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On Strategy and Strategic Planning: 
Repairing America’s Strategic “Black Hole”
Mackubin Thomas Owens

Strategy has long been the subject of schol-
arly study and policy analysis. Historians 

and social scientists alike have written widely 
about strategic thought, process, and practice. 
Scholars continue to dissect the meaning of 
strategy.1 War colleges teach courses on the 
subject, as do civilian colleges. Yale Universi-
ty, for instance, has a well-regarded program 
on grand strategy, and other universities have 
followed suit.

Strategy and strategy-making are complex 
phenomena, not reducible to a simplistic me-
chanical process, and the making of strategy 
deserves more study than it often receives. 
In many respects, U.S. strategic planning has 
been rendered nearly useless because the pro-
cesses have become routinized and thereby 
trivialized. Legislatively required documents 
such as the National Security Strategy and the 
Quadrennial Defense Review (QDR) initially 
may have been useful but now are merely pe-
riodic bureaucratic exercises.

The result is what Colin Gray calls “a black 
hole where American strategy ought to re-
side.”2 What the United States needs is a re-
turn to the long-range strategic planning pro-
cess that it implemented during the Cold War.

On Strategy and Policy
When all is said and done, strategy is ul-

timately best understood as the interac-
tion of three things, all within the context of 
risk assessment:

• Ends (the goals or objectives that the stra-
tegic actor seeks to achieve);

• Means (the resources available to the 
strategic actor); and

• Ways (the strategic actor’s plan of action 
for utilizing the means available).

In essence, any strategy worth the name 
should articulate a clear set of achievable 
goals; identify concrete threats to those goals; 
and then, given available resources, recom-
mend the employment of specific instru-
ments to meet and overcome those threats.

A good strategy also seeks to minimize risk 
by, to the extent possible, avoiding mismatch-
es between strategy and related factors. For 
instance, strategy must be appropriate to the 
ends as established by policy. Strategy also re-
quires the appropriate tactical instrument to 
implement it. Finally, the forces required to 
implement a strategy must be funded, or else 
it must be revised. If the risk generated by such 
policy/strategy, strategy/force, and force/bud-
get mismatches cannot be managed, the vari-
ables must be brought into better alignment.

History clearly teaches that the develop-
ment of a coherent strategy is absolutely es-
sential to national security in times of both 
war and peace. In the absence of a coherent 
strategy, non-strategic factors such as bureau-
cratic and organizational imperatives and the 
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vicissitudes of domestic politics will fill the 
void to the detriment of national security.

Modern strategic studies can be said to 
begin with the division of the art of war into 
the theory of “the use of engagements for the 
object of the war” (strategy) and “the use of 
armed forces in the engagement” (tactics) by 
the great interpreters of Napoleonic warfare, 
Baron Antoine Henri de Jomini and Carl von 
Clausewitz.3 As the latter wrote:

Strategy is the use of the engagement for the 
purpose of the war. The strategist must there-
fore define an aim for the entire operational 
side of the war that will be in accordance with 
its purpose. In other words, he will draft the 
plan of the war, and the aim will determine the 
series of actions intended to achieve it: in fact, 
shape the individual campaign and, within 
these, decide on the individual engagements.4

These 19th century writers originated the 
modern conception of strategy as the art of 
assembling and employing military forces in 
time and space to achieve the goals of a war.5 
While such writers normally limited their 
use of “strategy” to mean the application of 
military forces to fulfill the ends of policy, it 
is increasingly the practice today to employ 
the term more broadly so that one can speak 
of levels of strategy during both peace and 
war.6 Accordingly, more often than not, strat-
egy now refers not only to the direct applica-
tion of military force in wartime, but also to 
the use of all aspects of national power during 
peacetime to deter war and, if deterrence fails, 
win the resulting conflict.

This more expansive usage of strategy in-
evitably overlaps with the common meaning of 

“policy,” which is defined as the general overall 
goals and acceptable procedures that a nation 
might follow and the course of action selected 
from among alternatives in light of given con-
ditions. In their military history of the United 
States, Allan Millett and Peter Maslowski de-
fine defense policy as “the sum of the assump-
tions, plans, programs, and actions taken by 
the citizens of the United States, principally 
through governmental action, to ensure the 

physical security of their lives, property, and 
way of life from external military attack and 
domestic insurrection.”7 For our purposes, 

“policy” refers primarily to such broad national 
goals as interests and objectives, and “strategy” 
to the alternative courses of actions designed 
to achieve those goals, within the constraints 
set by material factors and geography.

