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FOREWORD

On February 25, 2011, Kennesaw State University 
(KSU) and the Strategic Studies Institute (SSI) of the 
U.S. Army War College, conducted a symposium en-
titled “Conflict Management: A Tool for U.S. National 
Security Strategy.” This symposium was the first 
collaboration between KSU and SSI, and it was con-
ducted in the inaugural year of KSU’s new Ph.D. pro-
gram in International Conflict Management (INCM). 
In addition to the focus on conflict management, the 
symposium was designed to examine one of the ongo-
ing research interests in the SSI academic engagement 
series, the role of “whole of government” (WoG) ef-
forts in addressing contemporary national and inter-
national security challenges and opportunities. Three 
symposium panels addressed the following topics: 
“Responding to New Foreign Policy and National 
Security Threats,” “WoG Prospects and Challenges,” 
and “WoG Lessons from Iraq and Afghanistan.” The 
symposium discussions ranged from the conceptual 
to the practical, with a focus on the challenges and de-
sirability of interagency cooperation in international 
interventions. Invited panelists shared their experi-
ences and expertise on the question of WoG and the 
impact of fragile and failing states on national secu-
rity concerns. The panelists engaged the audience in 
a discussion that included viewpoints from academia, 
the military, government agencies, nongovernmental 
organizations, and industry. Despite the broad range 
of viewpoints, a number of overarching themes and 
tentative agreements emerged. The reader will find 
them in the chapters of this edited volume.

The Strategic Studies Institute and the co-editors of 
this volume join in thanking the faculty, students, and 
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staff of KSU for their extraordinary efforts in orga-
nizing and implementing the symposium, and in the 
preparation of this book. We also extend a very special 
thanks to KSU President Dr. Daniel S. Papp and Dean 
of the College of Humanities and Social Sciences Dr. 
Richard A. Vengroff for their energetic support of and 
commitment to the event and the publication of this 
book. In addition, we would like to thank Dr. Jack Mo-
ran, Associate Professor of Political Science, for skill-
fully moderating one of the panels; Mackenzie Du-
elge, INCM Ph.D. student who, as graduate assistant 
for the symposium, helped coordinate the conference 
logistics and co-authored the conference brief; and 
INCM Program Administrator Rose Procter, whose 
tireless efforts and great dedication ensured the suc-
cessful organization and effective implementation 
of the symposium. Finally, our thanks go to the first 
cohort of INCM Ph.D. students, all of whom volun-
teered to serve as program liaison and campus guides 
to the panelists.

KSU and SSI are pleased to present this book, 
and we hope that readers will engage us further in 
the kinds of issues and debates that surfaced at the 
symposium and that are captured and extended in the 
pages that follow. For both national and international 
security, we must continue to develop effective tools 
and implement coordinated strategies of conflict man-
agement.

  

  DOUGLAS C. LOVELACE, JR.
  Director
  Strategic Studies Institute 
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PREFACE

THE WHOLE OF GOVERNMENT APPROACH
TO SECURITY, AND BEYOND

Daniel S. Papp

Throughout most of the 20th century, national se-
curity focused primarily, and sometimes exclusively, 
on military affairs. In the 21st century, this has changed 
as new and more comprehensive ways of thinking 
about, studying, and planning for national security 
and global security are being adopted in response to 
new security challenges and threats that go beyond 
the dangers posed by traditional causes of war and 
conflict. In addition to terrorism, these other threats to 
security are posed by, but not limited to, shortfalls of 
energy and nonfuel mineral resources, scarcity of food 
and fresh water, encroaching desertification, and cy-
ber attacks. To some, these new challenges and threats 
present as much, and over time perhaps more, of a 
challenge and threat to security as do guns, bombs, 
and missiles. 

The faculty of the Ph.D. Program in International 
Conflict Management (INCM) at Kennesaw State Uni-
versity (KSU) recognized this reality and, in conjunc-
tion with the Strategic Studies Institute (SSI) of the 
U.S. Army War College (USAWC), structured a series 
of meetings and conferences to discuss emerging se-
curity challenges and threats to debate and analyze 
the strengths and weaknesses of the Barack Obama 
administration’s whole of government (WoG) ap-
proach to dealing with these challenges and threats. 
This volume contains papers delivered at the first 
KSU-SSI conference. 
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Why are such meetings and conferences valuable 
and why is this volume worth reading? According to 
many, including high officials in the previous George 
Bush and current Barack Obama administrations, the 
often interrelated and predominantly nontraditional 
nature of many of the emerging challenges and threats 
to national and global security require new ways of 
thinking and new plans of action. While traditional 
military capabilities are requisite to counter tradition-
al military challenges and satisfy traditional military 
needs, new thinking about security is needed if the 
21st century world is to become safer and more secure.

Steps were initiated to move in this direction dur-
ing the Bush administration (2001-09) when at vari-
ous times the President implied that the United States 
should unite defense, diplomacy, and development 
(“The Three Ds”) to achieve a more peaceful and 
secure world.  This so-called Three Ds conception 
sought to link ways in which both traditional and non-
traditional challenges and threats to security could be 
countered. Conversely, critics of the Three Ds concept 
asserted that boundaries between the Three Ds pre-
vented effective implementation of policies to counter 
traditional and nontraditional challenges and threats. 
Other critics avowed that defense, diplomacy, and de-
velopment by themselves were not sufficient to cope 
with 21st century security challenges and threats, and 
that a more inclusive concept was needed. 

These criticisms were undoubtedly key factors 
in influencing the Obama administration to adopt a 
new approach to traditional and nontraditional secu-
rity challenges and threats in its May 2010 National 
Security Strategy (NSS), which declared that “a broad 
conception of what constitutes our national security” 
was needed,  and that the international order that the 



x

United States sought to create could only be reached 
by:

. . . resolv[ing] the challenges of our times—counter-
ing violent extremism and insurgency; stopping the 
spread of nuclear weapons and securing nuclear ma-
terials; combating a changing climate and sustaining 
global growth; helping countries feed themselves and 
care for their sick; resolving and preventing conflict, 
while also healing its wounds.  

But how to do this? Again according to the May 
2010 NSS, the answer was to adopt a WoG approach to 
national and global security that viewed national and 
global security, as well as the challenges and threats 
to national and global security, in a comprehensive 
manner.  Thus, the May 2010 NSS argued that a more 
holistic approach to national and global security must 
be developed and implemented. 

That more holistic approach is what the conference 
from which this volume is derived examined. The con-
ference itself was an eye-opening and mind-expanding 
exercise in thinking about 21st century challenges and 
threats to security, and what is needed to respond to 
these challenges and threats to make the world a more 
safe and secure place. Indeed, the KSU Ph.D. Program 
in INCM, and SSI of the USAWC, are both fully com-
mitted to educating students, conducting research, 
and participating in programs that will help achieve 
these laudable objectives as we move deeper into the 
21st century. We trust that readers of this volume will 
appreciate, and in their own ways contribute to, these 
same objectives.

Finally, I would like to thank the Director of SSI, 
Professor Douglas Lovelace, and Dr. Robert H. (Rob-
in) Dorff for helping to plan and execute the confer-



xi

ence, as well as for chairing a panel and co-editing this 
volume; I would also like to thank Dr. James Pierce 
and Ms. Rita Rummel for their excellent work in pub-
lishing this monograph. Additionally, thanks also to 
Dean Richard Vengroff of the Kennesaw State College 
of Humanities and Social Sciences; Dr. Volker Franke, 
Director of the KSU Ph.D. Program in INCM; and the 
entire INCM staff, but especially Ms. Rose Proctor, for 
their invaluable work in planning and conducting the 
conference.

ENDNOTES - PREFACE

1. See for example, President Bush’s July 17, 2001 address to 
the World Bank in which he said that the United States “must be 
guided by three great goals,” the first “to keep peace with military 
forces in support of freedom and free states,” the second “to ignite 
a new era of global economic growth through a world trading 
system that is dramatically more open and more free,” and the 
third “to work in true partnership with developing countries to 
remove the huge obstacles to development, to help them fight il-
literacy, disease, unsustainable debt.” George W. Bush, “Speech 
to the World Bank,” Washington, DC, July 17, 2001. Even after 
the September 11, 2001, attacks on the United States, Bush em-
phasized a non-explicit form of the Three Ds. For example, in his 
March 22, 2002, speech to the United Nations, “Financing for De-
velopment” Conference in Monterrey, Mexico, Bush declared his 
intention to increase U.S. development assistance by 50 percent 
and create a “Millennium Challenge Account” to help developing 
states. George W. Bush, “Speech to the United Nations ‘Financ-
ing for Development’ Conference,” Monterrey, Mexico, March 22, 
2002. Similarly, Bush in his introductory remarks to the Septem-
ber 2002 National Security Strategy of the United States of America 
also obliquely referenced what later became the Three Ds:

We will actively work to bring the hope of democracy, de-
velopment, free markets, and free trade to every corner of 
the world . . . 
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The United States will deliver greater develop-
ment assistance through the New Millennium Chal-
lenge Account to nations that govern justly, invest in 
their people, and encourage economic freedom. We 
will also continue to lead the world in efforts to re-
duce the terrible toll of HIV/AIDS and other infectious  
diseases. . . .

We are also guided by the conviction that no nation can 
build a safer, better world alone. Alliances and multilateral 
institutions can multiply the strength of freedom-loving na-
tions.

2. “The Three D’s: Defense, Diplomacy, and Development,” 
Washington, DC: Center for American Progress, August 1, 2008, 
available from www.americanprogress.org/issues/2008/08/three_ds. 
html.

3. The White House, National Security Strategy, Washington, 
DC: U.S. Government Printing Office, May 2010, p. 51.

4. Barack Obama, “Introductory Remarks,” in Ibid.

5. The White House, 2010 National Security Strategy, pp. 14-16.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

Volker C. Franke and Robert H. Dorff

When President Barack Obama unveiled his ad-
ministration’s National Security Strategy (NSS) in May 
2010, he proclaimed: 

We live in a time of sweeping change. The success 
of free nations, open markets and social progress in 
recent decades has accelerated globalization on an 
unprecedented scale. This has opened the doors of op-
portunity around the globe, extended democracy to 
hundreds of millions of people, and made peace pos-
sible among major powers. Yet globalization has also 
intensified the dangers we face—from international 
terrorism and the spread of deadly technologies to 
economic upheaval and a changing climate.1

A decade into the new century, the security ar-
chitecture established in the aftermath of World War 
II seems to be “buckling under the weight of new 
threats.”2 Today, America faces security challenges 
from violent extremist organizations, ongoing opera-
tions in Afghanistan, Iraq, and most recently Libya, the 
proliferation of weapons of mass destruction (WMD), 
the global financial crisis, the revolutionary wave of 
demonstrations and uprisings in the Arab world and, 
more generally, weak and failing states. These chal-
lenges are exceedingly dynamic and complex, in part 
because of the ever changing mix and number of ac-
tors involved and the pace with which the strategic 
and operational environments change. To meet these 
new security challenges more effectively, Secretary 



of State Hillary Rodham Clinton and then-Secretary 
of Defense Robert Gates advocated strengthening ci-
vilian instruments of national power and enhancing 
America’s whole-of-government (WoG) capabilities. 
“Development,” Secretary Clinton explained, is “one 
of the most powerful tools we have for advancing 
global progress, peace, and prosperity.”3

Indeed, our experiences since the end of the Cold 
War have demonstrated that development and se-
curity are intrinsically linked, and that political sta-
bility, economic opportunity and lasting peace are 
predicated on the successful transformation of violent 
conflict and the creation of sustainable legitimate gov-
ernment. In the past, the international community, 
the U.S. Government included, responded to emerg-
ing security challenges largely in an ad hoc fashion 
by “recreating and refashioning the necessary tools, 
strategies, and relationships anew with each crisis.”4 

Today, however, responding quickly to global cri-
ses and emerging threats has become part of the modus 
operandi in the White House, the Pentagon, and at the 
State Department (State). As a result, conflict manage-
ment in fragile, failing, and failed states has become 
the new face of U.S. national security. Active engage-
ment in conflict or post-conflict environments draws 
heavily on military and civilian capabilities and re-
sources alike, and more than ever before requires the 
close coordination and cooperation of a wide range 
of state and nonstate, international and domestic ac-
tors. In today’s conflict contexts, the political, security, 
economic, social, and cultural spheres are so highly 
interdependent that failure in one sphere risks failure 
in all others. No single actor or agency and no single 
strategy suffice for developing and implementing en-
during and sustainable solutions to these challenges. 

2
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Drawing lessons from the operational experienc-
es in Iraq and Afghanistan showed the need for im-
proved coordination between civilian organizations 
and the military and, as a result, in July 2004 Congress 
authorized the funds to create the Office of the Coor-
dinator for Reconstruction and Stabilization (S/CRS) 
in State to lead, coordinate, and institutionalize U.S. 
Government civilian capacity to support stabilization 
and post-conflict reconstruction efforts. Recognizing 
existing inefficiencies in responding to international 
crises both in terms of time and resources, President 
George Bush signed National Security Presidential 
Directive (NSPD) 44 in December 2005, outlining 
the responsibilities of the new office for integrating 
more effectively the government’s civilian and mili-
tary capacities. NSPD-44 specifies that America “has 
a significant stake in enhancing the capacity to assist 
in stabilizing and reconstructing countries or regions, 
especially those at risk of, in, or in transition from con-
flict or civil strife, and to help them establish a sustain-
able path toward peaceful societies, democracies, and 
market economies.”5 Aimed at promoting the security 
of the United States “through improved coordina-
tion, planning, and implementation for reconstruction 
and stabilization assistance,”6 NSPD-44 charges the 
State Department with coordinating and strengthen-
ing “U.S. reconstruction and stabilization assistance” 
and with harmonizing “such efforts with U.S. military 
plans and operations.”7

Acknowledging the need for building and inte-
grating joint civil-military capabilities for advancing 
American interests as well as interests shared with 
other countries and peoples, President Obama under-
scored in his foreword to the 2010 NSS that: 



4

our armed forces will always be a cornerstone of our 
security, but they must be complemented. Our secu-
rity also depends on diplomats who can act in every 
corner of the world, from grand capitals to dangerous 
outposts; development experts who can strengthen 
governance and support human dignity; and intel-
ligence and law enforcement that can unravel plots, 
strengthen justice systems and work seamlessly with 
other countries.8 

Aimed at strengthening civilian conflict manage-
ment capacity, the President requested more than 
$320 million in his fiscal year (FY) 2010 Budget for 
the Civilian Stabilization Initiative (CSI), in part to 
support the recruitment, development, training, and 
equipping of the Civilian Response Corps (CRC), au-
thorized by Congress in 2008 “to help address the rise 
of new challenges to U.S. national security, including 
weak governance, political conflict, and internal vio-
lence in countries around the world.”9 The CRC con-
sists of civilian federal employees who are specially 
trained and equipped for rapid deployment “to pro-
vide conflict prevention and stabilization assistance to 
countries in crisis or emerging from conflict.”10

 Effective conflict prevention and transformation, 
most experts agree, require greater coherence between 
security, governance and development policies, and 
enhanced coordination among governmental agencies 
and with local, regional, and international partners. 
With its increased emphasis on civil-military coop-
eration to more effectively meet the mission objectives 
in peace building and stability operations—includ-
ing the CRC—the U.S. Government has recognized 
the benefits of employing what some observers have 
termed smart power: using the right tool, or combina-
tion of tools, for each operational context.11 
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Secretary Clinton explained: 

With the right tools, training, and leadership, our dip-
lomats and development experts can defuse crises be-
fore they explode. Creating new opportunities for ad-
vancing democracy, promoting sustainable economic 
growth, and strengthening the rule of law in fragile 
states are all overlapping and mutually reinforcing 
endeavors. They cut across bureaus and offices and 
agencies. They demand not just the skills of our State 
Department diplomats and USAID [U.S. Agency for 
International Development] experts, but also the ex-
pertise of civilian specialists across the U.S. Govern-
ment.”12

The need for the comprehensive integration and 
coordination of civilian and military, governmental 
and nongovernmental, national and international 
capabilities to improve efficiency and effectiveness 
of conflict prevention/resolution and post-conflict 
stabilization and peace building efforts is widely rec-
ognized. While many academic and policy observers, 
military experts, and peace practitioners have lauded 
Washington’s efforts for integrating civil-military rela-
tions and strengthening interagency cooperation, oth-
ers have criticized contemporary attempts at creating 
WoG responses to international crises and conflicts for 
over commitment of resources, lack of sufficient fund-
ing and personnel, competition between agencies, 
ambiguous mission objectives, and undermining the 
military’s primary purpose of defending the national 
interest. The “buzz” the WoG idea has generated mer-
its a closer look at the advantages and disadvantages 
of the concept and calls for a more systematic analysis 
of its challenges and opportunities. 
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On February 25, 2011, a number of leading civil-
ian and military experts came together at a sympo-
sium held at Kennesaw State University to evaluate 
the benefits and shortcomings of the WoG approach 
in response to the increasingly dynamic and complex 
global security environment. Intended to facilitate dia-
logue between academic experts, military leaders, pol-
icymakers, and civilian practitioners, the symposium 
provided an opportunity for a state of the art analysis 
of current WoG approaches and their effectiveness for 
coordinating stabilization and peace building efforts 
and, eventually, for shifting the burden of stability 
operations to civilian actors and enabling the timely 
scaling-down of military deployments.13

This volume presents the central arguments and 
key findings of the symposium, tracing the genesis of 
the conception of a WoG approach, critically examin-
ing current WoG practices, and drawing lessons from 
the operational contexts of Iraq and Afghanistan. The 
first part of the book describes the overall global secu-
rity context within which peace building and stabil-
ity operations are currently conducted, examines the 
merits of WoG approaches as effective conflict man-
agement strategies, and discusses their efficacy for 
responding to a range of emerging threats.

In Chapter 2, Robert Kennedy provides a framing 
analysis of the security environment of the early 21st 
century with specific focus on the role and position 
of the United States, and outlines the issues and chal-
lenges Washington confronts as it attempts to address 
emerging threats through an integrated interagency 
approach. While it is easy to declare that agencies 
ought to cooperate, Kennedy argues, such coopera-
tion is neither easily embraced nor successfully imple-
mented. Effective integration will require giving up 
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agency fiefdoms and jointly addressing threats rang-
ing from fragile and failing states to terrorism and to-
talitarianism.

Mary Habeck takes Kennedy’s argument to task 
and examines the particular challenges underlying the 
planning and implementation of government-wide re-
forms in general, and of WoG efforts in particular. In 
Chapter 3, she looks specifically at ambiguities in the 
definition of planning, organizational and structural 
frictions, and coordination failures that undermined 
integration attempts during Operation IRAQI FREE-
DOM. Discussing a range of proposals for alleviating 
these problems, Habeck concludes that any sustain-
able solution is predicated on broad-based govern-
ment consensus and enforcement from above at the 
presidential and/or congressional level. In her view, 
proponency, advocacy, and leadership are required. 

Reversing the tables, in Chapter 4 Michael Ashke-
nazi discusses the unintended side-effects of Western, 
and particularly American, WoG efforts on the re-
cipients of foreign assistance and developmental aid. 
Acknowledging the two-fold objectives of develop-
ment—to alleviate misery from poverty and to reduce 
security threats posed by the “have-nots”—Ashkenazi 
argues that development, as conceived in the West, is 
premised on the systematic, intentional, and irrevers-
ible destruction of to-be-developed societies, with the 
risk of raising indigenous resentment and, as a result, 
further aggravating potential threats to the West. 
Therefore, Ashkenazi concludes, effective integrated 
development strategies must connect individuals and 
agencies in the donor and recipient communities. In 
terms of WoG efforts, they will remain largely irrel-
evant if the existing and perhaps inherent contradic-
tions in development (what it is and what it does for 
donors and recipients) cannot be reconciled.



8

The second part of this volume addresses some 
of the practical challenges of implementing WoG 
approaches to international conflict management 
and specifically to U.S. intervention in fragile states. 
Echoing Ashkenazi’s advocation of comprehensive 
integrated development strategies, Lisa Schirch con-
jectures that one of the key shortcomings of current 
WoG approaches is their lack of integration with or-
ganizations that help build and maintain the strong 
civil society structures imperative to sustainable peace 
and effective development. Following a discussion of 
existing tensions between strategies of national and 
human security, Schirch argues in Chapter 5 that suc-
cessful stabilization and security require an even more 
comprehensive “whole of society” approach that must 
include the interests and perspectives of diverse sec-
tors of civil society in the target countries.

Addressing WoG efforts from a macro perspective, 
Melanie Alamir reflects in Chapter 6 on the overall 
utility of WoG approaches for achieving desired po-
litical end states by examining systematic challenges 
at three levels: the donor country’s political system, 
the recipient country’s political system, and the sys-
tem of international crisis response. When consider-
ing outcomes, Alamir shows that WoG approaches, 
despite their theoretical appeal, have only limited 
practical utility because the nature of international in-
terventions depends on the types of parties involved. 
Effective interagency cooperation is particularly dif-
ficult to achieve in weak states that lack stable politi-
cal structures. Cooperation in donor countries on the 
other hand is determined largely by domestic political 
considerations of efficiency and accountability, shift-
ing focus away from the intervention’s primary tar-
gets and desired outcomes.
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Tracing the application of WoG to issues of U.S. 
national security, Charles Dunlap analyzes the merits 
and limitations of greater coordination across gov-
ernment agencies in light of the marked expansion 
of diplomatic and civilian development capabilities. 
Examining some of the unintended consequences of 
integrating response strategies to security threats, 
Dunlap contends in Chapter 7 that, despite the widely 
accepted WoG mantra, in some instances a unilateral 
approach that relies primarily on one particular agen-
cy is the preferred or only practical alternative. As a 
result, Dunlap advocates considering WoG as just one 
tool in the smart power toolbox that, when selectively 
employed, may be very effective, but that should not 
serve as a default in all circumstances.

Building on Dunlap’s argument, James Stephen-
son warns in Chapter 8 that U.S. presence in recipient 
states has increased to unsustainable levels, in part 
as a consequence of the uncritical embracing of WoG 
approaches. As a result, Stephenson argues ambassa-
dors have become chief executive officers (CEOs) of 
complex interagency missions, and the military has 
become ever more engaged in stability operations that 
have become largely indistinguishable from civilian 
stabilization and reconstruction efforts. A success-
ful WoG approach, Stephenson conjectures, would 
streamline efforts and have the various agencies and 
their representatives team up to serve the overall mis-
sion objectives before they consider individual agency 
interests. Specifically, and to offset continued strain 
on military resources, Stephenson suggests an expan-
sion of civilian capacity for taking on a widening set of 
responsibilities for diplomacy and development and, 
ultimately, the projection of smart power. 
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In Chapter 9, Jack LeCuyer argues that it is unrea-
sonable to expect successful WoG efforts at the “tip 
of the spear” or on the ground, if there is a lack of 
integration and coordination at the hub of the national 
security system. LeCuyer specifically criticizes the fact 
that the role of the National Security Council (NSC), 
irrespective of the rapidly changing global security 
environment, has remained largely unchanged since 
its inception in 1947, and its staff continues to focus 
primarily on the urgent and crisis management in-
stead of long-term strategic planning. In order to im-
prove the performance, adaptability, and efficiency of 
the overall national security system for meeting new 
threats, LeCuyer recommends the proper resourcing 
of the NSC staff so that they can fulfill their role as 
strategic managers who actively contribute to the inte-
gration of the national security interagency system to 
achieve a WoG success at the strategic level.

The third part of the book examines WoG efforts 
in the field and attempts to draw lessons learned from 
operational experiences in Afghanistan and Iraq to po-
tential future interventions. Looking in from “outside 
the box,” Christopher Holshek explores the extent to 
which lessons drawn from Iraq and Afghanistan can be 
applied to other mission contexts. Although winning 
hearts and minds has been a cornerstone of American 
counterinsurgency strategy, Holshek argues in Chap-
ter 10 that it has proven counterproductive in differ-
ent cultural and operational environments and its 
techniques and tools—e.g., Provincial Reconstruction 
Teams—have only limited applicability in places like 
sub-Saharan Africa. Consequently, Holshek suggests, 
there is also much to be learned from operational ex-
periences beyond Afghanistan and Iraq. These more 
general lessons, Holshek concludes, should not only 
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have profound implications for U.S. WoG engage-
ments around the world, but also should help re-shape 
the American approach to national security writ large 
back home, because “we can no longer afford any 
other way.”14 

Using a combination of historical and current case 
examples, William Flavin asks in Chapter 11 whether 
and to what extent civil-military teaming efforts may 
present an effective and efficient alternative to address-
ing the problems associated with current conflicts. 
Flavin identifies what constitutes a successful team 
and analyzes the effects of successful civil-military 
teaming on transitioning conflict. Flavin concludes 
that successful mission accomplishment is possible, as 
long as the focus of the civil-military teaming efforts is 
on the population, actively engaging local stakehold-
ers and building legitimacy and local capacity to pro-
vide good governance.

Exploring lessons from the use of contractors in 
peace and stability operations, Doug Brooks and 
Mackenzie Duelge argue in Chapter 12 that by far, 
the biggest drain in Afghanistan and Iraq has been 
waste stemming from failures of planning, coordina-
tion, contract oversight and management, flexibility, 
and communication. Specifically, Brooks and Duelge 
examine the extent to which a generally negative at-
titude towards contractors has hindered their abil-
ity to perform and has interfered with the success of 
stability operations. Analyzing shortfalls in current 
practices framing government-private sector partner-
ships, Brooks and Duelge conclude that consolidating 
contracting government-wide as a hybrid approach, 
rather than a pure WoG approach, may be the most ef-
fective way to unify communications and record keep-
ing, while keeping the work on the ground divided 
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among those most qualified to do it. Ultimately, this 
kind of hybrid approach, the authors suggest, could 
not only help eliminate waste, but could also improve 
oversight, flexibility, and ethical behavior.

Focusing on the need for a qualitatively deeper 
command of cultural matters, Gregory Meyjes argues 
in the concluding chapter that U.S. interventions, 
whether based on a military or WoG approach, are 
only as viable as their conceptual framework permits; 
to be successful they require a three-tiered approach 
to ethnic, state, and global realities, based on a grasp 
of ethno-cultural dynamics. Instead of the prevail-
ing two-dimensional approach whereby traditional 
national security efforts are complemented by local 
information in theater, Meyjes describes international 
conflict management strategies grounded in cultural 
self-awareness, intercultural competence, recognition 
of collective cultural rights, and the protection of sub-
state ethno-nationalities. These insights, processes, 
and capabilities, Meyjes concludes, revolve around 
the inescapability of ethno-cultural justice as the key 
to peace and stability in multiethnic societies and, by 
extension, to international security. They are deemed 
critical for intervention and WoG more generally to 
meet the demands of a world greatly imperiled by 
ethnic conflict.

The chapters in this book reflect the perspectives 
of authors who have seen, worked with, and studied 
both the problems and the approaches to conflict man-
agement in a variety of different settings and contexts. 
Not all of them are enthusiastic proponents of the 
WoG concept for implementing conflict management; 
nor are they all strict skeptics of the concept. It is no 
surprise, then, that together the chapters in this edited 
volume do not offer the reader a collective answer to 
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questions about the future of WoG. But together they 
do provide important and necessary insights into the 
challenges we face and the considerations we must in-
clude in our efforts to address the complexities of link-
ing development and security in an integrated effort 
to manage conflict as part of an overall strategy. WoG 
is certainly one conceivable strategic way to achieve 
this linkage. Is it the best or the most appropriate way? 
What is success and what should we reasonably ex-
pect to accomplish? Is WoG a strategically useful con-
cept for even thinking about the available tools in our 
conflict management efforts? These are only a few of 
the questions raised and addressed by the authors in 
the chapters that follow. We believe these chapters are 
well worth reading by those who wrestle with these 
problems as scholars, practitioners, or both.
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CHAPTER 2

SECURITY SECTOR REFORM:
12 CENTRAL QUESTIONS FOR RESPONDING 

TO THE SECURITY CHALLENGES OF THE 21ST 
CENTURY

Robert Kennedy

At the end of the Cold War, John Mearsheimer 
penned an article, “Why We Will Soon Miss the Cold 
War,”1 in which he suggested that one day we might 
wake up lamenting the loss of order afforded us dur-
ing the Cold War. Though his concerns were focused 
on the potential rise of instabilities in Europe, they 
have nonetheless unfortunately proven true in the 
wider context of global instabilities that now give rise 
to activities that threaten the security of the United 
States as well as that of other nations. Indeed, the se-
curity challenges that now confront the United States 
are exceedingly complex. The reasons are many and 
varied. However, often they stem less from the pros-
pect of war among nation-states than from threats that 
arise from intrastate instabilities that have emerged 
following the end of the Cold War. As a result, pro-
cesses and structures designed to meet the demands 
of the Cold War and the threats to U.S. national secu-
rity posed by the Soviet Union are no longer adequate. 
In recent years, to meet the challenges of the 21st cen-
tury security environment, there have been calls for 
an integration of the instruments of national power, 
from across government collaborative planning to in-
tegrated responses organized on an interagency basis. 

This chapter examines the security environment 
that has come to characterize the early 21st century 
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and outlines the issues and challenges the United 
States confronts as it attempts to address the threats 
of tomorrow through an integrated interagency ap-
proach. The chapter concludes that the emerging en-
vironment does indeed demand a greater integration 
of effort than has thus far been emblematic of U.S. for-
eign and security policies, and to accomplish that will 
require, at a minimum, answers to a number of central 
questions, which are addressed below. 

THE SECURITY ENVIRONMENT OF THE 21ST 
CENTURY

When the Cold War ended, so ended a conflict 
that spanned nearly half a century, consumed vast 
resources, and threatened the annihilation of much 
of humanity. For many, the horizons seemed bright. 
Visions of a more peaceful world order were enter-
tained. However, relief from conflict was brief. Iraq’s 
invasion of Kuwait and conflicts in such places as Bos-
nia, Somalia, Rwanda, Kosovo, and finally the attacks 
on September 11, 2001 (9/11), shattered illusions that 
the world had reached the “End of History,” as Fran-
cis Fukuyama argued, when conflict is replaced by 
“economic calculations, the endless solving of techni-
cal problems, environmental concerns, and the satis-
faction of sophisticated consumer demands.”2 

Indeed, history did not end. Conflict has not been 
replaced by other concerns. For the time being, the 
security environment of the early 21st century does 
not threaten human annihilation. Nevertheless the 
dangers are real and in many respects demand more 
articulated approaches than those used to hold the So-
viet Union at bay during the Cold War. So how has 
the security environment changed, and what are the 
dangers that lie ahead?
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Cold War Restraints Gone.

Gone are the Soviet Union and threats of nuclear 
annihilation. Also gone is the stability imposed by the 
bipolar nuclear standoff that in many respects result-
ed in the “Long Peace” as John Lewis Gaddis put it, 
and with it went the systemic discipline that rendered 
the rise of dissident groups difficult, if not impossible, 
in many parts of the world. With the demise of the 
Soviet Union, the cooker lid has been released and 
pressures within have emerged to wreck their havoc. 
Multi-national, multi-ethnic, multi-religious, and/or 
multi-tribal states, often created by the stroke of a pen 
on a map and once held together by dictators, sup-
ported by one side or the other during the Cold War, 
frequently have given way to weak and feckless gov-
ernments in the post-Cold War period. The internal 
cohesion imposed by the restraints of the Cold War 
has disappeared, exposing historic tensions among 
differing groups and giving rise to instabilities, failing 
governments, and internal conflicts, as well as creat-
ing havens and new opportunities for violent and ex-
tremist groups.

Diminished Deterrence.

Furthermore, the deterrence equation that often 
held conflict in check has been undermined. Deter-
rence of conflict works best when the costs and risks 
are shared and stark. During the Cold War, the cost of 
acquiring the ability to deliver a devastating military 
attack on the United States or any of its client states 
by the Soviet Union or vice versa was immense, and 
the risk was the potential for mutual annihilation. 
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However, even during the Cold War, deterrence had 
its limits. Threats of massive retaliation broke down 
in lesser conflicts where direct attacks by one super-
power on the homeland of the other superpower were 
not the issue. Nevertheless, where the superpowers 
abetted and served as mentors and suppliers of need-
ed economic aid and military arms and equipment to 
competing factions in so-called Third World countries, 
the superpowers were usually able to keep conflict in 
check, modulating the behavior of their respective cli-
ent states to ensure that superpower fundamental se-
curity interests were not directly threatened. 

Today, the cost of attacks such as those on the 
World Trade Center or the Pentagon is a trifle in com-
parison to the devastation they could cause. Moreover, 
many of today’s potential aggressors are not state ac-
tors. Nor do they require the assistance of a state to 
threaten the security of others. They hold no territory 
that can be easily threatened with a military counter-
attack. They do not mind sacrificing themselves, their 
families, or others to accomplish their objectives. Fur-
thermore, precise knowledge of which of the many 
individuals or independent or semi-affiliated groups 
perpetrated an event may not be known. Yes, known 
terrorist training camps can be attacked, forces can 
sometimes be sent to foreign lands in an attempt to 
ferret out the perpetrators, alliances can sometimes 
be forged to bring the weight of the international 
community to bear. But successful outcomes are not 
assured. As a result, the risks to the aggressors of ef-
fective military reprisal are often low, and the threat 
of such a reprisal is largely ineffective. Hence, if the 
efforts of such groups are to be thwarted, other ap-
proaches for dealing with the threats they pose will 
need to be added to the arsenal of policy tools.
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Globalization.

The globalization of technology, the media, and 
know-how also has played a major role in altering 
the contemporary security environment. The Internet, 
still in its infancy as the Cold War was coming to an 
end, now provides easy access to a breadth of informa-
tion that in the past only the most dedicated, diligent, 
determined, and educated segments of society could 
acquire. Globalization of communications and the 
concomitant emergence of a wide range of commu-
nications technologies have made instant interchange 
with any place or person on the globe the standard 
rather than the exception. Money can be moved, peo-
ple contacted, and plans instantly shared or changed. 
Such technologies have had a vast and often positive 
impact on societies. But they do have a darker side. 

Today terrorists, criminals, extremist organiza-
tions, and others bent on doing harm can gain ac-
cess, with the mere click of a mouse, to information 
widely available on the Internet on such things as how 
to combine commonly available materials to make 
bombs, the advantages and limitations of using certain 
chemical compounds or pathogens to cause harm, and 
how to construct nuclear weapons. They can obtain 
information often available through the Internet or the 
media or both on such activities as the movements of 
individuals they may wish to target, materials they 
may wish to acquire, and actions planned by govern-
ments or in progress to thwart their efforts. They can 
move funds instantly to support their activities and 
communicate with cohorts around the world in order 
to coordinate their efforts. They can also attack cyber 
networks and endanger national political, economic, 
and military infrastructures, with global implications 
for the safety and welfare of peoples. 
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Loose Nukes and the Proliferation of Weapons of 
Mass Destruction.

Since the breakup of the Union of Soviet Social-
ist Republics (USSR) concerns have been voiced over 
what has come to be known as the “loose nuclear 
weapons” problem. The term “loose nukes” original-
ly referred to nuclear weapons that no longer could 
be accounted for following the collapse of the Soviet 
Union. It is estimated that during the Cold War, the 
USSR had more than 27,000 nuclear weapons and 
enough weapons-grade uranium and plutonium to 
triple that number.3 Given the severe economic stress, 
rampant crime, and widespread corruption following 
the breakup of the Soviet Union, concerns were ex-
pressed that nuclear weapons, particularly so-called 
“suitcase bombs,” may have fallen into the hands of 
terrorists or criminals.4

Today the term “loose nukes” has acquired a wider 
definition, referring not only to nuclear weapons, but 
also to nuclear know-how and fissile materials. The 
problem created by the breakup of the USSR is further 
exacerbated by the continued proliferation of nuclear 
weapon states and potential proliferation of fissile ma-
terials as additional nations are added to the number 
of states possessing nuclear weapons. Today, in addi-
tion to the five so-called “declared” nuclear weapon 
states under the terms of the Nuclear Non-Prolifera-
tion Treaty (NPT) (China, France, Russia, the United 
Kingdom, and the United States), three states not par-
ties to the Treaty have tested nuclear weapons—India, 
Pakistan, and North Korea. Israel is believed to have 
nuclear weapons, and Iran (an NPT state) is believed 
to be seeking to develop nuclear weapons. 
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For all that has been said about the stability induced 
by the acquisition of nuclear weapons during the Cold 
War, the further proliferation of such weapons threat-
ens to induce instabilities of grand proportion as op-
portunities for acquiring materials and know-how 
multiply. Arguably, it is the acquisition of the fissile 
materials—plutonium and highly enriched uranium 
(HEU)—that poses the most difficult problem for ter-
rorists or criminals seeking to build a nuclear weapon 
or an improvised nuclear device. Creating a nuclear 
weapon from HEU is technically easier than building 
a plutonium weapon. HEU is the ingredient required 
to produce the simplest gun assembly weapon of the 
type dropped on Hiroshima, Japan. Such weapons 
need not be tested to assure an atomic explosion. In 
2002, the U.S. National Research Council warned that 
such weapons could be fabricated without state assis-
tance.5 

Unfortunately, HEU is widely available today. A 
2003 estimate noted that there were about 50 tons of 
HEU available in civilian power and research pro-
grams in over 50 nations6 and perhaps as many as 
2,000 tons in nuclear weapons programs globally.7 It 
only takes as little as 40-60 kilograms (kg) of HEU to 
produce a crude nuclear device. There have been no 
confirmed reports of missing/unaccounted for nuclear 
weapons, but there is ample evidence of a black mar-
ket in nuclear materials. In the 1990s, U.S. authorities 
discovered attempts by al-Qaeda to obtain nuclear ma-
terials. Then Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) Direc-
tor George Tenet told Congress that Osama bin Laden 
had sought to acquire or develop a nuclear device. 
Russians report that they have broken up hundreds of 
nuclear-material smuggling deals. The International 
Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) has reported more 
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than 100 nuclear smuggling incidents since 1993.8 In 
April 2010, Georgian president Saakashvilli reported 
that his country had seized a shipment of HEU, pre-
sumably smuggled through the Caucasus.9 

Moreover, the problem may not be entirely one 
originating in foreign lands. Russia has accused the 
United States of lax protection standards at nuclear 
and biological facilities. They contend that secret in-
formation from the U.S. Los Alamos Laboratory end-
ed up in the hands of drug gangs, that several U.S. 
institutions dealing in viruses failed to provide suf-
ficient security to prevent an intruder from entering 
their facilities, and that some 1,500 sources of ionizing 
radiation (e.g. spent nuclear fuel rods) were lost by the 
United States between 1996 and 2001.10

President Barack Obama highlighted the issue on 
the eve of the Nuclear Security Summit held in Wash-
ington, DC, in April 2010, warning that the prospect of 
nuclear terrorism is “the single biggest threat to U.S. 
security, both short-term, medium-term and long-
term. This is something that could change the security 
landscape of this country and around the world for 
years to come.”11 

Hyper-Ethnicism, Religious Extremism, and 
Tribalism.

Unlike the most devastating conflicts of the 20th 
century, which were frequently driven by fanatical 
nationalism or the Cold War that was driven largely 
by ideology, many of today’s conflicts are fueled by 
hyper-ethnicism, religious extremism, and/or tribal-
ism.12 It is the very absence of nationalism (that state 
of mind, that collective group consciousness, that 
sense of being one with nation13) that often not only 
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leads to conflict but also confounds efforts at conflict 
management and resolution. Seemingly irreconcilable 
differences, fueled by parochial interests and diverse 
ethnic, religious, and tribal groupings make it difficult 
to find common ground upon which to build a stable 
peace. Furthermore, in places like Afghanistan, where 
tribal cultures oftentimes eschew western ethics and 
the western sense of fair play, duplicity in diplomatic 
dealings and a willingness to sell one’s community to 
the highest bidder, make any permanent settlement 
problematic. One has only to read Peter Hopkirk’s 
works on Central Asia14 to gain a historical appre-
ciation of the complexities of achieving permanence 
to any deal done in such a tribal environment or to 
understand the concerns expressed by U.S. military 
leaders currently in Afghanistan as they try to piece 
together local coalitions to fight against al-Qaeda or 
the Taliban. A deal done today may be a deal undone 
tomorrow for any number of reasons that are unlikely 
to be well understood by western diplomats or mili-
tary leaders. 

Latent as Well as Manifest Frustrations.

In addition to the issues mentioned above, instabili-
ties also can arise from latent frustrations over corrupt, 
incompetent, or authoritarian governments brought 
to the fore by natural or manmade disasters (earth-
quakes, floods, inability to protect against guerrilla 
or terrorist attacks, etc.); unforeseen political events 
such as assassinations of political figures; or economic 
downturns and corresponding rising unemployment. 
In the former category, for example, the earthquake 
that devastated Managua in 1972 and the blatant cor-
ruption that saw little relief money finding its way to 
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those in need, flooded the ranks of the Sandinistas and 
helped create an unstable situation that ultimately led 
to the overthrow of the dictator Anastasio “Tachito” 
Somoza Debayle. Similarly, the December 2007 assas-
sination of Benazir Bhutto exacerbated extant politi-
cal turmoil in Pakistan and contributed to events that 
led to the August 2008 resignation of President Pervez 
Musharraf. Of course, recent events in Tunisia, Egypt, 
Yemen, Libya, and elsewhere in the Middle East bear 
testimony to the impact of the combined effects of eco-
nomic downturn, unemployment, and popular dis-
content with authoritarian rule. Blatantly manifested 
frustrations, such as those arising from the inability 
of the Israelis and Palestinians to resolve issues aris-
ing from over a half century of tensions between these 
peoples, also remain a major source of global concern 
as irritants spill over and sometimes threaten the secu-
rity and safety of peoples of other nations.

Today’s Challenges.

Today the United States is faced with a multiplicity 
of threats and challenges, none of which is as perilous 
or as potentially deadly as the Cold War confrontation 
between the two superpowers. Nonetheless, some of 
the problems pose potentially dangerous consequenc-
es for the United States, its allies and friends, and in-
deed others. However, for the most part, the dangers 
that lie ahead flow not “from the strength of deter-
mined opponents,” but often “from the weaknesses 
of other states.”15 To be sure, the United States must 
guard against the rise of potentially hostile military 
peer competitors, as well as be prepared to protect 
its security interests and those of its allies. Of course, 
these tasks do not, a priori, demand the expansion 



27

or use of military power. Rather, a commonality of 
interests among leading states in a less ideologically 
driven world might lead cooler heads to find win-win 
solutions to complex problems involving competing 
or conflicting interests. 

The United States also must address the difficult 
security challenges that a nuclear North Korea or the 
further proliferation of nuclear weapons may pose, 
for example, in Iran. Nor can the United States ignore 
determined opponents who attempt to acquire capa-
bilities disproportionate to their relative size through 
access to high-tech arms or through the use of the 
damaging and potentially crippling compounding ef-
fects of cyber and other technologies that are increas-
ing available on a global scale. 

However, the problem of fragile, fractured, and fail-
ing states that has largely arisen as a result of changes 
in the post-Cold War security environment is likely 
to remain among the more serious security challenges 
that confront the United States and the world commu-
nity in the decades ahead. Such states can provide a 
breeding ground and safe haven for crime; drug and 
human trafficking; ethnic, religious, and tribal strife; 
and violent extremist groups. Here one has only to 
think, as President Obama has suggested, of al-Qae-
da or some other terrorist group armed with weap-
ons of mass destruction (WMD), especially nuclear 
weapons or devices. They also can destabilize entire 
regions, making wider conflicts more probable. Thus, 
precluding instabilities and mitigating and managing 
conflicts, particularly in fragile, fractured, or failing 
states, but also elsewhere, are among the major secu-
rity challenges confronting the United States. 

The operative question, then, is how should the U.S. 
Government address such challenges? The answer has 
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become increasingly clear that the kind of relatively 
undifferentiated containment policies, which relied 
principally on military power during the Cold War, 
will not suffice. Rather, successfully addressing the se-
curity environment of the 21st century will require the 
skillful application of  smart power16 which integrates 
the instruments of America’s soft and hard power.

INTEGRATING THE INSTRUMENTS OF  
NATIONAL POWER: ISSUES AND  
CHALLENGES

More than a decade ago, the Hart–Rudman Com-
mission signaled the need for “strategic fusion of all 
appropriate instruments of national power,” noting, 
“The nature of the future security environment ap-
pears to require advanced, integrated, collaborative 
planning and organized interagency responses be-
yond what is possible under the current interagency 
system.17 In January 2009, the Department of Defense 
(DoD) Quadrennial Roles and Missions Review Report 
struck a similar note supporting efforts “to increase 
unity across the government for addressing common 
national security problems”—a so-called “whole-of-
government” approach.18 Likewise, Secretary of State 
Hillary Clinton has affirmed:

One of our goals coming into the administration was 
. . . to begin to make the case that defense, diplomacy 
and development were not separate entities, either in 
substance or process, but that indeed they had to be 
viewed as part of an integrated whole and that the 
whole of government then had to be enlisted in their 
pursuit.”19 
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It is, of course, facile to contend that U.S. efforts 
to preclude, limit, and terminate conflict and assist 
countries in their transformation to peace and stability 
require greater coherence between and among U.S. se-
curity, governance, and development policies, as well 
as enhanced coordination, and consolidation among 
U.S. governmental agencies and with local, regional, 
and international partners. If national or grand strate-
gy can be defined as the integration of the instruments 
of national power (political, economic, psychologi-
cal, military, etc.) to achieve national objectives, then 
it only makes sense that all agencies of government 
entrusted with such tasks be integrated in efforts to 
address threats and potential threats to U.S. securi-
ty. Indeed, it is surprising that some 235 years since 
its founding, over 100 years since the United States 
emerged on the world scene following the Spanish-
American War, more than 66 years since the end of 
World War II and the emergence of the United States 
as a superpower, and 20 years since the end of the 
Cold War, only in recent years has Washington begun 
to take seriously the notion that an integrated effort in 
foreign and security policy is required.20 Nevertheless, 
integrating the efforts of the many U.S. departments 
and agencies that have foreign and security respon-
sibilities in a whole of government (WoG) approach 
raises a number of important, indeed critical issues: 

1. What Should Be the Objectives of America’s  
Foreign Security Policy?

Beyond simply responding to crises as they arise 
around the world, does the United States have a vision 
of itself in the world? Has it defined the kind of world 
it hopes will emerge in the 21st century and the role 
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the United States can play in encouraging the emer-
gence of such a world?21 Henry Kissinger noted over 
30 years ago: ”[W]e will never be able to contribute to 
building a stable and creative world order unless we 
first form some conception of it.”22 He further argued 
that there was “no focal point for long-range planning 
on an interagency basis.” As a result, often “foreign 
policy turns into a series of unrelated decisions—
crisis-oriented, ad hoc and after-the-fact in nature.” 
Thus longer-term objectives are seldom considered.23 
Today, the need to frame short-term responses within 
the context of a broad vision of U.S. long-term objec-
tives remains a continuing foreign policy challenge. 

Perhaps, equally important, does the United States 
have a clear conception of the political, economic, psy-
chological, and military challenges it is likely to con-
front in attempting to forge a dynamically stable (i.e., 
stable, yet creative) environment and has the United 
States defined a broad strategy, which includes other 
international actors,24 that is designed to shape the 
strategic environment through a blending of the in-
struments of soft and hard power and a balancing of 
short-, medium-, and long-term objectives? 

Washington bureaucrats may have found it exhila-
rating following the breakup of the Soviet Union to 
contend that the United States had won the Cold War 
and that Russia need not be consulted on major issues 
of the day. They also may have been inclined to roll 
their eyes dismissively when a Central Asian country 
was mentioned. They failed to see the future impor-
tance of Russia and the countries of Central Asia to 
any conception of a secure world. They soon found out 
that America needed Russia as a partner in addressing 
a number of important security considerations, and 
the assistance of some Central Asian countries in its 
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war on terrorism. The ability to see forward, to think 
beyond conventional limits—outside of the box, if you 
will—is essential if U.S. policymakers are to address 
successfully current and future security challenges. 
Yet such a trait is not always welcomed nor rewarded 
in Washington.25 Breaking with this pattern is requi-
site in the setting of foreign policy and national secu-
rity objectives.

As has now become all too evident, acting alone 
the United States cannot address successfully many of 
the issues that now confront or will confront it in the 
future. Shaping the political environment so that the 
cooperation of others is forthcoming is likely to be one 
of America’s most important tasks and difficult chal-
lenges. This will require the United States to be seen as 
working not just to advance its own interests but also 
those of the broader community of nations. No WoG 
approach will be successful if this is not understood. 
This will require leadership. But leadership26 “does 
not come cheap.” As Joseph Joffe noted a decade ago, 

[T]he price [of leadership] is measured in the currency 
of obligation. Leaders succeed not only because of 
their superior power, but also because they have a fine 
sense for the quirks and qualities of others—because 
they act in the interest of all [emphasis added]. Their 
labor is the source of their authority. And so a truly 
great power must not just prevent but pre-empt hos-
tile coalitions—by providing essential services. Those 
who respect the needs of others engage in supply-side 
diplomacy: They create a demand for their services, 
and that translates into political profits, also known as 
“leadership.”27

Thus the vision that must serve as guide to Amer-
ica’s foreign and security policy objectives must 
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transcend narrow and often short-term national self-
interest. The model for action must reflect Breton 
Woods, Dumbarton Oaks, and Marshall Plan values 
rather than narrower national concerns. This is likely 
to entail a broadening of the scope of national security 
beyond traditional concepts. This also is where vision 
may play its greatest role, and ignorance cause the 
greatest distraction.

2. When Should the United States Become  
Involved?

With a vision to the future, where, when, and un-
der what circumstances should the United States be-
come involved in issues confronting other nations? 
Since the end of World War II, the United States has 
deployed its military forces far and wide and been 
otherwise involved in countless efforts around the 
globe in the name of preventing the spread of com-
munism, preserving the peace, averting humanitarian 
disasters, and/or precluding or managing instabili-
ties and conflicts. For example, following World War 
II, U.S. military forces occupied Germany, Japan, the 
southern half of Korea, and a part of Austria, and re-
occupied the Philippines. The United States also went 
to the assistance of South Korea when it was attacked 
by North Korea; South Vietnam when it was threat-
ened by the communist-led Viet Cong; Kuwait when 
it was attacked by Iraq; and Kosovo when it was un-
der attack by Serb forces. Following the 9/11 attacks, 
U.S. forces were deployed to Afghanistan where they 
remain to this day, attempting to shore up Afghan se-
curity forces, assisting in the defeat al-Qaeda and their 
Taliban supporters, and assuring a more democratic, 
stable peace. U.S. forces also were deployed to Iraq 
for a variety of reasons, and as of this writing,  a sig-
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nificant number remain there to help forge a stable en-
vironment and democratic peace. More recently U.S. 
forces have been deployed to the Mediterranean in 
support of a United Nations (UN) mandated “No Fly 
Zone” established to protect civilians from attacks by 
the Gadhafi regime and its supporters. 

Furthermore, U.S. military forces have been in-
volved in vast numbers of other security related ef-
forts. This is not to mention the many covert activities 
involving U.S. military, paramilitary, and intelligence 
agencies in which the United States has engaged in 
order to advance American interests.28 In addition, to 
direct and covert U.S. involvement in foreign coun-
tries, the United States often has provided security 
related and development assistance not just to assist 
poor countries, but also to address potential instabili-
ties that might lead to conflict and more recently as 
a weapon against terrorism. Also, financial aid and 
technical assistance frequently have been provided 
to foreign governments to strengthen and profes-
sionalize their military and police forces, as well as 
economic and humanitarian assistance to stabilize 
their economies, encourage development, alleviate 
poverty, mitigate disasters, and the like. Such devel-
opmental assistance is often channeled through mul-
tinational organizations and nongovernmental orga-
nizations and/or provided directly through bilateral 
agreements with recipient countries.

Many of the above-mentioned efforts have been 
relatively low cost. However, some have been a heavy 
burden, costly in lives and national treasure, and 
sometimes resulting in great domestic dissent and 
division among the American polity, a weakening 
of America’s reputation, a consequent weakening of 
support abroad, and have been counterproductive in 
terms of long-term policy objectives. 
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Thus, among the more important factors that must 
be considered as Washington addresses the challenges 
of the coming decades is: Under what circumstances 
and how should the United States get involved? Clear-
ly the United States has had an expansive view of its 
appropriate global role since the end of World War II. 
The operative question is whether, in their entirety, 
the long-term benefits of each of those efforts have 
outweighed the costs. Did the U.S. Government have 
processes in place at the time to answer that question 
before engaging, for example, in Vietnam in the 1950s 
and 1960s or Iraq in 2003? Does the United States have 
such processes in place now to address the current cri-
ses in Libya and at other locations in the Middle East 
or those that may arise elsewhere? Should it? 

These are not unreasonable questions, driven by a 
desire for retrenchment or pessimism about America’s 
future. As Washington attempts, to put it in former 
Secretary of Defense Robert Gates’ words, “to adapt 
and reform our 63-year old national security apparatus 
to be more effective, above all, at building the capacity 
of other countries to provide for their own security,”29 
it is reasonable to ask whether the United States needs 
to be as involved in the future in the security affairs of 
other countries to the same extent that it was during 
the Cold War. It is reasonable to ask in what countries 
America’s security demands involvement today; pre-
cisely why, to what ends both in terms of immediate, 
local objectives, and in the broadest strategic context; 
and under what circumstances are those ends likely to 
be achievable. Involvement has costs. Over extension 
of a nation’s resources can be just as threatening to its 
future as under involvement in meeting its challenges. 

An important corollary to questions of when and 
where the United States should become involved is 
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the question: How should it be involved? Senior ad-
ministration officials including the President and 
Secretary of State have indicated that they regard eco-
nomic development as a weapon against terrorism. 
President Obama, signaling his support for develop-
ment assistance for poor countries, noted: “Extremely 
poor societies . . . provide optimal breeding grounds 
for disease, terrorism, and conflict.”30 The proposition 
clearly seems plausible. It is reasonable to assume that 
the poor, the uneducated, those with little and there-
fore little to lose, embittered by societal disparities of 
wealth, and with few if any prospects for improve-
ment are more likely to be recruited into the ranks of 
the terrorists. The problem is that studies have shown 
that “There is no evidence that sympathy for terror-
ism is greater among deprived people.”31 According 
to Alan Krueger, former U.S. Assistant Secretary of 
the Treasury for Economic Policy and professor at 
Princeton University, studies have shown little evi-
dence that a typical terrorist is usually poor or ill-edu-
cated. Indeed, Krueger examined 956 terrorist events 
from 1997 to 2003 and found that the poorest coun-
tries, those with low literacy, or those with relatively 
stagnant economies, did not produce more terrorists. 
Moreover, he found that when data were restricted 
to suicide attacks, there was a statistically significant 
pattern in the opposite direction, with people from 
poorer countries less likely to commit suicide attacks. 
Other studies have had similar results.32 On the other 
hand, many of these same studies suggest that terror-
ist organizations prefer better educated, better skilled, 
more mature individuals, particularly for attacks on 
important targets, and that as economic conditions 
worsen, high unemployment among these groups en-
ables terrorist organizations to recruit from the ranks 
of such individuals. 
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Hence one conclusion that can be drawn from this 
is that while promoting economic development in the 
poorest countries may well be a good idea, it is unlike-
ly to be a fully effective tool in terms of reducing or 
eliminating terrorism, or for that matter, other dissi-
dent and potentially dangerous groups. Rather, more 
selective assistance aimed at reducing unemployment 
or underemployment among the better educated, bet-
ter skilled, more mature individuals, may be of rela-
tively greater value. 

Moreover, an equally plausible proposition is 
that extremely poor nations provide optimal breed-
ing grounds for terrorism and conflict because they 
are unable to develop and maintain effective govern-
mental sovereignty. As a result, drug cartels, terror-
ist organizations, and other extremist elements are 
able to establish themselves within areas where the 
weak state is unable to maintain control. Such condi-
tions may demand that relatively greater emphasis 
be placed on efforts to eliminate corruption, improve 
legal systems and law enforcement, assist in political 
integration, and the like.

So in deciding which implements in the foreign 
policy tool bag to choose in a given situation, the de-
velopment tool needs to be carefully assessed along 
with other policy instruments in terms of their short-, 
medium-, and long-term implications for U.S. objec-
tives.33 Undifferentiated economic development is a 
worthy goal from a humanitarian perspective. How-
ever, in terms of advancing American security, the de-
termination of how the United States should become 
involved should be the product of a fully integrated 
process among governmental agencies that envisions 
responses as an integrated and collaborative effort. 
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3. Who Should Decide When the United States 
Should Get Involved, the Extent of Involvement 
and Upon What Criteria Should Those Decisions 
Rest?

Of course, decisions on U.S. involvement ulti-
mately rest with Congress and the President. Con-
gress must authorize and appropriate funds for such 
efforts. The President, as head of the executive branch 
and commander in chief of the armed forces (and 
militia when called to federal service) is pledged to 
“preserve, protect and defend the Constitution of the 
United States.” And, constitutionally, only Congress 
can declare war, though America’s Founding Fathers 
would be appalled at the increasing usurpation of 
power by American presidents, with congressional 
acquiescence, in introducing American armed forces 
into hostilities or taking the nation to war.34 However, 
this is another issue. 

The present issue is: Does the United States have in 
place the human capital to make appropriate recom-
mendations to the President, senior national security 
advisors, and the Congress? Is there a team of pro-
fessionals armed with sufficient historic and cultural 
knowledge, a clear view of past and contemporary 
political, economic, psychological, and military re-
alities, an understanding of the strengths and weak-
nesses of the various instruments of national power, a 
broad strategic prospective, and “patterns of thinking 
that best match resources and capabilities to achiev-
ing the desired policy ends”?35 In other words, are 
there trained strategists capable of identifying and 
evaluating an array of political, diplomatic, economic, 
informational, and military options and making rec-
ommendations concerning whether, to what extent, 
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and in what manner the United States should become 
involved in the security concerns of other nations?36 If 
not, how can these strategists be acquired and under 
whose authority should they reside—the National Se-
curity Council (NSC), the Department of State (State), 
the DoD, the now moribund National Security Policy 
Planning Committee established in the last months of 
the George W. Bush administration, or perhaps some 
new agency?37 Will such a body require an expanded 
interchange with experts in academia, with society 
at large, and with foreign experts? And, how would 
such a system be managed? 

Perhaps equally important, upon what criteria 
should decisions for involvement be based? The ag-
gregate of national priorities as set by Congress, the 
President, members of the President’s Cabinet, or for 
that matter the U.S. National Security Strategy (NSS) 
can seem, and often are confusing, competing, and/
or opaque and therefore seldom serve as guides to 
specific foreign or security policy related decisions. In 
theory, decisions concerning U.S. involvement in for-
eign nations should be grounded in an evaluation of 
unfolding foreign events in terms of U.S. national in-
terests. Yet “national interests” is an amorphous term, 
with decreasing clarity as one moves from defense 
of the homeland against attack, to providing for the 
economic well-being of American citizens, to insur-
ing a favorable world order, to advancing American 
values, including humanitarian; and as one tries to 
differentiate between and among those interests that 
can be tabbed as survival or vital (both of which are 
generally understood as justification for some level of 
military response if needed) and major, or peripheral. 

In 1944 Walter Lippmann wrote: “Fate has brought 
it about that America is at the center, no longer the 



39

edges, of Western civilization. In this fact resides the 
American destiny.”38 As a result, during the Cold War 
a tendency emerged to equate a loss to communism 
anywhere in the world, to a loss everywhere. Such 
thinking was central to President Dwight Eisenhow-
er’s famous “falling domino” principle.39 In his 1955 
letter to British Prime Minister Churchill, Eisenhower 
wrote:

We have come to the point where every additional 
backward step must be deemed a defeat for the West-
ern world. In fact, it is a triple defeat. First, we lose a 
potential ally. Next, we give to an implacable enemy 
another recruit. Beyond this, every such retreat creates 
in the minds of neutrals the fear that we do not mean 
what we say when we pledge our support to people 
who want to remain free.40

Thus, the distinction between what was a vital and 
what was a peripheral interest became blurred. All in-
terests seemed vital. All threats seemed to demand an 
American response. 

Today, as in fact the history of the Cold War proved, 
all challenges to American interests are not vital. All 
challenges to American interests, all opportunities to 
protect or enhance those interests, do not demand a 
direct American response, and those that do, need to 
be carefully evaluated in terms of their immediate and 
long-term implications for U.S. national security and 
the cost, risks, and probabilities of success associated 
with policy responses that might be contemplated. 
Though this approach seems to be generally under-
stood in Washington, it remains unclear whether U.S 
policymakers have in mind clear criteria for making 
such judgments. 
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Recent efforts to bring some clarity to this equa-
tion, as the United States carefully chose its response 
to events in Libya as rebels attempt to overthrow the 
long repressive government of Muammar Gadhafi, 
are somewhat encouraging, though not definitive. 
Then Secretary of Defense Gates and Secretary of State 
Clinton made it clear that the United States does have 
a number of interests associated with the conflict and 
a stake in the outcome. But as Gates put it, the events 
in Libya are “not a vital national interest to the United 
States,” while making it clear that other interests may 
warrant American action,41 including the limited use 
of American military forces.42 

4. When/Under What Circumstances Should the 
United States Assume the Leading/Senior Partner 
Role and When Should it Play Primarily a 
Supporting Role?

