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We’re at a strategic inflection point, where we find a different geopolit-
ical challenge, different economic challenges, shifting of economic and 
military power. And what we’re trying to do is to challenge ourselves to 
respond to that shift and to react to that strategic inflection point and 
adapt ourselves.

— General Martin Dempsey, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff1

Today, a serious debate is underway over the future of America’s armed forces. 
This debate is fueled by the need to address a myriad of old and new challenges 
that will shape the kinds of defense capabilities the nation will require if it is to 
remain the world’s preeminent military power. In the aftermath of nearly twelve 
years of conflict in Iraq and Afghanistan, the Department of Defense (DoD) is 
seeking to adapt its plans and capabilities to new threats that could stem from the 
global proliferation of precision-guided weapons, the rise of China’s military, an 
Iranian regime that continues to pursue its hegemonic ambitions, and those who 
attempt to exploit our nation’s vulnerabilities in the homeland. The Pentagon’s 
efforts to address these challenges are complicated by the prospect of additional 
funding cuts and the reduced buying power of a defense budget that is increasing-
ly dominated by unchecked growth in the cost of military health care and other 
personnel programs.

This year, DoD will conduct yet another Quadrennial Defense Review (QDR) of 
its strategy, plans, and programs. Similar to strategic reviews completed since the 
end of the Cold War, the QDR is expected to produce guidance for how the Pen-
tagon intends to size and shape its future forces. This guidance, known as a force 

1 General Martin Dempsey, interview by Bob Schieffer, Face The Nation, CBS, January 8, 2012.
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planning construct,2 helps DoD to translate its strategy into its resource priorities. 
Force planning constructs address potential contingency scenarios for which the 
U.S. military should organize, train, and equip its forces. They also include major 
assumptions for the “supply side” of the planning equation, such as reserve com-
ponent mobilization timing and rotation policies for military personnel support-
ing long-duration operations. Periodically refreshing its force planning construct 
is also a way for DoD to communicate its changing priorities to stakeholders in 
America’s defense posture, including America’s allies and partners, as well as po-
tential adversaries the United States seeks to deter. Over time, it has become a key 
part of the strategic narrative used to substantiate the Pentagon’s budget requests. 

Since force planning constructs have become major outputs of the Pentagon’s 
QDRs, it is no surprise that its elements are hotly debated. Much of this debate 
has been focused on the “how many wars” question, i.e., should the United States 
remain prepared to fight two major regional contingencies (MRCs) simultaneous-
ly or something less than two wars? Unfortunately, those who opine on the two 
wars issue rarely dig deeper to ask if force planning constructs have actually led to 
significant changes in the size and shape of the U.S. military. 

This report contends that DoD’s 1993 Bottom-Up Review (BUR) may have 
been the last time the Pentagon created a new vision for how the U.S. military 
should prepare to meet the nation’s security challenges. Conducted at the end of 
the Cold War and under the mandate to produce a defense budget “peace divi-
dend,” the BUR replaced preparing for a global war with the Soviet Union with a 
new planning construct that centered on defeating two major cross-border ground 
invasions in operations similar to the First Gulf War. 

Since 1993, the Defense Department has completed four QDRs that each in-
creased the types and combinations of contingency scenarios the Services must 
use to assess future military priorities. Rather than providing a fundamentally 
new baseline of planning scenarios to help bring the Pentagon’s strategy and re-
sources into balance, QDRs have added new mission requirements to MRC sce-
narios that have allowed the Services to justify their existing programs of record. 
Evidence also suggests that real-world operational requirements and periodic de-
fense budget cuts—not new force-planning policies—have driven the most signifi-
cant changes to the Pentagon’s capabilities since the Bottom-Up Review.

2 For the purposes of this report, a force planning construct provides guidance on the desired size 
and overall shape, or capabilities mix, of the U.S. military.
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thinking about the problem

The Pentagon could follow a number of well-worn paths as it develops its next 
force planning construct. Similar to previous QDRs, DoD could layer additional 
mission areas and capability requirements on top of its existing force planning 
priorities. Alternatively, the Pentagon could craft a new force planning construct, 
one that prepares the U.S. military for the future, rather than wars of the past. The 
opportunity to take the latter path comes at a time when the Pentagon is facing 
challenges similar to those that influenced the BUR: the QDR process will occur 
at the end of a major conflict, under the pressure of defense budget cuts, and in a 
period when it must adapt to a new array of threats.

The purpose of this report is to develop insights from DoD’s previous force 
planning constructs, and then build on them to identify elements of a new con-
struct that could help the U.S. military to prepare for the future. It recommends 
a set of guiding principles that may help the Pentagon to avoid pitfalls that have 
limited the effectiveness of its previous force planning construct iterations. The 
report also suggests that the next force planning framework could have a greater 
impact on the nation’s defense capabilities if it is complemented by the creation of 
new strategic concepts for the Services that describe how, when, and where each 
anticipates they will need to defend the nation against future threats.3

guiding principles for developing a new Force planning construct

Establish priorities across the Pentagon’s primary mission areas.

One of the most important tests of a force planning construct is the extent to 
which it helps translate the Pentagon’s strategic guidance to its resource prior-
ities. Instead of simply adding new requirements to existing planning policies, 
the next QDR presents an opportunity to define specific missions and capability 
areas where the Services should reduce risk, maintain the current level of risk, or 
increase risk. 

Focus on shaping first.

DoD could direct its QDR force planning efforts toward getting the U.S. military’s 
capabilities mix right first, and then determining the overall size of its future force 
structure based on available budget authority. Simply stated, it makes sense for 
the Pentagon to first develop an understanding of what it might need in the future 
before it attempts to figure out how much it may require. 

3 Military strategist Dr. Samuel P. Huntington suggested that creating new Service strategic con-
cepts is especially important during periods when there are “changes in the principal threats to 
the security of any given nation.” Samuel P. Huntington, “National Policy and the Transoceanic 
Navy,” Proceedings, 80, No. 5, May 1954.
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Develop forward-looking planning scenarios.

The Pentagon should adopt realistic assumptions for its planning scenarios that 
reflect the increasingly non-permissive nature of the air, land, maritime, space, 
and cyberspace operating domains. During the 1993 Bottom-Up Review, DoD 
created planning scenarios that assumed its power-projection forces would have 
nearly unfettered access to bases that were located close to an enemy’s borders, 
U.S. air dominance would be relatively unchallenged, American warships could 
safely operate in littoral areas, and military networks would be secure. These 
assumptions provided a foundation for developing capabilities that may be best 
suited to fight another Desert Storm, rather than operate in challenging envi-
ronments now described in the Pentagon’s own doctrinal documents such as the 
Capstone Concept for Joint Operations: Joint Force 2020 and Joint Operational 
Access Concept (JOAC).4

The Pentagon’s next force planning construct could also include scenarios 
where traditional concepts for decisive victory, such as the defeat of an oppos-
ing force, the overthrow of a hostile regime, or the occupation of an enemy state 
may have less meaning in the context of conflicts with large militaries that are 
equipped with anti-access/area-denial (A2/AD) capabilities, or small, irregular 
enemy forces for whom territory does not represent a center of gravity.5 These sce-
narios might include projecting U.S. forces to support a theater campaign strategy 
designed to deny such enemies their war objectives and compel them to seek an 
end to hostilities on terms favorable to the United States, rather than culminate in 
a regime change or a major occupation of territory. 

Develop new operational concepts that foster change.

Defense strategies should help the Pentagon to link its ends with its means, pri-
oritize its objectives, and explain how it intends to achieve its objectives through 
relevant operational concepts. After twelve years of war against violent extrem-
ists, the QDR presents an opportunity for DoD to create new, innovative joint 
operational concepts as part of a new force planning construct that help defense 
planners to explore alternative ways and means of countering challenges to Amer-
ica’s ability to project power. Although the JOAC and AirSea Battle may be a start 

4 See Joint Chiefs of Staff, Capstone Concept for Joint Operations: Joint Force 2020 (Washington, 
DC: Department of Defense, September 10, 2012), and Department of Defense (DoD), Joint Op-
erational Access Concept Version 1.0 (Washington, DC: DoD, January 17, 2012).

5 For a brief overview of anti-access/area denial (A2/AD) challenges, see DoD, Joint Operational 
Access Concept, pp. 6-7. For the purposes of this report, A2/AD strategies are intended to prevent 
the U.S. military from conducting effective power-projection operations. Anti-access capabilities, 
such as guided ballistic missiles and anti-ship weapons, are used by an adversary to delay or pre-
vent the deployment of opposing forces to a theater of operations. Area-denial capabilities, such 
as advanced air defense networks and guided rockets, artillery, mortars, and missiles, are used to 
restrict the freedom of action of an opposing force once it is in a theater of operations.
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at creating these new operational concepts, the Pentagon will need to ensure they 
are supported by its capability investments. This will be a challenging task in a 
time of decreasing defense budgets. 

Maintain capabilities to deny multiple aggressors their objectives.

The U.S. military should organize, train, and equip to deny a second aggressor 
its strategic objectives or impose unacceptable costs on a second enemy while 
engaged in a major conflict elsewhere. Abandoning this policy as the bedrock of 
DoD’s force planning policies could invite opportunistic acts of aggression and call 
into question our nation’s willingness to meet its extended security commitments. 

DoD as a whole should maintain full-spectrum capability.

Sustaining the capability to deny multiple aggressors their objectives in overlap-
ping timeframes neither means the Pentagon will require capabilities to conduct 
two Desert Storm-like wars, nor does it mean that every Service should prepare to 
participate equally in every possible conflict scenario. For example, the Air Force 
and Navy may be the primary force providers for a future conflict with China’s 
People’s Liberation Army (PLA) in the Western Pacific, while the Army and Ma-
rine Corps could become the primary force providers in ground operations in the 
Middle East or Central Asia to secure WMD.6 In the same vein, it may not be 
necessary for each Service to remain capable of conducting the full spectrum of 
operations. Rather, the next force planning construct could clarify how DoD as a 
whole, instead of each Service, will provide a full spectrum of defense capabilities 
in the future. 

Take full advantage of the indirect approach.7

DoD’s next force planning construct should leverage the future contributions of 
allies and partners that have “hardened,” with U.S. assistance, their own capabili-
ties to deter and defend themselves against acts of aggression. With proper support 
from the United States, it is possible that partner militaries could eventually assume 
greater responsibility for sustaining stable postures in the Western Pacific, the Mid-
dle East, and other regions where the United States has enduring national interests. 

6 Clearly, the Marines Corps and Army will have key roles in a future operation in the Western 
Pacific. However, a scenario involving a conflict with China may not be the most stressing case for 
sizing and shaping the Army and Marine Corps, while an operation that is ground-force-centric 
may not be the most stressing case for assessing future Air Force and Navy requirements.

7 The term “indirect approach” is most often used by DoD to describe activities that build the ca-
pacity of partner nations to defend themselves against internal challenges to their security and 
stability. Less frequently, it is used to describe initiatives to improve the capacity of U.S. allies 
and friends to counter high-end threats such as ballistic missiles, weapons of mass destruction 
(WMD), and cyber attacks.
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Add clarity to DoD’s strategic narrative.

The Pentagon should include a clear, concise explanation of its force planning 
construct in the strategic narrative it uses to substantiate future defense budget 
requests. To add value, this narrative should summarize DoD’s force planning pri-
orities in a way that can be readily understood by Congress and other stakeholders 
in the U.S. defense enterprise.

create new Service Strategic concepts

This report proposes that a fresh-look force planning construct may have a greater 
impact on the U.S. military’s portfolio of capabilities if it is complemented with 
new strategic concepts that define how each of the Services intend to contribute to 
the nation’s defense in the future. Almost sixty years ago, Samuel P. Huntington 
warned that Services lacking compelling strategic concepts risk losing their pur-
pose and may end up wallowing about “amid a variety of conflicting and confusing 
goals.”8 The creation of these strategic concepts during the next QDR would pro-
vide the Services with opportunities to assess where they have excessive overlap in 
forces and capabilities, and explore how they plan to implement the Joint Opera-
tional Access Concept and other new operational concepts that address challenges 
that threaten to erode America’s ability to project power. They could also help 
break through barriers to change that have hamstrung previous QDRs and add 
impetus to a force planning framework that will shape the U.S. military for the 
future, rather than for the past.

For example, a new strategic concept for the U.S. Army might shift its planning 
toward developing a mix of land-based offensive and defensive capabilities that could 
help create a more stable military posture in the Western Pacific and the Middle East. 
The Army could also consider creating forward-based units that are equipped with 
precision-guided cruise and ballistic missiles capable of countering enemy missile 
batteries and supporting joint operations to control strategic maritime chokepoints. 

Given the emergence of A2/AD systems that could threaten surface warships, 
the Navy could develop a strategic concept that informs its investments in new ca-
pabilities that would enable it to conduct effective combat operations early in a cam-
paign. Similarly, the Air Force could create a new strategic concept that explains 
how it intends to operate from access-insensitive bases to strike the full range of 
fixed, mobile, relocatable, hardened, or deeply buried targets in the increasingly 
contested airspace of the Western Pacific. Together, the Navy and Air Force might 
flesh out how they could act as a global swing force capable of rapidly deploying 
across overseas theaters of operation to deter or thwart acts of aggression. 

As for the Marine Corps, it could devise a new strategic concept that clarifies 
how it will move away from acting as a “second land army” toward a force that 

8 Huntington, “National Policy and the Transoceanic Navy,” p. 483.
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supports deterrence and crisis response missions in areas where the United States 
does not have a permanent military presence. The Marines Corps could also focus 
primarily on preparing for expeditionary joint theater entry operations to sup-
press A2/AD challenges and create conditions sufficiently permissive to enable 
follow-on deployments of U.S. forces.9

report organization

This report addresses four basic questions. First, have force planning constructs 
adopted by DoD over the last twenty years driven significant changes in the size 
and shape of the U.S. military? If they did, what factors contributed to their suc-
cess? If not, what actually drove changes to the joint force over time? Finally, how 
could the Pentagon develop a new force planning construct that would help it to 
bring its strategy and resources into balance, and prioritize capabilities that will 
ensure the United States remains “the strongest military power in the world?”10

Chapter 1, “Force Planning Constructs in the Post-Cold War Era,” establishes 
a foundation for addressing these questions by summarizing force planning con-
structs created by DoD since the end of the Cold War. 

