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The Outcomes of U.S. National
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JORDAN TAMA
IN RECENT YEARS, ALL OF THE MAJOR U.S. NATIONAL security
agencies have conducted quadrennial strategy reviews.1 In 1996, the U.S.
Congress mandated the conduct by the Defense Department of
a Quadrennial Defense Review (QDR) that entails a “comprehensive
examination” of U.S. defense strategy and policies, “with a view toward
determining and expressing the defense strategy of the United States and
establishing a defense program for the next 20 years.”2 Since then, U.S.
policymakers have also launched quadrennial reviews in the U.S. intelligence community and at the Departments of Homeland Security and
State. As of this writing, U.S. agencies have completed five QDRs, three
Quadrennial Intelligence Community Reviews (QICRs), two Quadrennial
Homeland Security Reviews (QHSRs), and two Quadrennial Diplomacy
and Development Reviews (QDDRs).3 In addition, the Barack Obama
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administration has begun the first Quadrennial Energy Review, which is
being led by the White House and Department of Energy.
These quadrennial reviews require a major investment of time and
energy on the part of many government officials. The reviews therefore
raise several questions: What have been the outcomes of quadrennial
reviews by government agencies? What factors have shaped their outcomes? More generally, are formal strategic reviews worth doing?
Answering these questions is important not only because of how much
time government personnel spend on quadrennial reviews but also because
the outcomes of reviews may influence whether the government operates
effectively or is prepared for key challenges. Yet there exists relatively little
scholarship on quadrennial reviews, and I am unaware of any previous
scholarship that draws general conclusions about quadrennial reviews
based on a thorough evaluation of multiple reviews.
In this article, I seek to answer these questions and fill this gap in
knowledge. Conceptually, I draw on insights from the political science,
public administration, and management literatures to explain how formal
strategy reviews can influence government activity and how their impact
can be constrained by certain features of political and bureaucratic life.
Empirically, I draw on government documents, other primary and secondary sources, and interviews of 51 experts and current and former
government officials to present original case studies of the first QDDR
and QHSR, as well as a more general assessment of the QDR’s impact over
several review cycles. I also briefly examine the presidentially-issued
National Security Strategy (NSS) and several other White House–led
strategy reviews in order to consider the importance of presidential involvement in a review. Overall, I aim to enhance our understanding of
the links between strategy processes and organizational outcomes in the
public sector, which other scholars have identified as an area in need of
more empirical research.4
In short, I argue that quadrennial reviews by government agencies
rarely determine the outcome of the government’s most important strategic decisions but they often generate significant policy or organizational
changes and can serve as useful management devices for agency leaders.
Quadrennial reviews by agencies are generally poor vehicles for shaping
major strategic decisions because such decisions are typically made by the
president in response to events rather than by individual agencies
Theodore H. Poister, David W. Pitts, and Lauren Hamilton Edwards, “Strategic Management Research in
the Public Sector: A Review, Synthesis, and Future Directions,” American Review of Public Administration
40 (September 2010): 522–545.
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according to a quadrennial calendar. A strategic review will therefore not
usually generate dramatic change in security strategy unless the review
involves the president and is prompted by an external shock or political
shift. But even in the absence of those conditions, a structured review
can have substantial value in helping the leadership of an agency generate
buy-in for important changes that institutionalize the leadership’s priorities or goals. In this way, many government reviews serve mainly as tools
for leading complex bureaucracies.