One critique of American efforts in Vietnam was 
that it quickly transformed itself into the senior part-
ner. It became America’s war to win or lose. As a re-
sult, it is argued that the United States lost the leverage 
needed to force the South Vietnamese government to 
make changes in its manner of governance that might 
have had an effect on the outcome of the conflict. Has 
such become an issue as the United States attempts 
to encourage reforms in Afghanistan or elsewhere? 
Some, perhaps many, initiatives such as the ongoing 
effort to bring stability to Somalia may best be ad-
dressed by others (namely in this case, Uganda and 
Burundi under the command of the African Union), 
with the United States playing, as it has, a supporting 
role in efforts to defeat the al-Qaeda supported Sha-
bab. 
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Likewise, U.S. reluctance to play the leading role 
in Libya was likely driven, at least in part, by concerns 
that such a role might be counterproductive to long-
term American objectives in the region and elsewhere. 
When contemplating the deployment or employment 
of U.S. military forces abroad, the United States must 
not only consider the risks and costs of such action in 
terms of U.S. lives and national treasure, but also the 
risks, costs, and opportunities understood in terms of 
broader national interests. Such interests include, for 
example, garnering the cooperation of others in efforts 
to curb terrorism, limit the proliferation of weapons of 
mass destruction, forge new cooperative relationships 
in the post-Cold War environment, and build a more 
peaceful, dynamically stable world order. In such an 
environment, effective leadership demands the Unit-
ed States avoid, whenever possible, unilateral action. 
Moreover, when the United States does act, effective 
leadership does not always require being out in front. 
As President Obama has put it:

American leadership is not simply a matter of going it 
alone and bearing all the burdens ourselves. Real lead-
ership creates the conditions and coalitions for others 
to step up as well: to work with allies and partners so 
that they bear their share of the burden and pay their 
share of the costs; and to see that the principles of jus-
tice and human dignity are upheld by all.43 

Perhaps equally important and inherent in the Presi-
dent’s comments is the requirement to create among 
others a sense of ownership of the objectives, the pro-
cesses, and the outcomes. Such ownership on the part 
of others reinforces notions of shared responsibility, 
often bears fruit in terms of cooperation on other is-
sues, and can contribute to reducing perceptions of 
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American hegemony and beliefs that the United States 
is driven by a desire to create a world order solely in 
its interests and image.

5. Does the United States Have in Place  
Individuals Who Can Manage the Processes of a 
Whole-of-Government, Integrated Approach?

Does the United States have professionals who 
understand the bureaucratic processes across depart-
mental lines, can work in the interagency environment, 
and together forge consensus for effective action? If 
so, are there enough of them to manage integrated 
WoG solutions to the many complex challenges that 
lie ahead? If not, it might be wise to examine carefully 
the 2010 study by the Project on National Security Re-
form (PNSR), The Power of People. In that study, the 
PNSR contends:

. . . the strategic environment of the 21st century and 
the President’s National Security Strategy demand that 
the United States establish an Integrated National Se-
curity Professional system [INSP system]. Complex 
problems require National Security Professionals 
[NSPs] who are trained and experienced to collaborate 
across interagency and intergovernmental boundaries 
in both day-to-day work and crisis response. Many of 
these individuals have been designated under the cur-
rent program, which lacks centralized management, 
strong leadership, a formalized human capital pro-
gram, and a common funding source. Without these 
system attributes, the United States will not be able to 
develop and sustain the well qualified workforce of 
NSPs it requires.44 

This is not to say that some progress on this issue 
has not already been made. Building on the lessons 
of Hurricane Katrina, President George W. Bush’s 
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2007 Executive Order 13434 mandated that depart-
ments and agencies establish programs for the “De-
velopment of Security Professionals.” The executive 
order called for those programs to provide the U.S. 
Government with security professionals who by their 
training, education, and professional experience will 
emerge with enhanced mission knowledge, skills, and 
experience and consequently be better able to manage 
and direct integrated interagency responses and thus 
“enhance the national security of the United States, in-
cluding preventing [italics added], protecting against, 
responding to, and recovering from natural and man-
made disasters, such as acts of terrorism.” 45

In response, departments and agencies of the U.S. 
Government have established programs and created 
courses open not only to members of their organiza-
tions but also to those of other organizations involved 
in national security. Critical shared capabilities have 
been identified. Some rotational assignments have 
been established and memoranda of understanding 
have been signed, permitting reimbursement of indi-
viduals assigned to other agencies. Moreover, depart-
ment and agency programs often include educational 
components that are to help individuals develop an 
understanding of the cultural, religious, political, and 
social norms of other peoples and a modicum of for-
eign language capability if the mission so requires, 
as well as the ability to think creatively and strategi-
cally.46 

However, the PNSR study notes, among other 
things, “results have been agency-centric and there-
fore disparate and non-uniform. Programs also suffer 
from a lack of centralized leadership, ill-defined roles 
and responsibilities, lack of a common lexicon, poor 
communication among programs, no direct funding 
source, and a lack of clearly defined metrics for evalu-
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ation.”47 To address such deficiencies, the PNSR study 
calls for an Integrated Security Professional System 
and sets a pathway to achieve such a system. 

Of course, the success of any program designed to 
produce security professionals will turn not just on 
developing people who understand the interagency 
system and can manage human and material resourc-
es. Successful management and direction will largely 
depend on their ability to understand the context in 
which decisions must be made. This will demand in-
dividuals who, in their areas of responsibility, have 
at least a modicum of understanding of the history, 
culture, traditions, politics, and the past and current 
conditions that might lead to a crisis, and who can put 
the dots together in such a fashion as to successfully 
manage efforts to prevent a crisis from emerging or 
wisely manage efforts to assist in stabilizing a situa-
tion once a crisis has occurred. 

6. Does the United States Have the Ability to Assess 
Accurately What is Likely to be Necessary in Order 
to Restore Stability in Pre- or Post- Crisis or Conflict 
Situations?

In 2008 under the auspices of the Reconstruction 
and Stabilization Coordinating Committee,48 an in-
teragency working group was formed. The Working 
Group was co-chaired by the Department of State Of-
fice of the Coordinator for Reconstruction and Stabili-
zation (S/CRS) and the U.S. Agency for International 
Development (USAID) Office of Conflict Management 
and Mitigation, and included representatives of the 
Office of the Secretary of Defense, Joint Forces Com-
mand, and the Army’s Peacekeeping and Stability Op-
erations Institute. The Working Group ran a successful 
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trial of an Interagency Conflict Assessment Frame-
work (ICAF) in a workshop on Tajikistan. The ICAF 
provides tools for agencies of the U.S. Government to 
develop a shared understanding of the dynamics of a 
particular crisis and prepare for interagency planning 
for conflict prevention, mitigation, and stabilization. 
It assists interagency teams in understanding why 
unstable conditions exist and how best to engage in 
order to transform the situation. Thus, an ICAF analy-
sis is designed to “be part of the first step in any inter-
agency planning process to inform the establishment 
of USG [U.S. Government] goals, design or reshaping 
of activities, implementation or revision of programs, 
or re/allocation of resources.”49 

As with so many other assessment tools, the value 
of this tool will depend strongly on the personnel cho-
sen to employ it. Indeed, such a tool is likely to require 
personnel with foresight, who possess a significant 
level of understanding of the historical, cultural, po-
litical, economic, and other factors that are likely to af-
fect a given situation and often will need to be drawn 
together quickly. Thus only time will tell whether 
such a tool will be effective. 

7. Does the United States Have the Organization 
and Personnel to Help Stabilize Pre-and Post-Crises 
or Conflict Situations?

While the jury is still out, some substantial prog-
ress has been made. In 2004, the S/CRS—recently des-
ignated the Bureau of Conflict and Stabilization Op-
erations—was created by congressional authorization. 
Its “mandate was to organize the civilian side of the 
U.S. government to run large stabilization operations 
such as Iraq and Afghanistan effectively and to create 
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a pool of civilian experts with the right skills to deploy 
in such operations.”50 In December 2005, President G. 
W. Bush issued National Security Presidential Direc-
tive (NSPD)-44, directing the Secretary of State to take 
the lead in coordinating and integrating all U.S. stabi-
lization and reconstruction efforts. The idea was that 
this office would not take on the functions performed 
by others in State or other agencies of government, but 
rather would plan, organize, and coordinate the ac-
tivities of the different agencies under the policy guid-
ance of the NSC and the Secretary of State. By early 
2007, eight departments and agencies—Agriculture, 
Commerce, Health and Human Services, Homeland 
Security, Justice, State, Treasury, and USAID—agreed 
to build a Civilian Response Corps (CRC) drawn from 
employees of the eight agencies and to establish pro-
cedures, collectively called the Interagency Manage-
ment System, for running future stability operations. 
The Department of Transportation joined in February 
2011.

The concept called for 250 Active and 2,000 
Standby members drawn from the eight designated 
agencies and a 2,000 member CRC composed of indi-
viduals from outside of the Federal government who 
would enlist for 4 years. The full-time job of Active 
members would be to deploy in foreign crises. Stand-
by members would have full-time positions in one of 
the eight agencies, but be available for deployment in 
large crises, while CRC members would be available 
for deployments of up to 1 year. Congress began fund-
ing the Active and Standby components of the CRC 
in 2008. By the end of 2010, there were 131 Active and 
over 1,000 Standby members including agronomists, 
development specialists, diplomats, economists, engi-
neers, law enforcement and corrections officers, law-
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yers, public administrators, health officials, and others 
with a range of skills needed in foreign crises to assist 
in restoring stability, promoting economic recovery 
and sustainable growth, and advancing the rule of law 
as quickly as possible in fragile or failing states.

Even as the CRC was in the process of being es-
tablished, its members along with the S/CRS created 
a civilian-military planning group and produced an 
Afghanistan strategy approved by the American am-
bassador and the NSC. In 2010, the Corps participated 
in 292 deployments to 28 overseas posts. Major de-
ployments included Afghanistan, Haiti, the Kyrgyz 
Republic, and Sudan.51

Nevertheless, budgets for reconstruction and sta-
bilization among the collaborating agencies remain 
uneven. Lack of agreement on what constitutes recon-
struction and stabilization hinders interagency col-
laboration. Guidance on roles and responsibilities is 
unclear and inconsistent.52 Moreover, the CRC, which 
was to be composed of experts outside of government, 
was authorized but as of this writing has yet to be 
funded by Congress. State is now proposing that the 
Reserve be replaced by a more cost-effective “Expert 
Corps” consisting of an actively managed roster of 
technical experts, willing but not obligated to deploy 
to critical conflict zones.53 However, there is no cer-
tainty that Congress will be any more willing to fund 
such an expert group than it was the CRC. 

On the brighter side, development resources man-
aged by State and USAID under the purview of the 
Secretary of State have grown from about $10 billion 
in Fiscal Year (FY) 2000 to $26 billion in FY 2010.54 
However, funding for State and USAID programs suf-
fered a setback in FY 2011.55 The DoD also has taken 
steps to create a body of personnel able to assist in, 
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among other things, stability operations through the 
creation of a Civilian Expeditionary Workforce (CEW), 
the Afghanistan/Pakistan (AFPAK) Hands program, 
and the Ministry of Defense Advisors (MoDA) pro-
gram. The programs work hand-in-hand. Created in 
January 2009, the CEW draws on DoD civilians from 
a variety of career fields, including civil engineering, 
contracting, financial administration, and transporta-
tion, as well as foreign affairs and language special-
ists and lawyers. Workforce members are trained and 
equipped to deploy overseas in support of worldwide 
DoD missions, including “combat, contingencies, 
emergency operations; humanitarian and civic assis-
tance activities; disaster relief; restoration of order; 
drug interdiction; and stability operations . . .”56

The AFPAK Hands program was initiated in 2009 
by then Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Admiral 
Mike Mullen. AFPAK Hands is a language (Pashto and 
Dari for Afghanistan, Urdu for Pakistan) and cultural 
immersion initiative for DoD military and civilian per-
sonnel aimed at creating a cadre of personnel who can 
assist the United States in building better long-term 
relationships with the Afghan and Pakistani people, 
governments, and militaries.57 The program requires 
a 45-month commitment for those who join and two 
deployments to Afghanistan or Pakistan of 12 and 10 
months, respectively. As of March 2011, 179 AFPAK 
Hands have been deployed and 160 were in training.58

The Ministry of Defense Advisors program was 
developed as a result of experiences in Afghanistan 
and Iraq that highlighted the need to supplement ef-
forts to improve the tactical proficiency of security 
forces in those countries with improvements in the 
functioning of government ministries. Senior DoD ci-
vilians deploy as advisors for up to 2 years under the 
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auspices of the CEW to share their expertise with their 
foreign country counterparts and forge long-term re-
lationships while strengthening government security 
ministries. To date advisors have been deployed to 
support Afghan ministries of defense and interior.59 

8. Which Agency Should be the Lead Agency?

Many of the issues involved in addressing the 
problems of fragile, fractured, or failing states and the 
all too often accompanying instability are political in 
nature—effective governance, official corruption, ad-
vancing democracy, developing and protecting civil 
society, professionalizing police forces, improving 
economic conditions, resolving humanitarian issues, 
providing food and shelter, disaster relief, etc. How-
ever, few, if any, of these issues fall under the sole 
purview of a single department of government. For 
example, while State has responsibility for the over-
all management of foreign policy, The Department of 
the Treasury is involved in such efforts as economic 
sanctions and embargoes and provides foreign techni-
cal assistance. The Department of Agriculture, among 
other things, provides international food assistance. 
The Department of Commerce advises on export con-
trols. The Department of Justice is involved in drug 
enforcement. Actions by the Department of Home-
land Security can have an impact on a wide range of 
issues affecting foreign governments. Furthermore, as 
the President and other administration officials have 
noted, frequently there is overlap and wasteful dupli-
cation of effort that could be addressed by a greater 
integration of effort. Of course in all of this, the DoD 
is the 800-pound gorilla with a lion’s share of the re-
sources and control over a large segment of America’s 
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intelligence capabilities. Moreover, military personnel 
by education, training, and experience are likely to be 
better organizers and managers of complex processes 
and somewhat better at developing strategies built 
upon an integration of the instruments of national 
power.60 A process needs to be developed that will al-
low for a rapid determination of the lead agency and 
flexibility in the movement of sufficient resources to 
support lead agency efforts to coordinate and fund 
WoG efforts, particularly where time is of the essence. 

Often State, acting in conjunction with USAID, 
serves as the lead agency in reconstruction and sta-
bilization efforts. However, lack of personnel and 
funding hamper State/USAID’s ability to respond to 
rapidly developing situations that demand a large de-
ployment of resources. Some steps have already been 
taken to ameliorate the problem. In 2006 Congress au-
thorized the Secretary of Defense to spend up to $100 
million to:

. . . provide services to, and transfer defense articles 
and funds to, the Secretary of State for purposes of 
facilitating the provision by the Secretary of State of 
reconstruction, security, or stabilization assistance to 
a foreign country.61

The flexibility provided in this bill, which included 
the authority to provide services and transfer articles 
and funds to the Secretary of State, was lost when the 
provisions of the bill expired in 2010. However, in 2009 
Congress, in the FY 2010 Department of State Foreign 
Operations, and Related Programs Act, appropriated 
$50 million to a Complex Crisis Fund (CCF).62 The CCF 
provides USAID, in consultation with the Secretary of 
State, with funds “to support programs and activities 
to prevent or respond to emerging or unforeseen cri-
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ses overseas.”63 The funds, which could not be used 
to mitigate disasters, were to remain available until 
expended. 

Though the appropriations fell far short of the 
Obama administration’s requests for a range of recon-
struction and stabilization programs,64 the bill freed 
State from sole reliance on funds transferred from 
the DoD to support stabilization and reconstruction 
projects. Since the monies appropriated are unpro-
grammed, they provide State the needed flexibility to 
respond quickly to emerging or unforeseen events. 

In its February 2010 defense budget request for FY 
2011, the Obama administration sought $100 million 
for a CCF. However, Congress only funded $40 mil-
lion. The President’s FY 2012 budget request includes 
$125 million to advance cooperative efforts to address 
national security challenges. Monies requested include 
funding for a new Global Security Contingency Fund 
($50 million) that integrates DoD and State resources 
to address security crises65 and the existing CCF ($75 
million).66 The budget request also includes authority 
to reprogram an additional $450 million from the de-
fense budget, if needed.

Though clearly greater efficiencies in expenditures 
can be achieved, given the nature of the security and 
stabilization problems that must be addressed, at cur-
rent levels, appropriated monies are unlikely to be 
sufficient. Some combination of “pooled funds” for 
use by agencies involved in reconstruction, security, 
and stabilization and separate funding for State ef-
forts clearly has merit. Thus, Congress should take 
seriously the President’s request, including authority 
to reprogram funds to meet emerging security, recon-
struction, and stabilization requirements. However, 
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in addition to an increase in overall funding for such 
programs, if a reduction in the militarization of stabili-
zation and reconstruction is a desired end, the balance 
between pooled and separate funding may warrant a 
relook. 

9. What Role for America’s Armed Forces?

Since traditional treats may continue to emerge, 
how should the armed forces be structured and trained 
to meet traditional threats as well as the challenges of 
the changed security environment of the 21st century? 
Secretary Gates politely noted: “Our military was de-
signed to defeat other armies, navies, and air forces, 
not to advise and equip them.”67 Yet increasingly U.S. 
military forces are asked to undertake such tasks as 
peacekeeping and stability operations, which often 
entail use of the instruments of soft power—commu-
nity relations, humanitarian efforts, negotiations and 
bargaining, getting mothers and babies to hospitals, 
etc. Indeed, stability operations have become a core 
DoD mission.

Yet the question remains: Is there adequate time 
to train soldiers to be effective fighters, trainers, and 
general peacemakers? Is there adequate time to train 
officers, generals, and admirals to be effective combat 
leaders and political strategists? Clearly, the actions 
of soldiers in unstable or conflict situations can have 
an enormous political impact. Yet time devoted to 
educating soldiers on the historical and contempo-
rary traditions, cultural sensitivities and the like of the 
countries to which they are to be deployed or perhaps 
are already deployed likely comes at the cost of train-
ing that could directly affect the success of their mili-
tary mission. Furthermore, such efforts may well be 
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resisted or resented by some who have preconceived 
notions about the role of the military and its relation-
ship to the application of “soft power.” 

On the other hand, if the future of American se-
curity depends as much upon stability operations in 
fractured states as upon battlefield successes, then al-
tering traditional career paths in order to create a new 
generation of officers and soldiers trained in stability 
operations is absolutely essential to success in meet-
ing 21st century threats. 

10. Are Current Intelligence Efforts Adequate?

Given the complex nature of the 21st century se-
curity environment, has the United States adequately 
assessed its intelligence needs? Are mechanisms for 
defining and communicating priorities from Cabinet 
departments and the NSC and translating those prior-
ities into collection programs and analysis adequate? 
Are intelligence resources adequate to meet informa-
tional requirements for long-term planning as well as 
crises—e.g., people, languages, and technologies for 
collection, interintelligence agency coordination, and 
analysis? Do Cabinet departments and other agencies 
have quick access to information needed to make ef-
fective policy choices?

11. How Should the Efforts of Those Willing to  
Assist be Integrated?

How should America’s efforts be calibrated with 
those of other governments, international government 
organizations (IGOs) and nongovernmental organiza-
tions (NGOs)? The effectiveness of integration will 
greatly depend on an understanding of the goals of 



such organizations, their organizational structure, the 
personalities and temperament of their leaderships, 
and how they actually operate. This may be a complex 
task. For example, in Afghanistan today there are ap-
proximately 16 IGOs, six NGO coordinating bodies, 
about 15 national local NGOs, and a vast number of 
foreign NGOs. There are additional NGOs that focus 
on women and on children. In Haiti, estimates of the 
number of NGOs are as high as 10,000. Furthermore, 
many NGOs eschew dealing with, let alone working 
in coordination with, the U.S. Government, or for that 
matter the agencies of any government. 

There are no easy solutions to this problem. Nev-
ertheless, well-integrated and coordinated efforts are 
likely to result in more effective solutions at less cost. 
The United States is not devoid of experience in such 
matters. Perhaps knowledge of past successes and 
failures should be put to work to improve future coor-
dination and integration.

12. How Should the Entire Process be Funded?

Current practices allow departments and agencies 
to decide how best to arrange their budgets in order 
to address national security issues as they see them. 
According to Gene L. Dodaro, Director of the Govern-
ment Accountability Office and acting Comptroller 
General, this arrangement has created “a patchwork of 
activities that waste scarce funds and limit the overall 
effectiveness of federal efforts.” According to Dodaro, 
“Different organizational structures, planning pro-
cesses and funding sources to plan for and conduct 
their national security activities . . . can hinder inter-
agency collaboration,” resulting in “budget requests 
and congressional appropriations that tend to reflect 
individual agency concerns.”68 

54
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GAO director Dodaro was not the first to recom-
mend changes to the national security budgeting pro-
cesses. Among others, in a 2008 report, the Project on 
National Security Reform recommended “the creation 
of an integrated national security budget,” arguing 
that the current budgeting system exhibits “gross in-
efficiencies” and further noting:

Since we do not budget by mission, no clear link exists 
between strategy and resources for interagency activi-
ties. As things stand, departments and agencies have 
little incentive to include funding for interagency pur-
poses; they are virtually never rewarded for doing so. 
As a consequence, mission-essential capabilities that 
fall outside the core mandates of our departments and 
agencies are virtually never planned or trained for—a 
veritable formula for being taken unawares and un-
prepared.69 

Similarly, in November 2009 the Center for Ameri-
can Progress, a think tank led by President Obama’s 
transition chief, concluded:

The United States has the capability to confront these 
threats to global security and stability, but in order to 
do so most efficiently and effectively, we must also 
address the imbalance between key elements of our 
national power. A unified national security budget 
that enables policymakers to more readily make the 
trade-offs necessary between defense, economic de-
velopment, and diplomacy is the best vehicle to pre-
pare the U.S. government to confront the threats of the 
21st century.70 

Altering current budgeting processes will not be 
an easy task. At present, there is no office in the execu-
tive or congressional branches of government staffed 
with the expertise to undertake the task of developing 
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a unified national security budget. Moreover, such an 
undertaking would likely encounter resistance from 
entrenched bureaucratic interests that would be loath 
to relinquished cherished budgetary prerogatives.

 
CONCLUSIONS

There is growing consensus that while the U.S. 
Government may have been structured adequately 
to address the problems of the Cold War, a major 
rethinking is necessary if it is to be able to address 
successfully the relatively more complex problems 
of the 21st century. During the Cold War, the United 
States confronted an adversary that could, in a mat-
ter of minutes, inflict unimaginable destruction on its 
peoples and territory. However, that adversary was 
geographically defined. Its leadership was relatively 
conservative, rational, methodical, and reasonably 
predictable. There were, of course, other threats to 
U.S. security. However, those threats paled in com-
parison to the dangers posed by the Soviet Union, and 
many were assumed to be and were, in fact, aided and 
abetted by the USSR. 

Today the Cold War is gone, and with it are gone 
the relative stability and predictability of the security 
environment. Restraints that frequently held intra-
state, and often interstate, conflict in check have been 
removed. Threats are more amorphous and diffuse. 
Historic multi-ethnic, multi-religious, multi-tribal, 
and/or multi-national tensions and latent frustrations 
over corrupt, incompetent, or authoritarian govern-
ments threaten the internal stability of states, frac-
turing some. Weak, fractured, failing, or failed states 
provide havens for violent and extremist groups. The 
proliferation of know-how and materials used in the 
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construction of weapons of mass destruction and the 
globalization of communications provide new oppor-
tunities and increase exponentially the dangers posed 
by such groups.

Add to that mix a Russia that has yet to find its way 
to the West, the rise of China, a North Korea that has 
threatened to use its newly developed nuclear weap-
ons, an Iran that may be seeking nuclear weapons, 
and the unresolved but highly volatile situation in 
the Middle East, and you have a much more complex 
global security environment than the one that existed 
during the Cold War. If the United States is to deal ef-
fectively with such an environment, it will require an 
extraordinary effort by the Intelligence Community. 
As James Woolsey, former Director of Central Intel-
ligence, put it, today “…it is as if we were struggling 
with a large dragon for 45 years, killed it, and then 
found ourselves in a jungle full of poisonous snakes—
and the snakes are much harder to keep track of than 
the dragon ever was.”71 It also will require a clear un-
derstanding of U.S. foreign and security policy objec-
tives and the capabilities and limitations of American 
soft and hard power in advancing those objectives, as 
well as a coterie of knowledgeable individuals who 
can advise the President and senior policy makers if, 
when, and how the United States should become in-
volved in the affairs of other states. Equally essential, 
efficient and effective foreign and security policies 
will demand highly integrated interagency planning 
by well-trained professionals, and closely coordinated 
and highly integrated interagency responses. 

The security environment of the 21st century will 
no longer permit Cabinet departments and govern-
ment agencies to operate as individual fiefdoms, 
closely guarding their prerogatives and turf. Rather, 
they will need to function as part of a WoG team ca-
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pable of delivering well-coordinated and integrated 
efforts to shape the global environment and advance 
American and global interests. This will not be an easy 
task and will require answers to the many questions 
raised above. 
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CHAPTER 3

THE PUZZLE OF NATIONAL SECURITY 
PLANNING FOR THE WHOLE OF 

GOVERNMENT

Mary R. Habeck

INTRODUCTION

In the fall of 2005, the School of Advanced Inter-
national Studies (SAIS) of Johns Hopkins University 
hosted a 1-day symposium to analyze and critique 
whole of government (WoG) planning for the inva-
sion of Iraq. While Operation IRAQI FREEDOM (OIF) 
had been highly successful during Phases I through 
III, the war plan suffered from several strategic flaws 
during Phase IV (the post-conflict period), including 
a failure to predict or prepare for an insurgency. The 
symposium at SAIS brought together, for the first time 
since the invasion occurred, many of the planners for 
Phase IV to talk about their experiences and to dis-
cuss what might have gone wrong in the process that 
was supposed to prepare the U.S. Government for any 
contingency.

The conclusions reached by the participants shed 
a clarifying light on the challenges that the U.S. na-
tional security apparatus faces with WoG planning 
in general, as well as highlighting specific issues with 
planning presented by the new security environment 
after September 11, 2001 (9/11). In the run-up to the 
Iraq War, no government-wide standard procedure, 
organization, or leadership existed to guide planning 
across agency lines. There was no common definition 
for planning and little understanding of how plan-
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ning processes differed within the various agencies, 
making it difficult to coordinate and integrate diverse 
plans into a general strategy that every agency would 
follow. The result was that Phases I, II and III, which 
were dominated by planners and operators from one 
agency (the Department of Defense [DoD]), flowed 
relatively smoothly, while Phase IV, which depended 
on close coordination between multiple agencies, ex-
perienced near-catastrophic failure.1

The George W. Bush administration took steps to 
rectify the situation after OIF, establishing offices to 
improve coordination between the DoD and the State 
Department (State), creating incentives for interagency 
staff assignments, and setting up processes for some 
joint operational planning. These efforts were, natu-
rally enough, focused on post-conflict stability and re-
construction operations, and targeted the DoD, State, 
and the U.S. Agency for International Development 
(USAID), the main partners involved in OIF Phase IV. 
Other sorts of national security operations that might 
require interagency planning and other agencies be-
yond these three were relatively neglected, and a full 
reworking of WoG planning for national security is-
sues has failed to materialize in the intervening years.

Any attempt to carry out government-wide re-
forms, even those confined just to national security 
matters, will run into difficulties, but there are partic-
ular issues associated with planning that have made 
this effort exceptionally challenging. This chapter will 
look at a series of general problems that became appar-
ent during OIF, but have not yet been fully dealt with: 
the definition of planning, organizational and struc-
tural frictions, and coordination failures. The chapter 
then looks at how planning is further complicated—
and yet made more urgent—by the current national 
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security environment. The events of 9/11 and after-
ward demonstrate that the United States has serious 
gaps in its planning system that must be filled if the 
country is to confront and overcome the difficult chal-
lenges of the 21st century. A concluding section pro-
vides some proposals for alleviating these problems, 
while acknowledging that a real solution will only be 
implemented when a broad consensus emerges with-
in the government that reform is necessary, or change 
is enforced from above through a presidential order 
and/or through action by Congress. Only then will 
the U.S. Government have one of the tools required 
to carry out its most basic function: providing for the 
common defense.

UNDERSTANDING THE PROBLEM: NATIONAL 
SECURITY PLANNING ACROSS THE  
INTERAGENCY

There are fundamental structural issues that im-
pede an integrated planning process throughout the 
U.S. national security community, most importantly 
the vastly different ways that planning is understood 
and carried out across the interagency. Planning 
touches every facet of U.S. Government national se-
curity operations, beginning with the expression of 
policy by the President. This is given written form by 
the National Security Council (NSC) staff in the Na-
tional Security Strategy (NSS), a document produced 
every 2 years that sets the objectives and priorities of 
the administration.2 Each department then uses the 
NSS to create a document that describes, at times in 
detail, the agency’s mission and objectives, how these 
will be achieved, and how the agency’s objectives 
will, in turn, move national policy forward, thus aid-



70

ing the government in achieving its objectives. Top-
level documents are supplemented by more detailed 
implementation statements and, in some agencies, by 
contingency or longer-term planning papers.

Any attempt to implement and coordinate WoG 
planning would need to take into consideration issues 
such as differences in how this process is carried out 
within the national security community and the dif-
fering missions of the agencies, but it is the divergent 
views of what constitutes planning that are especially 
troublesome. Put most succinctly, the various agen-
cies that make up the government often believe that 
they are having a communication about the same 
topic when, in fact, they are talking about quite dif-
ferent things. The word “planning,” for instance, can 
mean everything from long-range or contingency to 
strategic or policy to operational planning, depending 
on the circumstances and the particular agency. The 
first category includes everything that is beyond the 
immediate, and may be very general in nature (i.e., a 
discussion of potential futures) or quite specific (such 
as a finely-grained strategy for how to build the force 
that the DoD believes will be necessary for the next 10 
years). The second category is what agencies gener-
ally mean by the term “planning,” but here again the 
opportunities for disagreement are vast. Strategic or 
policy planning means planning at its highest level, 
but it can range from a matching of overall means to 
ends with a detailing of pathways to achieve these 
ends, to a much more general document that gives the 
objectives and priorities for a department or even the 
entire government without detailing means, or ways. 
The final category was, before 9/11, the province of 
the military, which has personnel specifically trained 
for operational planning and which is one of the few 
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government institutions that is regularly asked to 
engage in operations. Given these diverse ways that 
planning might be defined, if simply asked to begin 
“planning,” it is unclear that any two agencies would 
have the same concept in mind.

A broad comparison of planning at State and the 
DoD shows how different the understanding of plan-
ning is within just two agencies. At the DoD, planning 
is an integral part of the functioning of the department, 
highly coordinated and sequenced, and describing in 
detail a matching of resources and ends over time. 
The planning cycle begins with the production of the 
Quadrennial Defense Review (QDR), the military’s basic 
statement of strategy. The issuing of the QDR leads 
to the writing of a series of more detailed documents, 
some biennially and others annually produced, which 
take the guidance from the QDR and other high-level 
strategic statements and determine in great detail how 
particular offices, agencies, and the branches will do 
their part to fulfill the strategic objectives of the de-
partment. Planning for military operations (i.e., the 
creation of an operations plan [OPLAN]) is naturally 
well-developed within the DoD and is understood in 
a very precise and highly defined way, consisting of 
specific steps and agreed-upon categories, and leads 
directly to the issuing of orders to carry out the plan. 
Because of its importance to the core mission of the 
military, the methodologies used for operational plan-
ning tend to dominate the military’s other forms of 
planning.

Before OIF, State also engaged in planning, but of 
a very different and more general sort than the DoD.3 
The office of the Secretary would produce for the de-
partment as a whole, a strategy statement which laid 
out the vision and specific objectives for the institution. 
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Each bureau and office produced its own paper that 
explained, in general terms, how it would implement 
the vision laid out by the Secretary. The department-
wide office dedicated solely to long-term planning 
was (and is) the Policy Planning Staff, but its mission 
has always been to act as “a source of independent 
policy analysis and advice for the Secretary of State,” 
rather than to provide detailed and comprehensive 
planning (in the military sense) for the Department 
as a whole.4 Given the nature of State’s missions, op-
erational planning was not seen as necessary and, be-
yond a limited plan for evacuating embassies abroad, 
not widely practiced or even fully understood.

These differences in understanding of planning, 
and operational planning in particular, combined 
with problems in coordination, explain the problem-
atic hand-off between the military and State officials 
at the start of OIF Phase IV.5 The sort of detailed op-
erational planning in which the military routinely en-
gages was nearly unknown at State, and there were 
no professionals on its staff who could be dedicated to 
the task. The Office of Reconstruction and Humanitar-
ian Assistance (ORHA), the civilian agency that was to 
take over planning and implementing Phase IV, thus 
became dominated by military planners rather than 
State officials as originally envisioned. When asked 
to provide inputs for the overall plan, State analysts 
used their extensive experience to produce documents 
that expressed serious concerns about the potential for 
sectarian violence and the possibility of an insurgen-
cy, but they did not generate a comprehensive plan 
that discussed ways and means to deal with these 
challenges. There was, as well, an inability within 
the highly-centralized military planning process to 
integrate this sort of nonspecific input, and thus no 



73

“branch” (i.e., contingency) plan to deal with an insur-
gency or sectarian violence was created by the DoD 
or the ORHA military planners. Some DoD planners 
even claimed that ORHA was positively discouraged 
from working with other agencies during the pre-war 
planning period.6 The result was that every agency in-
volved in OIF created its own plans for post-war Iraq, 
did not coordinate its plans with other agencies, and 
believed that the other agencies understood planning 
and the planning process in precisely the same way as 
their own.

In response to the near failure in Iraq, then Secre-
tary of State Condoleezza Rice implemented a number 
of reforms at State and USAID: the addition of an of-
fice to oversee U.S. Government stabilization and re-
construction efforts (including planning for these mis-
sions), a new office in USAID for military affairs, and 
the creation of a “team” that “engages the Department 
of Defense . . . on global political-military policy issues 
and coordinates strategic planning between the De-
partments of State and Defense.”7 She created as well 
the so-called “F Process,” which plans and coordinates 
State and USAID foreign assistance. Current Secretary 
of State Hillary Clinton built on these changes with 
the mandating of a Quadrennial Diplomacy and Devel-
opment Review (QDDR), which provides longer-range 
planning and policy guidance, and synchronized 
State planning with that of the DoD. These substantial 
reforms brought, for the first time, resources together 
with planning at State and began to involve State in 
operational planning with the DoD as well. 

The DoD carried out its own internal reforms after 
OIF, was a full participant in the process that led to 
the changes within State and USAID, and also pro-
posed a strategy to reform planning throughout the 
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interagency. The 2006 QDR called for “strengthening 
interagency operations,” and discussed joint planning 
as a special focus for the military over the next 4 years. 
The QDR recommended in particular greater coopera-
tion between the DoD and other agencies to leverage 
the military’s comparative advantage in planning and 
the issuance of a new document called the National 
Security Planning Guidance to bridge the gap between 
the leadership’s strategic or policy vision and imple-
mentation.8 

Despite the deep reforms carried out by State, US-
AID, and the DoD, planning within other parts of the 
national security community was largely untouched. 
Before 9/11, planning across the interagency tended 
to follow the State rather than the DoD model, and this 
remained true after the near failures of OIF. The two 
exceptions to this general rule were, not coinciden-
tally, new institutions created after 9/11: the National 
Counterterrorism Center (NCTC) and the Department 
of Homeland Security (DHS). NCTC adopted a WoG 
approach to operational planning, although narrowly 
directed at counterterror (CT) efforts and the new Qua-
drennial Homeland Security Review (QHSR), attempted 
to do for the DHS what the QDR does for the DoD 
(but without a full interagency process). Other depart-
ments such as Treasury, Justice, and the many agen-
cies within the intelligence community, all of which 
have vital roles to play in the new security environ-
ment, have their own separate processes for planning, 
and see them as adequate for the missions that they 
are asked to perform. Even within State and USAID, 
the changes did not deal with operational planning 
beyond post-conflict phases of warfare. Thus despite 
the near catastrophe of OIF Phase IV, an approach to 
planning that will encompass the entire national secu-
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rity effort of the U.S. has not been realized as of this 
writing.

There are a series of meta-reasons for this failure: 
frictions between the agencies, no lead agency for re-
form, no mandated planning process or sponsor to 
impose one, and no comparable offices or officials 
dedicated to planning within each agency that could 
coordinate with each other. The frictions come from 
many sources, some of which are related to the need 
for a lead agency. As the 2006 QDR makes clear, the 
DoD sees itself as the obvious institution to shape a 
new planning process. The military’s clear-cut rules 
for creating planning documents, its cadre of pro-
fessionals who have been specifically trained for the 
task, as well as its experience in bridging the planning 
and implementation gap, seem to make it the obvious 
choice to take the lead on this problem. Yet the very 
confidence of the military creates anxieties and resent-
ments among the other agencies, which have added to 
the delays over the realization of proposals for plan-
ning reforms. Other agencies are also not convinced 
that they need reform since, unlike State they have not 
yet suffered a failure comparable to the OIF Phase IV 
experience.9

Lack of a powerful sponsor for planning reform 
helps to explain why the changes that have occurred 
have been piecemeal and partial rather than systemic. 
It is here that the comparison to the Goldwater-Nich-
ols Act is most helpful.10 A series of near catastrophes 
in the 1970s and 1980s convinced both military and 
political leaders that greater jointness between the 
branches of the military was an absolute necessity. 
Yet despite this agreement, it took an act of Congress 
for reforms to move forward, and for the powerful 
Navy and Army, in particular, to cede some of their 
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prerogatives for the greater good. In much the same 
way, agencies agree that greater coordination and 
cooperation is needed and that, in particular, a better 
process for WoG planning is vital. Despite this agree-
ment , and the funding by Congress of a team to study 
and recommend such reforms (the Project for a Na-
tional Security Reform [PNSR]), the entire process has 
stalled without the direct attention and support of the 
President or influential members of Congress. 

A final challenge is posed by two related struc-
tural issues: a dearth of civilians trained in planning 
and a corresponding dearth of planning offices on an 
equal footing that could coordinate with each other. 
The creation within all the relevant agencies of a cadre 
of civilians who understand and are trained in stra-
tegic or operational planning is a necessary precon-
dition for any reforms that will encompass the entire 
national security effort of the U.S. Government. While 
military planners might form the core of such a cadre, 
it is necessary to have civilians who understand the 
operations of their particular agency well and can pro-
vide the necessary nexus between the agency and the 
interagency planning process. In much the same way, 
the many existing planning offices lack the uniformity 
in how and what they plan that will allow close coor-
dination between them. Offices can be created by fiat, 
but it will take time to train the cadres necessary to 
man these offices, a fact which again argues for reform 
to begin now.
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THE CURRENT NATIONAL SECURITY 
ENVIRONMENT AND WHOLE OF  
GOVERNMENT PLANNING 

If the complexities surrounding a WoG approach 
to planning create structural and organizational/cul-
tural challenges that must be surmounted, the new 
security environment after 9/11 highlights why re-
form is so urgently required. Even before the events 
of 9/11, the need for better coordination and coopera-
tion within the interagency was well-understood and 
commented upon by scholars and practitioners.11 The 
terrorist attacks then and afterward, the growth of 
al-Qaeda and its affiliates, the rise of nonstate threats 
around the globe, and the inadequate capacity of tra-
ditional international mechanisms to deal with these 
problems argue more than ever for a transformation 
of how the United States is organized for national se-
curity, and the planning processes for national secu-
rity in particular. 

The most important shift in the security environ-
ment is the worldwide and irregular nature of the 
challenges confronting the United States. The evo-
lution of al-Qaeda is but one illustration of how the 
threat from irregular forces is expanding. The group 
that attacked New York and Washington has aspira-
tions both to carry out terrorist atrocities around the 
world and to provoke a global insurgency; and, since 
9/11, it has begun to develop the capabilities to do so. 
In addition to branches in Iraq, Pakistan/Afghanistan, 
Yemen, North Africa, and Somalia, al-Qaeda has allies 
that align themselves with the group’s objectives and 
ideology in Indonesia, India, Central Asia, Chechnya, 
and elsewhere. Al-Qaeda also has numerous individ-
ual supporters in many Western countries and within 
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the United States itself. Planning for a regular war that 
turned irregular in a single country, Iraq stretched the 
capacities of the U.S. Government. Coordinating a 
global CT campaign since 9/11 has been difficult, but 
generally doable. But if the United States must carry 
out a global counterinsurgency, much more will need 
to be done to reshape the national security community 
to confront and overcome the challenge.

A significant implication of the ascendance of ir-
regular threats around the globe is that the United 
States must coordinate the usual elements of Ameri-
can power (the military, State/USAID, and the intel-
ligence community) with other agencies that have not 
traditionally been involved in national security on the 
international stage. To combat insurgencies in places 
like Iraq and Afghanistan, agencies like the Depart-
ment of Justice, the Drug Enforcement Administra-
tion (DEA), and even the Department of Agriculture 
have been asked to take on new roles and responsi-
bilities and to coordinate their actions with State and 
the DoD. Fighting the drug lord/criminal nexus that 
is spreading across the border from Mexico might re-
quire the DHS or the Department of Alcohol, Tobacco, 
and Firearms (ATF) to become involved in operation-
al missions that would benefit from military experi-
ence with planning. Building capacity in threatened 
states so that they will be able to protect themselves 
has meant including local police and their expertise 
for training. Police and Federal Bureau of Investiga-
tion (FBI) agents are also the front line for combating 
radicalization within the United States itself, mak-
ing it even more important for them to have access 
to information and planning that would otherwise 
be irrelevant for their daily work. In this new envi-
ronment, a deep understanding of the human terrain 
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(religious beliefs, general culture, languages, tribal 
relationships, and much more) becomes as important 
as knowing the physical terrain, which might require 
adding private sector resources, including U.S. aca-
demic and scholarly capacity, to the mix.

Coordinating U.S. agencies to fight a global war is 
daunting enough, but the nature of the new threats 
also requires much more coordination of both plan-
ning and action with other nations. The vast range of 
the challenges, and the capacities of potential partners 
to meet them, means that each agency would need 
careful time and attention to see how cooperation and 
coordination could be achieved. At one end of the 
spectrum is the planning necessary to work closely 
with allies such as Britain or Germany in an irregular 
war in Afghanistan. Working with capable partners 
like Mexico to deal with the drug cartels, or with In-
donesia and the Philippines to prevent al-Qaeda af-
filiated groups from growing or spreading is less in-
tense than a war, but made more difficult by the lesser 
capacity of the governments involved. Even more 
demanding is working with fragile countries such as 
Pakistan or Egypt to ensure that indigenous threats 
do not overwhelm the country or spread throughout 
their respective regions. Finally, there are the grave 
difficulties of working with failing states like Somalia 
or extremely weak states like Yemen and Chad, that 
have difficulty defending themselves, let alone stop-
ping a group like al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula. 
A serious discussion of internal U.S. planning reforms 
must take into consideration that any new offices, in-
stitutions, or processes created must work not only 
across the interagency, but with international partners 
and allies as well.
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Finally, the events of 9/11 and afterward show 
that the U.S. Government is in dire need of planning 
that goes beyond the immediate. Almost all the strate-
gic planning processes described above are predicat-
ed on cycles that run yearly, biennially, or, for a very 
few, every 4 years. Over the past 10 years, much has 
been written about the need for longer-term or con-
tingency planning processes within the U.S. Govern-
ment, since the planning that exists, even when called 
“long-term,” often becomes focused on vital day-to-
day matters and is ruled by the tyranny of the urgent. 
Perhaps more importantly, there are very few offices 
or people assigned to work on over-the-horizon plan-
ning, making it a challenge to find the right locus and 
trained personnel who would take on these tasks, 
since most planners have to be concerned with routine 
tasks or dealing with crises. As others have pointed 
out, a failure to plan beyond today has left the United 
States unprepared for future 9/11s and at the mercy of 
events, rather than being their master.12

There are two sorts of planning that would look be-
yond these limits: long-term and contingency. Long-
term planning would provide analysis and context 
for trends or events beyond the near-term that might 
be threats to the United States. This sort of planning 
might also suggest general ways to prepare the coun-
try to meet these challenges. There are a few offices that 
provide certain types of long-term planning, includ-
ing the National Intelligence Council, which prepares 
unclassified reports with a 20-year time frame, and the 
DoD’s policy planning shop (now under the Deputy 
Assistant Secretary of Defense [DASD] for Strategy), 
which among other tasks provides long-range fore-
casting. Their analyses are not, however, well inte-
grated into other interagency planning processes, nor 
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does every agency have a relevant office that could 
coordinate with these entities. There is not, in other 
words, a systemic effort to provide well-coordinated 
planning for the long-term across the interagency.

Contingency planning is supposed to anticipate 
gaps in U.S. strategic planning, (i.e., Donald Rums-
feld’s ”unknowns unknowns”), and to prepare the 
country for high-impact/low-probability events.13 
When the United States does not pay attention to 
contingency planning, it can find itself dealing with 
crises and bolts out of the blue that leave the country 
without time to spend on a well-considered response. 
Once again there are several offices that are concerned 
with potential future threats (especially within the 
DoD), and that provide general concepts for dealing 
with them; but as with long-range planning, there is 
little interagency coordination and few other offices 
dedicated to this question. Even the DoD tends to do 
well with branch planning within an OPLAN, but less 
well with contingencies that are full of unknowns and 
therefore fall outside the range of detailed operational 
planning.

Any reforms to WoG planning would need to con-
sider how to include, in an organic and systematic way, 
realistic and feasible planning for both contingencies 
and the long-term. For this particular sort of planning, 
each of these terms is vital: organic, since the planning 
would need to come from within each of the agencies 
and reflect their knowledge bases of future potential 
threats; systematic, since it would be across the inter-
agency and as uniform and coordinated as possible; 
realistic, to avoid wild theorizing; and feasible, that is, 
creating plans that have some reasonable chance for 
application in the real world.
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A PROPOSAL FOR REFORM

The relatively disorganized state of planning with-
in the interagency, combined with the greater needs 
of the new security environment, mean that there has 
never been a larger gap between supply and demand 
for planning within the U.S. Government. Not long af-
ter OIF, a number of experts proposed that there be a 
new Goldwater-Nichols reform to reorganize the gov-
ernment’s national security system and, among other 
things, implement the sort of planning that the new se-
curity challenges required.14 As mentioned above, the 
ambitious PNSR was set up and funded by Congress 
to diagnose the fundamental problems that might ex-
ist and to propose a transformation in how the United 
States organizes to carry out the vital role of protect-
ing itself. After months of work, the PNSR proposed 
a radical series of reforms—including wide-ranging 
changes to the strategy and planning processes within 
the government.15

Unfortunately, the Congress has thus far been un-
able to carry through the restructuring proposed by 
the PNSR and others. Despite this failure, it is worth 
discussing the minimum changes that should be put 
into place to create the necessary preconditions for 
planning reform. A first step, and one that would 
meet the most imperative needs, is the creation of 
comparable offices dedicated to carrying out planning 
within each relevant agency. Existing policy planning 
and strategy offices in the agencies would be the basis 
for the new organizations, but they would need to be 
standardized in composition, and the importance of 
their mission should elevate them administratively 
within each organization. Thus the heads of these of-
fices should answer directly to the principal for the 
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agency and coordinate their activity through the NSC 
interagency committee process. 

Because strategic, long-term, and contingency 
planning is needed across the interagency, the offices 
would be dedicated to these tasks, rather than to op-
erational planning. The main objective for the offices 
would then be to produce planning documents, con-
sistent throughout the government and coordinated 
in time, sequencing, format, and process with each 
other. The papers would need to be more than just 
broad descriptions of department policy, but should 
instead be detailed plans to guide the operation of the 
agency and its coordination with other agencies, along 
with general guidance to prepare the department for 
extraordinary events or longer-term trends. The NSS, 
already mandated by Congress, would form the start-
ing point for an agency’s planning process, but even 
this seminal policy platform will need modification. 
Rather than simply listing the national security objec-
tives of the Executive Branch, the NSS will need to 
be supplemented by a document that establishes pri-
orities, ways, and means—including specific resourc-
ing—for achieving these objectives, and include as 
well a strategic assessment of the risks of action and 
inaction. It follows that the Office of Management and 
Budget (OMB) will need a planning office as well, and 
must be included organically in the new national se-
curity planning process. 

The simple writing of planning documents will 
not, however, ensure that particular policies are, in 
fact, carried out by either individual agencies or by 
the government as a whole. Thus the other main objec-
tive for these offices must be to follow up and report 
back to their principals on the implementation of their 
guidance. There are offices within some agencies that 
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provide follow-up on specific issues, but there is far 
less assessment of progress on implementing the over-
all strategies of the agencies, and none that assesses 
progress across the interagency. The reports from the 
assessments would provide the basis for reworking 
strategic and contingency plans, providing the neces-
sary flexibility for the planning process.

The obvious institution to coordinate planning 
across the interagency is a new directorate within the 
NSC staff, which would oversee, as well, implementa-
tion and work through frictions that are certain to ap-
pear. As others have suggested, this will require that 
the office be headed by at least a senior director and 
perhaps even a Deputy National Security Advisor, to 
increase the influence of the new directorate and to 
make clear that its mission is given priority.16 The of-
fice would coordinate the writing of the NSS as well as 
the supplementary National Security Planning Guidance 
(NSPG) already recommended by the DoD and other 
observers. This seminal document would provide the 
detailed matching of means and ends necessary to 
implement the NSS, and thus be the backbone for the 
more finely grained documents produced by each of 
the agencies.

The new NSC directorate should also be charged 
with developing over-the-horizon strategies, includ-
ing long-range policy forecasting and a series of strate-
gic contingency plans. These documents, coordinated 
with the other planning offices, would provide the ba-
sis for guidance and implementation papers, similar 
to those created through the regular planning process, 
but somewhat less detailed and more flexible, given 
the longer time frames and conditional nature of the 
scenarios discussed.
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The final purpose of the directorate is to provide 
periodic net assessments of national security policy 
implementation across the government. Conducted 
with the aid of the individual agency planning offices, 
the assessment would include a re-examination of as-
sumptions and strategic objectives and recommenda-
tions for adjustments to the NSS, the NSPG, and other 
plans developed by the agencies. To allow fresh per-
spectives on policy, the process might include outsid-
ers such as the Defense Policy Board, which already 
has the necessary clearances and access to provide 
well-informed advice. The military once again has 
experience with these sorts of assessments, which are 
generally carried out by commanders in the field ev-
ery 6 months, and this might provide a guide for the 
timing of these regular assessments. The creation of 
a strong feedback loop will increase the flexibility of 
the planning and execution processes, and will intro-
duce necessary fine-tuning of resourcing, emphases, 
and guidance from leadership. It will also, for the first 
time, provide the President with a detailed overview 
of how well his policy vision for U.S. national security 
is being executed.

The composition of the new planning offices is vi-
tal, given the multiple tasks that they will be asked 
to carry out. Strategy development (including contin-
gency planning), strategic planning, and implementa-
tion oversight each require quite different skill sets 
and previous experience. The offices would thus need 
to include a mix of personnel: strategic thinkers, stra-
tegic planners, and practitioners working together as 
a close-knit unit. Strategic thinkers would be asked 
to match means and ends, weigh the risks of action 
and inaction, conceptualize long-term strategies, and 
envision scenarios for contingencies. Academics in 
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universities or think tanks might be the best source 
for members of this group. Planners would take the 
concepts of the thinkers and generate detailed plans 
for implementation. They would need to be trained in 
strategic and perhaps operational planning, using as a 
model the U.S. experts in this field—the military—and 
would therefore most likely be drawn from that insti-
tution. The practitioners should have long experience 
in how the government works and would follow up 
with the other offices in their own agency on progress 
made in carrying out the strategies produced by the 
planning office.

CONCLUSION

Many of the proposals described above seem com-
monsensical and several (with variations) have been 
proposed by the PNSR and other keen observers of 
the U.S. national security system. The fact that there 
is an obvious need for reform, multiple proposals for 
how to carry it out, and yet little has been done to re-
alize a WoG approach to planning suggest that two 
elements are still missing: the necessary desire for re-
form and sponsors who would be able to mandate it. 
With the exception of the DoD, State, USAID, and the 
new organizations created after 9/11, there has been 
little appetite for reform from the agencies that make 
up the national security system of the United States. 
This is unsurprising, since wide-ranging transforma-
tions of the government are rarely carried out without 
a serious failure in policy that pushes the system to 
seek change. Even then, there can be little movement 
without the support and constant pressure of power-
ful patrons—either the President himself or members 
of Congress—who would take on the project and see it 
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through. Lacking a desire for reform and sponsors for 
change, the United States may have to again experi-
ence systemic failure before there is enough pressure 
to transform how the country carries out planning for 
its own survival.
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CHAPTER 4

DEVELOPMENT IS DESTRUCTION,
AND OTHER THINGS YOU WEREN’T TOLD AT 

SCHOOL

Michael Ashkenazi

INTRODUCTION: WHO, WHAT, AND WHY ARE 
WE “DEVELOPING”?

In virtually all seminal writing on development, 
development is viewed as a good thing.1 Indeed, who 
could argue against better education, health care, em-
ployment, eradication of disease, and personal secu-
rity? At the same time, some of the obvious targets for 
development—the leadership, and indeed the rank 
and file of underdeveloped societies—seem to be the 
most virulently opposed to development. A large (but 
unknown) proportion of Afghans, Sudanese, and oth-
er Africans seem to be at the forefront of the resistance 
to development. They resist—passively or actively—
the package called “development” (though always 
happy to receive some of its material gifts) sometimes 
to the point of violence. The Muslim world in particu-
lar is seen as a hotbed of anti-development activity.2 
Afghanistan, where the U.S. Government and people 
are hugely involved, seems to move backward with 
every step forward. Clearly, we need to try to exam-
ine where the fault lines lie between what the subjects 
of development want (or do not want) to receive and 
what those acting in development want to give.

It is useful at the start to distinguish between de-
velopment as a (cultural and political) idea, and de-
velopment as a human activity. The former, as all 
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ideological positions, is subject to interpretation and 
reinterpretation, and thus to argument and debate. 
The latter is a matter for organizational analysis. 

Development as an activity is a multibillion dollar 
industry with two objectives: a humanitarian objec-
tive—to reduce misery from poverty and lack of mod-
ern practices, policies, and technology in those sectors 
of humanity which currently have not achieved some 
minimally accepted standard (such as the Millennium 
Development Goals); and a security objective—to 
reduce security threats by the have-nots against the 
haves. As such, development can be seen as one tool 
in military efforts at post-war stabilization, notably in 
asymmetric conflicts, e.g., Afghanistan and Iraq.

Analytically, I argue that development as it is 
conceived of in the West (the primary agent of de-
velopment) starts with the systematic, intentional, and 
irreversible destruction of many features of the to-be-
developed society and economy. As Michael Rosberg 
notes, this is driven by idealism—a poorly explored 
“social conscience theory”—which is based more on 
the moral view of the developer than on the identi-
fied needs and wants of the developing.3 This kind of 
idealism-driven development, and the destruction it 
wreaks, can be a major cause, and is almost always a 
contributing cause, to resentment on the part of the 
to-be-developed when cardinal tenets of their cul-
ture are threatened. I demonstrate this argument by 
reference to both examples and analytical structures. 
In the last section of this chapter, I return to the issue 
of the whole of government (WoG): those in develop-
ing countries and those in the developed countries, to 
show how difficult the concept is to operationalize.
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DEVELOPMENT AND THE “WHOLE OF  
GOVERNMENT”

While my major interest is in development, this in-
terest relates to the issue of WoG as well. Starting as re-
sult of September 11, 2001 (9/11), American and other 
governments expressed an interest in, and the need 
for, a WoG approach to security and to development, 
in which programs will cross-cut agency and minis-
terial boundaries,4 eliminating duplication, ensuring 
program continuity in the face of intradepartmental 
budget limitations, and bringing multiple viewpoints 
to bear. While the need for such coordination and in-
teragency cooperation is palpable, I would argue that 
they are manifestly impossible: The functional vertical 
segmentation of governments is not arbitrary, but the 
result of some fundamental social rules.5 

It is also worthwhile considering that where either 
development or government reform are concerned, 
WoG has two perspectives: the developing donor, and 
the development recipient; that is, as it may be, the 
governments of the United States and Afghanistan, 
or Germany and South Sudan, or Britain and Sierra 
Leone. Thus utilizing a WoG approach by the donor 
party needs to be matched by the recipient govern-
ment as well.

It is with the recipient government(s) that I am 
concerned here. Since the major thrust of the WoG 
approach is somewhere within the semantic domains 
of change, development, and reform, it is on develop-
ment that I focus most of my attention. In this chapter, 
I want to highlight and illustrate some of the problems 
of assuming that applying a WoG approach to devel-
opment will be effective in the developing countries’ 
governments. Much the same argument could be 
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made about the donor country’s government as well. 
Put bluntly, and somewhat more forcefully, the WoG 
approach is unlikely to work because there are some 
fundamental issues that need to be addressed first.

The Normative Paradigm of Development and Its 
Goals.

The normative paradigm of development (that is, 
the minimal set of elements that virtually all who have 
thought of as development would consider valid) op-
erates at two distinct clusters of ideas. First, develop-
ment is a process which has an effect on the wellbe-
ing of individuals. Second, development is a process 
which has an effect on the wellbeing of the body poli-
tic. Ultimately, individual development will enhance 
political development, and/or political development 
will enhance individual development.

Beyond those points, development is a contested 
term. For the dyed-in-the-wool capitalist, develop-
ment is about promoting and enhancing capitalism in 
states that have balance of payments deficits, lack in-
dustrial capacity, or have low gross national products 
(GNP). For liberals, development is about changing 
the entire range of social institutions in order to create 
social wellbeing at the individual or communal level.6 

What is worth noting is the disconnect—some-
times by oversight—of the relationship, if any, be-
tween political development (using the term without 
prejudice) and economic development: The second is 
somehow supposed to follow once the first has been 
attained, but the mechanism is obscure.7 I argue here 
that a further dimension is also missing: What to this 
chapter is critical, is the issue of the impact this social 
tinkering called development, has on essential social 
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institutions. As I show here, this tinkering, however 
well-meant, has a major effect on often disregarded 
issues of any given culture. These may appear to be 
minor (to the onlooker), but of great import to the sub-
ject of this activity. 

Simplifying the Concept of Development.

What does development actually do? I want here 
to simplify (perhaps over simplify) the development 
paradigm into a series of propositions:

•  Underdevelopment is an economic condition 
where individuals/groups are unable to enjoy 
the benefits which individuals/groups in de-
veloped countries enjoy.

•  These benefits fall into two classes: immediate 
levels of goods and services, and the ability to 
sustain that level of goods and services for the 
long term.

•  In practice, development functions in three in-
terrelated institutions: the political (including 
democratization and the right of choice), secu-
rity (including adherence to the rule of national 
law and legally binding law enforcement), and 
the economic/material (including engaging 
in economically viable occupations, definite 
property ownership, and responsible fiscal  
behavior).

•  Sustaining development, as well as attaining it, 
requires a level of popular education: politi-
cal, so that people can identify their rights and 
work to ensure them those rights; security, so 
that people can ensure their own and others’ 
security; and economic, so that people will 
know how to function as economic persons to 
their best (and thus the collective’s) benefit.
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•  Development agents work to enhance and en-
courage abilities in those three domains, as well 
as to ensure that these practices/resources/
abilities are sustainable.

Clearly as the causal arrow points, this argument re-
quires some examination of context. As Myrdal notes, 
development is a total package: one cannot pick and 
choose, and certainly he feels that if implementation 
requires major modifications in existing institutions, 
then so be it.8 Parenthetically, Marxist development 
theory would probably make the same argument. 

Essentially, classic development therefore: (a) sees 
a society’s institutions as a single whole; and (b) there-
fore acknowledges, even demands that that whole 
shift entirely into more developed modern institution-
al layouts. The results being obvious to the observer, 
the costs are negligible (to the observer). Here, I want 
to devote some time to these costs as they appear to the 
subjects of development.

SOME FUNDAMENTAL REALITIES OF HUMAN 
SOCIETY

The argument I provide here relies heavily on 
some of the fundamentals of how human societies are 
organized and, in order to ensure that we are speak-
ing the same language, this section provides a very 
brief (and somewhat superficial) overview of a way to 
discuss these fundamentals. I also accept the fact that 
another social analyst might use different terms and 
dispute my view. However, the framework presented 
here remains a powerful means to examine human 
interactions, and, inter-alia, provide some predictive 
strength to the analysis. I rely heavily for some of this 
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analysis on my predecessors, notably Barbara Myer-
hoff and Raymond Firth.9 It is also useful to remember 
two things about social analysis: First, any kind of so-
cial analysis tends to focus on a particular level of ab-
straction for its analytical force. Thus an analysis at the 
level of very abstract social entities, e.g., ethnic groups 
and nations, cannot easily be compared to analyses at 
the level of interpersonal interaction. Second, often 
the level of analysis is a matter of where the analyst 
feels most comfortable, not necessarily an abstract 
or disinterested position. In this section I shall move 
from a very abstract level to a much more concrete 
one, endeavoring to state clearly the level dealt with.

Some Theory First: Structure and Organization,  
Determinacies and Indeterminacies.

For analytic convenience (and because we are un-
able to deal with the multiplex of meanings, and si-
multaneity of social activity) we group human activi-
ties into institutions: patterned ways that groups of 
humans have evolved to deal with some fundamental 
existence problems that all are faced with. This is, how-
ever, an analyst’s tool: a presentation of reality, and 
sometimes not an effective one. Firth noted that we 
can see human institutions as structures (apparently 
static entities) or organizations (dynamic interactions) 
according to analytical choice, though it is difficult for 
mere humans to think of, let alone describe, the simul-
taneity of these views, somewhat like the difficulty of 
thinking of light as both particles and waves.10

Anthropologists, at least, tend to talk of institu-
tions. Kinship and marriage (the regulation of repro-
duction and its consequences), politics (the contest for 
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the right to regulate human activities), and economics 
(the organization of production, exchange, and con-
sumption) among others are all “institutions”—ba-
sically, patterned ways of doing things. These have 
some freedom of play (how one actually goes about 
ensuring reproduction, for example) but are severely 
constrained by different societies in many ways (e.g., 
gay marriage). Institutions therefore have embedded 
within them processes that preserve the structure, and 
yet simultaneously have some other processes that 
create change. Virtually all institutions are dynamic: 
They change over time. 