Chapter 2, “Insights from Twenty Years of Force Development Planning,” as-
sesses the impact of these force planning constructs and other factors that have 
influenced the size and shape of the U.S. military over the last two decades. 

Chapter 3, “Toward a New Approach,” proposes guiding principles that could 
help DoD to break with the past and adopt a new force planning framework that 
could help close the gap between DoD’s strategic priorities and its capabilities 
mix. It also suggests the military Services could each create new strategic concepts 
that explain how, when, and where they will prepare to meet future challenges to 
our nation’s security.

9 For a summary of a notional joint theater entry operation, see Mark Gunzinger and Chris Dough-
erty, Outside-In: Operating from Range to Defeat Iran’s Anti-Access and Area Denial Threats 
(Washington, DC: Center for Strategic and Budgetary Assessments, 2011), pp. 69-73.

10 Secretary of Defense Leon Panetta, interview by Bob Schieffer, “Interview with Leon Panetta,” 
Face The Nation, CBS, January 8, 2012.
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CHaPTer 1 > Force planning conStructS  
 in the poSt-cold war era

Now that the Cold War is over, the questions we face in the Department 
of Defense are: How do we structure the armed forces of the United States 
for the future? How much defense is enough in the post-Cold War era?

— 1993 Report on the Bottom-Up Review (BUR)11

In 1990, the Pentagon concluded the first major assessment of its strategy and 
force structure priorities for the post-Cold War era. Led by Chairman of the Joint 
Chiefs of Staff General Colin Powell, this “Base Force” assessment began to shift 
the U.S. military away from planning for global conflict with the Soviet Union 
in favor of preparing for conventional regional contingency operations, including 
scenarios where Iraq and North Korea launched massive ground invasions into 
neighboring states.

DoD’s subsequent strategic reviews expanded the number and combinations 
of contingencies that its planners were required to address as they assessed future 
defense priorities. The 1993 BUR and the 1997, 2002, 2006, and 2010 Quadren-
nial Defense Reviews (QDRs) considered trends in the security environment, new 
mission areas, and other factors that affect the size and shape of the U.S. mili-
tary. Each review produced a force planning construct which provided guidance 
on contingency scenarios for which the Services should organize, train, and equip 
their forces. The Pentagon’s four QDRs added new mission areas such as small-
er-scale contingencies and homeland defense while preserving the BUR’s baseline 
requirement of preparing for two major theater wars. They also incorporated ma-
jor assumptions with respect to the “supply side” of the planning equation, such 
as mobilization time lines and rotation policies for military personnel supporting 

11 Office of the Secretary of Defense (OSD), Report on the Bottom-Up Review (Washington, DC: 
OSD, October 1993), p. 1.
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long-duration operations. Force planning constructs also became part of the Pen-
tagon’s “political strategy to gain the support of key stakeholders” in the nation’s 
defense, including Congress and America’s foreign partners, as well as a means of 
communicating our nation’s changing defense priorities to potential adversaries.12

the Base Force 

In the waning years of the Cold War, the U.S. military’s Joint Staff initiated an 
internal assessment of what DoD’s future “strategy and force structure should 
look like in the absence of the Red Army and without the inevitability of World 
War III.”13 The assessment produced a new vision for sizing and shaping the U.S. 
military. It led General Colin Powell, then serving as Chairman, Joint Chiefs of 
Staff (JCS), to recommend the Defense Department sustain a “Base Force,” a min-
imum force that constituted a floor below which the nation should not go if it 
was to remain a globally engaged superpower. Powell also recommended shifting 
DoD’s strategy and planning priorities away from preparing for war with the Sovi-
et Union in favor of developing joint expeditionary forces capable of responding to 
acts of aggression in Northeast Asia, the Middle East, and other regions where the 
United States had vital, enduring interests. Notably, the Base Force assessment 
provided the Pentagon with a rationale for cutting its nuclear and convention-
al forces in anticipation of post-Cold War defense budget reductions. During a 
speech to the Aspen Institute in August 1990, President Bush announced his deci-
sion to adopt the Base Force and reduce U.S. active military forces by 25 percent.14 

Although the Base Force assessment was criticized by some as a budget-driv-
en exercise intended to rationalize a defense spending “peace dividend,”15 it was 
the Pentagon’s first attempt at realigning its strategy and resources to address 
post-Cold War challenges while avoiding reductions so severe they would create a 
“hollow” U.S. military.16 The Base Force assessment also informed the 1993 Bot-
tom-Up Review, DoD’s second major strategic review of the 1990s. 

12 Michèle A. Flournoy, “Did the Pentagon Get the Quadrennial Defense Review Right?,” The Wash-
ington Quarterly, Spring 2006, p. 68. 

13 See General Colin L. Powell’s foreword in Lorna A. Jaffe, The Development of the Base Force 
1989-1992 (Washington, DC: Office of the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, July 1993).

14 President George H.W. Bush, “Remarks at the Aspen Institute Symposium in Aspen, Colorado,” 
Aspen, Colorado, August 2, 1990. President Bush declared the nation’s “security needs can be met 
by an active force 25 percent smaller than today.”

15 Les Aspin, Chairman of the House Armed Services Committee, declared the Base Force was “de-
fense by subtraction.” Kathleen H. Hicks and Samuel J. Brannen, “Force Planning in the 2010 
QDR,” Joint Forces Quarterly, Issue 59, 4th Quarter, October 2010, p. 138. 

16 Powell, The Development of the Base Force 1989-1992, foreword.
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the 1993 Bottom-up review Force planning construct 

In the aftermath of the First Gulf War, the Defense Department conducted a 
self-described sweeping, “ground up” reassessment of its plans and programs.17 
Similar to the Base Force review, the BUR adopted a force planning approach 
that focused on countering “aggression by regional powers” instead of preparing 
for a global Soviet threat.18 The review concluded that a building block of military 
forces roughly equivalent to a force sized for a Desert Storm-like war would be 
adequate for a future major regional contingency, or MRC.19 The baseline opera-
tional concept for this MRC assumed that DoD’s air and naval forces could rapidly 
deploy to a forward theater to help halt an armor-heavy enemy invading a U.S. 
ally or partner state, creating time for follow-on joint forces to arrive in theater 
and mount a decisive combined arms counteroffensive that could, if necessary, 
culminate in an overthrow of an enemy regime (i.e., “regime change”). 

Overall, the BUR determined that a conventional force sized to conduct two 
MRCs in separate theaters nearly simultaneously (see Figure 1)20 could also meet 
the needs of lesser contingencies, assuming that Congress funded enhancements 
to the U.S. military’s precision-strike, anti-armor, surveillance, and strategic mo-
bility capabilities.

17 Office of the Secretary of Defense, Report on the Bottom-Up Review, p. iii.
18 Ibid.
19 The MRC force structure building block was loosely based on an option proposed by Congress-

man Les Aspin before he became Secretary of Defense.
20 Office of the Secretary of Defense, Report on the Bottom-Up Review, pp. iii, 27. BUR analyses 

“showed that we can maintain a capability to fight and win two major regional conflicts and still 
make prudent reductions in our overall force structure—so long as we implement a series of crit-
ical force enhancements to improve our strategic mobility and strengthen our early-arriving an-
ti-armor capability, and take other steps to ensure our ability to halt regional aggression quickly.”



4  Center for Strategic and Budgetary assessments

Figure 1. 1993 BoTToM-uP revieW BuiLDinG  
 BLoCk aPProaCH anD ForCe STruCTure

ArMy
10 divisions (active)
5+ divisions (reserve)

NAvy

11 aircraft carriers (active)
1 aircraft carrier (reserve/training)
45-55 attack submarines
346 ships

Air ForcE
13 fighter wings (active)
7 fighter wings (reserve)
Up to 184 bombers (B-52H, B-1, B-2)

MAriNE corPs
3 Marine Expeditionary Forces
174,000 personnel (active end-strength)
42,000 personnel (reserve end-strength)

sTrATEgic  
NuclEAr ForcEs  
(by 2003)

18 ballistic missile submarines
Up to 94 B-52H bombers
20 B-2 bombers
500 Minuteman III ICBMs (single warhead)
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In other words, less stressing scenarios such as peacekeeping operations were 
considered to be “lesser included cases” for a U.S. military prepared to fight two 
MRCs, with the notable exception that additional specialized forces would be 
needed for a small set of missions such as sustaining the nation’s nuclear posture.

1997 Qdr Force planning construct 

Officially, the Pentagon’s first QDR sought to comply with the FY1997 National 
Defense Authorization Act’s requirement to conduct

a comprehensive examination of defense strategy, the force structure of 
the active, guard, and reserve components, force modernization plans, 
infrastructure, and other elements of the defense program and policies 
in order to determine and express the defense strategy of the United 
States and to establish a revised defense program.21

Unofficially, the Pentagon pursued a “BUR-light” approach, focusing on pre-
serving the previous review’s force planning framework while creating a rationale 
for further cuts that would keep annual defense spending under the Clinton ad-
ministration’s cap of approximately $250 billion.22 Accordingly, while the QDR 
concluded that there was a need to size some of DoD’s capabilities for multiple, 
simultaneous smaller-scale contingency operations, it reaffirmed the U.S. military 
must maintain the ability to “deter and defeat large-scale, cross-border aggression 
in two distant theaters in overlapping time frames” if the United States was to 
remain a superpower.23

In response to criticism that the post-Cold War defense procurement holiday 
was hollowing out the U.S. military’s readiness, the 1997 QDR Report also an-
nounced the Pentagon’s intent to “strengthen the resilience of the force against 
[future] changes in the threat” by pursuing enhancements to selected capabilities, 
a theme that would be echoed in subsequent strategic reviews. In order to fund 
these enhancements without breaking the $250 billion annual budget limit, DoD 
proposed major cuts to its personnel end strength (see Table 1)24 and capped B-2 
stealth bomber procurement at 21 aircraft, reasoning that a larger B-2 force would 

21 National Defense Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 1997, 104th Congress, 2nd Session, H.R. 
3230, p. 2624.

22 $250 billion in FY1997 constant year dollars is the equivalent of $346 billion in FY2013 dollars. 
For a summary of factors that influenced the review, see Eric V. Larson, David T. Orletsky, and 
Kristin Leuschner, Defense Planning in a Decade of Change (Santa Monica, CA: RAND Corpora-
tion, 2001), pp. 83-118. According to the authors, “as had been the case with the BUR, the strategy 
and force options available to the authors of the QDR were thus to be greatly constrained by the 
resources that were assumed to be available.” 

23 See Office of the Secretary of Defense (OSD), Report of the Quadrennial Defense Review (Washing-
ton, DC: OSD, May 1997), Section 3. This report will hereafter be referred to as the 1997 QDR Report.

24 1997 QDR Report, pp. 30-31, for a discussion of the “procurement holiday” and DoD’s goal of 
modestly increasing its modernization funding. 
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not be needed to halt conventional invasions on the Korean and Arabian Peninsu-
las. This decision was partially based on the assumption that B-2s would make their 
greatest contributions in the first few days of an MRC before reinforcing fighters 
could arrive at their theater bases.25 Once the fighters had arrived, it would enable 
the B-2s to “swing” to another theater, if necessary, to engage another enemy during 
the initial stages of a second war that would begin shortly after the first MRC. Thus 
the B-2 force would not be needed in two theaters at the same time.

2001 Qdr Force planning construct 

Planners leading DoD’s next strategic review sought to break from the BUR and 
1997 QDR by expanding the range of contingencies for which the U.S. military 
must prepare. This deviated from force planning priorities that primarily focused 
on defeating cross-border invasions similar to that which occurred when Iraq in-
vaded Kuwait in 1990. Following the attacks of 9/11 on New York and Washing-
ton, homeland defense was added as another major mission area.26 In addition 
to these changes, emphasis was given to posturing military forces in key overseas 

25 1997 QDR Report, p. 46. 
26 Office of the Secretary of Defense (OSD), Quadrennial Defense Review Report (Washington, DC: 

OSD, September 30, 2001), p. iv. This report will hereafter be referred to as the 2001 QDR Report.

taBle 1. 1997 QDr ForCe STruCTure anD PerSonneL CuTS 

Fy1997 ProgrAMMED ForcE 1997 QDr

AcTivE PErsoNNEl 1,450,000 1,360,000
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locations to enhance deterrence and impose heavy costs against aggressors in the 
event deterrence failed. Moreover, the Pentagon adopted a planning approach 
that was intended to define capabilities that might be needed for future operations 
“rather than specifically whom the adversary might be or where a war might oc-
cur.” Finally, the 2001 QDR force planning construct accepted risk by specifying 
that the U.S. military would remain capable of conducting a single regime change 
campaign, rather than remaining postured to prosecute two regime change oper-
ations in separate theaters in overlapping timeframes. 

Based on these decisions, the 2001 QDR’s “1-4-2-1” force sizing construct, as it 
became known, directed the U.S. military to organize, train, and equip to:

(1) Defend the United States; 

(4) Deter aggression and coercion forward in [four] critical regions;

(2) Swiftly defeat aggression in overlapping major conflicts while preserving 
for the President the option to call for a decisive victory in one of those 
conflicts—including the possibility of regime change or occupation; and

(1) Conduct a limited number of smaller-scale contingency operations.27

Despite this new construct, the 2001 QDR did not propose major changes to 
the U.S. military’s force structure (see Table 2) or identify specific capabilities 
where the Services must reduce their investments. Instead, it was thought that a 
force planning construct that better focused DoD’s overseas posture and eliminat-
ed the need to organize, train, and equip forces for a second simultaneous regime 
change would help liberate resources that could then be used to transform the 
U.S. military to meet future challenges.28

27 2001 QDR Report, p. 17. The four critical regions were Europe, Northeast Asia, East Asia, and 
Southwest Asia/the Middle East.