THE VALUE AND LIMITATIONS OF FORMAL STRATEGY
EXERCISES
Existing scholarship provides a range of views on the value of formal
strategy activities. One leading school of thought in the management
literature argues that formal strategic planning is rarely conducive to
innovation.5 In this perspective, organizations operating in rapidly changing environments are better served by more informal and flexible approaches to strategy development. An implication of this school of
thought is that the highly structured quadrennial review model would
not serve most organizations well.6
Yet other management and public administration studies have found
that formal planning improves the performance of private firms and public
sector organizations and that the most successful organizations conduct
both formal and informal planning.7 Some scholars argue further that
formal planning is valuable because it can help decision makers understand their organizations and prepare for real-time decisions, even though
it rarely generates important innovations directly.8 This argument is
5
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consistent with Dwight D. Eisenhower’s famous comment, “plans are
useless. . . planning is indispensable.”9 Some scholars add that formal
planning is particularly beneficial for government agencies because they
operate in relatively stable environments—making rapid innovation less
important—and typically need to involve a lot of internal and external
stakeholders in their planning, which can be facilitated by a structured
process.10 Even the leading critics of private sector formal planning observe
that structured planning tends to be useful for government agencies.11
Scholars of national security affairs have also argued that strategic
planning is necessary and, when done well, can be quite valuable. Bruce
Jentleson and Andrew Bennett write that without planning, U.S. foreign
policy tends “toward drift and incoherence.”12 Aaron Friedberg argues that
an absence of institutionalized national security planning “seems certain to
lead to a loss of efficiency” and, at worst, “raises the risk of catastrophic
failure.”13 Meena Bose writes that structured planning processes can
help ensure the systematic consideration of alternatives and center the
president’s attention on overall goals.14
At the same time, there is ample reason to think that it is especially hard
to conduct effective strategic planning in the government. Organization
theory teaches that government units often resist innovations and seek to
protect their turf.15 These units may see strategic reviews as threats to their
budgets and autonomy, and therefore they may try to prevent reviews from
establishing priorities or generating changes. Outside the executive
branch, lawmakers may be an additional obstacle to changes that challenge
their own policy preferences or favored programs.16
National security scholars have identified a number of additional
obstacles to effective strategic planning. Senior policymakers may

9

Quoted in Richard Nixon, Six Crises (Garden City, NJ: Doubleday, 1962), 235.
Brews and Purohit, “Strategic Planning in Unstable Environments”; and Gerald R. Kissler, Karmen N.
Fore, Willow S. Jacobson, William P. Kittredge, and Scott L. Stewart, “State Strategic Planning: Suggestions
from the Oregon Experience,” Public Administration Review 58 (July/August 1998): 353–358.
11
Mintzberg, Ahlstrand, and Lampel, Strategy Safari, 367.
12
Bruce W. Jentleson and Andrew Bennett, “Policy Planning: Oxymoron or Sine Qua Non for U.S. Foreign
Policy,” in Stanley A. Renshon and Deborah Welch Larson, eds., Good Judgment in Foreign Policy: Theory
and Application (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2003), 219–246, at 219.
13
Aaron L. Friedberg, “Strengthening U.S. Strategic Planning,” in Drezner, ed., Avoiding Trivia, 84–97, at
84.
14
Meena Bose, Shaping and Signaling Presidential Policy (College Station: Texas A&M University Press,
1998), 101–111.
15
James Q. Wilson, Bureaucracy: What Government Agencies Do and Why They Do It (New York: Basic
Books, 1989), 101.
16
Joel D. Aberbach, Keeping a Watchful Eye: The Politics of Congressional Oversight (Washington, DC:
Brookings Institution, 1990), 7.
10

STRATEGIC REVIEWS | 739

marginalize strategic planners because policymakers are focused on dayto-day crises, do not think planning is necessary, or worry that planning
could limit their flexibility or result in embarrassing revelations if planning
discussions are leaked.17 In addition, administration officials may resist the
setting of priorities because in the absence of priorities, every administration budget request can appear necessary.18 The effectiveness of strategic
planning can be further constrained by cognitive limitations, uncertainty
about the future, the exclusion of alternative perspectives, a tendency to
inflate threats, insufficient attention to implementation, and inadequate
accountability for poor strategic choices.19 Given these and other common
problems in strategic planning, Richard Betts argues that national leaders
should avoid adopting security goals or strategies that are very ambitious or
complex, and David Edelstein and Ronald Krebs argue with even greater
skepticism that the United States would be better off without national
security strategizing.20
With regard to specific U.S. strategy activities, scholars have examined
the impact of the policy planning offices of government agencies, the NSS,
other White House–led reviews, and the QDR and QDDR. The prevailing
view in this body of literature is that the U.S. government has done
strategic planning poorly.21 Regarding policy planning offices, scholars
have found that their influence has been highly variable and dependent on
the personal relationship between the office director and the agency
head.22 With respect to the NSS—whose production is mandated by the
1986 Goldwater-Nichols Act—scholars have found that the White House
generally treats it largely as a public relations tool and that its value has
Friedberg, “Strengthening U.S. Strategic Planning”; Bruce W. Jentleson, “An Integrative Executive
Branch Strategy for Policy Planning,” in Drezner, ed., Avoiding Trivia, 69–83; and Amy Zegart, “Why
the Best Is Not Yet to Come in Policy Planning,” in Drezner, ed., Avoiding Trivia, 113–124.