To examine the fundamental processes of all hu-
man societies, I want to follow Myerhoff who has 
argued for what she called the “porridge pot” theory 
of society.11 Myerhoff’s argument relies on two basic 
social processes she calls determinacy and indetermi-
nacy. Determinacies are those processes which build 
up repertoires of regularity in any individual human 
or group’s behaviors. In essence, these are the norms 
of which any institution is made up. Determinacies 
confer a social advantage: They allow individuals 
to predict what other social beings are doing. This is 
critical: If I extend a hand, I expect it to be shaken. If I 
drive at 55 mph, it is because I can predict others will 
do the same, and there will be penalties for those who 
do not. However, in every society there are processes 
of indeterminacy operating simultaneously with deter-
minacies: You stick out your hand, expecting a similar 
response; I reach for your wallet. You drive at 55 mph; 
I drive at 70 and slip by the railway crossing while 
you wait impatiently. Cumulatively, indeterminacies 
break down the regularities that determinacies build 
up, thus bringing about change—somewhat like a 
pot of porridge that forms lumps (determinacies) un-
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til broken down by a spoon (indeterminacies), while 
other lumps are forming elsewhere. 

These two processes happen simultaneously, 
sometimes in the same social institution, with indi-
viduals and groups dynamically working to shore up 
some parts of their social world, and to destroy other 
parts. This implies that like a light particle that is also 
a wave, all social structures are both dynamic and 
static and, constructive and deconstructive at the same 
time. This perspective allows the observer, at least ab-
stractedly, to tie together the most abstract level of na-
tions, cultures and communities, with the intermedi-
ate abstraction of social institutions, and the concrete 
activities of individuals and their personal networks 
of association.

In the final analysis, all this sociological verbiage 
boils down to the acts of individuals. Individuals act, 
and are acted upon simultaneously, not by institutions 
nor by social structures, but by other individuals, in-
teracting with them and the material world through 
many channels simultaneously. Nevertheless, and 
even though many people will state and believe that 
they are unique and their activities are sui generis, one 
can clearly identify repetitive patterns in human be-
haviors. Here, too, one can see that in some instances 
individuals support the status quo (whatever that 
might be), in other words, support determinacy pro-
cesses, and at other times try to destroy it, creating 
indeterminacy. 
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Production and Reproduction in the Development 
Paradigm.

Production (in the larger sense of ensuring the sur-
vival of individuals and their society) and reproduction 
(ensuring the survival of a society over time) are the 
two fundamental human activities upon which all 
others are based. Production and reproduction are al-
ways regulated, with agreed-upon (within the society) 
degrees of freedom, which may be great or little. For 
example, development is always associated with en-
gaging and harnessing the whole of a population (not 
just the government) in development, which in turn 
implies much about gender equality in access to de-
velopment benefits. However, as I shall show below, 
this can pose insurmountable barriers for both devel-
opment and, ultimately, the whole of a government.

Reproduction is never haphazard, always regu-
lated. As in all forms of reproduction practiced by hu-
mans, one can identify two fundamental social rules: 
(a) No marriage may take place within a socially de-
fined group (otherwise known as the universal incest 
rule); (b) Men decide (otherwise known as the male 
domination rule).12 It is useful to note at the outset that 
Fox’s rules are not ideological statements, but empiri-
cal ones, identifiable in the overwhelming majority of 
societies we have information about; whether this is 
a good or bad thing is a different discussion. Each of 
these statements needs some amplification. 

All societies have rules about who is excluded, 
who is preferred, and who is included in the pool of 
potential mates for marriage. Prescriptive rules—who 
is forbidden—tend to be stricter of course. Neverthe-
less, proscriptive rules can also play a major role, for 
instance in the Arab world, ensuring that resources are 
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kept within the patrimonial group of brothers. This 
makes sense notably in a world in which most people 
one comes into contact with can become hostile (often 
legitimately so, by social rules) for what in other soci-
eties might be considered minor transgressions. 

All societies also have bias towards the dominance 
of men. Even in societies such as modern Sweden 
that claim gender equality, a careful analytical scheme 
would disclose that this is not the case. Thus, in vir-
tually all societies we know, the preferences of men 
dominate, and it is the male point of view that takes 
precedence in matters of reproduction.

Pashtun Family and Marriage and the Schooling  
of Women.

The relationships between men and women in Af-
ghan society are complex, and worthy of study. Here 
I extract from what those more knowledgeable than I 
have written into a simple set of propositions:

1. Men control women’s fertility absolutely, and 
treat it as a political (one can create alliances by trans-
ferring fertility rights) and economic (one can sell the 
fertility rights) resource.

2. Women create a risk for men and their reputa-
tion when this fertility is not under control.

3. Thus women need to be controlled by men to as 
great a degree as is feasible.

4. The value of a girl child lies therefore largely in 
the fertility potential she represents; threats to that po-
tential can have very serious economic and political 
consequences.

Now, against these, let us consider the possibility 
of offering women/girls an education—part of essen-
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tially non-negotiable development theory.13 Educate a girl 
child, and an Afghan wali (an Islamic term which es-
sentially means the guardian of a minor, including a 
woman) is faced with a real problem: For a great deal 
of her time, a girl child will not be under control. Con-
ceivably, the education the child receives will allow 
her to be able to offer additional economic benefits 
to her allied family and spouse, but there is no fertility 
benefit whatsoever, and it is the issue of fertility that is 
at stake. In other words, looking at the issue from the 
Afghan perspective—all risk, no gain. Note that what 
a wali offers is not his charge as a person: That plays a 
minor role in the marriage institution. What he offers 
is control of her fertility—an immutable quality that 
cannot be improved upon, but given human biology, 
can be easily threatened.

In theory, of course, one could change the institu-
tion. To give a fanciful example from other societies, 
if proven fertility (having had children) was more 
valued in Afghan society than total fertility control 
(including virginity and chastity), female education 
would be less problematic. But changing the repro-
duction institution, which is fundamental to Afghan 
society, would change the entire society radically to 
the point that it would be a different society.

From the Afghan cultural perspective, the intro-
duction of the discussion about human rights, the de-
fense of women, and the defense of little girls might 
strike individual resonance, but culturally, the efforts 
to ensure that a man does not have his full rights in 
marriage is an attack on the real fundamentals of cul-
tural life. Not only that, but a quick scan through the 
development literature would appear, to an unbiased 
eye, let alone an Afghan one, as truly triumphalistic 
since fundamental change of a cherished institution 
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(male dominance) is more or less an important sub 
theme.14 

Unsurprisingly, as I argue here, the average Af-
ghan individual is very easily able to identify with an 
anti-developmental perspective, since very early on 
he is exposed to the idea that this is out to destroy 
not some superficial cultural practice, but the very 
bases—political, economic, reproductive and social—
of his life.

Cattle Raiding and Marriage in Southern Sudan.

Another example, from a rather different post-con-
flict development area, is that Southern Sudan is riven 
by linguistic (which also means cultural) distinctions, 
with some 400 local languages playing a part in the 
mosaic. One of the larger people groups within South-
ern Sudan are the Nuer (about 3/4 million people) 
divided into several smaller, occasionally competing, 
sub-groups. Given the natural surroundings (a scrub 
bush, with shallow soils that do not permit plough 
agriculture; annual flooding; and high temperatures), 
the Nuer economy is based largely on cattle (supple-
mented by some subsistence crops, and more recently, 
urban labor). The Nuer are polygamous, with wealthy 
older men having up to several tens of wives. Nuer 
social structure is a dynamic in which cattle and wom-
en play a dominant mutual role as exchange objects. 
Cattle are raised by men and used by them to pur-
chase wives. The wives produce sons, who, in turn, 
must produce cattle to buy wives. Men to whom one 
is related by male descent are critical for survival be-
cause aggression is highly valued in Nuer society, and 
local quarrels and feuds are common, for which one 
needs as many allies as possible, one’s brothers and 
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sons being the best allies. Feuds and quarrels occur for 
two reasons: the theft of cows (remember, more cows 
allow for purchase of more wives, and thus for greater 
authority and power) and the theft of wives (if one is 
relatively poor in cattle, one can steal a woman; and 
of course, nonpayment of bride-price leads to quarrels 
and feuds and is viewed as a form of theft as well). It 
needs to be emphasized that for the Nuer as for their 
cultural relatives, the Dinka, the only cattle that can be 
used for bride-price are cattle that have been raised, 
or cattle that have been stolen. Bought cattle, from, for 
example, the proceeds of construction labor, are ineli-
gible.15 

This dynamic—cattle to wives to sons to more 
cattle—characterizes Nuer society to an extraordinary 
degree. The process, in fact, defines who is a “real” 
Nuer, for example, in contrast to their linguistic rela-
tives the sedentary Shilluk, or to “fishing Nuer” who 
live mainly on Nile fish.16 Ecologically speaking, the 
system is relatively well-balanced, and has allowed 
the Nuer historical opportunities for dominance 
throughout central Southern Sudan. 

Now, let us consider this through the lens of devel-
opment. In 2005, a mission from the U.S. 4F Club vis-
ited Southern Sudan, and, among their recommenda-
tions was the establishment of cattle ranches along the 
lines (presumably) of the visitors’ central and western 
U.S. heritage. Presumably, monogamy played a part, 
as did suppression of cattle rustling. Unsurprisingly, 
this initiative never saw the light of day. We cannot 
lose track of the idea that raiding, polygamy, and cattle 
are an essential part, in fact the defining characteristic, of 
the Nuer as a people. So, the question is which elements 
of Nuer society is one going to “develop”? Because, 
and this needs to be kept in mind, any change in these 



105

three major factors will destroy Nuer society—for the 
better or the worse is irrelevant. From the perspective 
of the majority of Nuer, these are values worth fight-
ing for.

The Tale of Rinderpest.

As an example of the social and material destruc-
tiveness of development, in the 1970s, after much ef-
fort, a Swiss charity managed to introduce and imple-
ment an inoculation program against rinderpest (a 
common and deadly cattle disease) into Southern Su-
dan. The program was largely a success by 1993, not-
withstanding the civil war.17 Rinderpest is an insect 
borne-disease, particularly prevalent in forested areas. 
The southern, forested part of Southern Sudan (cur-
rent Central, Western, and Eastern Equatorial states) 
has been settled for millennia by farmers, who burn 
new fields out of the bush every few years. By 2005, 
however, and continuing to today, these farmers have 
been under constant pressure by development. In the 
first instance, swidden farming has a bad reputation 
among modern agricultural specialists, since it is seen 
as destructive and inefficient. No less important in the 
Sudanese context, the forested areas which were of 
no interest to the transhumant cattle herders—Dinka, 
Toposa, Nuer, Murle, and others—because of the rin-
derpest, are now open for exploitation. Development 
in one area, and the cultural prejudices of the develop-
ment agencies, have meant that the Bari-speaking and 
other farmers are, effectively, losing their livelihoods 
and ways of life. Unsurprisingly, they are somewhat 
prejudiced against some aspects of development.
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IS DEVELOPMENT GOOD FOR HUMAN  
SOCIETIES? A SUMMARY OF THE OBJECTIONS

I have noted above that for analytical purposes so-
cial scientists identify and characterize human societ-
ies in the form of regular patterns of activity, which 
we call institutions. The reality is, of course, that these 
institutions are merely analytical illusions (or aids, if 
we want to be charitable). In reality, all institutions 
intertwine, supporting one another, while at the same 
time offering individuals and groups within a society 
means and ways to manipulate the rules: processes of 
determinacy and indeterminacy.

Is Development Good?

So is development good? Well, that obviously de-
pends on one’s perspective (a trite conclusion), but 
it is worth examining further. Development is a slip-
pery concept, not least because it originates in, and is 
a child of, Western perceptions. The closest we have 
ever gotten to a universal (or at least value neutral) 
definition of development are the Millennium Devel-
opment Goals (MDG). This is not to say that they are 
either perfect or unimpeachable, but the MDG at least 
have the virtue of measurability: They are empirical 
rather than being ideological. The American idea that 
development implies “being like us because we are the 
most developed” and, of course, similar versions from 
other countries such as the United Kingdom (UK),  
the former Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR), 
and the Nordic countries, are highly ideological and 
must be treated with caution. These ideas represent 
what Rosberg calls “morals based development.”18 
Even the MDG, however, hide within them the seeds 
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of destruction of complex, often finely balanced cul-
tural institutions which we tamper with only to de-
stroy. Provide the Nuer with more cattle than they 
need, and raiding increases, not declines, because bred 
cattle are plentiful, and lose their appeal. Remove the 
cattle entirely, and substitute some other productive 
activity, and, as the Nuer argue, they will no longer 
be Nuer and the Nuer are as passionately attached to being 
Nuer as Americans are to being American. 

Given that: (a) institutions are all fundamentally 
and deeply intertwined; and that (b) the contest be-
tween determinacy and indeterminacy is a constant, 
development is inherently destructive. This would 
not pose a problem but for the causes of determinacy: 
the need to be able to predict. We all want the conve-
nience of being able to predict the next social move of 
our social peers. That is our comfort zone, from which 
we venture only when we can perceive a definite per-
sonal advantage. These determinacies are expressed 
in what we call culture: basically, sets of determined 
patterns we are used to and feel comfortable with, 
which we feel will be retained “forever” and within 
which we can be free to see to our own comfort. We 
are passionately attached to these cultures, not be-
cause they are inherently of value: That is a superficial 
explanation. We are attached to them because they 
are so fundamental to our comfort. Development will 
inevitably destroy many aspects of any given develop-
ing culture. As such, it will inevitably be resisted, be-
cause it is not possible to pick and choose. Change the 
economic fundamentals, and the kinship and marital 
consequences will emerge as well: Change only arises 
from the ashes.
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WHOLE OF GOVERNMENT, CONFLICT  
MANAGEMENT, AND CONFLICT MANAGERS

What does all of the destruction of development 
have to do with WoG, conflict, and conflict manage-
ment? In this section, I will make reference mainly to 
the “receiving” government (that is, the “underdevel-
oped”) with which I am more familiar, but the same 
principles can be applied to the donor government 
and its attempts to institute a WoG approach.

Governments in the Development Game: “Natives” 
and “Stabilizers.”

Governments may not be the best development 
agents because they have multiple, sometimes con-
flicting objectives. Consider that a government policy 
is likely to differ in its priorities from the policies of 
an external peacekeeping or stabilizing force. In fact, 
even the definition of development may differ quite 
radically.

Well, what do governments want? Primarily a gov-
ernment wants two things: control over the domain of 
force, and a steady income to finance its goals. In the 
modern world, both of these depend highly on ensur-
ing that the government and its state can keep up with 
the Joneses technologically: The monopoly of force 
superficially depends on a state’s ability to possess 
armed forces that can outgun any competition, and 
subsistence economies are losers in the long-run eco-
nomic sweepstakes. However, technological upkeep, 
in turn, depends highly on a pyramid of education, 
social “rationalization,” and adaptability to change—
all of these constituting ongoing threats to the cur-
rent order, in other words, these are all processes that 
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bring about indeterminacy. As indeterminate processes 
whose outcome the average individual cannot foresee, they 
are going to be strongly resisted by anyone (which 
means virtually everyone) who feels out of their com-
fort zone (that is, out of their ability to predict).

This is true even within government (including its 
instruments of force: the armed services). Yes, many 
individuals will feel comfortable with this or the other 
aspect of a new developmental process, because, at the 
individual level, some individuals are always entre-
preneurial and able to find opportunities.19 However, 
the vast mass of people exploit only those opportuni-
ties which clearly benefit them, thus allowing for only 
a very slow process of breakdown of the “traditional” 
system. Remember, from each individual’s perspec-
tive, cheating (i.e., producing indeterminacies) works 
only if everyone else is playing by the rules (i.e., pro-
ducing determinacy). Radical change causes most in-
dividuals to freeze, like rabbits in a headlight: “How 
can I exploit this opportunity?” becomes “How do I 
maintain at least my status quo?” Determinacies are 
adhered to. 

It would be surprising not to find this occurring 
in the armed forces as well. Given, for example, the 
cases in Afghanistan and Sudan where being armed 
is a traditional form of activity with clear and known 
rewards. Armed men will be driven towards follow-
ing well-known patterns that yield results that can 
be predicted, and are therefore desirable, rather than 
taking risks by following untried and untested new 
paths, such as engaging in peaceful pursuits. 

To a lesser or greater degree, this is followed with-
in the civil side of government as well. Government 
managers (that is, the key personnel for change) are 
as reluctant to face organizational change as any other 
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managers.20 Thus while they may subscribe to prevail-
ing policies at least publicly, they are as likely as any 
other individual to resist them in private. We need 
therefore to reach, finally, the sinews of the WoG—its 
people.

Managers in the Development Game: “I’m Exempt, 
Of Course.”

While studies of managers in developing countries 
often attribute to them a “western” existence,21 this 
needs to be taken with caution. Alex Inkeles’ very wide 
study of modernization focused on attitudes towards 
modernization.22 He pointed out that the concept of 
modernization is a composite of many elements, in 
which modern attitudes clash with traditional ones in 
the same person. In this case, development should be 
seen as a form of modernization.  

It must be kept in mind that government managers 
are not exempt from social rules. Those responsible 
for development in a given country are themselves 
subject to producing both determinacy and indeter-
minacy: They expect to be able to predict others, while 
allowing themselves tactical leeway to be unpredict-
able. However, indeterminacy at this analytical level 
can be seen to be largely egocentric: “How can I take 
advantage of the situation.” I in this case do not want 
the system to change, and, in fact, I will resist such 
change overtly or covertly as the situation requires, 
since I am familiar with it and its rules. I merely want 
to exploit it insofar as I can. In other words, while for 
some aspects of development (or in the terms used here, 
in some institutional clusters) a government employee 
will be supportive of development, once the fact that 
development will affect all social institutions dawns, 
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he may very well oppose the foreseen changes—vio-
lently.

Given this analytical picture, it is hardly surprising 
that there is resistance to development. It is built into 
the system. To make things worse, it is built in at both 
input and output ends. So let us consider output of 
change for a moment.

Rewards for Development.

What are the rewards for development for the in-
dividual government actor/official concerned? One 
of the major interesting features of both the American 
and the Chinese Communist systems is the emphasis 
on financial reward. To quote Deng Xiaoping, “Get-
ting rich is glorious.”23 While there are similarities in 
the purposes to which riches are put in China and the 
United States, there are also many differences—some-
thing worth considering. So what are the rewards for 
development?

We have already noted that for governments (a col-
lective illusion we can, nevertheless, view as a single 
body for a given level of analysis) the keys remain the 
monopoly of force, and the financial sinews to fulfill 
objectives, including the monopoly of force. But is this 
true of the elements that make up government—the 
“workers in the vineyard”? What rewards do they get?

Primarily, I would argue, the rewards for develop-
ing governments’ employees—the people who actu-
ally do or do not carry out policies decided upon by 
their superiors—need to be examined very carefully. 
The first substrate is clearly money—cash, or in other 
words, a salary. This is far more complex than can 
be discussed here, since it involves relative rewards, 
payoffs, perceptions of equity, and other peripheral 
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issues. Crucially, however, the cash itself constitutes 
only part of the reward. Once the cash is secured, what 
next? With the exception of a few eccentrics, money is 
not an inherent reward. It is what can be done with 
money that causes gratification. A case in point is So-
mali pirates. One way of identifying a Somali pirate, 
I have argued, is that they are able at a fairly young 
age to acquire additional wives: a critical marker for 
wealth and maturity in Somali society. Similar iden-
tifying markers could be found for male Sudanese 
bureaucrats (multiple wives, cattle herds, farming es-
tates). I imagine one could identify similar features of 
Afghan bureaucrats who appear “successful” in their 
own cultures (a large chaykhana24 would certainly be 
on the list).

It is useful to note that each of these examples is 
nondevelopmental: Part of the cultural baggage of 
development is gender equality, and thus monogamy 
and cattle should be replaced by corporate shares and 
stocks, and large areas devoted to the entertainment 
of male guests for political purposes would no doubt 
offend the idea of equality. The critical point here, 
however, is that many of the individuals in the coun-
tries concerned are aware that development may well 
threaten these coveted rewards. After all, rewards 
are coveted because they are scarce. So while a gov-
ernment agent may support development policies as 
lip service (one of the array of survival techniques ev-
eryone learns) he/she may well be, at the same time, 
implacably opposed to the implications that develop-
ment brings, that he/she is aware of, but the outside 
developer is not. Education of women will threaten 
the monopoly on fertility (Afghan version) or the abil-
ity to participate in cattle exchange and growth (Su-
dan version). In both cases, for the external developer, 
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the challenge will be to find some way to modify the 
rewards which means destroying the old system of re-
wards, that is, the old cultural values. Alternatively, as 
is the case in reality, the outside development agency 
assumes unthinkingly that higher economic rewards 
will be used in much the same way, and for the same 
purposes as he/she would use them, and thus that the 
reward is not a problem.

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Putting together what has been said here with the 
findings of others, notably Gilbert Rist and Rosberg, 
leads to conclusions at four levels.25 

1. At the theoretical level of social conscience that 
motivates a WoG approach to development, there is 
going to be fundamental if unexpressed opposition to 
the fiat of getting everyone behind the approach.

2. At a slightly lower level of abstraction are Rist’s 
two fundamental arguments: that economic success is 
bought by the coin of self-definition, and that there is 
an assumption of growth without limit.26 Both because 
of demographics (birth rate) and because there is al-
ways a resource limitation, this is not going to happen. 
Someone will always have the short end of the stick.

3. At another, still lower level of abstraction and 
growing concreteness, is the issue of development as 
destruction as presented here and the consequent re-
sistance that this causes.

4. Finally, is the power of greed: People in devel-
oping areas utilize strategies for survival which, on 
the whole, are egocentric. When they use cooperative 
strategies, they do succeed (e.g., Vietnam, China).
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I am not a great believer in the unalloyed benefits 
of development for a number of reasons. Primarily my 
suspicion is pointed at governments. Notably, the mo-
tives for governments, and for the people who make 
them up, as well as their citizens or subjects, are very 
different. Nevertheless, development is worthwhile, 
because of moral and philosophical, as well as mate-
rial reasons. Like fire, development makes a good ser-
vant, but a very bad master. As such, we need to ad-
dress developing anyone with a great deal of caution. 
We need to understand first of all that development is 
not an unalloyed good. In fact, while there are overt 
individual and collective benefits, these may well be 
perceived, by the subjects of development, to be outweighed 
by negative consequences.

Second, when we examine the benefits and draw-
backs of development, we need to be clear about the 
level of analysis. What benefits government does not 
necessarily benefit those in it, and may well be viewed 
as utterly destructive by Joe Bloggs in the street. This 
in turn implies that a careful teasing out of the dif-
ferent analytical levels is critical for development to 
occur with lessened resistance.

Third, and slightly more positively, parsing the 
perceived benefits and drawbacks allows us also to 
identify, to some degree, individuals who might sup-
port or oppose development. However, and this is a 
critical point, by-and-large such individuals are those 
who see some positive benefit to themselves—junior 
people seeing in change an opportunity to supersede 
their superiors, or senior officials who foresee eco-
nomic opportunities in social upheavals, for example 
in the discontinuity from the previous social and cul-
tural regime, in other words, from indeterminacy. 
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Such individuals are double-edged swords, as exam-
ples from Afghanistan’s power structure show.27

Critically, therefore, whether one does or does not 
adopt a WoG approach is a secondary issue, in my 
opinion. Given that development is likely to affect all ar-
eas of life, the involvement of the entire governmental 
structure in development issues is in effect, a tautol-
ogy. Governments and their structures are essentially 
at the same time institutions (in government’s guise 
as an arena for political contestation) and an organiza-
tional expression of social institutions (economics, so-
cialization, etc.). To take this a step further, insofar as 
security is linked to development (and we have seen 
that it is: Development creates resistance for reasons 
discussed above, and this resistance is often violent), 
the resistance to development is easily mobilized 
within government, where the conflict between deter-
minacy and indeterminacy in both inputs and outputs 
can be at its sharpest, because government agents/
functionaries are at a position to do something, not 
just resist passively.

What is crucial is to understand how within gov-
ernment structures and organizations inputs and 
outputs affect individual perceptions and reactions. 
One needs to assume the following axiom: “Every 
development activity has both negative and positive 
consequences.” What this means, essentially, is that 
a clear and detailed mapping of development activi-
ties—what is known more-or-less systematically as a 
“do no harm” approach—needs to be carried out for 
all levels of a development activity. Note, for exam-
ple, the provision of water sources for households in 
a settlement—a development activity par excellence.28 
However, what role does the traditional (highly pol-
luted, distant, inconvenient) water system play? Are 
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you affecting ownership? What about the time spent 
(by women, one might add) on getting water, or the 
social exchanges at the well side which might be cru-
cial for social cohesion?

There is no cut and dried formula for assessing 
whether there will be support or opposition to devel-
opment as a whole (notwithstanding attempts to im-
plement a “no harm” strategy). What can be examined 
with a high degree of validity is the potential opposi-
tion to or support for specific projects. This requires: 

1. Carefully examining the social dynamics of peo-
ple who might be affected by the project for the short 
and the long term. 

2. Assessing the benefits and disadvantages in their 
terms.

3. Negotiating strategies which will mitigate del-
eterious features to those who will suffer them. 

Finally, only if the development agent is able to 
demonstrate clearly and in an unbiased fashion that: 
(a) The development activity, whatever it is, out-
weighs doing nothing; and (b) that there are sufficient 
resources (including that most difficult to estimate—
long-term developer willpower); and (c) that there are 
clear indicators of when to stop—only then may it be 
necessary and wise to force development through.

Final Words.

I believe I have highlighted three major issues in 
this chapter: First, development is a complex activity 
that can be and must be analyzed in great detail and 
at many levels to ensure success rather than failure. 
To me, success means that the human condition—per-
haps measured grossly by the MDG, perhaps using 
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other measures—be improved for individuals. This is 
not wishy-washy liberalism, but a cold-blooded rec-
ognition that more complex human structures are 
emergent properties of smaller atoms representing in-
dividuals, who, as individuals as well as in the collec-
tive, can make or break development, and that greed 
trumps morality over time and space.

Second, governments are not where it is at. As-
suming that the locus of success, in Afghanistan or 
anywhere else is at the governmental level is heading 
for failure. Governments are made up of people, who 
may be simultaneously enthused by one aspect of de-
velopment and disgusted by another; be honest with 
personal monies and relationships and corrupt with 
public funds; and utilize and excuse violence while 
preaching peace and tolerance. And this may be just 
one person. 

Third, development agencies repeatedly focus on 
their own problems, not the problems of the subjects 
of development. They may be aware of the problems 
of their colleagues in other departments or programs 
within their own government while viewing these si-
multaneously as working in the same direction and as 
competitors for funds, posts, and kudos. In a similar 
vein, the solutions to underdevelopment are, more of-
ten than not, lazy solutions. Rather than doing proper 
spadework, developers apply tried-and-tested solu-
tions from their own experience to problems with super-
ficial similarity in other contexts; and they screw up. 

Whether one involves part of government or the 
whole of government to solve problems in, say, Af-
ghanistan, would make, in my opinion, very little dif-
ference. Analytically-speaking, what has been done 
is merely to look for the issues and solutions at the 
same level of analysis. Whereas, the real problem, and 
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the real solution (however lengthy, difficult, time and 
treasure-consuming it is) lies at a different analytical 
level entirely. 
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CHAPTER 5

WHERE DOES WHOLE OF GOVERNMENT
MEET WHOLE OF SOCIETY?

Lisa Schirch

In response to the challenges in Afghanistan and 
Iraq, top U.S. military and political leaders elevated 
the importance of stabilization activities such as de-
velopment, called for strengthened civilian capacities, 
and put more resources toward civil-military coop-
eration. The U.S. Government is ramping up efforts 
to create this whole of government (WoG) approach. 
This chapter argues that WoG is not enough. Stabi-
lization and security require a “whole of society” or 
comprehensive approach including the interests and 
perspectives of diverse sectors of civil society. 

Research for this paper included five focus group 
dialogues between 140 people, including equal num-
bers of military personnel from U.S. and International 
Security Assistance Forces in Afghanistan, staff of civil 
society organizations in the United States and Afghan-
istan, and university professors and nongovernmental 
organizations (NGOs) working on civil-military rela-
tions across Africa and Asia. The research took place 
between 2010 and 2011. The research project was 
led by the author of this chapter, the director of the 
university-based program called 3P Human Security, 
and a partnership exploring peace building policy 
at Eastern Mennonite University. Co-sponsors of the 
dialogues included the University of Notre Dame, 
U.S. Institute of Peace, National Defense University, 
Peacekeeping and Stability Operations Institute at the 
U.S. Army War College, and the International Secu-
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rity Assistance Forces in Afghanistan. The research 
dialogues explored perceptions of commonalities; dif-
ferences; tensions; and potentials for collaboration, co-
operation, and communication between military and 
civil society personnel.

A comprehensive approach, according to U.S. mili-
tary stability operations doctrine,1 integrates coopera-
tive efforts of the departments and agencies of the U.S. 
Government, intergovernmental agencies and NGOs, 
multinational partners, and private sector entities such 
as civil society organizations (CSOs) to achieve unity 
of effort toward a shared goal. But in this comprehen-
sive approach, civilian government, civilian contrac-
tors, CSOs, and the civilian public are very different 
kinds of civilians, each requiring a different form of 
relationship and communication with military forces. 
The intense challenges of coordinating government 
civilians with military personnel and the increasing 
use of civilian contractors confuses and overshadows 
the distinct nature of how an independent civil soci-
ety relates to military forces and plays important roles 
in democratization, good governance, stability, and 
peace. The current WoG approach ignores a large part 
of the equation necessary for peace and security, how 
government and military forces will relate to local and 
international civil society efforts related to develop-
ment and peace. 

Based on a series of five dialogues between civil 
society and European and U.S. Government and 
military personnel, this chapter provides an orienta-
tion to the perceptions, tensions, and opportunities 
between civil society organizations and government 
and military personnel in conflict-affected regions.2 
Current tensions between government and military 
personnel on one hand and many civil society actors 
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on the other, make it impossible to achieve a compre-
hensive approach. While many CSOs play important 
roles in peace and security, they are best able to play 
these roles when they are independent from govern-
ment and military forces. A whole of society approach 
recognizes the key roles civil society plays in building 
security from the ground up and gives civil society 
space and independence to play these roles without 
being tightly coordinated with government or mili-
tary forces. A comprehensive approach that respects 
the independent roles of civil society is most likely 
to enable their contributions to stability and security. 
This chapter makes the case for a more robust concep-
tion of civil society, a better understanding of historic 
civil society-military tensions, and a set of recommen-
dations to address these tensions.

MILITARY STABILIZATION EFFORTS AND 
CIVIL SOCIETY

U.S. military personnel increasingly conduct hu-
manitarian, development, and peace building activi-
ties to achieve stabilization effects under a new De-
partment of Defense Directive3 that puts stabilization 
on par with warfighting. In this new emphasis on 
stabilization activities, military forces use activities 
frequently referred to as “winning hearts and minds” 
(WHAM) or “quick impact projects” (QIPs)4 to achieve 
a variety of impacts related to their stabilization mis-
sion. Military personnel listed the following goals for 
such activities.

•  Functions of Military-Led Development for 
Stabilization:

 —   Address Drivers of Instability: to address 
perceived root causes of violence. For exam-
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ple, developing job creation programs such 
as rebuilding factories or large public works 
projects to address unemployment.

 —   Win Loyalty of Local Population for Local 
Government: to gain support of local popu-
lations for U.S. and Coalition efforts to sup-
port the local government.

 —   Win Loyalty of Local Elites/Host Nation 
Support: to supply local elites with public 
goods such as humanitarian aid, schools, 
or bridges so as to increase and extend the 
state’s local legitimacy and authority.

 —  Gain Access/Information: to provide an op-
portunity to gain access to and information 
about local populations.

 —   Force Protection/Undermine Insurgent Re-
cruitment: to convince local populations of 
U.S. military goodwill, and reduce their in-
centive to attack military forces.

 — Humanitarian Access: to provide humani-
tarian assistance in insecure areas where the 
United Nations (UN) and NGOs are not able, 
as per Geneva Conventions.5 

Historically, military strategy advised on how to 
“pacify” civil society. Today, in contrast, building civil 
society is a key element in reconstruction and stabili-
zation strategies. Military leaders list “building civil 
society” and “local ownership” as important elements 
in their stabilization strategies and seek NGOs as im-
plementing partners to carry out these projects with 
government or military funds. The North Atlantic 
Treaty Organization (NATO) civil-military coopera-
tion (CIMIC) policy states: “The immediate purpose 
of CIMIC is to establish and maintain the full co-
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operation of the NATO commander and the civilian 
authorities, organizations, agencies, and population 
within a commander’s area of operations in order to 
allow him to fulfill his mission.”6 Current U.S. coun-
terinsurgency guidance identifies empowering local 
populations to interact effectively with their own gov-
ernment as key.7 

But many CSOs do not want military or govern-
ment representatives to call them or use them as “force 
multipliers” since they believe this approach makes 
them soft targets for armed opposition groups. Many 
CSOs conducting humanitarian aid, development, 
and peace building vehemently oppose military in-
volvement in these activities, and some are withdraw-
ing from all contact with military personnel. Many 
claim that military efforts in these activities more of-
ten undermine rather than complement efforts by civil 
society in places like Afghanistan.8 Residual military 
references to more widespread “population control 
and pacification” as well as the metaphor of “human 
terrain” continue to raise suspicions, misunderstand-
ings, or confusion of military objectives by CSOs.9 

Furthermore, CSO research calls for examining the 
underlying assumptions about and effectiveness of 
QIP and WHAM efforts.10 Civil society organizations 
claim some stabilization activities using humanitar-
ian and development programs endanger their safety; 
undermine sustainable development; are not cost-ef-
fective; and lead to unintended, counterproductive ef-
fects.11 While military personnel focus on short-term, 
quick-impact relief and development efforts to reduce 
immediate national security threats, CSOs gener-
ally take a long-term, relationship-based approach. 
Civilians do not yet have the capacity to coordinate 
massive humanitarian relief efforts and acknowledge 
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there may be a temporary role for the military in ex-
treme cases or in situations where military capacity to 
rebuild factories and roads is beyond the scope of any 
CSO. However, very little research or consultation 
mechanisms exist to help deconflict military stabiliza-
tion from CSO peace and development work.

TOWARDS A BROADER CONCEPTION OF 
CIVIL SOCIETY ORGANIZATIONS 

While there is growing interest in a comprehensive 
approach that includes partnerships with civil society, 
a lack of knowledge of and antagonism toward civil 
society pose challenges to this approach. In Iraq and 
Afghanistan, the U.S. WoG developed programs to re-
build the Iraqi and Afghan states, but largely neglect-
ed local society leaders working on development and 
peace in these countries. The overwhelming efforts to 
achieve some semblance of a WoG approach meant 
personnel focused more on internal coordination with 
other U.S. civilians or military personnel and devoted 
relatively less energy to listening closely to and work-
ing with local civil society.

This approach fundamentally misunderstood and 
devalued the importance of local civil society and the 
importance of having local consent and cooperation in 
efforts to build a stable and democratic country in Iraq 
and Afghanistan. An active local civil society is an in-
dicator of a functioning and democratic state. CSOs 
work both in partnership with the state to comple-
ment and supplement its capacity and in oversight of 
the state to hold it accountable for its responsibilities 
and transparent governance.12 Speculatively, without 
an active and strong civil society pushing for account-
ability in the United States, for example, there would 
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likely be a much greater level of corruption. The same 
is true also for Iraq, Afghanistan, and beyond.

CSOs are groups of citizens not in government that 
organize themselves on behalf of some public inter-
est. CSOs include religious and educational groups, 
media, community-based organizations (CBOs), busi-
ness and trade associations, traditional and indige-
nous structures, sports associations, musicians, artists, 
and more. CSOs conduct a wide variety of activities 
including humanitarian aid, economic development, 
health, agriculture, human rights, conflict resolution, 
participatory governance, and security sector reform, 
as well as disarmament, demobilization, reintegra-
tion, and fostering moderation and coexistence. Some 
CSOs contribute to a comprehensive approach to 
countering extremism and terrorism by conducting 
conflict assessments, providing aid, development, 
and deradicalization to vulnerable groups, helping 
reconcile divided groups, and fostering participatory 
governance and security sector reform. 

NGOs are a type of CSO. There are several types 
of NGOs: humanitarian, religious, developmental, 
human rights, research, environmental and peace 
building. There are both local NGOs (LNGOs) and in-
ternational NGOs (INGOs). Many NGOs hold several 
mandates. NGOs must meet specific legal require-
ments for organizational oversight and accountability.

In the five dialogues that were researched for this 
chapter, military personnel shared their concerns and 
perceptions of civil society organizations, especially 
INGOs who many saw as naïve, lacking patriotism, 
self-righteous, illegitimate, or corrupt. CSO chal-
lenges mirror those found in the state itself; there are 
incapable and corrupt CSOs operating in the midst of 
legitimate CSOs. Some CSOs also exacerbate conflict 
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and violence by failing to recognize complex local 
dynamics. CSOs also experience limitations in their 
ability to maintain consistent funding due to donors’ 
shifting priorities, evaluate their work in complex 
settings with multiple variables, and deal with grow-
ing government repression restricting CSO activities. 
Those CSOs that work on peace building are currently 
threatened with imprisonment if members communi-
cate with groups like the Taliban or insurgent groups 
in Iraq, even if the goal of the communication is to 
move the group away from violence.13 

The dialogues illustrate that it is important for 
military and government personnel to build relation-
ships with diverse civil society leaders from both the 
local society and INGOs operating in the country. 
Civil society has no single representative, and CSOs 
do not agree on all issues. For-profit entities and non-
profit NGOs conflict over the missions and motivation 
guiding their work. LNGOs and INGOs often differ 
in their long-term commitment to the local context. 
Local CSOs’ strengths lie in their cultural, linguis-
tic, and socio-political knowledge of and long-term 
commitment to the local context. International CSOs’ 
strengths lie in their technical knowledge, capacity 
building, broader resources, experience across con-
texts, and ability to advocate to international policy-
makers. INGOs often hire talented local staff at sala-
ries higher than local government or CSOs can afford. 
This can create parallel governmental structures that 
undermine local capacity. International CSOs and the 
military both increasingly articulate the goal of “local 
ownership,” and both struggle to operationalize it by 
involving local people in the upfront assessment and 
design of programs.14
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One of the primary tensions between government, 
military, and civil society members in the dialogues 
was the distinction between CSOs acting as govern-
ment contractors or as independent partners. Most 
CSOs make a distinction between the nonprofit work 
they do, motivated by the humanitarian values and 
principles detailed in Figure 5-1, and for-profit con-
tractors who exist to help the state carry out its mis-
sion. CSOs assert that they are independent, impar-
tial, and even neutral in the way they interact with 
communities, addressing human needs and working 
with communities to achieve locally-driven develop-
ment and peace efforts to improve their lives. Often, 
these are not in contradiction with government plans. 
But in the midst of a war, development projects be-
come politicized, and it can be difficult for CSOs to 
work with military and government funds and proj-
ects. CSOs assert that their space to operate indepen-
dently from government and the military is shrinking, 
with more armed actors targeting CSOs who collabo-
rate with government and military counterinsurgency 
plans. CSOs find themselves as the “soft targets” of 
this soft power approach where CSOs are the “force 
multipliers” and “implementing partners” of govern-
ment-designed projects. They lament the loss of “hu-
manitarian space,” as defined by International Hu-
manitarian Law (IHL), which refers to the ability to 
pursue humanitarian missions without fear of attack 
and while maintaining independence, impartiality, 
and freedom of movement. The term does not refer to 
physical space but to the clarity of civilian roles.
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Figure 5-1. Principles of Civil Society  
Humanitarian, Development, and Peace Building.15

Many CSO efforts follow a set of principles aimed 
to reduce human suffering and increase the qual-
ity of life. Often termed “humanitarian principles,” 
many also apply to CSOs involved in development 
and peace building. Not all CSOs follow these prin-
ciples. Military personnel interviewed for this project 
expressed confusion over the definitions of indepen-
dence, impartiality, and neutrality in the dialogues 
that informed this chapter. Many perceived CSO 
claims to neutrality as insincere since many CSOs ac-
cept government funds. But CSOs in the dialogues in-
sisted they can both follow their principles and accept 
funds where a shared goal exists and that taking these 
funds does not mean that CSOs agree with all govern-

 Humanitarian Imperative: to save lives, alleviate suffering, 
and uphold dignity.

 Independence: to make decisions, program plans, and 
strategies free from political goals.

 Impartiality: to provide resources regardless of the identity 
of those suffering.

 Partial to Human Rights: to work in support of the human 
rights of all people.

Neutrality: to not take sides in armed struggles.

 Do no harm: to avoid harming others intentionally or un-
intentionally.

 Accountability: to consult and be accountable to local peo-
ple and long-term sustainability.
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ment policy or are government agents. CSOs make a 
distinction between broadly supporting good gover-
nance and development but remaining politically in-
dependent and not supporting a specific government 
or political party. 

TENSIONS BETWEEN HUMAN SECURITY AND 
NATIONAL SECURITY

In conflict-affected regions, also known as “non-
permissive settings,” key tensions and differences 
between CSOs and the U.S. military and government 
center on how they define and pursue security. All ac-
tors see the need for stability and security. But when 
asked “stability for whom and for what purpose?” 
their perceptions diverge. A whole of society compre-
hensive approach requires first getting agreement on 
the goals of stability missions. This requires address-
ing the tensions between two different security para-
digms.

A “human security” paradigm emphasizes the 
safety of individuals and communities. It recognizes 
the interdependence between shared security threats 
facing people around the world. Human security 
includes civilian protection, fostering stable, citizen-
oriented legitimate governments with participatory 
democracy, human rights, human development, and 
peace building. It requires a locally led, bottom-up ap-
proach including civil society and local government 
that works, when necessary, with civilian-led, legiti-
mate, multilateral actors.

“National security” paradigms, on the other hand, 
traditionally prioritize political and economic interests 
of the state deemed central to the nation’s survival or 
way of life. The 2010 National Security Strategy of the 
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United States also names key U.S. values in freedom, 
human rights, and democracy.16 For example, the nar-
rative of national security interests harnessed both 
economic and humanitarian dimensions when the 
uprising in Libya threatened supply from Libyan oil 
fields at the same time as Gaddhafi’s forces used bru-
tal repression of Libyan citizens. But in other places, 
such as the early days of the uprising in Egypt, U.S. 
policymakers cited U.S. national interests in stability, 
even though Egyptian citizens were calling for the 
ousting of the current regime. This illustrated the ten-
sions between U.S. national interests and the human 
security of those abroad.

Some military and CSO leaders think human se-
curity and national security need not contradict and, 
in fact, often overlap. These leaders want military 
services to focus on population-centric security.17 Hu-
man security and national security often do overlap; 
transnational threats from natural disasters, diseases, 
trafficking of humans, weapons proliferation, extrem-
ist groups, and drug trafficking challenge both na-
tional security and human security. But it is not clear 
which takes precedence in situations like the people’s 
movement for democracy in Egypt or Nigeria when 
U.S. values in democracy and freedom conflict with 
U.S. economic and geopolitical interests. With wider 
consultation, the two approaches could better comple-
ment each other.

But there are also other questions of legitimacy and 
consent. Both local and international CSOs question 
the legitimacy of security missions, national or inter-
national, when military forces act without the consent 
of local populations, and when no legally enforceable 
mechanism exists to hold forces accountable to legiti-
mate local political decisionmaking bodies. CSOs cite 
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a long legacy of military forces acting against the in-
terest of local citizens to achieve access to resources 
or geo-political gains. Greater consultation with CSOs 
before and during military interventions could help 
achieve greater legitimacy, consent, and collaboration 
on human security goals.

Yet another tension is civilian casualties inflicted 
in enemy centric warfare. The U.S. Government gives 
military services the authority to use both kinetic (vio-
lent) and nonkinetic (nonviolent) means to detect, de-
ter, and destroy an enemy. U.S. military actions are 
subject to international laws such as the Geneva Con-
vention that include provisions to do the least amount 
of harm and reduce civilian casualties. Counterinsur-
gency emphasizes population-centric security, focus-
ing on the safety of local citizens. Many CSOs focus 
exclusively on human security and make explicit com-
mitments to do no harm. Civilian casualties and hu-
man rights violations increase CSO-military tensions 
and highlight the tensions between a human security 
and national security approach.

CIVIL SOCIETY AND THE COMPREHENSIVE 
APPROACH

Any comprehensive approach or unity of effort re-
quires unity of understanding and unity of mission. 
Local CSOs often complain that international actors 
do not take the time to consult with local civil soci-
ety to discuss local social, political, and economic fac-
tors. They balk at military human terrain teams and 
complain that the “we know best” attitude ignores 
democratic principles and the will and capacity of lo-
cal CSOs to provide cultural advice. Military person-
nel on the other hand, may wish to consult CSOs, but 
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have no way of identifying whom they should consult. 
Underfunded and understaffed U.S. Agency for Inter-
national Development (USAID) offices are also often 
unaware of local NGO capacity. The comprehensive 
approach cannot have a unity of effort including CSOs 
until there is a shared understanding of the causes 
driving conflict and violence and a transparency of 
where national security interests and human security 
overlap and where they do not. 

CSOs see communication, not integration, as nec-
essary for a comprehensive approach. Many CSOs re-
sist terms that name them as “force multipliers” or re-
quests for them to “coordinate” with or “implement” 
a mission and strategy perceived as different from 
their own. However many CSOs do recognize the ben-
efits of policy dialogue and communication with gov-
ernment and military personnel. Yet few consultation 
structures exist to engage with those CSOs willing to 
provide policy advice, share conflict assessments, or 
discuss overlapping human security goals (see Figure 
5-2).

Figure 5-2. Consultation Structure.

Government
Conflict

Assessment

Government
Planning

Implementation:
e.g., COIN's 

Shape,
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MECHANISMS FOR CIVIL SOCIETY-MILITARY 
RELATIONS

Civil society-military relations differ according to 
the local context. In many countries, civilian govern-
ments control the military. In others, there is no de-
mocracy, and the military controls the government. 
Context, history, and each specific mission shape civil 
society-military relations. 

Humanitarian CSOs identify a spectrum of civil-
military relationships that exist at the operational 
level (see Figure 5-3). The type of CSO-military rela-
tionship depends on whether missions align, or there 
is sufficient humanitarian space for CSOs to maintain 
their principles.18 The first category, “curtail presence” 
refers to situations (such as during the height of the 
Iraq war) when civil society-military relations disap-
pear and it becomes impossible for CSOs to operate in 
the same space as armed personnel because of a lack 
of security and humanitarian space. The other catego-
ries, defined by the UN Office for the Coordination 
of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), represent a range 
of levels of contact or communication between repre-
sentative CSOs and military personnel. Some nonhu-
manitarian CSOs also use these categories to decide 
on their level of interaction with military personnel.
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Figure 5-3. Operational Level Civil-Military  
Relationships.

CSO-military communication happens informally 
and formally. Where there is no coordinating body, 
groups coordinate informally when working in the 
same area, or groups coordinate via “Heineken diplo-
macy” as individual people build relationships over 
an informal drink in a public bar. Coordination by 
command refers to some type of government Civil 
Military Operations Center (CMOC) or international 
coordinating agency (e.g., UN OCHA) that has legiti-
macy through formal authority, through the rewards 
for being coordinated (e.g., funding) or the punish-
ments for not following commands (e.g., denial of ac-
cess to certain areas or refugee camps). Given CSO hu-
manitarian principles of independence, coordination 
by command has not worked in places like Afghani-
stan, Haiti, or Rwanda. More often, there is a degree of 
coordination by consensus when a recognized coor-
dination body builds consensus among diverse actors 
to work in ways that complement rather than conflict. 
(See Figure 5-4.)

Curtail  
Presence

Where it becomes impossible for CSOs to operate safely, 
international CSOs may pull out and local CSOs may go 
into hiding.

Coexistence/
Communication

Where CSOs, government and military operate in the same 
space but their missions do not align, only basic communi-
cation on logistical details takes place.

Coordination
Where CSOs, government and military missions partially 
align, there may be some basic coordination to promote 
CSO core values in human security.

Cooperation

Where CSOs, government and military missions partially 
or fully align, there may be collaboration on joint projects, 
particularly in disaster relief or demobilization, disarma-
ment, and reintegration/reconciliation (DDR).
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In Rwanda, the United Nations Rwanda Emergency Office 
(UNREO) successfully led coordination by consensus. Co-leaders 
from UN and NGO backgrounds were able to facilitate partici-
patory style of meetings in a neutral location separate from UN 
military offices.

In Ghana, CSOs, government, and security forces coordi-
nated rapid response to potential violence via a “National Archi-
tecture for Peace.” During the 2008 elections, civil society leaders 
mediated between political candidates to deescalate impending 
election-related violence.

In the Philippines, Filipino military leaders attended train-
ing at a civil society-led peace building institute on negotiation, 
mediation, and peace processes. Military leaders then asked for 
a peace building training program for thousands of military per-
sonnel.

In Thailand, civil society worked with the military to write 
the national security policy for the southern border provinces 
from 1999 to 2003. The process of developing this strategy togeth-
er changed how top military leaders saw their role in supporting 
a human security agenda. 

In Afghanistan, the U.S. State Department and International 
Security Assistance Forces (ISAF) in Afghanistan have a staff per-
son with the title “NGO Liaison.” The ISAF NGO Liaison helped 
build momentum around a successful CSO pilot police program 
to improve sector security reform (SSR) and police-community 
relations.

In the United States, the Department of Homeland Security 
(DHS) Office for Civil Rights and Civil Liberties consults with a 
group of approximately 20 Arab, Muslim, Sikh, South Asian, and 
Somali community leaders. DHS draws on this group for crisis 
rapid response phone consultations, for broad community con-
sultations to identify concerns and brainstorm solutions, and to 
develop DHS cultural competency.

Figure 5-4. Examples of Coordination and  
Cooperation Models.
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AN AGENDA FOR CIVIL SOCIETY-MILITARY 
DIALOGUE ON HUMAN SECURITY

As part of this research, a year-long set of five 
dialogues between local civil society, international 
NGOs, U.S. military forces, and U.S. Government 
personnel, identified an agenda for addressing the 
tensions preventing and opportunities for improving 
civil society-military/government partnerships in a 
comprehensive approach. These included develop-
ing a research agenda, discussing options for opera-
tional mechanisms, training, joint work on budget and 
legislative issues, and a look at a longer-term human 
security commission to continue to build a more effec-
tive whole of society approach that can help overcome 
some of the shortcomings of the more limited WoG 
approach identified in this chapter. This chapter closes 
with some concrete recommendations for addressing 
the obstacles to a comprehensive whole of society ap-
proach advocated here.

Research.
 
1. The Relationship Between “Security” and “De-

velopment.” A wide array of research demonstrates 
an association between low levels of development and 
the likelihood of violent conflict. Yet the underlying 
assumption that development contributes to stabiliza-
tion and security is not yet proven. CSO efforts in war 
zones over many decades have often had little impact 
on conflict dynamics. Research suggests that harness-
ing development programs for stabilization and coun-
terinsurgency goals is often counterproductive, en-
dangering and undermining long-term development 
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and peace building, wasting development funds, and 
inadvertently fueling both corruption and insurgen-
cy.19 Local CSOs ask: “Do they think we’re stupid?” 
suggesting that local people tend to see through sim-
plistic hearts and minds programs.20 During inter-
views conducted for this project, military personnel, 
on the other hand, cite specific positive outcomes from 
their hearts and minds QIPs, though to date it is diffi-
cult to find research documenting these outcomes. Fu-
ture research should examine specifically the complex 
relationship between development and security and if and 
how development contributes to either short-term stabiliza-
tion or longer-term human security.

2. Integration vs. Civil Society Space. Many de-
velopment actors argue that development best con-
tributes to both national and human security goals 
when it is free from short-term political and security 
imperatives. In other words, they argue that devel-
opment and defense goals should be separate. The 
comprehensive approach assumes stabilization re-
quires integrating development with security efforts. 
Is it possible to design effective short-term stabiliza-
tion programming that contributes toward long-term 
development goals and vice versa? Future research 
should examine the perceived benefits of the integration 
model to security/stabilization, the costs of this model to 
humanitarian and civil society space, and the alternatives 
to the existing civil military integration model.

3. The Relationship Between Stabilization Pro-
grams and NGO Insecurity. The number of NGO 
personnel targeted and killed each year is increasing. 
Many assume an increase in the use of development 
activities for stabilization, and confusion between 
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military and CSO personnel, coupled with shrink-
ing humanitarian and civil society space, are making 
NGOs the “soft targets” for armed opposition groups. 
Military personnel question this assumption, pointing 
to the increased attacks by insurgents against all kinds 
of civilians. Future research should document the rela-
tionship between military hearts and minds QIPs and NGO 
insecurity.

Operational Mechanisms.

1. Mechanisms for Multi-stakeholder Consulta-
tions. CSOs, civilian government, and military per-
sonnel do not have adequate forums for information 
exchange, monitoring of civil-military guidelines, or 
general discussion of issues related to conflict assess-
ment, planning, and implementation. Future research 
should examine which mechanisms could provide a forum 
for CSOs to share conflict assessments, advise on policy op-
tions, or address field-level issues with the U.S. Govern-
ment and military.

2. Mechanisms for Funding CSOs. The Depart-
ment of Defense (DoD) administers up to 25 percent 
of U.S. development assistance. U.S. military com-
manders use the Commanders Emergency Response 
Fund and Provincial Reconstruction Teams to influ-
ence CSOs to implement hearts and minds QIPs with 
military funding. This places some CSOs in a dilemma 
of balancing their need for resources with principles 
of responding impartially to human need and be-
ing independent from government, which they per-
ceive as essential to their security and access to local 
populations. Many CSOs will only accept funds from 
civilian donor agencies that allow the CSOs to inde-
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pendently identify program plans through impartial 
needs assessments. Future research should examine 
what alternative funding mechanisms, such as channeling 
development dollars through Embassy development offices, 
national governments, or international donor pools, could 
best address this dilemma.

3. Development of Shared Standards. CSOs, gov-
ernments, and military personnel all share similar 
challenges of fostering local ownership and account-
ability, and monitoring what is working and what is 
not in their efforts. While CSOs oppose military-led 
development, they do argue that such development 
should at the very minimum be transparent. Any 
transfer of resources for humanitarian assistance or 
development programs into a community can foster 
corruption and unintentionally give legitimacy to 
unpopular local leaders and armed groups. Future 
research could examine whether developing shared 
standards could help to build civil-military transparency 
on program effectiveness, cost, and sustainability.

Training.

1. “Conflict Sensitive Development” Training for 
the Military. Despite decades of development exper-
tise, even many CSO development projects still fail 
to address causes of poverty and do more to fuel lo-
cal conflict than mitigate it. Development and peace 
building CSOs have undergone extensive training 
in a “Do No Harm” methodology to avoid negative 
impacts of their work.21 The Australian and United 
Kingdom (UK) Departments for International Devel-
opment co-train civilian and military personnel to un-
derstand the potential for harm in the development 
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process and provide basic guidance for QIPs. Given 
broad concerns on military-led hearts and minds QIPs, fu-
ture training for the U.S. military could include principles 
for a conflict-sensitive approach to development, known to 
NGOs as “Do No Harm,” to deconflict military approaches 
to short-term stabilization and long-term civil society de-
velopment processes.

2. Training on CSO-Military Relations: Missing 
Guidance. While a number of civil-military guide-
lines exist to clarify humanitarian NGO and military 
interaction, guidance on military involvement in de-
velopment and peace building is missing. Despite 
high-level endorsement, there is still minimal wider 
understanding or monitoring of these existing guide-
lines. Civil society organizations are reluctant to es-
tablish guidelines for military involvement in areas 
they contest, such as development and peace building. 
Yet the increasing number of military personnel con-
ducting development creates urgency for short-term 
pragmatic agreements. Moreover, in the broader field 
of peace building, Organization for Economic Coop-
eration and Development (OECD) guidelines on SSR, 
and DDR call for civilian oversight and participation 
working with military personnel when shared goals 
exist.22

Both CSOs and the military suffer from a lack of 
training and capacity for managing their interactions. 
Knowledge of existing humanitarian NGO guidelines 
and International Humanitarian Law is lacking. Quick 
field guides for U.S. military personnel that address 
issues with nonhumanitarian CSOs and the use of 
development and peace building activities for short-
term stabilization goals are absent. Future research 
could examine what curricula and training opportunities 
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could assist CSOs and the military to advance their under-
standing of the issues outlined in this chapter.

Legislation and Budget.

1. Legalizing Civil Society Humanitarian, Devel-
opment, and Peace Building Efforts. Current War on 
Terror legislation makes it impossible for many CSOs 
to play positive roles in countering extremism, foster-
ing democracy and providing civilian oversight of 
SSR and DDR. CSO contact with groups on terror lists 
is illegal, even when that work aims to end violence 
via negotiation training or DDR activities. Future re-
search could examine what the military and CSOs could 
do to help educate Congress about the roles of civil soci-
ety in countering extremism and the need for more precise 
legislation that would permit the work of legitimate CSOs 
with groups on terror lists.

2. Budgeting for Comparative Advantage. The 
2010 UN CIMIC Policy calls for military personnel to 
support the creation of “an enabling environment . . . 
maximizing the comparative advantage of all actors 
operating in the mission area.”23 CSOs want military 
personnel to focus on population-centric security, not 
development. CSOs and military personnel generally 
agree that civilian agencies do not yet have the size ca-
pacity to address all the humanitarian, development 
and peace building needs in complex conflict settings 
and military organizations do not have the skill capac-
ity for these tasks. CSOs believe there is no quick mili-
tary fix to this problem, as these forms of assistance 
require extensive expertise to be effective and to avoid 
negative impacts. Future research could examine what 
CSOs and military officials could do together with Congress 
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to create an institutional plan and funding mechanisms to 
address the lack of civilian size capacity.

Human Security Commission.

1. Broader Research and Dialogue on Human Se-
curity. Defense Secretary Robert Gates and Admiral 
Michael Mullen both called for “demilitarizing U.S. 
foreign policy.” Addressing the tensions between 
CSOs and military personnel in the United States 
requires a dialogue including Congress, the admin-
istration and civilian agencies, the international com-
munity, and the many for-profit contractors who also 
work on security and development. How does the 
United States balance its own national interests when 
they conflict with broader global human security and 
without the distracting influence of those motivated 
by profit or power? Future projects could include set-
ting up a Human Security Commission, congressional 
hearings, or a whole of society dialogue process to examine 
national security and global human security.
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CHAPTER 6

SECURITY SYSTEM REFORM
IN WEAK OR FRAGILE STATES:

A THREEFOLD CHALLENGE TO THE
WHOLE OF GOVERNMENT APPROACH

Fouzieh Melanie Alamir

PROBLEM STATEMENT

The issue of whole of government (WoG) ap-
proaches has been high on the agenda of debates on 
international conflict management and crisis response 
in recent years. Interestingly, very similar debates 
have been taking place in several national arenas as 
well as international fora, including big international 
organizations such as the United Nations (UN), the 
North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), and the 
European Union (EU). The international attention 
attributed to the topic leads to the question on the 
prospects, challenges, and limits of WoG. Beside this 
immanent perspective, this chapter will also reflect 
upon whether WoG approaches can help us to better 
achieve political end states. 

In doing so, the WoG approach comprises three di-
mensions that require separate consideration as they 
touch upon three separate and completely different, 
though interacting policy arenas which are character-
ized by specific actors, procedural mechanisms and 
organizing principles: 

1. The recipient country’s political system. 
2. The donor country’s political system. And,
3. The system of international crisis response. 
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Weak or fragile states pose a particular challenge 
since they usually lack the institutional and politi-
cal preconditions to apply a WoG approach. Even in 
Western donor countries, policy coherence between 
the different departments involved in international 
conflict management is more often than not wishful 
thinking rather than best practice. Finally, the system 
of international crisis response is primarily shaped by 
national and organizational interests that are not con-
ducive to comprehensive policy approaches. Hence, 
the challenges of a WoG approach differ considerably 
in these three policy arenas and therefore require spe-
cific coping strategies. 

In order to elicit the prospects and challenges of a 
WoG approach in practice, recent international secu-
rity system reform (SSR)1 efforts will serve as suitable 
examples. Programmatic papers of SSR, according to 
the Organization for Economic Cooperation and De-
velopment (OECD) Development Assistance Commit-
tee (DAC) guidelines,2 explicitly recommend WoG as 
one of the primary implementing principles for SSR 
programs and activities. Moreover, SSR processes and 
projects in many parts of the world provide ample ex-
periences and reference cases. 

Following a definition of the WoG approach, a 
brief outline is given on the concept of SSR before 
scrutinization of the challenges of WoG by arenas and 
deriving recommendations on coping strategies. The 
following arguments will draw on practical case ex-
amples for illustrative purposes but, due to the given 
space limits of this chapter, will not go deeper into the 
cases and analyze details.
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WHAT CHARACTERIZES A WHOLE OF  
GOVERNMENT APPROACH?