28 Capability enhancements proposed by the 2001 QDR included accelerating unmanned aircraft 
procurement, enhancing chemical and biological weapons countermeasures, improving missile 
defenses at home and abroad, and developing systems to counter anti-access and area-denial 
threats emerging in the Pacific and other theaters. For a complete description of force enhance-
ments, see the 2001 QDR Report, pp. 40-41.
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Many, if not most of the “transformational” capability enhancements proposed 
by the 2001 QDR were soon overtaken by the reality of supporting simultaneous 
operations in Iraq and Afghanistan. Furthermore, while the 2001 QDR called for 
enhancing the nation’s special operations forces (SOF), it did not predict the dra-
matic increase in demand for SOF, unmanned air vehicles (UAVs), intelligence, 
surveillance, and reconnaissance (ISR) systems, rotary wing aircraft, and other 
enabling capabilities needed for protracted overseas contingency operations. 
Nevertheless, the basic tenets of the 2001 QDR force planning construct are still 
echoed in DoD’s current strategic priorities, which include: adapting to key trends 
in the security environment; planning for uncertainty and surprise; deterring for-
ward; and preparing to defeat anti-access threats such as cruise and ballistic mis-
siles, advanced air defenses, and capabilities that could degrade U.S. command, 
control, communications, computers, and ISR (C4ISR) networks.29

2006 Qdr Force planning construct 

The 2006 QDR was the DoD’s first post-Cold War strategic review to occur in war-
time. Thus, it is no surprise that the 2006 QDR Report described the Pentagon’s 
new force planning construct as a “refined wartime construct” that placed “greater 
emphasis on the war on terror and irregular warfare activities,” addressed long- 
 

29 See Department of Defense (DoD), Sustaining U.S. Global Leadership:  Priorities For 21st Cen-
tury Defense (Washington, DC: DoD, January 2012), pp. 4-7
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duration steady-state and short-term surge demands for military capabilities, and 
better articulated DoD’s homeland defense obligations.30

Known as the “Michelin Man” due to the graphic used to explain its elements, the 
new force planning construct directed the Services to prepare for an expanded combi-
nation of operations (see Figure 2). The construct’s major surge operations included

two nearly simultaneous conventional campaigns (or one convention-
al campaign if already engaged in a large-scale, long-duration irregular 
campaign), while selectively reinforcing deterrence against opportunis-
tic acts of aggression. Be prepared in one of the two campaigns to re-
move a hostile regime, destroy its military capacity and set conditions 
for the transition to, or for the restoration of, civil society.31

30 Office of the Secretary of Defense (OSD), Quadrennial Defense Review Report (Washington, DC: 
OSD, February 6, 2006), pp. 3-4. This report will hereafter be referred to as the 2006 QDR Report.

31 2006 QDR Report, p. 48.
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The Michelin Man’s priorities were consistent with the 2006 QDR’s objective 
of driving the center of mass of DoD’s capabilities toward a mix that would be 
better capable of addressing four major challenges: defeating terrorist networks; 
defending the homeland; shaping the choices of rising powers such as China; and 
preventing non-state and state actors from gaining access to weapons of mass 
destruction (WMD) (see Figure 3).32

32 2006 QDR Report, pp. 3, 19. The Defense Department’s adoption of the indirect approach was 
another major outcome of the 2006 review. The indirect approach explicitly acknowledges the 
need to “act with and through others to defeat common enemies—shifting from conducting ac-
tivities ourselves to enabling partners to do more for themselves” to address critical challenges 
associated with the QDR’s focus areas.

Figure 3. SHiFTinG THe u.S. MiLiTarY'S CaPaBiLiTY Mix
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Unlike the BUR and previous QDRs, the 2006 review did not attempt to pre-
scribe the size of DoD’s future force. Rather, the Pentagon made an assumption 
that while the size of the force was about right, changes to the U.S. military’s mix 
of capabilities were required to meet emerging challenges. Specifically, the QDR 
recommended increasing DoD’s SOF capacity, surveillance assets, rotary wing 
aircraft, unmanned aircraft, and other enabling capabilities that were necessary 
to support long-term irregular warfare and counterinsurgency operations. The 
2006 review also proposed initiatives to help correct major capability imbalances  
such as procuring new stealthy long-range surveillance and strike aircraft to bal-
ance the Services’ land- and sea-based air forces that were heavily over-weighted 
toward aircraft best suited for short-range operations in uncontested airspace.

The priority accorded to supporting ongoing overseas contingency operations 
in Iraq and Afghanistan again had a predictable impact on initiatives intended 
to transform the U.S. military. For example, while the 2006 QDR prioritized the 
development of new capabilities33 to counter threats emerging in the Pacific and 
other regions, these capability enhancements were not supported with additional 
funding. As a result, many of the QDR’s proposed initiatives—other than capa-
bility enhancements needed to meet immediate urgent operational needs—were 
delayed or set aside. 

2010 Qdr Force planning construct 

Although the incoming Obama administration also sought to break with the past 
during its first strategic review, the 2010 QDR Report embraced many of the stra-
tegic choices made in previous QDRs.34 Specifically, the 2010 QDR’s focus areas 
were nearly identical to those in the 2006 review: countering persistent terrorist 
threats; addressing A2/AD challenges; preventing WMD proliferation; and en-
hancing the Pentagon’s homeland defense capabilities. The 2010 QDR also af-
firmed the value of the indirect approach, emphasizing the need to work through 
America’s partners and build their capacity to counter threats to their stability 
and security. 

Thus, it is no surprise that the 2010 QDR force planning construct was largely 
an extension of its immediate predecessor. Despite DoD’s assertion that its revised 
force planning construct (now called a force sizing construct) broke new ground 
by creating the need to prepare for a broader range of operations, it echoed the 
guidance of the 2001 and 2006 QDRs by directing the U.S. military to remain 
“capable of conducting a wide range of operations, from homeland defense and 

33 These included capabilities for “persistent surveillance and long-range strike, stealth, operational 
maneuver and sustainment of air, sea and ground forces at strategic distances, and air dominance 
and undersea warfare.” 2006 QDR Report, p. 31.

34 Office of the Secretary of Defense (OSD), Quadrennial Defense Review Report (Washington DC: 
OSD, February 2010). This report will hereafter be referred to as the 2010 QDR Report.
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defense support to civil authorities, to deterrence and preparedness missions, to 
the conflicts we are in and the wars we may someday face.”35 Moreover, the 2010 
construct continued to require the U.S. military to prepare for two major the-
ater conflicts—i.e., one large-scale combined-arms campaign and a second major 
campaign in another theater to deter or prevent an opportunistic aggressor from 
achieving its objectives.

One new feature of the 2010 QDR force planning construct was its bifurcation 
of guidance for the near term (5 to 7 years) and long term (7 to 20 years).36 For 
each timeframe, the construct addressed various combinations of steady-state 
and surge scenarios for homeland defense crises; counterinsurgency, counter-ter-
rorism, and stability operations; and multiple overlapping large-scale combat op-
erations in disparate theaters. While details on these scenario combinations have 
not been made public, official testimony to Congress on cases used during the 
Defense Department’s 2010 Mobility Capabilities Requirements Study may shed 
light on a few specifics: 

Case 1 evaluated two overlapping large-scale land campaigns occurring 
in different theaters of operation, concurrent with three nearly simul-
taneous homeland defense consequence management events, plus sup-
port to ongoing steady-state operations, to include Operation Enduring 
Freedom (OEF).

Case 2 evaluated a large-scale air/naval campaign immediately followed 
by a major campaign in a different theater of operation, plus one large-
scale homeland defense consequence management event, plus support 
to ongoing steady-state operations, to include OEF. 

Case 3 evaluated U.S. forces surging to conduct a large-scale land cam-
paign against the backdrop of an ongoing long-term irregular warfare 
campaign of a size and scale similar to the 2007 OIF surge force. Case 3 
also included three near-simultaneous homeland defense consequence 
management events, plus support to ongoing steady-state operations, 
to include OEF.37 

Unlike force structures proposed by the Base Force review and the BUR, the 
force list published in the 2010 QDR Report was extracted from DoD’s existing pro-
gram of record.38 Arguably, analyses of scenario cases during the QDR did not so 

35 2010 QDR Report, p. 42.
36 An article written by two authors of the 2010 QDR Report emphasized the value of bifurcated 

guidance for near-term and long-term force sizing. See Hicks and Brannen, “Force Planning in 
the 2010 QDR,” p. 140.

37 Christine Fox, Director of Cost Assessment and Program Evaluation, statement before the Sub-
committee on Seapower, Senate Armed Services Committee, Hearing on the Required Force Lev-
el of Strategic Airlift Aircraft, July 13, 2011, p. 4.

38 2010 QDR Report, pp. 46-47.
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much inform the defense program as validate it. Moreover, the 2010 review did not 
identify major capability tradeoffs and mission areas that should be deemphasized 
by DoD’s planners. This may be due to the fact that Secretary of Defense Gates had 
directed $330 billion in defense program cuts shortly before the QDR began. 

Finally, while the 2010 QDR updated the Pentagon’s force planning construct, 
the lack of a clear explanation of its elements appears to have weakened its val-
ue as part of the strategic narrative (or justification) offered in support of DoD’s 
annual budget submission to Congress. This may have helped to create the im-
pression that the QDR had “reinforced the status quo” by developing a force struc-
ture that was “built for the years we’re in today when the purpose of the review 
is exactly the opposite: to prepare for the likely conflicts of tomorrow.”39 While 
this criticism may have rankled some in the Pentagon, the truth is that the QDR 
was conducted while the country was still engaged in simultaneous operations in 
Afghanistan and Iraq. Its approach was perfectly consistent with guidance from 
Secretary Gates that placed “current conflicts at the top of our budgeting, policy, 
and program priorities.”40 

2012 comprehensive Strategic review 

In May 2011, Secretary Gates initiated a strategic review to ensure that DoD de-
cisions to comply with the Budget Control Act’s $487 billion defense budget cut 
were driven by the Pentagon’s strategic priorities, rather than a salami-slicing ap-
proach that risked a “hollowing-out of the force from a lack of proper training, 
maintenance and equipment—and manpower.”41 The resulting defense strategic 
guidance expanded the 2010 QDR’s list of DoD’s six priority mission areas to ten 
missions that are believed will drive the shape of the future joint force, with a sub-
set of four missions that will determine the U.S. military’s capacity (see Table 3). 

39 Michèle Flournoy, Defense Undersecretary for Policy; Vice Admiral P. Stephen Stanley, Director 
for Force Structure, Resources, and Assessment, J8, the Joint Staff; and Christine Fox, Director 
of Cost Assessment and Program Evaluation, Defense Department, statement before the House 
Armed Services Committee (HASC), Hearing on the 2009 Quadrennial Defense Review (QDR), 
February 4, 2010. Chairman of the HASC Ike Skelton observed: “It’s tough to determine what 
the priority is, what the most likely risk we face may be, and what may be the most dangerous. It 
seems that the QDR makes no significant changes to major pieces of our current force.”

40 2010 QDR Report, p. i. The report incorrectly notes that the 2010 QDR was the first time the 
Pentagon had established current operations as its top resource priority. This was also the 2006 
QDR’s highest priority. 

41 Secretary of Defense Robert M. Gates, “Defense Spending,” speech presented at the American 
Enterprise Institute, Washington, DC, May 24, 2011. The 2011 Budget Control Act cut the defense 
budget by a total of approximately $487 billion over a ten-year period.
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Interestingly, DoD’s explanatory guidance for this expanded mission list in-
cludes a number of significant modifications to the force planning construct de-
veloped by the 2010 QDR only sixteen months earlier. 

First, while DoD’s new strategic guidance reaffirms the need to sustain capa-
bilities to deter and defeat an opportunistic aggressor in a second theater, it also 
stresses the need for future forces to have “greater flexibility to shift and deploy” 
between theaters.42 Specifically, DoD components must prepare to

fully deny a capable state’s aggressive objectives in one region by con-
ducting a combined arms campaign across all domains—land, air, mar-
itime, space, and cyberspace. This includes being able to secure terri-
tory and populations and facilitate a transition to stable governance on 
a small scale for a limited period of time using standing forces and, if 
necessary, for an extended period for mobilized forces.43 

Instead of waging a second full-up combined arms campaign, however, the 
new strategic guidance states that U.S. forces must remain capable of “denying the 
objectives of—or imposing unacceptable costs on—an opportunistic aggressor in a 
second region.”44 Although the guidance does not specify the kinds of forces that 
might support a campaign to punish a second aggressor, it is likely that air and 
maritime forces with small theater footprints45 that are capable of rapidly swing-
ing between regions would be tasked to carry the brunt of the effort. 

Second, DoD’s 2012 strategic guidance suggests that it is possible “that our 
deterrence goals can be achieved with a smaller nuclear force,” indicating that 
another cut to the nation’s nuclear triad may be in the offing. 

Third, and perhaps of the most immediate import, the 2012 guidance stipu-
lates that “U.S. forces will no longer be sized to conduct large-scale, prolonged 
stability operations.”46 Although the Pentagon has not publicized details on what 
it considers to be “large-scale” and “prolonged,” it is clear that it no longer intends 
to size its forces for major nation-building operations of the kind it conducted in 
Iraq and Afghanistan. 

42 Secretary of Defense Leon E. Panetta, “Major Budget Decisions,” statement given at the Penta-
gon, Washington, DC, January 26, 2012.

43 Department of Defense, Sustaining U.S. Global Leadership: Priorities For 21st Century Defense, p. 4.
44 Ibid.
45 In military parlance, a “footprint” refers to U.S. forward deployed forces and related infrastruc-

ture (e.g., bases) positioned ashore.
46 Department of Defense, Sustaining U.S. Global Leadership: Priorities For 21st Century Defense, p. 6.
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Fourth, DoD’s strategic guidance embraces the notion of “reversibility,”47 
which means the U.S. military must maintain the flexibility to make a “course 
change” in its plans, capabilities, partnerships, and even the defense industrial 
base in the event of unforeseen shocks or strategic surprises. For example, the 
Pentagon might choose to maintain certain skill sets in its Reserve Component to 
enable it to regenerate capabilities and forces that could be needed to deal with 
unforeseen threats. Reversibility could also drive investments to explore technol-
ogies that could someday lead to new capabilities for the U.S. military or counter 
an enemy’s technological breakout.

Finally, the new strategic guidance announced the administration’s decision 
to rebalance the U.S. military’s forces, capabilities, and overseas posture toward 
the Asia-Pacific and Middle East regions, areas “where we see the greatest chal-
lenges for [sic] the future.”48 For other, presumably lesser priority areas such as 
Africa and Latin America, the guidance directs DoD’s components to pursue “in-
novative, low-cost, and small-footprint approaches” in order to maintain forward 
deterrence and regional stability.49 Although the Pentagon’s report on the 2012 
strategic review listed capability enhancements needed to support this rebalanc-
ing, the overwhelming majority of its proposed changes to the joint force entailed 
end strength reductions, force structure cuts, and modernization program delays 
that will help reduce defense spending by $487 billion over a ten-year period.50

47 Reversibility is a term the Defense Department uses to describe its “ability to make a course 
change that could be driven by many factors, including shocks or evolutions in the strategic, op-
erational, economic, and technological spheres.” Department of Defense, Sustaining U.S. Global 
Leadership: Priorities For 21st Century Defense, p. 7.