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been limited by the unwillingness of presidents to use it to set priorities or
provide concrete guidance to agencies or budget officials.23 Regarding
other White House activities, scholars have found that presidents vary
considerably in the extent to which they rely on formal strategy processes,
and they have pointed to Eisenhower’s highly structured use of the National Security Council as a model of sound strategy development.24
Among quadrennial reviews, the QDR, as the longest-standing review,
has received the most attention from scholars and policy analysts. The
general consensus is that the QDR has been of limited value because it has
not generated major changes in defense strategy, military force structure,
or allocation of defense resources.25 This view was reflected in a 2010
report by an independent panel of defense experts, which recommended
that the QDR be discontinued.26 A number of scholars and analysts have
also assessed the QDDR, with these assessments ranging from favorable to
critical.27 On the whole, the prevailing sentiment of the policy community
toward quadrennial reviews is lukewarm at best.
Despite this prevailing sentiment, my expectation is that quadrennial
reviews—and formal reviews more generally—can be useful tools for senior
policymakers trying to institutionalize their priorities within an agency.
While structured reviews are not very well suited to the generation of
revolutionary ideas, they can help senior officials build support within
the bureaucracy for important organizational and policy changes. In his

23
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landmark analysis of defense strategy, Samuel Huntington observed that
“meaningful policy requires both content and consensus.”28 Put in those
terms, an informal approach to strategy development might generate more
innovative content, but a structured process might sometimes be more
useful because it builds consensus around content. Indeed, studies of
strategic planning and reform efforts in the U.S. Air Force, Defense
Department, and State Department have found that processes involving
broad participation are necessary to create buy-in among rank-and-file
personnel for organizational changes.29 The need to generate buy-in is
especially pronounced in government agencies because, unlike corporate
leaders, senior political appointees have limited ability to influence the
behavior of rank-and-file personnel through crude means such as the
threat of dismissal.30 Along similar lines, the legitimacy of a decisionmaking process often heavily shapes whether decisions are accepted
throughout an organization.31 In that regard, highly structured processes
may defuse concerns that decisions are being made behind closed doors,
without broad participation.
I also expect, however, that there are important limitations to quadrennial reviews conducted by government agencies. While agency reviews can
shape decisions that fall within an agency’s jurisdiction, they are poorly
suited to influence broader decisions that are typically made in the White
House or through an interagency process. Unless the president becomes
directly involved in a quadrennial review, an agency’s leadership will
usually be unable to use a review to catalyze major strategy or policy
changes. In addition, even within an agency, the leadership’s ability to
use a review to drive change can be significantly limited because career
officials may not wish to implement all of a review’s ideas and agency
leaders are constantly distracted from internal management by external
events, pressures, and demands.
The rigid timelines and public reporting requirements of most quadrennial reviews are additional constraints on the impact of these reviews.
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The mandates of quadrennial reviews—particularly those ordered by
Congress—typically require them to be completed by a certain date every
four years. Such deadlines are generally not well suited to driving substantive policy decisions because policymakers typically need to make such
decisions in response to events rather than according to a preset schedule.
Major strategy changes, in particular, are often precipitated by an unexpected shock or crisis.32 A quadrennial review is not likely to be very useful
to policymakers during a crisis, as the review’s timeline will not necessarily
correspond to the timing of the shock. The value of a formal review can be
further constrained when it must result in a public report, as is the case
with most quadrennial reviews, because it is difficult for policymakers to
speak frankly about many issues in a public document.33 Policymakers
may also not want to offer details about their plans in a public report in
order to preserve their flexibility.34
I also expect the outcome of a quadrennial review to be influenced by the
source of its mandate. Other studies have found that strategic planning
efforts and other review processes are more effective when a senior executive branch leader establishes the process and is personally invested in it.35
Drawing on those findings, I expect that a review is likely to be implemented more thoroughly when it is established by the head of an agency
than when it is mandated by Congress. On the other hand, I expect a review
to be the object of greater congressional oversight if it is mandated by law,
as congressional authorization gives lawmakers a greater stake in a review.
ASSESSING THE IMPACT OF QUADRENNIAL REVIEWS
My analysis of the first QHSR and QDDR—as well as my more general
assessment of the QDR’s impact over the past two decades—supports these
expectations. I chose to focus in this article on the first QHSR and QDDR
because they have received less attention from scholars than the QDR and
because they were conducted at approximately the same time, although
only the QHSR was mandated by Congress, thus providing a particularly

32
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useful opportunity for assessing how a review is influenced by the way it
was initiated. I further chose to include a general assessment of the QDR to
determine whether my findings regarding the QHSR and QDDR also
apply to the largest national security agency. (I do not assess the QICR
because it is classified, and I do not assess in detail the presidential NSS
because my focus is on agency reviews. However, in the article’s next
section, I briefly discuss the NSS and a few ad hoc presidential reviews
by way of considering the importance of presidential involvement in
strategy activities.)