The term whole of government is, though widely 
used, not based on a commonly accepted definition. 
The least common denominator is an understanding 
of WoG as policies that have been conceptualized, de-
cided, and implemented by legitimate state actors in 
a coordinated fashion. The Australian Management 
Advisory Committee defines it as: 

Whole of government denotes public service agen-
cies working across portfolio boundaries to achieve a 
shared goal and an integrated government response to 
particular issues. Approaches can be formal and infor-
mal. They can focus on policy development, program 
management and service delivery.3

However, public services in advanced industri-
alized societies such as security, health care, social 
services, or critical infrastructures are, to a growing 
extent, delivered and/or operated by nongovern-
mental actors or different formats of public-private 
partnerships. Moreover, hardly any modern political 
decisionmaking process can be conceived of without 
civil society interests and perspectives being taken 
into account. It is therefore doubtful whether the strict 
exclusion of nonstate actors in a definition of a WoG 
approach is useful. In particular with regard to in-
ternational conflict management and crisis response 
where nongovernmental actors play an essential role 
in achieving policy goals, it seems more adequate to 
develop a WoG definition by coming from the pro-
cedural side rather than from the actor’s side. In this 
perspective and for the purposes of this chapter, WoG 
will be defined as:
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policies and/or public services as a result of a coor-
dinated process of cross-departmental and cross-or-
ganizational decision making, program design, imple-
mentation, and evaluation. State actors are the lead 
and primary actors of a WoG approach, but nonstate 
actors can be included at all stages of the policy cycle 
as long as they share the overarching policy goals and 
contribute in the spirit of a unity of effort.

According to this definition, the main features of an 
ideal WoG approach are: 
•  a common understanding of a shared responsibil-

ity by all actors involved;
•  a common understanding of the political issue at 

stake;
•  a coordinated process of problem analysis, includ-

ing all relevant perspectives;
•  a coordinated process of political decisionmak-

ing based on shared political goals and a common 
stocktaking of resources, ways, and means;

•  a coordinated process of program design, provid-
ing for goal orientation, complementary integra-
tion of the single strands of activities, and efficien-
cy of the overall effort;

•  a coordinated process of program implementation, 
avoiding duplication and unintended effects as 
well as unity of effort;

•  a coordinated process of permanent evaluation 
and adaptation, if necessary, assuring effective-
ness of activities over time.

Apart from the definition, it may seem useful to 
add some remarks on the question of why and what 
for. Taking into account that international conflict 
management and crisis response is confronted with 
complex interdependencies between political, secu-
rity, economic, and social factors, WoG approaches 
help to improve coherence and interface management 
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among these overlapping dimensions. In addition, a 
confusing multitude of actors represent divergent in-
terests and goals as they are acting on different levels 
in overlapping fields of action with varying mandates 
and roles. Moreover, the actors differ in terms of their 
pace of activities, levers and instruments, skills and ca-
pacities, as well as institutional cultures. Against this 
backdrop, improved coordination via WoG approach-
es is needed to reach common political objectives and 
intended end states, to ensure a goal-oriented and 
effective use and an even distribution of resources, 
to guarantee transparency and credibility, to avoid 
contradictions or collision of activities, and to prevent 
duplication of activities. In other words, the WoG ap-
proach is designed as a vehicle to improve how we are 
doing things.

WHAT IS SECURITY SYSTEM REFORM?

The origins of the concept of security system re-
form can be traced back to the late 1990s, when is-
sues of conflict, peace, and security pushed on the 
international development policy agenda. Against 
the background of a growing awareness of the secu-
rity-development nexus and the importance of good 
governance as a factor for successful and sustainable 
poverty reduction and development, the SSR concept 
was a practical answer to the immediate needs to im-
prove human security and the more long-term needs 
to strengthen state capacities to provide security and 
rule of law. 

In the commonly accepted understanding, the se-
curity system encompasses: 

•  the legislative bodies (adopt laws and exert par-
liamentary control);
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•  the judiciary and penal system (prosecute breach 
of law and execute court decisions);

•  the executive authorities such as ministries and 
national security advisory bodies (provide 
policy guidelines and monitor core security ac-
tors);

•  the core security actors for domestic affairs such as 
police, intelligence services, disaster response 
agencies, border guards, and customs authori-
ties (enforce law and maintain public order);

•  the core security actors for external affairs such as 
armed forces and gendarmerie (defend state 
sovereignty, territorial integrity, and popula-
tion);

•  nonstatutory forces such as militias, private secu-
rity companies, etc. – not part of the state insti-
tutional setting, but part of the system; (pursue 
particular interests); and,

•  last but not least, civil society actors such as 
unions, media, nongovernmental organizations 
(NGOs), etc. (represent and articulate societal 
security interests vis-à-vis the state).

Based on this understanding, security system re-
form is a concept aimed at four central objectives:

1. Improve democratic governance: The security 
system needs to operate on the basis of rule of law in a 
transparent and politically accountable fashion.

2. Improve delivery of security and justice servic-
es: The security system must strengthen capacities to 
ensure law enforcement and to safeguard basic safety 
and security needs of the population.

3. Create local leadership and ownership: SSR will 
not succeed unless it is driven by local people and or-
ganizations. And,
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4. Ensure sustainability: Better delivery of security 
and justice services must not break down when for-
eign assistance ends.

If we were to sketch a model of a democratically 
controlled and effective security system as the norma-
tive reference of SSR, it could be outlined as follows:

• The security system in general: 
 —   operates in compliance with the given con-

stitution and with international law;
 —   receives a separate and adequate share of 

the state budget for the performance of its 
tasks; and,

 —   is managed according to principles of trans-
parency, proportionality, economy, effec-
tiveness, and efficiency.

•  The institutions and actors of the security sys-
tem are: 

 —   functionally specialized and organization-
ally autonomous;

 —   willing and able to think and act as a net-
work despite a clear assignment of compe-
tencies and tasks; and,

 —   adequately furnished with financial resourc-
es, infrastructure, material, technology, and 
staff.

• The actors/personnel of the security system: 
 —   are recruited through a transparent pro-

cess, based on professional suitability cri-
teria and open to all those who meet these  
criteria;

 —   are adequately remunerated so that there is 
little vulnerability to corruption;
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 —   have a professional understanding of their 
role as service providers in the field of secu-
rity and public order; and,

 —   identify positively with the professional role 
assigned to their service and receive public 
recognition.

• Civil society is: 
 —   in a position to understand and critically 

evaluate the tasks and processes of the se-
curity system;

 —   capable of articulating its own security 
needs and interests; and,

 —   able and willing to assist and cooperate with 
the security system, where possible and 
necessary.

It is important to point out that the concept of SSR 
puts high emphasis on the systemic nature of the secu-
rity system. Numerous linkages between and within 
the different sub-sectors of the security system with a 
complex mutual impact structure require that reforms 
take into account the interdependencies. Comprehen-
sive approaches are therefore an inherent requirement 
of security system reform efforts.

CHALLENGES OF A WHOLE OF GOVERNMENT 
APPROACH IN THE POLITICAL SYSTEMS OF 
WEAK OR FRAGILE STATES

By weak or fragile states, we refer to countries 
which lack the capacity to meet citizens’ basic needs 
and expectations such as the provision of public safety 
and security, maintenance of rule of law, and provi-
sion of basic services and economic opportunities for 
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their citizens. For the purposes of this chapter, we do 
not need a more differentiated concept distinguishing 
types of fragility, but our definition includes post-con-
flict countries at the stage of state and nation-building, 
as well as states in decline.

The structure and policy processes of a national se-
curity system are shaped by the constitutional frame-
work, the history, the regional security environment, 
and the constellation of political forces, as well as the 
political culture of a country. The security system 
constitutes one of the cornerstones of the identity of a 
country and builds the heart of the survivability of the 
state. This explains why most weak or fragile states dis-
play an imbalance between the defensive, respectively 
repressive functions of the security system (defense 
against internal and external threats, preservation of 
the political and economic system, law enforcement, 
safeguarding of national sovereignty, assertion of the 
state monopoly of force) and its protective functions 
(provision of political oversight, conflict prevention, 
protection of individuals and minorities) to the detri-
ment of the latter. This implies in most cases a predom-
inance of the executive branch, a judiciary that is polit-
ically dependent, and/or dysfunctional, marginalized 
parliaments, a weak or disorganized civil society, and 
a political culture characterized by fear, lack of plural-
ism, etc. The security system does not only mirror the 
(weak or fragile) governance system as a whole, but 
it shapes and perpetuates the governance system and 
its shortfalls to a large extent. This explains why SSR 
is crucial for long-term stabilization and sustainable 
development of conflict prone countries.

The demand for a WoG approach to SSR in a re-
cipient country refers to four dimensions: 

1. The local agents of reform (representative and 
willing to cooperate). 
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2. The goal of the SSR program (comprehensive 
and based on shared goals). 

3. The program design (taking due account of 
cross-sectoral interdependencies). And,

4. The procedures of implementation (inclusive 
across relevant actors and institutions). 

Regarding the agents of WoG, we have to ask not 
only who are the drivers of reform, who are support-
ers, and who are beneficiaries, but also who are oppo-
nents or possible spoilers, who will win and who will 
lose, who is included, and who is left aside? Liberia is 
a good example for SSR in a post-conflict environment 
after a protracted civil war which left state structures, 
civil society, and the economy in ruins. After signing 
the Comprehensive Peace Agreement4 in 2003, initial 
SSR efforts in the transition period from 2003-05 suf-
fered from the lack of a consensus within the political 
elite and a weak local ownership. Hence, the transi-
tional government was able to provide neither for a 
discernible national security policy nor for a coherent 
and comprehensive national framework for SSR. The 
buildup of the military was practically completely 
donor-driven and implemented by a U.S. private com-
pany (DynCorps). Police reform was supported by the 
UN, but remained piecemeal and was conducted with-
out corresponding efforts in reforming the judicial 
system. As a consequence, the overall pace of reforms 
was slow, and the SSR endeavor was imbalanced. It 
was only after the first post-conflict elections in Oc-
tober 2005, that newly elected President Ellen Sirleaf 
tasked the Governance Reform Commission in 2006 to 
take a lead role in SSR by providing professional and 
intellectual leadership, holding widespread consulta-
tions with all affected groups of the state and society, 
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and by developing a National Security Strategy on this 
basis. Under the lead of this interagency body, the SSR 
process gained a more comprehensive domestic politi-
cal base and some momentum. However, steering and 
coordination of the whole process have been widely 
left to external donors, and big challenges remain to 
be solved.5 

Taking into account that political landscapes in 
weak or fragile states are often polarized and/or frag-
mented, it is highly unlikely to find political partners 
who are strong enough to launch and implement com-
prehensive SSR reforms while not driven by particu-
lar group or party interests. SSR approaches in weak 
or fragile states, where divergent group and institu-
tional interests were reconciled on the basis of shared 
responsibilities and common political goals are hard 
to find. If so, they are rather the result of SSR attempts 
than its starting point, such as in Liberia. This dilem-
ma can hardly be overcome by external donors so that 
the only option of coping is to undertake thorough 
analyses of the stakeholders in advance and to be well 
aware of the risks and possible consequences of the 
choice of political partners in the longer run. 

With regard to the goal of an SSR program, we 
have to consider its breadth and depth, as well as the 
political process that led to goal formulation. Is the 
program courageous enough to address structural 
deficits of the security system or is it rather incremen-
tal in ambitions? Does it really tackle sensitive issues? 
Are the goals based on a broader political debate and 
also shared by those who will be negatively affected 
by the reforms? Indonesia provides a good example of 
an SSR process that was mainly driven by local elites. 
Since the downfall of the Suharto regime in 1997, SSR 
has been put on the agenda as an integral part of the 
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Indonesian democratization process. Driven mainly 
by the military, SSR initially focused on depoliticiza-
tion of the military and the formal separation of the 
military and the police. The military has formally with-
drawn from day-to-day politics and from parliament, 
while it has also addressed substantial structural and 
programmatic reforms such as the establishment of a 
civilian defense minister, the publication of a defense 
white paper, a defense doctrine and strategy, and new 
regulations for procurement. Moreover, it has taken a 
politically neutral stance in general elections, and ef-
forts have been made to reduce the role of the military 
in the economy. Notwithstanding these remarkable 
achievements, the military still has a big role to play 
in Indonesian politics, especially at the local level, 
and its economic power is still prevalent. Apart from 
the successful formal separation of the police from 
the military, police reform has been slow due to lack 
of resources and political will, and there is still too 
much overlap between police and military activities. 
Judicial reform lags behind. Political oversight bodies 
lack expertise in security issues and civil society or-
ganizations still play a minor role in SSR. The overall 
SSR process has lost momentum in recent years. As 
the proponents for SSR have not extended their po-
litical base to include a broader range of civilian inter-
est groups, the reforms remain military biased, lack a 
comprehensive framework, and tend to remain incre-
mental pertaining to more thorough reforms.6

The Indonesian SSR process has taken place against 
the backdrop of peace and relative regional stability, 
drawing on established state and governance struc-
tures. Despite these beneficial preconditions, the ini-
tial military sponsorship has not yet been transformed 
into a more inclusive ownership structure. So is it re-
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alistic then to demand a comprehensive and inclusive 
process of political goal formulation in a weak or frag-
ile state? The structural deficits of political systems in 
weak or fragile states are even less conducive to in-
clusive processes of political goal formulation and to 
comprehensive approaches of reform. Therefore it is 
highly unrealistic to assume a WoG approach by weak 
or fragile countries’ governments in formulating goals. 
From the perspective of international assistance to SSR 
processes, one faces a dilemma as political consensus 
and a culture of inclusion and compromise cannot be 
imposed by external actors. On the one hand, there is 
a high demand and need for local ownership; on the 
other, this implies that reform processes will be driven 
by particular interests and thereby remain to a high 
degree contingent in their goals and approaches. Even 
if programs are highly donor-driven, local agents will 
have to take over some time sooner or later. Efforts to 
raise awareness and facilitate change may have some 
impact, but at the end of the day there is not much 
that can be done by external actors to stimulate more 
inclusive processes of goal formulation in partnering 
governments of recipient states.

A WoG approach in SSR program designs should 
be measured by the degree of interconnection of the 
different strands of activity, and the embeddedness of 
the program in a broader reform context. If a program 
aims, for example, at strengthening the operational ca-
pacities of core security actors, does it take into account 
aspects of political accountability, professionalization, 
and responsiveness to people’s needs? If a program 
focuses on one sector only, e.g., on police reform, does 
it consider the interdependencies between the police, 
the justice and penal system? The examples of Liberia 
and Indonesia, although the former has been highly 
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donor-driven, and the latter driven by domestic ac-
tors, have displayed a considerable degree of com-
partmentalization of the SSR process and imbalances 
between the different strands of reform. Taking into 
account what has been said with regard to the local 
agents and political goals of many SSR processes, it is 
consequently not very likely to find efforts of compre-
hensive programming by local elites of weak or fragile 
states. Partly due to a lack of concepts and knowledge, 
but primarily due to the dominance of particular in-
terests and as a result of the deficient governance sys-
tem and its consequences, SSR programs under condi-
tions of a fragile political and security situation, tend 
to be focused on strengthening operational capacities 
of the military and/or police, and tend to neglect ju-
dicial reform, political oversight agencies, and human 
security aspects. International donors can try to raise 
awareness of their partners or might even be tempted 
to condition their support, but as long as there is a lack 
of domestic actors able and willing to promote the se-
curity governance and human security aspects of SSR, 
external pressure will come to nothing.

Finally, procedures of implementation are a reflec-
tion and function of the local agent structure, goals, 
and program designs. If there is no broad base of lo-
cal stakeholders following a common vision, SSR pro-
grams will consequently rather reflect particular inter-
ests and be a result of internal power plays. Hence, 
procedures of implementation reflect this and usually 
suffer from the deficiencies of the political system of 
the weak or fragile recipient country. Donor countries 
can, to a certain extent, influence procedures of imple-
mentation by facilitating or demanding cross-sectoral 
approaches or the inclusion of civil society groups. 
Therefore they should have both a thorough under-
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standing of all relevant and affected actors as well as 
independent communication channels with these ac-
tors.

The consequences of a lack of functioning gover-
nance structures and procedures are evident. In order 
to be sustainable and successful, SSR requires a mini-
mum of functioning institutions. This is the dilemma 
in weak or fragile states. Moreover, SSR often takes 
place in situations of insecurity, no peace, no war, or 
ongoing conflicts at least in some areas of the country. 
In coping with this dilemma, SSR programs should 
put particular emphasis on trying to create and/or 
strengthen local ownership. This implies very careful 
stakeholder analyses and also explicit consideration of 
how to deal with reluctance or resistance to reform. For 
post-conflict contexts, stabilization is crucial, although 
it is important to consider institution and capacity 
building aspects right from the start and to embed 
them in a long-term strategy. Any one-sided focus on 
military reform or on the strengthening of operational 
capacities of the security forces without ensuring po-
litical oversight and control should be very carefully 
weighed against the possible unintended negative ef-
fects. International donors might take the role of facili-
tators of cross-departmental and interagency debates. 
In weak or fragile states, where governance structures 
are declining and/or ruling elites corrupt and cling-
ing to power, it is important to rely more on nongov-
ernmental actors and to build on already existing local 
initiatives focusing in human security aspects. Facing 
the dilemmas of SSR in weak or fragile states, careful 
analysis and weighing of pros and cons might lead do-
nors to not engage directly in SSR projects, but rather 
in programs that aim to strengthen civil society and 
civilian governance capacities in general.
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CHALLENGES OF A WHOLE OF GOVERNMENT 
APPROACH IN THE DONOR COUNTRIES’  
POLITICAL SYSTEMS 

The demand for WoG in implementing SSR pro-
grams does not only apply to recipient countries, 
but also to the approach of donor countries in their 
process of decisionmaking, allocating resources, pro-
gramming, and implementing SSR programs. In this 
perspective, WoG refers to the level of domestic poli-
cy coherence, i.e., interdepartmental and interagency 
consultation, coordination, and cooperation among 
the national agencies and actors involved; and in all 
phases of the project cycle. 

As the national political systems of major Western 
donor states are too different to be generalized, this 
chapter will concentrate on the example of Germany 
as a donor country. Four departments are usually 
involved when it comes to German contributions to 
international SSR efforts: The political lead agency 
for all civilian and military activities abroad is the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MoFA). Military contri-
butions to international SSR programs such as train-
ing of military personnel, military counseling or other 
supporting roles, is led by the Ministry of Defense 
(MoD). Contributions to international police reforms 
such as training, counseling, or mentoring, are con-
ducted under the auspices of the Federal Ministry of 
Interior (MoI). All other capacity-building measures 
are led by the Ministry for Economic Cooperation and 
Development (MoECD). The latter relies on both gov-
ernmental and nongovernmental agencies to imple-
ment programs and activities. Although the division 
of roles and responsibilities seems to be theoretically 
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clear, there have been numerous shortfalls of interde-
partmental and interagency policy coherence in actual 
practice.

This will be demonstrated by looking at the Ger-
man engagement in the Afghan SSR endeavor since 
2002. At the outset, German military contributions to 
the International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) and 
the German lead role for police reform in Afghanistan, 
as well as German humanitarian contributions, were 
generally decided under the auspices of the MoFA, 
but implemented independently by the respective 
line ministries. The sole unit with an overall picture of 
German governmental contributions to reconstruction 
in Afghanistan was the Task Force Afghanistan in the 
MoFA. When the debate on the Provincial Reconstruc-
tion Teams (PRT) gained momentum in 2003 and Ger-
many decided to get involved, the issue of improved 
interagency coordination came on the agenda, coin-
ciding with a general rise of development activities 
in Afghanistan. Although the German PRT concept 
combined the diplomatic, the military, the police, and 
the development strand of activities under a common 
umbrella, in fact civilian development representatives 
physically stayed outside the barracks, while the other 
three representatives shared shelter in military com-
pounds. Lines of reporting remained stove-piped via 
the respective line ministries. Areas and issues of ac-
tivities were neither coordinated nor complementary. 
It took several years until the departments involved 
developed genuine interagency coordinated activities 
such as common funds and complementary projects 
in the context of the PRT framework. Only with the 
takeover of the ISAF Regional Command North by the 
Germans in 2006 did German civil and military con-
tributions begin to concentrate in that region and be 
successively streamlined. 
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The reasons for the slow progress in interagency 
coordination and cooperation were complex. First 
of all, the departments have a strong say in shaping 
German policies, and there is no tradition of system-
atically tackling strategic issues in a concerted, cross-
departmental approach.7 Secondly, West German 
sovereignty in foreign and security policy matters had 
been restricted by the provisions of the General Treaty 
between the four Allies and the Federal Republic of 
Germany (1955), until the Two Plus Four Settlements 
in late 1990 resulted in the unified Germany gaining 
her full sovereignty. Accordingly, West Germany 
maintained a comparatively low foreign and security 
policy profile during the Cold War period, concen-
trating on economic integration into Western Europe 
and relations with the former German Democratic 
Republic. Hence, there was no need and no prece-
dence for systematic cross-departmental coordination 
in the field of foreign and security policy due to the 
historic restrictions of German sovereignty for many 
years. Thus, knowledge of each other, viable working 
relations, and cross-cutting networks were weak or 
lacking. In addition, there was a lack of institutional-
ized interagency consultation or coordination bodies 
at all levels. Finally, as the line ministries have their 
own pace and principles of project implementation, 
the criteria, rhythm, and focus areas had to be suc-
cessively readjusted. This was particularly challeng-
ing for the MoECD which usually pursues long-term 
projects with a long-term presence on site, relying 
on local partners, used to keeping distance from the 
military, working in flat hierarchies, and building on 
the trust of the local population. In contrast, the police 
and the military are used to rather short-term pres-
ence in barracks, separated from the population, self-
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reliant in logistics, and used to working in strong hi-
erarchies. Moreover, the logic of military stabilization 
and civilian reconstruction did not easily harmonize, 
particularly in the wake of a steady deterioration of 
the security situation on the ground. Altogether and 
taking into account the given constitutional and insti-
tutional preconditions of German foreign and security 
policy, the German departments reacted slowly, but 
did well in adjusting to the challenges of improved 
coherence in delivering SSR contributions in Afghani-
stan. As indicated above, common situational aware-
ness and cross-departmental information sharing and 
decisionmaking have been considerably improved. 
Coordinating bodies have been installed at the State 
Secretary level and below, and a denser network of 
exchange or liaison officers between the four minis-
tries involved has facilitated day-to-day coordination. 
In addition, common training and exercises as well as 
common pre-deployment preparations enable a bet-
ter understanding of the common effort in advance. 
These achievements were partly due to growing pres-
sure on the ground; partly a consequence of a growing 
awareness, intensive political debates, and demands 
on the domestic front; and partly they were simply the 
result of a normal learning process.

One might argue that a lack of coherence within 
the political systems of donor countries is not so im-
portant, since SSR usually takes place in highly com-
plex settings with numerous international govern-
mental and nongovernmental agencies involved. And 
in fact, seen from the perspective of goal attainment in 
the recipient state, WoG at the level of domestic donor 
state procedures does not make too big a difference. 
But seen from a national donor perspective, civil and 
military contributions to international SSR processes 
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are part of the overall foreign and security policy of a 
country and require proof of effectiveness in outcome 
as well efficiency in the use of scarce national resourc-
es vis-à-vis the national legislature and the constituen-
cies. Besides, improved interagency coherence at the 
national level helps strengthen the stance and cred-
ibility, particularly vis-à-vis the different partners in 
the recipient country, but also within the international 
donor community. 

As the German example has shown, WoG ap-
proaches in the domestic political system of a donor 
country can be improved within the given constitu-
tional constraints and in the longer run, when the 
domestic and external pressure are high enough. One 
lever for improving coherence has been the system-
atic facilitation and institutionalization of interagency 
consultation and information flow at the earliest pos-
sible stage of the project cycle. Another measure has 
been the conduct of cross-departmental trainings and 
exercises. The OECD DAC additionally recommends 
developing an overall policy for fragile states, con-
ducting joint interagency analyses and assessments, 
developing joint country-specific operational strate-
gies, clearly defining political leadership (respectively 
the lead and coordinating roles), and creating incen-
tives for cooperation.8 In general, all procedural mea-
sures should be accompanied by deliberate efforts to 
create a new mindset of common interests and cross-
departmental responsibility. This might even induce 
positive spillover effects for other policy arenas.
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CHALLENGES OF A COMPREHENSIVE  
APPROACH IN THE SYSTEM OF  
INTERNATIONAL CRISIS RESPONSE

The demand for a WoG approach at the interna-
tional level seems to be a contradiction in itself, since 
the international community is not a unified actor 
with a common legal, institutional, and cultural point 
of departure, comparable to a nation-state. Therefore, 
it would be more precise to speak of a comprehensive 
rather than a WoG approach in this respect. Charac-
teristics of an ideal comprehensive international ap-
proach to crisis response are:

•  common political goals and strategies in order 
to ensure unity of effort;

•  a division of roles and responsibilities between 
civil and military actors with regard to tasks 
and fields of action in order to ensure best use 
of expertise and resources; and,

•  a coordinated implementation of activities re-
garding the pace and the focus areas of the ac-
tivities in order to avoid duplication or overlap 
of efforts as well as blind spots.

The system of international crisis response mirrors 
the characteristics of the international system in gen-
eral. Policies and activities are driven by nation-states; 
their perceptions, interests, and political or financial 
capacities; and their willingness to engage, while the 
system lacks a binding framework specifying who en-
gages where, why, with what, how, and for how long. 
This applies to the overall setting of the international 
engagement as well as to the development strand of 
international aid. With regard to the overall setting, 
there are no clear rules and regulations as to which 
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organization should be the lead or whether a task 
lies in the responsibility of civilian or military actors. 
Military operations might be conducted under the ae-
gis of the UN, NATO, the EU, the African Union, or 
temporary coalitions of willing states; and it is rather 
political and situational factors than a systematic di-
vision of tasks that drive the decision for one format 
or the other. Concerning SSR processes, particularly 
in unstable security contexts, it is not easy to define 
whether and to what extent SSR tasks are a military or 
a civilian responsibility. This often leads to a blurring 
of civilian and military activities with a tendency of 
military stabilization operations to take over policing 
and even development tasks. With regard to the de-
velopment strand of activities, coordination is only a 
little better. Although the UN, the EU, and the OECD 
DAC have been quite successful in creating interna-
tional standards, mainstreaming certain topics, and 
harmonizing donor activities, their recommendations 
are not binding and there is no reasonable division 
of labor between the UN, the EU, and major national 
donor states. In many cases, organizational competi-
tion, duplication of efforts, or simple uncoordinated 
parallelism of activities prevail. Besides, there is an 
unmanageable scope of governmental and nongov-
ernmental agencies, the latter often working on behalf 
of national governments or international organiza-
tions. Moreover, as far as nongovernmental agencies 
are concerned, competition for resources sometimes 
impedes their willingness to coordinate or cooperate.

SSR in Afghanistan is a clear example of the flaws of 
the international system of crisis management. It had 
started as a highly ambitious undertaking built on five 
parallel pillars with different lead nations: buildup of 
the Afghan National Army under U.S.-lead; buildup 
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of the Afghan National Police under German lead; ju-
dicial reform under Italian lead; disarmament, demo-
bilization, and reintegration (DD&R) under Japanese 
lead; and counternarcotics under British lead. Lacking 
an overarching vision of the future security system 
and in the absence of a steering body, the lead nation 
concept resulted in an uneven pace of reform with 
heterogeneous dynamics evolving in each pillar. Fur-
thermore, important linkages among the SSR pillars 
as well as between SSR and the overall reconstruction 
process were neglected. As the Afghan stakeholders 
have never come close to developing a shared vision 
of the political end state of reconstruction nor of the 
priority SSR needs, the whole process was primarily 
donor driven despite the declared principle of Afghan 
ownership.9 

As a consequence, the emerging security system 
in Afghanistan is marked by many imbalances and 
deficiencies. While the buildup of the armed forces is 
generally considered to have been successful in terms 
of operational capabilities, the oversight and control 
mechanisms have been neglected. The buildup of the 
police lags behind in many respects—numbers, capa-
bilities, countrywide presence, professionalism, and 
most of all with a view to trust in the population. Origi-
nally a police task, police reform has become to a large 
part a military business due to the lack of international 
police capacities. The pace of judicial reform has been 
very slow and suffering from lack of resources, skilled 
personnel, and the challenges of the duality of tradi-
tional and modern forms of justice. Moreover, the im-
portant linkages between police, justice, and penal re-
form have long been almost completely left aside. The 
DD&R process, and the subsequent Disarmament of 
Illegally Armed Groups program, have, in sum, been 
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unsuccessful as the black market still provides arms 
and weapons in abundance, and armed groups have 
had no shortage in supplies. Besides, the labor market 
can hardly absorb ex-combatants and offer alternative 
livelihoods. Counternarcotics efforts could not stop 
the establishment of a viable transnational network of 
masterminds, traders, producers, and more and more 
also consumers of poppy or related products. Despite 
the reduction of the number of poppy cultivating 
provinces, the overall cultivation output could not be 
cut back. At large, the whole SSR process has not suf-
ficiently been coordinated with other major areas of 
the Afghan reconstruction process such as governance 
reform, education, improving livelihoods, rebuilding 
infrastructure, etc. Inherently, the focus of the SSR en-
deavor has been on strengthening military capacities 
while the whole reconstruction process, against the 
backdrop of a growing insurgency threat, has been 
security biased to the detriment of improving gover-
nance capacities and livelihoods.10

These shortcomings were well-recognized, and 
the donor community undertook remarkable efforts 
to improve overall coherence and coordination on the 
basis of the Afghanistan Compact.11 Numerous coor-
dinating bodies evolved bottom up at Kabul, provin-
cial, and district level, encompassing overall recon-
struction and SSR issues as well as SSR sector specific 
coordination needs. However, coordination efforts on 
site were constrained by diverging political interests 
in the donor capitals. Above all, the move towards 
improved international coherence and more inclu-
sion of the Afghan Government came at a time when 
dynamics on the ground had already shifted towards 
the worse. Given the political setting of interests and 
perceptions in 2001, it was unrealistic to expect a com-
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prehensive donor strategy based on common political 
goals and a common vision on the future of Afghani-
stan. Taking into account the development of the in-
ternational approach to Afghanistan,12 it cannot take 
us by surprise that coordination mechanisms evolved 
only successively and bottom up.

Therefore, coping strategies to improve interna-
tional donor coherence require first and foremost 
more coordinated comprehensive analyses, more 
consideration of long-term possible effects and risks, 
more long-term strategic approaches, and more inte-
gration of in-depth expertise at the political-strategic 
level during the decisionmaking and planning phase. 
But as we know, this is highly unlikely to be realized. 
More pragmatic recommendations would focus rath-
er on the establishment of international interagency 
fora for consultation and coordination at strategic, 
operational, and on-site tactical levels at the earliest 
possible stage. Coordination mechanisms and steer-
ing bodies should, ideally, be part of UN mandates. 
Institutionalization of interagency consultation and 
coordination via standardization (handbooks, guide-
lines, check-lists, establishment of consultation mech-
anisms, provision of obligatory procedures, etc.) can 
at least partly overcome the high personnel turnover 
and the associated loss of knowledge. Bilateral agree-
ments at political headquarter level between the major 
agencies involved (memoranda of understanding, let-
ters of intent, or other provisions) can facilitate and 
channel cooperation at field level. In order to improve 
mutual knowledge and understanding among orga-
nizations and agencies and to strengthen the will for 
cooperation, common interagency preparatory train-
ing and exercises have proven to be of high value. 
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SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

For assessing the prospects and challenges of a 
WoG approach in the context of international con-
flict management strategies, in particular with view 
towards weak or fragile states, we have broken the 
concept down to three separate, but interacting pol-
icy arenas: the recipient state’s political systems, the 
domestic political system of the donor states, and the 
system of international crisis response. In order to fur-
ther operationalize the WoG concept, we have chosen 
recent security system reform efforts in different parts 
of the world as examples to demonstrate the particu-
lar challenges of practically applying WoG in the dif-
ferent policy arenas.

Regarding the political system of recipient states, 
we face a fundamental challenge when demanding a 
WoG approach: The structural governance deficits of 
weak or fragile states make any WoG approach to se-
curity system reforms from within the recipient part-
ners in general highly unlikely. Bearing in mind that 
local ownership and sensitivity to local political dy-
namics and culture are crucial to launching success-
ful and sustainable SSR processes, these deficits can 
neither be circumvented nor overcome by choosing a 
donor-driven approach. This is so first, because donor 
engagement is always limited in scope and time, and 
the initiative will have to pass to local agents of reform 
sooner or later. Secondly, donors always depend on lo-
cal actors to implement their projects and thus cannot 
escape the given institutional setting, power constel-
lation, and political culture in the recipient state. Fi-
nally, any donor-driven approach will be restricted by 
the structural conditions of the international system of 
crisis response as the international donor community 
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is itself struggling hard to achieve greater coherence. 
A donor-driven approach to SSR therefore provides 
no guarantee for more comprehensive SSR programs, 
for higher inclusiveness, or for better coordination of 
activities. External influence on reform processes, par-
ticularly in weak and fragile states, will always remain 
limited. Therefore, the coping strategies that were 
recommended above may help to minimize the risks 
for international donors or may broaden the range of 
possible positive options, but there is no definite strat-
egy to successfully tackle or overcome the governance 
deficits in weak or fragile states. SSR under such cir-
cumstances is and can only be like building the ship at 
sea. After all, in the face of the numerous institutional, 
political, infrastructural, economic, and cultural im-
pediments to reform in the political systems of weak 
or fragile recipient countries, the lack of a WoG ap-
proach seems to be of rather secondary importance.

The challenges of WoG in the political system of 
donor countries are of a completely different nature. 
As shown above, there are levers for practically im-
proving interagency coherence in the overall approach 
to international crisis response of a donor country 
within certain limits. However, we should be realis-
tic about the possible effects of improved coherence 
in this arena. Seen from the perspective of a donor 
country, interagency coordination and cooperation 
are of high importance in terms of political account-
ability regarding effectiveness and efficiency of en-
gagement vis-à-vis the domestic audiences. Besides, 
domestic policy coherence is a means to strengthen 
the assertiveness of a state in international contexts. 
But seen from the perspective of goal achievement in 
international SSR programs, it is doubtful whether the 
application of WoG approaches in domestic processes 
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of positioning and decisionmaking of donor countries 
really make a remarkable difference. Even if national 
approaches of donors strictly adhered to WoG princi-
ples, they could hardly shape the overall international 
approach to crisis response since the latter follows its 
own mechanisms and rules. Hence, the above recom-
mended coping strategies are helpful with regard to 
the policy processes and interests of donor countries, 
but will have only very limited impact on the outcome 
of SSR programs in recipient countries.

The system of international crisis response is, as 
depicted, highly contingent on situational factors and 
power constellations of the major national donors 
involved. In the first instance, international crisis re-
sponse policies do not follow the needs articulated by 
recipient countries, but the interests and capacities of 
donor countries in the light of their perceptions of the 
needs. In addition, when taking into consideration the 
limited external possibilities for exerting influence es-
pecially in weak or fragile states, one has to be realistic 
about the possible impact of international assistance 
and crisis response. Under this caveat, however, prag-
matic efforts to improve international interagency 
coherence in program designs and implementation 
could make a difference. The recommendations above 
for improving coherence will not guarantee better 
outcomes of SSR processes, but will considerably im-
prove international delivery of assistance and thus 
help to enhance the chances for better outcomes.

In sum, we can state that the notion of WoG as a 
practical guideline for international crisis response 
policies is appealing in theory, but elusive and very 
difficult to apply in actual practice. The findings of this 
chapter may seem somewhat disillusioning as they 
lead to the conclusion that possibilities to improve 
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WoG approaches in the three interacting policy arenas 
of international conflict management are highly lim-
ited, particularly with regard to the most important 
one, namely the domestic arena of recipient states. 
The target audience of the WoG debate is primarily 
located in the capitals of donor states and strategic 
headquarters of international organizations, while its 
impact on practical outcomes in reform processes in 
recipient states is confined. Limitations, however, do 
not mean that efforts to improve coherence according 
to the given recommendations are pointless. To the 
contrary, identifying the limitations of practical ap-
plicability of the WoG concept helps to avoid wrong 
expectations and to localize its value and relevance as 
a primarily normative concept, targeted to policy pro-
cesses in and among donor countries. 

So far, WoG can be regarded as a set of principles 
and procedural measures in international conflict 
management that, within the depicted limits, may help 
us implement strategies, programs, and activities in a 
better way. However, it seems very doubtful whether 
it can also help us do the right thing. Particularly when 
we take the international engagement in Afghanistan 
since 2001, which largely triggered the recent debate 
on WoG approaches, it may seem that the WoG debate 
has somewhat replaced a more thorough reflection of 
the strategic goals and their feasibility in Afghanistan. 
The international donor community should therefore 
not forget to critically reflect on what we do rather than 
to delve too deeply into how we do it.
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CHAPTER 7

A WHOLE LOT OF SUBSTANCE
OR A WHOLE LOT OF RHETORIC?

A PERSPECTIVE ON A
WHOLE OF GOVERNMENT APPROACH

TO SECURITY CHALLENGES

Charles J. Dunlap, Jr.

The Department [of Defense] supports institutional-
izing whole-of-government approaches to addressing 
national security challenges. The desired end state 
is for U.S. Government national security partners to 
develop plans and conduct operations from a shared 
perspective. 

  Quadrennial Defense Roles
  and Missions Review Report, 20091

INTRODUCTION

In the U.S. Government, the “whole of govern-
ment” mantra is firmly embedded in official rhetoric 
as the idea-du-jour. Moreover, as the quote above indi-
cates, in the national security realm particularly, it is 
officially considered a bedrock principle. 

Indeed, the Obama administration—building on 
themes developed previously by the Bush and Clinton 
administrations2—explicitly incorporates a whole of 
government (WoG) approach in the National Security 
Strategy issued in May of 2010.3 In the administration’s 
conceptualization, a WoG approach in the national se-
curity sphere essentially involves, among other things, 
greater coordination across government agencies, and 
a marked expansion of diplomatic and civilian devel-
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opment capabilities. Military and civilian institutions 
are, the strategy insists, to “complement each other 
and operate seamlessly.”4

The purpose of this chapter is to briefly trace the 
application of the WoG approach to security issues, 
highlight a few of its strengths and weaknesses, and 
examine the potential unintended consequences. It 
will argue that while a WoG approach certainly has its 
merits, it is not—and never will be—a panacea. More-
over, this chapter contends that in some instances a 
unilateral approach, that is, one that wholly or pri-
marily relies upon a particular agency, is the preferred 
or only practical alternative. The chapter will also 
suggest that when extended to the domestic context, 
a WoG approach strategy may be unsettling, and even 
counterproductive, to the Nation’s long-term strategic 
and political interests.

Finally, this chapter advocates considering a WoG 
approach as just one tool in the smart power toolbox. 
It argues that as such, a WoG approach is most effec-
tive when selectively employed, and not as a default 
in all circumstances.

IRREGULAR WAR AND THE RISE OF THE WoG 
APPROACH

As the Congressional Research Service (CRS) re-
cently observed, for “well over a decade, there has 
been widespread concern that the U.S. government 
lacks appropriate civilian ‘tools’ to carry out state-
building tasks in post conflict situations.”5 Operations 
in Haiti, Somalia, Bosnia, and elsewhere were cited 
as examples of situations where it fell to America’s 
armed forces to perform a variety of state-building 
tasks “such as creating justice systems, assisting po-
lice, and promoting governance.”6 
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The February 2011 report points out:

The military was called upon to perform such mis-
sions not only for its extensive resources but also be-
cause no other U.S. government agency could match 
the military’s superior planning and organizational 
capabilities. In addition, because of its manpower, the 
military carried out most of the U.S. humanitarian and 
nation-building contribution, even though some believed 
that civilians might be better suited to carry out such tasks, 
especially those tasks involving cooperation with hu-
manitarian NGOs [nongovernmental organizations].7

Still, the current impetus for a WoG approach is 
much traceable to reconstruction and stability issues 
arising out of the irregular wars in Iraq and Afghani-
stan. Defined by the Pentagon as a “violent struggle 
among state and nonstate actors for legitimacy and 
influence over the relevant population(s),”8 irregu-
lar war was exactly what the Department of Defense 
(DoD) found itself fighting after toppling the Baathist 
government of Iraq, and the Taliban regime in Af-
ghanistan. 

The DoD may have anticipated security issues, but 
it seems clear that it nevertheless expected that once 
the conventional fight ended, the task of physically re-
constructing the country and rebuilding its economic 
societal institutions—essential elements of strategic 
victory in irregular war—would be the responsibility 
of other government agencies and the international 
community. 

Things, however, did not work out that way. Ac-
cording to analyst Gordon Adams, although “whole of 
government” was among the “buzz words” that arose 
in direct response to the post-major combat operations 
stage in Iraq and Afghanistan, the DoD found itself: 
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frustrated by the absence of a significant, flexible, 
well-funded civilian capacity at the State Department 
and USAID [U.S. Agency for International Develop-
ment], able to take responsibility for post-conflict re-
construction and stabilization after U.S. combat opera-
tions concluded.9 

That, it seems, was enough for the DoD to take mat-
ters into its own hands.

DoD authorities responded by attempting a rather 
significant re-orientation of the armed forces to fill the 
perceived post-conflict reconstruction and stabiliza-
tion capability gap. In late-2005, the DoD issued a di-
rective entitled Military Support for Stability, Security, 
Transition, and Reconstruction (SSTR).10 Designed to 
support President Bush’s National Security Presiden-
tial Directive (NSPD)-44,11 this watershed policy docu-
ment (designated Department of Defense Directive 
[DoDD] 3000.05) declared that stability operations are 
a “core U.S. military mission” and one that, according 
to the directive, was to be “given a priority compa-
rable to combat operations.”12 

That document was followed in 2008 by the Army’s 
own Stability Operations manual which implemented 
the DoD policy.13 The Army’s manual contained an 
explicit definition of the WoG approach, describing it 
rather amorphously as an “approach that integrates 
the collaborative efforts of the departments and agen-
cies of the U.S. government to achieve unity of effort 
toward a shared goal.”14 

In accord with DoDD 3000.05, the 2006 Quadren-
nial Defense Review (QDR) did not use WoG approach 
terminology, but said as much in declaring that:
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The Department of Defense cannot meet today’s com-
plex challenges alone. Success requires unified state-
craft: the ability of the U.S. Government to bring to 
bear all elements of national power at home and to 
work in close cooperation with allies and partners 
abroad.15

These sentiments were echoed in the 2009 Quadren-
nial Defense Roles and Missions Review Report16 wherein 
the DoD affirms its support for the “maturation of 
whole-of-government approaches to national security 
problems,” adding that any solution such an approach 
produces will “be based on employing integrated flex-
ible, mutually-supporting interagency capabilities.”17 
For its part, the 2010 QDR is replete with specific refer-
ences to the WoG approach.18

In the meantime, however, the Army and the Ma-
rine Corps also issued their counterinsurgency (COIN) 
doctrine, Field Manual (FM) 3-24, which became the 
“bible” for operations in Iraq and later Afghanistan.19 
A multifaceted document subject to a myriad of in-
terpretations, it was popularly imagined as a kinder, 
gentler way of achieving success in COIN situations 
by eschewing violence against insurgents in favor of a 
population-centric strategy aimed at winning “hearts 
and minds,” much through nation-building and re-
construction efforts. Journalist Steve Coll described it 
thusly in the New Yorker:

[Popular] among sections of the country’s liberal-
minded intelligentsia. This was warfare for northeast-
ern graduate students—complex, blended with poli-
tics, designed to build countries rather than destroy 
them, and fashioned to minimize violence. It was a 
doctrine with particular appeal to people who would 
never own a gun.20
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It is also a doctrine that, on the face of it, is perfectly 
suited to a WoG approach. In fact, it devotes an entire 
chapter to integrating civilian and military efforts.21 
Nevertheless, the doctrine makes it clear that nation-
building tasks are essential for COIN success and, if 
necessary, the military must endeavor to accomplish 
them even in the absence of civilian partners. That cir-
cumstance occurred. For example, commanders were 
obliged to turn to their “in-house counsel” (uniformed 
military lawyers called Judge Advocates or “JAGs”) 
for even such activities as rule of law reconstitution—
a task that would appear to be better conducted by 
civilian personnel.22 

Unsurprisingly, therefore, when DoDD 3000.05 
was re-issued in 2009, the DoD acknowledged the im-
portance of civilian partners, but reiterated that the 
DoD must be prepared to take the “lead” in such ac-
tivities as establishing civil security and civil control, 
restoring essential services, repairing, and protecting 
critical infrastructure, and delivering humanitarian 
assistance until it is feasible for another agency to take 
over.23

THE MERITS OF A WoG APPROACH

Taken at face value, the notion of exploiting all the 
government’s potential in the service of national secu-
rity is eminently reasonable and wise. Plainly, nation-
al defense is the most basic rationale for government. 
Our own Constitution cites “provide for the common 
defence” as one of the key responsibilities of govern-
ment.24 Accordingly, the judicious bringing to bear of 
government’s full range of capabilities is consistent 
with the fundamentals of good government and wise 
defense policy.
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Perhaps most important—but not often dis-
cussed—are the merits of the military not doing 
many of the nation-building and reconstruction tasks. 
Among other things, if not engaged in nation-build-
ing, the military could concentrate on its institutional 
responsibility for national defense, particularly with 
respect to existential threats which nation-building 
and reconstruction do not address.25

After all, the role of the armed forces is, as the Su-
preme Court put it, “to fight or be ready to fight wars 
should the occasion arise.”26 Moreover, the Court 
points out that “[t]o the extent that those responsible 
for performance of this primary function are diverted 
from it . . . the basic fighting purpose of armies is not 
served.”27 Therefore, when the armed forces divert 
resources and—of even greater concern—focus, to the 
conduct of operations not intrinsic to warfighting, 
their ability to conduct bona fide combat operations 
inevitably degrades.

There are, however, other important factors fa-
voring a WoG approach. As talented as military per-
sonnel are, it seems obvious that the more facets of 
the U.S. Government that can be brought to bear, the 
more likely there will be an injection of an authentic 
expertise when the task is not a traditionally mili-
tary one. On the other hand, while the armed forces 
may have manpower and resources to address many 
nation-building tasks, that does not necessarily mean 
that they possess the range and depth of experience 
required to solve the convoluted problems arising in 
civil society. 

As just one example, consider that the military is 
instinctively authoritarian and, as the Supreme Court 
has drily observed,”the army is not a deliberative 
body,” rather “it is, by necessity, a specialized soci-
ety separate from civilian society.” How could such 
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an organization have the experience and mindset to 
establish courts and legislatures where the essence of 
their function is deliberation? 

In addition, there is another important consider-
ation, which is the psychological impact on the host 
nation of a foreign military leading these efforts. 
Many in America’s military seem blissfully unaware 
of the image they may unintentionally present when 
they serve as the “face” of the United States in nation-
building endeavors. One can only imagine what the 
residents of a failed nation think when they see people 
in uniforms—not civilian officials—as the ones who 
are the main representatives of the United States in 
the reestablishment of their society’s institutions, to 
include those expected to exercise civilian control of 
the armed forces.28 Regrettably, the population may 
assume, for example, that it is military direction (as 
opposed to civilian leadership) that leads to success 
in the modern world. This could have unwanted po-
litical consequences over time if the electorate comes 
to perceive the armed forces as preferable to civilian 
leadership.

Closer to home, there are other benefits to remov-
ing the armed forces from the conduct of nation-build-
ing activities not directly involving physical security 
or military operations against insurgents. Specifically, 
the long-term involvement in such activities in Iraq 
and Afghanistan may be causing a subtle but troubling 
change in the perspective of members of America’s 
armed forces. In 2006, historian Douglas Porch—cit-
ing the work of British historian Hew Strachan—made 
this melancholy observation:

Politicians who engage in nation building endeavors, 
especially those with a counterinsurgency dimen-
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sion must be prepared to deal with the political and 
military professional fallout. This includes the evo-
lution of a stab-in-the-back as a guiding principle of 
civil-military relations and its leaching into domestic 
politics—that is, the belief that, in modern counterin-
surgency warfare, win or lose, the military ends up 
feeling betrayed by the civilians.29

We may be beginning to see this phenomenon, 
much because of the way operations have been con-
ducted in current wars. As this writer has observed 
elsewhere:

 
Given responsibility not only for security, but also for 
governance, education, and economic development 
in wide swaths of territory in Iraq and Afghanistan, 
a generation of US officers has become accustomed to 
being ‘warrior kings’.30 

As such, there is a real risk that even after their nation-
building duties in contingency areas end, military of-
ficers may want to arrogate to themselves decision-
making that democracies leave to civilians.

A disturbing manifestation of what might be an 
emerging mindset is found in an October 2010 article 
written by Marine Corps Lieutenant Colonel Andrew 
Milburn that was published in the prestigious military 
journal, Joint Force Quarterly.31 Milburn made the un-
precedented argument that military officers have the 
obligation to disobey even lawful orders if they sub-
jectively decide that such orders are “likely to harm 
the institution writ large—the Nation, military, and 
subordinates—in a manner not clearly outweighed by 
its likely benefits.”32 While the notion of disobedience 
of lawful orders is an anathema to most officers, it is 
nevertheless true, as journalist David Wood observes, 
that many uniformed officers today are chafing for a 
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“bigger role in [the] policy decisions” that historically 
have been the province of civilian decisionmakers.33 

Importantly for a WoG approach analysis, Wood 
maintains that the “current unrest among midcareer 
officers is new” and reasons that:

today’s majors, lieutenant colonels, and colonels grew 
up in counterinsurgency warfare, leading men into 
combat as young platoon leaders and having to create 
new ways of operating in dangerously complex politi-
cal and social environments never imagined by their 
elders.34 

As such, it may be that traditional—and critical—con-
cepts of appropriate civil-military relations are under 
stress at least to some degree because of the nation-
building tasks which military officers have had to per-
form in the absence of civilian capability that a WoG 
approach might otherwise provide. 

In short, a WoG approach that displaces reliance 
upon the armed forces as the principle agent of nation-
building and post-conflict reconstitution may well 
serve the interests of the targeted nation by better por-
traying the role of civilians in a democracy, serve the 
interests of the U.S. armed forces by allowing greater 
focus on its quintessential warfighting responsibilities, 
and also serve American society itself by ameliorat-
ing burgeoning civil-military tensions. Nevertheless, 
implementing a WoG approach effectively involves 
substantial challenges.

WoG APPROACH CHALLENGES

Although Congress has grappled with the idea 
of building civilian capability for nation-building 
for most of the decade, numerous difficulties still ex-
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ist to implementing a WoG approach—not the least 
of which are inadequate resourcing and authority.35 
In 2004 the Office of the Coordinator for Reconstruc-
tion and Stabilization (S/CRS) was created within the 
State Department with a mission statement that would 
seem ideally suited to relieving the military of much 
of its current responsibility. S/CRS is supposed to:

lead, coordinate, and institutionalize U.S. Government 
civilian capacity to prevent or prepare for post-conflict 
situations, and to help stabilize and reconstruct societ-
ies in transition from conflict or civil strife, so they can 
reach a sustainable path toward peace, democracy, 
and a market economy.36 

The centerpiece of the S/CRS effort is the Civilian 
Response Corps (CRC). Drawing experts from eight 
Federal departments or agencies, the CRC is a “group 
of civilian federal employees who are specially trained 
and equipped to deploy rapidly to provide reconstruc-
tion and stabilization assistance to countries in crisis 
or emerging from conflict.”37 Although Secretary of 
State Hillary Clinton applauds the fact that in just 2 
years the ranks have grown to over 1,000 civilian re-
sponders, the reality is that only 250-300 can deploy at 
any given time.38 

It is difficult to understand how such a relatively 
small group—not much larger than a couple of com-
panies of soldiers—could possibly obviate the need 
for substantial military involvement to accomplish the 
same tasks. After all, Iraq39 and Afghanistan40 are both 
nations of more than 29,000,000 people. Even with re-
serves—which Congress has not funded—the whole 
CRC was never contemplated to number more than a 
few thousand persons.
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According to the S/CRS, “many analysts have ex-
pressed doubt about S/CRS ability and capacity to 
carry out its mission.”41 Some of that doubt is blamed 
on a “perceived lack of funding by Congress,” but 
there are also misgivings about an “anti-operational 
social culture in the State Department.”42 There seems 
to be real difficulty with a program that depends upon 
large numbers of highly-expert civilians voluntarily 
agreeing to serve in austere and dangerous circum-
stances. This appears to be an impediment, with trou-
bling and perhaps intractable implications for future 
operations.

As evidence of this issue, consider a 2007 New York 
Times article reporting that many diplomats and For-
eign Service employees of the State Department re-
fused assignments to Iraq.43 Steve Kashkett, vice pres-
ident of the American Foreign Service Association, 
insisted that “there remain legitimate questions about 
the ability of unarmed civilian diplomats to carry out 
a reconstruction and democracy-building mission in 
the middle of an active war zone.”44 

As a result, the Times says that those employees 
who did agree to deploy “tended to be younger, more 
entry-level types, and not experienced, seasoned dip-
lomats.”45 The former head of S/CRS recognizes the 
problem and admitted in a March 2010 interview that 
“the State Department must shed the ‘risk-averse cul-
ture’ it adopted in the mid-1980s.”46 He added, “Obvi-
ously, you cannot ignore risk, but we need to be will-
ing to manage risk rather than simply avoid it.”47

Other government employees seem to carry a rath-
er robustly different sense of entitlement when serv-
ing in war zones, and this can complicate a WoG ap-
proach. For example, a 2008 audit found that Federal 
Bureau of Investigation (FBI) agents were improperly 
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paid millions of dollars in overtime while on 90 days 
of temporary duty in Iraq.48 This investigation found 
that the agents billed the government on average 
$45,000 overtime pay, often for simply watching mov-
ies, exercising, or even attending parties.49 

Civilians clearly want to be well paid if they work 
in dangerous areas. Journalist Nathan Hodge writes 
that when anthropologists, hired to conduct analysis 
of the “human terrain” in Iraq and Afghanistan, were 
converted from “well-compensated contractor status” 
to government employee status, “around a third of the 
program’s deployed workforce quit.”50 

Besides manning issues, recent reports from Af-
ghanistan about program execution are not encourag-
ing.51 Critics insist that S/CRS remains poorly funded 
and is often ignored.52 Consequently, reporter Spencer 
Ackerman says that in Afghanistan “American diplo-
macy and development work in conflict areas remains 
largely a military job.”53 He says that U.S. soldiers—
not American civilians—”politic with local potentates 
on reconstruction projects.”54 Thinking beyond the 
specific difficulties with S/CRS, the issue may become 
this: Can a WoG approach work at all in the U.S. Gov-
ernment?

Analyst Todd Moss has his doubts. The former 
State Department official acknowledges that a WoG 
approach may work in other nations, but has reser-
vations about its prospects in the United States. Moss 
says:

in the United States—with its sprawling federal struc-
ture and huge agency staffs and budget—just getting 
everyone around one table is perhaps too much to ask. 
The interagency process in any country is a strain. 
[Managing those tensions is actually what policymak-
ing is all about.] Yet the process can become convolut-
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ed and bogged down when the scale is out of whack. 
Simply put: when you have too many people at the 
table, nothing gets done.55

It may be that a WoG approach can suffer from 
a form of the same malady as that which debilitated 
American corporations late in the last century, that 
is, over-diversification. Many companies acquired 
widely-diverse businesses and put them under the 
umbrella of a single conglomerate, apparently think-
ing that the mutual support of the whole would be 
stronger and more profitable than the individual 
parts. One can readily see how such thinking would 
resonate with WoG approach goals. Unfortunately, it 
often does not work.

Notwithstanding what might be called a “whole 
of business” approach, the Economist observes that the 
idea “went out of fashion in the 1980s and 1990s . . . 
when companies began to see again the virtues of 
‘sticking to their knitting’.”56 Sometimes, it seems, a 
single-focused entity is better at a specific task than an 
assemblage of actors with assorted backgrounds. Con-
glomerates that did succeed were ones that expanded 
but did not stray far from their core competencies. The 
chief executive of Bombardier, a Canadian manufac-
turing firm that acquired new businesses, did so by 
ensuring that “each new sector we entered shares cer-
tain fundamental similarities.”57

This may mean that a WoG approach may need 
modification, or at least clarification. Not every secu-
rity issue needs—or profits from—the application of 
all the tools in the proverbial toolbox. In some circum-
stances, a WoG approach may be exactly the wrong 
strategy; not every agency has the requisite core com-
petencies to add value to the resolution of a particu-
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lar national security issue. If it is necessary to have a 
bumper sticker for such a more nuanced approach, 
then smart power may be it.

THE BETTER CONCEPTUALIZATION FOR THE 
WAY AHEAD?

Secretary Clinton’s articulation of smart power  
shows it is related to, but not exactly coterminous with, 
a WoG approach. Although she does not claim to have 
invented the smart power term, in her 2009 confirma-
tion testimony she defined it as using the “range of 
tools at our disposal—diplomatic, economic, military, 
political, legal, and cultural” to address international 
issues.58 It does not seek to bring every tool to bear in 
every instance; rather, smart power is about “picking 
the right tool, or combination of tools, for each situa-
tion.”59 Importantly, Clinton says that under a smart 
power approach, “diplomacy will be the vanguard of 
foreign policy.”60

To be sure, Clinton is not foreswearing a WoG 
approach; however, she does seem to conceive it dif-
ferently than has previously been the case. Writing in 
the November/December 2010 issue of Foreign Affairs, 
Secretary Clinton elaborated on her smart power con-
cept and its distinct emphasis on civilian power:61 

By drawing on the pool of talent that already exists in 
U.S. federal agencies and at overseas posts, the United 
States can build a global civilian service of the same 
caliber and flexibility as the U.S. military.62

In addition to its civilian focus, there is much about 
the particulars of smart power worth noting carefully. 
As already observed, it recognizes that sometimes 
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“picking the right tool” suffices. If the number of par-
ticipants can be minimized, the hazards of navigating 
the interagency coordination process that concerned 
Mr. Moss might diminish.63 Moreover, it suggests that 
there can be affirmative benefits of discrete approach-
es by separate government agencies. Consider the U.S. 
Africa Command (AFRICOM) experience.

 AFRICOM might be considered one of the most 
aggressive models of at least a modified form of a WoG 
approach. Established in 2007, it represents an innova-
tive effort by the DoD to address the varied needs of 
a multifaceted continent.64 It sees itself as a “different 
kind of command” because it is fashioned with a: 

much more integrated staff structure . . . that includes 
significant management and staff representation by 
the Department of State, U.S. Agency for International 
Development (USAID), and other U.S. government 
agencies involved in Africa.65

One of the most unique aspects of AFRICOM is its 
leadership arrangements. Unlike any other military 
organization, it designates a State Department ambas-
sador as its “co-equal” deputy.66 Notwithstanding the 
language of co-equality, AFRICOM makes it clear that 
the ambassador’s military counterpart—a Navy admi-
ral—exercises command authority in the AFRICOM 
commander’s absence only because “U.S. law does 
not allow a State Department official to hold military 
command authority.”67 Despite the absence of legal 
authority to command, AFRICOM says the “co-equal” 
State Department official nevertheless “directs” a vari-
ety of military activities, including disaster relief and, 
somewhat mysteriously, “security sector reform.”68 

The precise distinction between a civilian with au-
thority to “direct” and a military officer empowered 
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to “command” is unexplained and puzzling. While no 
one questions the value of close working relationships 
with the Department of State, there is a point at which 
the intermingling in pursuit of an undifferentiated 
WoG approach becomes an unproductive infatuation 
that could dangerously confuse the military chain of 
command in a crisis. Even more importantly, it may 
send the wrong message about our diplomats around 
the globe whose legal status and safety depends upon 
the perception and reality that they are noncombatant 
civilians apart from our military forces.

According to a 2009 U.S. Government Account-
ability Office (GAO) report, various stakeholders 
raised similar issues. They were concerned that AFRI-
COM “could blur traditional boundaries between di-
plomacy, development, and defense.” 69 Likewise, the 
S/CRS reports “mixed feelings” among many about 
AFRICOM:

While many at the State Department and USAID wel-
come the ability of DOD to leverage resources and to 
organize complex operations, there also is concern 
that the military may overestimate its capabilities as 
well as its diplomatic role, or pursue activities that are 
not a core part of its mandate.70

Both the GAO and the S/CRS also report concerns 
that the size of the DoD “could dominate U.S. activi-
ties and relationships in Africa” to the detriment of 
foreign policy.71 Essentially, the apprehension was 
that the command might unproductively “militarize 
diplomacy and development” on the continent.72 In 
response, AFRICOM emphasized a WoG approach—
with some success.73 A subsequent GAO report  
showed AFRICOM made progress, but effective col-
laboration remains a daunting issue despite the re-



202

markable integration of representatives of some 27 
agencies.74

The best intentions can, nevertheless, create issues. 
For example, apparently AFRICOM originally saw 
as part of its mission the task to “improve account-
able governance” of African states.75 Exactly what that 
was supposed to mean remains unclear, but when 
the most fearsome military in the world starts talking 
about “improving” what it may decide is a sovereign 
nation’s accountability, it is no wonder that the com-
mand has yet to find a home in any country on the 
continent. The notion of Americans “improving” gov-
ernments via a military command is an understand-
ably alarming concept to many nations, especially in 
the shadow of U.S. ”regime change” operations in Iraq 
and Afghanistan.