48 Secretary of Defense Leon E. Panetta, “Defense Strategic Guidance,” statement given at the Pen-
tagon, Washington, DC, January 5, 2012.

49 Department of Defense, Sustaining U.S. Global Leadership: Priorities For 21st Century Defense, p. 3.
50 For example, DoD announced its intent to retire 6 cruisers and 2 amphibious ships early, retire 

65 C-130 cargo aircraft, eliminate 6 Air Force fighter squadrons, and reduce the Army and Marine 
Corps end strength by 72,000 and 10,000 personnel, respectively. See Department of Defense 
(DoD), Defense Budget Priorities and Choices (Washington, DC: DoD, January 2012).



Reshaping the U.S. military for the future requires developing a new 
construct for sizing and shaping U.S. forces in the near to mid-term, 
articulating a long-term vision of the portfolio of capabilities the U.S. 
military needs for the future, and identifying the shifts in investment 
required to achieve that vision.

— Michèle Flournoy51

This chapter assesses the effectiveness of force planning constructs adopted by 
the Defense Department over the last twenty years. Beginning by briefly summa-
rizing their common elements and impact on the U.S. military’s force structure 
and capabilities over time, this assessment contends that the 1993 BUR, driven by 
the need to adapt to the realities of a post-Cold War world, may have been the last 
time the Pentagon created a significantly different vision for sizing and shaping 
America’s armed forces. Since then, periodic strategic reviews have mostly added 
new mission requirements and layers of complexity to DoD’s force planning guid-
ance while preserving the Bottom-Up Review’s basic framework of preparing for 
two large-scale theater contingency operations against aggressor states occurring 
in overlapping timeframes.

51 Flournoy, “Did the Pentagon Get the Quadrennial Defense Review Right?” p. 73.

CHaPTer 2 > inSightS From twenty yearS 
 oF Force development planning
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Chapter 2 concludes that an enduring focus on preparing for regional wars 
whose roots are anchored to the First Gulf War experience and the Services’ 
desire to protect their established programs of record have greatly influenced 
the Pentagon’s force planning priorities. Evidence also suggests that near-
term operational requirements and pressures on the defense budget, rather 
than periodically updated force planning constructs, may have driven the most 
significant changes to the size and shape of the U.S. military since the Bot-
tom-Up Review. 

more complexity doesn’t equal more change

There is a great deal of commonality between the multiple force planning con-
structs adopted by the Pentagon since the end of the Cold War. The 1990 Base 
Force review and the 1993 BUR created a new foundation for sizing and shap-
ing the nation’s military forces. Since then, DoD’s strategic reviews have each 
added new mission priorities and scenario combinations to its force planning 
requirements, such as homeland defense, irregular warfare, and stability op-
erations (see Table 4).



Shaping america’s Future military: toward a new Force planning construct 19
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Despite the addition of new missions and scenarios to the Pentagon’s planning 
priorities, many elements of the U.S. military are still best suited for operations 
that are reminiscent of the First Gulf War. The most compelling evidence of this 
may be DoD’s current force structure, which still resembles the force prescribed 
by the 1993 BUR Report, albeit generally smaller in size (see Table 5).52

This is more than a force presentation53 issue; it is also a force composition 
issue. For example, today the vast majority of the Pentagon’s combat aircraft are 
non-stealthy, short-range manned and unmanned systems best suited for Desert 
Storm-like operations in regions where close-in theater bases are available and 
airspace is relatively uncontested. Although the Pentagon’s costliest acquisition 
program will field stealthy F-35s for three of DoD’s four Services, the U.S. fighter 
force will remain dependent on non-stealthy air refueling aircraft and close-in 
land- and sea-based operating locations that may not be available early in a fight, 

52 In late 2012, DoD’s force of 3,029,000 military and civilian personnel was 23 percent smaller 
than the force serving in 1992. See Department of Defense (DoD), National Defense Budget Es-
timates for FY2013 (Washington, DC: DoD, March 2012); and DoD, National Defense Budget 
Estimates for FY1994 (Washington, DC: DoD, May 1993).

53 “Force presentation” is a term used by the Pentagon to describe how it organizes its force structure.

taBle 5. CoMParinG 1993 BoTToM-uP revieW  
 anD 2010 QDr ForCe STruCTureS 

1993 boTToM-uP rEviEw 2010 QDr AND NuclEAr PosTurE rEviEw

ArMy

10 divisions (active)
5+ divisions (reserve)

10 divisions (active)*
3 divisions (reserve), 2 divisions (integrated)*
(45 active brigade combat teams, 28 reserve brigade 
combat teams, 21 combat aviation brigades) 

NAvy

11 aircraft carriers (active)
1 aircraft carrier (reserve)
45-55 attack submarines
346 ships

11 aircraft carriers 
10 carrier air wings
53-55 attack subs, 4 guided missile subs
288 total active ships**

Air ForcE
13 fighter wings (active)
7 fighter wings (reserve)
Up to 184 bombers (B-52, B-1, B-2)

10-11 theater strike wing-equivalents
6 air superiority wing-equivalents
5 bomber wings (162 total B-52, B-1, B-2)

usMc 3 Marine Expeditionary Forces 3 Marine Expeditionary Forces

NuclEAr 
ForcEs

18 ballistic missile submarines
Up to 94 B-52H, 20 B-2 bombers
500 Minuteman III (single warhead)

14 ballistic missile submarines
76 B-52s (convert some to conv. only), 18 B-2s
450 Minuteman III (single warhead)

* in 2010 ** as of 30 Sept 2010
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as Secretary Gates warned.54 Even the Defense Department’s fleet of unmanned 
aircraft systems (UAS), which has grown from approximately 170 aircraft in 2002 
to well over 7,500 today, largely consists of short-range, non-stealthy designs that 
“would be extremely vulnerable” in contested airspace and may not be effective in 
the “vast expanses of the Pacific.”55 Moreover, the Air Force’s aging B-52 and B-1 
bombers remain the backbone of the nation’s long-range strike force, although 
they are fewer in number than the bomber force originally sized to support the 
BUR’s two MRCs and have lost their ability to penetrate contested airspace.

DoD’s Marine Expeditionary Forces are similarly poised to respond to region-
al crises and conduct forcible entry operations in conditions that may be remi-
niscent of past campaigns. In a 2011 letter to the Secretary of Defense, General 
Amos stated that U.S. amphibious forces would continue to “provide the Nation 
with assured access for the force in a major contingency operation.”56 Few defense 
planners are likely to contest the need to sustain amphibious capabilities for oper-
ations in permissive threat conditions. Open to question, however, is the wisdom 
of deploying large-deck amphibious assault ships twenty or thirty miles offshore 
to support operations in areas defended by smart anti-ship mines, manned and 
unmanned aircraft, guided anti-ship cruise missiles (ASCMs) and anti-ship bal-
listic missiles (ASBMs).57

Of all the Services, the U.S. Army may have undergone the most wrenching tran-
sition over the last decade in how it organized, trained, and equipped its forces. 
Rather than a response to a new force planning construct, this transition was driven 
by the real-world need to reshape the Army to support stability operations in Iraq 
and Afghanistan. Following the president’s decision that “U.S. forces will no longer 
be sized to conduct large-scale, prolonged stability operations,” the Army began to 

54 Secretary of Defense Robert M. Gates, “Air Force Association Convention,” speech presented at 
the Air Force Association Convention, National Harbor, Maryland, September 16, 2009. Gates 
stated “cyber and anti-satellite warfare, anti-air and anti-ship weaponry, and ballistic missiles 
could threaten America’s primary way to project power and help allies in the Pacific—in partic-
ular our forward bases and carrier strike groups. This would degrade the effectiveness of short-
range fighters and put more of a premium on being able to strike from over the horizon.”

55 General Roger Brady, “USAFE Chief: Don’t Rely on UAVs,” Air Force Times, July 30, 2012. Brady 
also observed that “in contested airspace—a more plausible scenario for future conflicts—today’s 
UAS would be extremely vulnerable.” General Michael Hostage stated “the preponderance of our 
current fleet of MQ-1s and MQ-9s that are so effective in the permissive airspace over Afghanistan 
and other locations in the mid-east simply may not be transferable to the vast expanses of the Pa-
cific or in contested airspace.” See Robbin Laird and David Deptula, “Why Air Force Needs Lots 
Of F-35s: Gen. Hostage On The ‘Combat Cloud,’” AOL Defense, January 10, 2013.

56 Lieutenant General George Flynn, “The Future of Amphibious Operations and the Role of the 
U.S.,” speech presented at the Center for Strategic and International Studies, Washington, DC, 
June 9, 2011.

57 Secretary Gates asked this question in 2010: “Looking ahead, I do think it is proper to ask wheth-
er large-scale amphibious assault landings along the lines of Inchon are feasible.” Secretary of 
Defense Robert M. Gates, “George P. Shultz Lecture,” speech presented at the World Affairs 
Council of Northern California, San Francisco, California, August 12, 2010.
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search for a new rationale to guide development of its future capabilities.58 Even as 
the Army transitions to a force that is more regionally aligned for partner building 
missions, it is likely to argue that it should maintain multiple brigade combat teams 
(BCTs) to defend against a major North Korean invasion of its southern neighbor, 
despite the fact that the Republic of Korea (ROK) now fields a modern, highly capa-
ble army of 520,000 active duty soldiers equipped with 2,300 tanks, 2,500 armored 
vehicles, and 5,000 pieces of artillery.59 Simply stated, when U.S. air and naval forc-
es are added to those of the ROK Army, the military balance on the Korean penin-
sula favors the South, and by a considerable margin.

There is no denying that the U.S. military increased its capabilities over the last 
two decades as it exploited technologies to enhance its precision-guided weapons, 
stealth aircraft, unmanned vehicles, and precision navigation and timing systems. 
It is also true that the Pentagon has expanded its special operations forces and 
added systems such as Mine-Resistant Ambush Protected (MRAP) vehicles and 
ISR systems to meet urgent operational requirements. 

Notwithstanding these changes, the conflicts in Iraq and Afghanistan are in-
dictments of force planning constructs that looked to the past to size and shape 
the U.S. military. While the 1993 BUR and QDRs in 1997 and 2001 stressed the 
need to prepare to defeat invasions on the Korean and Arabian Peninsulas, little 
thought was given to the potential that regime changes might be precursors to 
long-duration operations. The ensuing decade of conflict in Iraq and Afghanistan 
demonstrated that U.S. general purpose ground forces, while well-equipped and 
trained for classic maneuver warfare, were initially unprepared to wage effective 
counterinsurgency and counter-terrorism operations.

why So little progress?

Why, despite the best efforts of Pentagon planners to develop and enhance force plan-
ning constructs, have they produced so little in the way of changes in the U.S. military 
posture? Several factors appear to be at work here, and are elaborated on below. 

Planning scenarios have acted as a chokepoint for change.

The 1993 BUR established rapidly halting and then defeating two invading mecha-
nized forces nearly simultaneously as a new template for sizing and shaping Amer-
ica’s military. Since 1993 the threat posed by such forces has diminished dramati-
cally, while new threats have emerged in the form of modern irregular warfare and 

58 Department of Defense, Sustaining U.S. Global Leadership: Priorities For 21st Century Defense, p. 6.
59 Anthony H. Cordesman with Andrew Gagel, Varun Vira, Alex Wilner, and Robert Hammond, The 

Korean Military Balance (Washington, DC: Center for Strategic and International Studies, July 
2011), pp. 49-50.
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anti-access/area-denial (A2/AD) defenses.60 Yet the Pentagon has continued to use 
a small number of planning scenarios for conventional contingencies in Southwest 
Asia and Northeast Asia. Scenarios framed in this manner have acted as a “choke-
point” on efforts to develop forces optimized for a wider range of contingencies. In 
doing so they blocked investments in capabilities that may be better suited to oper-
ating in emerging A2/AD environments and overcoming the “tyranny of distance” 
in the Asia-Pacific region which, as a consequence of China’s ongoing military build-
up, has emerged as a top priority of the Obama administration. Moreover, instead 
of emphasizing the development of new sources of military advantage such as di-
rected energy weapons61 or advanced unmanned aircraft and underwater vehicles, 
scenarios that center on defeating traditional cross-border invasions lent weight to 
maintaining forces optimized for a contemporary “Desert Storm,” despite the ab-
sence of major conventional ground force threats. 

To be sure, the last three QDR reports indicate that DoD is increasing the diver-
sity of its planning scenarios to include multiple, complex “combinations of scenar-
ios spanning the range of plausible future challenges.” Yet in doing so it may also 
have created opportunities for the Services to pick and choose scenario cases that 
support their program of record investments and preferred force structures.62

legacy operational concepts.

The basic operational concept underpinning Desert Storm-like scenarios assumes 
U.S. forces could deploy into permissive environments where unrestricted access 
to theater bases is assured, air dominance is quickly achieved, surface warships 
can operate in maritime areas close to an enemy’s shores with near impunity, and 
supporting C4ISR networks remain secure. Joint operational concepts based on 
these highly favorable assumptions helped drive DoD investments toward mili-
tary capabilities that were similar, albeit more sophisticated and expensive, to the 
aircraft, ships, and ground combat vehicles described in the 1993 BUR Report.

Unfortunately, potential enemies have taken note of America’s post-Cold War 
operational successes and are developing the means to challenge future U.S. force 
projection missions. According to the Pentagon’s latest strategic guidance:

60 For the purposes of this paper, anti-access (A2) capabilities are defined as those associated with 
denying access to major fixed-point targets, especially large forward bases, while area-denial 
(AD) capabilities are those that threaten mobile targets over an area of operations, principally 
maritime forces, to include those beyond the littorals.

61 For a summary of directed-energy technologies that have the potential to transition to operation-
al capabilities over the next decade should they receive funding, see Mark Gunzinger and Chris 
Dougherty, Changing the Game: The Promise of Directed–Energy Weapons (Washington, DC: 
Center for Strategic and Budgetary Assessments, 2012).