I evaluated the impact of the QHSR, QDDR, and QDR by examining
the extent to which they contributed to strategy, policy, organizational, or
management changes. To make these assessments, I reviewed a variety of
primary sources, including agency reports, statements by agency officials,
congressional hearing transcripts, and reports by government auditors;
consulted relevant secondary sources, such as contemporaneous periodical
articles and think tank reports; and interviewed policymakers and experts
who are very knowledgeable about the reviews. With all of these sources, I
sought, in particular, to identify any information that shed light on
whether the reviews led to changes in strategy, policy, management, or
organization that might not have otherwise occurred and why the reviews
did or did not have such effects.
The policymaker interviews were particularly important in this regard
because some government insiders are well equipped to assess whether a
review led the government to do something differently. At the same time,
such insiders often have biases or agendas that shape their responses to
interview questions about issues in which they were involved. To compensate for such biases or agendas, I interviewed at least a dozen people
regarding each of the three reviews, including both officials who were
directly involved in one of the reviews and officials and experts who
were not directly involved in a review but are very knowledgeable about
it. In all, I interviewed 32 people who worked on or observed a review while
serving in the executive branch, 11 people who oversaw a review as a
congressional official, and 8 nongovernmental experts on one of the reviews or agencies in question. Many of the interviews were conducted on a
not-for-attribution basis to enable interviewees to speak more frankly.
To summarize my findings, I found that the first QHSR had little direct
impact on homeland security policies and programs, but it gave leaders of
the Department of Homeland Security (DHS) a useful framework for
managing the department and modestly advanced departmental integration. In addition, I found that the first QDDR did not significantly reorient
the substance of U.S. diplomacy or foreign aid programs, but it triggered
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some important State Department reorganizations and personnel policy
changes that strengthened departmental capacity and skills in areas prioritized by Secretary of State Hillary Clinton. I further found that Clinton’s
personal investment in the QDDR led to a stronger implementation
process than existed at the DHS with the QHSR, whereas lawmakers
conducted more oversight of the congressionally mandated QHSR. My
investigation of the QDR furnished additional evidence that quadrennial
reviews by agencies tend not to generate major changes in strategy, but
they can be useful tools for leading and managing large bureaucracies.
The Quadrennial Homeland Security Review
The QHSR was mandated by legislation enacted in 2007 that required the
secretary of homeland security to conduct, starting in 2009 and every four
years thereafter, “a comprehensive examination of the homeland security
strategy of the Nation, including recommendations regarding the longterm strategy and priorities of the Nation for homeland security and
guidance on the programs, assets, capabilities, budget, policies, and authorities of the Department [of Homeland Security].”36 The review must
result in a publicly available report.
The first QHSR was directed by the DHS Office of Strategic Plans, led
by Deputy Assistant Secretary for Policy Alan Cohn. The core of the process
consisted of seven study groups comprising some 200 DHS officials from
42 DHS organizational units, which fed ideas to a steering committee led
by Cohn. The 78-page QHSR report, issued in February 2010, was drafted
by Cohn’s team in the Office of Strategic Plans.37
One of the principal congressional motivations in mandating the QHSR
was to promote greater unity of effort and integration in the DHS, which
had been created in 2002 through a merger of 22 preexisting agencies
and was struggling to establish organizational coherence.38 Senior DHS
officials shared this goal and sought to advance it by using the first QHSR
to develop an organizing framework for the department.39 The QHSR
report, “A Strategic Framework for a Secure Homeland,” outlined five core
DHS missions: preventing terrorism and enhancing security, securing and
managing our borders, enforcing and administering our immigration laws,
36

Implementing Recommendations of the 9/11 Commission Act of 2007, Pub. L. No. 110-53, 121 Stat. 266.
Interviews of current and former DHS officials, February 2013.
38
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Governmental Affairs, Homeland Security Department’s Budget Submission for Fiscal Year 2008, 110th
Congress, 1st sess., 13 February 2007; interview of Christian Beckner, 20 February 2013; and interview of
congressional homeland security aide, February 2013.
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safeguarding and securing cyberspace, and ensuring resilience to disasters.40 The report also articulated more specific goals and objectives within
each of these five mission areas but did not describe concrete proposals or
initiatives.