No doubt it is a worthy aim of the United States 
to assist nations with bettering their governments, but 
this is a classic example of an area where America’s 
armed forces ought to steer clear, and a WoG ap-
proach is affirmatively counterproductive. Africa has 
an unfortunate history of militaries “improving” gov-
ernments by crushing the existing ones in the name 
of reform. AFRICOM certainly would not do so, but 
the juxtaposition of an intent to “improve accountable 
governance” with a military command invites untow-
ard perceptions. Such a task may be appropriate for 
diplomats and civilian agencies to facilitate, in concert 
with other nations, international bodies, and NGOs, 
but not our military.

Clearly, the case for a U.S. military command fo-
cused on Africa is a good one, but trying to mix the 
armed forces and all it implies with activities better 
carried out via a distinctly diplomatic or civilian en-
tity is obviously problematic. In this instance it ap-
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pears that smart power must suggest a disaggregation 
of the respective functions that might better serve U.S. 
interests than the present WoG approach formulation. 
Mating a military entity with a diplomatic function 
could too readily serve to create unnecessary suspi-
cions about U.S. intentions.

AFRICOM is not, however, the only example of 
questionable utilization of WoG approach-style think-
ing (if not precise application of WoG approach termi-
nology). Specifically, recent domestic counterterrorism 
efforts have employed a WoG approach. Despite what 
Harvard Law professor Jack Goldsmith calls “strong 
sub-constitutional norms against military involve-
ment in homeland security,”76 the powerful technical 
surveillance capabilities of the DoD National Security 
Agency (NSA) have increasingly been brought to bear 
domestically to ferret out terrorism threats, as well as 
to address growing risks to cyber security.

Unfortunately, to the extent a WoG approach in-
volves the military in domestic security activities, his-
tory does not provide much encouragement. In the 
1960s, for example, military intelligence officers, in the 
name of national security, were enlisted to collect per-
sonal information on tens of thousands of Americans 
who, in reality, “posed no real threat to national secu-
rity.”77 The military deployed—domestically—”more 
than 1,500 plainclothes agents to watch demonstrators, 
infiltrate organizations, and circulate blacklists.”78 As 
a result of the ensuing furor, congressional oversight 
increased,79 and legislation such as the Foreign Intel-
ligence Surveillance Act (FISA) was enacted.80

Nevertheless, in the aftermath of September 11, 
2001 (9/11), NSA capabilities were used for domestic 
surveillance in contravention to FISA requirements. 
When this illegal activity was revealed, the NSA was 
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sued successfully, and on December 2010 was ordered 
to pay $2.5 million in attorney fees and damages.81 De-
spite this experience, the NSA recently signed a first-
of-its kind WoG approach-style agreement with the 
Department of Homeland Security to collaborate in 
protecting civilian infrastructure from cyber attacks. 

82 Although steps are being taken to protect privacy, 
civil liberty advocates remain skeptical.83

All this is important because if such domestic 
WoG approaches to security strategies involving the 
military go awry, they could put in jeopardy vital gov-
ernment interests. The U.S. armed forces are an all-
volunteer force (AVF) depending upon the affection 
and respect of the American people to ensure that suf-
ficient high-quality recruits choose uniformed service. 
Currently, the military enjoys extremely high levels 
of public confidence84 and respect,85 and that contrib-
utes immeasurably to the military’s ability to sustain 
itself.86 

If that confidence and respect is compromised by 
perceptions about illegal military involvement in ac-
tivities that implicate civil liberties, the consequences 
for the AVF may be serious. Too many potential re-
cruits may not want to involve themselves in a mili-
tary organization that may appear to be improperly 
infringing upon the rights of citizens. Thus, as efficient 
as a WoG approach may be in this arena, on balance it 
may nevertheless be prudent as a matter of policy to 
develop the necessary capabilities fully independent 
of the armed forces. 

CONCLUDING OBSERVATIONS

To be sure, a WoG approach should certainly be 
considered in devising solutions to the complex secu-
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rity challenges of the 21st century. Yet it is those very 
complexities that counsel against the undifferentiated 
application of the concept. Clearly, the WoG approach 
should not devolve into an insistence—or assump-
tion—that every entity of government has some role 
to play in every national security issue. As discussed, 
there are real merits in keeping certain activities sepa-
rate and, in any event, some activities are inappropri-
ate assignments for the armed forces. Hence, in smart 
power terms, a WoG approach is just an option among 
several, and one that may—or may not—be appropri-
ate for a given situation.

Although it is largely beyond the scope of this 
chapter, some mention should be made as to the ef-
fectiveness of a WoG approach in its most common 
and controversial application in the national security 
arena: post-conflict reconstruction and stabilization. It 
is an article of faith among purveyors of contempo-
rary COIN theory that such WoG approach-oriented 
activities are indispensible to a population-centric 
strategy.87 That strategy, encompassed in FM 3-24,88 
aims to win the loyalty of the populace to the central 
government the counterinsurgents are supporting by 
facilitating that government’s nation-building pro-
grams.

Bernard Finel, a Senior Fellow and Director of Re-
search at the American Security Project, points out 
that critics argue that a: 

population-centric COIN [strategy] requires building 
responsive governmental structures, promoting eco-
nomic growth, and eliminating endemic corruption—
objectives that have almost never been successfully 
accomplished in the long, doleful history of interna-
tional development.89 
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Increasingly, experts like Finel argue that an enemy-
centric approach is more effective and better suited to 
American interests. It unapologetically aims to neu-
tralize the insurgents directly as a means to force “a 
negotiated solution”—a result Finel argues is “consis-
tent with the vast majority of conflicts in history.”90

In an interview coinciding with the release of 
his new book, The Wrong War: Grit, Strategy, and the 
Way Out of Afghanistan, former DoD official-turned-
embedded–writer Bing West offers an unvarnished 
assessment. Asked about the effectiveness of billions 
spent on reconstruction, West says:

From [Afghan President] Karzai to the villagers, the 
response has been rational: take or steal every dollar 
the Americans are foolish enough to give away. In the 
US, the Great Society and the War on Poverty created 
a culture of entitlement and undercut individual re-
sponsibility. We exported that failed social philosophy 
to Afghanistan.91

Indeed, West is harshly dismissive of nation-build-
ing and the military’s role in it:

For 10 years, in Afghanistan, our new COIN doctrine 
has focused upon building a nation, and has not been 
successful. The COIN doctrine says our troops are 
expected to be nation-builders as well as warriors. I 
believe that is deeply flawed. Our military, despite 
the exhortations of the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, 
should not be a Peace Corps.92

West’s view, albeit undiplomatically stated, seems 
to be consistent with the majority of Americans who 
now consider the war in Afghanistan as something 
the United States should “not be involved in.”93 This 
writer has long believed that the armed forces should 
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focus on the all-important task of warfighting, and 
avoid a variety of deleterious effects that can arise 
when the military becomes enmeshed in nation-build-
ing and related tasks, as part of a WoG approach or 
otherwise.94

Still, none of this is to say that a WoG approach is, 
per se, flawed. It ought to always be considered when 
addressing the multifaceted security issues of the 21st 
century. Again, filtering its utility through the smart 
power lens will likely find many opportunities where 
it can be profitably employed. It is the overly-mecha-
nistic application of the concept of a WoG approach 
that can be the source of mischief and misdirection. 

In the end, there is no substitute for wise contem-
plation of which situations can profit from a WoG ap-
proach, and which are most optimally addressed by 
another, single-entity tool. Such measured analysis of 
specific situations will ensure that the WoG approach 
methodology maintains substantive vitality and does 
not devolve into another exercise of empty pseudo-
strategy. In that way, it can be a whole lot of substance, 
and not simply a whole lot of rhetoric.
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CHAPTER 8

WHOLE OF GOVERNMENT IN DIPLOMACY
AND DEVELOPMENT:

WHOLE OR HOLE?

James Stephenson

On December 15, 2010, Secretary of State Hillary 
Clinton released the first Quadrennial Diplomacy and 
Development Report (QDDR).1 While much of the atten-
tion of the international development community was 
focused on what role the QDDR would articulate for 
the U.S. Agency for International Development (US-
AID), its embrace of the whole of government (WoG) 
approach to diplomacy and development seemed to 
pass almost unnoticed. Arguably, this is because in the 
implementation of U.S. foreign assistance WoG has 
grown like a fungus for over a decade. Since Opera-
tion IRAQI FREEDOM (OIF), it has become the modus 
operandi—WoG on steroids—for U.S. efforts to bring 
stability in conflict, post-conflict, and fragile states 
that may fall victim to conflict. As the QDDR states, 
ambassadors are now chief executive officers (CEOs) 
of complex interagency missions.2 Where USAID once 
had almost sole responsibility for foreign assistance, 
more than a dozen agencies and government organi-
zations now have their own mini-foreign aid offices, 
all ostensibly under chief of mission authority or at 
least a “unified effort,” the term used where the mili-
tary is present and not under chief of mission author-
ity. Further, the military has become ever more deeply 
engaged in stability operations that are indistinguish-
able from civilian stabilization and reconstruction ef-
forts, even in theaters where there is no obvious need 
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for a uniformed presence, such as the Horn of Africa. 
Embassies are larger, with disparate agencies compet-
ing for foreign aid dollars, often working at cross-pur-
poses. (In one West African country, the U.S. Africa 
Command [AFRICOM] funded a host country agency 
the country team was trying to abolish.) The propo-
nents of WoG embrace the logic that the application 
of more human and bureaucratic resources ipso facto 
results in the efficient production of a better prod-
uct—that competition engenders rigor. But does it? Is 
there any empirical evidence that the vast bureaucra-
cies we created in Iraq, Afghanistan, and Pakistan are 
any more effective than the far smaller, flatter coun-
try teams we used in the past? Are domestic agencies 
really very good at foreign assistance and in foreign 
operating environments? Are ambassadors, by train-
ing and experience, prepared to be CEOs of “complex 
interagency missions?” Finally, with the imperative 
to cut deficits and the federal work force, does the 
QDDR, which calls for staff increases at the Depart-
ment of State (State) and USAID, offer a sustainable 
business model?

These questions are particularly relevant, given 
President Barack Obama’s promise in the State of the 
Union address on January 25, 2011, to overhaul the 
federal bureaucracy and consolidate its functions; 
while the Republican opposition promises to trim 
the federal workforce and specifically the size and re-
sources of State and USAID, reversing the recent trend 
to increase the size and resources of both. The Presi-
dent spoke of the “fur ball”—my words—of overlap-
ping federal rules, responsibilities, and jurisdictions. 
There are currently some 17 federal departments and 
agencies engaged in some form of foreign assistance—
e.g., the Overseas Private Investment Corporation, the 
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Millennium Challenge Corporation, the Peace Corps, 
the Trade and Development Agency, the departments 
of Agriculture, Treasury, Justice, Health and Human 
Services, Commerce, Homeland Security (DHS), the 
Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA), the Centers 
for Disease Control (CDC), and—the largest of all—
the Department of Defense (DoD)—to name a few. 
Foreign assistance has become the poster child for 
WoG, even though the Foreign Assistance Act of 1961 
established USAID to consolidate all foreign assis-
tance activities under a single federal agency to elimi-
nate the polyglot of competing federal departments 
and agencies that foreign assistance had by then be-
come.3 What was seen as a vice in 1961, some now cel-
ebrate as a virtue—WoG—and posit that the world of 
diplomacy and development has become so complex 
that no single department or agency can meet its chal-
lenges. (Great Britain came to precisely the opposite 
conclusion over a decade ago in creating the Cabinet 
Department For International Development, separate 
from the Foreign Office.)

The intellectual debate over where responsibility 
for international development should reside in the 
federal government will continue, unabated by the re-
lease of the QDDR. However, our burgeoning deficits 
and national debt concerns are likely to eclipse that 
debate, pushing us toward the model most effective 
and cost efficient. The proponents of smaller govern-
ment might argue that the outsourcing of State and 
USAID responsibilities to other federal agencies is 
cost effective; that WoG eliminates duplication and 
redundancy. (Why does USAID need agriculture ex-
perts when the Department of Agriculture already has 
them?) Or, they could argue that USAID and the mini-
foreign aid offices in other departments and agencies 
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be merged into the State Department. Or, as the de-
velopment purists argue, the clock could be turned 
back to 1961 and USAID could be re-empowered as 
an autonomous agency with near sole responsibility 
for foreign assistance.4 There may be other options, 
including the status quo, with fewer resources.5 Un-
fortunately, many of the “experts” who will weigh in 
are academics or politicians who never served in the 
State Department, USAID, an American embassy, or 
even abroad. You may ask, “So what?” In answer, I 
point you to the military.

Last year, I had the privilege to contribute to the 
Capstone Concept for Joint Operations (CCJO), under 
the direction of Joint Forces Command (JFCOM). The 
CCJO looks 10-20 years into the future and tries to 
conceptualize what will characterize the demands and 
components of the wars we may have to fight. From 
the concept follows doctrine. From doctrine follows 
force structure, planning, procurement of equipment 
and systems, logistics, etc. Defining and articulating 
the concept is the work of scores of both uniformed 
and civilian personnel from varied backgrounds, 
who have experienced our current and past wars first 
hand. Even so, defining the components of the con-
cept is exceedingly difficult, frustrating, and condu-
cive to heated debate. There are four components to 
the CCJO: Combat, Security, Engagement, and Relief 
and Reconstruction. It seems simple, but what do the 
terms mean? How do they overlap? Does relief sup-
port combat? Is not engagement part and parcel of 
reconstruction? Participants came to the table with 
different constructs, prejudices, and opinions, but all 
had field experience and expertise relevant to one or more 
components. The process of give-and-take defined 
and articulated the concept. Finally, the production of 
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the CCJO was not a political process whose outcome 
was predetermined by bureaucratic turf wars or pow-
er struggles, as was the case with State’s QDDR and 
the competing vision of the National Security Staff’s 
Presidential Study Directive. It was a sober, multi-
disciplinary attempt to prepare the joint services and 
country for future conflict.

Whether policies and practices that emanate from 
Washington evolve fairly rapidly, e.g., the repeal of 
“Don’t ask—Don’t tell” or the QDDR, the manner of 
their evolution matters far less than their impact and 
effect in the field—downrange for the military, at the 
country team level for civilians. As most of my experi-
ence in foreign assistance has been gained overseas, 
I confine my observations about WoG to its effects in 
the field, and begin with an observation of how coun-
try teams used to operate—until OIF.

“BEFORE, WE KNEW EACH OTHER AND HAD 
VAST EXPERIENCE”

The generic country team used to consist of the 
Ambassador, a handful of State Department For-
eign Service Officers, the Defense attaché(s), USAID 
(where there was an assistance program), the Central 
Intelligence Agency (CIA), and perhaps representa-
tives from the Departments of Commerce, Justice, 
and Treasury.6 Either military or civilian experts, such 
as military cooperation or anti-narcotics, sometimes 
augmented this core team, as needed. In conflict and 
post-conflict countries, country teams were generally 
even smaller, usually to restrict the number of person-
nel put in harm’s way. Further, because most civilians 
preferred not to serve in dangerous conflict/post-
conflict posts, there existed a small cadre of personnel 
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who, by choice, spent their careers serving in conflict 
environments. It was a tight, proficient fraternity, but 
often called on other agencies or the private sector to 
augment it with specific professional skills. It worked 
very well—from Central America to Eastern Europe, 
the Middle East, the Balkans, and Africa.

In preparation for this chapter, I interviewed a 
well-respected, career ambassador, without attribu-
tion, because I wanted candor. When asked if am-
bassadors were prepared to be “CEOs of complex 
interagency missions,” the Ambassador replied that 
chiefs of mission had always been CEOs and some-
times were susceptible to empire building. However, 
embassies now have more agencies, represented by 
individuals who have no concept of what it means to 
be under chief of mission authority and whose loyalty 
is to their agency. That and the current push for whole 
of government give them license to operate indepen-
dently. Domestic agencies have different, less precise 
reporting standards and requirements, and their un-
approved reports often get into the decision process in 
Washington. With more agencies, ambassadors have 
to exercise more control, requiring, for example, that 
defense attachés obtain chief of mission clearance on 
all cables. When asked if WoG sometimes means that 
no one is in charge, the Ambassador responded that 
too often the wrong person is in charge, and that there 
has been a proliferation of responsibility and leader-
ship to inexperienced agency personnel who have no 
commitment to the Mission, are not team players, and 
do not understand that country teams are enablers. 
This problem is compounded by powerful Combat 
Commands, such as Central Command (CENTCOM) 
and AFRICOM, that often attempt to operate inde-
pendently in direct conflict with Mission policies and 
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programs, and have to be reined in. The Ambassador 
closed with the lament, “Before, we knew each other 
and had vast experience—we were a team.”

These observations tracked very closely with my 
own experiences in Grenada, El Salvador, Lebanon, 
and Serbia/Montenegro, where we had small mis-
sions of highly experienced individuals that operated 
as a team—a sometimes fractious team, but one that 
understood the conventions of being part of an em-
bassy country team. That dynamic changed with OIF 
and the creation of the Coalition Provisional Author-
ity (CPA).7 Although the CPA was headed by a former 
career diplomat and benefited from the services of a 
handful of talented senior Foreign Service officers, it 
answered to and was staffed by the DoD. The CPA 
was a hybrid precursor to WoG that reluctantly uti-
lized a few government agencies, such as USAID and 
the Department of the Treasury, but mainly relied 
on individuals—thousands of them—who were tem-
porarily hired under U.S. Code Title 5 Section 3161, 
which gives temporary federal organizations hiring 
authority.8 Most came from the private sector, and a 
very large proportion had never been overseas, much 
less worked in the most difficult venue of foreign as-
sistance—conflict. So many inexperienced actors with 
so many individual agendas led to chaotic program 
design and implementation. There are critics and de-
fenders of the CPA, but all might agree that the CPA 
was a completely new model, more an occupier and 
surrogate for governance than an enabler of Iraqi gov-
ernance and development. It only lasted 14 months, 
but when State succeeded the CPA, it inherited most 
of its structure, many of its 4,000 personnel, and its 
philosophy that more is better. Months before the 
CPA ended, State Department plans were already far 
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advanced to build and staff the largest embassy in the 
world. Seven years later, it still is the largest—but Af-
ghanistan is catching up.

It is conventional wisdom that the Bush adminis-
tration under-resourced both the kinetic and recon-
struction efforts in Afghanistan to support its efforts 
in Iraq, effectively enabling the resurgence of the Tali-
ban insurgency. The failings of the coalition and the 
Afghan government are far too complex to attribute 
simply to inadequate resources. In fact, the resurgence 
of the Taliban did not take hold until late 2005, 4 years 
after it was driven from power. One could argue that 
had early and sustained stabilization and reconstruc-
tion efforts focused more at the village level, rather 
than on building a strong central government from 
the top down, conditions for the return of the Taliban 
may not have ripened. Afghanistan has never had a 
strong central government, and indeed its rural popu-
lation generally views central authority as an intru-
sive foreign presence. Nevertheless, the response of 
the Obama administration was a massive increase in 
troop levels and a concurrent five-fold increase in U.S. 
Government civilians to carry out stabilization and 
reconstruction. The late Richard Holbrooke, Special 
Representative for Afghanistan and Pakistan (AF-
PAK), was the architect of the civilian expansion, ef-
fectively creating a new bureaucracy within the State 
Department in Washington, Kabul, and Islamabad. To 
meet the demand for personnel, both State and USAID 
were forced to deplete personnel resources at other 
missions and resort to temporary hires, often people 
with little relevant experience. Other agencies, such as 
the Department of Agriculture, also contributed to the 
buildup, but a very large number of personnel were 
temporary State hires, due to a shortfall from State, 



225

USAID, and other agencies. It is too soon to tell if 1,250 
civilians, distributed between the embassy fortress in 
Kabul, four regional centers, forward operating bases, 
and provincial reconstruction teams, will have enough 
impact on the lives of rural Afghan villagers to turn 
them away from the Taliban; but the evidence so far 
seems to the contrary. There is growing evidence that 
the large foreign presence and sheer volume of U.S. 
assistance is actually fueling corruption and instabil-
ity, creating conditions favorable to the Taliban.9 In 
culturally complex operating environments, doing 
less—smarter—and enabling an indigenous process of 
change is usually more effective than the blunt instru-
ment of dollars and more bodies, particularly when 
their presence is unaccompanied by a viable strategy 
and plan of implementation.

SUSTAINABILITY OF WHOLE OF  
GOVERNMENT ABROAD

Since the bombings of the American embassies 
in Lebanon, Nairobi, and Dar Es Salaam, mandatory 
standards for construction of embassies worldwide 
have made them very expensive, fortress-like com-
pounds, with a fixed amount of office space. In dan-
gerous places like Iraq, compounds often include both 
offices and living quarters, further increasing the cost. 
(The new embassy in Baghdad cost over $700 million 
to build, reportedly over $1 billion a year to run, and 
does not have sufficient space for all agencies.)10 In 
recent testimony before Congress, Ambassador James 
Jeffrey testified that State currently has a staff of 8,000 
in Iraq, but in 2012 will expand to 17,000, comprised 
mostly of contractors, and will require operating costs 
of $3 billion a year.11 In Islamabad, the U.S. Embassy 
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is undergoing a $1 billion expansion to accommodate 
the increase in staff mandated by the late Mr. Hol-
brooke. The increased official American presence in 
Pakistan—3,555 visas issued to U.S. diplomats, mili-
tary officials and employees of “allied agencies” in 
2010—fueled a backlash of Pakistani popular opinion 
that the country is being overrun by American agent 
provocateurs. This perception was compounded by 
the recent killing of two Pakistani nationals by U.S. 
diplomat Raymond Davis, who, it turned out, is a CIA 
contractor.

Embassy compounds are designed at a point in 
time based upon the needed facilities to support cur-
rent and planned increases in staff. Once constructed, 
they are rarely conducive to easy or inexpensive ad-
ditions. When USAID began hiring new employees 
under its Development Leadership Initiative (DLI), 
which aims to at least double the size of its Foreign 
Service corps, it planned to place the new hires over-
seas following training in Washington. Unfortunately, 
those plans immediately ran up against the space 
limitations endemic to almost all American embassies. 
Ambassadors at numerous posts refused to accept the 
DLIs, as they are known, because they literally had 
no place to put them. USAID’s personnel expansion 
is undoubtedly necessary, but it was begun before the 
current fiscal crisis. The new House Republican ma-
jority has already signaled that it will push for reduc-
tions in foreign aid, and that will undoubtedly include 
scaling back USAID’s expansion plans. USAID is an 
integral part of U.S. diplomacy and development. It 
is much harder to make that case for the myriad other 
agencies with mini-foreign aid offices and spigots that 
WoG embraces. Carrying $14 trillion in debt and an-
nual budget deficits in excess of $1 trillion, the U.S. 
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Government cannot afford WoG abroad, and it cannot 
afford the resource-intensive approaches used in Iraq, 
Afghanistan, and Pakistan. Moreover, Congress will 
no longer support those approaches when a leaner, 
more streamlined approach to diplomacy and devel-
opment will not only work, but work more effectively.

A BETTER MODEL FOR THE 21ST CENTURY

In 1981, President Ronald Reagan was determined 
to thwart the expansion of communism in El Salva-
dor, in spite of a deeply skeptical Congress over which 
hung the unpleasant memory of the war in Vietnam. To 
garner funding from Congress, Reagan was forced to 
agree that military advisors to the El Salvador Armed 
Forces (ESAF) would be limited to no more than 55 
personnel in country at any time. This Milgroup, as 
it was called, could train and advise, but was strictly 
forbidden from engaging in combat or accompanying 
trainees in field operations. USAID was informally 
limited to 36 Foreign Service Officers and approxi-
mately an equal number of expatriate personal service 
contractors. The Embassy staff was even smaller. Ini-
tially, the military viewed the Milgroup limitation as 
a severe challenge, bordering on mission impossible. 
Most of the 55 advisors were highly trained special op-
erations forces, fluent in Spanish, culturally adapted, 
and vastly experienced. The Milgroup did not have 
the numbers to win the war for the Salvadorans, so 
was forced to enable the ESAF by slowly turning it 
into a professional army that could, in time, defeat the 
Farabund Marti National Liberation Front (FMLN) in-
surgency.12 On the civilian side, the State Department 
and USAID made the time consuming investments to 
enable the Salvadorans themselves to bring about the 
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social, economic and political reforms needed to con-
vert an almost feudal system into a viable democracy. 
Again, State and USAID officers were highly experi-
enced, culturally adapted professionals. For most, it 
was not their “first rodeo,” and they were there for 
the long haul. To be sure, military training outside 
of El Salvador augmented the Milgroup effort in El 
Salvador, and U.S. intelligence gathering and sharing 
aided the ESAF; but the Milgroup and civilian person-
nel restrictions turned out to be a serendipitous driver 
that forced the United States to enable the Salvador-
ans themselves to save their country. It took 12 years 
and cost the United States $4 billion and approximate-
ly 20 American lives; but it resulted in a negotiated 
peace agreement, the conversion of the FMLN into a 
loyal democratic opposition, and a vibrant economy 
supported by good governance and the rule of law. It 
was the projection of smart power 30 years before that 
term came into use.

Since 2002, the United States has invested over $130 
billion in security, economic, and governance assis-
tance to Iraq, Afghanistan, and Pakistan. This amount 
does not include military operations but does include 
security assistance and training performed by the mil-
itary. For fiscal year (FY) 2012, the administration has 
requested $3.2 billion in operating expenses just for 
the State Department and USAID in Iraq. Since 2002, 
the United States has provided more than $55 billion 
for Afghan security, governance, and development, 
and over $18 billion to assist Pakistan, according to 
the U.S. Government Accounting Office (GAO)—and 
there is no end in sight.13 
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There is no question that State Department and 
USAID personnel need to be augmented if they are 
to meet their responsibilities for diplomacy and de-
velopment and the projection of smart power. Un-
fortunately, the vision embraced by the QDDR and 
WoG is neither smart nor fiscally sustainable. Neither 
every problem nor every solution is an El Salvador, 
but if we start with the premise that diplomacy and 
development should be practiced by a highly trained 
and experienced cadre of enablers, the methodologies 
and costs will be fiscally sustainable, and WoG will 
be relegated to the diminished role it should have in 
overseas operations.
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CHAPTER 9

THE NATIONAL SECURITY STAFF:
WHAT’S MISSING IN WHOLE OF  

GOVERNMENT APPROACHES TO NATIONAL 
SECURITY

Jack A. LeCuyer

The United States must navigate an environment in 
which traditional organizations and means of response 
to global challenges may be inadequate or deficient. 
Indeed, the ability of the Nation to successfully com-
pete in global issues is being tested in ways that were 
unimaginable until recently. To succeed, the United 
States must integrate its ability to employ all elements 
of national power in a cohesive manner. In order to 
deal with the world as it is, rather than how we wish 
it were, the National Security Council must be trans-
formed to meet the realities of the new century.1

  Memorandum from the Assistant to the
  President for National Security Affairs

OVERVIEW

A whole of government (WoG) approach to na-
tional security at every level must begin at the top of 
the U.S. national security system, where the National 
Security Council (NSC) and the National Security 
Staff serve as the de facto hub of the national security 
system. Although the national security environment 
has changed dramatically since the NSC was created 
in 1947, the United States has not changed the funda-
mental way it manages our national security system 
or the role of the NSC staff/National Security Staff 
as strategic managers of the national security system 
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to meet the challenges and opportunities of the new 
global environment. The National Security Staff re-
mains focused on the urgent and crisis management 
rather than the long-term strategic view. A deliberate 
National Security Staff design based on strategic man-
agement functions, processes, and best practices will 
improve the balance between departmental and the 
necessary WoG practices required for the global secu-
rity environment of the 21st century and ensure that 
the NSC is the strategic manager for improving the per-
formance, adaptability, and efficiency of the overall 
national security system in achieving those national 
security goals and missions that contribute to our long-
term prosperity and security. This chapter will answer 
three questions: Why have we not been able to achieve 
effective WoG national security efforts at the strategic 
level? What do we need to achieve them? How likely 
is it that we will be able to get what we need? The 
repeated failures of the current system over the last 
20 years are compelling reasons to explicitly recog-
nize this strategic management function as the crucial 
lynchpin of our national security system. A National 
Security Staff culture focused on policy development, 
and the urgent (crisis management) at the expense of 
the important, and reinforced by significant under-
resourcing contributes to this lack of management at 
the strategic level. Initial steps by the Barack Obama 
administration offer hope for change but require a de-
termined effort to imbue the NSC with strategic man-
agement functions and then resource it to accomplish 
them. Progress in resourcing the National Security 
Staff to accomplish the strategic management of WoG 
efforts to achieve desired national security outcomes 
will be increasingly important in our efforts to achieve 
success in stabilization and peace-building efforts.
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THE CHANGING GLOBAL SECURITY  
ENVIRONMENT

The fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 and the end of 
the Cold War in 1991 created a strategic vacuum that 
is characterized by what Erik Peterson has defined as 
the seven revolutions in population, resource manage-
ment, technology, information and knowledge, eco-
nomic integration, conflict, and governance as issues 
that embody both opportunity and risk for the United 
States.2 With containment of the Soviet Union no lon-
ger the raison d’être of our national security system, 
and the rise of competing major economic powers, 
achievement of America’s strategic goals of prosper-
ity and security would now have to be achieved in a 
global context in which U.S. hegemony in the western 
world was replaced with competition and cooperation 
in many nontraditional sectors now truly linked glob-
ally in real-time because of advances in technology, 
and in which true power often lies beyond the hands 
of traditional federal government entities.3 

Today’s modern global security environment of the 
post-September 11, 2001 (9/11) world and the finan-
cial meltdowns of 2008 is characterized by complexity, 
uncertainty, speed, and real-time interconnectivity in 
domains that require WoG responses. No longer can 
we afford to view national security through the nar-
row lenses of military security and diplomacy against 
a background of state-to-state relations as we did dur-
ing the Cold War. The dimensions of national security 
now include the global issues of economic security, 
environmental security, homeland security, pandem-
ics, transnational terrorism, failing and failed states, 
rising states such as South Sudan, regional instability, 
cyber-terrorism, and the potential use of weapons of 
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mass destruction (WMD). The United States depends 
on a networked global information grid and supply 
chain that is increasingly vulnerable to catastrophic 
attack. The global economy means that actions of a 
single actor, governmental or nongovernmental—e.g., 
Standard & Poor’s or Moody’s—can have significant 
and immediate global impact. Transnational nonstate 
criminal and ideological organizations, leveraged by 
technology and exploiting ungoverned spaces, have 
found new and increasingly sophisticated means of 
attack. Global climate change, demographics, and 
rising global demands for finite resources raise seri-
ous concerns over the availability of food, water, and 
other resources that threaten economic and political 
stability around the world and require new strategi-
cally agile and integrated WoG institutional responses 
to preserve our national security and prosperity. 

However, these massive changes in the global na-
tional security environment have not resulted in a cor-
responding change in the fundamental way that the 
United States manages its national security interests at 
the strategic level from the way that they were man-
aged during the Cold War. As one national security 
practitioner recently remarked, 

In many ways, Washington today is a lagging indica-
tor of how we should address national problems. Our 
national security system is vintage 1947—a basic lin-
ear industrial age system. It is much like the Sears and 
Roebuck Catalog sales of the 1950’s trying to compete 
with today’s Amazon’s online “one-click shopping.” 
Our enemies are franchises while we operate our gov-
ernment and national security system as a regulated 
steel mill of the last century.4 
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DEFINING WHOLE OF GOVERNMENT  
STRATEGIC MANAGEMENT OF OUR  
NATIONAL SECURITY SYSTEM IN THE 21ST 
CENTURY

Barriers to interagency collaboration and WoG ap-
proaches are inherent throughout the current national 
security system. In a 2005 report, the U.S. Government 
Accountability Office (GAO) found that: 

The federal government faces a series of challenges in 
the 21st century that will be difficult, if not impossible, 
for any single agency to address alone. Many issues 
cut across more than one agency and their actions are 
not well coordinated. Moreover, agencies face a range 
of barriers when they attempt to work collaboratively.5

 
A more recent GAO assessment in June, 2010, not-

ed that while some progress has been made: 

The federal agencies involved in national security will 
need to make concerted efforts to forge strong, col-
lective partnerships, and seek coordinated solutions 
that leverage the expertise and capabilities across the 
community. Sustained and inspired attention is need-
ed to overcome the many barriers to working across 
agency boundaries. Strengthening interagency collab-
oration—with leadership as the foundation—can help 
transform our U.S. government agencies and create a 
more unified, comprehensive approach to national se-
curity issues at home and abroad.6

It is useful to have an analytical framework to 
guide the discussion on the dimensions and minimum 
degrees of integration required for a WoG approach 
by organizations and individuals at each level—the 
strategic, the operational, and the tactical—in the fu-
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ture national security system.7 In 2007, the National 
Security Professional Development Integration Office 
(NSPD-IO) was established to help coordinate NSPD 
activities related to President George W. Bush’s Ex-
ecutive Order 134348 (National Security Professional 
Development) to develop a corps of national security 
professionals. It developed one such framework to 
display the dimensions and degrees of integration in 
WoG approaches as the following hierarchy:9

•  Collaboration: Execute departmental and 
agency tasks jointly;

•  Cooperation: Execute departmental and agen-
cy tasks in pursuit of common goals;

•  Coordination: Solicit and respond to input 
from other departments and agencies;

•  Consultation: Inform others who may need to 
know; and,

•  Communication: Disclose information, plans, 
opinions/perceptions.

This hierarchy of progressive steps toward achiev-
ing integration—or WoG approaches—is important 
because it establishes precision in terms and expec-
tations and who is accountable in departmental and 
agency actions at every level. It also points to problems 
when several of these terms are used interchangeably 
to define the responsibilities of the NSC in the Nation-
al Security Act of 1947 (as amended).10 

In the fast-paced and complex global security envi-
ronment of the 21st century, it is axiomatic that at the 
strategic level, virtually all national security challenges 
require an integrated WoG approach across a variety 
of interagency and, in some cases, intergovernmental 
and private sector actors and equities. At the strategic 
level—in the interagency space between the President/Ex-



237

ecutive Office of the President (EOP) and the departments 
and agencies—integration or WoG efforts must be at the 
level of collaboration—the execution of national security 
tasks and missions jointly—between the multiple stake-
holders to ensure that activities are defined by presidential 
policy and the President’s national security strategy and 
planned, resourced, implemented, overseen, and assessed in 
a holistic manner. Strategic WoG collaboration requires 
all-source intelligence, national security and inter-
agency staff ownership and review, decisionmaking, 
and accountability freed from the interests of specific 
departments or lowest common denominator, short-term 
perspectives that can be passed off as cooperation or coordi-
nation. 

At the operational level—the departments and 
agencies—many 21st century national security chal-
lenges require cooperation—execution of separate tasks 
in pursuit of a common goal—and, in some cases, in-
teragency and intra-agency collaboration among various 
bureaus and offices will be necessary as well. For cases 
in which cooperation is required, strategic collaboration 
in Washington should ensure that separate operational ac-
tivities are designed and executed to complement and rein-
force one another.11

Similarly, in the field at the “pointy end of the 
spear,” or tactical level of stabilization and peace-
building efforts, coordination—the solicitation and 
response to input from others—and cooperation must 
combine to achieve the collaboration required for the 
minimum requirements of field WoG interoperability. 
This means the ability of people, organizations, and 
equipment from separate departments and agencies 
to work together at all levels, and of leaders to exercise 
initiative in mutual support, including the ability to 
draw upon each other’s information and expertise.12 
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A CONTINUING PATTERN OF FLAWED WHOLE 
OF GOVERNMENT ACTIONS

Unsurprisingly, our national experience since the 
fall of the Berlin Wall confirms that the lack of a true 
WoG approach to national security at the strategic lev-
el cascades to the operational and tactical levels, par-
ticularly in the domains of stability and reconstruction 
efforts in pre- and post conflict situations. Is there rea-
son for optimism that this situation might change for 
the better? The answer to this overarching question 
lies in the answers to these questions: Why have we 
not been able to achieve effective WoG efforts at the 
strategic level? What do we need to achieve collabora-
tion at the strategic level? How likely is it that we will 
be able to get what we need?

One way to assess the performance of the national 
security system since the end of the Cold War is to re-
view specific cases of its operation. As part of its 2008 
landmark study, Forging a New Shield, the Project on 
National Security Reform (PNSR) conducted a total of 
107 case studies that represent one of the most exten-
sive collections of U.S. national security decisionmak-
ing and policy implementation assessments ever com-
piled. More than half of the events studied took place 
since the end of the Cold War in a national security 
system that remains basically unchanged. Of the cases 
occurring in and after 1990, 71 percent ended up with 
negative evaluations, reflecting both relatively high 
levels of interagency competitiveness, as opposed to 
collaboration and WoG approaches, and high cost (fi-
nancial and political) to low benefit ratios.13 In many 
of these cases, there is little evidence of any serious 
effort at end-to-end strategic management and serious 
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assessment or attempts by senior national security of-
ficials to capture lessons learned for the future either 
during or following the events. Three examples suf-
fice to demonstrate this pernicious and enduring pat-
tern in stability and reconstruction operations.

Panama.

The first WoG challenge to be faced in President 
George H. W. Bush’s much celebrated “New World 
Order” in 1989 was that of Panama, an abiding secu-
rity concern for the United States for nearly a decade. 

The importance of a structured, cooperative process 
[and the cascading effect] to levels below the NSC 
principals became evident early on, when the high-
level national security decision-making process clear-
ly broke down over Panama.14 

The State Department responded by negotiating with 
Noriega over his departure from Panama, while Jus-
tice Department prosecutors investigated his involve-
ment in drug-trafficking. The Central Intelligence 
Agency [CIA] reportedly, was also in contact with 
him. The Defense Department [DoD] pursued another 
security priority, maintaining bases and training in 
Panama. None of this activity was coordinated. All of 
it together merely helped persuade Noriega that he could 
outlast a confused United States. Ultimately, all of these 
U.S. government efforts failed . . . . Finally, the United 
States invaded Panama to remove Noriega at a cost 
of 23 American lives, at least several hundred Pana-
manian lives, and great damage to the Panamanian 
economy.15 (emphasis added)

This pattern of lack of WoG or interagency coop-
eration prior to the Panama military operation (Op-
eration JUST CAUSE) was replicated in the aftermath 
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when integration of U.S. efforts on the ground were 
complicated by a dysfunctional U.S. embassy and 
complete lack of pre-invasion interagency planning 
for how to “win the peace.” 

The Balkans. 

Emblematic of the performance of the U.S. national 
security system since the end of the Cold War is the 
observation of European Union Special Envoy Carl 
Bildt, who noted the dysfunction of the U.S. national 
security system during the Balkans crises of the mid 
and late 1990s. He stated that “the so-called inter-
agency process in Washington often took on all of the 
characteristics of a civil war, the chief casualty of which 
was often the prospect of coherence and consistency in the 
policies to be pursued.”16 (emphasis added) In the Bosnia 
crisis, Deputies Committee disagreements were sup-
posed to be elevated to President Bill Clinton. How-
ever, 

. . . if a clear consensus was not reached at these meet-
ings, the decision-making process would often come to 
a temporary halt, which was followed by a slow, labo-
rious process of telephoning and private deal-making, 
since consensus views, rather than clarity, [were] often 
the highest goal of the process . . . the result was often 
inaction or half-measures instead of a clear strategy.17

Recognizing these difficulties, President Clin-
ton issued Presidential Decision Directive (PDD)-56 
(Managing Complex Contingency Operations) in May 
1997. While notable in its intended improvements 
over previous interagency WoG planning efforts, de-
partments and agencies resisted this interagency WoG 
approach. Departments complained that the planning 
templates and process were too laborious, too much 
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like the military, and too detailed to keep pace with 
the fast-breaking events on the ground, both in the 
Bosnia peacekeeping operations and in Haiti. Lack of 
support by the departments and agencies ensured that 
PDD-56 never matured into a standard interagency 
WoG approach for planning and executing complex 
contingencies.18 A follow-on study evaluating PDD-56 
concluded that in peace-keeping efforts in Somalia, 
Haiti, East Timor, and Bosnia, and air-operations in 
Iraq, Bosnia, Sudan, Afghanistan and Serbia,

The White House has failed to carry out its own writ-
ten directive to train government personnel to manage 
complex peace-keeping operations. . . . [We have] the 
ironic situation of the NSC, which had the lead in car-
rying out PDD-56, not following a directive sent out by 
the president it advises . . . and [PDD-56] was largely 
ignored by an administration that has sent American 
troops on a record number of so-called “contingen-
cies” on foreign soil.19

Iraq and Afghanistan. 

This lack of WoG approaches at the strategic level 
in complex contingencies has persisted to the present, 
and even has been exacerbated as the United States 
found itself involved in wars in Iraq and Afghanistan: 

[At the strategic level in Washington, DC] Defense 
Department officials . . . repeatedly undermined the 
formal NSC process. Defense officials would refuse to 
provide advance copies of decision papers or status 
reports ahead of scheduled meetings or leave cop-
ies of reports for further examination. And finally,  
[D]efense officials repeatedly failed to attend sched-
uled meetings. According to one official, “I have never 
seen more high-level insubordination in almost 30 
years than I have seen in this administration.”20
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In the field, the cascading effect of this lack of collabo-
ration at the strategic level was most recently vividly 
demonstrated in the use of “high value target teams” 
in Iraq that were patiently nurtured and developed 
by Generals Stanley McChrystal and David Petraeus 
over an extended period of establishing personal re-
lationships with a diverse group of agency players in 
the field. While these interagency teams were a major 
catalyst for success at the tactical ground-level dur-
ing the “military surge” operations in 2007, the team 
members’ parent bureaucracies in Washington were 
not much interested in supporting them. Middle man-
agement at the home headquarters and the agencies 
of team members proved to be a significant impedi-
ment to information sharing on the ground. Accord-
ing to one senior intelligence service source, if young 
CIA analysts in the field with the teams began using 
the pronoun “we” or explaining what the team leader 
wanted when making requests for support, CIA head-
quarters would conclude they had “gone native” and 
forgotten their longer-term perspective and the CIA 
mission; the headquarters would then restrict them 
from the more sensitive intelligence.21 The safer the 
area in which an interagency team was based, the 
more pronounced bureaucratic differences became, 
with the Green Zone in Baghdad being the obvious 
example of a bad environment in which the sense of 
a common purpose was undermined. Sadly, once the 
crisis had passed, Washington bureaucracies began to 
lose interest in supporting the teams and to reassert 
their own priorities. By 2008, departments and agen-
cies began pulling back people and cooperation, be-
lieving that information sharing and collaboration in 
the intelligence domain had gone too far (a problem 
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that often confronts Ambassadors and Chiefs of Mis-
sion with their Country Teams on a routine basis in 
the steady state environment).

Equally serious and depressing, to date, once again, 
there has been no effort to attempt to institutionalize 
the lessons learned from these teams as interagency 
doctrine to be applied to future stability operations.22 

Throughout the surge in Iraq, the Bush adminis-
tration “War Czar,” Lieutenant General Douglas Lute, 
cajoled recalcitrant departments and agencies into 
lending adequate support to the repeated demands of 
Ambassador Chester Crocker for the interagency ef-
fort. Both General Petraeus and Ambassador Crocker 
noted that this was a first—that there was finally someone 
on the NSS [National Security Staff] who could force in-
teragency support to the field from the strategic level.23 To 
the extent that the interagency teams were effective, 
it was because of a broader national security system 
support for the teams. 

Departments and agencies could hamstring team 
performance by withholding their support. Teams 
whose members lacked organizational “reachback” 
were not very effective either. Consequently the coop-
eration of parent organizations could not be taken for 
granted but instead had to be actively and doggedly 
pursued by senior leaders in Iraq. . .and by senior 
leaders in Washington. Cajoling support from those 
parent organizations was a major preoccupation of se-
nior leaders in Iraq.24
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WHY HAVE WE NOT BEEN ABLE TO ACHIEVE 
EFFECTIVE WHOLE OF GOVERNMENT  
EFFORTS IN OUR NATIONAL SECURITY 
POLICY?

An Enduring Lack of Whole of Government  
Perspectives.

U.S. Government organizations routinely commu-
nicate, consult, coordinate and cooperate, but they rarely 
collaborate in a true WoG approach in the sense of sub-
optimizing individual agency interests for the benefit 
of the larger enterprise.25 Today’s enduring Cold War 
legacy of a national security system is a continuing im-
balance between departmental and agency stovepipes 
of enduring strong national security instruments such 
as intelligence and defense and a weak mechanism 
for integrating and implementing national security 
policies that involve other departments and agencies. 
Statutory changes to the national security system (to in-
clude the landmark 1986 Goldwater-Nichols legislation) 
over the years have focused on improving the traditional 
individual instruments of power and their linkages to con-
gressional oversight committees rather than their integra-
tion (collaboration) in a WoG effort at the strategic level.26 
Even though there has been belated and wide-spread 
recognition that the dimensions and attributes of our 
national security had long been changing in ways that 
we did not anticipate when the national security sys-
tem was established, WoG integration across depart-
ments and disciplines is still left almost entirely to an 
overburdened President. 

Moreover, the national security interagency sys-
tem’s current hierarchy of committees developed by 
President George H. W. Bush and Lieutenant General 
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Brent Scowcroft in 1989 has traditionally focused al-
most exclusively on policy formulation to the exclu-
sion of other issues27—especially the development of 
an actionable national security strategy, the alignment 
of resources with national security missions, policy 
implementation, and assessment of and accountabil-
ity for the interagency or WoG performance. A former 
official in the administration of President George H. 
W. Bush, explains why WoG outcomes at the strategic 
level are so elusive:

When it came time for decision, most representatives 
. . . came armed with a mandate to defend at all costs 
their particular bureaucratic sacred cows. But other-
wise they were unwilling to support any policy de-
cision, in which they took no interest and voiced no 
opinion. . . . The absence of a crisis or action-forcing 
event could be paralyzing even at Cabinet level.28

Finally, several contemporary experiments in in-
teragency WoG planning at the strategic level have 
been only marginally effective because of significant 
barriers within the national security interagency sys-
tem. For the last 3 years, the NSC has used the stand-
alone National Counterterrorism Center’s Directorate 
of Strategic Operational Planning (NCTC/DSOP) for 
planning and assessments of interagency counterter-
rorism activities. Importantly, the State Department 
and the CIA initially declined to participate despite 
statutory language, and there has been resistance in 
the White House to implementing reform in this area.29 
Both NCTC/DSOP and the Interagency Management 
System (IMS) developed by the Department of State 
Coordinator for Reconstruction and Stabilization (S/
CRS)30 for the interagency community are, at best, “co-
alitions of the barely willing” that are seldom used as 
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departments and agencies have resisted (à la PDD-56) 
and continue to resist these integrative (collaborative) 
WoG efforts to link resources to plans on a multiyear 
basis and provide appropriate personnel incentives 
for individuals working in interagency planning posi-
tions. All too often, interagency planning for national 
security missions remains a short-term response to a 
crisis situation that results in ad hoc or inappropri-
ate and reactive, after-the-fact resource alignment 
through discovery learning. 

Designing and implementing effective standing 
national interagency planning systems that take into 
account all instruments of national power that report 
to the President through the National Security Staff 
and NSC is critical to achieving WoG perspectives and 
solutions at the strategic level that then cascade to the 
operational and tactical levels. However, the reality 
is quite different. As one former NSC staff member 
observed, 

[T]he easiest outcome to produce in the interagency 
process is to prevent policy from being made. The 
range of issues, the different policy perspectives of 
the various departments over which the department 
has the lead, and the clash of personalities and egos 
all place a premium on ensuring that the equities of all 
involved agencies are considered, and on building an 
informal policy consensus among the players.31 

Panama, the Balkans, military operations in Iraq 
and Afghanistan, and efforts to establish WoG long-
term planning and interagency management systems 
confirm that collaboration is a difficult force to har-
ness and institutionalize. In each case, senior leaders 
have had to go around the national security system to 
achieve results. However, “It is not just a function of 
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good leadership as is often assumed. On the contrary . . . 
organizations that want a reliable record of success 
do not rely on personalities to generate unity of effort. 
Neither should the national security system.”32

WHAT MUST WE DO IN ORDER TO ACHIEVE 
WHOLE OF GOVERNMENT EFFORTS IN  
POLICY DEVELOPMENT AND  
IMPLEMENTATION?

President Obama, in his 2011 State of the Union 
speech, focused on our nation’s future security and 
prosperity when he asked, “How do we win the fu-
ture?” He then went on to note, “We can’t win the 
future with a government of the past.”33 And regret-
tably, that government of the past, at least as regards 
the national security system, is, as former Secretary 
of Defense Robert Gates noted, the current “hodge-
podge of jerry-rigged arrangements constrained by 
our outdated and complex patchwork of authorities  
. . . and unwieldy processes.”34 President Obama’s Na-
tional Security Strategy (NSS) appears to address Secre-
tary Gates’ complaint head-on:

To succeed, we must update, balance, and integrate all 
of the tools of American power. . . .This requires close 
cooperation with Congress and a deliberate and inclu-
sive interagency process so that we achieve integration 
of our efforts to implement and monitor operations, 
policies and strategies. . . . However, work remains to 
foster coordination across departments and agencies. Key 
steps include more effectively ensuring alignment of 
resources with our national security strategy, adapting 
the education and training of national security profes-
sionals to equip them to meet modern challenges, re-
newing authorities and mechanisms to implement and 
coordinate assistance programs, and other policies and 
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programs that strengthen coordination.35 (emphasis 
added)

The President has identified the goals and out-
comes of a transformed national security system that 
must be accomplished. A fundamental question is 
whether the NSC and National Security Staff create 
the strategic management framework for the WoG ac-
tions that are required for “winning the future”—and 
achieving our national security and prosperity?

STRATEGIC MANAGEMENT OF THE 
NATIONAL SECURITY COUNCIL AND STAFF 
PROCESSES

Transformation to a truly collaborative WoG na-
tional security system must begin at the top, or stra-
tegic level, of the system. Strategic management is the 
high-level management of the national security sys-
tem and associated processes in the interagency space 
between the President/EOP and the departments and 
agencies, as well as the nonfederal stakeholders. Stra-
tegic management, properly employed, leverages and 
integrates all elements of national power in a WoG 
effort at every level to achieve our national security 
goals and objectives. The National Security Advisor 
(NSA) and the National Security Staff constitute the 
de facto hub of the national security system, and as 
such, they must overcome the current problems at the 
staff level and become the active managers of the in-
teragency space within that system. 

However, there is a persistent and excessive focus 
on urgent matters and policy formulation on the front 
end of the strategic management process by a small, 
under-resourced and overwhelmed National Security 
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Staff. More than one NSA has set out to rectify this 
situation, only to express frustration at being held 
hostage to the current national security system. Lieu-
tenant General Scowcroft, architect of the current NSC 
system, was frustrated in his efforts to imbue his NSC 
Staff with a strategic management perspective. 

I always thought that the NSC, as the agent of the 
President, ought to have a long-range planning func-
tion. I tried it both times, and it never worked satisfac-
torily. Either nobody had time to pay attention to it, or 
you had to grab them when a fire broke out.36

More recently, former NSA Stephen Hadley at-
tempted to achieve strategic management of the 
national security system in the waning days of the 
George W. Bush administration with “Record 2008.” 
However, in this effort at oversight, as simple as it 
was, assessment and accountability for WoG imple-
mentation were firmly resisted by members of the 
NSC staff who viewed it as a personal assessment on 
their job performance rather than an assessment of 
the interagency performance in national security mis-
sion areas. Hadley recently commented, “I give us a 
B-minus for policy development . . . and a D-minus for 
policy execution.”37 

STRATEGIC MANAGEMENT FUNCTIONS OF 
THE NATIONAL SECURITY STAFF

The NSA and the National Security Staff must be 
able to carry out six core management functions to 
successfully manage the integration of the national se-
curity interagency system to achieve a WoG effort at 
the strategic level:
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1. Policy formulation: Develop and harmonize na-
tional security policies for presidential approval;

2. Strategy development: Assess capabilities, risks, 
and opportunities and develop a broad national secu-
rity strategy and national security goals and objectives 
for presidential approval;

3. Planning and resource guidance for policy im-
plementation: In partnership with the Office of Man-
agement and Budget (OMB), prepare interagency 
planning and resource guidance to the departments 
and agencies to achieve the President’s policies and 
national security strategy for presidential approval;

4. Aligning resources with strategy: In partnership 
with the OMB, ensure that department and agency 
budgets and other resources align with long-term 
strategic objectives for national security missions 
as well as unanticipated nearer-term contingencies 
rather than narrowly defined and often over-lapping 
departmental competencies. Integrated national secu-
rity mission budget displays should be presented to 
Congress for consideration;

5. Oversight of policy implementation: Ensure 
implementation of presidential decisions to achieve a WoG 
effort across all instruments of national power and the 
accomplishment of national security objectives; and,

6. Assessment of and accountability for interagen-
cy and intergovernmental performance: Assess the in-
teragency and intergovernmental accomplishment of 
national security objectives and policy outcomes and 
the implications for policy, strategy, resources, and 
implementation mechanisms.

Today’s relatively stable national security system 
consists of a vast hierarchical network of interagency 
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committees and groups that support the President as 
chair of the NSC. The Principals Committee consists 
of NSC members (statutory as well as those identified 
by executive order) absent the President, and is the se-
nior interagency forum for consideration of policy is-
sues affecting national security. A Deputies Commit-
tee supports the Principals Committee by preparing 
policy materials for more senior review, overseeing 
subordinate interagency groups, and managing day-
to-day crises. Functional and geographic Interagency 
Policy Committees (IPCs) at the assistant secretary 
level and sub-IPCs coordinate the details of develop-
ment and implementation of particular policy areas 
(or national security missions) in preparation for se-
nior review.38

Since 1953, each President has begun his term of 
office by issuing a document that outlines the na-
tional security system for his administration. With-
out exception, these foundational documents have 
been anchored on the National Security Act of 1947 
(as amended) and begin with the language “to advise 
the President as to the integration of domestic, foreign, and 
military policies relating to national security.” President 
George W. Bush went on to further state: 

The NSC shall advise and assist me in integrating all 
aspects of national security policy as it affects the Unit-
ed States—domestic, foreign, military, intelligence, 
and economics (in conjunction with the National Eco-
nomic Council [NEC]). The National Security Council 
system is a process to coordinate executive depart-
ments and agencies in the effective development and 
implementation of those national security policies.39 

What the previous principal organizing documents 
for the National Security Council have not done since 
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President Eisenhower’s Solarium Project and design 
of the NSC Staff in 1953 is to define the national security 
system in terms of the areas of strategic management com-
petencies or functions that should underwrite the NSC’s 
(and by extension, the Homeland Security Council’s)
work to support and advise the President in the role 
of integrator of a WoG national security system. Early 
on, the Obama administration moved to begin to de-
fine the strategic management function in stages and 
to establish the NSA and the National Security Staff as 
the strategic managers of the national security system. 

Presidential Policy Directive-1 (PPD-1) (Organiza-
tion of the National Security System) identifies the NSC 
as “the principal means for coordinating executive 
departments and agencies,” firmly situates authority 
over the interagency at lower level, and effectively es-
tablishes the NSA and National Security Staff as the 
key WoG integrators at every level of the four-tiered 
NSC system.40 General James Jones’ memorandum on 
“The 21st Century Interagency Process” was directed 
at setting the stage for an active role for the NSC and 
its staff to manage the national security system and 
reflected his expectations of how the national secu-
rity process should be structured and run based on 
his earlier discussions with the President-elect.41 The 
memo defined the role of the NSC and, by extension, 
the NSC staff as managing a “process that is strate-
gic, agile, transparent, and predictable—all in order to 
advance the national security interests of the United 
States.”42

Finally, Presidential Study Directive-1 (PSD-1) 
(Organizing for Homeland Security and Counterterror-
ism Findings and Recommendations) further empowered 
the strategic management role of the NSC and its staff 
previously promulgated in PPD-1 by a major structur-
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al realignment that combined the separate Homeland 
Security Council (HSC) and NSC staffs into a unified 
National Security Staff that would strengthen the U.S. 
government’s ability to develop and implement poli-
cies that comprehensively address the full range of 
transnational security challenges threatening the se-
curity of our country and the safety of our citizens in 
the 21st century.43 The PSD-1 decision memo focused 
on policy implementation and creating a WoG culture 
within the National Security Staff in its roles of:

•  Serving as honest brokers and arbiters among 
the departments and agencies;

•  Ensuring proper management of and response 
to crises while ensuring that the National Se-
curity Staff will not “go operational” [a recom-
mendation of the Tower Committee Report in 
1987];

•  Inculcating a culture of inclusion and integra-
tion into the [National Security] Staff; and,

•  Institutionalizing a culture of collaboration across 
the interagency and the intergovernmental cast 
of players to ensure a team approach to solving 
multidisciplinary security challenges (empha-
sis added).44

These changes to the National Security Staff orga-
nizational design were presented as requiring no ad-
ditional resources. In practice, the newly constituted 
National Security Staff remains focused almost exclu-
sively on policy—that which is fun and exciting—and 
can be spun into a constant crisis mode through the 
systemic Staff cultural lens that focuses on the urgent 
rather than the important. Although there is a nod 
to the concept of oversight of policy implementa-
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tion through the Deputies Committee and the IPCs, 
the National Security Staff organization promulgated 
by PSD-1 is an extremely flat one comprised of very 
thinly resourced directorates that currently have little, 
if any, capacity to go beyond policy formulation, re-
sponse to an incessant torrent of national security cri-
ses, and staffing of the President. 

THE NATIONAL SECURITY COUNCIL AND 
NATIONAL SECURITY STAFF AS STRATEGIC 
MANAGERS OF THE NATIONAL SECURITY 
SYSTEM: THE NEXT STEPS

Taken together, PPD-1, General Jones’ memoran-
dum, and PSD-1 confirm the conceptual role of the 
National Security Staff as the President’s manager of 
the interagency national security system. In varying 
degrees, the major departments in the national secu-
rity system are beginning to take steps through their 
quadrennial reviews to establish a more functional, 
performance-oriented management with regard to 
their core functions. The independent panel chartered 
by Congress to review the DoD Quadrennial Defense 
Review (QDR) and the PNSR have recommended re-
form measures that would require the National Secu-
rity Staff to formally accept and acknowledge what is 
already a de facto reality—strategic management of 
the national security system as the basis for its advi-
sory role to the President. 

It is reasonable to extrapolate to a series of organiz-
ing principles to guide the National Security Staff in 
its role of strategic management of the national secu-
rity system in fulfillment of the advisory functions for 
the NSC outlined in the National Security Act of 1947 
(as amended). These principles include:45
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•  The National Security Staff drives the national 
security interagency system to meet 21st cen-
tury national security opportunities and chal-
lenges.

•  The National Security Staff maintains both fo-
cus on long-range strategic management (the 
important) and day-to-day activities (the ur-
gent) to support the President and crisis man-
agement.

•  The National Security Staff operates from a 
WoG and presidential perspective rather than 
a department or agency-specific perspective.

•  The National Security Staff leverages and inte-
grates all instruments of national power across 
the full spectrum of national security manage-
ment functions. Those functions include policy 
formulation, strategy development, alignment 
of resources with strategy, oversight of policy 
implementation, and interagency performance 
assessment and accountability.

•  The National Security Staff collaborates with 
transparency vis-à-vis the departments and 
agencies and, as appropriate, state, local, tribal, 
private sector, and nonprofit entities. 

•  The National Security Staff, through its role as 
chairs of the IPCs, leverages a robust structure 
of interagency mechanisms outside the EOP to 
develop strategic WoG options and plans for 
senior national security decisionmakers.

A deliberate National Security Staff organizational 
and process design based on the strategic manage-
ment functions described earlier in this chapter, will 
improve the balance between departmental and the 
necessary WoG practices required for the global secu-
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rity environment of the 21st century. Strategic manage-
ment of the national security system to achieve a WoG 
effort at the top of the system involves management 
of the end-to-end processes of policy formulation (the 
political guidance from the President), the strategy 
to achieve those policy goals, planning and resource 
guidance to the departments and agencies, alignment 
of departmental resources with national security mis-
sions, oversight of implementation, and assessment of 
and accountability for interagency outcomes. 

HOW LIKELY IS IT THAT WE WILL BE ABLE 
TO TRANSFORM THE NATIONAL SECURITY 
STAFF TO PERFORM THE STRATEGIC  
MANAGEMENT FUNCTION OF OUR  
NATIONAL SECURITY SYSTEM?

The lack of a tradition of management of the nation-
al security system and WoG perspectives described 
earlier is gradually being replaced with a growing 
sense of awareness of the need for active WoG man-
agement at the strategic level. This is tempered by the 
enduring concern and recognition in PSD-1 that the 
National Security Staff should not conduct operations 
that would distract the Staff from its strategic focus 
and system management responsibilities. Agreement 
on the assessment and assignment of the strategic manage-
ment role and functions we expect from the National Se-
curity Staff is the first critical step in defining the staff 
organization, the personnel requirements for the staff, 
and the staff processes to assist the President in inte-
grating the interagency and intergovernmental efforts 
on a WoG basis at the strategic level in our national 
security system. This analysis does not intend to sug-
gest that the strategic management functions in the 
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interagency space outlined in this chapter require a 
super-department that would preempt the statutory 
authorities and prerogatives of Cabinet officers. It 
does confirm that meeting the statutory requirements 
of the National Security Act of 1947 (as amended) to 
advise the President in the complex environment of 
the 21st century through strategic management of the 
national security system requires that the National Se-
curity Staff (and by extension the OMB) be sufficiently 
and effectively resourced to perform these manage-
ment functions.

Resourcing the National Security Staff (and the 
OMB). 

