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FOREWORD

On November 8-9, 2011, the National Defense 
University held a symposium entitled “Forging an 
American Grand Strategy: Securing a Path Through 
a Complex Future,” at Fort Lesley J. McNair in  
Washington, DC. This book represents a compilation 
of several papers delivered at that conference. The  
topics discussed are relevant to the audiences of the 
Strategic Studies Institute, and the U.S. Army in general,  
students, faculty, developers of strategy, and  
policymakers.

Joint professional military education requires the 
teaching of grand strategy and the assistance such a 
strategy makes to the development and articulation of 
the National Security Strategy. This is the focus of much 
of the curriculum at all the war colleges within the Pen-
tagon. The conference began a conversation that needs 
to continue because the Nation is struggling with where 
we are going and how we need to get there.  

What is the country’s grand strategy?  Do we need 
one? If one does not exist, then in a world of complexity 
and globalization, what is the context that we will use to 
make decisions in the absence of a grand strategy that 
guides? How can the Nation plan in a proactive sense to 
be ready for the future, let alone shape one, without such 
a framework? The papers presented at this conference 
represent a sampling of the diversity of opinions on this 
topic.  We hope that it will give the reader some issues 
to consider.

   

   
   DOUGLAS C. LOVELACE, JR.
   Director
   Strategic Studies Institute and
       U.S. Army War College Press
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

Dr. Sheila R. Ronis

On November 8-9, 2011, the National Defense Uni-
versity (NDU), Washington, DC, held a conference 
entitled “Forging an American Grand Strategy: Secur-
ing a Path Through a Complex Future,” which I had 
the privilege of chairing. For more than 2 decades, I 
have been studying the mechanisms and methods we 
use as a nation to develop and conduct grand strategy. 
The conversation that began at that conference needs 
to be further developed and continued. More impor-
tantly, we, as a nation, need to explore together the 
path ahead and answer questions regarding how and 
why we struggle with grand strategies. If developed 
and executed with a systemic orientation, grand strat-
egies could help us shape our future in an ever chang-
ing and complex world. 

This volume represents a compilation of some 
of the presentations given at the NDU conference. 
It also represents the great diversity of opinions re-
garding this subject. For more than 2 decades, it has 
been evident to many that the United States needs a 
new framework for a grand strategy, especially since 
the “containment” strategy of George F. Kennan that 
shaped U.S. policy during the Cold War is no longer 
relevant. But, what kind of framework do we need? 

Most commonly, grand strategy is framed in the 
context of warfare, or at least conflict among nations. 
There have been exceptions, and the focus of this sym-
posium was not on warfare or preparation for war. Our 
intent was to promote a discussion about the elements 
of and prospect for a grand strategy for America.
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Over the millennia, grand strategies have evolved 
as the complexities of the known world grew. Rulers 
have created and executed grand strategies for their 
nations through modern times. It is possible that a 21st 
century grand strategy will be very different than past 
models since our understanding of the world has and 
will change our understanding of how complex sys-
tems, including nations, behave. The empowerment 
of individuals or small groups with new technologies 
and communication tools can extend beyond anything 
imagined outside the realm of science fiction. Other 
factors may come into play as well. Some would also 
argue that, in a democracy, it is not possible to attain 
the necessary consensus to craft and implement a na-
tional grand strategy in the absence of an existential 
threat. Recent political discourse lends some credence 
to that line of reasoning.

Many of us believe that an American grand strat-
egy is not only possible, but also critical to the future 
of the Nation. A common strategic vision can do much 
to focus the attention and energies of the Nation to-
ward a common good. In a recently published article, 
Dr. Anne-Marie Slaughter, formerly the Director of 
Policy Planning at the Department of State, succinctly 
described the need for a grand strategy or, to use her 
terminology, a national strategic narrative to serve as 
a guide to the future. As Dr. Slaughter says: 

We need a story with a beginning, middle, and pro-
jected happy ending that will transcend our political 
divisions, orient us as a nation, and give us both a 
common direction and the confidence and commit-
ment to get to our destination.
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During recent years, the U.S. Government has 
generated a plethora of strategies and strategic plans, 
with most aimed at some aspect of security—national, 
economic, space, cyber, energy—the list continues to 
expand. It appears clear that none of these strategies, 
whether separately or combined, gets to the objective 
succinctly identified by Dr. Slaughter—“a story with 
a beginning, middle, and projected happy ending that 
will transcend our political divisions, orient us as a 
nation. . . .” That storyline, with associated ways and 
means, is the basis for an American grand strategy. 
Our goals with this symposium were to help illumi-
nate that path to the future and, along the way, pose 
and answer a range of fundamental questions.

• What is grand strategy?
•  What lessons does history offer to today’s  

strategists?
•  Is a national grand strategy possible in today’s 

world of complexity and divisive political  
turmoil?

•  What is the appropriate role of the President, 
the Congress, the Departments of State and 
Defense, and the private sector in developing, 
supporting, and sustaining America’s grand 
strategy?

•  What system or processes are necessary to pro-
duce a U.S. grand strategy?

•  What is the role of strategic foresight in devel-
oping and implementing grand strategy?

•  What are the requirements for intelligence to 
serve national grand strategy?

•  How should we educate today’s and tomor-
row’s leaders to think strategically and to  
develop the necessary skills to develop and ex-
ecute grand strategy?
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•  What are, or should be, the connections  
between an American grand strategy and the 
various national defense and security strat-
egy documents? How can we improve those  
connections?

In my work with the Project on National Secu-
rity Reform, I chaired the Vision Working Group. 
We found a need to establish a grand strategy de-
velopment capability within the Executive Office of  
the President.

The National Security Strategy is the closest pub-
lished document that represents a comprehensive 
discussion of where the country is going and what it 
wants to accomplish. Published by The White House 
from time to time, it is neither sufficiently long term 
nor a true strategy that links resources with objectives 
over time. It represents, at best, a list of aspirational 
goals by an administration. In a world of increasing 
complexity, the United States should consider long-
term, whole-of-government thinking and planning. 
Other countries have established such a set of capa-
bilities within the heart of their governments at the 
highest levels, so why not the United States in the  
White House? 

My journey began about 20 years ago when, as a 
strategic management consultant to the private sector, 
I had an opportunity to work with the U.S. Army War 
College in Carlisle, Pennsylvania. When I read the U.S. 
National Security Strategy for the first time, I assumed 
it was a subset of a larger national “grand strategy.” 
But, I was wrong. That summer, I realized for the first 
time that the United States was not developing long-
term, whole-of-government grand strategies at all.
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As a strategic management professor and a practi-
tioner, I thought it was very odd that, for decades, the 
private sector has routinely used management tools 
such as forecasting, scenario based planning, strate-
gic visioning, political and economic risk assessments, 
and so on, but the U.S. Government, especially in a 
whole-of-government way, rarely, if ever, uses such 
tools, though sometimes those tools are used in pock-
ets—in specific agencies or departments. 

The complex systems of the world need to have 
their characteristics identified, discussed, and used 
as a framework for the development of grand strat-
egy. Probably the most important characteristic is that 
complex systems cannot be controlled—at best, they 
can be influenced. The systems can only be influenced 
if understood intimately. 

A White House Center needs to be formed as a 
learning organization to support whatever national 
security structure is in place in the United States. The 
Center would be created to learn, analyze, assess, and 
synthesize risk, foresight, and the development of 
“grand strategy” across the government. 

One of the Vision Working Group findings in-
cluded the need to synthesize “all of government” 
solutions to complex system issues and problems, and 
sometimes “all of society.” The only successful way to 
do that is to learn about the system issues and couple 
those with foresight tools such as Delphi techniques 
and risk assessment. These enable the development 
of scenarios for planning and ultimately the ability 
to develop “grand strategies.” We also found that the 
United States needs to systematically use these tools 
and processes to improve decisionmaking and create 
mechanisms for that to happen at the whole-of-gov-
ernment level—at the level of the President—and that 
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requires context and synthesis. It also requires break-
ing down the stovepipes of government so they can 
work together effectively. 

Questions asked should be: What mechanisms 
should the U.S. Government develop to improve the 
Nation’s ability to plan in a whole-of-government 
way for its future—to be better prepared for a future 
that will be very different from its past? What kinds 
of grand strategies need to be developed? Perhaps we 
should answer such questions as 

• How do we get out of debt? 
• How do we develop energy strategies to move 

away from fossil fuels that keep us dependent 
on unstable places in the world? 

• How will we find the clean energy sources for a 
world of seven billion people that will stop and 
reverse global warming?

• How do we establish true peace in the Middle 
East? 

• How do we engage permanent solutions 
for problematic countries, from Iraq and  
Afghanistan to North Korea? 

• How do we stem the cyber security threats 
and acts of war in cyberspace from China  
and Russia?

These are the kinds of questions that were explored 
and, in the future, will need to be answered as the Na-
tion learns to think about grand strategy capability in 
the world of the 21st century.

The NDU conference proceedings included Panel 
One, chaired by Dr. Nicholas Rostow, which dis-
cussed, “What is Grand Strategy? How Should We 
Develop It?  What Should It Look Like?” Panels mem-
bers included Ambassador Robin Raphel, Dr. Steven 
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Meyer, Colonel Mark “Puck” Mykleby, and Captain 
Wayne Porter. Panel Two, chaired by Dr. Audrey 
Kurth Cronin, explored the “Historical Grand Strat-
egies and Lessons for Today.” Sitting on the panel 
were Dr. Williamson Murray, Dr. Benjamin Franklin 
Cooling, and Professor Hew Strachan. Panel Three ex-
plored the question, “What is the Role of Intelligence 
in Supporting a Successful Grand Strategy?” Chaired 
by Dr. Roger George, the panel consisted of Rear Ad-
miral Elizabeth Train, Mr. Paul Batchelor, and Dr. 
Matthew J. Burrows. Panel Four consisted of Dr. Hans 
Binnendijk and Mr. Frank Hoffman, who commented 
on “Strategy Overviews.” Panel Four, chaired by Dr. 
Warren Fishbein, discussed “Grand Strategy Needs 
Foresight and Vision.” Panel Four members were 
Mr. Jerome Glenn, Ms. Patricia (Patti) Morrissey, Dr. 
Allen Miller, and Colonel Christopher Holshek. Dr. 
Miller’s remarks are included in this work. Panel Five, 
“Educating Strategists,” was chaired by Colonel Greg 
Schultz and included Dr. Cynthia Watson, Dr. Rich-
ard Immerman, and Dr. Matthew Connelly. Finally, 
Panel Six, chaired by Dr. Louise Diamond, included 
Dr. Kristin Lord, Mr. Robert Polk, Mr. Patrick Doherty 
and Mr. Evan Faber. Both Bob Polk and Evan Faber’s 
comments are included.

  
  Sheila R. Ronis, Conference Chair
  Walsh College, Troy, Michigan
  May 14, 2013
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CHAPTER 2

GRAND STRATEGY

Professor Leon S. Fuerth

My views presented here represent my personal opinion and 
do not represent the views of the National Defense University, the 
George Washington University, or the MacArthur Foundation. 

Using complexity as a guide for thinking, this is 
my definition of strategy: “Any strategy is a plan for 
imposing a predetermined outcome on a complex sys-
tem.” It would be interesting to debate whether that 
definition is sufficient to be both precise and also suf-
ficiently elastic to take care of all the “for instances” 
and practical examples, but I think it is.

A strategy has certain characteristics. It needs to 
be comprehensive, meaning that it purports to solve 
the problems of an entire set of issues. It needs to be 
durable enough to last until completion. It should not 
be susceptible to disastrous failure, in the almost cer-
tain event that it encounters conditions not foreseen in  
its premises.

The modifier “grand” is extremely vague, but it 
does convey a sense that grand strategy sits at the 
apex of all other plans and tactics, which should be 
regarded as tributary. That means that it will encom-
pass the entire range of actions that may be required 
for execution: from maneuvers to tactics to battles to 
campaigns and upwards. Grand strategy is more than 
the sum of parts. It is the high ground from which all 
of the parts and all of their interactions can be thought 
through and employed as overall guidance for action.
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It is not clear that grand strategies are really avail-
able. Complexity theory raises some interesting ques-
tions about this at a basic level, since we know that 
any action designed to solve a problem in a complex 
system simply causes the problem to mutate. So any-
one who thinks that a grand strategy ends with a vic-
tory march needs to re-read history: to see it as a con-
tinuum in which every victory march leads on to the 
next set of problems with which we have to deal.

Grand strategy is definitely a narrative shared in 
the minds of those who lead and those who follow. 
The problem with that description is that it does not 
go far enough. Fairy tales are also narratives, and we 
have had rather a lot of fairy tales masquerading as 
grand strategies, in which the common denominator 
is “something for nothing.” Allow me to name a few: 
J-curves; Laffer curves; self-correcting stock markets; 
eliminating the national debt by slashing taxes; grow-
ing jobs by handing out free money; revenue neutral-
ity; the compatibility of free trade with growth strate-
gies as practiced in Japan and China; the guaranteed 
existence of the American middle class; globalization 
lifts all ships; debt does not matter; manufacturing 
does not count; the trade deficit is irrelevant; subprime 
mortgages are secure stores of value; risk has been 
conquered; derivatives are safe; and the prize speci-
men: American exceptionalism—the attitude that the 
Creator is cutting us some slack because we are bet-
ter than anybody else and deserve it, and that we are 
therefore immune from paying the consequences for 
things we ought to do for ourselves but, for some rea-
son, have not. 

Grand strategy requires time to be played out, 
and we are an impatient people, with political institu-
tions to match. There cannot be any such thing as a 
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fully operational grand strategy in a 2-year period. If a 
presidential term is 4 years, the first year is spent get-
ting settled, and the final year is spent obsessing about 
being re-elected, which leaves 2 years in the middle 
where everyone is more or less organized around 
what they have found to be the central themes of the 
administration, which may or may not be the themes 
that got the administration elected in the first place. 

Moreover, there cannot be a grand strategy with-
out the capacity for strategic behavior; there can be no 
capacity for strategic behavior without foresight; and 
there can be no useful foresight without the discipline 
of constant reference to the facts as they materialize, 
rather than the facts as they were once imagined. So, 
finally, we come to our present predicament. I was re-
cently at a conference put on by the U.S. Agency for 
International Development (USAID) to look at fore-
sight and planning. I listened to the USAID personnel 
talk about what they wanted to do in the world, and 
finally had to remind them that, in our own country, 
we are presently unable to do for ourselves what they 
would recommend for others.

Nevertheless, the United States actually does have 
a grand strategy, framed by the Founding Fathers, no 
less. The American grand strategy was and is to have 
a republic ruled by its citizens through representative 
institutions. That is the strategy. Its objective is for 
citizens to remain free, rather than to default to subor-
dination by entitled and inherited power, which—as 
the Founders well understood—had been the lot of all 
peoples throughout all history in all places previously. 

You may remember Benjamin Franklin’s response 
to a question that was put to him as he emerged from 
one of the discussions at the Constitutional Conven-
tion. The question was: “What have we got?” His an-
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swer was: “A Republic, if you can keep it.” Everything 
else in American history is a continuing response to 
that open-ended challenge. This—the struggle to 
keep a republic—is the imperative behind the de-
cisions we have made about the wars that we have 
fought. It is a constant factor in the organization of our  
domestic politics.

Right now, in the “Occupy Wall Street” movement, 
that question is again present. We may have disagree-
ments about the rights of demonstrators to occupy 
public spaces and displace normal street traffic indefi-
nitely, but the issue these people are raising goes to the 
heart of the American grand strategy. They are asking 
whether the 99 percent can consider themselves mas-
ters of a country mainly owned by the 1 percent. It is 
not a problem to design a country where 99 percent 
of the people are governed to suit the preferences of 
the remaining 1 percent. That has been done over and 
over again. The point of the American Revolution was 
that it accepted the unique challenge of designing a 
system that could sustain itself the other way around. 

This raises the question of the tactical battles that 
need to be fought and won to ensure America’s grand 
strategy continues to be operational. Let me identify a 
few of the push-pins in that battle map:

•  We have to find a way to put politics back into 
proportion with the needs of the country.

•  We have to cut the big banks down to size. No 
more masters of the universe.

• We have to cut the media empires down to size.
•  We have to cut campaign spending down to 

size.
•  We have to learn how to educate the public for 

engaged citizenship.



13

•  We have to prepare our citizens with skills 
suited for an exceedingly competitive and es-
sentially remorseless economic world.

•  We have to fix our infrastructure. It is more im-
portant than buying our beer, our lawn furni-
ture, and our cosmetics; it is even more impor-
tant than buying computer games. It is more 
important than the totality of all the frivolous 
things that we have wasted resources on for al-
most 50 years now.

•  We have to address climate change.
•  We have to restore the concept of social burden 

sharing as a working principle in government.

American grand strategy inescapably includes 
moral values. I know that grand strategy, as taught by 
theoreticians, is likely to be reduced to its “scientific 
foundations.” I have been around for a long time now, 
and I do not think it is possible to have an American 
grand strategy that is merely a theoretical construct. 
It needs to be an assertion of a moral principle that 
Americans can get behind and support, no matter 
how difficult that may be, given our diversity.

You might ask: “Where is national defense in this 
expanded concept of national security and grand strat-
egy?” National defense is always fundamental, and it 
depends upon an honest (not a wishful) appraisal of 
the kind of world that we actually live in and of the 
kind of enemies with which we actually deal. But na-
tional security is a much larger concept than national 
defense in narrowly defined, physical terms. When 
you are talking about a grand strategy for America, 
national security only begins at the level of physical 
survival but does not end there. It extends to the pres-
ervation of our way of life, for ourselves in our own 
time, and then for posterity. 
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Moreover, especially in our time, grand strategy is 
acquiring even larger dimensions. The physical and 
moral survival of our Nation has become intertwined 
with the physical and moral survival of the civiliza-
tion in which we exist, and beyond that, it even be-
comes a question of the survival of the human species. 
What does the idea of a “global” civilization mean? Is 
there really a civilization that is the common property 
of all of us? There is no better starting place for defin-
ing the civilizational dimension of grand strategy than 
the Four Freedoms articulated in the Atlantic Charter: 
freedom of speech; freedom of worship; freedom from 
want; and freedom from fear. Win and keep these, and 
everything else you might add to that list follows. Lose 
them, and all else that you might think of that needs to 
be on that list will also be lost.

We should remember that the Four Freedoms were 
not produced in a vacuum: they were produced in 
the middle of a titanic struggle, where the issues of 
national survival and of our ability to shape our own 
future were in doubt. One of the interesting features 
of our particular moment in time is that we can actu-
ally accomplish the objectives of the Four Freedoms. 
For the first time in human history, these things are 
not utopian or merely aspirational. They are organiza-
tional; they are the ongoing and prospective products 
of technologies that are already here or almost already 
here. They are also responses to an inextinguishable 
will among all peoples: a spirit that is manifesting it-
self right at this moment in the form of demands in 
every part of the globe for dignity and freedom. 

This takes us back to the starting point: the capac-
ity of the United States itself to manage its own grand 
strategy—a strategy of self-government by a free peo-
ple in the presence of extremely complex economic, 
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security, and political issues. Here, in addition to the 
questions posed by substantive solutions, I think you 
are still left with another that is under-recognized: the 
challenge of assuring competent response by the insti-
tutions of representative government.

If you look at the systems that we rely upon to 
move government forward, you find that the Consti-
tution itself is as solid a rock as ever. However, the 
institutions and practices that we have built over the 
last several centuries need to be reexamined because 
they are very severely challenged in our time by the 
accelerating velocity and complexity of life. We can-
not adequately deal with today’s problems because 
our existing institutions demand that complex chal-
lenges be fragmented and oversimplified. We can-
not assemble information fast enough and coherently 
enough. We cannot design complex policy options 
to deal with complex issues on the ground. We  
cannot execute such options coherently across  
the government. 