Near the end of the QHSR process, the DHS began a follow-on activity,
called the Bottom-Up Review (BUR), because the QHSR’s broad language
was not going to be sufficient to satisfy Congress.41 The BUR report, issued
in July 2010, described DHS activities in each of the QHSR’s five mission
areas and outlined 43 initiatives across those missions. However, many of
the initiatives were vague. For instance, on aviation security, the BUR said
that the DHS would “collaborate with the aviation industry to use a riskbased approach to inform decisions” and “use current intelligence-derived
threat information to drive day-to-day operations.”42
When the BUR report was issued, key lawmakers criticized it and the
entire QHSR effort. Senator Susan Collins (R-ME), ranking member on
the Homeland Security and Governmental Affairs Committee, said that
the QHSR and BUR “simply do not compare to the level of analysis and
planning that goes into the Quadrennial Defense Review.”43 Senator
Joseph Lieberman (I-CT), the committee chair, also chided the DHS for
not providing more detail in the reviews and submitted to the DHS 21
questions about the conduct of the reviews and plans to implement
them.44
On the whole, the impact of the first QHSR was modest. Its most
important outcome was to outline the department’s missions, goals, and
objectives—although the identification of missions cannot be attributed
entirely to the QHSR. At her January 2009 Senate confirmation hearing to
become secretary of homeland security—at which time the QHSR process
was barely under way—Janet Napolitano described the DHS mission as “to
protect the nation’s borders by fighting and killing the roots of terrorism
and to stop those who intend to hurt us; to wisely enforce the rule of law at
our borders; to protect our national cyber infrastructure; and to prepare for

40
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Framework for a Secure Homeland,” February 2010, accessed at http://www.dhs.gov/xlibrary/assets/
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and respond to natural and man-caused disasters with skill, compassion,
and effectiveness.”45 Four of the missions outlined a year later in the QHSR
report were similar to elements of this statement, with the only major
change being the addition of the mission of enforcing and administering
immigration laws. The QHSR mission framework therefore only adjusted
incrementally Napolitano’s preexisting conception of the department’s
mission.
In addition to adding the immigration mission, the report went farther
than preexisting statements by Napolitano or other DHS officials by outlining goals and objectives for each mission, and the inclusive QHSR process
helped build greater acknowledgment and acceptance of these missions
across the department. A DHS official commented that the QHSR process
was important in pushing the heads of DHS components—who had widely
varying ideas about the department’s purpose—to “come to the table” to
discuss the department’s missions.46 The QHSR process did not eliminate
differences in opinion among component heads, but it did create more
shared recognition of core DHS functions. Homeland security expert Stephen Flynn noted that this achievement was particularly important for DHS
because, since its establishment, DHS units had defined their missions
autonomously.47 A former DHS official added, “People in DHS now refer
all the time to the five missions. They’re just assumed.”48
The 2010 QHSR also helped DHS leaders take a few concrete steps
toward integrating the department. Government Accountability Office
(GAO) homeland security auditor David Maurer noted that the QHSR’s
missions, goals, and objectives created “a common organizing framework for
the whole department” and have been used by DHS leaders to try to advance
integration.49 For instance, after the QHSR, the DHS overhauled its accounting system so that all spending data would be grouped within each
QHSR mission, goal, and objective.50 This reform enabled senior DHS
leaders to understand how much money was being spent across the DHS
on different priorities. As an example, one DHS official noted that senior
leaders did not know how much money was being spent department-wide on
cybersecurity until the accounting reform was instituted. The official added
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that the reform empowered DHS leaders by giving them “a factual basis to
question component leadership,” which had drawn power from fragmented
accounting.51 John Whitley, who served as director of the DHS Program
Analysis and Evaluation Office, said similarly that “the department’s leadership has a better handle on resources” as a result of the reform.52
However, the QHSR was not a significant driver of subsequent DHS
decisions about the allocation of homeland security resources. The GAO
found that in the DHS budget submission to Congress for fiscal year 2012,
the department included proposals to implement only one-third of the
BUR initiatives.53 This very partial attempt at implementation may
have reflected in part the environment of fiscal austerity that set in after
the 2010 congressional election, but current and former DHS officials
mainly attributed it to a lack of strong high-level commitment to implement many of the initiatives in the face of resistance from DHS units. In the
words of one former DHS official, if a DHS component did not want to
implement a BUR initiative, it “tried to kill it,” and the overall implementation effort “didn’t go very far.”54 According to GAO auditor Maurer, even