The National Security Staff historically has re-
mained very small relative to its system management 
functions. Since 1989, Presidents have begun their 
terms by down-sizing the National Security Staff, only 
to increase staff levels later on, if only to deal with the 
demands of crisis response and staffing for the President. 
However, the size of the National Security Staff—or at 
least the allocation to the strategic WoG management 
tasks since 1991—has not been and is not now adequate 
to the needs of the national security system. In terms 
that sound very much like President Franklin Roos-
evelt’s 1939 Brownlow Commission46 in its report on 
the increasing burdens of presidential management of 
government affairs, the 9/11 Commission noted with 
regard to the NSC staff:

Even as it crowds into every square inch of available 
office space, the NSC staff is still not sized or funded 
to be an executive agency. . . . Yet a subtler and more 
serious danger is that as the NSC staff is consumed by 
these day-to-day tasks, it has less capacity to find the 
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time and detachment needed to advise a president on 
larger policy issues.47 

Reasons for small staff size have included an im-
puted presidential desire not to be increasing the bu-
reaucracy as well as the Cabinet departments’ interest 
in limiting the President’s capacity to manage them—
but most especially an attempt by Congress to limit 
the President’s power by limiting direct staff support 
and especially staff that is exempt from congressional 
oversight and confirmation.48

The result of insufficient resourcing is that the Na-
tional Security Staff has very limited capacity to deal 
with a wide range of long-term or strategic WoG is-
sues, and, by default, is focused almost exclusively on 
policy formulation while jumping from crisis to crisis 
and the daily inbox driven by the 24–hour news cycle.49 
This rapid pace continues to burn out staff, resulting 
in rapid turnover, thus reducing the capacity for insti-
tutional memory. As one NSC staffer described, “We 
stay late every night, work weekends—basically on 
24/7.”50 Moreover, this limited staff capacity has often 
resulted in the failure to anticipate and prevent issues from 
turning into crises or conflicts that could have been pre-
vented or ameliorated. 

This traditional approach and concerns continue 
in today’s newly constituted National Security Staff. 
Although White House officials say that they have 
explicitly planned for the stress that a major and ex-
tended crisis abroad will place on their policymaking 
structure, some acknowledge that it is impossible to 
know whether they are truly prepared. Says one se-
nior White House aide, “At some point, maybe sooner 
rather than later, we’re going to screw up mightily on 
something, and then we’ll see how everyone reacts.”51 
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Recent events on the Korean Peninsula and in Tunisia, 
Egypt, Libya, and the Middle East, as well as the U.S. 
response to the Japanese earthquake and tsunami only 
reinforce this concern. In an interview with experts 
on the National Security Staff, when asked whether 
the U.S. Government had contingency plans in case 
the Hosni Mubarak regime were to collapse in Egypt, 
NSC officials had to admit they did not.52 Strategic 
surprise followed by “re-discovery learning” during 
crisis management continues to dominate the national 
security system at the strategic level. 

Small staff size only tends to reinforce the tradi-
tional policy-based culture of the National Security 
Staff and undermine the broader intent of PDD-1, the 
Jones Memo, and PSD-1. Consequently, policy formu-
lation and crisis management remain “sexy,” intellec-
tually addictive, and convey access to the President. 
Strategy, long-term thinking, and forward engage-
ment to identify threats, risks and opportunities, and 
assessments of current policies are “boring” and have 
little traction within a policy-dominated culture that is 
focused on the urgent, and is increasingly, staffing the 
President. Former NSA General James Jones makes 
the point more directly: “The White House National 
Security Council is ill-organized to prepare for the fu-
ture. The National Security Staff is geared to respond 
to the crisis of the day. You wind up becoming more 
tactical instead of strategic.”53 

A significant indicator of the need for and the ex-
pectation by the departments for this strategic manage-
ment of the interagency space by the National Security 
Staff comes from the recent Department of State/U.S. 
Agency for International Development (USAID) 
Quadrennial Diplomacy and Development Review 
(QDDR) and its focus on defining State/USAID core 
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competencies, instituting performance-based man-
agement, and frequent references to “in conjunction 
with or under the guidance from the National Security 
Staff.”54 Absent institutional reform and a laser-like 
focus on WoG approaches at the top of the national 
security system—strategic management by the NSA 
and the National Security Staff—that cascades to the 
departments, the hopeful and long-awaited QDDR re-
forms are doomed to failure in the same sense that the 
independent panel noted for the DoD QDR. 

Design and sizing of the National Security Staff to 
support the NSC’s statutory requirement to advise the 
President on the integration, or WoG, aspects of national 
security require that the staff be resourced and designed 
so that it can accomplish core strategic management func-
tions effectively and efficiently. Key system management 
functions or WoG perspectives cannot be permitted to 
languish due to the lack of a properly resourced and de-
signed National Security Staff.55 Even in a time of budget 
austerity, the President deserves a fully resourced staff 
of national security professionals commensurate with 
his national security responsibilities. With a true WoG 
approach at the strategic level, the beneficiaries will be 
both the nation and those whom we ask to implement 
our national security strategy at the tactical level and in 
the field. 
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A STRATEGIC IMPERATIVE FOR “WINNING 
THE FUTURE”

The track record since the end of the Cold War in 
stability and reconstruction efforts is one of continued 
inability to achieve a WoG management at the stra-
tegic level. A significantly under-resourced National 
Security Staff, and a staff culture focused on policy de-
velopment and the urgent at the expense of the impor-
tant contributes to this lack of strategic management. 
Initial steps by the Obama administration offer hope 
for change but require a determined effort to imbue 
the National Security Staff with strategic management 
functions and then resource it to accomplish them. 

An objective assessment of additional staff re-
quired for the National Security Staff and the OMB 
to perform the WoG strategy development, resource 
alignment, implementation oversight, and inter-
agency assessment functions to support and sustain 
the QDDR as well as the other quadrennial reviews 
and after-action reviews of Iraq, Afghanistan, and the 
“Arab Spring” should be conducted with the help of 
outside management experts as soon as possible.56 The 
White House should work with Congress to provide 
for transparency and the additional funding and man-
power to ensure effective strategic management of the 
national security system in the interagency space by 
the NSA and the National Security Staff. Even a dou-
bling of the size of the new combined National Secu-
rity Staff, given the nature of the work expected at that 
level, is a very reasonable price for the WoG coher-
ency and consistency of our national security system 
at the strategic level. 

Absent a WoG coherency at the strategic level, we 
cannot expect it at the operational and tactical levels 
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in stability and peacebuilding operations as a matter 
of routine. The repeated failures of the current system 
over the last 20 years are compelling reasons to ex-
plicitly recognize this strategic management function 
as the crucial lynchpin of our national security sys-
tem. President Obama has clearly identified the NSC/
National Security Staff strategic system management 
function in the two organizational documents—PDD-
1 and PSD-1—he has issued thus far. This strategic 
system management can be done within the intent of 
the language of the National Security Act of 1947 (as 
amended) as described earlier. Formalizing the role of 
the NSA and proper resourcing of the National Secu-
rity Staff as advisors to the President and the strate-
gic system managers of the national security system 
through executive order and budgetary processes are 
strategic imperatives whose time has come if we as a 
country are to “win the future.”
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CHAPTER 10

LESSONS FROM IRAQ AND AFGHANISTAN—
LOOKING FROM OUTSIDE THE BOX

Christopher Holshek

The American-led interventions in Iraq and Af-
ghanistan have generated many lessons. Among these 
is the need for superior civil-military and whole of 
government (WoG) approaches. However, many in-
ternational interventions outside of Iraq and Afghani-
stan—with which Washington, but not much of the 
rest of the world, has been obsessed—already entail 
aspired levels of comprehensiveness and collabora-
tion in whole of society settings. They are contextual-
ized in radically different “security” paradigms. This 
is a paramount insight for American policymakers and 
practitioners looking to apply “lessons” from Iraq and 
Afghanistan. “Winning hearts and minds,” central to 
American counterinsurgency, has often proven more 
counterproductive than effective, and techniques and 
tools like provincial reconstruction teams (PRTs) have 
more limited application in places like sub-Saharan 
Africa, home to the greatest concentration and fre-
quency of both intrastate and nonstate conflict for at 
least the past decade. There may in fact be as much, 
if not more, to learn from the current transition-to-
peace effort in Liberia with respect to the upcoming 
drawdown in Afghanistan as the other way around. 
All of this is best understood by looking from outside  
the box.
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IRAQ AND AFGHANISTAN—OPERATING ON 
FAULTY STRATEGIC SOFTWARE

First and foremost, the strategic culture which 
the U.S. Government in general and the military in 
particular has operated with has been largely out of 
synch with the changed global security “ecosystem.” 
The adjustment process has been slow and not always 
smooth. As far back as the peacekeeping operations 
of the 1990s, military interventions have been bedev-
iled by the nettlesome problem of finding balance in 
the working relationship between military and civil-
ian actors and the “hard” (or coercive) and “soft” (or 
persuasive) inflections and instruments of power that 
they largely represent, though not necessarily monop-
olize. In response to the demands of the “asymmetric” 
and more hostile and complex operations environ-
ments following September 11, 2001 (9/11), the U.S. 
military in particular has looked to incorporate more 
of the latter as a combat multiplier. The realization, 
especially with respect to the early debacles in Iraq, 
was that: “Winning the peace is harder than winning a 
war, and soft power is essential to winning the peace. 
. . . Winning hearts and minds has always been impor-
tant, but is even more so in a global information age.”1 
Subsequent characteristically American national se-
curity approaches to foreign engagements have been 
heavily rooted in the Cold War, and U.S. engagements 
in Iraq and Afghanistan have been threats-based, post-
conflict, and counterinsurgency-centric.

While the American military in particular has 
done a remarkable job of adapting to the challenges 
presented in asymmetric operational environments, it 
has been slowly realizing it has not so much had to 
think outside the box than to understand the box it 
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has already been operating in. Beyond the difficulties 
in relearning counterinsurgency operations and the 
now-familiar tensions between military and civilian 
actors, particularly humanitarian relief organizations, 
there is mounting evidence, for example, that hearts 
and minds campaigns and the application of hu-
manitarian assistance and development aid within a 
(national) security context have not only exacerbated 
these tensions, but are turning out to be counterpro-
ductive as a whole. In U.S. doctrine, “hearts” means 
persuading people that their best interests are served 
by (counterinsurgency) success, while “minds” means 
convincing them that the counterinsurgency force can 
protect them and that resisting is pointless.2 Yet, the 
problem with applied counterinsurgency in Iraq and 
Afghanistan is that it has tended to view protection of 
the civilian population and as a means to an end (de-
feating insurgents), a tactic versus a strategy that risks 
calling into the question the legitimacy of the whole 
operation.

In Afghanistan, this national security psychol-
ogy culminated in a huge distortion of aid—quanti-
tatively, as the Commander’s Emergency Response 
Program (CERP) funds nearly doubled to $1.2 billion 
in fiscal year 2010, far exceeding the U.S. Agency for 
International Development’s (USAID) global educa-
tion budget of approximately $800 million; and quali-
tatively, as CERP has been conducted under the rubric 
of the 2009 U.S. Army handbook, Commander’s Guide 
to Money as a Weapons System.

Beyond military operations, the U.S. national secu-
rity paradigm permeates development and makes it 
subservient to security interests. This is not new: “Na-
tional security interests have always had a major in-
fluence over development assistance priorities, most 
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notably during the Cold War,” a hallmark article in 
Foreign Policy’s December 2009 issue observed: 

But never has aid so explicitly been viewed as a weap-
ons system—a fact that is having a major impact on 
the development assistance policies and priorities of 
the United States and indeed of many other Western 
donors.3 

Yet despite counterinsurgency and stability opera-
tions doctrine’s heavy reliance on the assumption that 
aid wins hearts and minds, not to mention the bil-
lions of dollars spent on it, there is remarkably limited 
evidence from Iraq or Afghanistan supporting a link 
between aid and stability. The faith in this assump-
tion is eroding in the face of considerable comparative 
research and historical evidence reaching the opposite 
conclusion—the social forces that development and 
modernization often unleash can be destabilizing, if 
not accomplished in proper cultural context. The ma-
jor factors perceived to be fueling insecurity have little 
to do with a lack of tangible and measurable social ser-
vices or infrastructure (from a Western perspective). 
Instead, one of the main reasons given by both Iraqis 
and Afghans for the insurgency was a disconnected, 
corrupt, and unjust government.

This is not to say that the problems with the hearts 
and minds approach to aid and security have not been 
encountered outside of Iraq and Afghanistan. For ex-
ample, in reference to Kenya, Mark Bradbury and Mi-
chael Kleinman state the following:

The idea that, by delivering aid, the U.S. military can 
change people’s perceptions about the United States 
is premised on very simplistic assumptions. It is naive 
to assume that a project or series of small projects are 
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sufficient to change people’s perceptions, convictions, 
and values, regardless of the historical and contem-
porary local, regional, and global sociopolitical and 
economic context. As we found in this study, attitudes 
are influenced by a multitude of factors beyond the 
scope of aid projects, such as the relationship between 
the target population and the Kenyan state, their self-
perception as Muslims, local leadership, the media, 
and, more importantly, their perception of the impact 
of U.S. foreign policy, both globally and in Somalia. 
Acceptance of aid does not automatically translate 
into acceptance of the policies or beliefs of the entity 
providing the assistance. . . . One of the most widely-
voiced criticisms by people of the hearts and minds 
activities is their limited scale. Many are so small that 
they can have no discernible impact on poverty by 
themselves and, to many people, appear as little more 
than a public relations exercise. As a public relations 
exercise, their impact is undermined because people 
view the limited level of assistance provided as indica-
tive of a lack of serious intent to improve their welfare 
and develop their communities. People in northern 
Kenya perceive the U.S. to be an economic superpow-
er and believe they could do more.4

Accordingly, the instruments reflecting the mili-
tarization of foreign policy through the securitiza-
tion of aid such as PRTs have likewise drawn mixed 
results, primarily because they have been tactical or 
operational fixes to essentially strategic problems but 
also because they reflect a security psychology incon-
gruent to the problem. Despite the proclaimed efforts 
to civilianize PRT operations, for example, there is 
scant evidence that civilianization is a priority or that 
changes on the ground are keeping pace with the pol-
icy level. In Afghanistan, military engagement with 
civilian agencies through forums for civil-military re-
lations dialogue continues to be pro forma, with dis-



280

appointing outcomes and inadequate follow-up based 
on concerns raised by nongovernmental organiza-
tions (NGOs) and Afghan stakeholders.5 Other some-
what more successful tactical and operational tools, 
such as the Tactical Conflict Assessment Framework 
developed by USAID and the Department of Defense 
(DoD), have limited application outside of Iraq and 
Afghanistan—they may be able to be used, but with 
great care. In another example:

The civil-military guidelines developed by the Kabul-
based Agency Coordinating Body on Afghan Relief 
(ACBAR) outline humanitarian principles as well as 
a protocol for NGO-military interactions in Afghani-
stan. These principles are fully consistent with the 
USIP [United States Institute for Peace]-facilitated 
“Guidelines for Relations between U.S. Armed Forces 
and Nongovernmental Humanitarian Organizations 
in Hostile or Potentially Hostile Environments.” These 
guidelines provide some clarity to humanitarian assis-
tance. They are less clear on the protocol for broader 
civil-military relations on peacebuilding, develop-
ment, and security sector reform activities.6

Fortunately, there has been a learning curve of 
sorts. Shortly after taking over as Commander of the 
North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) Interna-
tional Security Assistance Force in Afghanistan, Gen-
eral David Petraeus noted: “At the end of the day, it’s 
not about their embrace of us, it’s not about us win-
ning hearts and minds; it’s about the Afghan govern-
ment winning hearts and minds.”7 With that remark, 
he may have signaled a subtle but significant change 
in the civil-military nexus in counterinsurgency, “sta-
bility operations,” and “irregular warfare.” (A curious 
term—what is “regular” warfare, and is every ap-
plication of military power a form of “warfare?”) In 
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other words: it is not about “us”; it’s about “them.” 
Similarly:

Anne-Marie Slaughter, [former] director of policy 
planning at the State Department, [said that] Afghani-
stan is ‘the petri dish‘ for the administration’s strategy 
on weak and failing states. And by that she means the 
Obama team’s embrace of a nation-building plan that 
puts development in a place equal to security. Devel-
opment must be understood less as providing aid than 
as building government capacity. ‘That’s the shift,’ she 
says. ‘There’s a big emphasis not just on delivering ser-
vices, which happens through contractors and NGOs, 
but enabling the government to provide the services.’8

Indeed, many of the lessons being learned by the 
U.S. in Iraq and Afghanistan are also being learned in 
other theaters and regions, such as in the Horn of Af-
rica and by the U.S. African Command (AFRICOM). 
There are two main reasons for this. One is because 
many of the people serving in those places also served 
in Iraq and Afghanistan, drawing upon their experi-
ences there; and the vast wellspring of collected data 
and knowledge from those operations (but hardly any 
others). More importantly, it is because the strategic 
culture that has nurtured them, and U.S. approaches 
to reducing threats to stability in Africa, is the same 
culture that has been applied to operations that have 
preoccupied the U.S. national security and military 
establishments over the past 10 years. Herein lies 
the fundamental issue to transferring lessons or best 
practices from, say, Kabul, Afghanistan, to Kinsha-
sha, Democratic Republic of the Congo—they are es-
sentially borne out of a Weltanschuung predicated on 
a view of security now very much in the minority in 
most of the rest of the world. Put another way, the: 
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wars in Iraq and Afghanistan were conceived (in 
2003 and 2001 respectively) as conventional military 
conflicts, and they remain substantially affected by 
that initial conception. . . . It is very difficult, halfway 
through an as yet incomplete war, to shift direction if 
for the previous several years you have been shoot-
ing at people you are now offering to protect. It lacks 
credibility.”9

Even in the Obama era, at a time of increasing dif-
ficulty to justify foreign aid in the face of fiscal pres-
sures, the threat-based, U.S.-centric national security 
paradigm continues to contextualize American for-
eign engagement: 

Obama has persistently argued that addressing the 
poverty and misery of people in remote places is a 
U.S. national interest. But the case he has made is, like 
Bush’s, limited to the threat of terrorism and does not 
have much to say about, for example, the threat that 
collapsing states pose to more stable neighbors.10

 Unlike for the United States, terrorism is not the most 
feared result of collapsing states. For many in P.M. 
Barnett’s gap area, especially outside of Afghanistan 
and Iraq, “the threat of terrorism is a low priority rela-
tive to their other security concerns.”11 A running joke 
in Africa is that, if you want the United States to get 
involved in your country (i.e., spend money there), 
just say that al-Qaeda is there—much like many Afri-
can strongmen during the Cold War would draw the 
United States in with the specter of Soviet or Chinese 
involvement, and to some extent still do with respect 
to the People’s Republic of China (PRC). In the United 
States, of course, this is also the way to obtain congres-
sional appropriation of security assistance or foreign 
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aid funding—a main driver, no doubt, of the militari-
zation of foreign policy and securitization of aid.

While some lessons may be transferrable, Iraq or 
Afghanistan cannot be a petri dish for dealing with 
fragile and failing states elsewhere in the world, be-
cause the learning process is the result of moving to-
ward a paradigm with a priori cognitive assumptions 
about security long existent in much of the rest of the 
world. In places like Africa, which represent the bulk 
of security and development challenges, “human se-
curity” and civil society challenges such as poverty 
and food security, rule-of-law and justice, governance, 
economic development and job creation, and public 
health contextualize the security problem there, call-
ing for more conflict prevention, peace (versus stabil-
ity) operations, and comprehensive, whole of society 
approaches (versus whole of government [WoG]). De-
velopment, appropriately done, is therefore not just 
equal to security, it is security.

The human security paradigm focuses on the refer-
ent for security as the individual or community rather 
than the state (e.g., “It is about the security of Ango-
lans, not the security of Angola”12). It is inherently 
people-centric, emerging from a post-Cold War, mul-
tidisciplinary understanding of security involving a 
number of research fields, among them, development 
studies and humanitarian intervention. The United 
Nations Development Program’s Human Development 
Report 1994 is considered a cornerstone publication, 
citing economic security, food security, health securi-
ty, environmental security, personal security, commu-
nity security, and political security as its main compo-
nents—precisely how most underdeveloped nations, 
particularly in Africa, define security for them writ 
large.13 Intrastate security, provided largely by the 
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rule-of-law system, involving police, justice, correc-
tions, and legal representation, is far more important 
than a military to protect from external threats. Yet, 
the overwhelming concentration of U.S. security sec-
tor assistance is on defense sector reform and foreign 
military assistance in terms of operational training 
and hardware.

To further understand why the national security 
paradigm has little efficacy in much of the 21st cen-
tury ecosystem and places where most of the lessons 
from Iraq and Afghanistan may not directly apply, it 
is worth noting two things. First, the national secu-
rity approach is essentially state-centric, designed to 
deal with threats emerging from peer competitors and 
other state-related risks. Yet, the majority of conflicts 
since the end of World War II have been increasingly 
intrastate, as Figure 10-1 shows.14

Figure 10-1. Trends in State-Based Armed Conflicts
by Type, 1946-2006.
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The recent people-powered intrastate movements 
in North Africa and the Arab world stand in further 
contrast to Iraq and Afghanistan, with the demon-
stration of a bottom-up generated, soft-power-driven 
change, and the clear implications for the role that 
outside powers like the United States may (or may 
not) be able to play. 

As we have seen, freedom is better promoted through 
SharePoint than at gunpoint, and the relationships 
between peoples are more important than between 
governments. Bush may have broken the eggs in the 
Middle East, but Obama has the opportunity to help 
make the omelet.15

The second phenomenon is that, while nonstate 
conflicts are on the rise, the majority of these are in  
Africa—where the nation-state is hardly the estab-
lished operating organizing principle of governance 
(and in some places may never be) and where the ma-
jority of conflicts, fragile, and failing states are con-
centrated globally—as Figure 10-2 depicts.16 Although 
nation-states retain the unique advantage of being 
able to coordinate and apply the full range of power 
elements, growing seams and actors between nation-
states present increasing vulnerabilities and threats. 
Within these nonstate seams, however, are not only 
the greatest threats to national security in the 21st cen-
tury, but also the greatest opportunities, among them 
international governmental, nongovernmental and 
private sector civil society organizations, which have 
proliferated in number, variety, and capability.
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Data Source: Uppsala Conflict Data Program (UCDP)/  
Human Security Report Project (HSR) Dataset.

Sub-Saharan Africa has experienced more non-state armed 
conflicts than all other regions combined. Europe was free non-

state conflict between 2002 and 2008

Figure 10-2. Trends in Nonstate Armed Conflicts
by Region, 2002-08.

Still, national security approaches may not be en-
tirely inappropriate to tackling transnational armed 
threats such as the Lord’s Resistance Army, astride at 
least four African nations or international criminal or-
ganizations—some of which may be linked to extrem-
ist groups and involved in the trafficking of humans, 
weapons, rare commodities such as diamonds, and 
drugs—constitute both national security and human 
security challenges. In any case, this calls for wider 
and deeper consultation and more collaborative, re-
gional approaches than previously—and with hard 
power clearly ancillary to soft power, not vice-versa, 
as has been seen in Iraq and Afghanistan. It could 
therefore mean, as AFRICOM is instituting, a role for 
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the military that is more supporting than supported 
(meaning civilian leaders are in greater charge), and 
adopting nonmilitary methods:

Military planners can avoid negative outcomes by re-
lying on the humanitarian ‘do no harm’ principle. In 
the context of the CJTF-HOA, and other similar mis-
sions, the do no harm principle suggests the following 
four guidelines. First, military projects should comple-
ment the work of civilian organizations, rather than 
duplicating or ignoring it. Second, focusing on the 
long-term sustainability of projects will ensure that 
any goodwill generated does not quickly evaporate. 
Third, military forces should also target their efforts 
to areas in which they hold a comparative advantage, 
such as disaster relief, logistics, and operating in in-
secure environments. Fourth and finally, hearts and 
minds operations should attempt to project an appear-
ance of relative neutrality and humanitarian services 
separate from overt counterinsurgency activity. While 
one cannot expect a military operation to adhere to 
the NGOs’ values of neutrality, impartiality, and in-
dependence, the ‘do no harm’ philosophy can provide 
a helpful metric for evaluating outcomes from both a 
humanitarian and political standpoint.17

There is, indeed, much to be learned about com-
prehensive and collaborative approaches in multilat-
eral, human security situations from the approach of 
what has become known as civil society organizations 
which: 

. . . generally take a long-term, relationship-building 
based approach to development. Because of security, 
political and economic pressures, U.S. government and 
military officials often attempt shorter-term, quick-
impact development. The challenge is to design short-
term programming that contributes toward long-term 
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goals and to design long-term programming that sup-
ports short-term objectives.”18 

In other words: thinking globally while acting lo-
cally (or thinking strategically while acting tactically).

IT IS A MULTINATIONAL WORLD OUT THERE

The second major consideration in determining 
whether and how lessons from Iraq and Afghanistan 
may apply to other places has to do with the far great-
er imperative for collaborative as well as comprehen-
sive approaches to fragile states. In Africa, the United 
States is never in the lead and rarely the dominant 
player. Very often, the United Nations (UN) (which 
maintains six of its 15 peacekeeping missions in Af-
rica) and regional organizations, such as the African 
Union (AU) and the Economic Community of West 
African States (ECOWAS), are seen as mediating or 
arbitrating entities with respect to conflict resolution 
and conflict prevention. In addition to these dominant 
players there is an array of bilateral and nonstate ac-
tors that also help to shape the outcome in Africa—the 
United States among one of many. Security engage-
ments are more multinational then lead-nation, guid-
ed by corresponding policy rule-sets and operational 
models.

Thus, U.S.-centric WoG formulations, such as de-
fense, diplomacy, and development (The Three Ds), 
do not constitute the model for which most of the 
donor community for security, humanitarian, or de-
velopment assesses and implements its programs and 
projects. “Peacebuilding,” a word still seeking a con-
sensus definition in the U.S. foreign and national se-
curity policy establishments, is the predominant term, 
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as is “comprehensive approaches.” Meanwhile, at the 
Pentagon, “peacekeeping” and other “peace support 
operations,”—terms not very widely used to begin 
with—have been supplanted by “stability opera-
tions,” an expression very much posited on a national 
security model of security.

There is another important distinction between 
American and other approaches to security. Unilateral 
regime take-down and wholesale counterinsurgency 
operations in post-conflict environments are not the 
norm outside the Iraq-Afghanistan box—nor will they 
be. And both the United States and other international 
actors are learning that peacebuilding is most effective 
when done preemptively, i.e., in conflict prevention. 
In collaborative, human security environments, influ-
ence is more important than power, engagement more 
than response, and sustainability more than stamina.

Fortunately, Washington’s view of the world, at 
least from a policy standpoint, appears to be adapting 
to these realities, especially in the oft-overlooked role 
of (strategic) communications:

. . . if the Obama administration continues to embrace 
its role as a global convener, it should be careful not to 
repeat the past mistake of appearing to put the United 
States at the center of every global challenge, focusing 
too much on “us” and not enough on “them.”. . . The 
goal is not simply to be liked. It is to be more influential 
and therefore more effective at lower cost. In a world where 
foreign public opinion has ever greater impact on the 
success or failure of vital American national interests, 
it should be weighed in making policy decisions and 
should shape how the United States pursues its poli-
cies and how U.S. leaders talk about American poli-
cies. Listening, understanding and engaging makes 
for better policy, helps to avoid unnecessary conflicts, 
and should ideally allow policymakers to foresee and 
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pre-empt objections to policies that sound worse in the 
field than they do in Washington.19

Specifically with respect to engaging the world’s 
premier multinational organization, the 2010 National 
Security Strategy, under the rubric of “Pursuing Com-
prehensive Engagement,” notes: 

In recent years America’s frustration with internation-
al institutions has led us at times to engage the UN 
system on an ad hoc basis. But in a world of transna-
tional challenges, the United States will need to invest 
in strengthening the international system, working 
from inside international institutions and frameworks 
to face their imperfections head on and to mobilize 
transnational cooperation.20

The National Security Strategy additionally affirms 
Secretary of Defense Robert Gates’s anticipation of the 
need for greater military collaborative engagement 
capabilities, recognizing the growing mission to build 
partnership capacities as a strategic economy-of-
force measure. In the 2010 Quadrennial Defense Review 
(QDR), he points out in numerous places that: 

America’s interests are inextricably linked to the in-
tegrity and resilience of the international system.  
. . . America’s power and influence are enhanced by 
sustaining a vibrant network of defense alliances and 
new partnerships, building cooperative approaches 
with key states, and maintaining interactions with im-
portant international institutions such as the United 
Nations. . . . Moreover, military forces must be ca-
pable of working effectively with a range of civilian 
and international partners. . . . Strong regional allies 
and partners are fundamental to meeting 21st cen-
tury challenges successfully. Helping to build their 
capacity can help prevent conflict from beginning or 
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escalating, reducing the possibility that large and en-
during deployments of U.S. or allied forces would be 
required.”21

U.S. collaboration on a multinational level is not 
only more appropriate to the transformed security 
environment of the 21st century, generating greater 
strategic and operational capital, particularly in terms 
of soft power which has far greater currency in human 
security settings. In an era of burgeoning resource 
restraints, it is also more cost-effective. Echoing the 
theme of building partner capacities and multina-
tional engagement as a strategic economy-of-force 
measure, U.S. Ambassador to the UN Susan Rice more 
pragmatically explained that: 

. . . UN peace operations are a crucial tool for manag-
ing international crises in which the only alternatives 
might otherwise be doing nothing at all or direct U.S. 
military intervention. . . . UN peacekeeping is also 
cost-effective for the United States: instead of paying 
100 percent of the costs for a unilateral deployment, 
the United States pays about one-fourth of the costs 
for UN peacekeeping, with other UN members collec-
tively sharing the burden for the rest.22 

(It should also be taken into consideration that 
UN peacekeeping forces work at operational costs 
far below that of U.S. and many NATO forces. The 
reimbursement rate for UN peacekeepers set by the 
Department of Peacekeeping Operations (DPKO) is at 
around $1,200 per line soldier per month—much less 
than the pay and benefits for a U.S. soldier.) In fact, 
the most effective, low-cost, high-reward (and most 
underutilized) U.S. multinational military engage-
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ment program is the 30 or so U.S. military observers 
serving in UN missions.23

LEARNING TO DO MORE WITH LESS

This leads to the third major consideration. Re-
sources for creating sustainable peace have been more 
limited outside the Iraq-Afghanistan box, which has 
received more money in security assistance and de-
velopment aid from the United States and other donor 
nations than the rest of the world together. In 2010, 
the United States provided $1.7 billion and $3.3 billion 
in foreign aid to the Near East and South and Central 
Asia, respectively; it provided $648 million to Africa, 
$448 million to the Western Hemisphere, $631 mil-
lion to Europe and Eurasia, and $158 million to East 
Asia and the Pacific.24 This does not even include the 
nearly one trillion dollars of military-related costs for 
the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. Meanwhile, as the 
United States has poured money into the Iraq-Afghan-
istan box, China in particular has seized the opportu-
nity cost to gain greater influence in Africa and Latin 
America—China’s foreign assistance and economic 
projects in Africa, Latin America, and Southeast Asia 
grew from less than $1 billion in 2002 to $27.5 billion in 
2006 and $25 billion in 2007, with the largest increase 
in Africa.25 In the meantime, “. . . direct U.S. [military 
or police] involvement in UN field missions has dwin-
dled while involvement of other ‘21st century centers 
of influence’, among them China, has grown. . . .”26

Donor entities working in such regions as Africa 
have never had the luxury of the scale of these kinds of 
financial resources. As the U.S. fiscal crisis grows, the 
more creative and collaborative approaches borne out 
of such restraints, such as microfinancing, are more 
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commonplace than the typically American reflex to 
“throw money at the problem.” And money is turning 
out not to be everything: 

Our research suggests that the failure to win Afghan 
hearts and minds is not because too little money has 
been spent. In fact, money has been part of the prob-
lem. Spending too much money with too little over-
sight in insecure environments is a recipe for fueling 
corruption, delegitimizing the Afghan government, 
and undermining the credibility of international ac-
tors. But policymakers also ignore the most obvious, 
effective, and quickest way to reduce corruption: re-
duce funding, especially in the most insecure areas, to 
levels more in line with what Afghanistan can absorb.27

In addition to throwing money at the problem, an-
other U.S. tendency, whether in the military or foreign 
aid communities, has been to place a disproportionate 
amount of faith in physical or:

. . . technical solutions to complex social and economic 
development problems and of the appropriateness 
and transferability of U.S. values and experience. This 
over confidence meant that too little attention was 
paid to local circumstances and values in the prepara-
tion and execution of aid activities.28 

Aid workers in Africa and other regions where a hu-
man security paradigm has long been at work are 
much more familiar with constraints like the primacy 
of cultural context and absorptive capacity issues that 
their counterparts in Iraq or Afghanistan have more 
recently discovered.

Moreover, the United States is entering a new era 
of relative strategic scarcity, where more traditional 
resources to shape and influence events more to its lik-
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ing are less at its disposal. By a number of measures, it 
is a country of deepening public and private debt and 
declining competitiveness. Beyond reducing Ameri-
ca’s throw-weight diplomatically, culturally, and (of 
course) economically this loss of relative financial and 
commercial power is also translating into an end of 
unilateral freedom of action. Asymmetric threats seen 
in Iraq and Afghanistan have already mitigated much 
of the longstanding U.S. advantage in hard power, 
while peer and near-peer competitors are better able 
to bankroll their own agendas. Perhaps most impor-
tantly, as information technologies and the lessons of 
low-tech, low-cost socio-cultural and information en-
terprises, such as those that brought on the uprisings 
in North Africa and the Middle East, present equal-
izers to traditional, industrial-era forms of power.

As the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan have dem-
onstrated, traditional American bias toward coercive 
or hard power in general, albeit more expedient and 
more measurable, has also shown counterproductive 
costs and risks. Hard power is more resource-inten-
sive, zero-sum, reactive, and short-term (i.e., tactical). 
Soft power, more appropriate to collaborative, human 
security settings, is more economical, renewable, en-
gaging, synergistic, and long-term (i.e., strategic). It 
ultimately generates more peaceful, stable, and prof-
itable outcomes, has further-reaching effects, is less 
costly and risk-intensive, and introduces more feasi-
ble, acceptable, and sustainable strategic options—as 
long as they are approached strategically. Indeed, the 
more collaborative, comprehensive, softer, and hu-
man security approaches, borne in part out of forced 
frugality, found in Africa and other places may now 
come more naturally to U.S. policymakers and prac-
titioners, under far greater budgetary limits, as they 
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look to transfer their own experiences with the bal-
ance of soft and hard power in Iraq and Afghanistan 
elsewhere. In this regard, there may be much to learn 
from those who have already worked much longer in 
that paradigm.

U.S. involvement, for example, in low-level coun-
terinsurgency operations in the Philippines, has long 
taken the approach of following local lead in civil ac-
tion programs. “Filipino doctors, dentists, and vet-
erinarians come in to provide free care. Of utmost 
importance . . . is putting a Filipino face on all these 
operations.”29 Perhaps even more illustrative of the 
shifting paradigm is the U.S. response to Haiti, where 
the military clearly played a supporting role and the 
U.S. Government sought to work within multilateral 
frameworks rather than expend the resources to cre-
ate a parallel structure:

Early on, the United States decided not to create a 
combined Joint task force. With the UN already on 
the ground, a robust multinational force was in place. 
In addition, MINUSTAH countries contribut ing ad-
ditional resources and personnel already had links 
to their local UN representatives. Creating a combined 
Joint task force would have conflicted with those ef-
forts. Instead, Joint Task Force-Haiti deployed to con-
duct humanitarian assistance and disaster response 
operations. The purpose of Joint Task Force-Haiti was 
to support U.S. efforts in Haiti to mitigate near-term 
human suffering and accelerate relief efforts to facili-
tate transition to the Government of Haiti, the UN, and 
USAID. The military possesses significant capabilities 
that are useful in emergencies, but long-term plans for 
relief and reconstruction are best left to nonmilitary 
government agencies.30
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LEARNING FROM LIBERIA

Perhaps U.S. policymakers and practitioners can 
learn the greatest lessons from truly multinational 
settings where the United States is one among many 
players. As the U.S. transitions from a “military mis-
sion to a civilian-led effort”—as the Senate Foreign 
Relations Committee terms it—in Iraq and prepares to 
undergo a similar conversion in Afghanistan, it may 
be instructive to examine a similar case study where 
there is a transition from military-intensive post-con-
flict peacekeeping to civilian-led peacebuilding with 
the aim of preventing a return to conflict in the major 
multinational intervention in Africa led by the United 
Nations Mission in Liberia (UNMIL), which is regard-
ed as the most integrative of UN field missions. 

In January 2008, UNMIL commenced its draw-
down of forces parallel to the Government of Libe-
ria’s implementation of the Poverty Reduction Strat-
egy (PRS), using the UN Development Assistance 
Framework (UNDAF) and other collaborative plans 
and tools designed to help build the capacity of the 
Liberian government, particularly at the county level, 
to deliver essential public services, among them secu-
rity, governance, the rule-of-law, and economic and 
social development. The intent was to reach these 
conditions, articulated in a series of benchmarks, by 
the general election of October 2011, thus marking the 
end of drawdown and beginning the third and final 
UNMIL phase of withdrawal, characterized by local, 
civilian directed peacebuilding focused on self-sus-
tainable development to supplant security-intensive, 
military-based peacekeeping operations.31 The United 
States, in comparison, is facing same sort of transition 
management challenge in Iraq and Afghanistan.
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In recognition of its role in underwriting this tran-
sition process, the UNMIL peacekeeping force’s ap-
proach to civil-military coordination (CIMIC), for in-
stance, changed substantially, based on the constant 
concern regarding “the increasing dependence of the 
Government of Liberia on the assets of the Force. . .”32 
The greatest risk for security and stability during the 
drawdown in Liberia has been that the dependency 
on the international presence in general and the UN 
military in particular persists as force capability di-
minishes. This dependence creates potentially desta-
bilizing effects that risk the investment and sacrifices 
that many made in an attempt to bring lasting peace 
to Liberia—this is similar to the situations in Iraq and 
Afghanistan.

In fairness, however, opportunities in Liberia to fa-
cilitate transition to self-sustained peacebuilding have 
been better than in Iraq or Afghanistan. This is so for 
a variety of reasons: the relatively peaceful and stable 
situation enduring from earlier phases; the substan-
tial development assistance presence still residing in 
Liberia; a central Liberian government with a strong 
leadership and a well-developed, home-grown, and 
locally developed transition plan; well-developed 
collaborative relationships and coordination mecha-
nisms emphasizing integrated mission coordination 
under the “delivery as one” concept and viewing 
CIMIC as one among a number of mission coordina-
tion management tools; as well as a government and 
population that thinks positively of the international 
presence, due in no small part to an effective public 
information campaign. 

Still, the UNMIL approach to CIMIC, which has 
become the model for the new UN-CIMIC policy for 
UN peacekeeping forces, is particularly interesting. 
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Recognizing that peace support operations involve an 
operational environment that is largely psychological 
rather than kinetic, UNMIL CIMIC emphasizes build-
ing both capacity and confidence in numerous ways 
beyond merely public relations. It directs that Libe-
rians will be visibly in the lead of capacity-building 
efforts or events such as medical outreaches, even if 
most of the effort is resourced by the UN military force. 
In clear support of governance and security sector re-
form, when feasible, it also involves local military and 
police in CIMIC projects in order to build their capac-
ity and, more importantly, promote public confidence 
in the government by transitioning the psychological 
capital of public trust in UNMIL to maintain security 
to Liberian government institutions. As General Pe-
traeus would say, it’s up to the Liberians to win hearts 
and minds.

Albeit going through its own learning processes, 
the CIMIC approach in Liberia takes into account the 
central issue of the two essential functions of any civil-
military concept regardless of its name, place, or type 
of operation: how to manage the interaction between 
civil and military players; and most importantly, how 
to transition the process, as described above, in human 
security terms. The clear connectivity between secu-
rity and development is consistent with the complex 
and interconnected environment and the integrated 
mission approach. Moreover, it establishes the role of 
the military as the enabler to the peace process, dupli-
cating the civil-military relationship desired in demo-
cratic societies, and marking an unambiguous path to 
the end state of all peace operations—self-sustained 
peace and appropriately effective civil society.

Another outstanding feature of the Liberian ex-
ample is the role of bilateral players, especially the 
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U.S. Country Team, which has often worked collab-
oratively with the Government of Liberia and UN-
MIL to enhance their goals common to U.S. national 
interests, especially security sector reform, but also 
with those of international partners, to include China, 
in fostering civil society and economic development. 
With regard to security sector reform, for which in ac-
cordance with UN Security Council Resolution 1506 
the United States has responsibility for defense sec-
tor reform, the Country Team has applied Secretary 
of Defense Gates’s admonition that, beyond the tra-
ditional national security centric tendency to focus 
almost exclusively on operational development of the 
armed forces:

. . . there has not been enough attention paid to build-
ing the institutional capacity (such as defense minis-
tries) or the human capital (including leadership skills 
and attitudes) needed to sustain security over the long 
term.33 

In Liberia, the Office of Security Cooperation is syn-
chronizing AFRICOM’s Operation ONWARD LIB-
ERTY program designed to enhance military institu-
tional leadership and the DoD’s Defense Institution 
Reform Initiative (similar to the Ministry of Defense 
Advisory program in Afghanistan) to build institu-
tional capacity among the staff of the Ministry of De-
fense by providing civilian oversight. Perhaps most 
importantly, the synchronization of these programs 
will help improve civil-military linkages and foster 
the civil-military relationship often missing in fragile 
civil societies. The U.S. Embassy would also be wise 
to capitalize on UNMIL’s best practices and stature in 
order to enhance the civilian staff components of their 
counterpart ministry through mentoring and advising 
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in order to build capacity as well as confidence—mul-
tilateralism with a human face.

BUILDING PEACE IS BUILDING 
RELATIONSHIPS

In the human security environments of places 
like Liberia, perhaps the most important lesson being 
learned, with profound implications for everything 
including programming and budgeting to deploy-
ment and stationing policies, is that the work in such 
settings is fundamentally centered around building 
relationships on a human and not just institutional 
level, requiring sustainability more than stamina.

Fundamentally, in peace or war we need to trust one 
another. We learn to trust each other through building 
a strong relationship, personal and professional. That 
is the key to building an effective team that works to-
ward a common purpose. In Haiti, this proved to be the 
case within our own military and with our in teragency 
partners, nongovernmental organiza tions, and foreign 
partners. When tough issues were encountered, their 
strong relationships broke down the barriers.34

When looking at the lessons of Iraq and Afghani-
stan, there is indeed much to be valued—not so much 
for what actually is applicable to other places and 
situations, but more for what should not be done. In 
the larger box of global human security, Iraq and Af-
ghanistan are cases apart from Liberia. This is more so 
because of context and not content, partnership more 
than predominance, strategy more than operations 
and tactics, and human interaction more than organi-
zational enterprises. 
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Finally, how Americans understand the contex-
tualization of security interventions in the larger, 
more collaborative and complex world beyond Iraq 
and Afghanistan should not only have profound 
and far-reaching implications for U.S. WoG engage-
ments around the world. It could also help reshape 
the American approach to national security writ large 
back at home, not just because the world outside our 
previous boxes is forcing us to, but because we can no 
longer afford any other way:

’We have always been able to win ugly by throwing 
money at a problem, but that is no longer the case,’ Lo-
cher said. ‘We have lost our margin for error and we 
are headed for a decade of austerity, when even great 
programs are being killed. The times call for a national 
security system that is effective, efficient, participatory 
and agile. Unfortunately, we don’t have it—we have 
the opposite of that, a system that is archaic, designed 
63 years ago, that still clings to Cold War concepts. At 
PNSR we have a saying, ‘How can we secure our chil-
dren’s future with our grandparents’ government?’ 
We are not going to win the future with that govern-
ment.’35

 This should be seen as an opportunity more than 
a threat, for which a dynamic, multicultural country 
like America whose national ethos is e pluribus unum 
is most ideally suited. What one refuses to experience 
positively, one will most certainly experience nega-
tively.
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CHAPTER 11

CIVIL-MILITARY TEAMING:
A SOLUTION?

William J. Flavin

Leading through civilian power saves lives and mon-
ey. With the right tools, training, and leadership, our 
diplomats and development experts can defuse crises 
before they explode and create new opportunities for 
economic growth. We can find new partners to share 
burdens and new solutions to problems that might 
otherwise require military action. And where we must 
work side by side with our military partners in places 
like Afghanistan and Iraq and in other fragile states 
around the world, we can be the partner that our mili-
tary needs and deserves.

  Secretary of State Hillary Clinton1

Can successful civil-military teaming solve many 
of the problems associated with current conflicts: state 
fragility, crisis in governance, insurgent attacks, and 
threats to public order from criminals and spoilers? 
This chapter considers several past and current exam-
ples of civil-military teaming, it identifies what consti-
tuted a successfully team, and it demonstrates what ef-
fect that team had on solving the conflict. This chapter 
reviews several case studies, the first, the 1946-57 time 
frame in Malaya, considered by many as the best ex-
ample of successful civil-military teaming; the second, 
the 1967-73 period in Vietnam, particularly the Civil 
Operations and Revolutionary Development Support 
(CORDS) initiative; and, finally, the Provincial Recon-
struction Team (PRT) initiative in Afghanistan from 
2002 to the present. Each of these case studies describe 



308

some common elements of success and identify the 
pitfalls and shortcomings inherent in the civil-military 
teaming approach. 

CIVIL-MILITARY TEAMING: CONTEXT AND 
PROBLEMS

The U.S. National Security Strategy (NSS), the De-
partment of State Quadrennial Diplomacy and Develop-
ment Review (QDDR) and the Department of Defense 
(DoD) Quadrennial Defense Review (QDR) all agree that 
a whole of government (WoG) approach is necessary 
to achieve national objectives. The QDR panel iden-
tified the need for a WoG approach in support of a 
comprehensive approach to address the most pressing 
national security problems. 

The need for enhanced—whole of government capa-
bilities will be driven by the complex operating condi-
tions, strong potential for civilian interaction, and the 
need in many cases to work closely with the agencies 
of a foreign government. It is in the interest of the De-
partment of Defense to work closely with the National 
Security Council, the State Department, State/AID 
[Agency for International Development], and DHS 
[the Department of Homeland Security] to develop 
support for more enhanced civilian capability and for 
putting into operation—Whole-of-Government and 
Comprehensive Approach solutions to security chal-
lenges. . . .Before any type of contingency arises, U.S. 
governmental efforts typically rely on the U.S. State 
Department and other interagency interactions with 
the host nation on a day-to-day basis, including the 
military through the ongoing and routine activities of 
the Combatant Commands. This persistent engage-
ment is required up to and through the end state of 
a contingency or crisis, and thereafter. A crisis or 
conflict will require the addition and integration of—
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whole-of-government and Comprehensive Approach 
capabilities. Although civilian agencies have histori-
cally held the lead role in maintaining and developing 
international relationships, the need to deploy civilian 
and international personnel in settings of—security 
insecurity (e.g., post-conflict states, failed states) re-
quires a more integrated approach in terms of partner-
ship with the military forces.2

The value of civil-military teaming to achieve a 
comprehensive approach has been validated by all 
of the observers of international crises for the last 60 
years. Virtually all of the studies, guidelines, policy, 
and doctrinal manuals have identified WoG leading 
to a comprehensive approach as the basic founda-
tion for success in addressing weak and fragile states, 
transnational criminal enterprises, and global finan-
cial or global biological threats. The 2006 U.S. Army 
Field Manual (FM) 3-24 , Counterinsurgency, devotes an 
entire chapter to the integration of civilian and mili-
tary activities. The recent U.S. Army FM 3-07, Stabil-
ity Operations, identifies two levels of effort, WoG and 
comprehensive.

A whole-of-government approach is an approach 
that integrates the collaborative efforts of the depart-
ments and agencies of the United States Government 
to achieve unity of effort toward a shared goal. A com-
prehensive approach is an approach that integrates the 
cooperative efforts of the departments and agencies 
of the United States Government, intergovernmental 
and nongovernmental organizations, multinational 
partners, and private sector entities to achieve unity of 
effort toward a shared goal.3

The United Nations (UN), North Atlantic Treaty 
Organization (NATO), and the European Union (EU) 
have set as a goal the achievement of a comprehensive 



310

approach (Integrated Mission for the UN) to develop 
a shared vision among all of the relevant stakeholders. 
All of these organizations have attempted to achieve 
this goal over the last 10 years with varying degrees of 
success. They all agree that the problems of the world 
cannot be solved by military means alone. At times, a 
military effort may be necessary but is never sufficient 
to achieve sustainable peace and stability. Yet, as a re-
sult of the events that unfolded since World War II, 
the U.S. Government has ended up with a large and 
well-resourced military instrument of power that is 
out of proportion to the other instruments of power 
of the U.S. Government. It is an instrument that can 
generate a great deal of capability and capacity and 
therefore has assumed many civil tasks over time. Yet 
in all this, the military itself recognizes that the civil 
sector needs to be the final arbiter. The challenge is 
to operationalize the concept and engage with other 
agencies to achieve the best outcome.

William Olson has written extensively on this 
topic. Based on experience and study in this area, 
he provides the following cautions about a WoG ap-
proach. This first and primary is that the U.S. Govern-
ment was designed to ensure that power should not 
be consolidated in the hands of the few to protect the 
liberty and freedom of the many. There are obstacles 
embedded in the U.S. Governmental system that work 
against the very coordination that is needed, however, 
to attempt to overcome these obstacles may require a 
significant political price; one that most are unwilling 
to pay. This presents a challenge because institutions 
are organized as stovepipes and are provided requi-
site authorities and funding that reinforce separation. 
Over time, the U.S. bureaucracy has grown into a maze 
of overlapping, redundant, and conflicting structures 
that has compounded the challenge.4 
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Coordination occurs in a context that is different for 
each agency or involved player. Different agencies 
have different missions, decision making cycles, or-
ganizational structures, cultures, habits and practices, 
incentive structures, and legal constraints and impera-
tives. This institutional environment limits what agen-
cies can do, but those limits are different for different 
agencies and can come into play in unpredictable 
ways.5

But the process is not the goal; it is the outcome. 
There is a limit to coordination. In attempting to coor-
dinate the various stakeholders within a complex sys-
tem you run the risk of exacerbating the problem and 
degrading the effectiveness of some of those stake-
holders. At times the outcome may not require that 
all stakeholders be involved, and indeed the involve-
ment of those stakeholders from every level, strategic 
to tactical, may be detrimental. Organizations are op-
timized to deliver much needed services, such as in 
the areas of governance, conflict resolution, and gen-
erating private enterprise. They can lose some of their 
efficiency by close cooperation and coordination. But 
while this is so for the civilian agencies, nongovern-
mental organizations (NGOs), and international orga-
nizations, the military needs coordination with these 
agencies to accomplish its mission. The missions to-
day, as described above, require a civilian component, 
but all do not require a military component. This leads 
to the interesting situation where the DoD pushes for 
coordination with other agencies who at times do not 
see the same need to coordinate. This can lead to fears 
that the DoD is attempting to dominate the situation 
and force other agencies to adopt their management 
procedures—the militarization of foreign affairs. 
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Money turns planning into action. Money flows 
into each of the separate institutions with their in-
dividual authorities to spend. Cross-governmental 
teams have rarely been given separate fiscal authori-
ties. There have been some concepts that pool the 
monies of several agencies. The United Kingdom (UK) 
has done so by pooling the monies of Defense, the De-
partment for International Development (DIFID), and 
the Foreign and Commonwealth departments into a 
Security Sector/Conflict Prevention concept; conse-
quently, U.S. Secretary of Defense Robert Gates and 
Secretary of State Hilary Clinton have recommended 
the idea for new, permanent, shared DoD-State re-
sources and authorities for conflict prevention, post-
conflict reconstruction, and security assistance.

However, the Executive Branch does not have 
the sole authority for the obligation of Federal funds. 
Congress is a key player in that they appropriate and 
authorize funds in ways that are different from the 
Executive Branch. Programs and timing of congres-
sional funding can directly impact any attempt to gain 
a WoG let alone a comprehensive, response. Congress 
must be considered to be part of the solution. Con-
sequently, coordination and cooperation are essential, 
and if programs are not executed with adequate re-
sources, the results will lead to frustration or, worse, 
the idea that something has happened when it has not.
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CASES

Malaya.

Dear Lyttelton

Malaya
We must have a plan.
Secondly we must have a man.
When we have a plan and have a man we shall suc-
ceed: not otherwise

Yours Sincerely

Montgomery (F.M.)6

In 1946, after World War II, the British returned 
to Malaya and attempted to re-impose rule with the 
creation of the Malayan Union.7 But, they found a Ma-
laya shaped by Japanese occupation that opposed a 
return to prewar ways. The British had lost their pre-
vious influence and authority, and the occupation had 
fueled ethnic tensions and nationalistic inclinations. 
Chinese and Indian minorities refused to be ruled by 
the Malay, and the Malay opposed giving the Chinese 
and Indians the vote and equal rights as the Malayan 
Union required. Capitalizing on these tensions, the 
Malayan Communist Party, founded in 1930 from pri-
marily Chinese groups, organized resistance to British 
Colonial rule using Maoist protracted insurgent war. 
The Communists’ objective was to defeat the will of 
the British to maintain the colony by undermining its 
legitimacy and economic investments. 

The British initial response was neither compre-
hensive nor coordinated. European inhabitants of 
Malaya demanded immediate action and protection 
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as they were driven off their plantations and mines 
by insurgent violence. In response to demands, the 
British military reacted with force, seeing the solu-
tion as a purely military one with little need to bother 
with political, informational, or economic factors. The 
search and destroy approach, in the eyes of the British 
military, was sufficient; therefore, it negated the need 
to develop a civil-military team or to develop a com-
prehensive strategy. 

The Malayan Emergency, officially declared in June 
1948, was at first waged by the British as a convention-
al war, with soldiers seeking to hunt down and con-
tain the Chinese Malayan guerillas, now reconstituted 
as the Malayan People’s Anti-British Army (MPABA). 
The Malayan police force was not considered to have 
an operational role and the civil administration was 
left ignorant of military affairs. This was a campaign 
led by and carried out by the British Army, with lim-
ited support from the Royal Air Force and no input 
whatsoever from the various layers of civilian gover-
nance. By 1950, however, these methods seemed to be 
failing.8 

The idea of a coordinated interagency command 
in Malaya was first proposed on February 23, 1950, 
when Sir Henry Gurney, the British high commis-
sioner in Malaya, sent a telegram to Arthur Creech 
Jones, the Colonial Secretary. Based on his experiences 
elsewhere, he advocated a linked up WoG approach. 
Lieutenant-General Sir Harold Briggs was appointed 
as the chief of operations and developed what would 
be known as the Briggs Plan that was to be followed at 
all levels of government. Briggs stressed throughout 
that any operations undertaken by the army or police 
had to be under civil control, had to be within the law, 
and the purpose for which they were being conducted 
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had to be clearly articulated to the local population. 
The framework had been described, but organization 
and leadership were still needed. 

The plan did not go far enough. No one person 
was placed in charge of all the civil and military ef-
forts. The police and the military could still operate 
separately with no overarching authority. After the 
murder of Sir Henry Gurney, General Briggs recom-
mended that the Director of Operations have full and 
undivided control of all emergency policy, strategy, 
and tactics in Malaya. This was approved by London 
and the office of British High Commissioner, Secre-
tary, and Director of Operations were merged. But 
Briggs became sick, and eventually General Sir Gerard 
Templer was appointed to the new office. 

Templer stuck to the Briggs Plan as much as he 
could, but he developed and got approval for a struc-
ture that could execute the framework that Briggs 
had developed. For example, he consolidated all 
intelligence around one individual who would be 
responsible for coordinating the activities of police 
intelligence, naval intelligence, army intelligence, air 
force intelligence, and political intelligence. His role 
would include giving advice to each of these organi-
zations, as well as being “completely responsible for 
collation and evaluation of all the intelligence avail-
able and for its presentation to those concerned in the 
proper form.”9 He also changed the organizations of 
the Police Force, Special Branch, Information Services, 
the Home Guard, and created a Combined Emergency 
Planning Staff. 

With emphasis on the Special Branch of the Police 
as the primary intelligence gathering arm, security of 
the people, and focus on civil action, the institutional 
military was uneasy with the arrangement until re-
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sults supported the concept. Templer was a military 
man, he understood the culture of the military, and 
was able to fight against it if necessary. It helped that 
the Home Secretary as well as the new Prime Minister, 
Winston Churchill, and Field Marshal Bernard Mont-
gomery supported him.10

The UK successfully conducted a COIN cam-
paign by creating a WoG plan and then developing 
the structure and procedures for executing that plan. 
The key to success was appointing the right individu-
als to lead and support efforts with political will and 
resources while having the wisdom from London to 
allow the field to execute the program successfully. 
All of the agencies involved had to sacrifice some of 
their sovereignty and accept institutional risk. Malaya 
was indeed a special case given the time, location, so-
cial, demographic, and political situation, but the out-
come could have been quite different had the WoG 
approach not been used. 

Malaya was what we call today a comprehensive 
approach that emphasized civil-military teaming co-
ordinated at all levels in the country. The focus was 
on the population, building legitimacy and local ca-
pacity to provide the population good governance. 
It succeeded because there was a workable plan that 
established a framework, structures that were able to 
execute that plan, a platform for all stakeholders—in-
cluding the local nationals—to be a part of the solu-
tion, a leader with the appropriate understanding and 
personality, resources, and a National Government in 
London that provided the requisite authorities but not 
direct interference. 
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Vietnam—CORDS

In strong contrast to the sheer conventionality of 
most aspects of the GVN/US response, it (CORDS) 
did eventually prove possible to set up and carry out 
a major US/GVN wartime program specifically de-
signed to meet many of the atypical problems of the 
people’s war in South Viet Nam. 

  Robert Komer11

As the British realized in Malaya in 1950, Washing-
ton, and especially the President, realized by 1967 that 
things were not going well in Vietnam, and something 
dramatic had to be done. Ambassador Henry Cabot 
Lodge, in his opening remarks at the 1966 Honolulu 
Conference before the Presidents of the United States 
and South Vietnam stated:

We can beat up North Vietnamese regiments in the 
high plateau for the next twenty years and it will not 
end the war—unless we and the Vietnamese are able 
to build simple but solid political institutions under 
which proper police can function and a climate be cre-
ated in which economic and social revolution, in free-
dom, are possible.12 

Several studies completed in 1965 and 1966, most 
notably the “Program for the Pacification and Long-
Term Development of Vietnam” (PROVN), written by 
the U.S. Army, all concluded that no two U.S. Govern-
ment agencies shared a common vision or common 
approach on how to solve the problem of the conflict. 
All of the studies noted that pacification, as Ambas-
sador Lodge outlined in his Honolulu talk, should be 
a major focus, and to that end the U.S. Government 
needed to rationalize the missions, roles, and priori-
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ties of all the U.S. agencies. Naturally, each agency, as 
well as the U.S. Embassy in Saigon, objected to those 
parts of the studies that impinged on institutional 
interests. President Lyndon Johnson was frustrated 
with the lack of action and appointed Robert J. Komer 
as a special assistant, giving him a strong mandate to 
tighten and strengthen the pacification program and 
deal with institutional resistance. 

As in Malaya, having the right person in the lead 
at the right time was essential. Komer, who was run-
ning the Middle East shop in the National Security 
Council (NSC) along with William Colby, the Central 
Intelligence Agency (CIA) Far East Division Chief, en-
sured that key reports outlining the shortcomings of 
the conflict in Vietnam made it to key decisionmakers 
in Washington, DC, despite the censors in the Mili-
tary Assistance Command Vietnam (MACV). These 
reports, along with the advice from Ed Lansdale and 
Ambassador Lodge, outlined the need for an effec-
tive pacification program and provided the catalyst 
for Komer, with the direct support of the President, to 
propose forming the Civil Operations and Revolution-
ary Development Support (CORDS) as a combined 
civil-military team under the direction of the military. 