The good news, however, is that we can design 
practical methods to improve the capacity of gover-
nance. I, like others here today, am particularly fo-
cused on ways to do this. My approaches are called 
Forward Engagement and Anticipatory Governance. I 
have spent a decade developing these methods. These 
ideas, like those developed by my colleagues, begin 
with the idea that we need to—and we can—blend 
long-range foresight into the policy process. 

There is nothing magical about foresight: it is a 
stream of a specific kind of information that can be en-
couraged and organized. There is no reason why there 
should be a continued gap between those who think 
in long-range terms and those who make policy deci-
sions. While you cannot transform long-range thinkers 
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into political operatives and you cannot make political 
operatives into long-range thinkers, you can certainly 
find ways to introduce them to each other, and you 
can find ways to cross-influence their perspectives on 
the world. It does not require rocket science to figure 
out how to do it.

We also need to find ways to meld available re-
sources so that they can be effectively brought to bear 
on our goals. The Department of Defense (DoD) has 
been moving ahead for decades to integrate, mesh, 
and make coherent the total effect of the weapons, 
strategies, and means of operations we have at our 
disposal. We need to carry that effort over into the 
civilian branch of government and begin to think in 
terms of what is often called “whole-of-government” 
operations. No matter how the debt “crisis” works 
out, American policy will be operating in straight-
ened circumstances. No agency of government can 
carry out its mission in isolation. Reality demands 
that the use of our resources be orchestrated across 
the full range of government, regardless of formal, 
institutional boundaries. The means exist to improve 
our capacity to operate in this more seamless, more  
networked fashion.

We need to start applying some form of systematic 
feedback to give us the ability to monitor the conse-
quences of the actions we take. We need to identify, 
as part of every policy, what its characteristics in op-
eration are supposed to be and we need a system to 
follow that up with regular assessments, in order to 
generate opportunities to adapt our practices in light 
of experience. We have no such system. Any policy—
even one that might be perfect at the time it is promul-
gated—inevitably loses traction. We too often learn of 
this only after there has been a disaster or a terrible 
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loss of some kind, and only then do we try to diagnose 
what went wrong. Typically, what went wrong is that 
we were not auditing the policy for results. 

We can improve the ability of government to think 
long range, to act comprehensively across jurisdic-
tional lines, to keep track of the consequences of its 
actions, and to modify what it does in the light of 
the actual facts. I believe that it is within the power 
of a sitting President—without new law, without 
new appropriations, using customary authorities—
to improve the way the system works in the White 
House, and from there to have an impact on the way 
in which the entire executive branch operates. I have 
vetted these ideas repeatedly in private discussions 
and working groups, drawing upon the expertise of 
seasoned veterans of the policy world and of outside 
experts. This process convinces me that it is feasible 
to upgrade critical systems in the executive branch by 
means of initiatives that can be implemented swiftly 
and efficiently, using existing presidential authorities. 

I also believe it is possible to come up with a paral-
lel form of discourse for the Congress. The form we 
now have is the line-item budget. It is the language 
of the counting room, where the subject is the balance 
sheet. The form of discourse we need is “management 
to mission,” in which the budget can be understood in 
terms of the effects it is supposed to produce, and in 
which the effects are measured across the capacities 
of government, rather than tested for each and every 
one of a myriad number of government activities by 
a correspondingly myriad number of congressional 
oversight committees. That, of course, is a shift of ap-
proach that only the Congress can accept for itself, but 
it is do-able: far more a question of political will, than 
of design.
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Finally, I want to loop back to the question of the 
moral dimension of grand strategy. Recently, Chinese 
authorities decided that one of China’s leading dissi-
dents (and poets) is a tax evader. They presented him 
with an enormous tax bill (about the equivalent of $2.4 
million) and ordered him to pay it within 15 days or 
go back to prison. Imagine the surprise of the security 
apparatus when, within 1 week, 18,829 persons spon-
taneously contributed money to pay the fine. Funds 
flooded in by mail order, and even after the artist’s 
micro-blog was shut down, people began traveling to 
his studio and throwing money over the walls. We can 
call that Tiananmen, Mod 2.

What this demonstrates, taken in the context of 
what we are seeing in the Middle East and what we 
see practically everywhere else in the world, is that 
the desire for freedom is as irresistible a force as run-
ning water. You can block water, but it will find its 
way out. “Realists” and others debate whether democ-
racy is a necessary component of American strategy. I 
think the issue works out as follows: If we decide that 
advocacy and action for freedom is discretionary, and 
even exceptional, then we basically pull away from 
where the world is actually attempting to go. Democ-
racy is an inalienable part of American grand strategy. 
It is, moreover, a winning strategy, providing we do 
not lose our own way. Any grand strategy combines 
both plan and intent. American grand strategy must 
include not only a goal designed for ourselves, but 
also an intent to represent and to work for a future 
that galvanizes the hopes of myriads of others.
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CHAPTER 3

EDUCATING STRATEGISTS:
SOME DISCOMFORTING CONTRADICTIONS

Dr. Cynthia A. Watson

This analysis is solely that of the author and should not  
be construed as policy of any U.S. Government, Department of 
Defense, or National Defense University agency.

This chapter reflects on the challenges facing those 
engaged in educating U.S. grand strategists today. 
Rather than engage redundantly with the other panel-
ists, this chapter will address the internal professional 
military education (PME) questions that are arguably 
as important as the theoretical ones. Within the PME 
environment, a number of contradictions appear that 
complicate executing the mission of educating strate-
gists. It will identify several contradictions and offer 
some thoughts on how to go about addressing them. 
Many of the points will appear most relevant for stu-
dents at the senior service schools (war colleges), but 
they are meant as general queries about how PME 
is evolving at all levels, as we cross-feed students to 
achieve whole-of-government ideas. I am not labeling 
the policies as bad or good decisions, but I hope to 
raise people’s awareness of unintended consequences 
in seemingly “free” additions to the programs.

The point here is not to say PME is perfect; it is far 
from such. The intent is to lay out the contradictions 
that exist in the various goals set forth for PME insti-
tutions. These are trade-offs, rather than absolutes, in 
the overwhelming majority of cases. As is true with 
any other strategic decision, the ultimate responsibil-
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ity is to prioritize interests in determining the best ad-
vantage in PME for the Nation.

SEVERAL OBSERVATIONS ON PME 
WELL INTO THE POST-COLD WAR WORLD

PME is a luxury that few states have been able to 
afford in the past, yet the ability, the dedication of 
time, and the commitment of money to allow military 
officers (and civilian counterparts, to a much lesser ex-
tent1) to study the lessons of the past, while engaging 
in “safe” risk-taking in a safe environment, is impor-
tant to the nation-building of a cadre of grand strate-
gists. While world history, as well as U.S. history, is 
replete with examples of officers who did not have the 
privilege of studying the lessons of those who faced 
the task of orchestrating national security strategy, 
“contemporary” strategists such as Generals Dwight 
Eisenhower, George Marshall, and David Petraeus 
each had the opportunity to crystallize thought when 
studying or teaching in a PME assignment.2 In an era 
of shrinking budgets, the taxpayers and Congress in-
creasingly look at expenditures such as PME as sub-
ject to scrutiny, but the leadership of today’s profes-
sional military have passed through PME in various 
locations to fine tune their strategic thinking.3

OBSERVATIONS ON PME 
20 YEARS AFTER THE COLD WAR ENDED 

There are a number of competing goals for the 
stakeholders driving PME today. Each admirable 
goal, based on where its supporters sit in the commu-
nity, confronts similarly admirable alternate priorities 
which, taken together, complicate dramatically the 
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PME mission. An example is the International Fellows 
(IF) Program, which educates officers from overseas 
in various U.S. PME institutions. The primary goal for 
the Fellows is probably to strengthen the  military ties 
between the United States and the relevant other state 
while enhancing strategic relations, but this overarch-
ing goal may conflict with classroom priorities. The 
IF students themselves, however, may come to the 
United States for the sake of earning a  master’s de-
gree at the senior service college level or to enhance 
their time with their families while learning about the 
United States. 

The contradiction that often arises comes from the 
classroom-driven time constraints that a participatory 
seminar-based academic program confronts when a 
student leaves to travel around the Nation on spon-
sored trips to learn about the U.S. countryside, culture, 
and economy. While this is not an automatic problem, 
it may create challenges for a student, particularly 
where English is not the native tongue, to divide her 
or his time between the desires of the IF leadership 
and the academic requirements of the college where 
the IF is enrolled. This is not insurmountable but has 
serious implications for the IF student, the U.S. cohort 
in any seminar, and for the instructor trying to craft 
a course most appropriate to a learning environment 
that benefits all.

Another example is the essence of the PME system 
itself. The primary client, thus the funding source, for 
professional military education is the military from 
which the largest component of the student body 
comes. The names Industrial College of the Armed 
Forces, the U.S. Army War College, or the Naval War 
College speak to the historic and foremost focus of the 
institution carrying that name. In any case, the largest 
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percentage of students comes from all the armed forc-
es in the former case, or the Navy in the latter instance. 
The focus of the curriculum has been overwhelmingly 
tied to that focus.

As student bodies have changed, however, addi-
tional sources of students bring their interests to the 
institutions and add to the overall understanding of 
these agency or service roles in the national security 
community.

At the same time, these additional sources of in-
formation, most likely, also bring a desire to promote 
or explain their value to the national security process. 
While that is good for basic understanding, the cur-
riculum and time at PME institutions operate from a 
zero-sum reality: The time available for education is 
not going to grow, thus putting more material into the 
time available will result in either a watering down of 
everything or will require the academic leadership to 
jettison something else. This decision is an exception-
ally challenging one. The stakeholders of the institu-
tions, those who pay to enroll their students, have an 
expectation that their goals will be met by the curricu-
lum, but as more agencies’ personnel are added to the 
mix of students, those newer sources demand at least 
a small portion of the curriculum. Bureaucracies tend 
to behave in a least common denominator methodol-
ogy, thus little gets taken out of the curriculum, while 
more is added. This is not catastrophic, but it is defi-
nitely a contradictory trend.

A specific instance of this phenomenon is when the 
military services seek to educate on the use of the mili-
tary tool of statecraft, while building professional un-
derstanding and networks. Civilian agency students, 
on the other hand, seek to understand the armed forc-
es, other national security agencies, and various other 



23

players in the national security community but do not 
bring the same deployment capabilities to the table. 

While the overlap between these types of capabili-
ties does occur, there are dramatic gaps between them 
as well. IFs come to learn about the United States, 
learn values, see the Nation, and get to know peers 
from elsewhere. This set of students offers challenges 
in developing curricula that answer the desires and 
needs of the various stakeholders. The benefits may 
be tremendous to all, but for those seeking to fine tune 
their skills exclusively in areas most tied to their tra-
ditional field, that is less likely to occur. Broadening 
is often cited as the greatest benefit in PME, which is 
exceptionally useful for today’s volatile environment, 
but this does not always provide the basic information 
transfer process that some expect from PME.

Challenges to national security are much more 
difficult today: as the complexity of the international 
environment increases, rapid fire information tech-
nology affects the decisionmaking cycle, and resource 
constraints accelerate. This breathtaking array of com-
plexity argues strongly for an education that broadens 
student views to the widest aperture. 

However, today’s armed forces and other national 
security specialties require career development—
for good, sound reasons—that may conflict with the 
needed breadth of thinking to address the exploding 
variables in the international system or to think across 
the spectrum of national objectives. For example, of-
fering students closer scrutiny of some of the military 
planning processes so they can assume positions on 
joint staffs and in service staffs would be quite irrel-
evant to the needs of students from, for instance, the 
Agency for International Development or Defense  
Intelligence Agency. 
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Similarly, a quarter century after passage of the 
Goldwater-Nichols Act, the Services retain fairly dif-
ferent goals from those of civilian agencies regarding 
the value of joint PME. PME was originally a way to 
introduce individual service members to the capabili-
ties of all the Services, while emphasizing the unique-
ness of their own service, in order to help understand 
the uses of the national military instrument for any 
specified scenario when the National Command Au-
thority deems it appropriate. The school, where a mili-
tary student enrolls for a set period of time to pursue a 
curriculum that satisfies the learning objectives set by 
the J-7 as suitable “joint” for a joint duty officer, aims 
to educate that student to fill a designated joint billet 
for her/his next tour. Civilian agencies, on the other 
hand, hunger to understand the Department of De-
fense (DoD) and strategy but have different objectives 
and missions, such as understanding how to integrate 
the national security policymaking bureaucracy, rath-
er than to accomplish a specific mission.

Some advocates have argued for sending only 
the brightest students to civilian educational institu-
tions, because PME does not produce the most rigor-
ous thinking. This idea is counter to the intent of the 
Goldwater-Nichols Act, which aimed at addressing 
PME as a portion of the reforms to the military. In 
the 1980s, the Congress, especially Representative Ike 
Skelton of Missouri, took a strong interest in pushing 
the PME community to address those deficiencies that 
prevented producing officers like Generals Marshall 
and Eisenhower.4

Additionally, military education in 2011 has mul-
tiple masters who have rather different goals in mind. 
The J-7 and the military side find their work governed 
by the Officer Professional Military Education Policy,  
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which allows PME schools to develop curricula to 
achieve their responsibilities, which, in turn, will al-
low students to meet requirements under the Gold-
water-Nichols Act for joint officer qualification. Con-
gress has further sought additional intellectual rigor 
and inflicted on PME institutions a civilian creden-
tialing process. Agencies providing civilian students 
are seeking to learn about the military and security 
missions in an era of declining funding, thus making 
them ready to step into individual circumstances as a 
better rounded U.S. representative. Generals Petrae-
us and H. R. McMaster both went to civilian schools 
(Princeton and University of North Carolina Cha-
pel Hill, respectively) and have been cited as stating 
that the reason was that these civilian programs give  
creative thinkers a much better experience than  
does PME.5 

Promoting traditional civilian graduate programs 
would have three serious challenges that are not true 
in PME institutions. A doctorate, admittedly not cur-
rently available at a PME school, would take an officer 
out of his/her career path for a minimum of 3 years.6 
However, few officers probably want to engage in the 
doctoral process as they advance in their careers. 

A second issue is that most graduate programs 
would not have the substantive basis to provide ade-
quate instruction on joint professional military educa-
tion (JPME) topics to qualify a graduate as a joint duty 
officer required under Goldwater-Nichols for promo-
tion to flag officer. Civilian institutions simply have 
no reason to cover those topics in their graduate pro-
grams. Third, the often less-than-subtle anti-military 
bias at many civilian institutions would make this a 
less efficacious venture than it sounds. While personal 
bias against the military is one aspect that still exists 
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widely across the academy, it is manifested clearly 
in the lack of military studies topics, such as military 
history, security studies, and related fields, at U.S.  
graduate schools.

 A tremendous challenge increasingly confronting 
PME is that much of the new technology and many 
new technology-driven pedagogies that may be used 
offer a new direction for educating strategists but 
require additional sustained funding. Increasingly, 
technology-driven solutions to deliver education ap-
peal more to students than physical books or arriving 
at a brick and mortar school. The computers for library 
access or communication are not a single purchase but 
require replenishment on a regular cycle, thus incur-
ring a commitment to information technology (IT) re-
freshment that becomes expensive over the long term. 
Furthermore, hard copies of anything take longer to 
reach the consumer—faculty and students—and run 
the risk of being outdated more quickly than is true of 
electronic delivery.

However, a commitment to the more environ-
mentally friendly electronic age requires a sustained 
commitment to keeping technology up-to-date, 
which is an expensive commitment. This may make 
PME institutions rethink their priorities to allow for 
this constant, at least annual, refurbishment of the  
technology base.

Additionally, electronic resources for delivering 
PME come up against information assurance levels. 
As students prefer using electronic tablets that they 
may buy themselves, how does the institution prevent 
cyber problems from arising? The DoD has already 
banned “thumb drives” after apparent infiltration of 
the U.S. network by some adversary that may have 
used a thumb drive to gain access; banning students 
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from hooking up their personal tablets to a network 
will make it much harder to transfer basic adminis-
trative information in an educational institution. This 
is not a reason to terminate the program, but it will 
require more time and assets by the PME institutions 
to establish firewalls or duplicative systems to prevent 
cross-contamination.

The academic community is now driven by con-
cerns about assessments and proof of non-cross-con-
tamination, which affect the environment for U.S. 
military education. But that education focuses on the 
measurable academic content of the program, as well 
as on some of the development of personal ties among 
students and their gaining an understanding of basic 
capabilities across the national security community. 
Academic assessment drives faculty to worry about 
whether learning objectives have been achieved and 
how to measure that achievement. 

This has, arguably, brought more rigor to the PME 
classroom but may incur less faculty tolerance for 
the seminar process to develop personal ties among 
students than was true in the past. The pressure to 
measure if students have mastered the learning objec-
tives requires more attention to developing those ob-
jectives, crafting the instruments of assessments, and 
taking time to digest the results. This is time taken 
away from faculty for developing courses or refining 
discussion approaches for a particular topic. New fac-
ulty especially need time to develop their courses.

THE FACULTY

PME faculty composition may lead to tension; each 
type of faculty brings different goals and understand-
ing of what an institution seeks to accomplish. This 
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can affect educating strategists, as various instructors 
bring their particular views into the classroom. On 
the one hand, each faculty member brings to the in-
stitution her/his specific benefits to the faculty mix. 
Uniformed faculty with tactical/operational/strate-
gic experience worry about how well students under-
stand the military instrument and who they may send 
into the field in hard-headed, fundamental ways, but 
they are not as interested in abstract academic argu-
ments that may not matter outside of the classroom 
or a refereed journal. Agency faculty coming from 
the civilian part of the government also arrive with 
vast tactical/operational/strategic experience but are 
stretched thin by their agencies’ challenges to keep up 
with operational imperatives. When they arrive at a 
PME institution, they often are still doing a bit of their 
home agency work as they challenge students to see 
the trade-offs in the real world challenges ahead. Both 
of these types of faculty are acutely sensitive to the 
on-the-ground experiences of their students and often 
spend countless hours in mentoring students because 
of the faculty-student bonds over various experiences 
in the field, especially in the post-September 11, 2001 
(9/11) environment. 

Title X7 civilians, hired in greater numbers since 
1989 to increase rigor and strategic thinking, often 
may have had prior government experience. How-
ever, some are most interested in teaching and tradi-
tional academic research, which drives them toward 
time away from the classroom. While all faculty are 
expected to teach, mentor, and engage in research and 
outreach, too many Title X faculty, who often arrived 
at PME institutions by serving in traditional academic 
institutions where a “publish or perish” atmosphere 
dominates, prefer not to grasp many of the collateral 
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responsibilities in administration at the college, pre-
ferring instead to do research. This attitude creates 
tensions among the faculty. An unstated attitude im-
plies that researchers are “better” faculty than those 
who are not engaged in published research in refereed 
journals. In fact, time spent in research may take away 
from time spent in classroom preparation. Publishing 
is no guarantee that an individual is a better semi-
nar leader because the skills are different. Similarly, 
there are military and agency personnel who have 
engaged in research, but their contributions are too 
often dismissed as not being on the same level as their 
civilian colleagues. This is an easily remedied issue, if  
approached clearly and openly.

More important for any PME institution is the 
problem of Title X faculty doing serious research 
while agency and military faculty are doing the pe-
destrian work of mentoring, faculty advising, and 
other internal, less glamorous tasks. The fact that Title 
X faculty qualify for sabbaticals is an example. To a 
faculty member who has been deployed to Iraq or Af-
ghanistan for several tours, a sabbatical is an appeal-
ing but unavailable option, since for the individual, 
sabbaticals are only applicable to Title X faculty who 
have served in their positions for 6 years. This implies 
a second-class status to many uniformed or agency 
faculty at PME schools.