some of the initiatives prioritized by DHS leaders did not receive much
attention within operational units.55 In addition, only some of the strategic
plans subsequently issued by major DHS components conformed to the
QHSR’s goals and objectives.56 More generally, most current and former
DHS officials agreed that the QHSR had little direct impact on the
substantive content of homeland security policies and programs.57
The QHSR might have had more impact on policies and programs if it
had set priorities or rank ordered the missions, goals, and objectives. But
such an effort would have angered DHS units whose activities did not rank
highly, as well as lawmakers who care about those activities. Indeed, the
DHS Strategic Plans Office tried during the process to set priorities within
each mission, but it could not get DHS units to agree on them.58 Regarding
Congress, a homeland security analyst commented, “DHS would get killed
on the Hill if they rank-ordered priorities.”59
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In the end, the QHSR’s impact was significantly constrained by its
legislative origins and by the secretary of homeland security’s limited
control over much of the DHS. The legislative origins of the QHSR did
give the congressional homeland security committees a stake in the review,
and these committees held serious oversight hearings on the review when it
was completed.60 But this congressional scrutiny was not sustained, as
Congress did not hold another hearing on the QHSR for the next
18 months. Implementation therefore depended primarily on the DHS
leadership, but Napolitano was not personally invested in the review and
did not send a strong signal to DHS personnel that implementation was a
high priority. In the words of one DHS official, Napolitano “took an arm’s
length approach” to the QHSR.61 DHS deputy secretary Jane Holl Lute did
see the review as a key opportunity to make DHS more mature, but her
ability to drive change was limited in the absence of deeper commitment
from Napolitano.62
The fragmentation of the DHS was also a major obstacle to the QHSR’s
impact. Since its creation, the DHS has been a highly fragmented and
heterogeneous institution with weak central authority.63 These institutional characteristics prevented the QHSR from going much beyond lowest-common-denominator ideas. One congressional homeland security
aide noted that the QHSR did not accomplish more “because that would
involve tearing down [DHS] silos.”64 While some lawmakers and DHS
officials saw the QHSR as a vehicle to integrate the DHS, the centrifugal
forces in the department made it very hard to take more than incremental
steps toward this goal.
The Quadrennial Diplomacy and Development Review
Secretary of State Clinton launched the QDDR in July 2009. Clinton
established the review in an effort to strengthen the State Department’s
capacity and performance in certain areas, give State more influence in
interagency decision making, and help State gain more resources from
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Congress. Clinton saw a formal review as a useful means to advance these
goals because she thought it might help overcome likely internal resistance
to organizational reforms and signal to Congress and the White House that
the State Department was well run and capable of spending money effectively.65 In announcing the review, Clinton said it would provide a blueprint for advancing U.S. foreign policy objectives, a comprehensive
assessment for organizational reform, and recommendations for improvements to the department’s policymaking processes.66
The 2009–10 QDDR was formally led by Deputy Secretary of State
Jacob Lew and U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID)
administrator Rajiv Shah, with State Department policy planning director
Anne-Marie Slaughter serving as the executive director. Slaughter directed
a QDDR leadership team of some two dozen officials who coordinated 17
working groups and task forces involving more than 500 State Department
and USAID personnel. The final report, issued in December 2010, was
drafted principally by William Burke-White, a senior adviser to Slaughter
in the Policy Planning Office.
The central goal articulated in the 219-page report, “Leading through
Civilian Power,” is to strengthen the capacity of diplomats, aid officials,
and other civilian experts to serve as the leading edge of American power
overseas.67 The report called for boosting State’s capacity in part through
organizational changes in functional areas that Clinton prioritized. In
the security area—where Clinton thought the department was lagging
too far behind the Defense Department (DOD)—the QDDR called for
converting the preexisting Office of the Coordinator for Reconstruction
and Stabilization (S/CRS) into a new Conflict and Stabilization Operations Bureau (CSO); converting a counterterrorism office into a bureau
(bureaus generally have more power than offices at State); creating a
coordinator for cyber issues; and placing a number of units under
the authority of a new under secretary for civilian security, democracy,
and human rights. On economics and energy—where Clinton also
thought State was not exercising sufficient influence—the QDDR proposed creating a Bureau for Energy Resources and an Office of the Chief
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Economist, both of which would be overseen by a new under secretary
for economic growth, energy, and the environment. The department
instituted all of these reorganizations within 15 months of the QDDR
report.