In general, strategy provides a concep-
tual link between national ends and scarce 
resources, both the transformation of those 
resources into means during peacetime and 
the application of those means during war. As 
such, it serves three purposes.8

• Strategy relates ends or the goals of policy 
(interests and objectives) to the limited 
means available to achieve them. Both 
strategy and economics are concerned 
with the application of scarce means to 
achieve certain goals, but strategy implies 
an adversary who actively opposes the 
achievement of the ends.

• Strategy contributes to clarification of 
the ends of policy by helping to estab-
lish priorities in the light of constrained 
resources. In the absence of established 
priorities among competing ends, all in-
terests and all threats will appear equal. In 
the absence of strategy, planners will find 
themselves in the situation described by 
Frederick the Great: “He who attempts to 
defend too much defends nothing.”

• Strategy conceptualizes resources as a 
means in support of policy. Resources are 
not means until strategy provides some 
understanding of how they will be orga-
nized and employed. Defense budgets and 
manpower are resources. Strategy orga-
nizes these resources into divisions, wings, 
and fleets and then employs them to deter 
war or to prevail should deterrence fail.

The first two functions make it clear that 
a broad national strategy must shape strat-
egies for various regions and theaters by 
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prioritizing them. In terms of warfighting, 
the national strategy establishes the desired 
goals in a theater, linking operational consid-
erations to the requirements established by 
national authorities. Based on guidance from 
higher authorities, the theater commander 
determines the desired outcome within his 
area of responsibility. The staff then devel-
ops war plans based on an array of plausible 
scenarios. Using various force planning mod-
els and war games to determine force size 
and mix, the theater commander’s staff then 
derives the force necessary at the outset of a 
campaign to achieve the desired outcome.

In addition to determining the required 
force, staffs at all levels also determine the 
schedule for deploying forces from out of the-
ater. Part of this determination is establish-
ment of the Time-Phased Force Deployment 
Line, designating in a detailed manner the 
timeline for forces to be deployed to the the-
ater. The higher-level strategies also establish 
priorities among the various theaters, indi-
cating which will be the site of the main effort 
and which might be designated “economy of 
force” in the event that crises occur in more 
than one theater simultaneously.

National strategy thus guides “force ap-
portionment,” the distribution of existing 
forces among the various theaters. During 
World War II, national strategy dictated a pol-
icy of “Europe first.” During the Cold War, U.S. 
strategy dictated a focus on Europe followed 
by the Asia–Pacific and finally by the Greater 
Middle East.

Of course, warfighting and war planning 
are only part of the theater commander’s job. 
He is also responsible for shaping the theater 
in hopes of advancing U.S. interests without 
recourse to war, engaging the governments 
within the region and developing the neces-
sary security infrastructure to maintain a 
favorable state of affairs. In this regard, the 
theater commander employs such tools as se-
curity assistance, military exercises, and hu-
manitarian support. The theater command-
er’s actions are not strictly military in nature; 
diplomacy and interagency operations play a 

major role in the development and implemen-
tation of each geographic command’s Theater 
Security Co-operation Plan.

The final function of strategy is to serve as 
a guide to force planning. In theory, the strate-
gy–force planning process is logical. The plan-
ner first identifies national interests and the 
objectives required to achieve those interests. 
The planner then conducts a net assessment 
in order to determine the ability of adversar-
ies to threaten those interests or to interfere 
with the achievement of national objectives. 
These represent the “operational challenges” 
that U.S. forces must surmount in order to im-
plement the strategy. Next, the planner forges 
a strategy to overcome operational challenges 
and a budget to fund the capabilities and op-
erational concepts that are needed to imple-
ment the strategy.