More broadly, the type of activities engaged in by 
the faculty should answer the following questions for 
their employment at PME institutions: First, how do 
these activities affect the education mission? Second, 
are the effects positive or negative? Further, uniformed 
and agency faculty almost always are assigned to a 
PME institution for shorter periods than their Title X 
colleagues; thus, they have significantly less impact 
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on the curriculum development, even if their practical 
experiences are valuable to the students. Additionally, 
teaching may be harder for these practitioners who 
come to PME institutions because their experiential 
skills are not necessarily appropriate to some teaching 
environments. Yet these individuals add a great deal 
to the unique curriculum of PME institutions; they add 
a vital portion to the educational experience because 
they have experience in the field addressing the nuts 
and bolts of hard strategic and operational concerns.

The efficacy of hiring traditional civilian academics 
as opposed to those with considerable practical poli-
cy experience is another frequent contradiction con-
fronting PME. Many supporters of hiring traditional, 
“publish or perish” academics note that PME schools, 
under Title X hiring practices only offer renewable, 
nontenured positions instead of the traditional ten-
ure system. Many people argue that this undermines 
the quality of the faculty who come to PME schools, 
since the best quality academics can command tenure, 
high salaries, extensive research time, little time in 
the classroom, and broader power over faculty gover-
nance. The PME community has tended to prefer Title 
X regulations, however, because they allow shorter 
term, but renewable, hiring to give the institutions 
greater flexibility, while also preventing the develop-
ment of “dead wood” that many critics charge is true 
in traditional academic environments. Under existing 
conditions, PME faculty have clear-cut responsibilities 
that prioritize teaching, with some research, outreach, 
and administrative responsibilities. 

Those who argue for hiring traditional academic 
faculty increasingly advocate a PME system that fo-
cuses more on publishing in peer-reviewed, mainline 
academic disciplines and journals, thus making the 
faculties look more like those at traditional universi-
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ties. Opponents argue that the students at PME schools 
are not there for the same research requirements char-
acterizing traditional academe and that the former 
practitioners—whether uniformed or agency—of-
fer far more relevant challenges to the students than 
do abstract research-driven academics. This remains 
a point of tremendous difference between various  
people in the PME field. 

The type of civilian faculty hires have other effects 
as well. A traditional academic develops a curricula 
looking at strategy in a more abstract way rather than 
based on current national security policies or chal-
lenges that may be more applicable to students to-
day. The lieutenant colonel who goes to the Air War 
College may benefit from a curriculum with far less 
theory than one that pushes her/him to wrestle with 
a hard-to-solve practical problem about logistics in  
Afghanistan. Academics from traditional back-
grounds assume that research helps in the classroom, 
but students are not always certain of any correla-
tion, much less one between research and the quality  
of teaching.

Title Xs also tend toward specialization along aca-
demic disciplinary “research” lines rather than across 
the PME institution’s broadest mission, perhaps cre-
ating artificial academic boundaries that limit stu-
dent benefit. An Army Foreign Area Officer would 
be aware of the cultural, political, linguistic, historic, 
economic, and military aspects of the area into which 
she/he is sent because of the relevance to the mission, 
as has become clear in Afghanistan and Iraq. Tradi-
tional academic disciplines in the United States today 
rarely allow this sort of interdisciplinary work. The 
rigid commitments to discipline have their advantag-
es for academics but may affect the quality of student 
thinking about responding to international threats.
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their “lanes,” creating a disincentive to focus on broad 
curricula because specialists prefer to teach where 
they have invested time rather than in the core curric-
ulum. This does not mean they cannot broaden their 
work, but they may be reluctant to do so. Addition-
ally, theoretical academics may not be as interested 
in educating students in broad grand strategy ques-
tions since they often work in extremely narrow areas  
of inquiry. 

These are two differences between Title X and 
agency/military faculty that may function as PME 
teachers. They are not balanced, since the typically 
longer tenure of Title X faculty gives their ideas greater 
weight in curricula development and other functional 
aspects of PME. This imbalance argues for hiring only 
Title X faculty who have previous, extensive experi-
ence as military officers or civilian officials. 

How students fit into the PME system is also an 
important issue. Many students arrive with little, if 
any, idea of where they will go upon completing their 
PME work, but the Services often appear to pay little 
attention to where they will post students upon com-
pletion of schooling. Agency students, on the other 
hand, often return to precisely the same jobs they had 
before studying. The lack of systematic assignments 
for military students relates to force needs but begs 
the question of whether this is a good use of assets—
human and fiscal.

A student may “fill a billet” rather than be best 
prepared for a particular school if the service or agen-
cy has a slot allocated but unfilled at the beginning 
of a school period. This appears to undermine stu-
dent interest and occasionally preparation. This also 
may affect the quality of the seminars in which the  
student participates.

32
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Students’ personal  desires based on a need to keep 
children in school or a spouse in a job may trump the 
“logic” of a particular school’s curriculum for a stu-
dent’s career path. In the all-volunteer force, this real-
ity collides with an ideal vision of handpicking every 
entrant to PME classes around the country. The Ser-
vices’ desire to educate their officers may affect the 
mix of students in the schools.  Increasingly, DoD and 
non-DoD civilians attend the schools with active duty 
personnel. While this trend may increase the civilian 
capacity in national security education, is it diluting 
the objectives of the DoD and the individual Services?

FINAL THOUGHTS

Educating strategists is a zero-sum game: The time 
available is finite and extraordinarily unlikely to in-
crease for fiscal and professional reasons. Taxpayers 
do not want to spend more on having the force in the 
schoolhouse, and the career advancement of someone 
who spends all available time in school may be seri-
ously undermined. Any addition to the curriculum 
leads to watering down of quality or removing some-
thing else, which is hard to explain to the affected 
stakeholder. Each and every topic has a fierce advo-
cate who argues passionately for his/her addition to 
the curriculum. Faculty composition, goals, and in-
centives matter to the schools, to their graduates, and 
to the quality of teaching and research.

PME will continue to generate costs beyond salaries 
and the building maintenance, especially for keeping 
technology on the cutting edge where the DoD tries 
to sustain the highest quality force. No single agreed 
standard exists for achieving the best education for 
strategists, but we likely cannot achieve everything to 
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the highest level in the time the taxpayer and the Ser-
vices want to allocate. Educating strategists requires 
prioritizing objectives for PME as much as thinking 
great thoughts.

I do not note any one of these contradictions as a 
reason to terminate PME in the United States. It has in-
herent value, ranging from students from all agencies 
meeting their peers and the probable decisionmakers 
for the next 2 decades, to finding the best strategic 
thinker on Carl von Clausewitz’s view of leadership. 
PME has many things that make it absolutely the best 
in the world because of the resources the United States 
puts into it.

The purpose of these thoughts is to point out that 
different parts of the U.S. national security commu-
nity have different aspirations for sending students 
and resources into the PME community. Those aspira-
tions may coincide, or they may be directly in contra-
diction. Without understanding and stating that these 
differences exist, we are less likely to be effective in 
this whole process in the years ahead at a time when 
the taxpayers expect us to be the best stewards of the 
public expenditures, be they time or money. 

The PME system still works and allows many stu-
dents to flourish. It is not the same as a traditional 
academic experience, but these students are not tradi-
tional, either. Without the opportunities that the vari-
ous levels of education have, the U.S. national security 
community would be weaker and less useful to the 
Nation. It is not perfect, but it challenges them to open 
their minds and to produce the leadership the Na-
tion and those of various international students in our  
programs need.
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ENDNOTES - CHAPTER 3

1. While I will discuss civilians in various places in this chap-
ter, the overwhelming focus is on military education for profes-
sional military officers, which falls under DoD as a part of the of-
ficer development programs. I am in no way misinterpreting the 
need for civilians to learn more about the military, about strategy, 
or about what are often called whole-of-government solutions to 
national security concerns, but adding the civilian sector of the 
government would make this topic unwieldy for a conference pa-
per except at the most vague level of analysis.

2. General Eisenhower studied and taught simultaneously at 
the Army Industrial College in the mid-1930s; General Marshall 
taught at the U.S. Army War College in the 1920s, as well as at the 
Infantry School at Fort Benning, GA; and General Petraeus stud-
ied at Princeton in the 1980s after completing the Command and 
General Staff Officer Course at Fort Leavenworth, KS.

3. Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff U.S. Army General 
Martin Dempsey graduated from the National War College, as 
did Air Force Chief of Staff General Norton Schwartz and the 
Combatant Commanders for Southern, Central, and European 
Commands, General Douglas Fraser, USAF, General James Mat-
tis, USMC, and Admiral James Stavridis, USN, respectively. Vice 
Chief of the Joint Chiefs Admiral James Winnefeld and Chief of 
Staff of the Army General Raymond Odierno graduated from the 
Naval War College. General Carter Ham of the U.S. Africa Com-
mand and the Commandant of the Marine Corps General James 
Amos did senior service school studies at the Air War College.

4. In 2007, I presented Representative Skelton with a copy 
of my Military Education (Santa Barbara, CA: ABC Clio, 2007) in 
his office. He thumbed through it and then asked me whether I 
could seriously say that the students produced by the National 
War College could compete intellectually with General Marshall 
or General Eisenhower. I said I believed they could and explained 
why. He gave me a long look and concluded by saying “Well, I 
hope so. We need them.”
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5. I would argue there are countless counterarguments of of-
ficers who excelled at PME and were every bit as creative when 
they returned to the force. General Dempsey, National War Col-
lege Class of 1996, is a prime example, as is General John Allen, 
USMC (National War College, 1999).

6. An exception to this is an officer pursuing her or his doctor-
ate while serving at a Reserve Officer Training Corps (ROTC) unit 
as an instructor at a traditional civilian school. The assignment 
would be probably 3 years, which does take the officer out of the 
operating forces but is not seen by the Services as the same period 
outside of the traditional career path due to the teaching function 
that he/she would engage with cadets, when one teaches at the 
Service academies.

7. Title X refers to the portion of the U.S. Code, in this case 
covering the DoD, that authorizes hiring civilian faculty members 
for PME assignments. The shortening of the concept to Title X is a 
common usage within the military education community.
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CHAPTER 4

EIGHT MYTHS ABOUT
AMERICAN GRAND STRATEGY

Dr. Peter D. Feaver 

Grand strategy appears to be the flavor of the 
month in the strategic community. I have planned or 
been invited to numerous conferences looking at the 
topic, and the debates on this topic are as lively as I 
can remember in a long time. Just recently, I gave a 
talk to a grand strategy conference at National De-
fense University on the myths that afflict the field.1

MYTH 1: 
THE UNITED STATES CANNOT DO  
GRAND STRATEGY

Many critics claim that the United States is simply 
too disorganized to do strategy on a grand scale. In 
fact, we had a coherent grand strategy during the 19th 
century built around the Monroe Doctrine. We had 
a coherent grand strategy during World War II built 
around winning in Europe first. We had a coherent 
grand strategy during the Cold War built around the 
idea of containment.

MYTH 2: 
THE UNITED STATES LOST THE ABILITY 
TO DO GRAND STRATEGY WHEN THE 
SOVIET UNION DISAPPEARED  

Many critics concede we had a grand strategy 
during the Cold War but claim that we have not had 
one since. This is by far the most prevalent myth, and 



38

some of the very best in the business peddle it. In fact, 
we have had a coherent, bipartisan, and largely suc-
cessful grand strategy from George H. W. Bush to Bill 
Clinton to George Bush to Barack Obama.

MYTH 3: 
A GRAND STRATEGY HAS TO HAVE 
A 3-SYLLABLE LABEL THAT RHYMES 
WITH “AINMENT” 

This gets to the heart of why you get the odd argu-
ment that we had a grand strategy during the Cold 
War but we have not since. When critics say that we 
have not had a grand strategy since the end of the 
Cold War, what they really mean is that we have not 
had a label like “containment” that enjoys widespread 
popularity. This is true, but trivial. In fact, since the 
fall of the Soviet Union, a five-pillar grand strategy 
has been clearly discernible.

Pillar I. 

The velvet covered iron fist: The “iron fist” built a 
military stronger than what is needed for near-term 
threats to dissuade a would-be hostile rival from 
achieving peer status. “Velvet” accommodated major 
powers on issues, giving them a larger stake in the 
international distribution of goodies than their mili-
tary strength would command to dissuade a near-peer 
from starting a hostile rivalry.

Pillar 2. 

Make the world more like us politically by promot-
ing the spread of democracy.
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Pillar 3. 

Make the world more like us economically by pro-
moting the spread of markets and globalization.

Pillar 4. 

Focus on weapons of mass destruction (WMD) 
proliferation to rogue states as the top tier national 
security threat.

Pillar 5 (added by George W. Bush). 

Focus on terrorist networks of global reach in-
spired by militant Islamist ideologies as another top 
tier national security threat, i.e., equal to WMD in the 
hands of rogue states. The nexus of Pillars 4 and 5 is 
the ne plus ultra threat.

No administration described the strategy in ex-
actly these terms. Every President succumbed to the 
political temptation to produce differentiation and es-
pecially to describe one’s own actions as a bold new 
departure from the “failed” efforts of his predecessor. 
Yet, a fair-minded reading of the core governmen-
tal white papers on strategy, especially the National  
Security Strategy reports prepared by each adminis-
tration, as well as the central policy efforts each ad-
ministration pursued, reveals a broad 20-year pattern  
of continuity.

All post-Cold War Presidents championed the first 
four pillars. The last two Presidents (Bush and Obama) 
adopted the last two pillars. The major grand strategic 
moves of the period derive from one or more of these 
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pillars: e.g., the outreach to India derives from Pillar 1, 
the invasion of Iraq derives from Pillars 4 and 5, and 
so on.

Obama campaigned as if he was going to make a 
grand strategic innovation by adding a 6th pillar: el-
evating climate change to be equal to WMD and ter-
rorism. But he chose to do health care instead.

MYTH 4: 
MAYBE WE HAD GRAND STRATEGIES, 
BUT THEY WERE FOLLIES

Some critics say that maybe the United States has 
tried grand strategies, but we are just not good at it. 
In fact, all of the grand strategies I have mentioned 
were largely successful. I defy you to identify a great 
power that has had a better 230+-year run, or a bet-
ter 100-year run, or a better 50-year run. Maybe we 
could have an interesting debate about whether some 
countries have had a better 20-year run. Perhaps Prus-
sia under Bismarck had a better 20 years, though the 
period afterwards rather took the luster off the ear-
lier achievements. In the era of U.S. sole-superpow-
erdom, a number of near-great powers have thrived 
by free-riding on the public goods provided by the  
United States.

Now I concede that China has had a better last 3 
years or so than the United States has had. But despite 
the bluff and bluster from Beijing, it is clear that Chi-
nese leaders understand the very daunting challenges 
they face. Betting against America for the medium to 
long run boosts one’s speaker’s fees, but it otherwise 
has not been validated by history.

As great powers go, we have a remarkably good 
track record. Perhaps you will argue we have just 
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been lucky. I think the capacity to select satisfactory 
grand strategies and to refine those strategies as cir-
cumstances dictate is part of the story.

MYTH 5: 
A GRAND STRATEGY ONLY EXISTS IF IT  
COMMANDS SUCH A DOMINANT  
CONSENSUS AS TO END ALL POLITICS 
AT THE WATER’S EDGE

If stopping at the water’s edge means parties do not 
have strong disagreements about foreign policy ends 
and means and do not seek political advantage from 
foreign policy maneuvers, then I do not know of a pe-
riod when this happened in U.S. history. A large part 
of the confusion about today’s grand strategy is due 
to sloppy historical understanding of the Cold War 
grand strategy. Containment was coherent enough as 
an overarching grand strategy to be recognizably op-
erative from 1947-89. But during that period, that left 
room for deeply divisive debates about:

• The need to defend the Korean peninsula,
•  The need to prevent falling dominos in  

Southeast Asia,
•  The possibility and desirability of splitting the 

Soviet pact,
• The mix of confrontation and détente,
• The adequacy of arms control, and
• The requirements of nuclear deterrence.

The point is that grand strategies have lots of sub-
ordinate debates. We tend to exaggerate the strategic 
consensus during the Cold War and the strategic dis-
sensus during the post-Cold War.



42

MYTH 6: 
A GRAND STRATEGY HAS TO BE 
FORWARD-LOOKING

On the contrary, grand strategies tend to be back-
ward-looking. If generals prepare to fight the last war, 
grand strategists prepare to avoid fighting the last 
war. Thus, containment was designed to confront the 
Soviet Challenge while avoiding another global war 
like World War II. The post-Cold War grand strategy 
has been designed to deal with the challenges we face 
today while avoiding another cold war (i.e., another 
rivalry where our global interests are challenged by 
a hostile peer competitor). Even Bush’s refinement of 
the post-Cold War strategy, elevating the threat posed 
by militant Islamism, had a heavy dollop of backward-
looking “never again” to it.

Of course, any successful grand strategy must also 
address the evolving and future strategic environ-
ment. Thus, containment had to adjust to post-colo-
nialism and the Sino-Soviet split. The Bush global war 
on terror (GWOT) was unusually forward-looking, 
with its emphasis on promoting political and econom-
ic liberty in the broader Middle East and its willing-
ness to contemplate short-term costs to achieve long- 
term benefits.

But most grand strategies begin with a look back-
ward before they look forward. To the extent that we 
are starting a fundamental debate about our grand 
strategy today, it is probably out of a desire to avoid 
another GWOT, which is a high cost, high operations 
tempo conflict with a dispersed global footprint.
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Myth 7: 
A GRAND STRATEGY REQUIRES 
AN EXISTENTIAL THREAT

It may be easier to describe the grand strategy 
when there is an overarching existential threat to 
concentrate the mind. But as the post-Cold War has 
shown, it is possible to have a coherent grand strat-
egy even when the threats are dispersed and less than  
existential.

The Cold War was not a time when everything 
was simple, or when everyone knew priorities, or 
when everyone agreed on the threat. It sure wasn’t “a 
time of great stability and security unlike these really 
dangerous times today”—a curious view that I hear 
most often from students who never lived through the 
Cold War era. But it was a time when the much more 
obvious—and by the late-1950s, possibly existential—
threat posed by the nuclear confrontation overlaid 
on top of a global ideological contest with the Soviet 
Union circumscribed strategic thinking in a way that is 
not the case today. Compared to the Cold War period, 
we have more slack in our security environment, and 
that introduces a certain amount of indeterminacy in 
the strategic debate.

MYTH 8: 
ONLY BIG GRAND STRATEGY SHIFTS MATTER

There is vastly more continuity than change be-
tween Obama and his predecessors. As you move 
up the ladder from rhetoric to policy and to strategy, 
the higher the level, the more this is true. But over 
time, the small changes can be significant, like a one-
degree shift in the vector of an aircraft carrier over a  
1,000-mile voyage.
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So the comparatively small changes—small com-
pared to the outsized rhetoric of the 2008 campaign—
could, over time, be quite consequential. Obama has 
made some very consequential and risky bets. If they 
do not pay out, they could force a reconsideration of 
our grand strategy. Indeed, the ferment in the strategic 
community about grand strategy suggests that such a 
reconsideration is well underway.

ENDNOTES - CHAPTER 4

1. Posted by Peter Feaver on Wednesday, November 23, 
2011, 11:47 AM, on Shadow Government and first delivered at 
the National Defense University Conference entitled “Forg-
ing an American Grand Strategy” held in Washington, DC, on  
November 8-9, 2011. 
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CHAPTER 5

DEPARTMENT OF HOMELAND SECURITY
APPROACH TO STRATEGY

Dr. Allen S. Miller

This presentation covers the Department of  
Homeland Security (DHS) systems approach to risk 
informing strategy, how risk assessment processes in-
teract with foresight, and how these processes may be  
applied to the development of an American  
grand strategy.