Again, success was based on a supportive policy, a 
workable structure, well-developed procedures, dedi-
cated resources, and the right leadership. In CORDS, 
the U.S. military would be in charge of both civilian 
and military operations. Historically for the United 
States, it was rare to have civilians operating in a mili-
tary chain of command. Komer was the first ambassa-
dor to serve directly under a military commander and 
have command responsibility for military and civilian 
personnel and resources. One of the innovations of 
the CORDS program was that all agencies agreed to 
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have their performance evaluation reports written by 
the leadership of CORDS. Civil and military person-
nel wrote each other’s efficiency reports and shared 
resources, leading to the type of unity of purpose that 
provided positive results. This, coupled with support 
from the highest levels, integrated the programs of the 
military, the CIA, the U.S. Agency for International 
Development (USAID), the United States Information 
Agency (USIA), and the Department of State. Ad-
ditionally, CORDS was built as an organization that 
could directly lobby for and receive resources. The 
subordinate agencies were assigned, not attached, so 
that the funds used by CORDS were pooled and not 
located in each agency’s individual stovepipes.13

The agencies agreed to sacrifice some of their 
sovereignty and resources to CORDS in support of 
pacification, because they were successful in having 
pacification defined so that some of their key pro-
grams remained outside of that definition, thus be-
yond CORDS control. For example, Komer insisted 
that land reform should be a major part of pacifica-
tion under CORDS, but USAID succeeded in retaining 
control of that program. Komer finally gave up trying. 
The CORDS program, as a successful civil-military 
team, was effective in rationalizing country-wide 
pacification in its own operational stovepipe, from the 
tactical through the operational levels. Unlike Malaya, 
no individual or organization coordinated all gov-
ernmental activities in Vietnam. The prerogatives of 
parent institutions, their cultures, and approaches re-
mained factors that prevented a truly comprehensive 
approach. Each of the separate agencies of the U.S. 
Government continued to have separate programs 
running in Vietnam so there was no way around this 
at the operational level. CORDS constituted only one 
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staff directorate out of five within MACV. Addition-
ally, the MACV commanders in Vietnam, both Gen-
eral William Westmorland and his successor, General 
Creighton Abrams, ensured that there would be no 
linking of the pacification program with military com-
bat operations.14

The existing military advisors for the Vietnamese 
Army, and special units like Special Forces and Rang-
ers, remained outside of the control of CORDS. The 
best CORDS could offer was a bureaucratic overlay 
that facilitated better communication. The rift between 
regular military forces and the civilians and irregulars 
whose primary focus was on counterinsurgency and 
pacification, in particular, remained a problem. Ken 
Quinn, a Foreign Service officer with no military train-
ing who served four tours with CORDS in the Mekong 
Delta, posed the dilemma this way:

 There was always a little cultural difference between 
civilian and military [agencies], but one of the great 
lessons of CORDS was that it was not just the different 
colors of your clothes but where you sat that made a 
difference in your attitudes. The Army guys who were 
in the MACV team, and I generally saw eye to eye, but 
it was a different view than Army guys in the same 
town who were advisors to the ARVN 9th Division. 
The two groups saw different wars from different per-
spectives with different counterparts.15

Bruce Kinsey, a Foreign Service officer working 
for CORDS in Long An, recalled similar problems. 
Despite generally good relations between personnel 
working for CORDS, he remembered miscommunica-
tions with the regular military that had very real and 
tragic consequences: 
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There was a village that I worked with like crazy. I 
had a cadre team in there. We strung up barbed wire 
and threw down tin cans on the perimeter so if the 
guerrillas came in you could hear them more easily. 
And we set up a school and the VC blew it up. It was 
fighting tooth and nail. The Third Brigade of the Ninth 
Division came in and set up at the end of the road that 
went through this hamlet. They ran these huge deuce-
and-a-half trucks through there, full of garbage, and 
ammunition, and god knows what else. They were 
scared to death, so they ran them at fifty miles an hour. 
They killed like eleven Vietnamese kids. I talked to 
those people until I was blue in the face. And I put up 
signs saying, “U.S. Drivers—Friendly Hamlet—Slow 
Down” and they wouldn’t.16

No civil-military teaming effort can be success-
ful without host nation buy-in. Ensuring continual 
linking with the host nation as part of the effort can 
mean the difference between success and failure. In 
Vietnam, after Tet 1968, the Vietnamese Government 
under Nguyen Van Thieu was not interested in part-
nering in the countryside in civil programs in support 
of the CORDS efforts. Six months after Tet, he finally 
accepted a CORDS pacification campaign to push the 
government out to the countryside. But the imple-
mentation of this program by the Vietnamese gov-
ernment was more designed to secure their political 
future. What was learned in Vietnam, as in Malaya, 
is that even with successful civil-military teaming, 
unless it encompasses the comprehensive approach 
countrywide, including the host nation, success will 
be elusive.

Unlike the UK in Malaya, the U.S. governmental 
solution to Vietnam never embraced a comprehen-
sive approach that emphasized civil-military team-
ing coordinated at all levels throughout the country. 
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Instead, all of the separate agencies of the U.S. Gov-
ernment continued to protect their own institutions, 
fearful of each other and especially concerned of being 
overcome by the much larger DoD. CORDS, operat-
ing in its own “lane,” was the exception. It focused 
on the population, built legitimacy and local capacity 
to provide the population good governance, security, 
and economic opportunity. The CORDS program suc-
ceeded in its own lane because it developed a work-
able plan and a bureaucratic structure that was able to 
execute that plan, it had a leader with the appropri-
ate understanding and personality, it had resources, 
and it had a President in Washington that provided 
the requisite authorities but did not directly interfere 
once the program was launched. However, in 1968 
when Komer left, the Military Assistance Command 
used that opportunity to ensure that Ambassador 
William Colby, his replacement, stuck closely within 
the boundaries of the programs and reduced CORDS 
former independence. British Field Marshall Bernard 
Montgomery was correct in that you have to have the 
“man” to succeed at civil military teaming.17 

Provincial Reconstruction Teams.

Afghanistan’s experiment with civil-military team-
ing more closely resembles Vietnam than Malaya. But 
as in the other two cases, the United States came to 
realize that no progress was going to be made in Af-
ghanistan until all of the agencies of the U.S. Govern-
ment could work together. As General David Petraeus 
wrote to all of the U.S. Government agencies upon as-
suming command, there would be no pure military 
solution for the Afghanistan conflict. The solution, 
he wrote, lies in contributing to a “team of teams” to 
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achieve unity of effort with diplomatic, international 
civilian, and Afghan partners to conduct a compre-
hensive civil-military counterinsurgency campaign.18

The initial focus of the U.S. national guidance for 
Afghanistan was on destroying the al-Qaeda terror-
ist organization, infrastructure, and other terrorist 
groups; convincing or compelling states and nonstate 
organizations to cease supporting terrorism; and pro-
viding military support to humanitarian operations. 
The focus was not on conducting a comprehensive ap-
proach toward addressing the drivers of conflict and 
building local Afghan capacity to transform conflict to 
obtain a viable peace. Instead, the U.S. national plan-
ning guidance focused on combat operations and was 
clear that the U.S. military would not participate in 
nation-building. In June 2002, following the deploy-
ment of the Commander Joint Task Force (CJTF) 180 
(centered on the XVIII Airborne Corps), it became 
clear that success in Afghanistan was tied to the sup-
port of a viable state and the operational concept 
slowly shifted toward stability operations. One of the 
key organizations to carry out this new direction was 
the PRT.19

The civil-military teaming concept that was 
launched in Afghanistan in December 2002 consisted 
of U.S. interagency personnel based around an Army 
Civil Affairs lead that would also include representa-
tion from the Afghan government. The PRT’s mission 
was: to facilitate information sharing among various 
agencies; to strengthen and extend Afghanistan gov-
ernmental influence; to provide advice and assistance; 
and, to provide a safer environment by assisting with 
the regional development of the Afghan Nation Army 
(ANA) and local Afghan law enforcement authorities. 
The mission encompassed three major objectives: ex-
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tend the authority of the Afghan central government; 
improve security; and, promote reconstruction. The 
PRT’s role is to ensure that international efforts are 
in line with the host nation’s development intentions 
and, in doing so, assess and, if possible, mitigate the 
constraints to development. As the security environ-
ment improves, the PRT is intended to be phased out 
as stabilization and reconstruction programs shift to 
longer-term development programs. The PRT will 
cease to exist when normal development operations 
can be carried out without its assistance.20 

There are structural differences between the PRTs 
in Iraq and Afghanistan. PRTs in Afghanistan typi-
cally consist of 50 to 100 members, with only three or 
four representatives from civilian government agen-
cies. Though an Air Force Lieutenant Colonel or Navy 
Commander leads the PRT, he does not have author-
ity over non-DoD personnel. In Iraq, PRTs are simi-
lar in size but have a slightly smaller percentage of 
military personnel, and a Department of State officer 
directs the PRT. However, many DoD officers are still 
obligated to fill slots normally considered within the 
purview of civilian agencies. Additionally, there are 
multiple PRTs from different nations, each with their 
own procedures and objectives, working in their own 
sectors further compounding the problem.21

All of the studies of the PRTs conclude that they 
are not effective civil-military teams, and that there is 
no comprehensive approach at the operational level 
that even comes close to the level of coordination and 
cooperation in either Malaya or Vietnam. There is nei-
ther the structure nor the management procedures in 
theater to achieve the comprehensive approach that 
is required for success. Each country and the separate 
national and international funds, agencies, and or-
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ganizations continue their own programs in parallel 
with the PRTs whose activities may be coordinated 
with kinetic military operations. Both in Afghanistan 
and Iraq, the shortcomings of Vietnam have not only 
been replicated but magnified. 

Unlike CORDS, there is no unifying structure at 
all levels to coordinate the civil military approach of 
the PRTs. This has translated into a lack of clear op-
erational guidance and the ad hoc nature of most of 
the programs and approaches. Unlike CORDS, where 
the efficiency reports of the members were written by 
CORDS members, each agency retains its own control 
in the PRTs. Civilian members sometimes have dual 
or triple loyalties. Civilian agency personnel answer 
to the PRT commander or team leader, to a line of op-
erations (such as rule-of-law) director or agency mis-
sion director housed at the Embassy, and/or to their 
home agency in Washington. It is sometimes unclear 
whether a civilian agency representative is a member 
of the PRT or an agency liaison to the PRT. Neither the 
Department of State nor the DoD commander has been 
given authority over the members of the PRT who are 
from other agencies, so progress is made by consen-
sus, if possible. The lack of central command for the 
PRT mirrors the larger problem in all of Afghanistan 
where multiple chains of command (embassy, U.S. 
Forces-Afghanistan [USFOR-A], Special Representa-
tive for Afghanistan and Pakistan, International Secu-
rity Assistance Forces [ISAF], and allies) often lead to 
confusion and disagreement over mission goals.22

There are no Standard Operating Procedures (SOP) 
that all of the agencies have agreed to, therefore each 
agency uses its own set of procedures and approaches. 
Often, because the military runs the operational cell 
and has available funds, they call the shots thus giv-
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ing the PRT a decidedly military bent. Because there 
is no official doctrine or tactics, techniques, or proce-
dures for PRTs either in the United States or NATO, 
each theater and PRT rotation has to work out its own 
approaches based on previous handbooks, lessons 
learned, and desk-side guides. There is no doctrinal 
guidance on how PRTs are to conduct a collaborative 
planning and management process. The ISAF Hand-
book is the most frequently cited source for a PRT 
mission statement, and the Center for Army Lessons 
Learned (CALL) has issued a more detailed PRT Play-
book containing tactics, techniques, and procedures 
(which they are in the process of revising), while the 
U.S. Joint Forces Command (JFCOM) produced a Pre-
Doctrinal Research White Paper on PRTs. However, 
there does not appear to be one U.S. Government-
sanctioned mission statement that is universally ac-
cepted. In Iraq, the only objectives provided to PRTs 
were in a set of metrics known as the Maturity Model, 
which measures provinces’ performance in five areas: 
rule-of-law, governance, reconciliation, political de-
velopments, and economics. Though a useful tool in 
theory, its application is varied throughout the field 
and is subjective per the individual perspectives of 
team leaders. The result is that there is little continuity 
among PRT and within PRTs, particularly as the per-
sonnel rotate in and out on a frequent basis.23

Unlike CORDS, there are multiple sources of fund-
ing for the PRT, each with its own constraints and 
restraints, reflecting the agendas of the parent agen-
cies. The situation has been termed by the Center for 
Complex Operations (CCO) report, “convoluted.” The 
bulk of PRT funding is provided by USAID and by 
military units (primarily through the Commanders 
Emergency Response Program [CERP]). These two 
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organizations exert direct control or provide substan-
tial influence over the majority of U.S. PRT civil sector 
development projects and programs. From the CERP, 
the DoD elements can draw funds originally designed 
for a quick impact to stabilize an area and provide a 
bridge to long-term development, with relative ease. 
USAID personnel have access to the Local Gover-
nance and Community Development Program Fund 
(LGCD). Securing these resources, however, tends 
to be difficult and time-consuming. The Department 
of State recently established a Quick Reaction Fund 
(QRF) for its officers in Iraq. However, these funds are 
programmed according to each agency’s priority, and 
there is no standard process for the collaborative re-
sourcing, coordinating, and prioritization of funding 
for PRT projects. The result has been those with the 
most ready access to the money calls the shots—most 
often the military. Ultimately, PRTs often choose proj-
ects based on the convenience of funds and the vision 
of providing agencies rather than addressing either 
the drivers of conflict or the structural grievances. 
This creates tensions between DoD whose original 
focus for the expenditure of funds was to “win the 
hearts and minds” by funding quick impact programs 
that would provide the most visibility for the money 
in an information campaign and USAID whose focus 
is long-term development with little interest in short-
term “hearts and minds” projects. Both organizations 
are under much pressure from their respective institu-
tions to demonstrate progress, especially the military, 
because of a greater push to show immediate success. 
This fact, coupled with the strict statutory and regula-
tory guidelines that constrain the money flow, makes 
agencies disinclined to concede control without the 
achievement of an immediate tangible benefit to the 
parent institution.24 
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As in CORDS and Malaya, the involvement of the 
host nation is critical, as such, the PRTs have a spotty 
record. Often the local nations are not involved in PRT 
planning, because of the transitory nature of the per-
sonnel in the PRTs and its lack of a coherent approach 
among all of the ISAF PRTs, establishing the close 
working network with the host nation that is criti-
cal in these situations is extremely difficult. During 
interviews with key personnel in Iraq in 2008, many 
Iraqis at the provincial level were not aware of what 
the PRTs were trying to accomplish. Many saw them 
as part of the military force or just a place to leverage 
to get resources when they could not get them from 
their own government. The extent to which the PRTs 
were included in provincial processes varies widely. 
This is unlike the processes set up in Malaya where 
there was vertical and horizontal uniformity among 
all of the management and coordinating mechanisms. 
At times, the funding itself can get in the way of host 
nation development.25 

Many civilian members of PRTs see CERP-funded 
programs as no longer necessary, and that the types 
of projects funded by CERP and the process by which 
CERP is spent undermines the capacity-building mis-
sion they see as paramount: In the meeting with the 
commanding general, we said, This is a little counter-
productive, because we’ve been telling the Iraqis that 
the money’s running out and we’ve been using it as 
an opportunity to promote good governance, that they 
can’t expect windfalls, they need to plan rationally and 
now you want us to turn around and say, Oh, each one 
of the PRTs has $50-60 million, and we have to spend 
it fast! That completely blows our good governance 
message out of the water.26
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However, the PRTs are only part of what should 
be a comprehensive operational level approach, but 
the approach at the operational level is also flawed. 
Much of the success depends on personal relation-
ships among individuals, and not the authorities, pol-
icy, processes, and mechanisms. There are disconnects 
among the U.S. military, allies, PRTs, U.S. Embassy, 
UN, other national embassies, other NGOs, and pri-
vate contractors—all attempting to deal with the host 
nation. No overarching comprehensive approach ex-
ists. No formalized process has ever existed regarding 
the lines of communication and hierarchy between the 
PRT office at the embassy and the PRTs and their per-
sonnel in the field. Like so many other aspects of PRT 
planning and activities, American personnel working 
at the PRTs around Afghanistan have never known 
what to expect from their Embassy counterparts—
leading to a great deal of confusion and frustration as 
each side strives to carry out its duties. Given the gen-
eral ability of UN missions to maintain longer-term 
operations in host countries, PRT members should 
consistently try to search for and encourage areas of 
overlap between their own activities and those of UN 
bodies in Iraq and Afghanistan in an effort to increase 
the sustainability of potentially shared projects. 

The PRTs in Afghanistan and Iraq have no doc-
trine that establishes a conceptual framework, no es-
tablished structures that are able to execute activities 
within that framework and provide a platform for all 
stakeholders, including helping the local nationals to 
be a part of the solution. There is no single leader at 
either the operational or strategic level, with the ap-
propriate access to higher authority and resources 
that is able to pull all of the various separate agencies 
together in a holistic manner. There is insufficient hu-
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man capital to fill the teams with the correct capabil-
ity. The concept of some structure, like a PRT, nested 
within an overall comprehensive approach at the op-
erational level appears to be valid but the devil lies in 
the details, particularly in the execution.

Case Conclusions.

When civil-military teaming works from the stra-
tegic through the tactical level, it enhances a compre-
hensive approach that can enable the host nation to 
deal with the sources of conflict, improve local capac-
ity, and build the foundation for a viable peace. But 
there are few examples of such success. A long prac-
tice in both the UK and the United States of subordi-
nating military action to civil authority proved to be 
insufficient to create effective civil-military teaming. 
In the cases described above, certain best practices 
have been identified that have improved such team-
ing. These practices have been codified in the last few 
years, notably, in the Guiding Principles for Stabiliza-
tion and Reconstruction by the United States Institute 
of Peace (USIP) and the U.S. Army Peacekeeping and 
Stability Operations Institute (PKSOI), and in The In-
teragency Teaming to Counter Irregular Threats Handbook 
developed by the Applied Physics Lab at Johns Hop-
kins in support of U.S. Special Operations Command. 
These practices are identifying the right leadership 
and are developing human resources for the team; 
obtaining key authorities, agreements, and processes; 
developing a shared understanding of the problem 
and vision of the goal; obtaining and managing re-
sources through appropriate structures and processes; 
and ensuring host nation ownership. 
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In Malaya, Vietnam, and Afghanistan, having the 
right leader supported by the best team made all the 
difference. There have been several U.S. Government 
initiatives to improve the processes across all agencies 
of government for the selection and education of key 
personnel. Two of the principal initiatives are: the Na-
tional Security Professionals, established by executive 
order in 2007 to develop a cadre of government-wide 
personnel to lead and execute coordinated, effective 
national security operations; and the Interagency 
Management System (IMS) established by presidential 
directive and approved by the Deputies Committee of 
the NSC in March 2007 to establish a means to suc-
cessfully integrate the instruments of national power. 
Both have established educational and training pro-
grams open to all government agencies. There is even 
a proposed bill in committee, House Resolution 6249, 
submitted on September 29, 2010, by then Congress-
man Ike Skelton, former chairman of the House Armed 
Services Committee, to mandate a system to educate, 
train, and develop interagency nation security profes-
sionals across the government. If passed into law and 
funded, it will be a catalyst.27

However, these governmental initiatives are lim-
ited and the RAND Corporation has identified two 
problematic issues. First, the lack of civilian and mili-
tary capacity to perform these stability tasks and sec-
ond, the need for the United States to project a U.S. 
Government civilian face rather than a military one to 
support U.S. foreign policy goals. There is little slack 
or flexibility in the civil capacity of the U.S. Govern-
ment. Unlike the military, the civilian organizations 
are fully committed all the time and have no excess 
capacity for training and preparation for emerging 
crises. This has been recognized and the Department 
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of State’s Coordinator for Reconstruction and Stabi-
lization (S/CRS) has designed a Civilian Response 
Corps (CRC) to meet some of this need. Currently it is 
partially funded and slowly recruiting members. The 
DoD realized that it had limited capacity to advise the 
defense ministries of other countries and initiated the 
Civilian Expeditionary Workforce (CEW) to address 
that shortfall. 

 While civilian agencies clearly have many of the capa-
bilities required in [Security, Stability, Transition, and 
Reconstruction] SSTR operations, they lack capacity. 
The two primary DoD interagency partners, DoS and 
USAID, are relatively small organizations with limited 
surge capacity to support large-scale, complex SSTR 
operations. In fact, based on the numbers and avail-
ability of appropriate personnel, the organic capacity 
of the Army in stability operations (most of all, Civil 
Affairs) can dwarf the capacity of USAID and DoS. 
Moreover, numbers alone tell only a part of the story. 
There is a very different orientation between the civil-
ian agencies and the military. The former’s organiza-
tional focus is on the steady state, while the latter’s 
focus is contingency response.28

The development of in-house expertise in the U.S. 
Government, both civil and military, will take time, 
and there is no certainty that the appropriate capacity 
or capability will be available when needed. As the 
contracting business has expanded, talent has shifted 
from the military, academic, and governmental agen-
cies toward the contractors. Now the only place some 
of the expertise exists is in the private sector. 

As all of these government agencies have increas-
ingly relied on contractors for additional support so 
much so that we must now now consider contractors 
as part of the civil-military team. Contractors, many 
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who use local nationals, can provide critical knowl-
edge of the terrain, culture, language, social and po-
litical structures, as well as have special skills in the 
stability sectors. As Sam Meiss, a career Naval Officer 
and a contractor in Afghanistan and Iraq has observed:

There is an inherent and growing core of talent avail-
able within the ‘contractor’ community—who pos-
sess a deep reservoir of realistic knowledge, skills, 
abilities with an inherent capacity to provide physical 
sustainment to the full range of tasks to be accom-
plished by not only the Theater Command, but [also 
by] other USG Agencies, Coalition Partners and rel-
evant members of the International Community and 
contributing members of Non-Governmental Orga-
nizations [NGOs]. Against the backdrop of the ur-
gent need for sustainable successes at all levels of the 
challenges in Iraq [and in Afghanistan], the role of a 
truly knowledgeable contractor base can and should 
be appropriately leveraged into this complex mix of 
challenges and imperatives. . . . The huge impact of a 
truly knowledgeable core of culture, language, social, 
political, economic structure of the environment are 
monumental in consequence to ‘get it right’ in the ex-
ecution of the Theatre Campaign, from the contribut-
ing U.S./Coalition military, political, economic, health 
and development communities.29 

The burden is on the contacting agency to ensure 
that the knowledge is indeed present and appropri-
ate. This is especially the case if the contracting agency 
is directly supporting the host nation and its institu-
tions. It is incumbent on the contracting agency to in-
sist on getting that key expertise. The military and the 
other agencies of government must also be prepared 
to handle this contracting. As the Ganser Report, re-
leased in November 2007, and a number of other re-
ports have stated, neither the Army nor other federal 
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agencies were prepared to transition to an expanded 
contracting approach that, in the wake of Iraq and Af-
ghanistan, increased their contracting work load by 
over 600 percent. These organizations need a cultural 
transformation on how to appropriately use contract-
ing to accomplish their mission.30

Contracting agencies can provide the U.S. Govern-
ment with more flexible options than can be achieved 
inside the federal system. Contractors will use best 
business practices that will emphasize the most ef-
ficient and effective methods, processes, and activi-
ties to accomplish the task. Contracts can be quickly 
adapted to changing circumstances, and packages of 
expertise can be tailored to meet situations to provide 
economy-of-force and force multiplier functions, if 
done properly. As needs become apparent, as they 
will in the fluid moments of a post conflict stability 
operation, the U.S. Government can reach back, us-
ing the correct contracting vehicle, obtain, and apply 
the expertise needed. USAID has recognized this for 
years, and the majority of their efforts are provided 
through implementing partners, be they private enter-
prise or NGOs. 

However, there are factors that can make contract-
ing inflexible. Unlike the case above, there are prac-
tices of using multiple agencies, multiple contractors, 
and multiple flows of money. These practices confuse 
unity of effort and obscure accountability. Contractors 
work for money and are motivated to maintain their 
contact even if it might not meet the client’s needs or 
has ceased to embody best business practices. This 
can become counterproductive because it will have a 
direct effect on the people and the government of the 
host nation, thus affecting the development of capaci-
ty and legitimacy. The struggle over the training of the 
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Afghanistan Police is a case in point, where various 
agencies squabbled over who should have the lead 
and what the outcomes should be.31 

Leaders need the authorities and processes to bring 
their programs into action. In 2007, as part of the pres-
idential initiatives, the S/CRS developed a WoG re-
construction and stabilization planning and execution 
process to be applied at multiple levels, from the field 
to Washington, DC. This integrated planning process 
has been exercised by civil-military teams at Joint 
Forces Command and several combatant commands 
and is the basis for a planner’s course, presented regu-
larly in Washington, DC, that prepares civilians and 
military personnel to deploy into a crisis area. As a re-
sult of the response to the Haiti Earthquake, where this 
process was not used, this initiative is being reviewed 
and the DoD, the Department of State, and USAID 
are working on a Three Ds Planning Guide to codify 
what has been learned. The three agencies agree that 
getting the appropriate agreements, authorities, and 
approaches in place is essential but, as outlined in the 
examples provided above, institutional equities must 
be considered.32

Another key is to establish a unity of purpose based 
on a shared vision of what the problem is that needs to 
be addressed. In 2008, the Deputies Committee of the 
National Security Council endorsed the Interagency 
Conflict Assessment Framework (ICAF) as a key tool 
for all agencies to use in achieving an agreed upon as-
sessment of the problem. This framework is a USAID 
product based on World Bank assessments. The ICAF 
is a framework that can be used to help people from 
different U.S. Government departments and agencies 
work together to reach a shared understanding of a 
country’s conflict dynamics and reach a consensus on 
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potential entry points for additional U.S. Government 
efforts. This assessment will provide for a deeper un-
derstanding of the underlying conflict dynamics in 
the host country or region. 

Another tool that has been developed and is being 
used in Afghanistan is the District Stability Frame-
work (DSF). It is a methodology designed for use, by 
both military and civilian personnel, to identify the 
underlying causes of instability and conflict in a re-
gion, devise programs to diminish the root causes of 
instability and conflict, and measure the effectiveness 
of programming. It is employed to gather information 
using the following lenses: operational environment; 
cultural environment; local perceptions; and, stabil-
ity/instability dynamics. This information then helps 
identify, prioritize, monitor, evaluate, and adjust pro-
gramming that is intended to diminish the causes of 
instability or conflict. It remains to be seen if these 
tools will be institutionalized.33

Early resources, judiciously applied, can produce 
quick and visible results and lead to increasing host 
nation ownership. Malaya solved the resource prob-
lem by centralizing management, but it has been a 
challenge in each of the other conflicts discussed in 
this chapter. CORDS had a uniformed resource flow, 
but the PRTs do not. Funding has been a source of di-
vision and contention that at times limits the impact 
of civil-military teams. In both Vietnam and Afghani-
stan, the other agencies of government have been re-
luctant to t relinquish their institutional prerogatives. 

In 2007, the Interagency Management System for 
Reconstruction and Stabilization (R&S IMS) was cre-
ated to provide an organizational structure for a WoG 
approach to crisis situations, not only to plan but also 
to manage the resources. It is an institutionalized sys-
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tem of interagency bodies that manages WoG stabi-
lization and reconstruction planning and operations. 
However, although exercised in several combatant 
command exercises, the IMS, as such, has not been 
used as intended outside of the exercises. S/CRS has 
deployed parts of the IMS to provide key functions to 
the Country Team and the combatant command. For 
example, in 2008 in Afghanistan, S/CRS put together 
a civil-military team, the Integrated Civilian-Military 
Action Group (ICMAG), that served as a planning 
staff at the U.S. Embassy in Kabul. It was essential in 
developing the regional and provincial Civilian-Mili-
tary plans in regional Command-East and South and 
also part of the ISAF team that developed the overall 
U.S. Government Civilian-Military Campaign Plan 
for Support of Afghanistan. In August 2009, ICMAG 
evolved within the Political-Military Affairs section 
of the U.S. Embassy into the Civilian-Military Plans 
and Assessments Sub-Section (CMPASS). These IMS 
structures and concepts provide opportunity to ex-
plore civil and military teaming, and with the publica-
tion of the Department of State’s QDDR, the IMS has 
been reevaluated as not being flexible enough and will 
be revised. 

At the tactical level, the PRTs have been a fixture of 
our approach for over 10 years, and some type of PRT 
concept has been used by many at least since the 1950s 
when the French developed the Section Administrative 
Specialisee (SAS) in Algeria.34 The PRTs are still ad hoc 
organizations and, as of yet, have not been considered 
as a concept worthy of either force design or doctrine 
development. The structure, personnel, policy, and 
procedures have been created over time and pub-
lished in various hand books and studies, but these 
lessons have not migrated into doctrinal publications. 
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By all studies and accounts, there is some utility to 
such an organization; therefore, the U.S. Government 
needs to look at Afghanistan and Iraq and project to-
ward future needs. RAND has done several studies on 
the need to look at the PRTs and have recommended a 
civil-military teaming vision for the future. 

The IMS conceived a type of civilian PRT called 
the Field Advance Civilian Teams (FACTs). FACTs 
are primarily local, on-the-ground operational and ac-
tion entities whose tasks are to establish a U.S. pres-
ence, provide direct information about conditions on 
the ground, and support R&S operations conducted 
at a provincial and local level. They are flexible, scal-
able teams responsible for a range of operations in 
governance, security, rule-of-law, infrastructure, and 
economic stabilization to provide the Chief of Mis-
sion (CoM) with maximum capacity to implement 
R&S programs. As required, they may coordinate the 
field execution of projects that involve the activities 
and resources of not only the U.S. Government, but 
also foreign governments, the UN, other international 
governmental organizations (IGOs), NGOs, or host 
nations (HN). While remaining under CoM author-
ity, FACTs may integrate with U.S. or foreign military 
forces to maintain unity of effort. In this regard, FACTs 
build upon the lessons learned from PRTs established 
for the conflicts in Afghanistan and Iraq, but their role 
in assessments, plan revisions, and sub-national field 
level planning is also important. 

The FACT concept offers an opportunity to look 
beyond the PRTs of Iraq and Afghanistan and consid-
er this as a WoG development that could be the basis 
for civil-military teaming at the implementation level. 
It is an opportunity to rationalize and formalize what 
has been ad hoc by conducting parallel force design 
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force development with the other agencies of the U.S. 
Government. As the U.S. Government reorients itself 
in the wake of the QDDR with declining resources, it 
needs to look at some of the concepts that have been 
proposed and subject them to intense scrutiny.35 

CONCLUSIONS

The three cases above demonstrate that without 
the HN taking ownership, there is no hope for suc-
cess. While writing The Guidelines for Stabilization and 
Reconstruction, the USIP reviewed all of the literature 
and interviewed many practitioners around the world 
and all agreed that HN ownership was the key, cross-
cutting principle. The international community can 
impose stability, but only the locals can achieve a sus-
tainable peace. The civil-military team must under-
stand the local context and craft programs and opera-
tions that are sensitive to that context. Even in Malaya, 
where the UK had been for years, the British initially 
did not appreciate the changes that had occurred as a 
result of World War II. 

Without context, fostering ownership will be diffi-
cult, but that is the ultimate responsibility for the civil-
military team. This means allowing local and national 
governments and civil society to lead and partner in 
the planning and implementation. This starts at the 
top, and General Petraeus and Ambassador Eiken-
berry state:

Through the Kabul Process and Afghan National 
Priority Programs and other sector strategies, the 
Government of the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan 
(GIRoA) has articulated its priorities. The U.S. efforts 
in Afghanistan support those priorities, which are 
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reflected throughout this document. The Plan, which 
incorporates Department of State, Department of De-
fense, and U.S. Agency for International Development, 
U.S. Forces-Afghanistan, and other U.S. agencies‘ pri-
orities and strategies, integrates joint and interagency 
elements under one umbrella, oriented toward a com-
mon mission. The plan is also intended to communi-
cate USG priorities to the international community 
and the Afghan Government.36

The challenge is in implementation. The PRTs are 
designed to have Afghans involved in their process, 
but a great deal depends on selecting the right people 
with the appropriate skills but, as we have seen, the 
recruiting and training programs coupled with the 
personal rotation policy are inadequate. 

As long as the focus of the civil-military team is on 
the population, building legitimacy and local capacity 
to provide the population good governance, success 
is possible. Having a workable plan that establishes: 
a framework plan; developing structures and proce-
dures that can execute that plan; providing a platform 
for all stakeholders, especially for the local nationals 
to be a part of the solution; and, selecting a leader 
with the appropriate understanding and personality 
along with adequate, resources and support from the 
National Government; are the minimum essential re-
quirements for success.
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CHAPTER 12

ETHICAL LESSONS ON MAXIMIZING
PRIVATE CONTRACTOR VALUE

IN AFGHANISTAN AND IRAQ

Doug Brooks
Mackenzie Duelge

INTRODUCTION

Private sector contracting has become an integral 
part of modern international operations, and in Af-
ghanistan and Iraq contracting has been largely fruit-
ful, despite some well-publicized problems and the 
enormous difficulties inherent to reconstructions in 
the midst of violent conflicts. Casual observers may 
not perceive that the biggest problems faced by pri-
vate contractors are not ethical problems of fraud or 
abuse, but rather are grander problems of waste. This 
waste stems from poor contract design and manage-
ment, and is neither new nor unforeseen, but can be 
difficult and time intensive to address. The lessons 
learned from past experience in stability operations 
have not always been heeded, and the consequences of 
failing to heed those lessons have plagued reconstruc-
tion efforts in Afghanistan and Iraq. Furthermore, the 
government’s contracting capacity has not always 
matched the ambitious goals set by the presidential 
administration in office at the time, and this mismatch 
has resulted in a lack of clarity and consistency. In 
spite of these problems, the level of support for the 
troops has been unmatched in history, and significant 
support, reconstruction, and development goals were 
achieved in the midst of war.
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This generally positive perspective is not just an 
industry perspective; it is shared by government in-
vestigative and research organizations such as the 
Commission on Wartime Contracting (CWC), the 
Government Accountability Office (GAO), the Con-
gressional Research Service (CRS), the Special Inspec-
tor General for Afghanistan Reconstruction (SIGAR), 
and the Special Inspector General for Iraq Reconstruc-
tion (SIGIR), who, while citing many failures and 
problems, are all largely in agreement that contracting 
in Afghanistan and Iraq has functioned reasonably 
well. When discussing private security contracting, 
problems are generally split into three categories: 
waste, fraud, and abuse. By far the biggest drain on 
stability operations in Afghanistan and Iraq has come 
as a result of waste.1 Waste is a problem on the client-
side of the process that includes failures of planning, 
coordination, contract oversight and management, 
flexibility, and communication. The greatest long-
term value of all the commissions and investigative 
generals will be their influence on improving these 
structural aspects of future contingency operations 
that will be conducted by the U.S. Government and 
the larger international community.

This chapter examines the role of the private sector 
in reconstruction and stability operations through sev-
eral lenses. First, the chapter reviews how the general 
attitude toward contractors has hindered the ability of 
the contractors to perform and how this attitude has 
interfered with the overall success of stability opera-
tions. Next, the chapter provides a discussion of the 
weaknesses of the government-private sector partner-
ship. Then, the chapter outlines the future of private 
sector contractors in stability operations. Finally, an 
analysis is provided on how this role fits into the over-
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all picture to recommend not only a course of action 
vis-à-vis contractors, but also the kind of overall struc-
ture that best utilizes all of the resources available in 
stability, peacekeeping, and military operations.

Most contingency contractors will agree that there 
is much that can be done to tackle fraud and abuse, 
but limiting waste requires structural improvements 
in the conduct of contingency operations. Political 
constraints, preferences for speed over efficiency, and 
interagency and interorganizational noncooperation 
hamper the ability of the actors to address and begin 
to solve the waste issue. As is the case in all interna-
tional operations, private sector security operations 
are not the product of a single agency, organization, 
or government. Goals are set by one agency, budgets 
by another, and the ground rules for operations may 
be set by yet another. All of these requirements must 
then be met by the private contractor, whose future 
contracts may depend more on compliance than on 
success. The many facets of private sector-government 
collaborations mean that a new, successful, coopera-
tive model cannot simply integrate governments and 
governmental agencies, but must also include those 
who work with the government, but who are not a part 
of it. While setbacks and failures can cost the stability 
operations industry millions of dollars and sometimes 
the lives of their employees, avoidable problems also 
cost the international community time, resources and 
ultimately human lives on a far more catastrophic 
scale. 

The role of the private sector in Afghanistan and 
Iraq has been misunderstood by many analysts and 
journalists, and thus, predictably, it has also been 
mischaracterized by the media (albeit sometimes in-
tentionally to ensure a sensational impact). There has 
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been an improvement in recent coverage, especially 
since the heady days of 2004-08 when coverage of the 
industry was dominated by glaringly exaggerated ac-
counts focused on Western private security companies 
(PSCs). Western employees of PSCs earned the major-
ity of the media coverage while comprising a tiny per-
centage of the actual contractors (less than 3 percent)2 
working in Afghanistan and Iraq. It is no wonder that 
any subsequent analysis was skewed as a result. 

Recently, it is interesting to note that while the pro-
portion of contractors engaged in security operations 
has increased (to almost 20 percent in some places3), 
media coverage of the private sector has shifted fo-
cus to logistics, construction, demining, training, and 
other essential stability activities. It is possible that the 
shift to more positive (though only marginally so) cov-
erage of private security is the result of a transition to 
more reconstruction-centric roles for the contractors.4 
These more mundane activities lead to stories that do 
not have quite the same flair, but they also represent 
the bulk of the industry operations and value, and 
comprise the largest potential for poor planning and 
waste. It seems then, that media coverage has shifted 
to topics where it has the greatest potential to help re-
pair the most significant problem facing private secu-
rity operations.

The problematic coverage of private sector stability 
operations in academia and the media has hampered 
constructive, rational discussion of the optimization 
of private sector actors’ work in Afghanistan and Iraq. 
The discussion has long focused on issues of fraud and 
abuse and has failed to take on the more difficult ques-
tions of role definition for contractors in stability oper-
ations and waste minimization. The discussion going 
forward needs to determine where the private sector 
can provide the greatest value to stability operations, 
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while ensuring ethical behavior at the same time. Se-
rious analysts and academics have taken a long-term 
view of the role of the private sector in security op-
erations; they have looked beyond Afghanistan and 
Iraq. Even accepting the realities of private security 
operations, the lessons learned from Afghanistan and 
Iraq have enormously positive potential to influence 
future international stability operations. Many laws, 
regulations and guidelines are being developed as a 
direct result of experiences in Afghanistan and Iraq, 
and if the wrong lessons or inappropriate rules are 
applied to future situations, then future contingency 
operations will be doomed before they even begin. 

CONTRACT MANAGEMENT NEEDS AN  
ATTITUDE ADJUSTMENT

Many commentators have expressed concerns 
about the propriety of for-profit firms working in 
conflict or post-conflict environments. These concerns 
have in the past turned the issue of private sector 
work into an emotional debate. Contractors are slop-
pily called “mercenaries” by the press, and are rou-
tinely accused of profiting from war, destruction, and 
suffering.5 This attitude ignores the fact that stability 
operations are essential if international efforts are to 
have any chance of success in the future, not just in 
Afghanistan and Iraq, but in places like Cote d’Ivoire, 
the Democratic Republic of Congo, Sudan, and even 
Haiti. There are roles that private sector firms are far 
better equipped to fill than are any other kind of orga-
nizations including governments and nongovernmen-
tal organizations (NGOs). The reality is that there are 
no practical substitutes for a central private sector role 
in undertaking the thousands of necessary tasks vital 
to success.6 
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Some have claimed that the inclusion of security 
firms in security operations has amounted to the 
privatization or the outsourcing of policy.7 Obvi-
ously, it is not policies that are being privatized; it is 
execution of those policies. Private sector actors do 
not make the strategic decisions and in fact have little 
influence at the policy level. They are brought in to 
execute successfully those decisions, and often the 
means and preferences for carrying out the plan come 
from their government clients with surprisingly rigid 
requirements and little leeway for tactical flexibility. 
There has been much speculation that private firms 
are influencing political decisions about interventions, 
but there is a remarkable dearth of evidence that any 
such influence is being applied.8 Often, criticism of the 
role of the for-profit industry misses its target because 
the real aim of the criticism is the larger policy of inter-
vention, and the private sector is merely a convenient 
vehicle for such criticism.

The watchdog group, Taxpayers for Common 
Sense, has embraced a typical “blame the contractors” 
perspective. In their reports on contractors in Iraq, 
the group cited GAO reports to warn against contrac-
tor fraud and abuse.9 While it is certainly important 
to work against fraud and abuse and the GAO does 
highlight certain concerns in those areas, the report 
also indicated that the most critical problem plaguing 
contractor involvement is waste, not fraud or abuse. 
According to the GAO report, waste costs accrue from 
poor planning, bad designs, poorly written govern-
ment contracts, poor government management, and 
other similarly draining errors.10 Indeed, Commis-
sioner Clark Irwin of the CWC emphasized that point 
when he commented, “Waste is a bigger issue than 
fraud or abuse . . . bad planning, bad coordination—
those are probably the biggest problems.”11 Fraud and 
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abuse are the headline-grabbers, and no one is argu-
ing that they should be ignored, but the larger prob-
lem cannot be ignored either. In fact, addressing some 
of the waste issues, especially those related to improv-
ing management and contractual flexibility will make 
it much harder for any contractor to get away with 
fraud or abuse. Sensationalistic rhetoric may be useful 
for high profile stories but it leaves the far larger and 
more costly issues unaddressed.

Serious researchers have indeed recognized that 
the private sector has always had a role in conflicts 
and especially in reconstruction operations. The Unit-
ed States has tapped into the capabilities of the private 
sector to support everyone of their military opera-
tions since the beginning of its existence. The data on 
contractors throughout American history shows that 
reliance on contractors has varied, depending on the 
nature of the conflict and the status and strength of the 
military of the time. Figure 12-1 clearly demonstrates 
this relationship:

Figure 12-1. Presence of Contractor Personnel
During U.S. Military Operations.
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Obviously some previous conflicts have involved 
more contractors than do the current operations. 
Though the ratio of contractors to military personnel 
is at an all time high of 1:1, a ratio that was previously 
matched in the Balkans, the high ratio makes sense, 
considering the nature of the missions. Stability op-
erations require significantly more reconstruction and 
development than do typical conflicts and thus favor 
a larger civilian role. It makes little economic and op-
erational sense to have highly trained combat soldiers 
from the U.S. all-volunteer military building schools 
or guarding sewage plants when they have strategic 
military objectives to attend to. The lowest ratio (1:55) 
was in the First Gulf War, which involved virtually no 
reconstruction or infrastructure development at all.12

One of the results of the fear and hostility toward 
contractors is that contracting operations often suffer 
a “death by a thousand cuts.” In the face of fear that 
contractors are taking advantage of the government 
or are wresting control from the government, repre-
sentatives in Congress push executive departments 
for ever more detailed reports on contractor errors. In 
turn, the departments pressure their contract officers 
(those responsible for managing public-private con-
tracts) who pressure their contract officer representa-
tives (CORs) for the same minute reporting of issues. 
This intense scrutiny shifts the focus of the contractors 
and government managers alike away from the suc-
cess of the mission and the policy and toward finding 
and preventing ever more harmless errors. Instead of 
spending time carrying out the mission, the contrac-
tors must watch their every move to ensure that they 
will not lose their contract over a single error, inap-
propriate personal action, or unverifiable cost, no mat-
ter how insignificant.13 
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This emphasis on minutiae to the overall detriment 
of the mission has been called “vengeance contract 
management.”14 This term comes from the idea that 
all too often, any deviation from the contract draws 
immediate reprisals against the contracting com-
pany, due to political hostility and suspicion toward 
the firm, the private sector in general, or even the 
larger geo-political mission itself. Any experienced 
organization working for a government expects mul-
tiple audits and sometimes micro-oversight on high-
profile contracts; however, the nature of contingency 
operations means that circumstances on the ground 
can change quickly. The evolving realities in the field 
and the constantly fluctuating levels of risk can delay 
or frequently necessitate contract modifications. Un-
foreseeable problems will always arise in conflict and 
post-conflict situations, but unfortunately, in an era 
with this kind of vengeance contract management, the 
constant scrutiny can land these problems on the front 
page of the New York Times. Once public and govern-
ment opinion has turned against the contractor, there 
may no longer be the time or ability to actually solve 
the problem. Perhaps worse yet, this vengeance con-
tract management may go to its logical extreme and 
actually provide an incentive for concealing problems. 
When the emphasis is on blame rather than finding a 
solution, the operation, the taxpayer, the policies, and 
eventually, the local population in the area of opera-
tion, will suffer the consequences.15

FERRETTING OUT THE PROBLEM

As the saying goes, “where there’s smoke, there’s 
fire,” even if the fire is a lot smaller than expected. So, 
while contracting operations have suffered from pub-
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lic and government scrutiny, the reality is, of course, 
that the scrutiny has revealed that all is not perfect in 
contracting operations. The goal, then, should be to 
determine the real problems and find ways to solve 
them, both in advance and in hindsight. A number of 
oversight agencies and investigators have identified 
the biggest problems suffered in contracting opera-
tions, and despite documented cases of fraud and/or 
abuse, the reports agree that the biggest problem is 
waste. 

The Gansler Report of 2007 makes four key rec-
ommendations. 16 They include: improving the qual-
ity and prestige of the Army contracting community; 
improving the structure of contracting offices to fa-
cilitate control and responsibility; and, engaging the 
support of the legislature to ensure effectiveness. The 
report strives to identify the problems of military 
contracting, and to correct them for future engage-
ments. Overall, the report emphasizes the continuing 
importance of private sector contractors to the mili-
tary and post-conflict operations. In acknowledging 
this importance, the Gansler Report also indicates 
that contractors are not being effectively used. When 
identifying the problems with military contractors, 
the Gansler Report briefly mentions issues like fraud 
and abuse, but mainly focuses on issues of contract 
management, and treats contract management as a far 
bigger and more worthwhile problem to address. Not 
only does the report insist that contract management 
reform is immediately necessary, but it also cites the 
experiences of Afghanistan and Iraq as evidence of 
the changes that need to be made. The Gansler Report 
cites financial management, civil-military coopera-
tion, contracting and contract management, and train-
ing and education, among other things, as the major 
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problems between the military and the private sector 
in current operations. 

In some senses, the Gansler Report, and the re-
forms that followed, rejected a WoG approach. The 
report recommended the consolidation of military 
contracting into a new, larger, and better trained of-
fice. Where it might have argued for more intense 
oversight, it instead argued for increased flexibility. 
The SIGIR, Stuart Bowen, has gone a step further 
and argued for a single government office to handle 
contingency contracting.17 In fact, the Gansler Report 
grasped the unique nature of contingency operations 
and attempted to inject changes that are vital to effec-
tive contracting in conflict, post-conflict, and disaster 
relief operations.

The report insisted on the importance of putting 
contract officers on the ground to interact with the 
contractors. This is a kind of oversight that allows 
for rapid contractual modifications to address fast-
changing events typical to conflict and reconstruc-
tion situations. While the segregation of contracting 
into its own office shows a general rejection of WoG 
principles, the report also talks about the importance 
of integrating contractors into the overall military 
and post-conflict operations of the government. The 
Gansler Report says that these operations depend on 
a variety of players who come from both the private 
and public sectors. The argument for greater coopera-
tion and integration between the military, agencies, 
and contracting firms is actually one that embraces 
WoG principles. This seemingly conflicting perspec-
tive has some intriguing implications for WoG that we 
will explore in our conclusion.

The Gansler Report is not the only detailed report 
that attempts to discover the real problems with secu-
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rity contracting in Iraq, Afghanistan, and worldwide 
stability operations. In 2008, Congress established a 
Commission on Wartime Contracting (CWC). The 
CWC was essentially created in response to some of 
the more sensational reports of fraud and abuse cited 
above. After much investigation, the CWC largely 
agreed with the Gansler Report that contract manage-
ment is the real problem plaguing contractors and the 
government alike.18 While certainly fraud and abuse 
occur (as they do in nearly every business), it is waste 
that is the most stunning problem in regards to the 
work of the contractors. The CWC report points out 
that many contracts have been awarded without 
knowing if a contractor has the physical capacity to 
monitor and adequately bill for services performed. 
These companies lack the ability to record what they 
have done, what they have spent, and what their ser-
vices are worth under their contracts. These business 
system deficiencies have led to at least $13 billion of 
disputed charges from contracting firms. Some were 
the result of simple errors, but others were true cases 
of waste where money was spent unnecessarily. As 
the report says, “Without pre‐award audits, the risk 
grows that contracts will be awarded to unqualified 
bidders and that contract prices may be unreasonably 
high.”19 

Another factor that contributes to the problem of 
waste is the problem of absentee oversight, which is 
particularly severe in Afghanistan. More often than 
not, contracts in Afghanistan are monitored remotely, 
meaning that there is no contract officer on the ground 
to allow the contractors to adjust their mission or to 
reallocate their funds more effectively. CORs—often 
military officers quickly trained for the role—have 
been used to fill some gaps, but in reality they have 
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limited experience and ultimately no authority. 
Changes, therefore, take time and cannot be effected 
as immediate responses to changing conditions. This 
means money is spent on objectives that are unneces-
sary, and once the money is spent, it cannot be un-
spent.20

Further supporting the notion that poor contract 
management is the biggest problem and a primary 
source of waste were significant findings of both the 
Gansler Report and the CWC Reports, and that fraud 
and abuse are largely the result of poor contract man-
agement. When oversight is provided at a distance 
and delayed, and enforcement is spotty, the opportu-
nities for fraud and abuse increase. Effective contract 
management provides appropriate oversight as well 
as the flexibility needed to help minimize waste. In the 
end, while it is fraud and abuse that grabs the head-
lines, it is contract management that can actually en-
sure operational success.

WHERE DO CONTRACTORS FIT IN?

The whole point of utilizing the private sector is 
for the client to gain capacity and/or services faster, 
better or cheaper, or some combination of those traits. 
The Gansler Report explains:

[T]imely and efficient contracting for materiel, supplies 
and services in support of expeditionary operations, 
and the subsequent management of those contracts, 
are and will be a key component of our achieving suc-
cess in future military operations. Contracting is the 
nexus between our warfighters’ requirements and the 
contractors that fulfill those requirements—whether 
for food service, interpreters, communications opera-
tions, equipment repair, new or modified equipment, 
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or other supplies and services indispensable to warf-
ighting operations. In support of critical military oper-
ations, contractor personnel must provide timely ser-
vices and equipment to the warfighter; and the Army 
contracting community must acquire those services 
and equipment effectively, efficiently, and legally.21

Obviously, the private sector has much inherent 
strength that can be applied to stability operations. 
The ability to provide jobs and training, along with 
the know-how to increase the economic capacity of 
underdeveloped areas means that private contractors 
can make a real difference in complex and dangerous 
situations. The need for private sector services is obvi-
ous when one realizes that no government has all the 
skills and capacities in-house that are needed for even 
modestly-sized stability operations. 

Although the U.S. Government has some of the 
most comprehensive procurement and contract man-
agement guidelines of any government in the world, 
it is still clear that the clients who make the most cost-
effective utilization of private sector services are other 
private firms. Governments and government agencies 
do not have financial incentives for success and at the 
same time are bound by a number of strict, often ar-
cane rules and operational limitations. Governmental 
contracting does not incentivize innovation or flexibil-
ity the way profit-centric private sector business does. 
In spite of these limitations, there are things that gov-
ernments can do to ensure better, more efficient, and 
more ethical services.

As mentioned earlier, “where there’s smoke, 
there’s fire.” The headlines tell us that there are some 
ethics issues, and the fact that there are huge projects 
that are never completed, or get completed but never 
used, tells us there are some waste issues as well.22 But 
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there are also some innovation issues. Too often gov-
ernment contracts not only outline the mission, but 
also dictate the precise manner in which the mission 
must be accomplished. This eliminates flexibility and 
also precludes innovation. Unfortunately, the default 
procurement method in U.S. contingency contract-
ing is known as “lowest price, technically accept-
able” (LPTA) contracting. LPTA contracting means 
that so long as the competing private firms meet the 
minimum requirements of the mission, the contract is 
by law awarded to the lowest bidder. The idea is to 
ensure that the government is not being cheated on 
the price of materials and services, but that is often 
not the only result. The award is made regardless of 
the quality of service that the firm can provide. In 
addition to rewarding lower-capability companies, 
LPTA forces more capable firms to cut elements out 
of their bids that would have added quality to their 
services. Things that get eliminated include: enhanced 
personnel vetting; more qualified hiring; improved 
equipment; and, a number of other things that help 
avoid operational problems. An alternative to LPTA 
is to use a “best value” determination. Best value de-
terminations allow a procurement officer to select a 
proposal based on how well it meets the goals of the 
overall operation. Best value rewards firms who are 
better at ensuring quality and innovation and with 
more impressive historical track records. Best value 
contracting means that the government gets the best 
bang for its buck, rather than just the least possible 
bucks. In the larger picture, we should keep in mind 
that U.S. policies in contingency operations have very 
real political and humanitarian stakes that are put at 
enormous increased risk by entrusting policy imple-
mentation to the lowest bidders all of the time.
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The CWC thought that this issue was important 
enough to issue a special report advocating for best 
value contracting, especially for private security ser-
vices, but the concept should be expanded as it makes 
sense for all contingency services.23 The Project on 
Government Oversight (POGO) and other govern-
ment watchdogs disagreed with this recommenda-
tion, which is naturally in line with their mission of re-
ducing the costs of government programs and waste. 
They continue to press for LPTA in service contracts, a 
stance that may be contributing to many of the compli-
cations handicapping U.S. efforts in Afghanistan and 
Iraq. Contractors are forced to strive to meet the very 
minimum requirements, because winning LPTA con-
tracts requires that they need to be at least one dollar 
cheaper than their competitors.24 Some in the industry 
describe this reality as a disastrous, government-in-
duced, “race to the bottom,” in quality scenario. Many 
of the well-publicized failures can be traced directly to 
quality issues, something confirmed in numerous and 
extensive private conversations with company execu-
tives of the firms that were highlighted in reports re-
lated to Afghanistan contracting and specifically in re-
gards to the much derided Kabul embassy contract.25 
Most quality companies accept the reality of enhanced 
oversight, and willingly submit to nearly continual 
audits of their operations and progress.26 Indeed, the 
point has frequently been made that good oversight 
and accountability rewards the better firms. Most es-
tablished companies have entire departments focused 
on nothing except compliance, and alert clients will 
quickly eliminate low-end companies attempting to 
cut corners or use smoke and mirrors to mask capabil-
ity flaws. Thus, effective oversight and accountability 
is beneficial to better companies and the industry as a 
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whole. Oversight is not always easy in stability opera-
tions, but when done properly, oversight makes the 
client and contractor alike more effective and efficient. 
The contracting experience, however, can be damaged 
when the client, in this case the government, prefers 
low price to high quality, and demands high quality 
without the funding to backup the demand.

Holding companies (and individuals) accountable 
for violations rewards the more professional compa-
nies to an even more welcome degree and it is no coin-
cidence that more than 50 companies have joined the 
International Stability Operations Association (ISOA) 
and agreed to abide by the ISOA Code of Conduct.27 In 
fact, any reputable company should have no problem 
abiding by its terms. The ISOA Code of Conduct was 
first drafted in 2001 and is a living document origi-
nally created by NGOs, human rights organizations, 
and academics, and has been updated every few years 
to include clarifications and to address previously 
unforeseen concerns.28 The private sector support for 
self-policing reveals both an interest by many in the 
industry to ensure an ethical industry, as well as rec-
ognition that ethics have market value to enlightened 
clients. Anyone can bring a complaint against an ISOA 
member company based on the Code of Conduct, and 
the complaint will be heard by the ISOA Standards 
Committee. As a trade group, the goal of the Code is 
not to remove errant member companies out of the 
Association (although the bylaws allow that kind of 
penalty should accused firms be unusually recalci-
trant), but instead, the goal is to work with those firms 
to ensure they return to compliance. The ISOA Code 
and accountability mechanism can never replace gov-
ernments and legal courts, but its robust utilization 
demonstrates that the industry can have a useful and 
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effective role in self-policing operations in weak and 
failed states where normal legal structures are feeble 
or absent altogether.

Industry has supported additional accountability 
efforts as well, including support for the creation of the 
Montreux Document, an initiative led by the Govern-
ment of Switzerland and the International Committee 
of the Red Cross.29 The Montreux Document has been 
affirmed by more than 30 governments including 
Afghanistan, Angola, Iraq, South Africa, the United 
Kingdom (UK), and the United States. The Montreux 
Document clarified international law as it applies to 
international personnel working for contingency con-
tractors. The final step was the International Code 
of Conduct for Private Security Providers (ICoC), a 
follow-up to the Montreux Document that focused 
specifically on private security companies.30 What 
makes the ICoC so exciting is that the largest clients 
(U.S. and UK Governments) have both indicated that 
they will only hire firms who have signed the ICoC 
and agreed to the accountability system, which was 
still under construction as of September 2011. Once 
the ICoC accountability system is up and running, the 
incentive for both PSCs and international clients will 
be to provide higher quality services than ever before. 
The ICoC is intended to expand beyond just PSCs at 
some point in the future. The ICoC has far more inter-
national recognition than the ISOA Code, and already 
scores of PSCs have signed to indicate their acceptance 
of the ICoC. At some point the ICoC may even make 
the ISOA Code of Conduct redundant, but until that 
day comes, ISOA will continue to maintain, enforce, 
and upgrade their Code as well.

Finally, it should be noted that industry associa-
tions, especially ISOA, have been consistent in their 
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support for improved accountability for civilians 
accused of crimes in conflict and post-conflict en-
vironments. ISOA has publically supported expan-
sions to the Military Extraterritorial Jurisdiction Act 
(MEJA)31—the primary tool for holding civilian con-
tractors accountable during contingency operations 
on scores of cases addressed by the U.S. Department 
of Justice since 2001—as well as the Civilian Extrater-
ritorial Jurisdiction Act (CEJA) which has yet to be 
passed but will expand to fill some of the loopholes 
left by MEJA.32

Competition is healthy and useful; however, en-
suring competition in contingency operations can be 
problematic. Contingency contracting involves oper-
ating in extreme environments: weak and failed states; 
in conflict and post conflict areas; and, in disaster relief 
operations.33 Few companies have the capacity to ful-
fill such contracts and are prepared to do the liability 
management necessary for success. The pool of com-
petitors is further diminished by non-mission require-
ments (i.e., past performance records, demonstration 
of certain accounting standards, etc.), and by arbitrary 
factors required by Congress including location of 
headquarters, nationality of personnel, or size of firm. 
Much has been done to diminish the competition even 
before we come to the issue of competitor capability 
and operational time constraints. For example, there 
are obvious benefits to hiring local companies; local 
companies will have a better working knowledge of 
the area, will be better able to attract the support of 
the local population, and perhaps most importantly, 
will be able to maintain programs and equipment vi-
tal to ongoing stabilization once the intervention has 
ended. Unfortunately, without mentoring, it is rare 
that local companies in impacted nations are able to 
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adequately provide the necessary services and capa-
bilities in the necessary scale and quality required. 
More often than not, local companies lack expertise 
and the technological capacity to adequately support 
many of the missions, and perhaps more significantly, 
they almost always lack the capability to adhere to 
the reporting and oversight requirements set by the 
U.S. Government. Indeed, while missions often favor 
local firms for contracts, ensuring proper observance 
of the thousands of rules, regulations, and guidelines 
on everything from sexual harassment to ethnic non-
discrimination, and an ability to provide the myriad 
reports and audits necessary is difficult indeed. This 
issue is often addressed through the utilization of 
Western prime contractors that then subcontract to 
local firms that they can mentor and guide through 
the complex contracting process. Nevertheless, there 
are already too many factors that limit the number of 
companies that are willing and able to support these 
missions with the visibility and capability that is often 
demanded.

The alternatives to continuously competitive con-
tracts are the much derided sole-source contracts. 
These are contracts which are, by definition, “urgent 
and compelling,” and for which only one contractor 
is qualified or immediately available, so the bidding 
process is skipped to save resources and especially 
time. Time is often critical in stability operations and 
to wait for a full-blown competitive bid process that 
can take months (or years!) when the training, medical 
clinic, road, or security for an ambassador is needed 
immediately could end in disaster for the mission. 
Sole-sourcing obviously has the potential to be abused, 
and the hostility that sole-sourcing has attracted has 
undermined the government’s ability to carry out its 
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policies and objectives. Indeed, the media has never 
quite understood which companies are actually sole-
sourced and which are actually cost-plus.34 More con-
fusing, in Iraq quite a few contracts that were “sole-
sourced” were actually existing contracts that needed 
to be rapidly expanded to support the operation. For 
example, if the original design of a facility turns out 
to be too small or otherwise inappropriate for the 
mission, the government could exercise the urgent 
and compelling tool to draw-up a larger contract so 
the company that won the original competition could 
build the facility in a hurry. Considering all the pres-
sure to begin and then complete the reconstruction, 
it is hardly surprising that sole-sourcing was utilized 
instead of recompetition. Nevertheless, woe unto the 
government official involved in sole-source contract 
modifications months or years later when the audi-
tors and investigators who are not familiar with the 
urgency of the issue at the time decide the contract 
may have been inappropriate.35

We have discussed what contractors can do, how 
best to choose a contractor, but there is still the issue 
of contractor compensation. There are two basic ways 
to contract with a firm: cost-plus and fixed price. Cost-
plus contracts are awarded as the cost of the operation 
plus a certain profit percentage, generally between 1 
and 10 percent, with a potential bonus of about 2 per-
cent as an incentive for particularly quick or effective 
work. Cost-plus contracts have drawn much criticism, 
mainly focused on the Logistics Civil Augmentation 
Program (LOGCAP) III, the contract that provided lo-
gistical support to the U.S. Army from 2001 to 2010, 
and ended up being valued at more than $30 billion. 
Awarded to KBR in 2001 (a subsidiary to Halliburton 
at the time), it was perhaps the most criticized con-
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tract of the past decade. It faced endless allegations 
about war-profiteering, failure to deliver, and contract 
padding, among other accusations. It did not help that 
a former chief executive officer (CEO) of Halliburton 
was also the vice president, Dick Cheney, a lightning 
rod for liberal and anti-war dissent. There were accu-
sations that KBR purchased more expensive fuel then 
necessary in order to pad its margins, that it served 
tens of thousands more meals than were necessary, and 
many other charges.36 Most of the allegations proved 
to be meritless, and eventually much of the reality be-
hind the headlines was revealed as bad policy execut-
ed according to bad contracts. 37 The contractors were 
easy targets to place blame for many problems simply 
because they were the executors, but also because they 
cannot and will not finger their government clients no 
matter how egregious the problem. There are two rea-
sons no contractor will blame the government client. 
First, they are often constrained by contractual guide-
lines requiring written permission before publicizing 
any information; and second, because criticizing the 
largest client in the world is simply not good for their 
long-term business prospects.38 

The LOGCAP III cost-plus contract had a profit 
margin of only 1 percent (with a potential bonus mar-
gin of 2 percent for speed or quality) and required KBR 
to tie up tens of millions of dollars to fund projects 
prior to monthly reimbursement.39 In order to meet 
the obligations of the cost-plus contract, the company 
used its own funds in advance to be reimbursed at the 
end of the month. However, if costs were challenged, 
there could be a delay in repayment, and sometimes 
such repayments were left incomplete while further 
inquiries were conducted. Despite the size of the con-
tract, it is questionable if there was much profit at all 
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for KBR on this contract, especially considering the 
lost interest on advanced funds pending payment, 
which ate into the razor thin profit margin. It is rather 
revealing, and too often ignored, that Halliburton 
rid itself of KBR in the midst of the LOGCAP III con-
tract—in fact, KBR had become a gigantic, high-risk, 
resource-intense operation that barely made a dime.40 
Various holds were put on government payments to 
the contractor due to allegations of fraud and abuse, 
something that is not unusual in chaotic conflict and 
post-conflict environments, but most were ultimately 
resolved. For example, in testimony to the CWC, the 
Defense Contract Audit Administration (DCAA) ad-
mitted that it had withheld $553 million on LOGCAP 
III payments, but eventually at least $439 million of 
the discrepancies were resolved and paid.41 The fail-
ure of Congress to pass necessary spending legislation 
sometimes left KBR to go for weeks or months without 
payment. The company could legally have stopped 
working on the contract, which would have signifi-
cantly hampered the policy effort in Iraq, but instead 
the company essentially loaned the government funds 
at no interest until the legislation was passed. A case 
could be made that the LOGCAP III contract was the 
best deal ever for American taxpayers, and certainly 
the quality of service for the troops was remarkable in 
light of the circumstances.42

Most companies actually prefer fixed price con-
tracts to cost-plus contracts. Fixed price contracts give 
companies a higher profit margin, albeit with addi-
tional risk. Fixed price contracts are not always ideal 
in fluid contingency operations when risks and condi-
tions are rapidly changing and often require expen-
sive contract modifications to adjust to those changes. 
Fixed price contracts usually require a greater knowl-
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edge of conditions and costs then is generally available 
during contingency operations. Nevertheless, if the re-
alities of contingency operations are understood well 
enough, fixed price contracts can be used successfully. 
Fixed price contracts in contingency operations may 
be ideal for concrete, specific operations, and where 
there is a fair understanding of variables, but if the 
risk is high, contractors have offset that by building in 
larger margins to deal with contingencies. Operations 
that are less defined or subject to great change due to 
circumstances make more sense to be prepared as a 
cost-plus contract.43

CONCLUSIONS—HOW TO MAKE IT WORK

International interventions of some form or anoth-
er are going to continue, as we have seen in the past 
or currently in Libya or in Somalia. The international 
community continues to condone and support inter-
ventions in dire situations, though they remain contro-
versial.44 Clearly, some have been more beneficial than 
others, but the better, faster, and more effectively that 
the international community is able to engage in these 
interventions, the more positive the humanitarian and 
political results; thus the private sector is too valuable 
a tool to ignore. It would be hypocritical to recognize 
this yet not support high quality and professionalism 
among the contractors tasked to carry out the policies. 
Afghanistan and Iraq were operations on a scale rarely 
seen, and the role of the private sector was expanded 
and tested to a level never before imagined, while the 
size and capability of the oversight community lagged 
far behind.45 While reconstruction and stability opera-
tions have been largely effective despite the enormous 
challenges that these missions faced, ultimately no 
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level of effectiveness can overcome unresolved politi-
cal complications and barriers. Nevertheless, if future 
operations embrace the lessons learned and include a 
focus on quality, best value, and improved oversight 
that rewards the better companies, then contractors 
will become a more reliable and valuable partner. Ul-
timately, contractors are not there to make policy deci-
sions for the governments and international commu-
nity, but they are there to make their policy decisions 
more effective and successful.