The execution of any chosen strategy re-
quires the fulfillment of certain strategic re-
quirements. These requirements determine 
the necessary military capabilities and op-
erational concepts, which in turn drive the 
acquisition of forces and equipment. Thus, if 
there is a strategic requirement for a particu-
lar capability, the forces or equipment needed 
to provide that capability presumably should 
be obtained. To overcome these operational 
challenges and confront plausible future ar-
eas of military competition, the United States 
must develop new operational concepts.9

Although strategy can be described as the 
conceptual link between ends and means, it 
cannot be reduced to a mere mechanical ex-
ercise. Instead, it is “a process, a constant 
adaptation to shifting conditions and circum-
stances in a world where chance, uncertainty, 
and ambiguity dominate.”10 It is a mistake to 
attempt to reduce strategy to a single aspect, 
although it is not unusual for writers on strat-
egy to try.11 Clausewitz dismissed as simplistic 
the reduction of strategy to “principles, rules, 
or even systems” because, on the contrary, 
strategy “involves human passions, values, 
and beliefs, few of which are quantifiable.”12

Strategy, properly understood, is a com-
plex phenomenon comprising a number of 
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elements. Among the most important of these 
are geography; history; the nature of the po-
litical regime, including such elements as 
religion, ideology, culture, and political and 
military institutions; and economic and tech-
nological factors.13 Accordingly, strategy can 
be said to constitute a continual dialogue be-
tween policy on the one hand and these vari-
ous factors on the other.14

Strategy as a Dialogue Between 
Policy and National Power

To be successful, strategy-making must 
be an interactive process that takes account 
of the interplay of all relevant factors. An in-
flexible strategy may be worse than no strat-
egy at all, as the Germans discovered in 1914 
and the French found in 1940. To paraphrase 
Gray, strategy is the product of the dialogue 
between policy and national power in the 
context of the overall international security 
environment.15

Real strategy must take account of such 
factors as technology, the availability of re-
sources, and geopolitical realities. The strat-
egy of a state is not self-correcting. If condi-
tions change, policymakers must be able to 
discern these changes and modify the nation’s 
strategy and strategic goals accordingly.16 For 
instance, while the U.S. policy to contain the 
Soviet Union remained essentially constant 
during the Cold War, certain factors changed. 
Accordingly, it is possible to identify three 
distinct strategic periods during the Cold War, 
all of which had operational and force-struc-
ture implications.17

When strategy-makers do not adapt to 
changing conditions, serious problems can 
result. Jakub Grygiel shows how a failure to 
adapt strategy to geopolitical change led to 
the decline of Venice (1000–1600); the Otto-
man Empire (1300–1699); and Ming China 
(1364–1644).18 Each actor faced changing 
circumstances but made wrong strategic 
choices. These cases are cautionary for the 
United States, since it has faced substantial 
geopolitical changes of great magnitude since 
the end of the Cold War: the decline and then 

reassertion of Russian power, the expansion 
of terrorist organizations, the rise of China, 
disorder in the Greater Middle East, and the 
new geopolitics of energy.

Strategic Culture
Another important aspect of strategy-

making is the “strategic culture” of a state or 
nation. By applying the notion of strategic 
culture, analysts attempt to explain continu-
ity and change in national security policies, 
thereby creating a framework that can ex-
plain why certain policy options are pursued 
by states that share a given strategic culture.19

For instance, historians have noted that 
the strategic culture of sea powers tends to 
differ from the strategic culture of land pow-
ers. Thus, one sees similarities between the 
strategic approaches of Athens, Great Britain, 
and the United States on the one hand as op-
posed to the strategic approaches of Sparta, 
Germany, and Russia on the other. China 
seems to possess a discernible strategic cul-
ture traceable to Sun Tzu and other Chinese 
military thinkers.20 The same holds for Islam-
ic states.21

According to Kerry Longhurst:

[A] strategic culture is a distinctive body of 
beliefs, attitudes and practices regarding the 
use of force, which are held by a collective and 
arise gradually over time, through a unique pro-
tracted historical process. A strategic culture 
is persistent over time, tending to outlast the 
era of its original inception, although it is not a 
permanent or static feature. It is shaped and 
influenced by formative periods and can alter, 
either fundamentally or piecemeal, at critical 
junctures in that collective’s experiences.22

For Carnes Lord, strategic culture consti-
tutes the traditional practices and habits of 
thought by which military force is organized 
and employed by a society in the service of its 
political goals.23

One of the charges often brought against 
American strategic culture is that it con-
fuses technological superiority with strat-
egy itself. For instance, critics of the efforts to 
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“transform” the U.S. military in the early years 
of the 21st century claimed that America 
tends to seek technological fixes for strategic 
problems in an attempt to remove itself from 
the sharp end of war.24