The DHS was created in 2003. At that time, the 
focus of the Department was on preventing terror-
ist attacks. Since then, the focus has been broadened 
to include natural and accidental hazards. From the 
beginning, DHS was thrust into the world of home-
land security strategy development. The first National  
Strategy for Homeland Security and many subsequent 
national and department level documents identified 
risk assessment and risk management as the funda-
mental approach to addressing the challenges of se-
curing the homeland. The Nation and DHS recognized 
that they could not secure everything, everywhere, all 
the time, and certainly would not be able to provide 
complete security from the vast and diverse set of 
threats and hazards we continually face.

In 2007, DHS created the Office of Risk Manage-
ment and Analysis (ORMA) and charged that Office 
with developing an integrated approach to homeland 
security risk management. The ORMA immediately 
convened a risk steering committee (RSC) consisting 
of members from across the offices and components of 
DHS. The DHS RSC developed a vision that included 
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integration across the many organizations that make 
up the homeland security enterprise, integration 
across risk assessments from numerous perspectives, 
and integration across levels of strategies designed to 
manage homeland security risks. Integration of or-
ganizations, risk assessments, and risk management 
strategies is recognized as the way to improve and 
provide homeland security in a unified manner.

Organizations with a role, responsibility, or con-
tribution to homeland security include DHS and its 
federal partners, as well as our state, local, territo-
rial, tribal, private sector, and international partners. 
These organizations are viewed as components of a 
system of organizations that make up the homeland 
security enterprise. Furthermore, as with any system, 
it is critical that one understand the relationships, the 
interactions, and the interdependencies among the 
components, such that the enterprise can leverage the 
synergies of the components that make up the system. 
DHS recognized that homeland security was not go-
ing to be achieved by any one organization, but by the 
collective unified efforts of many organizations.

Furthermore, organizations in the homeland se-
curity enterprise assess homeland security risks from 
multiple and various perspectives. Risk is generally 
defined as a function of likelihood and consequences, 
or a function of threats, vulnerabilities, and conse-
quences of an unwanted outcome resulting from an 
incident, event, or occurrence. Each organization has 
a different role, responsibility, or contribution and 
therefore assesses homeland security risks from dif-
ferent perspectives. In some cases, an organization 
will assess risk from a particular threat or hazard per-
spective. For example, the DHS Domestic Nuclear De-
tection Office assesses nuclear and radiological risks 
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for the purpose of improving our capability to detect 
and report on such activity. In other cases, organiza-
tions assess risk from a mission perspective. For ex-
ample, the Federal Emergency Management Agency, 
a federal agency charged with building and support-
ing the Nation’s emergency management system, as-
sesses risks to inform national preparedness and resil-
ience. In other cases, organizations assess risk from a 
domain perspective. For example, the Transportation 
Security Administration assesses risk in the air do-
main and the Coast Guard in the maritime domain. 
Lastly, there are times when organizations assess risk 
from a functional perspective. For example, DHS as-
sesses risks associated with security screening and 
domain awareness functions that cut across multiple  
DHS organizations.

In addition to assessing risk, the organizations that 
make up the homeland security enterprise also devel-
op strategies to manage homeland security. Strategies 
in general, either implicitly or explicitly, describe ob-
jectives, methods to achieve those objectives, and the 
resources required to implement. In senior service col-
lege language, it is: ends, ways, and means. National 
level strategies serve to provide overarching goals 
or objectives for the Nation and provide the context 
for supporting strategies to be developed and imple-
mented by departments, agencies, and their compo-
nents. For example, there are national level strategies, 
supported by DHS level strategies, further supported 
by DHS cross-component strategies and DHS compo-
nent strategies. The connectivity across independent 
but complementary strategies facilitates a unified ap-
proach to securing the homeland. 
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There are obviously many combinations of ways 
one can integrate organizations, assessments, and 
strategies. Furthermore, as the organizations and the 
risks we face as a Nation continuously evolve, the 
security strategies must also evolve. Therefore, con-
tinuous coordination and collaboration on our inde-
pendent but supportive assessments and strategies 
to achieve desired and shared objectives is a signifi-
cant and ongoing challenge for DHS integrated risk  
management (IRM).

How does this DHS view of IRM intersect with 
foresight? All risk assessments and strategies, either 
implicitly or explicitly, include a temporal aspect. 
They may be developed and implemented for short-
term, medium-term, or long-term time horizons. This 
temporal aspect is one intersection between risk as-
sessment and foresight. Risk can be assessed for the 
current environment, as well as for short-term, medi-
um-term, or long-term time horizons. Risk is gener-
ally defined as the potential for an unwanted outcome 
resulting from an incident, event, or occurrence, as 
determined by its likelihood and the associated con-
sequences. Foresight is generally defined as the dis-
ciplined analysis of alternative futures. Therefore, 
risk assessments on today’s security environment can 
set the foundation from which to conduct a foresight 
analysis to identify potential alternative security fu-
tures. Each of those alternative security futures can 
then be further assessed from a risk perspective. Col-
lectively, developing information about today’s risk, 
information about alternative security futures, and 
information about risk associated with those alterna-
tive security futures can inform a path forward for an 
organization and the Nation.
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Another intersection between risk assessment and 
foresight is the area of opportunity analysis. Assessing 
the likelihood of opportunities and the consequences 
of deciding whether to engage in them is another form 
of risk information needed to forge a path forward for 
an organization or the Nation.

The following example demonstrates how the in-
teraction among risk and opportunity assessments, 
foresight, and temporal aspects could interact. One 
could assess the year 2012 to determine the relation-
ships, interactions, interdependencies, and synergies 
to be gained from the organizations in 2012; assess the 
risks we face in 2012; and assess the strategies those or-
ganizations have in place to address those risks. Using 
that as a foundation, engage foresight organizations 
to define alternative futures for 2025. The organiza-
tions in 2025 may have different relationships, interac-
tions, interdependencies, and synergies. In 2025, we 
may be expecting very different risks and may need a 
very different set of strategies to manage those risks. 
Similar to assessing risks we may face and developing 
strategies to address those risks, we must also assess 
the opportunities we may be given and address strat-
egies to manage those opportunities. An analysis of 
the likelihood of opportunities and an analysis of the 
consequences of engaging or not engaging in the op-
portunity are as critical as the analysis of the risk.

From an American grand strategy perspective, 
anything the Nation can do to better understand the 
system of interacting organizations and to improve 
the way we assess our risks and opportunities for the 
current security environment, as well as alternative fu-
ture environments, significantly strengthens the abil-
ity of the Nation to function in a unified manner into 
the future. These kinds of analyses and assessments 
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can provide invaluable information for planning and 
decisionmaking over any time horizon the Nation val-
ues. Engaging in analysis to support strategy develop-
ment helps us learn something about where we have 
been as a Nation, learn something about where we are 
currently as a Nation, learn something about alterna-
tives for the future, and become increasingly anticipa-
tory in the way we govern our Nation and shape the 
world in which we will live.

There are at least three questions worthy of con-
sideration going forward. First, what organization 
should lead, and which organizations should con-
tribute to the development of the next American 
grand strategy? Second, how do we educate more 
people to engage in critical thinking about strategic 
thinking at the national level? Outside of the DoD, 
few have the opportunity for the kind of education 
offered at the National Defense University and the 
other senior service colleges. Third, how can the Na-
tion apply more rigorous analysis to foresight and 
opportunity, similar to what we do for risk and se-
curity analysis, and use the resulting information to 
develop strategies that shape the future and facilitate  
anticipatory governance?
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CHAPTER 6

FORGING GRAND STRATEGY:
THE PRESIDENT’S ROLE

Dr. David M. Abshire

In opening this conference, National Defense Uni-
versity President Vice Admiral Anne Rondeau offered 
a sobering observation: The United States has been 
searching for a grand strategy since the fall of the Ber-
lin Wall in 1989. 

Leading scholars in the field have provided a 
framework through which the rest of us can approach 
this challenge. Leon Fuerth has called for better ways 
to look at long-term strategic planning. Dr. Anne-Ma-
rie Slaughter has endorsed the idea that such planning 
should produce a grand strategy. Captain Wayne Por-
ter and Colonel Mark Mykleby, associates of former 
Chairman of the Joint Chiefs Admiral Mike Mullen, 
have called for a long-term strategic narrative to tell 
the story of our Nation into the future. Our mission 
is to explore potential building blocks and roadmaps 
for this narrative and to consider possible structures 
for such a grand strategy. My contribution to the 
discussion is the application of the lessons of histo-
ry, particularly to the role of the Chief Executive as  
Grand Strategist. 

The President is empowered by Article II of the 
Constitution as a very powerful commander in chief. 
Article I retains for Congress the right to declare war, 
but war has been declared only five times in American 
history. Despite periodic objections from Congress, 
the President has exercised his power to command 
in over 125 other military actions. But the clear scope 
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of this power only extends to military strategy. The 
President cannot simply command the acceptance of 
a long-term grand strategy by Congress or the public. 
He must resort to what the late Dean of Presidential 
Historians Richard Neustadt called the “Power of Per-
suasion.” To become “Grand Strategist in Chief,” the 
President must first become “Persuader in Chief.” It 
is our challenge to persuade the Persuader in Chief 
of the necessity of a long-term grand strategy and to 
offer him a practical pathway to it. Today, that means 
convincing the current President that this long-term 
consensus-building  approach can help end the politi-
cal civil war in Washington.

Arguments against the possibility of developing 
any strategic consensus are based on the mistaken 
belief that our current post-Cold War environment 
lacks the national uniting force of an easily identified 
opponent or cause: an Adolf Hitler, Pearl Harbor, or 
Joseph Stalin. Especially since the elimination of Osa-
ma bin Laden, it is common to hear that there is no 
such threat to our Nation today. WRONG. The threat 
is the potential decline of America as a leading global 
power. History makes clear that the seeds of decline 
are always sown within the nation—from Athens and 
Rome through the British Empire and Japanese eco-
nomic power. American decline will be no different. 
It will be the result of diminishing economic strength 
and competitiveness, not global politics. A strong 
domestic economy is the engine of national success. 
Today, the pistons of our national power are out of 
alignment, and our engine has a serious misfire. If we 
do not fix this, America’s role in the world will wane, 
and the American dream will end. 

For these reasons, I believe the threat to the Na-
tion is as great today as in 1787, 1861, 1941, and at the 
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dawn of the Cold War. Accepting this urgency, the 
question then is how to convince the Chief Executive, 
as well as Congress, that there can be a consensus-
building, long-term, bipartisan narrative to lead the 
Nation back to its full potential: domestically sound, 
internationally strong, and globally competitive. 

WHAT IS STRATEGY?

The word strategy is derived from strategos, the 
Greek word for generalship. Webster’s Dictionary says 
strategy is the process of ensuring the enemy is joined 
in combat under advantageous conditions. The Greeks 
understood strategy as the process of using multiple 
stratagems—initiative, agility, flexibility, and espe-
cially deception—to upset an opponent’s equilibrium. 
Strategy involves developing, revising, and adapting 
pathways to achieve longer-term goals, while ensur-
ing a reasoned relationship exists between the means 
and the ends. Strategy depends on vision, innovation, 
resiliency, and timing. In contrast to an attrition ap-
proach, which is reactive and based on brute force, 
strategy always seeks, through new invention, tactics, 
or mobility, to seize and retain the initiative. Most 
important, strategy is a process to achieve certain 
ends, the opposite of a fixed plan of specific means to  
those ends.

The strategic process is built on three principles 
of classical Greek strategy, all still applicable today. 
The first is Unity of Effort. The second is, as Herodo-
tus put it, Freedom of Action, which offers the chance 
for agility and deception to upset an opponent’s equi-
librium. The third is Proportionality. The classic case 
of disproportionality was recounted by Thucydides, 
when, against the advice of Pericles, Athens at-
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tacked Syracuse, an unnecessary over-extension of  
limited resources. 

Grand strategy is strategy writ large, extended in 
scope, perspective, purpose, and time frame. It is also 
built around three pillars. First, that it actually be a 
strategy rather than just a plan; that it incorporate the 
three core principles and the basic characteristics of 
the strategic process. Second, that it be long-term and 
comprehensive; that it derive from a nation’s charac-
ter, incorporating any exceptional national qualities, 
and be grounded in the strength of a sound domes-
tic economy where all the economic pistons are firing 
in order. Third, that it be grounded in what Walter 
Lippmann called a Public Philosophy; that it be some-
thing all Americans can understand and embrace, and 
in which they can participate. This last characteristic 
makes grand strategy the purview of Presidents. Only 
the President, as Persuader in Chief, can turn a strate-
gic concept into a true public strategy. 

 The ultimate aim of strategy is to shape the envi-
ronment over the long term rather than being slave 
to the short-term demands of externalities. The ulti-
mate aim of grand strategy must be to do this on a 
national and global basis, to leverage innate strengths 
and resources, to get all our pistons firing together, to 
keep our focus above and beyond the crises we face 
on a daily basis, and thereby to reclaim our mantle of 
global leadership. 

PAST PRESIDENTS AS 
GRAND STRATEGY MAKERS

The question at hand is whether America and an 
American President can create or foster a grand strat-
egy, or as Michael Lind put it so well in The American 
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Way of Strategy, a way “to defend the American way of 
life by means that do not endanger the American way 
of life.” History says yes, it can be done in the future 
because it has been done in the past. The lessons of the 
Presidents who have been successful grand strategists 
are there to persuade our current and future Presi-
dents of the way ahead.

Our first President, General George Washington, 
understood that being Commander in Chief meant 
being Strategist in Chief as well. Soon after assuming 
office, he laid down a national strategy influenced by 
his Treasury Secretary, Alexander Hamilton. The new 
Republic faced a depression at home and a lack of 
creditworthiness abroad because each individual state 
had issued its own debt to finance the Revolution, and 
some were not honoring their obligations. The new 
administration consolidated state debt and set up the 
first national bank. This emphasis on credit and debt 
management fostered national prosperity and provid-
ed a foundation for rapid economic expansion. 

As emphasized in his Farewell Address, Washing-
ton also opposed foreign entanglements. President 
James Monroe, with his Secretary of State, future 
President John Quincy Adams, built on this idea with 
the Monroe Doctrine. If Washington had warned that 
we should stay out of Europe, then Monroe warned 
Europeans to stay out of America. 

In effect, Washington and his successors imple-
mented the three principles of classical strategy: unity 
of effort, freedom of action, and strategic proportional-
ity. Further, throughout that formative period, it was 
understood that domestic strength, assured by the na-
tional bank, was our strategic foundation. This lasted 
until President Andrew Jackson, virulently anti-debt, 
paid off the national debt, closed the national bank, 
and plunged the country into depression. 
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Our greatest Commander in Chief, President 
Abraham Lincoln, was a self-taught strategist but 
had what some of us call strategic DNA. After Fort 
Sumter, SC, was fired upon, Lincoln seized the tele-
graphs and railways and mobilized the resources of 
the Nation. As a candidate, he had been anti-slavery; 
as President, he pivoted, stressing survival of the Re-
public to keep northern Democrats and border states 
loyal to the Union. When Lincoln found his generals 
unwilling to engage Robert E. Lee, he retreated to the 
Library of Congress to study the classics of strategy 
and military campaigns. He became his own Grand 
Strategist. He held tightly to the principles of unity of 
effort and freedom of action, defying his Cabinet in 
1862 by refusing to fight Great Britain over treachery 
on the high seas. He then executed another strategic 
pivot, capitalizing on victory at Antietam, MD, to an-
nounce the Emancipation Proclamation. This upset 
the equilibrium of the Confederacy by undermining 
its alliance with Great Britain. 

Lincoln understood that strategic success requires 
a long view and must be rooted in strategic strength. 
Even in the middle of our greatest war, Lincoln paid 
attention to economic and technological growth, in-
vesting in a national railroad, creating what has be-
come the national academies, establishing land-grant 
colleges, and launching the Homestead Act. Finally, 
he understood a national strategy had to be a public 
strategy. With a command of the language perhaps 
like none since Shakespeare, Lincoln embraced the 
role of Persuader in Chief. 

Decades after Lincoln’s assassination, a Navy Cap-
tain at the Naval War College, mocked by his supe-
riors as a mere “pen and ink sailor,” drafted the first 
consciously conceived grand strategy for the United 
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States. With his book, The Influence of Sea Power Upon 
History, Alfred T. Mahan won acolytes such as Elihu 
Root, Henry Cabot Lodge, and Theodore Roosevelt for 
his vision of America as an ascendant world power. I 
recently delivered an address on Mahan to the U.S. 
Naval Academy Class of 2012. In his introduction to 
the printed version, then Chairman of the Joint Chiefs 
of Staff Mullen noted that the Mahan reform move-
ment was vigorously opposed by senior admirals, but 
because of his followers, it ended up shaping Ameri-
ca’s role in the 20th century. 

Pursuing Mahan’s concepts, Theodore Roosevelt 
crafted the first global grand strategy by engaging 
in the Pacific, starting the Panama Canal, increasing 
international trade, and building a world-class navy 
backed by a network of bases. Domestically, he en-
gaged the government as a constructive element in 
our modern economy. Together, these strengths made 
the United States an agile power and allowed the 
American Expeditionary Forces to play the decisive 
role in World War I. The lesson for this conference is 
that ideas have consequences. Powerful ideas that at-
tract acolytes can move a President and the Nation. 

President Franklin Roosevelt read Mahan when he 
was a teenager and then, when serving as Assistant 
Secretary of the Navy, helped apply those theories. 
In 1938, Roosevelt became alarmed about Hitler and 
executed a strategic pivot as dramatic and signifi-
cant as Lincoln’s in 1862. He told his closest advisor, 
Harry Hopkins, that the threat of Hitler would even-
tually engulf the still isolationist America and started 
crafting what became the grand strategy for winning  
World War II. 

Unlike Lincoln, who lost Colonel Robert E. Lee to 
the Confederacy, Roosevelt got his man, appointing 
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General George C. Marshall as Army Chief of Staff. 
To build what he already envisioned as the Arsenal 
of Democracy, Roosevelt pivoted from his “soak the 
rich” campaign rhetoric to recruit Republican business 
leaders who had opposed the New Deal. After receiv-
ing a letter from Albert Einstein warning of Hitler’s 
progress on the atomic bomb, Roosevelt asked Dr. 
Vannevar Bush, the great scientist-engineer, to mobi-
lize science, engineering, and medicine. Then, echo-
ing Lincoln’s watershed second inaugural address, 
Roosevelt laid the foundation of international peace 
and cooperation with his Four Freedoms, the Bretton 
Woods system, and the United Nations conference. 

Massive armament production, the development 
of the atomic bomb ahead of Hitler, and an extensive 
network of international cooperation are but the most 
obvious results of these initiatives. We also gained de-
cisive edges in land and sea warfare technologies. At 
the end of the war, the head of the German Navy said it 
had been defeated by American science. As Vannevar 
Bush believed would happen, the benefits of these in-
vestments extended far beyond military applications, 
to national growth and prosperity, and across what 
he characterized as “the endless frontier.” Today, we 
seem to have forgotten the lessons of that experience.

Contrary to many scholars, I do not see President 
Harry S. Truman as a grand strategist. Truman became 
an acolyte of George Kennan, but Kennan’s vision of 
“containment” was a strategic concept, not a Mahan-
like vision of grand strategy. He offered neither a 
philosophy of leadership nor operational initiatives, 
without which even the best ideas have no legs. As 
Henry Kissinger noted in his recent review of John L. 
should this be Gaddis’s new biography, Kennan knew 
this and struggled with it throughout his life. The  
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Truman doctrine, the Marshall plan, and the North 
Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) alliance made 
containment functional, but they could not compen-
sate for an ambiguous and incomplete strategic vision. 

Congress tried to address the matter of strategy 
in the National Security Act of 1947, creating the Na-
tional Security Council (NSC) as a venue for integrat-
ing military, economic, and political strategy. Truman 
ignored this effort, rarely convening the council until 
the invasion of South Korea in June 1950. The Korean 
conflict itself may be the best example of the conse-
quences of strategic incoherence. In January, 1950, 
Dean Acheson— otherwise a great Secretary of State— 
defined America’s strategic interest in the Pacific the-
ater in geographic terms instead of as an extension of 
containment. When he did not include South Korea 
within the U.S. “defensive perimeter,” North Korea 
miscalculated and invaded South Korea. North Korea 
was surprised by U.S. intervention and found itself 
in a far more protracted and destructive war than it  
had expected.