62 2010 QDR Report, p. vii.
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Sophisticated adversaries will use asymmetric capabilities, to include 
electronic and cyber warfare, ballistic and cruise missiles, advanced air 
defenses, mining, and other methods, to complicate our operational cal-
culus…the proliferation of sophisticated weapons and technology will 
extend to non-state actors as well.63

China, in particular, is pursuing long-range guided weapons that can strike 
fixed targets on land and mobile targets at sea, including U.S. aircraft carrier 
strike groups (CSGs). These weapons, coupled with the People’s Liberation Ar-
my’s (PLA) advanced integrated air defense system (IADS), undersea warfare 
forces, and kinetic and non-kinetic capabilities to degrade C4ISR networks threat-
en to constrain the U.S. military’s freedom of action in the Western Pacific.64

Iran is also pursuing an A2/AD strategy, one that is tailored to its relatively 
modest resources and the unique characteristics of the Persian Gulf region. 
Iran’s military could use its large arsenal of short- and medium-range ballistic 
missiles to threaten urban areas and large military targets that are concentrat-
ed on the western coastline of the Persian Gulf. Iran could also deploy smart 
mines and posture ASCMs in an attempt to choke off the vitally important 
Strait of Hormuz and slow or prevent U.S. force deployments and resupply 
operations into the region. 

There are signs that the Pentagon is beginning to respond to the A2/AD 
strategies of China, Iran, and other state and non-state actors that seek to cap-
italize on the proliferation of advanced weaponry. Newly created operation-
al concepts, such as AirSea Battle and the Joint Operational Access Concept 
(JOAC), may prove to be important steps toward prescribing how the U.S. mil-
itary could maintain its freedom of action in A2/AD environments. However, it 
is still uncertain if these nascent concepts will lead to actual changes in DoD’s 
investments and capabilities mix. 

reluctance to tackle roles and missions issues.

The Services’ desire to preserve their existing roles and missions may be another 
reason why, despite multiple strategic reviews and force planning constructs, the 
defense program has experienced only modest change. Plainly stated, it is easier 
for the Pentagon to develop a consensus for new force planning guidance if it does 
not threaten the allocation of responsibilities that form the basis for the Services’ 

63 Department of Defense, Sustaining U.S. Global Leadership: Priorities For 21st Century Defense, p. 4.
64 For more information on China’s emerging A2/AD complex, see Jan van Tol with Mark Gun-

zinger, Andrew Krepinevich, and Jim Thomas, AirSea Battle: A Point-of-Departure Operational 
Concept (Washington, DC: Center for Strategic and Budgetary Assessments, 2010). For details 
on Iran’s A2/AD strategy, see Mark Gunzinger and Chris Dougherty, Outside-In: Operating from 
Range to Defeat Iran’s Anti-Access and Area-Denial Threats (Washington, DC: Center for Stra-
tegic and Budgetary Assessments, 2011).
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organizing, training, and equipping activities and, ultimately, their forces, pro-
grams, and budget requests.65

It is no secret that tackling thorny roles and missions issues has been a difficult 
challenge for the Pentagon. The 2008 Quadrennial Roles and Missions Review 
(QRMR) proposed few changes that would help DoD to “better meet our institu-
tional responsibilities and improve support to our national security partners.”66 
Rather than use the 2008 QRMR as an opportunity to resolve issues such as the 
division of Service responsibilities for new cyberspace missions, or Service plans 
to procure potentially redundant ISR capabilities and unmanned aircraft, DoD 
defaulted to the status quo. Similarly, the latest QRMR report (2012) offers little 
that suggests it was the outcome of “a fundamental review of America’s missions, 
capabilities, and our role in a changing world,” a fact that has been driven home 
by the continuing controversy over appropriate roles and missions for the U.S. 
military’s National Guard and Reserve forces.67

Factors that have driven change

If DoD’s top-level force planning guidance has not been the primary motivation 
for changes to its forces and capabilities over time, then what has been? Evidence 
suggests the most significant shifts may have been driven by two factors: the need 
to meet near-term operational requirements and fluctuations in defense spending. 

Dominance of the near term.

By and large, proposed 2001 QDR initiatives to transform the U.S. military and 
“extend America’s asymmetric advantages well into the future”68 were overtaken 
by the need for new and expanded forces and capabilities to support simultaneous 
operations in Afghanistan and Iraq. The most significant capability enhancements 
that came out of the 2006 QDR, such as additional SOF units, increased UAS 
coverage, more rotary wing aircraft, and programs to build partner capacity, were 
intended to address urgent operational needs. In fact, in 2009 Secretary Gates re-
versed the 2006 QDR decision to develop a new penetrating bomber and cut short 
the procurement of stealthy F-22 fighter aircraft designed to survive operations 

65 DoD Directive 5100.1 enumerates specific functions for which the Services and USSOCOM are re-
quired to “develop concepts, doctrine, tactics, techniques, and procedures and organize, train, equip, 
and provide forces.” Department of Defense (DoD) Directive 5100.1, Functions of the Department of 
Defense and Its Major Components (Washington DC: DoD, December 21, 2010), pp. 25-35.

66 Department of Defense (DoD), Quadrennial Roles and Missions Review Report (Washington 
DC: DoD, January 2009), foreword. Gunzinger was a principal author of the report and co-lead 
for the 2008 QRMR.

67 See President Barack Obama, “Obama’s Deficit Speech (Transcript),” The Atlantic, April 13, 2011. 
The 2012 QRMR report was a fourteen-page addendum to Sustaining U.S. Global Leadership: 
Priorities For 21st Century Defense, which was published in January 2012.

68 2001 QDR Report, p. iv.
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against advanced air defense networks that are emerging in the Pacific and Middle 
East.69 These actions were intended to free resources to help buy capabilities for 
overseas contingency operations and complete the Army’s end strength buildup.70

As Secretary of the Air Force Michael Donley has stated, the dominance of 
near-term factors in determining budget priorities is neither unique to the 
post-September 11, 2001 era,71 nor is it an artifact of the more distant past. Today, 
potentially game-changing future capabilities such as directed energy weapons, 
stealthy land- and sea-based UAS with increased mission persistence and auton-
omy, and the next long-range strike family of systems are competing for increas-
ingly scarce defense dollars with existing programs—some of questionable rele-
vance—that are supported by large, well-entrenched constituencies.72 If the recent 
history of DoD’s planning efforts holds true, overcoming resistance to funding 
research and development of capabilities that may provide major new sources of 
competitive advantage for the U.S. military will require more than another force 
planning construct update. It will require the direct and persistent involvement of 
the Secretary of Defense, Service leaders, and combatant commanders to ensure 
that investment decisions are driven by strategic priorities rather than “program 
momentum” and parochialism. 

strategy-driven or budget-driven?

Today, DoD is at the front end of another post-war drawdown. In response to 
fiscal guidance from the Obama administration, the FY2013 President’s bud-
get reduced the Pentagon’s projected growth in spending by $487 billion over 
a ten-year period. These savings are projected to be achieved by force structure 
and program changes that echo DoD’s post-Cold War drawdown, which involved 
cutting end strength, shrinking the size of the Navy’s surface fleet, retiring older 
fighter aircraft, and undertaking efforts aimed at streamlining organizations and 
business practices. Purportedly, DoD’s FY2013 budget actions were the outcome 
of an internal comprehensive strategic review. Evidence suggests reality may be 

69 Secretary Gates also proposed reducing the Pentagon’s contractor support and pursuing institu-
tional efficiencies that could result in savings.

70 For a summary of program cuts and capability enhancements, see Secretary of Defense Robert M. 
Gates, “Defense Budget Recommendation Statement,” speech presented in Arlington, Virginia, 
April 6, 2009.

71 “In the periodic ‘[surge-and-starve] sine wave’ of defense spending since World War II, most re-
sources during defense buildups have supported wartime operations in Korea, Vietnam, and more 
recently Iraq and Afghanistan.” Michael Donley, "Sec. Donley: Why the Air Force Can't Delay Mod-
ernization—Part IV," AOL Defense, January 11, 2013. Donley also stated “the early-1980s build-up 
was the only one to focus on modernization without the burden of large combat operations, and to 
a significant degree we have been living off the investments from that era or even earlier.”

72 For an assessment of the next long-range strike family of systems, see Mark Gunzinger, Sustain-
ing America’s Strategic Advantage in Long-Range Strike (Washington DC: Center for Strategic 
and Budgetary Assessments, September 2010).
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somewhat different, considering that the Services followed normal processes and 
timelines to prepare and submit their budgets with proposed cuts to the Office of 
the Secretary of Defense before new guidance from the strategic review was avail-
able to fully inform their efforts. 

If the Pentagon is now serious about transitioning its planning focus “from an 
emphasis on today’s wars to preparing for future challenges”73 as indicated by its 
own strategic guidance, one would expect to see evidence of this in how its budget 
is apportioned. For instance, to counter A2/AD threats and support a strategic 
shift toward the Asia-Pacific region, it would be logical for DoD to increase its 
emphasis on Air Force and Navy capabilities such as stealthy, long-range UAS 
and electronic warfare aircraft, directed energy weapons to enhance air and mis-
sile defenses, undersea warfare systems, and additional stores of precision-guided 
munitions (PGMs).74 This seems appropriate, as the Asia-Pacific is primarily a 
maritime/aerospace theater, and is also much larger than either the European 
or Middle East theaters that have dominated U.S. defense planning for much of 
the past century. The sheer size of the theater suggests a reliance on long-range 
systems, manned and unmanned aircraft in particular. 

Apparently such a resource shift has yet to occur, since apart from funding to 
support military operations in Afghanistan, the base defense budget is still appor-
tioned to the Services in roughly the same percentages as it has been since the end 
of the Cold War (see Figure 4).

73 Department of Defense, Sustaining U.S. Global Leadership: Priorities For 21st Century Defense, p. 1. 
74 For a summary of cost-effective alternatives to current kinetic missile defense capabilities, see 

Gunzinger and Dougherty, Changing the Game.
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In summary, these resource allocation shares do not make sense for a Penta-
gon that has stated it has shifted its priorities to place less emphasis on large-scale, 
protracted stability operations in favor of pivoting to the Western Pacific, a region 
where the principal challenge is an emerging and sophisticated A2/AD force and 
where air, space, cyberspace, and maritime forces will likely remain the dominant 
means of projecting U.S. power. Rather, it appears to be the product of a traditional 
planning, programming, and budgeting approach. In other words, the Pentagon’s 
own data reveals that its resource priorities may be set more by budget consider-
ations than strategy. This also illustrates the larger point that DoD’s resource allo-
cation over the last twenty years has remained relatively constant despite multiple 
QDRs, updates to strategic guidance, and the changing threat environment.

Figure 4. ServiCe SHareS oF THe BaSe DeFenSe BuDGeT
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CHaPTer 3 > toward a new approach

After a decade of war in Afghanistan and Iraq, the United States finds it-
self at a strategic turning point not unlike that at the end of the Cold War.

— General Norton Schwartz and Admiral Jonathan Greenert75

The Pentagon could follow a number of well-trodden paths as it develops its next 
force planning construct. Similar to previous QDRs, DoD could add mission ar-
eas and capability requirements to its current planning priorities. Alternatively, 
Defense Department planners have the opportunity to create a new force plan-
ning construct, one that may have as great an impact on the U.S. military as the 
framework developed during the 1993 Bottom-Up Review—but that finally moves 
beyond it. The opportunity to craft this construct comes at a time when the Pen-
tagon is facing challenges similar to those that influenced the BUR: the 2013 QDR 
will be conducted at the end of a major conflict, under the pressure of defense 
budget cuts, and in a period when the Services are concerned about how they 
should adapt to emerging threats. Combined, these realities could stimulate the 
creation of innovative force planning policies that help DoD to bring its strategy 
and resources into balance.

Chapter 3 builds on insights from previous chapters to recommend guiding 
principles to inform development of a new force planning construct. It argues that 
DoD may be better served by crafting planning guidance that focuses on balancing 
the U.S. military’s mix of capabilities to meet future challenges, rather than pre-
scribing the size of the joint force for the next twenty years.76 This approach also 

75 General Norton A. Schwartz and Admiral Jonathan W. Greenert, “Air-Sea Battle,” The American 
Interest, February 20, 2012.

76 Congress requires the Defense Department to assess capability and force structure requirements 
for a twenty-year future planning period during its QDRs.

The opportunity to 

craft this construct 

comes at a time 

when the Pentagon 

is facing challenges 

similar to those that 

influenced the bur.



30  Center for Strategic and Budgetary assessments

helps spread risk by creating access to a broad set of capabilities. In this way a 
“capabilities mix first” approach enhances the prospects of developing new sourc-
es of competitive advantage for the U.S. military rather than continue to sustain 
capabilities and forces that are best suited for past conflicts. 

Chapter 3 also argues that a new force planning construct may have a greater 
impact if it is complemented by the creation of new “strategic concepts” for each 
of the Services. In the words of Dr. Samuel P. Huntington, a strategic concept ex-
plains a Service’s “purpose or role in implementing national policy” and includes 
a “description of how, when, and where the military service expects to protect the 
nation against some threat to its security.” Services that lack such concepts may risk 
losing their purpose and may end up wallowing about “amid a variety of conflict-
ing and confusing goals.”77 Creating new strategic concepts in conjunction with the 
next force planning construct could help the Services to focus on the future rather 
than the present or past, address emerging challenges such as A2/AD threats, and 
resolve seemingly intractable roles and missions issues. In other words, they could 
help break through barriers to change that have hamstrung previous QDRs and add 
impetus to a new force planning framework that will shape the U.S. military for 
future threats, rather than for old, “comfortable” contingencies.

Breaking with the past: candidate guiding principles

This section recommends principles that should guide the development of a new force 
planning construct. Combined, they outline an approach for how to think about the 
problem while avoiding pitfalls that have plagued earlier force planning constructs. 

Establish priorities across the Pentagon’s primary mission areas.

