operational OODA loops of U.S.
forces if they consistently beat its institutional OODA loop
for another decade or more.

This analysis points to the needed content and mindset
of the next NDS. By 2025-2026, the time will have arrived
for more-decisive moves in the directions laid out in this
Perspective. The need for accelerated and audacious change
is clear. The ability of the U.S. defense establishment to
overcome the hurdles described above and realize the full
promise of its current direction remains highly uncertain.
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