When Dwight Eisenhower became President, 
George Marshall advised him to develop a compre-
hensive, long-term Cold War strategy incorporating 
the Truman doctrine, the Marshall plan, and NATO. 
They agreed that Paul Nitze’s NSC 68 concept, which 
advocated building for a point of maximum danger, 
could not be the basis of the strategy. It would con-
tinue the ups and downs of defense spending and 
eventually become unsustainable. Eisenhower’s re-
sponse was Project Solarium, a competitive exercise 
conducted at the National War College, now the  
National Defense University.
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Project Solarium featured three teams pursuing 
different strategies to explore various policy options. 
The results led Eisenhower to conclude that sustain-
able international power requires a strong, sound do-
mestic economy and broad, bipartisan political and 
public support. Project Solarium became the basis for 
Eisenhower’s “New Look,” his strategy for a sustain-
able approach to winning the Cold War over the “long 
haul” and what I would call America’s most recent 
true grand strategy. 

To execute his New Look strategy, Eisenhower 
organized his NSC Staff with a separate, dedicated 
forward-planning group to look over and across the 
strategic horizon. He also understood the impera-
tive of proportionality. He is the only President to 
articulate clear criteria for foreign interventions, lay-
ing down five prerequisites. These were the basis for 
his decision not to assist the French at Dien Bien Phu, 
Vietnam, during the Indo-China crisis of 1954. Not 
one of Eisenhower’s successors has followed either of 
these examples. 

Like George Washington, Eisenhower started with 
fiscal strength, focusing on debts and deficits as criti-
cal to national power and influence. As Eisenhower 
emphasized budget cuts, he also emphasized invest-
ments. His Interstate Highway Act was a masterpiece 
of investment in both national security (domestic 
mobility in the event of attack) and interstate com-
merce. Eisenhower hired a presidential science advi-
sor, created the Defense Advanced Research Projects 
Agency, and established the President’s Foreign In-
telligence Advisory Board and the United States In-
formation Agency. He sought to produce innovative 
breakthroughs to fuel future growth and international 
competitiveness, as well as bolster national security. 
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Where Eisenhower fell short was as Persuader in 
Chief. Never a big fan of the “bully pulpit,” Eisen-
hower was content to let results speak for themselves. 
Toward the end of his Presidency, he was increasingly 
viewed as disengaged and out of touch— assessments 
that eventually, and unfortunately, attached to his 
otherwise successful grand strategy, undermining its 
public support.

In strong contrast, John F. Kennedy entered the 
White House with a sense of urgency, youthfulness, 
and new energy. With a focus on both domestic eco-
nomic power and international leadership, and soar-
ing rhetoric that inspired the nation’s youth, Kennedy 
had the hallmarks of a grand strategist. He was be-
trayed by a combination of hubris and inexperience, 
abandoning the NSC system and other elements of 
Eisenhower’s strategic infrastructure, suffering the 
Bay of Pigs debacle, and facing major crises in Berlin, 
Germany, and Cuba. Still, along with being a brilliant 
crisis manager, Kennedy was a serious student of his-
tory. In the midst of the Cuban Missile Crisis, he or-
dered his staff to read Barbara Tuchman’s The Guns 
of August to better understand the consequences of 
miscalculation. 

Kennedy also recognized the threat of what we 
now know as asymmetric warfare, countering the 
Soviet Union’s aggressive engagement in the Third 
World with an unprecedented commitment to special 
forces, a strategic investment that is still paying divi-
dends. On balance, Kennedy was a shrewd interna-
tional strategist who, but for his assassination, might 
have crafted a new American grand strategy. Sadly, 
his successor ignored these hard-learned lessons. 
Though a brilliant legislative strategist, Lyndon John-
son squandered his Presidency on a massive conven-
tional war of attrition. 
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Like Truman, President Richard Nixon is a text-
book example of the difference between brilliant stra-
tegic vision and innovation and a true national grand 
strategy. Nixon campaigned on getting our forces 
out of Southeast Asia and ending the Vietnam War. 
Henry Kissinger’s extraordinary knowledge of narra-
tive history, along with Nixon’s diplomatic skills and 
mastery of the strategic pivot, combined to produce a 
secret plan to open China, achieve détente with Rus-
sia, and isolate North Vietnam, forcing peace negotia-
tions. This approach, coupled with “Vietnamization” 
to reduce the need for U.S. troops, was working by the 
end of Nixon’s first term. Just 2 years later, though, 
Saigon fell, and South Vietnam collapsed. This was 
not the result of bad strategic design, but bad Presi-
dential character. Eisenhower was often quoted as 
saying, “Trust is the coin of the realm.” Without trust, 
a brilliant strategy is worthless. 

President Ronald Reagan was not a strategic intel-
lectual like Eisenhower but, like Franklin Roosevelt, 
could  have transformational vision. Transformational 
leaders sense moments and opportunities when a stra-
tegic pivot can change the course of history. Washing-
ton pivoted by backing the Constitutional Conven-
tion. Lincoln pivoted after Antietam and again with 
his second inaugural address. Roosevelt pivoted in 
1938. At the Geneva Summit, after meeting alone with 
him for over an hour, Reagan sized up Soviet General 
Secretary Mikhail Gorbachev as a man in trouble and 
looking for a way out. Reagan’s advisors all thought 
he was naïve, but this was his strategic pivot. It began 
the waltz that ended the Cold War—the culmination 
of Eisenhower’s grand strategy. The NATO alliance of 
democracies prevailed and could rightly claim what 
ancient Chinese strategist Sun Tzu called perfect vic-
tory—winning without ever having to fight. 
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The follow-up was fully realized as President 
George H. W. Bush and his Secretary of State James 
Baker were able to do the almost impossible—incor-
porate a united Germany into the Alliance. This set the 
stage for President Bill Clinton, who led the Alliance 
to embrace its former enemies—the newly democratic 
nations of Eastern Europe. But without the uniting 
threat of the Soviet Union, Presidents Bush, Clinton, 
and George W. Bush each failed to develop a com-
prehensive post-Cold War strategy. For each of them, 
as for President Barack Obama today, preoccupation 
with near-term crises and distractions has precluded 
successful long-term strategy making. 

A NATIONAL GRAND STRATEGY 
FOR THE RENEWAL OF AMERICAN 
LEADERSHIP AND POWER 

Going into the 2000 Presidential election, there 
were two attempts to induce the new president to 
think in terms of a comprehensive national strategy. 
One was the congressionally-funded Hart-Rudman 
Commission. The other was a booklet we produced at 
what was then known as the Center for the Study of 
the Presidency, Comprehensive Strategic Reform: Moving 
From Inherited Cold War Rigidity to Needed Post-Cold War 
Anticipation and Agility. Written a year before Septem-
ber 11, 2001 (9/11), this report noted the weak links 
in domestic security, the stove-piping of the executive 
branch, and the lack of agile means: early warning, 
coalition-building, information sharing, and coher-
ent investment strategy. It called for a President’s 
Strategic Advisory Board, including leaders from 
outside government to help the President look over 
and across the horizon. It also recommended a new 
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Project Solarium. After President George W. Bush was 
elected, Vice President Dick Cheney and Secretary of  
Defense Donald Rumsfeld took an interest in our report  
and created a liaison with our office to pursue  
these initiatives. 

Those joint efforts ended after 9/11, but our efforts 
have continued. Etched in gold on our conference 
room wall at the renamed Center for the Study of the 
Presidency and Congress is Mark Twain’s famous ad-
age, “History does not repeat itself, but it can rhyme.” 
Our mission is to find the good rhymes in history 
and apply them to meet the toughest challenges fac-
ing our Nation. Four years ago, in A Call to Greatness, 
I challenged our next President to “relearn the art of 
strategy.” Our Center built on this in our Strengthen-
ing America’s Future Initiative, calling on President 
Obama and the new Congress to initiate a new Project 
Solarium and: 

Develop a ten-year national strategy based on a  
comprehensive assessment and national purpose to 
align all elements of government and the allocation of 
resources.

When President Obama entered office, this coun-
try was in the midst of a catastrophic recession, fight-
ing two wars, and facing threats from an increasingly 
hostile and unstable world. As Eisenhower observed, 
when immediate problems require a President’s com-
plete attention, he cannot look over and beyond the 
horizon to the strategic frontier. Nonetheless, I be-
lieve President Obama may have some of the strate-
gic DNA that defined our best Presidents. He gave 
an extraordinary speech on the role of commander 
in chief to the Nobel laureates. Emphasizing that do-
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mestic renewal and international power go hand in 
hand, he has focused on restoring America’s strength 
at home, working to get our economic cylinders firing 
smoothly once again. In a time of budget cuts, Obama 
has pushed increased investment in education, sci-
ence, and innovation as tools of national power. He 
has quite correctly used the specter of rising foreign 
powers, even the search for a “Sputnik Moment,” to 
justify this integral foundational element of a national 
grand strategy. What he has not yet been able to do 
is put all the pieces together. Devoid of private sector 
experience, Obama has not harnessed the entrepre-
neurial capabilities of the private sector to rebuild the 
economy. He has not overcome poisonously partisan 
politics. He has not united the Nation around a long-
term narrative for the way ahead. 

In the midst of another presidential election, in 
which Obama was re-elected, our Center continued 
the quest to achieve a good rhyme of Eisenhower. We 
are leading a national conversation about the need for 
and key elements of a 10-year consensus-building na-
tional strategy. Such a grand strategy would overarch 
two or maybe three Presidents and would be neces-
sarily and consciously bipartisan. We place special 
emphasis on the reform of the broken parts of our 
political process and the rebuilding of our domestic 
capabilities and global competitiveness—the critical 
pistons of national power referred to earlier. 

In looking ahead to the next presidential term and 
the task of restoring an America with no peers, it is 
important to understand the multitude of obstacles 
that any President will face. As an illustration, let 
us consider what I believe is the greatest example of 
multinational grand strategy in history: the alliance 
of democracies that, for more than 60 years, has kept 
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World War III at bay and has also created the widest 
distribution of freedom and greatest improvement in 
living standards ever seen. NATO was the centerpiece 
and foundation of this strategy, providing both the or-
ganizational muscle and the procedural discipline to 
stay focused over time and through an ever-evolving 
environment. At the same time, NATO did not define 
nor limit the underlying strategic goals or vision. Most 
dramatically, in a move that led directly to internal 
strife behind the Iron Curtain and despite the opposi-
tion of his foreign policy team, President Gerald Ford 
stepped beyond NATO and backed the Helsinki ac-
cords. The point is that our NATO-based strategy had 
key elements any U.S. President will be hard-pressed 
to emulate: the ability to retain popular and political 
support over extended periods and to adapt and re-
new itself as circumstances require. As Ambassador 
to NATO in the 1980s, I named our official residence 
Truman Hall. It is no small irony that the U.S. Presi-
dent most responsible for the success of this interna-
tional grand strategy struggled and ultimately failed 
to create an adequate American grand strategy.

Still, some things are clear. In their recent book, 
That Used To Be Us, Thomas L. Friedman and Michael 
Mandelbaum start by remembering how our schools, 
our politics, our economy, and our technology were 
all the envy of the world. In a recent lecture to Phi 
Beta Kappa, I reviewed the American era of heroic 
political leadership when such as General George 
Washington, Speaker of the House and Senator Henry 
Clay, and President Abraham Lincoln on the cusp of 
Reconstruction each led the Nation to higher ground 
through civility, cooperation, and compromise. Not 
long ago, it was considered patriotic to put country 
ahead of person, party, and politics. Today, too many 
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of our leaders would have us believe such qualities are 
character weaknesses. When Standard & Poors down-
grades our national credit rating, in part because of a 
broken system of government and politics, and when 
a failed “super committee” represented a last, best ef-
fort at avoiding policy chaos, it is time to reform the 
worn-out system of compartmentalized Washington. 

This has been done before, just not recently. 
Both Presidents Roosevelt overhauled the executive 
branch while in office. Presidents Truman and Eisen-
hower each utilized commissions chaired by former 
President Herbert Hoover to manage further reform. 
Eventually, nearly 200 recommendations from the 
Hoover commissions were implemented. Most re-
cently, President Nixon turned to industrialist Roy 
Ash to lead a similar effort during his first term, but 
Watergate stopped what would have been a radical 
and much needed bottom-to-top reorganization of the  
executive branch.

Congress has also reformed itself. Bipartisan, bi-
cameral efforts produced the Legislative Reorganiza-
tion Acts of 1946 and 1970, strengthening Congress 
in the face of the vastly enlarged executive branch. A 
major achievement of the first act was the creation of 
the Joint Atomic Energy Committee. This effort over-
came parochial jurisdictional battles and equipped 
Congress to deal directly with the emerging threat of a 
nuclear-armed Soviet Union. A major challenge today 
is the threat of cyber warfare: many experts believe 
a coordinated cyber attack could bring the Nation to 
a standstill. This similar threat demands a similar re-
sponse: a joint cyber or joint intelligence committee 
with broad powers would force a compartmentalized 
executive branch to coordinate efforts and a decentral-
ized private sector to become more collaborative.
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As Persuader in Chief, the President must lead this 
effort personally. In view of the crises we face in gov-
ernance, President Obama should pledge to carry out 
an overall reform of the executive branch in his sec-
ond term and prepare the way for his successor to do 
so if this is not accomplished. Not only will a pledge 
like this push Congress to reform its own organiza-
tion and structure, it will push the President’s Repub-
lican opponent to respond in kind and thereby change 
the terms of political debate. While the details of any 
specific reform proposal will inevitably be a point of 
partisan difference, the imperative of systemic reform 
itself should not be. The one thing both parties agree 
on is that Washington is not working; reform is the 
only answer. It is the prerequisite to any meaningful 
new grand strategy. By setting explicit expectations 
that this can, will, and must happen soon, regardless 
of partisan control of the House, Senate, or Presiden-
cy, the President can create the environment of civil-
ity, cooperation, and compromise that is necessary for 
it to be able to happen.

CONCLUSIONS

Defense Secretary Leon Panetta properly says that 
“Our job is not to accept destiny; our job is to create 
destiny.” The role of grand strategy is to shape and 
control the strategic environment. In the face of a dan-
gerous and out-of-control world, grand strategy is 
the only way to rise above the noise created by crisis  
after crisis and achieve the promise of our  
national narrative. 

History shows that national grand strategy for 
the United States can only succeed when grounded 
in domestic strength and embraced by the American 
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people. History also shows that this requires direct 
and active presidential leadership. America faces a 
historic choice: national renewal or national decline. 
This President and his successor must commit them-
selves to developing a public consensus on a grand 
strategy for national renewal, a 10-year strategy that 
rises above partisan interests and can be continued 
and completed by their successor as well, regardless 
of party affiliation. Only by pursuing such a path can 
America meet its current challenges and rise to new 
heights. If our President cannot bridge the partisan di-
vide and forge a public strategy that starts with getting 
our economic engine firing on all cylinders again, our 
weakened Nation will be choosing decline by default. 

America’s strategic leadership in the world is not 
guaranteed. It is something tenuous and precious, con-
stantly vulnerable. We need presidential leadership, 
in coordination with Congress, to hone the national 
traits and skills exemplified by the Founding Fathers 
and to follow Lincoln’s injunction to “think anew and 
act anew.” If we fail to preserve what Lincoln called 
the “last best hope of earth,” history, as he also noted, 
will not forgive us.
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CHAPTER 7

GRAND STRATEGY AND 
HUMAN THINKING

Evan M. H. Faber

Special thanks to Sheila Ronis for organizing a great confer-
ence and for inviting me to speak, and special thanks to my boss 
and mentor, Leon Fuerth, who has influenced all of my own ideas, 
but whose ideas I do not represent as a speaker on this panel.

I have a hypothesis that personality plays an un-
der-considered but crucial role in the way that “grand 
strategy” is viewed as a concept and how it is pro-
duced and used in practice. This hypothesis is based 
particularly on work being done at the Institute for 
Alternative Futures, an organization that takes a psy-
chology and values-based approach to thinking about 
the future. They use the Myers-Briggs Type Indica-
tor (MBTI), a model that—while not at all perfect—is 
useful for assessing personal learning style and pref-
erence. For example, of the MBTI types, iNtuitive-
Perceiving (N-P) preferences are often paired, as are 
Sensing-Judging (S-J) preferences.

•   N-P types are generally more comfortable with 
uncertainty and surprise as permanent features 
of the world. They are generally less comfort-
able handling measured data and more inter-
ested in the big picture that emerges from it. 
N-P types think more naturally, think in terms 
of systems, and probably prefer better ques-
tion-asking to finding concrete answers.

•  S-J types, rather, are generally most comfortable 
with what can be measured and prefer to focus 
on “the thing itself.” Concerned with solving 
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the problem at hand, S-J types are likely to see 
the future more or less as a linear extrapolation 
of the present, with less interest in question-
ing assumptions and more interest in what is 
knowable and doable.

This contrast is obviously very general: it certainly 
does not apply uniformly, there are blends of these 
kinds of preferences, and this is not a judgment about 
which way of thinking is better. This is an observa-
tion about preference, style of thinking, and people’s 
comfort with different types of analysis. I would ven-
ture to guess that the majority of people in this audi-
ence fall closer to the N-P type. I would also guess that 
many of the people that rise to the ranks of top leader-
ship are closer to S-J types, and they rise because of 
their natural talent for high performance at the tactical 
and operational level, where N-P types are less likely 
to distinguish themselves. That means that the people 
responsible for grand strategy are people whose style 
is detail focused and evidence oriented. Consequent-
ly, having risen to a position where systems-thinking 
is needed, senior leaders are likely to default to think-
ing tactically, since they are not innately comfortable 
thinking in terms of uncertainty, surprise, adaptation, 
and complex systems in general. That does not mean 
they are not able; it means it does not come naturally.

Grand strategy demands foresight, which Fuerth 
defines as the disciplined analysis of alternative fu-
tures (and I would add, of hypothetical future con-
tingencies). That means our calling for an American 
grand strategy is essentially expecting people who are 
not naturally inclined to think strategically about hy-
potheticals to make it their regular practice, at a point 
in their career where their honed style has served 
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them very well. Therefore, for those of us here who be-
lieve the United States does not have but needs grand 
strategy: we need to be able to articulate the case for 
this kind of thinking to people who are not naturally 
wired with the instincts of a grand strategist. Not ev-
eryone who thinks innately like a grand strategist can 
rise to the level of a grand strategist, and we cannot 
sit in the ivory tower yelling that we need grand strat-
egy to people who do not innately operate in this way 
of thinking. Again, that is not a value judgment, it is 
an observation about human personality backed up  
by research.

We need to find new creative ways of communicat-
ing the need and the utility of foresight and strategy to 
those who are concerned with the day-to-day events. 
New media and advanced information technology 
(IT) is important for this. Jerry Glenn– another mentor 
of mine—spoke earlier in the conference about collec-
tive intelligence. The ability to link brains, electronic 
systems, and software to achieve collective intelli-
gence is doable with the technology we have today, 
and it should be a priority. Instead of watching and 
reacting as technology evolves, we should actively be 
shaping it for strategic utility: not just for making our 
lives more comfortable and convenient, but to make 
knowledge more useful to decisionmakers. Advanced 
IT for collective intelligence has the potential to de-
mocratize participation in the development of grand 
strategy by enabling us to organize and harmonize 
information and perspectives; improve our capacity 
for disciplined foresight and planning, as well as feed-
back for learning from results; and therefore also to 
enhance our ability as individuals and collectives to 
behave strategically toward achieving goals. The form 
that technology takes will determine our strategic ca-
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pacities. We should be guiding development of these 
tools to expand organizational bandwidth, improve 
decisionmaking, and visualize complexity for all types 
of learners and operators. 