Current and former State Department officials said that most of the
reorganizations would not have occurred without the QDDR because,
absent the review, there would not have been an institutional vehicle to
advance the ideas or to overcome resistance to them from powerful parts of
the department.68 One official noted that State’s regional bureaus, which
exercise great influence, generally resisted the reorganizations because they
threatened to take away some of the bureaus’ power: “The regional bureaus
don’t want a lot of other fiefdoms created.”69 On the economics and energy
reorganizations, Julia Nesheiwat, a deputy assistant secretary in the
Bureau of Energy Resources, said, “The ideas were floating around before
the QDDR process, but if it wasn’t for the QDDR, they probably would’ve
lingered for a long time.”70
The QDDR reorganizations did not transform State, but they did
strengthen it in some important areas. The earlier Office of the Coordinator for Reconstruction and Stabilization lacked the capacity or influence to
carry out its stated mission of coordinating reconstruction and stabilization operations at the interagency level.71 In interviews, government officials generally agreed that the establishment of the new Conflict and
Stabilization Operations Bureau has boosted State’s capacity and influence
in this area. A congressional foreign policy aide said, “S/CRS was a bastard
child in the department. Making it a bureau gave them more clout.”72
Other government officials added that the CSO has demonstrated its
increased influence by directing a large part of U.S. nonlethal aid to rebels
in Syria—an interagency leadership role that the S/CRS would have been
unable to play.73 The new Energy Bureau, for its part, strengthened State’s
work on energy issues. A department official who does not work in the
bureau said it has given State’s energy experts “more oxygen in the
building.”74
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There have been some significant changes in personnel policy as a result
of the QDDR, too. The QDDR recommended an array of reforms to place
greater importance on innovation, risk taking, interagency experience, and
skills other than traditional diplomacy in the hiring, training, and evaluation of State Department officials. A number of these reforms, which aimed
in part to change State’s culture, have been adopted. For instance, candidates for the positions of chief or deputy chief of a U.S. mission are now
evaluated in part based on their interagency experience and demonstrated
willingness to take constructive risks to achieve results.75 (The loss of four
American lives in the September 2012 attack on U.S. facilities in Benghazi,
Libya, made it more difficult for State Department officials to take security
risks, but the QDDR reforms are intended to facilitate risk taking more
generally.) In addition, the department has made changes to allow more
officials to take temporary assignments in other agencies, established a
pilot program to enable some Civil Service officers with specialized skills to
take positions overseas that were previously reserved for Foreign Service
officers, added to the Foreign Service exam a few questions designed to
assess innovation and willingness to take risks, and created new Foreign
Service training courses on interagency operations and public–private
partnerships.76
Many of these and other QDDR proposals were resisted by the leadership of the Foreign Service, which led to some of the proposals being scaled
back and prevented others from being fully implemented. For instance, the
American Foreign Service Association opposed making more substantial
changes to the Foreign Service exam and opposed allowing Civil Service
officers to be deployed overseas.77 This opposition is consistent with longstanding resistance in the Foreign Service to organizational changes perceived as challenging the Foreign Service’s unique role in the department
or emphasizing skills and activities other than diplomacy and reporting.78
On the other hand, the QDDR changes are strongly supported by
some Foreign Service officers. One officer commented that the QDDR
is “a vehicle to change the culture of the Foreign Service, which hasn’t
in the past provided a lot of time for training and external interagency
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assignments.”79 The long-term effect of the various personnel
policy changes will hinge in part on whether that culture does in fact
change.80
In some other important areas, it is already clear that the QDDR’s
impact was quite limited. On foreign aid, many key decisions were made at
the White House rather than through the QDDR. During the QDDR, the
White House led an effort to draft a presidential directive on development,
which was issued in September 2010.81 That directive, rather than the
QDDR, established the principal framework for President Obama’s foreign aid policy.
The QDDR also did not transform the relationship among State,
USAID, and other agencies. During the review, there were sharp clashes
among officials from different agencies and the White House regarding
interagency roles. As one official commented, “We spent a lot of time
fighting over theology instead of looking for solutions.”82 Ultimately,
the QDDR report only partially resolved or papered over many of these
disagreements. For instance, the report said that USAID would lead a new
Global Health Initiative if certain benchmarks are met. But after the report
was issued, other agencies resisted transferring control over global health
programs to USAID, and the administration abandoned the effort.83
Another important QDDR proposal was to bolster unity of effort at U.S.
missions by enabling ambassadors to contribute to the evaluation of
personnel from other agencies who serve at their missions. This proposal
also had limited impact because State could not compel other agencies to
take ambassadorial evaluations into account in their own personnel processes.84 In addition, the report did not address the respective roles of State
and the DOD in the management of U.S. security aid—despite strong
concern at State that the DOD had asserted too much control in that area.
On the whole, State’s influence at the interagency level did not clearly
increase as a result of the QDDR.