Strategy vs. Nonstrategic Factors
In any case, strategy is an indispensable el-

ement of national security. Without it, some-
thing else will fill the void. For example, in 
wartime, service doctrines will dominate the 
conduct of operations if strategy is absent. 
This state of affairs is captured by Andrew 
Krepinevich in his characterization of the 
Vietnam War as “a strategy of tactics.”25

In peacetime, defense planning is usually 
dominated by domestic policy considerations 
such as organizational imperatives and con-
gressional politics. In his 1961 book The Com-
mon Defense, Samuel Huntington observed 
that military policy exists in two worlds: the 
world of international politics and the world 
of domestic politics. The first world is shaped 
by such factors as balance of power, wars and 
alliances, and the use of force and diplomacy 
to influence the actions of other states in the 
international arena. The principal “currency” 
of this arena is “power,” primarily military 
power. The second world is shaped by inter-
est groups, corporate interest groups, politi-
cal parties, social classes, and the like. The 
currency here is the resources provided by 
society, personnel, money, and matériel.

Military decisions influence and are influ-
enced by both worlds, and a decision in one 
currency is payable in the other. Huntington 
called the decisions in the currency of inter-
national politics strategic in character. Deci-
sions in the currency of domestic politics are 
structural. Unless there is a strong and coher-
ent strategic vision to guide defense decisions 
even during peacetime, defense decision-
making is likely to be dominated by structural 
decisions.26

Levels of Strategy
War and conflict can be divided into sever-

al levels. As noted, Clausewitz distinguished 

between tactics, “the use of armed forces in 
the engagement,” and strategy, “the use of 
engagements for the object of war.” It is now 
common to speak of an intermediate level be-
tween strategy and tactics: the “operational 
level of war,” a realm concerned with the plan-
ning and conduct of campaigns to achieve 
strategic goals within a theater of war.27 The 
central focus of this essay is the strategic level 
of war and conflict, which in itself is subject to 
further subdivision.28

In its broadest sense, strategy is grand 
strategy. In the words of Edward Mead Earle:

[S]trategy is the art of controlling and utiliz-
ing the resources of a nation—or a coalition 
of nations—including its armed forces, to the 
end that its vital interests shall be effectively 
promoted and secured against enemies, actual, 
potential, or merely presumed. The highest 
type of strategy—sometimes called grand strat-
egy—is that which so integrates the policies 
and armaments of the nation that resort to war 
is either rendered unnecessary or is undertaken 
with the maximum chance of victory.29

Thus, grand strategy is intimately linked to 
national policy in that it is designed to bring 
to bear all the elements of national power—
military, economic, and diplomatic—in order 
to secure the nation’s interests and objectives. 
Grand strategy can also refer to a nation’s 
overarching approach to international affairs: 
isolationism or disengagement, cooperative 
or collective security, selective engagement, 
and primacy.30

Finally, grand strategy can allude to a geo-
political orientation: “continental” or “mari-
time.”31 Whichever meaning is emphasized, 
the choice of a grand strategy has a major 
impact on the other levels of strategy and 
force structure.

Military power is one instrument of grand 
strategy. How military power is employed in 
both war and peace is the province of military 
strategy. In peacetime, military strategy pro-
vides a guide to what Samuel Huntington calls 

“program decisions” and “posturing.” Program 
decisions involve the strength of military 



56 2017 Index of U.S. Military Strength

 
forces, their composition and readiness, and 
the number, type, and rate of development of 
weapons. Posturing is defined by how military 
forces are deployed during peacetime to deter 
war (Clausewitz’s “preparation for war”). In 
wartime, military strategy guides the employ-
ment of military force in pursuit of victory 
(Clausewitz’s “war proper”).32

U.S. Strategic Planning 
and the Strategic “Black Hole”

Given the relatively secure position of the 
United States at least after the War of 1812, 
the early American national security appara-
tus—the State Department, War Department, 
and Navy Department—remained small and 
primitive compared to those of the European 
states. Nonetheless, the United States in fact 
pursued a consistent grand strategy from the 
Founding until the outbreak of World War II. 
The objective of this grand strategy—often 
mistaken for isolationism—was to maintain 
the security of the United States by means of 
skillful diplomacy combined with preemp-
tion and unilateralism.33

With the outbreak of World War II, the 
requirements of fighting a global conflict in 
conjunction with allies impelled the United 
States to develop the sort of national security 
apparatus we see today, but it was not until 
the Cold War, the National Security Act of 
1947, and subsequent amendments that this 
structure came of age.34

The problem today is that the documents 
that supposedly inform U.S. strategy do no 
such thing. They are, at best, pro forma bu-
reaucratic exercises. For instance, the Na-
tional Security Strategy (NSS), required by 
the Goldwater–Nichols Act of 1986, presum-
ably serves as the U.S. grand strategy docu-
ment, defining U.S. security interests, objec-
tives, and goals and providing guidance to 
those who are charged with executing that 
strategy. But while there have been some 
excellent examples in the past, the NSS has 
lately become little more than a list of aspira-
tions with no real strategic plan for achieving 
its stated goals.