Enhancing our government organizations means 
not just incorporating a long view, but a lateral view 
to watch what is developing and to gauge the ap-
proaching impact; to synchronize timing, synchronize 
investments, and continuously consider implications 
of oncoming events. There is so much happening at 
once, and the bandwidth of our organizations is too 
narrow. We need tools that expand the capacities of 
our organizations to be able to act intelligently and 
strategically, and to organize effectively. That is the 
difference between “strategy” and what Fuerth calls 
“strategic behavior.” If national grand strategy is a 
top-level activity, then the job of civil society and gov-
ernment bureaucrats cannot be to lock-step march in 
support of a grand strategy. Strategy needs continu-
ous, active participation. It needs to be taking place in 
the minds of the people who will execute it at all lev-
els. It is shocking that the people who design strategy 
for our government are disconnected from the people 
who run budgets and control the funding streams, 
all of whom are disconnected from those who imple-
ment the strategy. Everyone needs to be involved in 
the creative process of grand strategy. We are human. 
When our ego is not engaged, we turn passive. To this 
end, a “strategic narrative” as proposed by “Mr. Y” 
is useful as scaffolding around which to synchronize  
strategic behavior. 

I’ll close with a comment on “grand strategy.” It is 
possible that the idea of “grand strategy” is actually 
incompatible with complexity, uncertainty, and sur-
prise. Grand strategy connotes something “static,” the 
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production of a large document by a group of people 
charged with strategy. Suppose you do a large 2-year 
grand strategy exercise and complete it in, say, De-
cember 2010. “Here is our view of the world and our 
grand strategy,” and there it is for everyone to refer-
ence. Then in January 2011, you have the Arab Spring, 
which changes everything. What are you supposed to 
do? Are you supposed to chuck the whole thing and 
commence a brand new 2-year grand strategy exercise? 
That seems like wasted effort, especially in a world 
where surprise will be the norm for the foreseeable fu-
ture (meaning more wild cards like the Arab Spring). 
The point is that “uncertainty” and “complexity” have 
profound implications for what grand strategy is in 
form, not just substance. Grand strategy itself needs 
to be dynamic. It needs to be comprised of the req-
uisite variety of potential events and adaptations in 
its form—literally its format—not just in its substance. 
We have tools for this kind of format—perhaps like a 
wiki or a Web page. Grand strategy needs to be used 
every day rather than published in a book that gets 
put on a shelf and occasionally referenced or largely 
ignored. You cannot produce dynamic strategy using 
a static strategic document, and we do not have to.
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CHAPTER 8

DESIGNING THE U.S. PRESIDENT’S ABILITY 
TO MAKE STRATEGY

Dr. Robert B. Polk

The year is 2018, and the National Well-Being Act 
passed by Congress 6 years earlier has already estab-
lished the new National Planning and Execution Man-
agement System. On this day, U.S. President Jennifer 
Landon prepares for counsel on a brewing interna-
tional situation. The crisis centers around the country 
of Pacifica. From President Landon: 

I entered the Think Room of the National Assessment, 
Visioning, and Integration Center (NAVIC) with my 
accompanying National Security Staff (NSS) staff and 
Cabinet leaders. We settled in for the deliberation 
experience orchestrated by the White House Chief of 
Staff [CofS]. The NAVIC had its work cut out for it. 
By the end of the 90-minute session, the NSS staff, key 
Cabinet members, and assisting NAVIC professionals 
would present all the essential fused aspects of the en-
vironment affecting Pacifica. Here I would learn the 
potential for success or failure. 

We used the now venerated ends, ways, means, think-
ing, and doing framework enshrined in National Planning 
and Execution Pub 1, version 2.0 to communicate our 
thoughts. To be clear, the situation in Pacifica was only 
one of 85 high priority issue areas managed by the 
NAVIC across the five geographical knowledge bins 
of this framework. These included the dimensions of 
space, the globe, regions, countries, and the United 
States. I was intimately familiar with this framework, 
as the reports I received daily from the White House 
CofS and my Cabinet were always broken down into 
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these same categories. If an issue transcended geo-
graphical dimensions, we simply binned them in the 
next higher concentric frame to track.

Consequently, as I sat in my “captain’s chair,” I could 
ask very penetrating questions about Pacifica upon 
the briefing’s conclusion. Because my staff integrated 
the resource management arm of my executive branch 
with congressional oversight councils through the 
NAVIC, I could get a strong sense of what I had at my 
disposal to affect the Pacifica situation. 

The NAVIC’s risk assessment and gaming of the NSS 
preliminary recommendations on Pacifica gave me a 
good feel for the complexities and potential trade-offs. 
The NAVIC displayed all this visually, while beaming 
the conversation in real-time to participants around 
the country in 3-D with surround sound quality. 

I recognized the impact of my options clearly from 
the presentation experience led by the Visioning Team. 
After my staff and I took our multisensory headsets 
off, we clearly understood in the most visceral, four-
dimensional way that U.S presence on the ground in 
Pacifica would change lives. 

This story offers only a glimpse into a system 
prototype for strategy making described in my book, 
The Thinking and Doing of National Security—A Pro-
posal for the President. Yet, prototypes are—by defini-
tion—unfinished. With collaboration, other solutions  
will emerge. 

Before we arrive at the details of my proposal, I 
would like to present a select group of expert thoughts 
that relate to our eventual destination. These include 
ideas on grand strategy from Professor Russell L. 
Meade; research related to the human brain as report-
ed by Rebecca Costa in her new book, The Watchman’s 
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Rattle; and, finally, the work of authors J. Liedtka and 
T. Ogilvie on design thinking. 

MEADE

My focus on the mechanisms of strategy making 
seems rather prudent if you join in Meade’s assertion 
that we already have a U.S. grand strategy that works. 
He describes several components of what he calls 
America’s existing “strategy to dominate the world.” 
First, the United States has established and maintained 
an open society at home where everyone is welcome, 
especially his or her ideas. Second, the United States 
took, “the show on the road” and aggressively en-
gaged with the rest of the world. Third, with its new 
friends, the United States bought, traded, and grew 
rich. Fourth, the United States has developed and 
maintained a geopolitical strategy and vision to match 
this open economic vision (Meade, 2009).

According to Meade, this global geopolitical strat-
egy ushered in our now default balance of power 
paradigm. This contributed to a self-beneficial world 
order where all societies are open to engage and trade 
with the United States and each other. Such a world 
order is one in which all global participants could 
get rich and happy as long as everyone played by the 
same rules. The hope is and remains that intertwined 
interests reduce the will for conflict. 

According to Meade, the United States rejected 
the Lighthouse State, where the Bismarck-like figure 
stands on his pillar and thinks great thoughts in a 
complicated game of chess with other great figures in 
other lands. Instead, we evolved into a Mirror State, 
where the political process reflects the various differ-
ent voices, coalitions, and interests on board that com-
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bine to vector the ship of state. There are no divine 
thinkers sitting in tall towers. Rather, the state and 
its people look at history and the patterns of its ac-
tions to put various corrective pressures on the system 
over time. The summation of these vectors determines  
our destiny. 

At the very least, Meade correctly points out that 
we simply do not keep the ship of state intact long 
enough to make really grand strategy of generation-
al significance. Instead, we are joined on a ship that 
lurches from side to side, never quite going where we 
want it to for very long (Meade, 2009) and . . . it has not 
run aground, yet. I think our future President Jennifer 
Landon would likely agree with this overall charac-
terization even as she began to explore new ways of 
evolving her strategies in 2018.

COSTA

Costa, in her 2010 book, The Watchman’s Rattle, 
adds color to this conversation. She suggests that our 
greatest problems are not political; they are biological. 
Specifically, she reports that science and anthropol-
ogy converge to prove that the human brain has not 
evolved to keep up with human progress. Complex-
ity has outpaced the brain’s ability to process it. This 
causes it to hit what she terms a cognitive threshold, 
defined as the difference between the slow speed at 
which the human brain can evolve and the rapid rate 
at which complexity grows (Costa, 2010, p. 188). She 
argues that all fallen human civilizations suffered in 
part from this very phenomenon.

Costa answers the so-what of her research by con-
tending that, when societies reach a collective cogni-
tive threshold, they begin a natural coping process. 
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When individual humans no longer have the time or 
ability to ascertain facts, they begin to substitute what 
they know with beliefs. Unchallenged, this can lead 
to the creation of false memes (beliefs passed unsub-
stantiated to the next generation) encouraged by false 
prophets. Some memes grow into super memes and 
affect the very fabric of whole societies. 

Costa goes on to report that the United States is 
entering such a societal cognitive threshold. Who can 
argue that the U.S. Congress is not overwhelmed with 
complexity? How can a single U.S. President fact-
check the myriad of important elements in his/her de-
cisionmaking? Who among us understands how the 
global economy works and what to do about it when it 
does not? Does anyone have a handle on the intersec-
tion of religion and politics anymore? These are just a 
few opportunities where unsubstantiated beliefs can 
easily creep into the conversation and create nonevi-
denced base norms. 

Costa argues that the following super memes are 
tearing at the fabric of America today: 1) Irrational 
opposition to each other and to evidence-based argu-
ment. 2) The personalization of blame as the scapegoat 
for compromise. 3) Counterfeit correlations where 
causation is no longer the standard. Simple correla-
tion, however falsely conceived, suffices. 4) Silo think-
ing, where we find it too difficult to see the world as 
complex and intertwined, leading to solutions that of-
ten fall far short of being holistic. 5) Extreme econom-
ics where short-term profit is the moral equivalent of 
the doing what is right even if the long-term negative 
consequences may be obvious (Costa, 2010, p. 175).
These super memes, if they do exist, can cloud or even 
block any strategic approaches to thinking and doing.
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Costa gives hope when she reports how there may 
be some approaches that can help us break away and 
move beyond this cognitive threshold. Most impor-
tantly, she suggests the increased and deliberate use 
of insight as a product of left and right brain synthe-
sis. She offers evidence from scientific research on the 
frontal cortex that supports an emerging ability to call 
up insight on demand. Here, Costa champions Dr. 
Michael Merzenich’s research on brain fitness, where 
even simple warm up exercises in the brain can mea-
surably lead to such insight (Merzenich, n.d.). 

As a short aside for those of us who call ourselves 
thinkers, Costa also reports that when viewing brain 
activity on a computer screen, short-term thinking in 
humans causes the display to light up like a Christmas 
tree. However, when given tasks of a long-term na-
ture, that same human brain barely generates a glim-
mer! Controlled for other variables, the implication is 
that the brain has not been rewarded by evolution for 
long-term thinking. Is it any wonder, then, that mak-
ing strategy is hard? Costa asserts that some evidence 
even suggests that our brain actively tries to suppress 
long-term thinking, in evolutionary terms, as super-
fluous and even harmful to our basic survival needs. 

As if the challenge to long-term thinking could not 
get worse, Costa also notes that: 

When business principles prevail, there is enormous 
pressure for individuals to respond to complex prob-
lems with great speed and efficiency. Quick, decisive 
action is prized over slower, thoughtful methodical 
examination. . . . 
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But then she adds: 

Never mind that [our] leaders possess the same biolog-
ical apparatus we do and, therefore, are overwhelmed 
by complexity in the same way we are in our daily 
lives (Costa, 2010, p. 172). 

Isn’t it time we take a closer look at the biological 
aspects of our human capacity in making strategy?

In the storyline I offered earlier, President Landon 
understood these limitations all too well and in rec-
ognition of this, she immersed herself in the delibera-
tion experience to gain advantages over such natural 
limitations in decisionmaking not available to past 
leaders. She praised and embraced the new tools that 
enhance her understanding and improve her partici-
pation in strategy making. Finally, she inspired others 
to do the same. 

Costa concludes with a final note on how she 
would mitigate against these biological limitations 
and long-held super memes. Reminding us that com-
plexity theory states that there are more wrong solu-
tions than right ones, she suggests that the only way 
to get at these fewer right solutions is by doing some-
thing—anything. Some might say in more technical 
terms, prototyping using high failure rate modeling. 
The global design thinking community espouses the 
same and picks up where Costa leaves off.

LIEDTKA AND OGILVIE

According to some, design thinkers are unique 
in their ability to produce novel and unexpected so-
lutions. They appear to tolerate uncertainty, work 
with incomplete information, and apply imagina-
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tion to practical problems using drawings and other 
modeling media as means to problem solving (“Art 
of Design_v2.pdf,” n.d.). In their book, Designing for 
Growth, Liedtka and Ogilvie support this discussion 
by offering a testimony from a design-thinking vet-
eran that there are two types of problems—mysteries  
and puzzles. 

Puzzles are problems with an answer. Mysteries 
are situations where there may not even exist a dis-
cernable problem, let alone a solution (Liedtka and 
Ogilvie, 2011, p. 13).  The latter situation is where de-
sign thinking distinguishes itself from analysis. It uses 
visualization, pursues novelty and emotional context, 
and relies on iterative movement between abstract and 
practical. It values co-creation with users and proto-
typing where the object is to learn not launch (Liedtka 
and Ogilvie, 2011, p. 12).

So why isn’t design thinking a more popularly 
employed technique in the U.S. Government today? 
Well, as my colleague, T. X. Hammes from the Na-
tional Defense University, reminded me recently, the 
challenge of design thinking is in how to translate the 
iterative process of design into the linear processes of 
bureaucracy. If anyone could answer this question, it 
would be the team of Liedtka and Ogilvie. 

According to Liedtka and Ogilvie, design thinking 
can be made practical by applying the following ap-
proaches. First, one should explore current reality and 
frame the challenge (or determining What is). Second, 
one should generate new possibilities for growth (or 
determining What if). Third, one should test assump-
tions, refine and prototype the concept (or determin-
ing What wows). Finally, one should enroll customers 
to shape it into something we can execute (or deter-
mining What works). There are a number of sub-steps 
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and techniques embedded in each of these but not dis-
cussed here (Liedtka and Ogilvie, 2011, p. 21).

None of this is foolproof, of course, and Liedtka 
and Ogilvie point out that failure to achieve results 
from design thinking does happen. When it happens, 
it usually revolves around an inability to connect the 
concept to an unmet need. Leaders fail to get the re-
sults prioritized amid the sea of ideas and priorities. 
They fail to prototype or visualize the results so oth-
ers understand it, and they fail to get live customers 
involved in shaping the results from the beginning 
(Liedtka and Ogilvie, 2011, p. 178).

One of the most profound aspects of design think-
ing is its ability “to bypass the culture of debate and 
help managers learn through action in the market-
place.” (Liedtka and Ogilvie, 2011, p. 167) Most of us 
would also intuitively agree with Liedtka and Ogil-
vie’s claim that:

. . . the greatest barriers to growth . . . [are an] organi-
zation’s internal army of designated doubters exercis-
ing their veto power before you even have the chance 
to try (Liedtka and Ogilvie, 2011, p. 184).  

So one way to help ease design thinking into an 
organization is never to call it design thinking. Just do 
the work and call it whatever you like and, think small 
. . . at first. Do not push all the ideas at once.

Finally, Liedtka and Ogilvie provide a great list of 
attributes for a successful design team. Ask yourself 
if these attributes would be found in most of today’s 
government staffs and leaders. Design teams should 
have a diversity of skills. They need to listen. They 
need to find the appropriate framing and create the 
corresponding strategy, followed by robust analysis. 
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They use visualization and storytelling to create and 
communicate. They should check their egos at the 
door. Teams should co-locate often in a flexible, col-
laborative physical space. The team should accept a 
shared purpose. Finally, a successful design team 
must have top cover from their bosses (Liedtka and 
Ogilvie, 2011, p. 187). I do not know about you, but 
I would like to be a part of such a team, and these 
are the attributes I would want in a national strategy- 
making organization.

CONCLUSION

Now I want to suggest my own take on how we 
could roll all these perspectives into a successful sys-
tem for the thinking and doing in the U.S. Govern-
ment. I call my approach the National Planning and 
Execution Management System. I created it as the 
backdrop to the day-in-the-life story of President Jen-
nifer Landon. Its components consist of the interaction 
among the President, his/her NSS, the 50 governors, 
the U.S. departments, as well as the public at large and 
the Congress. 

My system begins with framing any conversation 
on strategy making into five concentric bins of knowl-
edge. Any issue that could affect the viability and vi-
tality of the Nation will find a home in one of these 
bins. These bins are: space, the globe, regions, coun-
tries, and internal U.S. matters. This common frame-
work allows all participants to share their narratives 
about the future in ways that promote fast learning. 
This also sets the foundation for actionable participa-
tion in generating new ideas.

I realize that, at first glance, such a framework 
seems to defy modern reality that most of our prob-
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lems today—from global warming to health concerns 
and the economy—abide by no boundaries. Yet, ev-
ery transboundary issue imaginable can be binned 
in one of these categories. Each of these broad cate-
gories is further sub-organized into the time frames 
of near-, mid-, and long-term. The intersections of 
these time frames and geographical knowledge bins 
contain the various national strategies for linking 
the ways and means to all stated ends for every is-
sue and area of concern. This thinking and doing 
framework would serve as a template across all the 
participants in the National Planning and Execution  
Management System.

The linchpin of this system would be a newly es-
tablished capability called the NAVIC, housed with-
in the Executive Office of the President (EOP). The 
NAVIC would never make policy but instead provide 
visioning, assessment, and strategy-making servic-
es up to the NSS and Congress. The NAVIC would 
provide these same services to the governors and the 
U.S. Cabinet. It would integrate all these services and 
synthesize the feedback and lessons learned into new 
approaches for the President and the NSS to consider. 
Finally, selected congressional entities would have an 
unprecedented access high and early in the executive 
processes within the NAVIC. These are just a few of 
the functions presently conceived.

The NAVIC would serve the NSS as its primary 
client, and it is from the NSS that the NAVIC would 
get its priorities. These services would free the already 
beleaguered NSS to stay focused on its primary du-
ties of advising the President on the national ends (or 
policy), while leaving the NAVIC and the Cabinet to 
devise and integrate the ways and means.
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The NAVIC would deploy state-of-the-art facili-
ties and cutting edge visual decision support aids. It 
would provide continuity on matters across the spec-
trum of national organizations with its common in-
formational connectivity across the breadth of actors. 
The mirrored capabilities positioned in the 50 states 
would also provide the President multiple redundant 
command center capabilities. 

The NAVIC would emphasize the integration of 
both thinking and doing under one roof, supported 
by a modest staff working for six functional directors 
confirmed by the Senate. Members would be appoint-
ed for 15-year tours reporting to one presidentially 
appointed Executive Director. The Executive Direc-
tor would also serve as the deputy to the President’s 
Chief of Staff to ensure the overall system serves at the 
pleasure of the President.

So this is the system that President Landon inher-
ited to cohere the full breadth and depth of the U.S. 
Government more effectively in making strategy. She 
used this to mitigate threats and to take advantage of 
opportunities that affected the viability and vitality of 
the Nation in the near-, mid-, and long-term. Her sys-
tem included the human and organizational dimen-
sions of thinking and doing as equal sides of the same 
coin. This helped her develop the visions through the 
human-centered process of design leading to strat-
egy that matched appropriate ways and means to her  
designated ends. 