The most critical test for a force planning construct is whether or not it helps 
translate DoD’s strategic guidance into resource allocation priorities. The Pen-
tagon’s 2012 guidance lists ten mission areas that should determine the size and 
structure of the joint force (see Table 5), four more than the 2010 QDR’s primary 
missions and six more than the 2006 QDR’s focus areas. Some priorities are es-
tablished within this list. For instance, the guidance stipulates, “U.S. forces will 
no longer be sized to conduct large-scale, prolonged stability operations” and “our 
deterrence goals can be achieved with a smaller nuclear force.”78 While these qual-
ifiers are a start at translating broad guidance to specific priorities, clearly much 
more in the way of truly strategic guidance is needed. 

The upcoming QDR presents the Pentagon with an opportunity to link its 
strategy more clearly to its resource priorities by providing guidance on mission 

77 Huntington, “National Policy and the Transoceanic Navy.”
78 Department of Defense, Sustaining U.S. Global Leadership: Priorities For 21st Century Defense, 

pp. 5-6.
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areas where the Services and other defense components should reduce risk, main-
tain the current level of risk, or increase risk. 

The next QDR, for example, could assess the potential to reduce risk by plac-
ing the highest priority on capabilities that can operate in environments that are 
becoming increasingly contested as identified by DoD’s own Capstone Concept 
for Joint Operations and Joint Operational Access Concept.79 By focusing on 
emerging challenges to the U.S. military’s freedom of action in all domains, the 
Pentagon could accelerate its shift away from weapons systems that are optimized 
for permissive conditions of years past. DoD might also begin to add substance to 
its declared intent to rebalance its capabilities and forces toward the Asia-Pacific 
region. This could better position the U.S. military to prevent crises before they 
occur in the region, rather than follow the Bottom-Up Review model of preparing 
to respond to acts of aggression. 

The QDR could also assess both the relative value and its ability to maintain a 
constant level of risk for homeland defense and strategic nuclear deterrence pri-
orities during a period of declining defense spending. Doing so will likely require 
the Services and other defense components to reduce their capacity to address 
other mission areas. 

While the U.S. military must remain prepared to deter and defeat state ag-
gressors, DoD could assess the need to further reduce ground forces and ca-
pabilities that are primarily oriented toward defeating traditional cross-border 
invasions. Such contingencies have become far less likely over the past twenty 
years. Moreover, in the one instance where they might occur—on the Korean 
peninsula—South Korea clearly has the resources to field an effective ground 
defense. Shifting emphasis away from such contingencies would free resources 
that could be reallocated to capabilities that now cannot be provided by U.S. 
allies in quantity, such as air-, land-, and sea-based long-range precision-strike 
systems, C4ISR battle networks, undersea warfare systems, stealthy manned 
and unmanned aircraft, strategic lift, and new counter-WMD technologies. The 
Pentagon might also reduce planned investments in systems that are unneces-
sarily duplicative or are only capable of supporting a narrow range of missions 
in permissive conditions.80 

79 Department of Defense (DoD), Capstone Concept for Joint Operations: Joint Force 2020 (Wash-
ington, DC: DoD, September 10, 2012).

80 This is in keeping with Secretary Gates’ pronouncement that “the old paradigm of looking at poten-
tial conflict as either regular or irregular war, conventional or unconventional, high end or low—is 
no longer relevant. And as a result, the Defense Department needs to think about and prepare for 
war in a profoundly different way than what we have been accustomed to throughout the better part 
of the last century. What is needed is a portfolio of military capabilities with maximum versatility 
across the widest possible spectrum of conflict.” Secretary of Defense Robert M. Gates, “Defense 
Budget Recommendation Statement,” speech presented in Chicago, Illinois, July 16, 2009.
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Focus on shaping first.

Rather than attempting to prescribe a force structure that is sized for an uncertain 
future, DoD could direct its force planning efforts toward creating the right mix 
of capabilities needed to address its strategic priorities. This approach acknowl-
edges that it may be more effective for the Pentagon to get its future capabilities 
mix right first, and then determine the overall size of its force structure based on 
available budget authority. In other words, it makes sense for the Pentagon to first 
develop an understanding of what it might need in the future before it attempts to 
figure out how much it may require. This would represent a departure from force 
planning constructs developed during multiple QDRs, which have had little im-
pact on changing how DoD has sized it forces. Encouragement might be found in 
the 2006 QDR, which focused on shaping rather than sizing, and enjoyed modest 
success in changing the U.S. military’s capability mix.81

Develop forward-looking planning scenarios.

Over the last twenty years, DoD has expanded its planning scenarios to include 
combinations of contingencies that stress most, if not all elements of the U.S. mil-
itary. While this is a welcome trend, DoD’s planning scenarios must focus on re-
al-world challenges. For example, to the extent DoD continues relying heavily on 
scenarios that assume hundreds of thousands of U.S. military personnel will be 
able to mass and operate with near impunity from theater bases that are located 
close to enemy states similar to the conditions that existed in the First and Second 
Gulf Wars, they do more harm than good. Simply put, expanding the number and 
combinations of scenarios is not particularly useful if the scenarios assume an 
unrealistically favorable conflict environment for U.S. military operations. Based 
on DoD and independent assessments of the evolving security environment, the 
Defense Department would benefit from developing scenarios that incorporate 
the following characteristics.

Planning assumptions for scenarios in non-permissive environments.

The next QDR is an opportunity to create new planning scenarios that address 
how state and non-state actors will seek to deny operational access and impose 
disproportionate costs on U.S. power-projection forces. These scenarios should ac-
knowledge that future military operations, wherever they occur along the conflict 
spectrum, may occur in environments where PGMs are highly proliferated, WMD 
threats exist, non-state proxies with guided weapons are employed, and where the 
U.S. military’s freedom of action is challenged across the global commons—space, 
cyberspace, the air and the seas. In recognition of this “diffusion of advanced tech-

81 Over time, DoD’s 2012 strategic guidance may have a similar impact on the U.S. military’s overall 
capabilities mix. 
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nology that is transforming warfare,”82 the Pentagon’s force planning construct 
should increasingly include scenarios with the following assumptions: 

• In some regions, particularly the Western Pacific (and the Persian Gulf 
should Iran continue to mature its A2/AD capabilities), U.S. power-projec-
tion forces will need to fight for regional access;

• Until enemy A2/AD threats are suppressed, U.S. aircraft carriers and other 
naval surface forces will rely on extended-range strike aircraft and missiles, 
respectively, to offset enemy forces equipped with maritime exclusion ca-
pabilities such as ASBMs, ASCMs, smart mines, and attack submarines; 

• Due to enemy threats and/or political constraints, close-in regional bases 
to support early deployments of U.S. forces such as combat aircraft and 
large troop formations will not always be readily available; 

• Until they are suppressed, enemy IADS with modern, mobile systems and 
advanced, extended-range surface-to-air missiles (SAMs) will place non-
stealthy, penetrating aircraft and standoff attack PGMs at risk of unaccept-
ably high levels of attrition;

• Given the growing threat to U.S. assets in space and cyberspace, enemies 
can be expected to degrade or temporarily deny command, control, com-
munications, surveillance, and precision navigation and timing support to 
power-projection forces; and

• WMD, including nuclear, chemical, and biological weapons, will be a con-
stant threat in a growing number of contingencies, particularly in Asia. It 
should not be assumed that these threats will be limited to state actors.

challenging scenarios to assess future capabilities.

Rather than optimize the U.S. military for contemporary versions of the First Gulf 
War, the Services might focus their force planning assessments on capabilities 
needed for future, nonlinear operations where deployed forces lack rear area 
“sanctuaries” to resupply, and where WMD are a constant threat or have been 
used. These scenarios might require air, ground, and special operations forces to 
find, track, and render safe or destroy loose nuclear weapons in a failed state or in 
support of a friendly government that has lost positive control over part of its nu-
clear weapons inventory. They might also find U.S. forces conducting operations 

82 Department of Defense, Capstone Concept for Joint Operations: Joint Force 2020, p. 2. For a 
more detailed discussion of planning assumptions for non-permissive operating environments, 
see Jan van Tol et al., AirSea Battle: A Point of Departure Operational Concept, pp. 50-52; and 
Gunzinger and Dougherty, Outside-In: Operating from Range to Defeat Iran’s Anti-Access and 
Area-Denial Threats, pp. 53-55. Also see Mark Gunzinger, Sustaining America’s Strategic Ad-
vantage in Long-Range Strike, pp. 12-13, 26-27.
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in the wake of WMD use, to include nuclear weapons use. The Army and Marine 
Corps in particular should assess how they could lead joint theater entry opera-
tions against a range of A2/AD defenses. These operations could create lodgments 
for follow-on force deployments, or secure littoral areas adjacent to strategic mar-
itime chokepoints to deny enemies staging areas to attack shipping with ASCMs 
and guided-rockets, artillery, mortars, and missiles (G-RAMM). 

Different concepts of victory.

The Pentagon’s next force planning construct could include scenarios that ac-
knowledge traditional concepts for decisive victory—such as the defeat of an en-
emy force, the overthrow of a hostile regime, or the occupation of an enemy’s 
territory—may not be viable. These war outcomes are almost certain to be far less 
achievable, and desirable, in cases where the enemy has a highly capable A2/AD 
weapons complex that may also include nuclear weapons.

In such cases a new definition of victory may be needed. Accordingly, rath-
er than seek a regime change that may involve a long-term major occupation of 
an enemy’s territory, the Pentagon might adopt planning scenarios where U.S. 
forces conduct “spoiler” operations that are designed to prevent an enemy from 
achieving its campaign objectives while compelling it to seek an end to hostilities 
on terms favorable to the United States. Such campaigns may include “horizontal 
escalation” operations that move the conflict’s focus to areas where the U.S. mili-
tary has a clear advantage, thus helping create conditions that compel the enemy 
to seek an end to hostilities. In the case where enemies are dependent on energy 
resources and raw materials that must be transported by sea, for example, U.S. 
naval and air forces could establish distant maritime blockades to help achieve 
these objectives.

Combat operations against major regional powers such as the People’s Repub-
lic of China, and operations such as distant blockades may require a considerable 
amount of time before U.S. forces can achieve their objectives. Planning scenarios 
like these that account for the possibility of protracted, high-intensity combat op-
erations would help the Pentagon to better understand its capability requirements 
and the implications for its manpower base and industrial base capacity—includ-
ing the latter’s ability to surge production of major weapons systems as well as 
PGMs and other expendable supplies.83

83 According to the 2010 QDR Report, “operations over the past eight years have stressed the 
ground forces disproportionately, but the future operational landscape could also portend sig-
nificant long-duration air and maritime campaigns for which the U.S. Armed Forces must be 
prepared.” See the 2010 QDR Report, p. vi. This reinforces the point that DoD’s assessments of its 
future capability needs should include scenarios where joint combat operations do not terminate 
after a short campaign similar to the First Gulf War. 
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long-term competition planning scenarios.

As part of its next force planning construct, DoD could adopt planning scenarios 
that account for long-term competitions between the United States and rising or 
resurgent authoritarian military powers such as China, Russia, and possibly Iran. 
These scenarios would require the Services to conduct net assessments84 of tech-
nology trends (net technical assessments)85 as part of an overall assessment of the 
military balance between the United States and prospective major rivals. By iden-
tifying key military competitions along with prospective areas of U.S. advantage 
and rival weakness, net assessments could help refine priorities for DoD’s science 
and technology investments, leading to the fielding of future weapons systems 
that will sustain the U.S. military’s technical edge. 

Develop new operational concepts that foster change.

Defense strategies should help the Pentagon to link its ends with its means, pri-
oritize its objectives, and explain how it intends to achieve its objectives through 
relevant operational concepts. Unfortunately, QDRs have tended to jump from 
outlining the Defense Department’s security goals to explaining its program pri-
orities without clarifying how the latter helps to secure the former. Stated dif-
ferently, the defense program should provide capabilities to execute operational 
concepts that support a strategy designed to achieve national security objectives. 
Thus, the creation of new, innovative joint operational concepts that address 
emerging threats to the nation’s vital interests is a key step in the development of 
a force planning concept that will shape America’s future military.

After twelve years of war against violent extremist groups, the QDR presents 
an opportunity for DoD to take a much broader look at the emerging strategic 
environment. Today, the U.S. military is facing challenges that may be both far 
greater in scale and different in form from those it has encountered in Afghani-
stan and Iraq since 2001. While DoD will likely continue counter-terrorism oper-
ations well into the indefinite future, it is not planning on conducting another ma-
jor stability operation any time soon. Instead, the Pentagon is confronted with the 
need to prepare for new challenges such as the emergence of A2/AD networks and 
the proliferation of nuclear weapons that could pose serious threats to future U.S. 

84 DoD has defined a net assessment as the “comparative analysis of military, technological, politi-
cal, economic, and other factors governing the relative military capability of nations. Its purpose 
is to identify problems and opportunities that deserve the attention of senior defense officials.” 
See Department of Defense (DoD) Directive 5111.11, Director of Net Assessment (Washington, 
DC: DoD, December 23, 2009), p. 1.

85 For example, Michael Vickers and Robert Martinage have described the U.S. military’s continu-
ing development of increasingly sophisticated stealth technologies and competitor’s efforts to 
develop counter-stealth sensors and defensive weapons as a “hiders versus finders” competition. 
See Michael G. Vickers and Robert C. Martinage, The Revolution In War (Washington, DC: Cen-
ter for Strategic and Budgetary Assessments, December 2004), pp. 109-114.
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power-projection operations. Yet DoD has not developed new, mature operational 
concepts and doctrine that address these challenges, let alone use new concepts 
to significantly alter the defense program. The Service-created AirSea Battle con-
cept may be a good start, but continuing defense budget reductions could crowd 
out new thinking and program adjustments that are badly needed. Furthermore, 
if AirSea Battle and other operational concepts devolve into narratives that are 
used to defend existing programs against cuts, they could lose much of their value 
as tools to foster change and improve DoD’s ability to project forces “in smarter, 
more cost-effective ways.”86

Finally, as the Defense Department develops operational concepts that ex-
plore alternative ways and means of countering emerging threats, they should be 
reconciled with theater war plans that are created by its geographic combatant 
commanders. Major disconnects between the two could force choices between 
investing in current capabilities to meet combatant commanders’ immediate op-
erational needs and new capabilities that could provide future commanders with 
a competitive edge. 

Maintain capabilities to deny multiple aggressors their objectives.

The U.S. military should preserve its ability to deter a second adversary that might 
otherwise seek to exploit a situation where the United States is already engaged in 
conflict somewhere else in the world. Every post-Cold War DoD strategic defense 
review has determined that abandoning “two wars” as the bedrock of its force 
planning policies could invite opportunistic acts of aggression and call into doubt 
our nation’s willingness to meet its security commitments.87

DoD as a whole should maintain full-spectrum capability.