Other documents intended to supplement 
the NSS—the National Defense Strategy, Na-
tional Military Strategy, and Quadrennial 
Defense Review—have served only to con-
fuse strategic planning. This is especially true 
of the QDR, which has long been little more 
than a bureaucratic budgetary exercise that 
the services “game” in order to protect or ex-
pand their shares of the defense budget. In 
addition, the QDR has recently been required 
to address the latest fashionable issues of the 
day, such as “climate change.”

In short, the United States has failed to 
provide useful strategic guidance for translat-
ing national policy into theater strategy and 
force employment, shaping force structure, 
and integrating and synchronizing the plan-
ning and activities of the Joint Staff, com-
batant commands, the services, and combat 
support agencies. As Michele Flournoy and 
Shawn Brimley have observed:

The U.S. government currently lacks both the 
incentives and the capacity to support stra-
tegic thinking and long range planning in the 
national security arena. While individuals on 
the National Security Council (NSC) staff may 
develop planning documents for their respec-
tive issues, the NSC staff lacks adequate capac-
ity to conduct integrated long-range planning 
for the president. While some capacity for 
strategic planning exists in the Department of 
Defense (DOD), no other department devotes 
substantial resources to planning for the long-
term future. Although the State Department’s 
policy planning office develops a “big picture” 
approach in specific policy areas, such as North 
Atlantic Treaty Organization enlargement or 
relations with China, it tends (with some excep-
tions) to focus on issues already on the policy 
agenda rather than challenges that might loom 
over the horizon. Nor does it address the types 
of capabilities the United States should seek to 
develop to deal with future challenges.35

The result is Colin Gray’s strategic 
“black hole.”

A Return to Strategic Planning
Colin Dueck has offered a useful critique of 

what currently passes for strategic planning. 
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In particular, he criticizes the centralization 
of foreign policy planning in the White House 
under President Obama. He offers six sugges-
tions to correct the problem:

• Develop and execute a meaningful nation-
al security strategy early on.

• Restore a proper balance of responsibili-
ties between the NSC and line depart-
ments and agencies.

• Appoint a strong national security advisor 
to play the role of genuine honest bro-
ker, policy entrepreneur, and presiden-
tial agent.

• Appoint and empower a strategic planning 
directorate on the NSC staff.

• Create an effective strategic plan-
ning board.

• Learn from private[-]sector experience.36

It would also be useful to revisit the U.S. 
strategic planning approach during the Cold 
War. Two of the most important documents 
shaping early Cold War policy and strategy 
were NSC-20/4, “U.S. Objectives with Respect 
to the USSR to Counter Soviet Threats to U.S. 
Security,” signed by President Harry Truman 
in 1948, and NSC-68, “United States Objec-
tives and Programs for National Security,” 
signed by President Truman in 1950. Both 
documents argued for a policy of “contain-
ment” against the Soviet Union, the purpose 
of which was to prevent Soviet expansionism 
and guarantee the security of America and 
its allies.37 NSC-68 in particular served as the 
foundation of the U.S. approach to the Soviet 
Union until its collapse in the late 1980s.

However, the cost associated with NSC-68 
was high: It called for a tripling of the defense 
budget to build up U.S. conventional forces 
and to develop a thermonuclear weapon. 
Concerned about the high cost of defense, 
President Dwight Eisenhower sought a way 

to examine existing American containment 
policy and compare alternative policy op-
tions. He settled on a systematic policy exer-
cise to review U.S. foreign policy objectives 
and recommend a course of action. The exer-
cise, called “Project Solarium,” 38 pitted three 
teams against each other.

• Team A would make the best possible ar-
gument for the existing policy of contain-
ment, seeking to prevent Soviet expansion 
in Europe while minimizing the risk of 
general war.