I want this chapter to serve as a beginning. The 
ideas and details expressed in my book could be used 
as a starting prototype. Think of it as throwing the 
proverbial pasta on the wall to see what sticks. I am 
quite certain Steve Jobs didn’t hand us the iPhone on 
his first try. Instead, his team must have prototyped 
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dozens, perhaps hundreds, of times before going to a 
pilot and only then to a launch. Washington is awash 
in studies and conferences, but these will only carry us 
so far. My dream is to move our thinking into action 
through iterative prototyping. We should follow the 
great design company IDEO’s creed to fail faster to 
succeed sooner. I hope this chapter and my book may 
spark others to take up this challenge.
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CHAPTER 9

THE NEED FOR GRAND STRATEGY  
DEVELOPMENT: LESSONS FROM THE PROJECT 

ON NATIONAL SECURITY REFORM 
AND SINGAPORE

Dr. Sheila R. Ronis

INTRODUCTION

The Vision Working Group (VWG) of the Project 
on National Security Reform (PNSR) recommended 
the establishment of a Center for Strategic Analysis 
and Assessment (CSAA) in its July 2010 Report and 
Scenarios (Ronis, 2010). Over a 5-year period of study, 
the PNSR VWG established that the United States 
needs a place, a process, and a set of capabilities in 
the Executive Office of the President (EOP) to develop 
and test grand strategies for the Nation, particularly 
to support the national security system.

The National Security Strategy is the best represen-
tation of a comprehensive discussion of where the 
country is going and what it wants to accomplish. 
Published by The White House from time to time, it is 
neither sufficiently long term nor a true strategy that 
links resources with objectives over time. It represents, 
at best, a list of aspirational goals by an administra-
tion. In a world of increasing complexity, the United 
States should consider long-term, whole-of-govern-
ment thinking and planning. Other countries have 
established such a set of capabilities within the heart 
of their governments, such as the United Kingdom 
and Singapore. For that reason, the set of capabilities 
in Singapore was benchmarked, because the VWG de-
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velops specificity for the proposed Center. This docu-
ment represents a synthesis of lessons learned from 
the Singapore system, recognizing that not all of the 
processes are scalable to the U.S. Government.

THE CONTEXT

For decades, the private sector has routinely used 
management tools such as forecasting, scenario based 
planning, strategic visioning, political and economic 
risk assessments, etc., but the government, especially 
in a whole-of-government way, rarely, if ever, uses 
such tools across the board, although sometimes 
those tools are used in pockets—in specific agencies  
or departments. 

The question is, “What mechanisms should the U.S. 
Government develop to improve the Nation’s ability 
to plan in a whole-of-government way for its future—
to be better prepared for a future that is very different 
from its past?” At the end of World War II, General 
George C. Marshall said, “We are now concerned with 
the peace of the entire world, and the peace can only 
be maintained by the strong.” (Marshall, 1945) But, 
how does the United States remain strong? What does 
that mean in a world of globalization? How should 
the country define what national security is in such a 
complex and interdependent world?

The PNSR VWG took a systems approach to exam-
ining this series of questions. The group stepped out 
into the next larger system, and the system beyond 
that, to look across the entire mosaic at the elements 
and their interdependence and interactions to better 
understand the whole and its behavior. The study en-
gaged in both analysis and synthesis and used vision-
ing tools to assist in testing the creation of the new 
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structures, policies, strategies, and processes necessary 
for a successful 21st century national security system 
as outlined in Forging a New Shield, (PNSR, 2008) the 
overall study presented to the President of the United 
States, The President-elect, and the U.S. Congress in 
December 2008.

U.S. security is rooted in the successful integration 
of all major elements of national power: economic, 
diplomatic, military, informational, and so on. When 
successfully combined, the vitality of the nation is 
ensured, and the country’s ability to encourage posi-
tive change throughout the globe is enhanced. The 
PNSR proposed a modern apparatus to serve the na-
tion’s needs well into the 21st century to support the 
broad national security challenges and address the 
interagency mechanisms in the organizational space 
between the President of the United States and the 
Cabinet level agencies and departments. 

The VWG asked the question, “What is the basis 
for rethinking the national security system, and how 
will success in the future be characterized?” If “what 
is” and “what is not” in the arena of national secu-
rity is artificially or prematurely narrowed, it is likely 
that situations will be misread that can ultimately, and 
negatively, affect the Nation. Ten years ago, the chal-
lenges related to sub-prime mortgages, diseased birds, 
automobile emissions, and pilot training rosters were 
not typically the focus of national security. Today, it 
is clear that they might well have been. The point is 
no one can imagine or determine now with certainty 
what might affect the Nation in the future. 

Threats can be assessed and prioritized based upon 
considerations such as urgency, impact, magnitude, 
mitigation options, and intention. Opportunities can 
be assessed and prioritized based upon considerations 
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such as knowledge, expertise, probability of success, 
resources, long-term sustainability, proportionality, 
and intention.

Based on this approach, national security can be 
considered “Any situation, condition, or entity that 
has the potential to enhance or degrade the viability 
and vitality of the nation” (Benner, 2007), so that the 
national security system would be responsible for and 
measured by:

• the viability and vitality of the Nation,
•  peaceful and positive development throughout 

the countries of every region, and
•  cooperation and collaboration around the 

globe.

The national security system needs to become a 
“learning organization” that can anticipate, adapt to, 
and successfully address the widest range of threats 
and opportunities for both the good of the Nation and 
the world. As a complex adaptive system, the future 
security system will need to possess certain inherent 
qualities that will be critical to success. It must: 

• share information and collaborate horizontally,
•  accommodate unanticipated needs and  

partnerships,
• ensure agility in the face of uncertainty,
•  incorporate ad hoc structures and processes, 

and,
• maintain a long-term view.

Because the U.S. national security system is a 
complex adaptive system, it is difficult to separate  
geopolitical, social, and economic phenomena. These 
elements interact as a system of systems. In fact, in 
most instances, it is a complex system of complex sys-
tems, and that is the challenge facing the Nation.



95

The environment of the 21st century is, and will 
continue to be, characterized by rapid change and 
continuing uncertainty. Many factors contribute to a 
security landscape that differs greatly from the world 
envisioned at the end of the Cold War and even more 
since 9/11. Simply put, globalization has resulted in 
a world that is increasingly interconnected and inter-
dependent. Readily available technology, environ-
mental degradation, global capital market collapses, 
transnational terror, global disease, cyber attacks, and 
a host of other concerns have added complexity to the 
national security landscape. These volatile, uncertain, 
and complex ambiguities of the strategic environ-
ment, as taught at the U.S. war colleges, will demand 
the application of a wide range of traditional and in-
novative strategies and tactics to counter threats and 
take advantage of opportunities. 

Based upon both the realities being faced today 
and the context emerging for tomorrow, the follow-
ing are basic observations. First, the world is a system, 
like a spider web. Movement or damage in one spot 
has the potential to be felt throughout the entire web. 
Like in a pond, while the ripples may be visible clos-
est to where the stone is thrown, the entire pond feels 
some level of movement and/or impact. Global inter-
dependence is now a reality, and national security is-
sues must always assume a global focus. 

Second, the nation’s homelands are no longer 
protected by distance or time. The great oceans that 
buffered the United States from much of the world, 
for example, no longer serve as boundaries. Therefore, 
the distinction between foreign affairs and homeland 
concerns has become blurred—perhaps even nonexis-
tent for all. National security is a merged “mess” of in-
ternal, external, and interdependency issues, and this 
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has enormous consequences for dealing with national 
security issues.

Third, the reality of globalization demands a ho-
listic worldview alongside specific national interests. 
The needs and concerns of every country must be de-
veloped in concert with the welfare and security of the 
entire globe. To participate in globalization requires 
new ways of connecting to everyone else on the planet 
to ensure that all are secure—being a rogue nation, or 
having rogue citizens, can change everything in ways 
that are far reaching. 

More than 2,400 years ago, ancient Chinese Philos-
opher Sun Tzu said in his masterpiece, The Art of War,

If you know your enemy and you know yourself, you 
need not fear the result of a hundred battles.

If you know yourself but not the enemy, for every vic-
tory gained, you will suffer a defeat.

But if you know neither yourself nor the enemy, you 
will succumb in every battle (Tzu, ~400 B.C.).

In today’s global context, this quotation suggests 
that if a nation is in any kind of competition, it must be 
familiar with, and develop knowledge of, its competi-
tors as well as itself if success is to be expected. How 
well have nations developed relationships with their 
partners and friends to ensure cooperation when there 
is a problem anywhere on the globe? No one is big 
enough or wealthy enough to truly cover the world in 
terms of knowledge and/or capabilities.

In a 1957 speech, General Dwight D. Eisenhower 
said, “Plans are worthless, but planning is everything.” 
(Eisenhower, 1957) President Eisenhower is explain-
ing that through the knowledge learned in planning 
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processes, plans are more likely to be successful. This 
is learning in the Sun Tzu sense.

The complex systems within the national secu-
rity community have interesting characteristics worth 
identifying and discussing. Probably the most impor-
tant characteristic is that complex systems cannot be 
controlled—at best, they can be influenced. The sys-
tems can only be influenced if understood intimately; 
what the late American statistician Dr. W. Edwards 
Deming calls “profound knowledge” of a system 
(Deming, 2000).

The CSAA needs to be a learning organization 
to support whatever national security structure is in 
place in the United States. The Center would be cre-
ated to learn, analyze, assess, and synthesize risk, 
foresight, and the development of “grand strategy.” 
Government policymakers may want the Center to 
predict. But, prediction assumes theories, and theories 
require assumption testing to learn. The complexity 
sciences say that, in complex systems, there are limits 
to what can be learned or known with any precision; 
you can predict probabilities but not certainties. Even 
in physics, the Heisenberg Uncertainty Principle says 
if some things are known, other variables cannot be 
known. Such is the case in the national security sys-
tem. Many policymakers expect prediction and con-
trol of the real world complex systems they are sup-
porting. In the real world, complexity science is clear. 
Prediction and control of complex adaptive systems is 
impossible with certainty.

One of the VWG findings included the need to 
synthesize “all of government” solutions to complex 
system issues and problems; and sometimes “all of 
society.” The only successful way to do that is to be 
learning about the system issues—in hyper learning 
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modes using accelerated learning processes and cou-
pling those with foresight tools such as Delphi tech-
niques. These enable the development of scenarios 
for planning . . . and ultimately being able to devel-
op “grand strategies.” The VWG also found that the 
United States needs to systematically use these tools 
and processes to improve decisionmaking and create 
mechanisms for that to happen at the whole-of-gov-
ernment level—at the level of the President.

The CSAA in the EOP will develop scenarios 
and “grand strategies” to apply lessons learned in a 
world of complexities, and that requires context and 
synthesis. It also requires breaking down the stove-
pipes of government so they can work together effec-
tively. Mechanisms to use complex systems thinking 
and foresight tools in the decisionmaking processes 
of the executive branch of the government need to  
be developed. 

PNSR VWG Scenario Development Process.

To begin the process, the PNSR VWG began by 
asking the question, “How can foresight be used to 
have an impact on presidential decisionmaking in the 
context of the uncertainties inherent in an intercon-
nected, fast-changing world?” (Ronis, 2010) The find-
ings of the overall PNSR effort were stress tested by 
developing a set of scenarios to see if they improved 
system performance. In addition to complementing 
and enhancing the overall PNSR findings, the vision-
ing process resulted in detailed scenarios against 
which specific options generated by the Project  
were assessed. 

The process used to develop the scenarios began 
by determining the purpose and scope of the scenar-
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ios. Since The National Security Act of 1947 survived 
largely intact for more than 60 years despite major so-
cial, technological, economic, environmental, and po-
litical changes, the VWG looked ahead about 50 years. 
The Nation will face extraordinary changes during 
this time. Most forecasters and technologists believe 
that the rate of change in the next decades will acceler-
ate so rapidly that  it will be difficult to imagine. 

It was with this in mind that the VWG created 
scenarios that would provoke discussion and debate 
within the Project and hopefully lead to better, more 
resilient recommendations. The next step required the 
development of a questionnaire to be given to experts 
representing some of the best minds in the Nation. For 
that process, experts in many fields, including a cross 
section of the sciences and engineering, in particular 
the national academies, were enlisted. The best ap-
proaches to the development of a survey instrument 
were examined, and a questionnaire was developed to 
solicit the input of experts in many fields. The national 
academies hosted a conference to explore these issues, 
and, based on the findings, the survey instrument  
was finalized.

The VWG then created a list of experts to receive 
the questionnaire in many disciplines across the sci-
ences, engineering, arts, futurists, and other fields too 
numerous to mention. The experts’ viewpoints would 
be critical to the successful development of scenarios 
that would be based on their projections of the future. 

The questionnaire was then sent to over 1,500 ex-
perts who were queried via email about the future of 
their disciplines. It was hoped that 2-3 percent would 
return their opinions regarding the future to ensure 
a sufficient population. The Project obtained 133 re-
sponses, a 9 percent response, and the responses rep-
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resented a full spectrum of disciplines. The experts’ 
insights on future trends and milestones were aggre-
gated, analyzed, and synthesized to better understand 
the ways that the future could unfold. The trends 
identified by the experts were then woven into nine 
scenarios representing three time horizons—2020, 
2040, and 2060.

Before the scenarios could be used to stress test the 
recommendations of the Project, the VWG asked the 
commandants of three major schools at the National 
Defense University to choose selected faculty who 
taught in the national security curriculum of each 
school to read all nine scenarios and give the VWG 
feedback regarding the scenarios. The scenarios were 
then stress tested with the national security faculty 
at the National War College, the Industrial College 
of the Armed Forces, and the Joint Forces Staff Col-
lege. Based on the feedback of the faculty, adjustments 
were made.

The five major solution sets of the Project were then 
stress tested by the Working Group Leaders, using all 
nine scenarios developed. As a caveat, the scenarios 
were intentionally designed to stress the working 
group’s recommendations from several angles. The 
scenarios should not be viewed as predictions, but 
rather glimpses into plausible alternative futures. The 
scenarios are intentionally inconsistent and oft times 
bleak, all in the interest of provoking a wider range of 
conversation. 

For each scenario, five general questions were used 
in testing the solution sets. 

1. What are the stressors in the scenario?
2. How well was the system able to anticipate the 

scenario problems?
3. If the system was not able to prevent/remove 

the threat, how well was the system able to react?
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4. How well was the system able to recover?
5. How well does the system function as a whole—

specifically, the structures and processes?

As the working group leaders worked through the 
scenarios, it was clear that each solution set performed 
differently in the different scenarios. Strengths and 
weaknesses of the solution sets gradually emerged. 

Each scenario is followed by specific discussion 
questions to ponder. 

1. How will the recommendations function in the 
scenario presented? 

2. Are there problems or solutions identified that 
have not been addressed? 

3. If this future is not desirable, what choices should 
be made today to avoid it? 

The 2020 scenarios include:
Scenario 1: Red Death, in which the country is 

struggling to get back on its feet after a major biologi-
cal attack and witness a debate about the future role of 
the U.S. Government both at home and abroad. Half 
of the world’s population perishes in this disturbing 
scenario.

 Scenario 2: The People’s War, in which the United 
States faces global asymmetric warfare against a nu-
clear-armed great power. The entire federal govern-
ment is caught in the conundrum of how to respond to 
anonymous attacks at home and abroad, while avoid-
ing an escalation to nuclear war. 

Scenario 3: A Grand Strategy, in which the utility 
of an integrated grand strategy development capabil-
ity is explored for smoothing the transition from one 
presidential administration to another, the time when 
the country is most vulnerable. 
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The 2040 scenarios include:
Scenario 4: A New Economy, in which the United 

States faces its worst economic crisis since the Great 
Depression. The crisis is a perfect storm of the unin-
tended consequences of new technologies, policies, 
court decisions, and popular expectations. 

Scenario 5: Army of One, in which the intersection 
of unmanned, robotic warfare and, on the ground, as-
sisted diplomacy, is explored. This scenario depends 
upon the continuation of current trends in robotics and 
sensors technology, as well as a public policy choice to 
enable greater real-time interaction between the mili-
tary and diplomatic arms of the U.S. Government. 

Scenario 6: Who Holds the High Ground, in which 
major competitive changes in the Earth-Moon system 
are envisioned from the perspective of a traditional 
interagency space working group. 

Scenario 7: A Brave New World, in which a plan is 
examined to apply proven neuroscience, psychiatric, 
and medical techniques to control pathological behav-
iors in a world of readily accessible weapons of mass 
destruction and genetic engineering. 

The 2060 scenarios include:
Scenario 8: A Warm Reception, in which the chal-

lenge of developing international consensus for action 
on the issue of global climate change and the possibil-
ity of unintended consequences is focused. 

 Scenario 9: It is a Small World, in which the impli-
cations of a very different future are explored, where-
in small, molecular scale machines (nanotechnology 
robots or “nanobots”) have become ubiquitous. 
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 Finally, the possibility of a technological singu-
larity by 2060 is noted, when robots will be smarter 
than human beings and the unknown effects of life  
on earth. 

The scenarios demonstrated that the five ma-
jor findings of the PNSR significantly improved  
system performance.

Singapore Examples for Benchmarking.

By studying the Strategic Policy Office, National 
Security Coordination Secretariat, National Security 
Coordination Centre, Horizon Scanning Centre, Cen-
tre for Strategic Futures and the Risk Assessment, and 
Horizon Scanning Centre in the Office of the Prime 
Minister and the Centre of Excellence in National 
Security at the S. Rajaratnam School of International 
Studies at Nanyang Technological University, there 
are many lessons that will assist in the establishment 
of the U.S. Center. 

According to Peter Ho of the Singapore Civil Ser-
vice, there are four major roles for their Centre for 
Strategic Futures, all of which should be represented 
in the U.S. EOP Center’s set of capabilities (Ho, 2010).
These roles are:

•  “Challenge conformist thinking” by building 
global networks and partnerships with aca-
demia, think tanks, and global thought leaders 
through conferences and projects;

•  “Identify emergent risks” by creating risk maps 
and communicating emerging issues to deci-
sionmakers;

•  “Calibrate strategic thinking processes” by us-
ing scenario planning and risk assessment to 
develop policy and new capabilities; and,
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•  “Cultivate capabilities, instincts, and habits,” 
by using systems and strategic frameworks 
and mindsets to deal with uncertainty, dis-
ruptive shocks, and whole-of-government  
approaches regularly.

This set of capabilities and mindsets represent 
a strategic capability for Singapore that, although 
not specifically scalable to the United States, would 
certainly enhance the capabilities within the EOP, if  
adopted in the United States.

The Center for Strategic Analysis and Assessment.

The scenarios used in the PNSR study represent 
the kind of creative systems thinking that the United 
States needs today—the kind of thinking that should 
be infused in the CSAA. The Nation needs to support 
strategic decisionmaking in an interagency whole-of-
government manner at the highest levels for issues of 
national importance and/or security. 

This can be accomplished by the establishment of 
the Center, which will be a place, a process, and a set 
of capabilities that enable the development and use of 
forward-looking global contexts improving decisions 
by integrating all major elements of national power—
economic, diplomatic, informational, defense, and 
others—to assess second, third, and fourth order ef-
fects of decisions and develop “grand strategy” where 
necessary. Singapore represents an example of where 
this kind of thinking is thriving.

The Center should provide a rigorous framework 
to analyze, synthesize, test assumptions, develop 
red team solution sets, and integrate the elements of 
national power to provide contexts to support long-
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term strategic decisions. The Center will support 
the integration of the nation’s near-, mid-, and long-
term national security planning based on pragmatic 
internal (U.S.) and external (the world) assessments 
and aspirational visions of what the future could be. 
The center would endeavor to help translate policies 
made by the various EOP offices into plans for the  
interagency space. 

The Center should provide comprehensive exercis-
es to support the development of grand strategies and 
policies in the interagency. It should continually de-
velop scenarios, table-top “games,” and simulations, 
anticipating areas that should be strategically thought 
about to inform policy and strategy development.

Networking and Outreach.

The Center should provide workshops and 
seminars as well as outreach activities to the private 
sector, academia, think tanks, communities of practice, 
and the American people. It should provide long-term 
planning capabilities to maintain unity of purpose 
over successive administrations and generations of 
leadership. For all the things the CSAA will do, it should 
not develop policy. It should inform the development 
of policies and grand strategies by providing context 
and testing assumptions of those making policy and  
strategy decisions. 