Sustaining the capability to deny multiple aggressors their objectives in over-
lapping timeframes does not mean that DoD should center its force planning on 
two Desert Storm-like contingencies, nor does it mean that every Service should 
prepare to participate equally in every planning scenario. For example, the Air 
Force and Navy would likely be the primary force providers for preserving sta-

86 Schwartz and Greenert, “Air-Sea Battle.” 
87 For example, the 1997 QDR determined: “If the United States were to forego its ability to defeat 

aggression in more than one theater at a time, our standing as a global power, as the security 
partner of choice, and as the leader of the international community would be called into ques-
tion. Indeed, some allies would undoubtedly read a one-war capability as a signal that the United 
States, if heavily engaged elsewhere, would no longer be able to help defend their interests.” 1997 
QDR Report, p. 12. Secretary Panetta affirmed that this requirement remains a cornerstone of 
the U.S. defense strategy: “We must always remain capable of being able to confront and defeat 
aggression from more than one adversary at a time anywhere, anytime.” See Secretary of Defense 
Leon E. Panetta, “The Force of the 21st Century,” speech presented at the National Press Club, 
Washington, DC, December 18, 2012.
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bility in the Western Pacific (and defeating aggression should deterrence fail), 
while the Army and Marine Corps could become the primary Service force pro-
viders in operations involving locating and securing WMD in the Middle East or 
Central Asia.88

In the same vein, it may not be necessary for each Service to remain capable 
of conducting the full spectrum of operations. Simply put, the next force planning 
construct should clarify how DoD as a whole, instead of each Service, will provide 
the necessary capabilities to address challenges across the full spectrum of con-
flict.89 This approach could provide the added benefit of helping Defense Depart-
ment efforts to reduce expenditures on force structure and capabilities fielded by 
multiple Services that may be excessively redundant, a luxury that will be increas-
ingly difficult to justify in the face of projected budget cuts. 

Fully exploit the indirect approach. 

DoD’s next force planning construct should more fully account for the contribu-
tions of allies and partners. With proper support, U.S. allies and security partners 
could assume greater responsibility for sustaining a stable military posture in key 
regions, reducing the strain on the U.S. military. In particular, U.S. allies with 
highly capable armies, particularly the Republic of Korea, could assume nearly 
complete responsibility for providing general purpose ground forces needed to 
defeat conventional, cross-border invasions. 

Add clarity to DoD’s strategic narrative.

The Pentagon should include an explanation of its force planning construct in 
the strategic narrative it uses to explain its budget requests. To add value, this 
narrative should clearly summarize DoD’s force planning priorities in a way that 
can readily be understood by Congress and other stakeholders in the U.S. defense 
enterprise. As two architects of the 2010 QDR pointed out, the challenge of doing 
this successfully becomes increasingly difficult as force planning constructs add 
scenario combinations and address new variables that affect the size and shape of 
the U.S. military.90 Despite the growing complexity of force planning constructs, 

88 Clearly, the Marines Corps and Army will have key roles in a future operation in the Western Pacific. 
However, a scenario involving a future conflict with the PLA may not be the most stressing case for sizing 
and shaping the Army and Marine Corps, while an operation that is primarily ground-force-centric may 
not be the most stressing case for assessing future Air Force and Navy capabilities.

89 During an interview on the Marine Corps’ future direction, General Amos addressed this point: 
“As we start getting into budgets and roles and missions, it’s important to understand that I don’t 
want the Marine Corps to do the roles of the other Services. For instance, the Air Force’s domain 
is in the air, space, cyber, and it’s the greatest air force in the world, second to none. The Army’s 
domain is the land, half a million strong, and they’re pretty damn good. The Navy’s domain is the 
sea, both on it and below it.” 

90 Hicks and Brannen, “Force Planning in the 2010 QDR,” p. 142.
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a clear explanation of its elements can be “a useful tool for explaining the defense 
program” as well as a “powerful lever that the Secretary of Defense can use to 
shape the Defense Department.”91

create Strategic concepts for a new era

Shifts in the international balance of power will inevitably bring about 
changes in the principal threats of any given nation. These threats must 
be met by shifts in national policy and corresponding changes in service 
strategic concepts.

— Dr. Samuel P. Huntington92

One of the most significant shortfalls of previous QDRs may have been their fail-
ure to complement the development of revised force planning constructs with the 
creation of statements that explain the central purposes of each of DoD’s four 
military Services.93 During the Base Force assessment and Bottom-Up Review, 
the Pentagon grappled with the challenges of how it should adjust to the realities 
of a post-Cold War world while under the pressure of cuts to its budget. The result 
was an overall vision for shaping the U.S. military that endured for the better part 
of twenty years. Since the Pentagon is now at the intersection of a similar set of 
circumstances, it may be time to complement an updated force planning construct 
with new strategic concepts for each of the Services that redefine their roles in the 
new security environment.

An approach for developing new strategic concepts.

In 1954, Huntington defined a Service’s strategic concept as a statement of its core 
purpose or “role in implementing national policy.”94 Ideally, a strategic concept 
provides a unifying purpose for a Service’s organizing, training, and equipping 
activities by describing “how, when, and where the military service expects to pro-
tect the nation against some threat to its security.”95

91 The congressionally mandated 2010 QDR Independent Panel concluded “a force planning con-
struct is a powerful lever that the Secretary of Defense can use to shape the Defense Department. 
It also represents a useful tool for explaining the defense program to Congress. The absence of 
a clear force-planning construct in the 2010 QDR represents a missed opportunity.” See Steven 
J. Hadley and William J. Perry, The QDR in Perspective: Meeting America’s National Security 
Needs In the 21st Century (Washington DC: United States Institute of Peace, 2010), pp. xii-xiii.

92 Huntington, “National Policy and the Transoceanic Navy.”
93 Michèle Flournoy criticized the 2006 QDR for this failure. See Flournoy, “Did the Pentagon Get 

the Quadrennial Defense Review Right?” p. 72.
94 Huntington, “National Policy and the Transoceanic Navy.”
95 Huntington, “National Policy and the Transoceanic Navy.”
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Today, the development of new Service strategic concepts is complicated by 
the fact that the United States lacks as clear-cut of a threat to its security interests 
as it had in 1954 or even in 1993. The Pentagon does not need to prepare for a 
global conflict with the Soviet Union, and the threat of two nearly-simultaneous, 
cross-border invasions as described by the Bottom-Up Review has greatly dimin-
ished following the invasion of Iraq. Drawing on Huntington’s methodology, one 
approach for developing new Service strategic concepts could begin by acknowl-
edging that the threats to our nation’s security are growing in scale as well as shift-
ing in form. A number of existing and prospective enemies appear intent on ac-
quiring PGMs and WMD, as well as the ability to threaten U.S. interests in “new” 
domains such as cyberspace and space. These developments, along the planned 
substantial cuts in U.S. defense spending, suggest the need to craft a new defense 
strategy and force planning construct during the QDR. 

Given this elaboration of existing and emerging strategic challenges, each Ser-
vice should inform senior DoD leaders as to how it intends to exploit its unique 
attributes to prepare for future threats—and, ideally, to exploit opportunities as 
well. At its core, strategy involves setting priorities—identifying what roles and 
missions are within a Service’s means to undertake and those that are not. Con-
sequently, rather than advancing overly broad and general statements such as 
“securing command of the air” or “dominating the seas” the Services’ strategic 
concepts should describe how they will address specific threats within a specific 
geographic focus. In this way the Services can avoid developing long and unreal-
istic “laundry lists” of missions that appear designed more to protect their budget 
shares and program preferences than to best apply limited resources to address 
vital security priorities. For example, in 1954 Huntington described how the Med-
iterranean Basin was replacing the Pacific as “the geographical focus of attention” 
for a U.S. Navy that could operate within it to launch a “knock-out punch” deep 
into the Soviet Union.96 Correspondingly, today the Asia-Pacific region—which is 
witnessing the rise of great powers and which is primarily a maritime/aerospace 
theater of operations—seems very likely to emerge as the United States’ principal 
geographic focus. 

The following sections offer ideas intended to inform the development of Service 
strategic concepts in an era where the threat of multiple, cross-border invasions and 
large-scale, prolonged stabilization operations no longer represent the central focus 
of DoD’s planning. Although the sections address each Service individually, ideally 
the Services would develop their strategic concepts in close consultation with each 
other. Unlike a traditional approach where Services create their visions in isolation, 
a cooperative development effort could help them assess how they might each use 
their capabilities to fill other Services’ known shortfalls and reduce capabilities for 
mission areas where they collectively have excessive overlap. A cooperative effort 

96 Huntington, “National Policy and the Transoceanic Navy.”
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may be all the more important considering the prospect of additional funding cuts 
and the fact that all of the Services are fielding capabilities such as long-range strike 
platforms and cyber weapons that are blurring the lines between their tradition-
al operational domains. The prospects for success in this endeavor would improve 
substantially if senior Defense Department leaders demonstrate their willingness 
to make major changes in the defense program in the absence of a serious effort 
among the Services to integrate their efforts.

what’s next for the Army?

The Army is in the process of transitioning from a force that adapted to conduct 
protracted stability operations in Iraq and Afghanistan to one that is capable of 
fulfilling a different mix of missions as its involvement in those wars comes to a 
close. The Army’s Chief of Staff, General Ray Odierno, has indicated the Army’s 
brigade combat teams (BCTs) will become more regionally aligned, scalable, and 
better prepared for a broader spectrum of operations than in the past.97 The U.S. 
Army Training and Doctrine Command (TRADOC) has also released a new “cap-
stone concept document” to help guide the development of the future Army. It 
states “The future Army provides decisive landpower through a credible, robust 
capacity to win and the depth and resilience to support combatant commanders 
across the range of military operations in the homeland and abroad.”98

These broad pronouncements fall short of a strategic concept as envisioned by 
Huntington, one that provides a clear explanation of specific threats the Army in-
tends to prepare for, and missions where it will reduce its emphasis in the future. 
Rather than reassert that it must remain ready to do everything—particularly in 
a time of diminishing budgets and high manpower costs—the Army could use the 
QDR to create a new strategic concept that identifies specific priorities it seeks to 
establish and how it can best support, and be supported, by the other Services. 
Given the U.S. strategic “pivot” to the Asia-Pacific and the implied prioritization of 
preserving stability in that region in the face of China’s military buildup, the Army 
might consider the following priorities.99

In lieu of orienting a substantial portion of its BCTs to counter ground forces 
conducting a traditional cross-border invasion, the Army should accept that this is 

97 General Raymond Odierno, “The Future of the United States Army: Critical Questions for a Peri-
od of Transition,” discussion at the Center for Strategic and International Studies, Washington, 
DC, November 1, 2012.

98 See TRADOC Pam 525-3-0, The U.S. Army Capstone Concept (Fort Eustis, VA: Department of 
the Army, December 19, 2012), p. 11.

99 This is not to imply the Army should completely divest skill sets that have been hard won during 
counterinsurgency, stability, and security force assistance operations over the last twelve years. 
Rather, the intent here is to identify how the Army might best support efforts to preserve stability 
in a region of vital interest to the United States that appears likely to confront a major military 
challenge over an extended period of time; for example, in the Western Pacific. 
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highly unlikely to occur in the Asia-Pacific region.100 For example, the Army could 
emphasize creating U.S. ground-based A2/AD complexes in the Western Pacific 
that help preserve a stable military posture in the region and, should deterrence 
fail, support AirSea Battle operations as part of a joint and combined force.

Focusing on the QDR’s twenty-year planning horizon, Army ground-based A2/
AD complexes might include a more affordable mix of kinetic and non-kinetic (e.g., 
high-power microwave and high-power laser) defenses against ballistic and cruise 
missile threats to theater airfields and sea ports that are needed by deploying U.S. 
forces. The Army could also explore the value of creating batteries of mobile cruise 
and ballistic missile launchers to conduct standoff strikes against enemy anti-access 
threats. These forward-based batteries might provide joint commanders with the 
means to rapidly suppress strikes from enemy mobile missile launchers that are 
able to “shoot and scoot” to safe locations before Air Force and Navy strike aircraft 
can respond. Army units equipped with ASCM launchers could support joint oper-
ations whose mission is to control strategic maritime chokepoints, thereby limiting 
enemy maritime access and reducing sea-based threats to U.S. warships.101

The future Air Force: fly, fight, and win?

The U.S. Air Force has released a central mission statement—“to fly, fight, and 
win…in air, space and cyberspace”—and a very broad vision statement: 

The United States Air Force will be a trusted and reliable joint partner 
with our sister services known for integrity in all of our activities, in-
cluding supporting the joint mission first and foremost. We will provide 
compelling air, space, and cyber capabilities for use by the combatant 
commanders. We will excel as stewards of all Air Force resources in ser-
vice to the American people, while providing precise and reliable Global 
Vigilance, Reach and Power for the nation.102

The Service has also published lists of its three core competencies, six distinc-
tive capabilities, three core values, and five “enduring contributions.”103

100 The possible exception would involve a North Korean attack on South Korea. However, given 
Seoul’s huge advantages over Pyongyang in both manpower and material, South Korea is fully 
able of providing for its own ground defense.

101 For additional context on how the Army could support an operational concept for countering 
anti-access threats, see Gunzinger and Dougherty, Outside-In: Operating from Range to Defeat 
Iran’s Anti-Access and Area Denial Threats, pp. 69-73.

102 See the official website of the United States Air Force at http://www.af.mil/main/welcome.asp.
103 The Air Force’s three core competencies are: developing airmen, technology-to-warfighting, and inte-

grating operations. The Air Force’s six distinctive capabilities are: air and space superiority, global at-
tack, rapid global mobility, precision engagement, information superiority, and agile combat support. 
The Air Force’s three core values are: integrity first, service before self, and excellence in all we do. The 
five enduring contributions are: air and space autonomy, ISR, rapid global mobility, global strike, and 
command and control. See U.S. Air Force, A Vision for the United States Air Force (Washington, DC: 
U.S. Air Force, January 2013), p. 3; and the official website of the United States Air Force.
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These myriad statements, competencies, capabilities, and core values do not 
constitute a strategic concept as defined by Huntington. The Air Force needs to 
focus on how it will bring its unique capabilities to bear in support of the Unit-
ed States’ shift in focus to the Asia-Pacific and emphasis on countering A2/AD 
challenges to America’s access to the air, space, and cyberspace domains.104 To-
ward this end the Air Force might consider shifting from relying predominately 
on short-range fighters and non-stealthy platforms toward employing a mix of 
capabilities designed less for the passing era characterized by permissive access to 
one of contested access exemplified by growing A2/AD challenges (see Figure 5). 
This new capabilities mix could enable the Air Force to project an effective density 
of sensors and strike systems to hold at risk the full range of fixed, mobile, and 
hardened or deeply buried targets in future air campaigns.