• Team B would accept containment as a 
viable policy but be less tentative about 
its implementation. It would assert that 
any Soviet or Soviet-sponsored aggression 
would lead to general war and threaten 
massive U.S. and allied retaliation using 
any means necessary.

• Team C would argue for “rollback,” mean-
ing a policy to halt and then reverse Soviet 
efforts to hold territory by the presence of 
the Red Army.39

Five weeks later, the teams reconvened 
and presented their findings to the President.

• Team A argued that the U.S. should develop 
and implement a more dynamic cam-
paign of political and psychological action 
against the Soviets. The group rejected any 
strategy that based its arguments on the 
acceptance of a risk of general war and rec-
ommended “waging peace” with U.S. power 
by emphasizing the importance of negotia-
tions. It also sought to prevent the use of an 
active military threat from driving national 
security strategy even though it gave the 
concept of force an important role to play—
primarily the role of augmenting diplomat-
ic, economic, and political initiatives.

• Team B warned about the rigid nature 
of “drawing a line,” implying that it could 
actually increase the risk of war through 
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inflexibility, but argued that a preponder-
ant show of U.S. force combined with a de-
finitive geographical boundary line could 
lead to a change in Soviet policy and/or 
a mellowing of the overall regime. Team 
B further explained that the allies would 
not readily accept where to draw the line 
and that this strategy would be extremely 
expensive. However, it made the case that 
the external threat to the U.S. ultimately 
outweighed the threat to domestic eco-
nomic stability.

• Team C argued that mere containment 
was flawed because it had no endgame 
and let the Soviets read American inac-
tion as fear and acquiescence. It acknowl-
edged that the benefits of “rollback” were 
speculative but claimed that political and 
military actions short of general war (for 
example, covert operations and economic 
pressure) would be an effective way to 
take back regions from the Soviet area of 
control until, ultimately, the Soviet Union 
changed. Therefore, the U.S. must first put 
indirect pressure on the Soviet Union by 
engaging its satellite states and then di-
rect pressure on the Soviet Union itself.40

After listening to the presentations, Presi-
dent Eisenhower summarized the arguments 
of the three teams and opted for the course of 
action recommended by Team A, which served 
as the foundation of NSC-162/2, “Basic Nation-
al Security Policy,” signed by Eisenhower on 
October 30, 1953. As one commentator notes:

While NSC 162/2 did not represent a radical 
shift in policy, just as NSC-68 was not a radical 
departure from NSC 20/04, the exercise itself 
forced policymakers to justify a number of 
key assumptions about Soviet objectives and 
American capabilities. This not only strength-
ened the intellectual basis for containment as 
a long-term policy, but conferred legitimacy 
on the President’s ultimate decision to follow 
the basic recommendations of Team A. The 
substance of the policy, in other words, had 
benefited from the process used to design it.41

As Eisenhower observed, “The plans are 
nothing, but the planning is everything.”42

Conclusion
Strategy is designed to secure national in-

terests and to attain the objectives of national 
policy by the application of force or threat of 
force. Strategy is dynamic, changing as the 
factors that influence it change. Strategic re-
quirements continue to evolve.

The evolution of strategy over the past 
50 years illuminates the interrelationship of 
ends, means, and the security environment. 
Potential mismatches between ends and 
means create risks. If the risks resulting from 
an ends–means mismatch cannot be man-
aged, ends must be reevaluated and scaled 
back, means must be increased, or the strat-
egy must be adjusted.

Strategy-making is a central component of 
defense policy. Without a coherent, rational 
strategy to guide the development and em-
ployment of forces, structural factors such as 
bureaucratic and organizational imperatives 
will dominate the allocation of resources for 
defense, leading to a suboptimal result.

Good strategy requires an effective stra-
tegic planning process. Unfortunately, U.S. 
strategic planning is defective. As a result, U.S. 
actions against China, Iran, Russia, ISIS, and 
the like are uncoordinated and incoherent. To 
advance its national interests in a dangerous 
and uncertain world, the United States must 
restore strategic planning and the idea of 
strategy as a guide to action to a central role.

Strategic planning must look beyond the 
next budget cycle in order to address the wide 
array of international challenges the United 
States faces and advance long-term U.S. in-
terests. The best strategic planning process 
incorporates both constructive competition 
and creative cooperation in order to reconcile 
diverging perspectives. Otherwise, the U.S. 
strategic black hole will persist.
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