Annually, The CSAA should host a “State of the 
World” conference in which its members will share 
lessons learned from the systems, processes, and sce-
narios developed in the Center. Internal staff promo-
tions and cross-training among experts will be critical 
to inform future national policy and strategy leader-
ship with fused, strategic thinking capabilities.
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One role of the Center should be to ensure that 
strategic American and global assets—human, ma-
terial and those related to our national power—are 
known and employed strategically and systematically 
when needed. The Center will need to operate in both 
open and classified environments, depending on the 
needs of the President and the issue being discussed 
or studied.

Examples of scenarios that might be developed in 
the Center should include:

• U.S. energy independence solution sets,
•  Global religious extremism issues and strate-

gies,
•  Strategies to improve science, technology, engi-

neering, and mathematics graduate degrees by 
U.S. citizens,

•  Increasing U.S. children’s science and math-
ematics scores for 6th, 9th, and 12th grades,

• Universal health care sustainability,
• Industrial base incentives,
• Palestinian-Israeli peace talks,
• Wargaming, and 
• Peace gaming and everything in between.

Grand strategy assessments of major recom-
mended policy initiatives should be cross-walked 
with an interagency mindset across all elements of  
national power. 

There are two strategic weaknesses of the United 
States that regularly keep the Nation from looking at 
its future in a strategic and systemic way and prepar-
ing itself for that future. The United States does not 
engage in strategic visioning or foresight exercises, 
and it does not write and/or execute grand strategies 



107

as a nation.  It needs to do both. Worst of all, it does 
not even think this way.

The Center should be established within the in-
teragency and continuously develop scenarios of the 
future. This will help senior government policymak-
ers plan for an integrated future across the entire gov-
ernment spectrum, including the Congress. This will 
probably include congressional committee reform 
that creates interagency mission funding mechanisms 
through intercommittee decisionmaking processes 
across jurisdictional boundaries. Systems thinking 
provides the framework that establishes the need to 
break down the barriers in the stovepipes of govern-
ment from the top to the bottom.

Finally, within the Center, the Nation needs to 
help senior government policymakers plan for the 
role the United States will play in that future, includ-
ing how the United States will remain strong in the 
Marshall sense. Although originally conceived to “fit” 
into other national security reforms, the capabilities of 
the Center need to be established within the EOP with 
or without the other reforms envisioned (PNSR, 2008).

Assessment Capability.

The Assessment Center’s capability should be de-
veloped using the five essential planning perspectives 
of 1) space, 2) the planet, 3) regions, 4) countries, and 
5) U.S. internal (domestic) for each of the three time 
cycles of near-, mid-, and long-term. Each of these 
near-, mid-, and long-term assessments would include 
both geographic and functional dimensions. 

The assessment of risk needs to encompass system 
risk most of the time. Frequently, the impact of a par-
ticular course of action has an economic or political 
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risk associated with it. But, risk in a world of complex-
ity requires an understanding not only of individual 
risk variables, but also of the interactions of risks asso-
ciated with all of the system variables across the spec-
trum from sociological, technological, economic, envi-
ronmental and political (STEEP) risk. Frequently, the 
risk must be accumulated, and the algorithms need to 
take into consideration the amount of risk and the as-
sociated influence of multiple risk factors at the same 
time. Only when all of the risk is accounted for in a 
system can a risk variable be calculated. System risk is 
the aggregation and understanding of the many forms 
of risk that occur internal and external to the system 
but which potentially have an impact on the system—
the product of the interactions and interdependencies 
of the various forms of STEEP risk. See Figure 9-1.

Figure 9-1. System Risk across the STEEP Variables.
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Visioning Capability.

Visioning would produce both pragmatic and 
“what-if” scenarios to test assumptions, ends, ways, 
and means of plans. The Center will include various 
inputs from the U.S. intelligence community, home-
land security, private industry, and international enti-
ties as needed. 

The Center should provide the President with an 
ability to immediately take stock of the status of both 
the internal system and the external environment, as 
well as to understand the decision points necessary to 
maintain his/her policy objectives in the near-, mid-, 
and long-term across the whole of government in the 
five planning perspectives. The Center director would 
be a senate confirmed member of the EOP at an execu-
tive level, and the staff would be comprised of a ma-
jority of full-time civil servants to provide continuity 
between administrations. Consequently, the director 
should have rank commensurate to this responsibil-
ity. This position should be Senate-confirmed for two 
reasons: 1) to help satisfy the desire for congressional 
oversight over this most central function of the ex-
ecutive branch; and 2) to help this official garner the 
support of the wider interagency in this process. This 
person should therefore be at the rank equivalent to 
the President’s highest directors in the EOP, just one 
position in rank below the National Security Advisor 
or Chief of Staff. The Center Director should brief the 
President formally once a month but would sit on any 
EOP committees as required.

Advisors and contractors from outside of govern-
ment would likely be a part of the Center in the prepa-
ration of its work products since the Center expects to 
keep some of its hires as part-timers, and this might 
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include work done by contracted advisors from out-
side government in order to keep the Center on the 
highest edges of evolving technologies and processes 
for its mission accomplishment.

The President of the United States should have a 
place and a process to conduct grand strategy on is-
sues of national importance and security. The Center, 
within the EOP, should develop and support many 
functions and capabilities in support of the develop-
ment of these grand strategies. 

The Gaming Function.

One of the most critical functions of the Center 
should be the capability for gaming issues of national 
importance and security in support of the develop-
ment of grand strategy. Gaming is usually considered 
the process of thinking through events in a step-by-
step, point and counterpoint fashion to explore pos-
sible outcomes of certain courses of action over others. 
These processes enable the use of various exercises to 
think through potential situations before decisions are 
made. The processes should be developed to ensure 
a thorough investigation and analysis of the situa-
tion by exploring positions on all sides of the ques-
tion involved. These capabilities will range from “red 
teaming” proposed courses of action to developing 
step-by-step tabletop exercises meant to role play 
situations in foreign policy or peace negotiations to 
the development of alternative visions of the future 
and calculating risks associated with each one to de-
termine which set of decisions should be made and 
which policies should be implemented to create the 
preferred future state. 
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Gaming is a form of scenario based planning. Gam-
ing processes improve the ability to develop strategies 
and policies or choose specific decisions over others in 
a world of uncertainty. The objective of a game, how-
ever, is not to predict behaviors but to learn about the 
potential of certain behaviors and their effects over 
others and to learn which sets of behaviors, and there-
fore outcomes, might be best for the “end game” you 
want. Games are structured thinking processes that 
ultimately produce analysis and synthesis to improve 
decisionmaking regarding strategies and policies. It 
requires holistic and systems thinking about issues.

The spectrum of games available in the Center will 
include traditional scenario based “stories” associated 
with specific interagency issue or country teams and 
grand strategy level issues such as “energy indepen-
dence by 2050” or “sustainable peace in the Middle 
East.” The gaming capabilities within the Center will 
be available at many different levels of scale and com-
plexity depending on the needs. Levels from grand 
strategy to tactical concerns are levels of scale. Levels 
of complexity can also be varied, depending on the 
sets of issues to be examined. Levels of sophistication 
can also vary from the use of tabletop exercises that 
use pencils and paper to the use of algorithms in the 
development of software that can facilitate a variety of 
games using simulations in computers.

Games can be developed at any level of system 
scale. The grand strategy level will be used to describe 
the highest level of strategy needed, usually at the 
global or country-to-country level. The strategic level 
will imply the whole agency or department level or 
the level of an institution such as the Army. The op-
erational level will imply a lower level of an organi-
zation such as a directorate or a battalion level. The 
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tactical level can go as low as the individual in a group 
or a small group such as a platoon level.

What is most important is that the mission of the 
exercise be identified so that clear objectives can be 
written and exercises developed to accomplish the 
mission. All games should have one thing in common: 
to facilitate learning about a particular topic, course of 
action, or policy decision to better understand the dy-
namics of the environment surrounding the issue, the 
issue itself, the stakeholders, and players involved. 
Games are studies. In particular, decisions should be 
thought through looking holistically at the situation 
and determining the 2nd, 3rd, and 4th order effects 
of decisions involved. For example, tools as diverse 
as causal loop diagramming and mathematical tech-
niques of operations research will be available in the 
Center and available for gaming as needed. Causal 
loop diagrams visually “map” the relationships be-
tween phenomena and decisions. Operations research 
techniques are frequently used to study costs and ef-
fectiveness of judgments. Many methods for strategy 
and policy analysis, synthesis, and systems thinking 
will be used. In fact, all suitable methods within the 
structured and disciplined processes that will enable 
better thinking will be used in the Center. According 
to Richard Kugler in his seminal work Policy Analysis 
in National Security Affairs: New Methods for a New Era:

. . . the U.S. Government will continue to face many 
difficult decisions in the national security arena be-
cause the future is hard to see, and the consequences 
of alternative policies are hard to predict . . . systems 
analysis can help improve the quality of these deci-
sions . . . it can help the Government think clearly in 
times of uncertainty and during noisy debates about 
policy and strategy (Kugler, 2006).
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Most of the games employed in the Center will 
be developed for the Center but will draw upon the 
myriad games that have been used over decades to 
think through “war” scenarios but with other themes, 
including economic, diplomatic, and environmental 
issues and the traditional war-peace issues that games 
have played in the past. Learning through play is a 
major way to prepare for the future, not only for chil-
dren, but also for all who need to use imagination 
and knowledge, coupled with experimentation, to 
practice the way forward—using games. As Arie De 
Gues says in The Living Company: Habits for Survival 
in a Turbulent Business Environment, when describing  
the original Royal Dutch Shell scenario process  
development:

. . . the decision-making process is in fact a learning 
process in any company and there are ways to im-
prove the speed, if not the quality, of the decisions. 
The more in depth the simulation, and the more that 
‘play’ triggers the imagination and learning, the more 
effective the decision-making process seems to be. In 
companies that attempt large-scale internal change, 
this is particularly true. Decisions cannot be made in 
the old authoritarian manner. They need interaction, 
intuitive reflection, and the fostering of collaborative 
mental models. They need play. They need learning 
(De Gues, 1997).

New gaming and analytical tools need to be honed 
in The Strategy Center. They will continuously im-
prove over time. As Robert Lempert argues in Francis 
Fukuyama’s Blindside: 

Policy-makers may not always welcome a critical 
spotlight on the potential weaknesses of their pro-
posed strategies. But, if rigorous assessment of sur-
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prise becomes as commonplace as budgeting and ac-
counting, policymakers will find it harder to ignore  
(Fukuyama, 2007).

The Center will further make use of these assess-
ments to engage in medium- and long-term projec-
tions of future threats, risks, and opportunities, again 
incorporating diverse and interrelated elements such 
as economic, diplomatic, societal, environmental, 
technological, military, and so forth. 

The Center can be tasked by any agency, or by the 
President, to assess, game out, or develop grand strat-
egies for problems in which impacts and solutions 
cut across multiple government agencies. Such as-
sessments and solution sets will be presented to each 
affected agency to provide a basis for cooperation, 
policy formulation, and/or resource allocation. 

Engage in Rigorous Problem Analysis. 

Effective policies must be grounded in rigorous 
problem analysis incorporating both a multidisci-
plinary approach and sensitivity to the ways in which 
policies will affect other variables. Failing that, poli-
cies may be made based on false or outdated assump-
tions or may produce unintended consequences in the 
long-term. Currently, the various organizations of the 
federal government are host to exceptional bodies of 
knowledge and expertise. Yet the ability to engage in 
rigorous problem analysis in crafting policies is hin-
dered by a number of factors. 

The demands of urgent emerging national chal-
lenges, coupled with limited human resources, fre-
quently preclude rigorous problem analysis. This is 
especially true when doing so requires drawing on 
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diverse competencies spanning multiple agencies or 
departments. 

Nowhere does the capability exist to test thorough-
ly the assumptions of analysts, which may prove false, 
outdated, or incomplete. Their conclusions, moreover, 
are invariably aimed at achieving short-term objec-
tives, and they lack the ability to thoroughly assess the 
medium- and long-term impacts of proposed policies. 
Finally, the quality of problem analysis can be hin-
dered by the inevitable loss of institutional memory 
sustained through turnovers in human resources with 
successive administrations. The Center should seek 
to remedy these shortcomings. Unburdened by the 
need to make or implement policy itself, it is wholly 
devoted to problem analysis, research, scenario devel-
opment, gaming, and assessment.

The Center should continuously develop scenarios 
and provide assessments of the global climate and of 
emerging national challenges. Decisionmakers can 
also task the Center to engage in specific projects 
where the agencies lack the resources to conduct such 
analysis themselves or where the issues transect mul-
tiple departments or agencies. Its research, which em-
ploys a variety of analytic and testing tools and draws 
on a broad range of expertise, will help inform policies 
and grand strategy in the interagency. 

The Center should also provide a rigorous frame-
work to analyze and test assumptions, as it continu-
ally develops scenarios, games, and simulations to an-
ticipate the effects and secondary impacts of potential 
solution sets and proposed policies into the medium 
and long term. Finally, the Center seeks to facilitate 
finding, identifying, and storing national and global 
assets, both human and physical, as needed to devel-
op specific expertise.
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Facilitate Long-term Planning and Preserve Institutional 
Memory.

As the rate of change and the complexity of chal-
lenges continue to increase, there is little doubt over 
the value of conducting long-term strategic planning 
and attempting to create anticipatory government 
(Fuerth, 2006). However, the turnover and shifts in 
priorities that accompany successive administrations 
can render this process difficult. Long-term planning, 
to the extent that it can be carried out at all, is neces-
sarily limited to 2 or 4 years out. Strategies that take 
longer to achieve may be discarded by future admin-
istrations or congresses. Furthermore, policy planners 
must, in order to remain relevant, tailor their strate-
gies based on the political priorities of the President 
under whom they serve. 

Yet another challenge to long-term planning is the 
loss of institutional memory that accompanies person-
nel turnover. In federal organizations, most of the or-
ganization’s institutional memory is held within the 
memories and experiences of its employees, and much 
of it will thus be lost with administration changes, re-
gardless of the quality of transition teams. 

While it will not formulate tactics itself, the Center 
will seek to provide a consistent basis for the creation 
of forward-thinking interagency grand strategy. This 
is to be accomplished by providing long-term projec-
tions and assessment of the global environment span-
ning well beyond the time frame of one administra-
tion. These projections will be continually assessed 
and revised, but they will retain the characteristics of 
incorporating all facets of national power. The work 
of the Center will thus help inform the policies of each 
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new administration. As such, it will help minimize the 
risk that successive administrations will adopt narrow 
national priorities that fail to adequately understand 
the full range of issues, and it will continually remind 
policymakers of the long-term global environment. It 
also provides workshops and seminars, as well as a 
long-term strategic planning capability to maintain 
unity of purpose over successive administrations and 
generations of leadership.

In addition to providing forward-thinking visions 
to assist in policymaking, it can also serve as the mem-
ory of the bureaucracy for each new administration. 
It will enable new administrations to learn about past 
treaties, commitments, views, and processes that have 
occurred across the interagency. 

By engaging all facets of national power and a 
full range of expertise to engage in short-, mid-, and 
long-term assessments of the global environment, the 
Center will enable the country to not only react to the 
changing global environment, but also to preempt 
changes to that environment and play an active role in 
shaping a better future through the development and 
use of scenarios and various other tools. 

The Center will support the EOP in the develop-
ment of whole-of-government grand strategies that 
are both long term (at least a decade) and interagency. 
The Center will provide national assessments of both 
geographical and functional threats and opportuni-
ties spanning the concentric and inclusive spectrums 
of space, the planet, specific regions and/or sub-
regions, specific countries within regions, and the  
United States. 
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A National Security Strategic Management Process.

Developing grand strategies, either at the request 
of the President, the National Security Advisor, or 
any interagency issue team, will occur through the 
use of a generic strategic process to think through the 
policies and strategies that will be required to be de-
veloped. Issues that are strategic are not just impor-
tant; the word “strategic” has at least two additional 
meanings. First, strategic issues are systemic, that is, 
they are related to an entire system and must be put 
into context. Second, strategic issues need to be dealt 
with over time, so all strategic issues have a temporal 
component to them as well. Since management is the 
process of directing the accomplishment of objectives 
through others, strategic management can be viewed 
as managing an institution as a system over time. The 
Center will always be looking out at least 10 years and 
will frequently study longer time horizons.

In the coming years, the new national strategies 
will need to be developed within the context of the 
world. The Center will support the integration of the 
nation’s grand strategies based on pragmatic assess-
ments and aspirational visions of what the future 
could be. The majority of the staff would be full-time 
civil servants, to provide continuity between admin-
istrations. The center would have many functions; as-
sessment studies for the development of grand strat-
egies, scenario development and gaming, outreach 
through conferences and projects, and “challenging 
conformist thinking,” like Singapore. 
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CONCLUSIONS

In summary, the Center’s core capabilities need  
to include: 

•  Strategic and systems thinking and “vision-
ing,”

•  The development of a holistic and evolving 
view of the global environment and national 
security context,

•  The ability to game specific scenarios to assist 
in the formulation of contingency plans and to 
test the impacts of proposed policies,

•  Regular development of scenarios out 10, 20, 
50+ years,

•  The capacity to house leading edge tools 
and technologies for assessments, especially  
“system risk,”

•  Engaging in “red teaming” and alternative 
analyses to test assumptions and solutions with 
rigorous problem analysis,

•  Providing, when necessary, classified research 
environments, developing grand strategies as 
assigned by the President, facilitating long-
term planning, and preserving institutional 
memory,

•  Providing networking and outreach to govern-
ment, academia, industry and the general pub-
lic, including public seminars and conferences,

•  Challenging conventional wisdom in the Sin-
gaporean sense and the Project on National  
Security Reform sense.

The Center should be established to help senior 
government policymakers plan for the future and 
the role the United States will play in that future, 
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including how the Nation will remain strong in the  
Marshall sense.

The entire world expects the United States to re-
main a leader. But, the United States cannot do this 
unless it is strong. It cannot be strong unless it plans 
for and shapes its future. The saying from the Judeo 
Christian Bible, “Where there is no vision, the people 
will perish,” from Proverbs 29:18, is as true today as it 
was thousands of years ago.

As a nation, the United States needs to become 
proactive in using foresight and vision in shaping 
the future and working toward a world of increasing 
liberty, prosperity, justice, and peace because that is 
what future generations deserve.
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CHAPTER 10

POSTSCRIPT

Dr. Sheila R. Ronis

The Nation needs an ability to conduct grand strat-
egy in the 21st century.  But what does grand strategy 
mean in a large complex system? Perhaps we should 
consider a framework for the development of grand 
strategy—one that considers questions more than an-
swers, system characteristics over specific functions, 
and organizing principles over rigid rules.

In a complex world of globalization, 21st century 
grand strategy is about thinking differently. It is 
about the relationships between economics, politics, 
progress (social, religious, cultural, technological), 
and physical, environmental, and national security 
systems, as well as interdependencies. It is a set of 
guidelines and concepts, as opposed to one idea, like 
“containment.” Today’s world has the West playing 
chess, a game of taking out the opponent while the 
East plays Igo, Weiqi, and Baduk—games of gaining 
and controlling ground.  These ancient strategy games 
represent the difference between Sun Tzu and Clause-
witz, perhaps an appropriate way of thinking in the 
new world. While the East thinks about winning a 
victory without firing a shot, by being smarter rather 
than winning and by being bigger, Westerners win by 
force.  Although ancient, these games represent two 
worldviews and the kinds of challenges facing poli-
cymakers who must also develop grand strategy in a 
nonlinear construct.

In addition to new ways of thinking, complex sys-
tems knowledge is added that is critical to winning 
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the grand strategy global competitions of the 21st cen-
tury.  Complexity science needs to inform policy and 
ultimately, grand strategy.  Exploring complex system 
characteristics and organizing principles may be the 
best method to develop grand strategy in a world of 
complexity.  Perhaps, this was the most important les-
son learned from the symposium.
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