As it develops a new strategic concept, the Air Force, in cooperation with the 
Navy, could also assess how it could better conduct “swing” operations between 
geographically distant theaters to deter opportunistic acts of aggression or deny 
a second aggressor the ability to achieve its strategic objectives. For example, a 
swing force consisting of a larger force of long-range bombers, unmanned aircraft, 
aircraft carriers, and supporting air refueling tankers could rapidly swing from a 
major operation against the PLA to create an enhanced deterrence posture in the 
Persian Gulf. Although the concept of joint air and maritime “swing” operations is 
not new, a strategic concept that explains the geographic focus and key assump-
tions (e.g., base availability, permissive/non-permissive airspace, etc.) for its em-
ployment will be important to the size and shape of the future Air Force.

The Service might also explore how to adapt key elements of the U.S. battle net-
work, such as space-based systems and cyber networks, against the kinds of an-
ti-satellite and cyber weaponry being developed and fielded by the PLA which cur-
rently represent the pacing threats in both of these areas of military competition.

how will the Navy prepare for the future?

In 2007, the Chief of Naval Operations (CNO), Commandant of the Marine Corps, 
and Commandant of the Coast Guard co-signed a “unified maritime strategy” ti-
tled A Cooperative Strategy for 21st Century Seapower that broadly described 

104 In 2012, the Air Force sponsored a study that traced the evolution of its culture since it first acted 
as a tactical adjunct to expeditionary land forces during the First World War. The study conclud-
ed that many Air Force airmen may now see their Service as one that provides “enablers” for oth-
er forces conducting counterinsurgency and stability operations, rather than as an organization 
that provides decisive warfighting capabilities in its own right. See Paula G. Thornhill, Over Not 
Through (Santa Monica, CA: RAND Corporation, 2012). This perception may be reinforced by 
the fact that the Air Force now spends less than 22 percent of its annual budget on combat capa-
bilities, while joint enabling capabilities such as ISR, space, and mobility systems receive more 
than twice as much funding.
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Figure 5. aDDreSSinG CHaLLenGeS oF PoTenTiaL  
 air CaMPaiGnS in a2/aD environMenTS
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“how seapower will be applied around the world.”105 More recently, the current 
CNO, Admiral Jonathan Greenert, signaled his intent to update this strategy to 
“reflect changes in the geostrategic and fiscal environment since 2007” and “de-
fine how American seapower supports the U.S. defense strategy.”106 In advance of 
this new strategy, Greenert announced that CSGs and Amphibious Ready Groups 
(ARGs) will remain the Department of the Navy’s “main instruments to deter and 
defeat aggression and project power” in future combat operations.107

As the Navy updates its maritime strategy, it has the opportunity to embed 
within it a new strategic concept that will guide its force development. Since the 
Cold War ended, the Navy has faced no serious challenges to its supremacy in 
the open oceans, while the Marine Corps has found itself functioning as a second 
Army in Iraq and Afghanistan. With the U.S. shift in focus from the Middle East to 
the Asia-Pacific and the A2/AD challenge posed by China, both Services will need 
to address how they can bring their unique capabilities to bear to meet challenges 
to their ability to control the seas and influence operations ashore. 

For example, a modern aircraft carrier’s combat punch is now provided by fight-
ers that are “best suited for striking targets at ranges between 200 and 450 nautical 
miles (nmi) from their carriers.”108 In order to project power ashore, these fighters 
depend on the ability of their mobile seabases to operate close to an enemy’s coast-
line, much as carriers did during the First and Second Gulf Wars. Given the prolifer-
ation of air and maritime threats that are intended to deny operational sanctuaries 
to U.S. warships, it may not be feasible for CSGs and ARGs to operate as they have 
in the past, especially early in a fight before these threats have been suppressed.

Thus, the Navy is faced with a critical strategic choice: it can continue to pre-
pare to project power ashore as it has in relatively permissive conditions over the 
last twenty years, or it can explore alternatives that will permit it to do so against 
future enemies that are “working on asymmetric ways to thwart the reach and 
striking power of the U.S. battle fleet.”109

105 See General James T. Conway, Admiral Gary Roughead, and Admiral Thad W. Allen, A Cooperative 
Strategy for 21st Century Seapower (Washington, DC: Department of the Navy, October 2007).

106 Admiral Jonathan W. Greenert, Sharpening our Maritime Strategy (Washington, DC: Depart-
ment of the Navy, June 5, 2012). This is perfectly consistent with Huntington’s view that a Service 
should create new strategic concepts to address changes to the threat environment and a nation’s 
security policies. 

107 Admiral Jonathan W. Greenert, CNO’s Navigation Plan 2013-2017 (Washington, DC: Depart-
ment of the Navy, April 2012), p. 2; and Admiral Jonathan W. Greenert, CNO’s Position Report: 
2012 (Washington, DC: Department of the Navy, October 2012), p. 2.

108 Thomas P. Ehrhard and Robert O. Work, Range, Persistence, Stealth, and Networking: The Case 
for a Carrier-Based Unmanned Combat Air System (Washington, DC: Center for Strategic and 
Budgetary Assessments, 2008), p. 3. Although air refueling can extend the range and persistence 
of carrier-based fighters, non-stealthy refueling aircraft such as the Air Force’s KC-135 do not 
operate within the effective range of an enemy’s air defenses.

109 Secretary of Defense Robert M. Gates, “Navy League Sea-Air-Space Exposition.”
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As part of a new strategic concept, the Navy could define how it plans to shift its 
priorities toward preparing to operate from access-insensitive areas to suppress 
long-range ASBMs, ASCMs, and other anti-access threats that are emerging in 
the Western Pacific. This could add impetus to the development of new sea-based 
capabilities as part of the Pentagon’s next long-range strike family of systems (see 
Figure 6), such as multi-mission, stealthy carrier-based UAS that have longer 
ranges and unrefueled mission persistence compared to manned fighters.110 They 
could also lend greater weight to expanding the Navy’s capacity to launch stand-
off strike weapons from undersea platforms that are less sensitive to an enemy’s 
long-range air and missile threats.

110 For example, the Navy could develop an unmanned aircraft with a combat radius of 1,300-1,400 
nmi and all-aspect, broad-band stealth characteristics that will increase its survivability against 
advanced air defense networks. See Ehrhard and Work, Range, Persistence, Stealth, and Net-
working: The Case for a Carrier-Based Unmanned Combat Air System. A stealthy carrier-based 
UAS could also support the full spectrum of military operations, as compared to non-stealthy 
UAS that would not be able to operate in high-threat areas.
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Figure 6. THe nexT LonG-ranGe STrike FaMiLY oF SYSTeMS (noTionaL)
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The future Marine corps: not a second land army.

Over twelve years of conflict in Iraq and Afghanistan, Marine Corps forces were 
tasked to function as a second land army. This created the perception that the 
Marine Corps had “become too heavy, too removed from their expeditionary, am-
phibious roots and the unique skill sets those missions require.”111

Today, the Marine Corps sees itself as a “middleweight force” capable of re-
sponding to crises across the range of military operations with enough organic 
capabilities to “buy time for the national leadership to determine what the next 
step is.”112 Like the visions advanced by the other Services, the vision of the Marine 
Corps fails to meet the criteria set by Professor Huntington.

Given the shift in focus toward the Asia-Pacific and the emerging A2/AD com-
plex that could threaten future U.S. military power-projection operations, the Ma-
rine Corps might address how it can bring its unique attributes to bear in address-
ing these challenges. For example, a new strategic concept could find the Marine 
Corps focusing principally on preparing for joint theater entry operations in A2/
AD environments. This change in focus could drive investments in a different mix 
of expeditionary capabilities, such as additional standoff strike PGMs and STOVL 
stealth aircraft that can operate from expeditionary airfields around the periphery 
of China to suppress anti-access threats and create conditions that will permit 
amphibious operations. It may also require developing new operational concepts 
and capabilities to insert expeditionary forces by air and over-the-shore into areas 
that bypass an enemy’s strongest defenses.

111 Secretary of Defense Robert M. Gates, “George P. Shultz Lecture.”
112 “An Interview with General James F. Amos,” Joint Forces Quarterly, Issue 64, 1st Quarter, Jan-

uary 2012, p. 15.
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The Quadrennial Defense Review presents an opportunity for the Pentagon to 
continue its transition from a force planning approach that narrowly focuses on 
defeating large-scale, conventional aggression along the lines of what the U.S. 
military prepared for in the Cold War and experienced in the First Gulf War. 

A new force planning construct should address scenarios that reflect a world 
where challenges to U.S. power-projection forces stemming from the diffusion 
of PGMs, WMD, and other capabilities (e.g., cyber weaponry; anti-satellite sys-
tems) are part of an emerging “new normal.” In other words, DoD’s planning 
could address how to meet threats to its power-projection operations that are 
growing in scale as well as shifting in form. This will need to be accomplished 
with fewer resources as the Pentagon confronts major cuts to its defense budget 
in the coming years.

In light of these operational and fiscal challenges, the Pentagon can ill afford to 
postpone making critical strategic choices regarding those core mission areas its 
planners should prioritize—and deemphasize—in the future. An essential element 
in this endeavor, as Professor Huntington reminds us, centers on the Services 
developing strategic concepts that define how each will adjust to the new strategic 
environment by determining how best they can bring their unique capabilities 
together with one another at the point of decisive action. During the Cold War 
the site of that action was Western Europe, and more recently the Persian Gulf 
and Northeast Asia. Today a point of decisive action, as reflected in the Obama 
administration’s “pivot,” is the Asia-Pacific. A collaborative, Service-led effort in-
formed by clear and insightful strategic guidance toward this end could lead to the 
creation of innovative joint operational concepts that integrate existing and future 
capabilities to counter threats that cross-cut the Services’ traditional operating 
domains. It would also create opportunities for the Services to explore how they 
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could better leverage each other’s capabilities, rather than pursue programs to 
field excessively redundant and increasingly unaffordable capabilities.

When combined with a new force planning construct, new Service strategic con-
cepts would better inform decisions as to how best to shape the U.S. military’s ca-
pabilities, end strength, and basing posture. In combination, they could help DoD 
to better differentiate how the particular attributes of each Service’s forces and ca-
pabilities could best be used across a range of illustrative planning scenarios and 
threat environments. This would be a significant break from the current planning 
paradigm, in which the Services seek to justify their programs and force structure by 
preparing to participate equally in every major contingency operation.

Figure 7. LeveraGinG THe ServiCeS'  
 uniQue CaPaBiLiTY aTTriBuTeS
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To illustrate this point, a force planning construct (see Figure 7) could require 
the Navy and Air Force to become the primary force providers for AirSea Battle 
operations in the Western Pacific to counter an enemy’s A2/AD complex.113 Air 
and naval forces that are nearly self-deploying could also constitute a joint force 
postured to rapidly swing from one conflict to another theater to prevent a second 
aggressor from achieving its strategic objectives or provide support for Army and 
Marine Corps forces engaged in another operation. The Army could prepare for 
a major hybrid conflict against enemies that have asymmetric capabilities and 
employ irregular proxies, and operations to secure, render-safe, or destroy WMD 
in permissive and non-permissive conditions. The Marine Corps could focus pri-
marily on new concepts and capabilities for scenarios that require joint theater 
entry operations to establish control over maritime chokepoints, ports, and air-
bases needed by deploying U.S forces. At the low end of the conflict spectrum, the 
Marine Corps could prepare for expeditionary crisis response operations such as 
non-combatant evacuations and humanitarian relief missions. 

In summary, creating a force planning construct that will help maintain the 
U.S. military’s comparative advantages in the future at the expense of preparing 
for the last war will require difficult strategic choices. During the QDR, the Pen-
tagon has the opportunity to take a different approach to force planning, one that 
will help create a new baseline that guides the development of its future force, 
rather than add another layer of planning priorities on top of existing guidance. 
Once it has defined priority scenarios and how the joint force will fight in the 
future, the Pentagon will be able to redefine appropriate roles and missions for 
the Services and areas where they have capability gaps or excessive overlap as a 
whole. Achieving these objectives will require leaders who ensure that strategic, 
rather than institutional, priorities take precedence when allocating increasingly 
scarce resources.

113 Initial operations to suppress the PLA’s A2/AD complex will primarily require air, space, cyber, 
sea, and undersea capabilities that are provided by the two Services.
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a2/ad Anti-Access/Area-Denial

aea Airborne Electronic Attack

arg Amphibious Ready Group

aSBm Anti-Ship Ballistic Missile

aScm Anti-Ship Cruise Missile

Bur Bottom-Up Review

c4iSr Command, Control, Communications, Computers, 
Intelligence, Surveillance, and Reconnaissance

cSg Carrier Strike Group

de Directed Energy

dod Department of Defense

Fy Fiscal Year

g-ramm Guided-Rockets, Artillery, Mortars, and Missiles

iadS Integrated Air Defense System

iSr Intelligence, Surveillance, and Reconnaissance

Joac Joint Operational Access Concept

mrap Mine-Resistant Ambush Protected

mrc Major Regional Contingency

nmi nautical mile

oeF Operation Enduring Freedom

oSd Office of the Secretary of Defense

pgm Precision-Guided Munition

pla People's Liberation Army

ppBeS Planning, Programming, Budgeting, and Execution System
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Qdr Quadrennial Defense Review

Qrmr Quadrennial Roles and Missions Review

Sam Surface-to-Air Missile

ScS South China Sea

SoF Special Operations Forces

tradoc Training and Doctrine Command

uaS Unmanned Aircraft Systems

uav Unmanned Aerial Vehicle

uclaSS Unmanned Carrier-Launched Airborne Surveillance and Strike

wmd Weapons of Mass Destruction
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