To be truly effective, contingency operations re-
quire a working partnership of the government and 
private sector. The nature of this partnership requires 
organization, oversight, cooperation, proper incen-
tives, and transparency. This is why the question of 
private sector contracting is bound so tightly with 
questions of intervention management and WoG pol-
icy. It is obvious that the private sector is necessary 
to interventions like those in Afghanistan and Iraq, as 
well as less high-profile operations such as those in 
the Democratic Republic of Congo and Haiti. Those 
who argue for WoG approaches to international in-
terventions claim that interagency redundancies and 
competition along with a lack of communication ham-
per the success of interventions. In some ways, then, 
it seems contrary to the Gansler Report recommenda-
tion to embrace a WoG approach to contracting. In 
truth, however, the struggles of the contracting world 
may provide insights into an overall balanced WoG 
approach. 

The Gansler Report’s recommendation to con-
solidate contract management government-wide is 
in many ways a classic WoG approach. The idea is to 
put contracting into the hands of those who are most 
qualified to manage contracts. Consolidation could 
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help minimize one of the most severe problems in 
contracting: waste. However, the Gansler Report and 
others also recommend putting contract managers 
on the ground near interventions. The two recom-
mendations together suggest a hybrid approach to 
contracting that may have other applications. Perhaps 
rather than a pure WoG approach, it would be better 
to unify communications and record keeping, while 
keeping the work on the ground divided among those 
most qualified to do it. Most writers either accept or 
reject WoG approaches, but the unique circumstances 
of private sector contracting suggest a third way that 
allows agencies and private companies the latitude 
to maintain their specialties, while also establishing 
better communications and a more unified policy 
and purpose. Under such a hybrid approach, the 
administrative functions, including communication 
and record keeping, between the various groups and 
agencies could be consolidated into a single unit. The 
administrative unit could serve as a hub for the more 
specialized agencies, groups, and companies which 
would continue to serve their on-the-ground func-
tions, but could do so with a minimum of interagency 
politics. With all of the information thus consolidated, 
the sharing of information and changes in conditions 
could be communicated to the appropriate parties 
quickly. Of course, sharing would have to be subject 
to certain policies and rules, but it could be the job of 
the administrative hub to be experts on this element. 
The administrative hub would also be able to help pri-
oritize the needs of the various agencies so that urgent 
matters do not get lost in a mountain of paperwork. 
This kind of hybrid approach could not only help 
eliminate waste, but it could also improve oversight, 
flexibility, and ethical behavior.



373

It may be years before we will see a return to the 
pragmatic and effective partnerships that existed in 
U.S. support for international peacekeeping prior to 
September 11, 2001 (9/11). Journalists and watchdog 
organizations make their reputations by ferreting out 
fraud and abuse while virtually ignoring the larger is-
sues of waste, impairing the hope for rational, prag-
matic improvements. It will be difficult to get the 
government-private sector relationship back on an 
even footing where the partnership focuses again on 
genuine policies and mission goals instead of the cur-
rent reality of vengeance contract management. The 
examples of the ISOA Code of Conduct, the Montreux 
Document, and the ICoC are indicative of the tangible 
interest from the industry in tackling operational con-
cerns head-on. This kind of self-policing should be 
taken seriously as an effort to eliminate the distrac-
tions of headline grabbing anecdotes. Industry criti-
cism is welcome when it is constructive, but damning 
contingency contracting without an alternative is sim-
ply counterproductive to good policy.

The final report from the CWC46 has added yet 
more ideas to the mix and fueled both contingency 
contractor champions and detractors. While high-
lighting that waste continues to be the largest drain on 
reconstruction budgets as opposed to fraud or abuse, 
it also makes crystal clear that the U.S. Government 
has no realistic option to using contractors in all of its 
future stability operations. It is also clear that most 
projects are, in fact, successful, but there is much that 
can be done to ensure less waste and more success. 
This is fully consistent with the conclusions of this 
chapter. Governmental support for quality and ethics 
in the contractors tasked with carrying out its policies 
will pay far more dividends than simply hiring the 
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cheapest firms available no matter what the trade-off 
is in quality and professionalism. If effective policies 
mean shortening conflicts and less humanitarian suf-
fering, then contractor quality should matter far more 
to the government than it has thus far in Afghanistan 
or Iraq.
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CHAPTER 13

MULTIETHNIC CONFLICTS IN
U.S. MILITARY THEATERS OVERSEAS:

INTERCULTURAL IMPERATIVES

Gregory Paul P. Meyjes

We inhabit a multipolar world in which ethno-
cultural tensions fester, in which “intercivilizational” 
strife lurks, and where local populations use destruc-
tive and communicative tools that compete with those 
of states. More often than not, intergroup controver-
sies are based on language, religion, race, or ethnic-
ity—perennial properties of poignant primacy for 
group meaning and identity. The conflicts that make 
headlines and cause headstones today are chiefly eth-
no-cultural in origin as predicted.1 Whether current 
global trends weaken or motivate ethno-nationalism 
is vigorously debated, with two seemingly opposite 
processes, global homogenization and heterogeniza-
tion, concurrently observed.2 Despite the ubiquity of 
the globally dominant, minority populations persist in 
asserting themselves, often defying displacement and 
disadvantage against a backdrop of violence by man 
and/or nature. In the second millennium’s waning 
years, armed clashes were largely state-internal,3 es-
pecially in what are slightingly called “fragile” states, 
such wars carry serious international security conno-
tations, including the spread of weapons of mass de-
struction (WMDs) and terror.4 Those in strategic stud-
ies and international relations thus acutely feel the 
need to come to grips with ethno-cultural and related 
forms of communal friction. Yet, whether U.S. troops 
surge or dwindle in number, whether defense budgets 
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wax or wane, whether a military or whole of govern-
ment (WoG) approach is taken, the exorbitant U.S. 
interventions overseas and the policies that underpin 
them are only as viable as their conceptual underpin-
nings permit. 

Post-Cold War grand theories of international rela-
tions have insufficiently accounted for the state of af-
fairs discussed in the previous paragraphs. Fukuyama 
tells of a new world without ideological polarization, 
unified through Pax Americana, democracy, and in-
ternational cooperation5—the end of “history” in the 
sense of Hegel’s progressive dialectics.6 In lieu of such 
globalized Occidentalism, “offensive realism” cham-
pion Mearsheimer presages conflict as usual—multi-
polar state rivalry for hegemony in the interest of na-
tional security.7 Rejecting both Western universality 
and zero-sum state dominance, Huntington describes 
a world of “civilizational” tectonic rupture, where eco-
nomic globalization need not imply Westernization, 
where democratization may serve indigenization, and 
where military intervention can fuel local resistance.8 
To explain and predict inter-ethnic conflict in global 
perspective—a precondition for evidence-based in-
tervention strategies—social theory must grasp the 
nature of both ethnicity and inter-ethnic relations. 
The three influential theories identified above do not 
meet this standard. However dissimilarly applicable 
to geopolitics, they all offer but a bird’s eye viewpoint 
of relations between countries, regions, and civiliza-
tions—failing to drill down to the heart of the matter, 
ethnicity at the local level at which it occurs. To rally 
our best collective judgment to comprehending and 
sustainably reducing ethnic conflict requires a multi-
sectoral stance in which philosophical, empirical, and 
practical insights are harnessed across a number of 
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disciplines. An expanded model is called for. To an-
ticipate and respond to inter-ethnic hostilities, it must 
include a grasp of ethno-cultural reality tout court. In-
stead of a mere top-down view, it will also have to re-
flect ethnic, state, and global realities from the cultural 
ground up. This contribution is dedicated to such an 
eventual framework. Following this introduction, the 
first section (“What Culture?”) briefly reviews the na-
ture of culture and ethnicity. The next section (“What 
Competence?”) looks at certain efforts by the U.S. 
armed services to acquire the requisite cultural skill. 
The remaining half is devoted to a handful of recom-
mendations for progress in this vein (“What Impera-
tives?”), with concluding remarks (“What Next?”). 

WHAT CULTURE?

As the way in which human groups inwardly and 
outwardly represent their assumed inherited iden-
tity, “culture” is seen as that ensemble of properties, 
practices, and comportments through which their “ge-
nius,” the essence of their particular way of collective 
life, is passed on. Of the physical, socio-institutional, 
and ideational elements of culture, it is the latter, its 
value set, that is deemed of greatest import.9 Through 
it, each culture subliminally creates a group-mediated 
experience of the world. Thus understood, culture 
symbolizes social meaning at its most visceral. Like 
the acquisition of the native tongue, it is transferred 
through a largely subconscious process called encul-
turation,10 as distinguished from socialization, defined 
as the conscious transmission of in-group know-how. 
In this sense, culture is both the prism through which 
we experience social life and the prison to group self-
awareness we unwittingly inhabit. Typologically, the 
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elitist distinction between “high” and “low” culture 
of the Eurocentric Romantic period11 has made way 
for a recent revisiting of the contrast between “objec-
tive” and “subjective” culture.12 The former refers to 
the positive, observable aspects of the distinctiveness 
of groups, the latter to the inner workings of cultures, 
the value orientations that motivate and define their 
social and physical attributes. Ceteris paribus, subjec-
tive culture so dictates human consciousness as to 
inhibit awareness of its workings and so determines 
a particular worldview as to essentially guarantee eth-
nocentrism. Hidden in plain sight, it forms the heart 
of all ethno-cultural groups, dominant and nondomi-
nant alike.

Awareness of the social construction of culture is 
rooted in centuries of thought. For instance, through 
the work of Herder, von Humboldt and other 19th-
century German philosophers, language has come to 
be accepted as primus inter pares among cultural at-
tributes, in part because of its link to cognition and 
worldview. Due to the critical role of language in cre-
ating cultural identity, failure to honor language rights 
or “linguistic human rights” is seen as “one of the 
important factors which can contribute to inter-ethnic 
conflict—and often does.”13 Similarly, the relation be-
tween religion and culture,14 and between religion and 
war, has been the object of scholarly attention for cen-
turies, if not millennia. Huntington regards religion as 
“a central defining characteristic of civilizations.”15 In 
the Middle East, sub-state religious ethnicities have 
attracted growing scholarly interest—for instance, in 
Shi’a resistance to Sunni dominance of post-Saddam-
Hussein Iraq; in cyclical violence between Sunni, Shi’a, 
and various Christians in Lebanon; and in the mobili-
zation of the Muslim Brotherhood and Copts against 
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Hosni Mubarak in Egypt during the “Arab Spring.” 
Reviewing ethno-religious wars in light of Durkheim16 
and other theorists, Fox concludes that religion serves 
four social functions. “First, it provides an interpreta-
tive framework, or belief system, for understanding 
the world. Second, it contains rules and standards of 
behavior which guide the actions of believers. Third, 
religions are generally associated with institutions that 
transmit religious frameworks from one generation to 
the next. Finally, religion can legitimize all forms of 
action.”17 In concert, these factors all but guarantee the 
ethno-cultural relevance of religion. Religion can both 
foment and aid the resolution of conflicts18—ranging 
as it does from motivating violent extremism, to faith-
based peacemaking,19 to the preventive promotion of 
interfaith tolerance and equality.20

Largely overlapping with culture, the term “eth-
nicity” emphasizes belonging, kinship, ancestry, and 
identity.21 Rather than objective truths, ethnicities are 
subjective, which makes them real whether based 
in myth or externally validated fact. Ethno-national 
conflicts need not be grounded on accurate informa-
tion; they need only be culturally real. For instance, 
the long-standing tension between tens of millions 
of Urdu speakers and hundreds of millions of Hindi 
speakers is as ethno-nationally real as it is linguistical-
ly illusory, the distinction depending almost entirely 
on whether the same pre-Aryan language is written in 
the Nagari (Hindi) or the Arabic (Urdu) script for reli-
gious reasons.22 However elusive, complex, or dynam-
ic, ethnicity endures as a key meaning-giving reality. 
It can prevail even when the original ethnic markers 
have disappeared or been replaced.23 Ethnicity is also 
acknowledged as a powerful vehicle for political mo-
bilization. Moreover, it need not be undermined by 
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mobility or inter-ethnic contact; it is often perpetuated 
through in- and exclusive practices.24 That cultural dif-
ferences tend to be inseparable from social disparities 
is often overlooked. Mainstream accounts habitually: 
(a) ignore the essence of ethnicity; (b) downplay its 
societal indicators; and/or, (c) deny the attitudes and 
practices that often inexorably link the two. Some au-
thors reject ethnicity outright, deeming that economic, 
institutional, political, territorial, or material interpre-
tations adequately explain the conflicts in question.25 
Others disavow the collective nature of ethnic iden-
tities, seeing them as merely demagogic channels for 
the ambitions of political leaders. On the whole, how-
ever, cultural minorities themselves are not thus con-
fused. Especially for those in conflict, the stifling com-
bination of difference and disparity lies at the heart 
of the matter. Minority ethnic groups choose conflict 
when motivated in the interest of self-preservation. 
Reductionist external accounts lack the cultural self-
awareness to capture the essence of ethnic conflicts 
and provide adequate responses. On average, one out 
of two countries in the world currently faces ethno-
cultural conflicts. Horowitz, pursuing a kinship-based 
theory of ethnic strife, describes dozens such conflicts 
in emerging and developing economies.26 Given the 
approximately 100 cases worldwide where ethno-
cultural minority groups are engaged in violent ex-
istential struggles today27 and the grave security im-
plications, we must consider ethno-cultural identities, 
and the conflicts to which they can lead, to be far from 
academic in nature. Their lacking recognition, consid-
eration, and policy integration are critical omissions in 
international relations, the redress of which is of vital 
urgency and consequence. The following discussion 
flows from this position. 
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WHAT COMPETENCE?

As if to substantiate Winston Churchill’s reported 
backhanded compliment that one “can always count 
on the Americans to do the right thing, after they have 
exhausted all the other possibilities,” the U.S. armed 
services are pushing for the cultural knowledge they 
spent most of history neglecting. Anthropologists 
have been sporadically called upon in the past to pro-
vide information on U.S. enemies of war28—generally 
to their professional dismay.29 Up to a decade or two 
ago, only members of U.S. armed services Psycho-
logical Operations (PSYOPS) units, tasked with pub-
lic (dis)information of the enemy, were expected to 
understand foreign cultures. U.S. Armed Forces were 
usually neither asked to learn much about enemy cul-
tures nor interact extensively with locals abroad. These 
days, the use of cultural outreach skills, e.g., General 
David Petraeus’ counterinsurgency calling card both 
in Iraq and Afghanistan,30 have become part of the 
“new normal.” In the 21st century, foreign operations 
hinge in part on the inclusion on local knowledge and 
on protracted interaction with cultural groups as dif-
ferent as they are distant from those at home.31

Ethno-cultural issues are complex, interdisciplin-
ary expertise is in short supply, and foreign inter-
ventions present a host of cross-cultural challenges. 
Merely at the level of an individual service member 
in organizational context, McDonald identifies many 
levels of cultural complexity: (a) the person’s own cul-
tural identity; (b) the home culture of the other U.S. 
team members; (c) the culture of the team itself; (d) 
that of the military, within which; (e) embedded ci-
vilians may not be attuned to military culture; (f) the 



388

institutional cultures of other agencies or armed ser-
vices with which the individual interacts; (g) as well as 
the personal, institutional, and macro-social cultures 
of the international coalition partners in theater.32 
Such challenges are further compounded when, as 
in Afghanistan, armed interventions take place using 
blended international forces, across wide cultural dis-
tances and civilizational divides, in societies marked 
by ethno-cultural conflict, and with incongruous 
power disparity between “donor” and “host” society. 
This further begs the question as to whether, and if so 
where, to seek the relevant competencies with which 
to shorten foreign missions and boost their success. 
Language schools are, at best, reluctant newcomers 
to the field of cultural competence; diversity train-
ing is mostly concerned with the rights of individuals 
in Western organizations; and intercultural training 
is the traditional purview of study abroad and busi-
ness-to-business etiquette training for expatriates. In 
matters of culture, how can the U.S. military achieve 
clarity of ends, ways, and means—if at all? Culturally, 
who could, or should, learn what to optimize for the 
success of such costly, extended, and highly unpre-
dictable military missions overseas? 

Urged by Washingtonian policymakers, the U.S. 
armed services have sought to innovate. As the Petre-
us counterinsurgency doctrine suggests,33 the military 
has attempted to turn a corner from its traditional 
“boots on the ground,” “shock and awe” national se-
curity stance, toward inclusion of the subtler, more 
socially-engaged human security approach that asym-
metrical, irregular, and ethnic conflicts ostensibly 
dictate. Perplexity at the array of considerations and 
skills pertinent to the cultural marketplace may per-
sist. Yet a host of avenues have been suggested, and 
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some pursued, to rise to the cultural challenge. These 
range from phrase-based language warm-ups, via cul-
tural profiling, immersion programs, to calls for a spe-
cial civil-military force, appeals to assorted experts, 
new academic positions, publications, ministerial ap-
pointments, and so forth. For instance, the U.S. Joint 
Forces Command’s (USJFCOM) Joint Knowledge On-
line (JKO) initiated an online training program to pro-
mote language and cultural understanding between 
Afghan and U.S./North Atlantic Treaty Organization 
(NATO) military troops. Participants are meant to ac-
quire key certain words, phrases, and behaviors. To 
teach such skills like combining verbal greetings with 
a handshake, a “gesture wizard” and virtual coach 
were added. The efficacy of such advanced electronic 
enhancements over the old foreign-language phrase-
book is yet to be determined. Going back via de Sau-
ssure34 to von Humboldt and Herder, linguistics has 
known for over half a century35 that natural language 
is communicated creatively—speech is based on the 
creative use of internalized rules—rather than on the 
repetition of memorized phrases. Human intelligence 
(HUMINT) in cross-cultural contexts requires sensi-
tive rapport-building under conditions of violence, 
inequality, resistance, and distrust. While the services 
may not easily overcome their institutional propensity 
for “technology overmatch,” to roll out “off-the-shelf” 
gadgetry in response to the complex cultural chal-
lenges at hand, is hardly an auspicious way to pursue 
policy and pay a pretty penny from the public purse—
regardless of how cost-effective cultural expertise may 
be compared to military hardware. 

When it was noted in the early 2000s that the U.S. 
war effort in Iraq suffered from poor local intelligence 
and that in Afghanistan insurgents were emphasized 
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over the local society, a response was to create a small 
new experimental program. Five-person Human Ter-
rain Teams (HTTs) consisting of linguists, anthropolo-
gists, political scientists, and other social scientists 
were assigned to Army and Marine units in embed-
ded forward positions.36 Compiling and interpreting 
data through interviews and observations and the 
like, HTTs were meant to provide field commanders 
with a better understanding of the local populace in 
order to augment military effectiveness and lessen 
conflict. With training in regional studies, language, 
Islam, army command structure, military culture, and 
counterinsurgency, HTTs can train brigade personnel 
and provide institutional memory when units are re-
placed. Along with program management, the expe-
rienced cultural advisors of the HTTs are supported 
by Reachback Research Centers (RRC) stateside to 
analyze data and supply maps and other technology 
(MAP-HT) back to the field. The HTTs also have ac-
cess to an international network of social-scientists, 
human terrain analysis teams ( HTAT), program de-
velopment teams (PDTs), and an academic consor-
tium.37 The overall Human Terrain System (HTS) thus 
constructed represents a free-standing cultural intelli-
gence system to some and a joint intelligence addition 
to traditional state and military intelligence services to 
others.38 In theory, the model is relatively well-round-
ed. In practice, legion problems are reported, such 
as the constraints of practicing academic field work 
in wartime, communication between service person-
nel and social scientists, tensions between academic 
freedom and military secrets, ethical issues involving 
the use of research subjects overseas, and so forth.39 
Yet the perceived operational success of this $60 mil-
lion HTS graduate-level warfare program led to its 



391

expansion as of 2007 in both the Iraqi and Afghan the-
aters.40 With a few dozen combat brigades in theater, 
each with several thousand personnel, the question is 
whether to further expand the experimental proof-of-
concept HTS or whether efforts of a different kind are 
also needed. In case of the latter, what else needs to be 
understood and done? 

Whether military support assignments concur 
with the professional ethics and methodology of so-
cial scientists remains an open question. Despite their 
avowed interest in opponents’ cultures and acquiring 
culture-general skills, there are limits to the support 
the services can expect from anthropologists. In the 
course of the 20th century, with the notable excep-
tion of the Third Reich, linguists resisted connecting 
the features of individual languages to a presumed 
hierarchy of cognitive abilities. Instead, they en masse, 
consider all language varieties cognitively equal. Like-
wise, anthropology has largely discarded the study of 
cross-cultural similarity and/or comparison, despite a 
few very notable exceptions,41 since neither diffusion 
nor origination of cultural traits in multiple locations 
was found to adequately account for such similarities. 
Instead, through ethnography, the anthropological 
study of culture42 has focused on particularity, which 
leads to cultural relativism rather than culture-general 
insight. Consequently, and: 

paradoxically, few anthropologists are in agreement 
as to what to include under the general rubric of cul-
ture. While it will be denied, much depends on the 
anthropologist’s own culture, which exerts a deep and 
abiding influence not only over how anthropologists 
think but over where they draw the boundaries in 
such matters.43 
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It is inherently difficult to interrogate the ideation-
al tools, including those enshrined in one’s language, 
on which one relies for perception. One’s subjective 
culture colors the view of others.44 Whereas such en-
grained cultural myopia facilitates our in-group ef-
fectiveness it also limits communication between cul-
tures—and prevents us from noticing this dilemma 
due to its subconscious nature. Anthropology being 
outward-looking, anthropologists, like enculturated 
adults in general, resist questioning their worldview 
in relationship to that of others. “Like everyone else, 
anthropologists use models, and some models are 
more fashionable than others.”45 Anthropological bias 
in favor of cultural specificity and humanity’s sub-
conscious ethnocentrism thus conspire to largely limit 
the development of models suited to meta-culturally 
informed interventions in foreign and inter-ethnically 
charged environs.

Military rhetoric in favor of cultural-general skills 
notwithstanding, its cultural competency model has 
essentially remained two-dimensional—us versus 
them. Culturally-specific skills and information about 
them are added to operations by us to raise the effec-
tiveness of the latter and limit harm, especially to us. 
The adequacy of this two-tiered approach to cultural 
competency is questionable. The following are among 
the factors that make predominant reliance on cultur-
ally-specific knowledge problematic: 

•  Minority cultural identities are often ambigu-
ous, multilayered, and/or unstable.46 While 
this makes them no less relevant, it renders 
training in language phrases and gestures less 
than adequate. A two-dimensional approach 
merely creates the illusion of adequacy. Re-
gardless of how much ethnographic data one 
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amasses, one can never learn the detail needed 
to effectively operate in fluid, foreign, old, and 
complex areas of ethnic tension and resistance. 
A more profound approach is needed.

•  Learning about the other without cultural self-
scrutiny means learning objective detail rather 
than to penetrate the subjective core of the 
exchange. Service members are no ethnogra-
phers, and such “culture learning”47 does not 
sufficiently critique the culture of the learners 
themselves who as a result are apt to perpetu-
ate simplistic, laughable, or harmful stereo-
types unlikely to truly build inter-ethnic trust.

•  Deep ethnographic knowledge about indi-
vidual cultures takes ethnographers, or teams 
of ethnographers, years to acquire. The time 
factor reduces its applicability to military in-
terventions. With thousands of ethnicities 
worldwide,48 the HTS effort would have to be 
exponentially expanded, over a great many 
years, with continual updates, to produce an 
endlessly detailed data bank of potential use to 
interventions in the ever-changing multiethnic 
societies of which virtually all of humanity is 
comprised. Even then, the effective use of such 
information would be operationally and politi-
cally demanding.

•  An objective-culture approach to learning 
about its foes increases an occupying force’s 
one-sided dependence on informants. The cul-
turally-embedded attitudes of informants can 
be at cross-purposes, motivating them to dis-
inform. Indeed, the often considerable power 
imbalance inherent in military interventions, in 
addition to the perspective of irrelevant or un-
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wanted cultural imposition, can render reliance 
on local informants fallacious, exploitative, or 
both.

•  To what does a culturally-specific approach 
aspire? Is it: (a) the managerial convenience 
of purchasing training modules; (b) the objec-
tivity of measurable training outcomes; or, (c) 
real-life communication between members of 
different ethno-cultural traditions? If it is the 
latter, learning about the other and mimick-
ing phrases is unlikely to yield desired results, 
since no deep communication can take place. If 
it is one of the former, the results are unlikely to 
lead to cultural competence that can neutralize 
destructive developments.

WHAT IMPERATIVES?

That the conflicts in the Middle East and Central 
Asia have been time-, resource-, and manpower-in-
tensive to the Armed Forces of the United States and 
its allies is a platitudinous understatement. Made-for-
media questions such as whether the war in Afghani-
stan represents the longest in U.S. history or whether 
Afghan forces will have taken effective control of se-
curity by 2014 are not the only concerns. Drawing on 
a deep well of civilizational, ethno-cultural, religious, 
and political variables, those who would thwart peace 
in Afghanistan on foreign terms remain far from neu-
tralized. While coalition forces prevail in certain areas, 
in much, indeed in most, of Afghanistan the war is far 
from won. The country continues to be destabilized 
by terror attacks, including on U.S. interests and on 
the central government in Kabul. In Afghanistan, al-
Qaeda may be sufficiently haunted by the Joint Spe-
cial Operations Command (JSOC) to consider shifting 
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its operations elsewhere under the direction of Osama 
Bin Laden’s successor, al-Zawahiri. However, what 
does not kill it may strengthen the organization; its 
geographical spread has been linked to growing so-
phistication, adaptability, and threat. Meanwhile, 
perceptions of the Karzai government’s relevance 
are waning, even as the Taliban once again gains in 
presence, its control moving ever closer to Kabul, as 
it levies its taxes and enforces its brand of justice as it 
goes. With the specter of military defeat looming over 
the allied forces, U.S. decisionmakers ever less subtly 
hint at the need for a negotiated settlement with the 
Taliban, if only to save face. Like British and Soviet 
interventions before, the U.S. alliance in Afghanistan 
is learning the limits of might in the face of cultural 
resistance. As argued above, the international com-
munity cannot anticipate, much less contain or re-
solve ethno-cultural conflict unless and until it acts 
on the basis of an appropriate model. The prevailing 
legal, political, and philosophical frame of reference 
remains state-centered, combined with inconsistent 
and uncritical attention to individual human rights. 
Without a deeper understanding of the role of culture, 
and a model to match, the international community 
cannot but remain unable to lastingly confront ethno-
cultural conflict, despite the legitimacy of its security 
concerns. To address this, a host of imperatives can be 
identified, most of which defy discussion in this con-
text. Four are outlined below. 

Cultural Self-Awareness.

Any remedy will depend on our perception of 
the problems at hand. Whereas culturally-specific ap-
proaches focus on objective-culture information, experts 
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agree that the first key to competency in cross-cultural 
matters is to develop an understanding of one’s own 
culturally-mediated role, biases, values, and outlook. 
This stems from realization that cultural relativity de 
facto colors our perception of social matters, however 
unaware we may be of it. Hence we must first seek to 
escape the perceptual confinement of our cultural pro-
gramming. Advanced cultural competency training 
thus first and foremost calls for the development of 
cultural self-awareness, recognition that and possibly 
how our inherited worldview is relative, and that what 
we perceive is not universally true. It is considered “a 
necessary precursor of intercultural learning, that in-
volves recognizing cultural differences,” since with-
out “a mental baseline for their own culture(s)” those 
placed in cross cultural situations “will find it difficult 
to recognize and manage cultural differences.”49 

Most of the literature on cultural self-awareness is 
developmental, i.e., psychological, in nature. As levels 
of analysis it distinguishes; the individual, the institu-
tion, and the group,50 whereby the latter refers to any 
groups, such as gender or generation, where individu-
als may be identified. By contrast, to apply a level-of-
analysis approach to international military interven-
tions in ethnically conflicted societies overseas would 
necessitate a sociological orientation. The introduction 
of societal entities is therefore indicated; notably the 
ethno-cultural group as the primary meaning-giving 
entity; the state as a legal-political institution; and, the 
international community. In social context, the follow-
ing six possible levels can be posited: 

1. Individual culture self-awareness (ICSA) at the 
personal level;51

2. Organizational culture self-awareness (OCSA) 
at the institutional level;



397

3. Ethno-cultural self-awareness (ECSA) at the 
group level; 

4. Political culture self-awareness (PCSA) at coun-
try or state level;

5. Regional culture self-awareness (RCSA) at the 
area and/or civilizational level; 

6. Global culture self-awareness (GCSA) at the 
worldwide level.

At the personal level, for instance, one should ask 
whether service personnel—if untrained in intercul-
tural concepts and inexperienced in self-reflection on 
matters of culture—could employ self-searching cul-
tural questions to the extent their military mission re-
quires. Organizationally, one could question whether 
the services—their processes, policies, physical at-
tributes, and principles—have been scrutinized for 
effectiveness in ethno-cultural context and adapted 
where possible or indicated. At the next level, is the 
central government ethno-culturally inclusive in that 
it pursues effective policies in that vein? Moreover, 
are there regional or civilizational forces at play—
governmental or nongovernmental—that prejudice 
certain groups over others or that color relationships 
with foreign interventionists? Finally, does the inter-
national community, comprised of both civil society 
and governmental forces, recognize the primacy of 
ethnic identity, and work effectively on behalf of eth-
nically diverse populations to promote a global ecol-
ogy of peaceful state and inter-ethnic relations rather 
than allow ethnic violence to fester internationally as 
it stands impotently by asking when it will end and 
where it is all heading? We cannot be sanguine in the 
face of such rhetorical questions, as scores of ethno-
political conflicts attest. 
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Of the six levels identified above, the two criteria 
that do not refer to political culture, ICSA and OCSA, 
may be considered secondary—not only because both 
individual and institutional cultural training is cur-
rently part of HTTs, but because the focus here is on 
collective consciousness. Moreover, of the remaining 
four criteria, RCSA is problematic, since the concept of 
civilization52 is politically tenuous. How, for instance, 
is one to engage the orthodox civilization politically, 
who would be the military point-of-contact for the 
Islamic family of cultures, or what entity represents 
cultural policy in matters of an African nature? As a 
result of the operational weakness of the civilizational 
concept RCSA, it is not further short-listed here. A 
cultural awareness model as it relates to society must 
thus include the following three levels most closely 
linkable to collective decisionmaking. First, any evalu-
ation of international, state-level, and/or ethnic mat-
ters as they pertain to inter-ethnic peace and stability 
on the one hand and tension and violence on other 
presupposes self-awareness of one’s ethno-culturally-
based outlook. Dominant cultural groups, the norma-
tivity of whose worldview may appear to obviate the 
need for self-awareness, may find this particularly 
counterintuitive. Macro-cultural self-awareness, at 
the level of the society or country, is the next level. 
It includes macro-social societal attributes, processes, 
institutions, practices, and norms, with particular ref-
erence to the deferential inclusion of cultural groups 
in society. Third, there should be questioning of the 
lens applied to the international community of states, 
nations, and ethnicities, for instance, with regard to 
the role of English, the degree of Westernization, the 
sense of competition between what Huntington calls 
civilizations or regarding the status of sub-state eth-
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no-cultural groups. Among other things, this requires 
a critical, culturally-aware reading of such seminal in-
ternationalization theories as modernization theory,53 
hegemony theory,54 and globalization theory.55 To 
claim concern for the international security implica-
tions of ethnic conflict without calling into question 
the lens through which the international community 
is being perceived will not do, if the desired result is 
to be the lessening of ethno-cultural tensions in the 
world. In sum, in this triple sense, the development 
of cultural self-awareness as it applies to political col-
lectivity is the first imperative.

Intercultural Competence.

The success of the HTS, however modest, may bol-
ster the view that any knowledge of local groups is 
better than none. Necessary, however, does not mean 
sufficient. Local information, while useful and seem-
ingly adequate to the untrained eye, is the lesser of the 
elements needed. Greater economy, impact, depth, 
and competency require an additional tier or dimen-
sion of which the development of cultural self-aware-
ness is but the beginning. 

Significantly more promising than such culture learn-
ing is what is called intercultural (emphasis in original) 
learning. Participants in the former may learn some-
thing about the target culture, but that kind of culture 
learning usually refers to the acquisition of knowledge 
about, and perhaps even skills in enacting a particular 
foreign culture. Such . . . knowledge is not necessarily 
related to general intercultural competence. . . . To ac-
quire general intercultural competence, one needs to 
have learned some . . . culture-general categories for 
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recognizing and dealing with a wide range of cultural 
differences.56 

Intercultural learning, also called meta-cultural, 
or culture-general learning,57 entails the develop-
ment of skills, abilities, and dispositions with which 
to navigate the dynamics between specific cultures.58 
This includes, for instance, negotiating the pitfalls of 
communication between cultures. The main objective 
of intercultural learning is to progressively develop 
master-key skill at bridging the myriad perceptive 
and communicative differences that divide cultural 
groups and define their relations. Significantly, it in-
cludes a keen understanding of the recurrent problems 
inherent in social disparities between groups. For, in 
contrast to culture learning, such competency speaks 
to the inner, subjective dimension of ethno-cultural 
identities and relations. Instead of the assembling of 
endless details about countless, often fluid, cultural 
identities, it focuses on the issues to which such de-
tails belong, on their significance, interaction, and the 
skills required for their resolution. 

Whereas intercultural competency makes use of 
some culture-specific knowledge, it is less labor-inten-
sive than cultural competency. For instance, the abili-
ty to anticipate ethnic tensions and conflicts is thought 
to facilitate early intervention and raise the chance of 
conflict reduction.59 Compared to a two-dimensional 
cultural competency approach, intercultural com-
petency—including knowledge of and skill in inter-
ethnic dynamics—is considered a lesser strain on hu-
man resources, less expensive to organizations, more 
transferable to new cultural demographics, and more 
likely to lead to sustainable success with stakeholders 
from a variety of cultural backgrounds. Intercultural 
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competence, by extension, is more apt to allow groups 
to reach societal goals, facilitate the institutional at-
tainment of organizational goals, and empower in-
dividuals to achieve personal goals. For instance, to 
design an intercultural competency training program 
in the context of institutional medical care, a 15-point 
scale has been proposed60 comprised of cognitive and 
societal variables: 

•  Culture—to acknowledge culture and its im-
pact on thinking and behavior.

•  Self—to understand one’s own cultural iden-
tity and worldview (i.e., self-awareness).

•  Communication—to exchange thoughts and 
feelings with others.

•  Prejudice—to recognize prejudice in ourselves 
and others and respond appropriately.

•  Empathy—to experience the common human-
ity behind various cultural perspectives.

•  Tolerance for ambiguity—to develop comfort 
with multiple perspectives.

•  Power—to appreciate the relevance of power 
differences between groups.

•  Conflict management—to address tensions in a 
constructive, fair, and inclusive manner.

•  Diversity—to practice and promote cultural di-
versity throughout the workplace.

•  Creativity—to seek solutions based on continu-
ous dialogue and learning.

•  Training—to challenge oneself through profes-
sional intercultural learning.

•  Learning—to remain open to lifelong informal 
intercultural learning.

•  Levity—to experience enthusiasm for learning 
and practicing intercultural competency.

•  Structure—to create professional processes for 
intercultural competency.
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•  Integration—to continually align the variables 
identified above with community practices and 
relations.

In military environments, a less institutional, more 
streamlined, and empirically-validated framework 
may be preferable. From the relevant literature, for in-
stance, nine cognitive development parameters were 
extracted and tested for cross-cultural competence 
(CCC), a term largely interpreted as intercultural 
competence.61 They include: (1) self-efficacy; (2) ethno-
cultural empathy; (3) openness to new experiences; (4) 
willingness to engage; (5) cognitive flexibility; (6) self-
monitoring; (7) emotional self-regulation; (8) low need 
for cognitive closure; and, (9) tolerance for ambigu-
ity.62 It was noted, for instance, that less advanced per-
formers displayed the need for more cognitive closure 
(i.e., more structure, predictability, and rigidity), and 
that they manifested lower tolerance for ambiguity 
(through ethnocentrism, dichotomous thinking, and a 
penchant for authoritarianism). After testing, a sim-
pler 6-point scale was ultimately developed, compris-
ing: (1) willingness to engage; (2) cognitive flexibility 
and openness; (3) emotional regulation; (4) tolerance 
of uncertainty; (5) self-efficacy; and, (6) ethno-cultural 
empathy. Along such a 6-point variable scale, armed 
services personnel could conceivably be tested and 
trained. 

Service personnel, including high-level decision-
makers who fall short of such intercultural compe-
tence, are prone to mistake their own outlook, reality, 
and practices as objective or universally valid—and 
that of others as inherently lacking in comparison. 
Such perceptions are inherently problematic when 
looking from one culture to the next. Cultural univer-
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sals, to the extent that they exist, cannot be reliably 
perceived from within a particular cultural viewpoint. 
The underlying premise of intercultural competency 
is that no valid judgments, especially about the subjec-
tive aspect of other cultures, can be made without it. A 
three-dimensional approach is a sine qua non. Besides 
relatively trivial objective-culture learning about the 
enemy, the greater need is for self-awareness of one’s 
own cultural viewpoint and above all that for training 
in meta-cultural concepts, culture-general issues, and 
intercultural communication skills. Though in part it 
overlaps with the first, intercultural learning in the 
broader sense constitutes the second imperative.

Collective Cultural Rights.

Failure to acknowledge ethno-cultural groups as 
primary, historically-grounded, collectively identified 
human aggregates are the most plausible explanation 
for the current global powerlessness in the face of eth-
nic conflicts. The blatant shortcomings of the global 
response to the conflict in the Darfur region of the 
Sudan may serve as example. Though tensions had 
been building long before, the international commu-
nity was unable to conceive of and thus adequately 
respond to, the violence—with its pre-Islamic roots in 
three millennia of Kush Empire—as a state-sponsored 
ethno-Arabist “apartheid” war against Afro-ethnic 
groups in the South, notably the Zaghawa, Masalit, 
and the Furs from which Darfur derives its name. 
From the outset of hostilities in 2003, the global com-
munity has vacillated between: (a) exaggerated politi-
cal deference to the central government, the very in-
stigator of the atrocities; (b) overuse of military terms 
“civil war,” “guerilla,” “militia,” and “rebel” which 
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speak to the violence without denoting its ethno-cul-
tural source; (c) unsuitably a-cultural economic argu-
ments, since oil revenues have been used to fund the 
ethno-cultural war itself; and, (d) a feeble focus on the 
humanitarian calamity that inevitably resulted from 
the injustice. The conflict is undoubtedly complex in 
its ethno-cultural, religious, and historic dimensions. 
Still, in Darfur the world cannot competently unravel 
that of which it is not culturally aware, it cannot ap-
propriately intervene in what it does not intercultur-
ally define, and it cannot effectively resolve what it 
will not politically confront. 

An intercultural competency stance on ethnic 
tension may remind one of human-rights based ap-
proaches to international relations63 or human-rights 
transnationalism.64 There is a difference, however. 
Human rights are posited for individual human be-
ings whereas group cultural rights are neither held by 
individual persons nor do they a priori apply across 
groups. By contrast, collective ethno-cultural rights 
are universal only in that they embody the fundamen-
tal human need for cultural identity, group member-
ship, and shared values. Though not immune from 
occasional misuse to protect ethno-cultural elites, they 
are intended to protect indigenous and other sub-state 
minority populations within broader society. 

It is only rather recently that the international 
community has sought to recognize cultural matters 
as meriting legal protection. From the 1948 Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights65 onward, the 20th cen-
tury saw a series of international attempts to formulate 
cultural rights, most limited to individual rights and 
seeking “protection” only against their violation. In 
earlier documents, such as United Nations (UN) Gen-
eral Assembly resolution 260, the 1948 Convention on 
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the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Geno-
cide, violence against entire ethno-cultural groups was 
repudiated—provided it was terminal. While focus has 
since shifted to a more precise and less fatalistic view 
of cultural rights than defense against outright collec-
tive annihilation, this has generally come at the cost of 
the rights of the group as a whole and of the entirety 
of its cultural capital. For instance, the Declaration on 
the Elimination of All Forms of Intolerance and of Dis-
crimination Based on Religion or Belief,66 the Interna-
tional Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 
Racial Discrimination of 2000, and the 1998 U.S. Inter-
national Religious Freedom Act were all designed to 
guard against violations of certain elements of minor-
ity culture as opposed to the overall culture, and only 
at the level of the individual rather than the group. 
With regard to “linguistic human rights,” the Council 
of Europe’s European Charter for Regional or Minor-
ity Languages67 focused only on languages as forms 
of communication. Formulated in inanimate concepts 
such as “territories,” “media,” and other areas of so-
cietal concern, the document is entirely comprised of 
the public responsibilities of states without mention 
of the cultural rights of individuals or groups. When 
several years later the Council of Europe drafted its 
Framework Convention for the Protection of National 
Minorities,68 frequent reference was made to abstrac-
tions such as pluralism, diversity, religion, history 
and the like, but provisions for cultural rights, free-
doms, and protections were limited only to individual 
minority members. It was not until the latter 1990s 
that the concept of group rights gradually reemerged. 
When dozens of mostly nonstate experts and stake-
holders convened in Barcelona, Spain, to draft the 
Universal Declaration of Linguistic Rights, they did so 
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in explicit contrast to the age-old unifying tendency 
of the majority of states to reduce diversity and foster 
attitudes opposed to cultural plurality and linguistic 
pluralism. Claiming that states had impeded the rec-
ognition of group cultural rights, the resulting Decla-
ration “takes language communities and not states as 
its point of departure,” recognizing a language com-
munity as having “developed a common language as 
a natural means of communication and cultural cohe-
sion among its members,” and explicitly formulating 
linguistic rights as collective rights.69 

Much remains unresolved. Regarding language 
rights, for instance, legion questions linger such as 
which countries will ratify the Declaration of Linquisit-
ic Rights, which languages qualify for protection, how 
to define a language, what level of protection should 
be offered, and the like. More importantly, the validity 
of individual and especially collective cultural rights 
is far from universally accepted—in part due to per-
ceived tensions between cultural rights and the inter-
ests of states and those who control them. Moreover, 
though ethnicity is usually based on a combination 
of factors self-attributed by groups,70 holistic group 
cultural rights are as yet unprotected other than via 
genocide. Scholars also differ in opinion as to whether 
rights efforts ease or fan the flames of ethnic resistance, 
whether postmodernity has rendered the world more 
vulnerable to ethnic polarization, whether the global 
economy can afford to take a laissez faire attitude to 
ethnic war.71 While it remains uncontroversial that the 
international order is strained by its current level of 
ethnic discord, the link to collective cultural rights is 
as yet insufficiently elaborated or established. 

Both actual and conceptual crises must be ad-
dressed where they occur. In light of the definition 
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of culture provided above, “the deliberate attempt to 
impose a culture directly and speedily, no matter how 
backed by good will, is an affront to the human spir-
it.”72 Many experts regard the recognition of collective 
cultural needs as being central to the promotion of 
ethnic peace. Given the fundamental role of group cul-
tural subjectivity, collective rights cannot be ignored. 
Basic group needs require basic group rights. As an 
international community, we must come to terms 
with the realization that multiethnic societies can only 
stabilize by way of the reasonable satisfaction of their 
own value sets. As nearly 100 current conflicts show, 
the world is replete with ethno-cultural tensions that 
are often age-old, in countries with young, tentative, 
and/or culturally biased central governments; and 
with more or less porous borders. With or without 
foreign troops and/or humanitarian presence, it is fu-
tile to expect they will to stabilize on Western terms 
merely because foreign and central governments lav-
ish billions of dollars and millions of tons of ordinance 
on them. “Whether treated to carrots or sticks,” these 
so-called insurgencies “will resist and they will pre-
vail—for such is the nature, and power, of culture.”73 
Consequently, the outlook appears bleak for another 
Western effort, lacking in cultural self-awareness, at 
forcing itself on Afghanistan. For international actors 
to competently respond to the inter-ethnic conflicts of 
our age, they must recognize ethnic identity for what 
it is, including the issues that characterize relation-
ships between minorities and mainstreams within and 
between countries—and do so with self-awareness 
and intercultural skill. Sustainable inter-ethnic peace 
depends less on the application of external force, or on 
political machinations, than on the internal perception 
of cultural justice,74 i.e., justice in ethno-cultural per-
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spective. While it may challenge our worldview and 
lead to a more diverse international order, we must 
therefore consider the international recognition of col-
lective ethno-cultural rights the third imperative.

Sub-State Ethno-Nationalities.

Since the Allied invasions of Iraq and Afghanistan 
respectively dismantled the Saddam Hussein and 
Taliban regimes, the rationale of bringing democracy 
has been frequently evoked. Though the notion of 
externally-imposed democracy may be a contradic-
tion in terms, even observationally the endeavor is 
difficult to construe as successful. With 75 percent of 
the Afghani electorate reportedly participating in the 
2004 presidential elections, the subsequent 2009 elec-
tions were low in turnout and high in fraud, violence, 
and intimidation. At the 2010 parliamentary elections 
alleged vote-rigging was even more systemic than 
the year before.75 Globally, the level of corruption in 
Afghanistan is considered third only to Somalia and 
Myanmar, 76 and the country ranks 150 out of 167 coun-
tries in the democracy index.77 Iraq, a global fourth in 
corruption and 111th in democracy, rates similarly. 
Seen ethno-culturally, democracy appears particular-
ly distant in Afghanistan. In southern Pashtun-domi-
nated provinces such as Kandahar, the 2009 election 
turnout was so low that hundreds of polling stations 
never opened, even though the incumbent president 
was Pashtun. In the Tajik-dominated northern region, 
comprised of Kundun and seven other provinces, 
talk of secession is in part inspired by proximity to 
Pakistan’s southwestern province, Baluchistan, an 
area of Baluch ethno-nationalist resistance. Scholars 
have long recognized that plural democracy is par-
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ticularly challenging in multiethnic societies.78 The 
combination of political and ethno-national plurality 
often creates disunity. The ethnicization of political 
parties, the existence of systemic “horizontal inequali-
ties”79 between ethnic groups, the risk of separatism 
on the part of aggrieved ethno-nationals, the polariza-
tion and sabotage of elections, and the mobilization 
of ethno-national violence, are among the recognized 
risk factors of multiethnic democracies.80 It has been 
suggested that the risks of cyclical ethnic war may 
be too high a price for the erection of democracies in 
such diverse societies, especially given the youth of 
their often post-colonial central institutions. As the 
signatories to the Declaration of Linquisitic Rights 
recognized, states and collective sub-state rights are 
often at loggerheads, the former considering recog-
nition of primordial nature of the latter anathema to 
their interests and ideology. Whereas a reconstituted 
Taliban may be more dreaded than welcomed by an 
Afghan populace longing for peace, it is doubtful that 
the imposition of ethno-culturally naïve Western-style 
democracy will bring about the country’s security and 
stability. In lieu of the Eurocentric, economically lib-
eralist view of democracy that currently dominates, 
a more flexible, complex, and cooperative model is 
needed that explicitly incorporates the basic rights 
of diverse cultural groups even if their values differ 
from the secular, materialist, late-modernist, puta-
tively acultural model of major world powers. Since 
ethno-cultural rights are indispensable to the stability 
of the larger social order, peace in Afghanistan and 
other areas of the world is unrealistic without such an 
expanded view of the state commonwealth.

At the very heart of the tension between global ho-
mogeneity and ethno-cultural specificity lie questions 
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about the nature of the state in relation to the nation, 
nationalism, and the nation-state as social constructs. 
Conceptualizations of these imagined communities,81 
and the nationalist sentiments and actions that drive 
them, vary across centuries, cultures, and ideologies, 
each stressing a variety of socio-psychological, eco-
nomic, political, technological, or cultural factors.82 
Tensions abound between states as sovereign political 
structures, nation-states allegedly comprised of citi-
zens united by cultural characteristics, and nations de-
fined by ethno-cultural group identities that strain to-
ward autonomy. Unlike states, the concepts of nation 
and nationalism can apply at both state- and sub-state 
levels. Therein lies part of the problem. In multieth-
nic countries, the issue is far from abstract. Whereas 
the world only comprises some 200 states, it contains 
many thousands of ethno-national entities, states’ 
terminological appropriation of international matters 
and UN organizations notwithstanding. Eighty per-
cent of the world’s states are ethnically diverse,83 and 
countries in which states and nations coincide, popu-
lated by a single ethno-culturally homogenous group, 
are virtually nonexistent. In all but a theoretical sense, 
the concept of the nation-state lacks worldwide ap-
plicability. The self-evident and self-serving way in 
which states—whether on their own reconnaissance or 
supported by other states—ignore sub-state nationali-
ties and promote the illusion of cultural homogeneity 
contrasts with the perceived upward trend in global 
ethno-nationalism. Though it remains to be empirical-
ly demonstrated, the discrepancy is difficult to disso-
ciate from the preponderance of ethnic wars currently 
in evidence. Peace in multiethnic states may prove 
elusive unless and until states abandon the largely in-
applicable myth of the nation-state and meaningfully 
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integrate the needs of sub-state ethno-national needs. 
This is particularly the case in so-called “fragile” states 
where lack of state control in the traditional sense is 
seen by dominant powers as a risk to international se-
curity, for instance with regard to human-rights abus-
es, nuclear proliferation, drug trafficking, disease, 
poverty, or terrorism. However, neither these risk 
factors nor their socio-political meaning are objective 
truths; all depend on cultural valuation. Any attempt 
to address them internationally presupposes cultural 
self-awareness and intercultural skill. The claimed 
“fragility” of states, too, remains a controversial con-
cept, even in Western countries.84 States described as 
fragile, while no doubt challenged in their own way, 
may be more grounded in diverse local culture, more 
dynamic and adaptable, and less prone to obfuscating 
the difference between state and nation. An expanded, 
more culturally flexible view of what constitutes a vi-
able state may be called for. However defined, healthy 
states are needed for the promotion of peace. In global 
perspective, they will rarely be traditionally-defined 
“nation-states.” 

Many theorists assert that culture is not directly 
relevant to states, which they perceive as comprised 
of neutral governments and more or less politicized 
individuals. Not only do claims of a priori inter-ethnic 
neutrality justifying state control smack of rationaliza-
tions, states are rarely ethnically neutral, as demon-
strated the world over.85 Not only do ethnic groups 
compete for resources, political privileges, and cul-
tural rights; their struggle is rarely equal. Rather than 
practicing neutral impartiality, states tend to stan-
dardize the cultural agenda of their dominant ethnici-
ties, whose speech varieties become official, whose 
worldview becomes generalized, and whose implicit 
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control of the state apparatus becomes normative. In 
a variety of ways, states pursue one of three strate-
gies vis-à-vis nondominant ethnicities: assimilation; 
extermination; or, integration. Assimilation policies 
that affect, for instance, the Sami in Scandinavia, the 
Roma in Eastern Europe, or the Aborigines of Austra-
lia are well-documented. State ethnic cleansing poli-
cies that practice the disappearing of ethno-cultural 
minorities in favor of the dominant group’s hold over 
the state also remain in evidence around the world. 
Many states pursue integration along ethno-cultural 
lines—whereby nonimmigrant minority groups are 
given some control over their affairs, whether through 
federation, regionalization, or other political accom-
modations—to co-opt ethnic leadership, or otherwise 
forestall or resolve conflict or secession. Attempts 
have been made to classify approaches to managing 
inter-ethnic conflict. Ranging from consociational-
ism,86 via federalization, arbitration, integration, to as-
similation, secession, ethnic cleansing and genocide, 
certain scholars focus on state actions87 while others 
foreground the experience of sub-state groups, e.g., 
indigenization, accommodation, assimilation, accul-
turation, population transfer, boundary alteration, 
genocide, and ethnic suicide.88 Many countries are 
challenged by a rise in ethno-nationalism. Democ-
racy is considered in global decline,89 and in light of 
the information age the demise of the state itself has 
been increasingly debated,90 though social media are 
primarily the purview of individuals. The degree to 
which the issues of inter-ethnic disparity, of inter-eth-
nic dominance, and repression from the perspective 
of cultural justice, drive today’s ethno-nationalism 
remains much underappreciated. The inapplicability 
of the nation-state concept, the inevitability of ethno- 
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national accommodation, the need for cultural self-
awareness, and intercultural skill, contribute to a 
new state reality. At the central government level, 
the equitable inclusion of ethnicities as collectivities 
with the framework of the state appears crucial. State-
level commitment to, recognition of, and reasonable 
legal and or legislative accommodations for the cul-
tural needs of sub-state nondominant ethno-national 
groups is therefore the fourth imperative before us.

WHAT NEXT?

Scores of military, paramilitary, and post-conflict 
operations around the world—from Afghanistan to 
Algeria, Burma to Burundi, Columbia to Congo, and 
so on through the alphabet—have accentuated the 
dearth of an adequate framework. The business of 
forcibly intervening in the affairs of other countries 
is always very delicate. Article 2, Section 4 of the UN 
Charter precludes it, stipulating that members “shall 
refrain in their international relations from the threat 
or use of force against the territorial integrity or po-
litical independence of any state.”91 Among justifiable 
exceptions to this maxim, armed responses to hu-
manitarian crises rank more highly, while preemptive 
strikes remain controversial, and preventive wars are 
generally considered less than acceptable. Regard-
less of cultural context, the absence of internationally 
recognized norms, the inherently patronizing nature 
of forced interventions, and the challenges of post-
conflict rebuilding further compound the precarious-
ness of armed interventions.92 The question as to what 
to do about inter-ethnic conflict requires an interna-
tional framework, standards of international law that 
include a cultural, a state-level, and an international 
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dimension. Such a global charter, one that that takes 
the ethno-cultural minority group as its point of de-
parture, that includes due regard for the prerogatives 
and responsibilities of states, and that also outlines in-
ternational standards of engagement is to be detailed 
in future research. It will need to be ethno-cultural in 
its substance, political in framework, and in its practi-
cal application can combine diplomacy, the military, 
and a WoG approach—a multi-sectoral grouping for 
which the shorthand, “The Three Ds” (development, 
defense, and diplomacy), is often employed. 

In theory, a whole of society approach (WoS), 
whereby civil society organizations (CSOs), includ-
ing nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) and 
community-based organizations (CBOs), work along-
side governmental agencies, could broaden the set 
of capabilities deployed in the interest of peace and 
stability,93 providing access to more relevant tools and 
experts. In the long term, WoG approaches have also 
been shown to yield substantial fiscal savings over 
traditional enemy-centric military interventions. On 
the other hand, variability in state WoG approach 
contexts and commitments,94 as well as differences in 
organizations and political systems, along with the 
greater logistical complexities, and greater personal 
safety risks95 can challenge the efficacy of such broad 
collaborations. Moreover, international comparisons 
of WoG approaches have not explicitly focused on 
culture or intercultural matters,96 implying that even 
under a WoG/WoS approach lacking cultural self-
awareness could be of concern. Invasion by the world’s 
most dominant countries inherently raise questions of 
cultural self-awareness. Not only is ethnocentrism en-
demic to the human condition, power may be directly 
proportional to the illusion of value self-evidence. It 
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thus seems no coincidence that the WoG approach of 
the world’s only superpower reportedly compares 
poorly in coherence, motivation, funding, and level of 
activity to those of, for instance, Canada, Australia, or 
the United Kingdom.97 In short, though the requisite 
expertise may most easily be found in civil society, 
WoG/WoS approaches the breadth of which carries 
its own liabilities, is no guarantee for intercultural 
competency. With or without it, to confront multieth-
nic strife in Central Asia or elsewhere requires cultural 
self-awareness and intercultural competence.

In contrast to human security, autonomous un-
manned aerial vehicles (UAVs) and unmanned 
ground vehicles (UGVs) have rapidly become stan-
dard features of asymmetrical warfare in the post-bin 
Laden era. Along with Measurement and Signatures 
Intelligence (MASINT) and Signals Intelligence (SI-
GINT), drone technology has improved exponentially 
and, with it, its use in theater. It may appear oddly 
Luddite to emphasize matters of culture, security so 
“soft,” it is largely intangible. Yet nostalgia for the 
U.S. military’s overreliance on technology at the ex-
pense of human skills that previously undermined its 
intelligence capabilities is counterindicated. No soci-
etal matter escapes some degree of cultural valuation. 
Drone warfare, for instance, may be popular stateside 
since it satisfies the value of putting fewer U.S. lives 
in harm’s way. To think that members of all cultures 
and societies share this value is to lack cultural self-
awareness. Drone warfare may adversely affect our 
ability to win hearts and minds overseas because it is 
often seen as cowardly by those whose value set, for 
instance, places a premium on sacrifice, martyrdom, 
or personal courage. Moreover, the collateral damage 
caused by drones is particularly unpalatable overseas, 



416

its political tenability precarious, and its recent tacti-
cal successes likely to invigorate anti-U.S. attitudes. 
In volatile ways, any of these factors can cause grave 
long-term security risks for the United States. In a 
world where a landmine costs less than a Starbucks 
coffee and an improvised explosive device (IED) has 
come down to the cost of a McDonald’s meal, those 
who would foment ethnic strife are at an advantage 
over those who would contain it. Not even a drone-
assisted military is up to the task. The solution is to 
truly engage the values that motivate others and bro-
ker a culturally just peace. 

In the U.S. military, the cultural outreach model 
has hitherto been two-dimensional, i.e., to tentatively 
complement national security efforts with objective 
cultural information in theater. Though the HTS has 
presumably made some deployed units more profes-
sional at this approach, it is neither qualitatively nor 
quantitatively adequate. Though neither HUMINT 
nor a WoG/WoS approach is as fiscally burdensome 
as traditional warfare, a different quality of effort, 
three-dimensional in nature, is indispensable. Of the 
four imperatives reviewed here: (1) to acquire cultural 
self-awareness; (2) develop intercultural competence; 
(3) recognize collective cultural rights; and, (4) protect 
sub-state ethno-nationalities, myriad details remain to 
be determined. Essentially, however, these challenges 
revolve around: (a) the inevitability of ethno-cultural 
justice as the key to societal peace and stability and, 
by extension, to international security; and, (b) the 
insights, capabilities, and processes essential to meet-
ing the demands of peace and security in a world 
greatly jeopardized by ethnic conflict. Regardless of 
its outcome, the war in Afghanistan thus presents the 
impetus for more sustainable international conflict 
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management through the imperative establishment of 
ecological relations between the world’s ethno-cultur-
al groups. 
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