Overall, then, the 2009–10 QDDR’s impact was significant but not
transformative. To the extent that it did shape changes, this was largely
attributable to Clinton’s personal stake in a review that she had ordered. As
one department official commented, Clinton “sees her legacy bound up in
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part with getting implementation done.”85 Indeed, the QDDR has sometimes been cited in the media as an important part of Clinton’s legacy. An
article about her tenure in The Economist described QDDR reforms as
important accomplishments, stating, “She may not have brought peace to
the Middle East, dealt with Iran’s nukes, or permanently reset relations
with Russia, but Mrs. Clinton can be said to have changed the State
Department itself for the better.”86
While the QDDR implementation effort was inconsistent, it was stronger
than the QHSR effort. When the QDDR report was issued, Clinton charged
Thomas Nides, deputy secretary of state for management and resources, with
advancing implementation. Nides then tasked 19 State and USAID officials
with advancing implementation in their areas of responsibility, and held
periodic meetings with those officials to track progress.87 Clinton also convened a major department conference on the QDDR, at which she charged
all U.S. chiefs of mission with implementing the report, stating, “This has to
live and breathe in you and through you.”88A year later, she convened
additional town hall meetings on the QDDR at State and USAID, at which
she reiterated implementation’s importance.89 Clinton also discussed implementation at smaller staff meetings. Ruth Whiteside, who directed the
Foreign Service Institute under Clinton, noted that Clinton would ask her
about progress in rolling out QDDR-related courses when they met.90
Nevertheless, high-level attention to QDDR implementation was uneven, and implementation lagged for extended periods of time in the face of
competing priorities and resistance from some department officials. On
some issues, implementation did not move forward until Clinton’s chief of
staff, Cheryl Mills, became directly engaged.91 A push from senior department leaders was particularly needed to spur action, as Congress, which
had not mandated the QDDR, did not hold a single hearing on the QDDR,
revealing a lack of any pressure from Capitol Hill to implement the report.
In April 2012, Clinton gave a new indication of the importance she
placed on the QDDR by hiring David McKean, a former chief of staff to
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then-Senate Foreign Relations Committee chairman John Kerry, as the
head of a new QDDR Office. Clinton also asked Congress to enact legislation that would mandate the QDDR and thereby ensure that her successors
would conduct the exercise. McKean worked with Kerry’s staff to draft this
legislation, which was introduced by Kerry and approved by the Senate in
September 2012.92 However, the bill did not advance in the House of
Representatives, where Foreign Affairs Committee chairwoman Ileana
Ros-Lehtinen, a Republican critic of the Obama administration’s foreign
policy, was not inclined to approve something that might burnish Clinton’s
legacy.93 (After becoming secretary of state, Kerry named McKean his
policy planning director and tapped former Democratic congressman Tom
Perriello to lead the QDDR Office and run the second QDDR.)
A factor outside Clinton’s control also greatly influenced the first QDDR’s
impact. While Clinton could give a boost to State’s capacity through organizational changes that she could execute unilaterally, major changes would
require new resources or authorities from Congress. The prospect of gaining
such resources or authorities became remote when the Republican Party
gained control of the House of Representatives in November 2010, with a
goal of cutting federal spending sharply. The result was that State could not
make significant new investments and therefore could not make larger
strides toward Clinton’s goal of strengthening civilian power.
The Quadrennial Defense Review
Although space constraints prevent me from discussing any single QDR in
as much depth as the preceding discussions of the first QHSR and QDDR,
I briefly evaluate the QDR’s overall impact here. Existing literature and
interviews of experts and government officials reveal that the QDR has not
been a major driver of overall defense strategy, but it has shaped some
important narrower defense policy and organizational decisions.
Defense scholars and experts generally have found the outcome of
QDRs to be disappointing because the reviews have not led to major
changes in defense strategy, in the size and shape of military forces, or
in the allocation of resources among the military services.94 The 2010 QDR
Independent Review Panel concluded that instead of challenging
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preexisting thinking, the QDR reports have consisted only of “explanations
and justifications, often with marginal changes, of established decisions
and plans.”95
The limited impact of the QDR is in significant part a result of the
determined efforts of the military services to prevent the adoption in the
QDR process of changes that they do not favor. The U.S. Army, Air Force,
Navy, and Marine Corps have each created separate QDR offices in order to
advance their priorities and goals, which include the prevention of cuts to
their budgets and the promotion of their programmatic preferences.96 As a
result, service priorities have shaped the QDR at least as much as the QDR
has shaped the services.97 The intensive effort by the services to protect and
advance their priorities in the QDR process illustrates how hard it can be
for the head of a government department to drive major organizational
change.
Officials and experts have cited the public nature of the QDR report and
the many congressional requirements for it as additional constraints on the
QDR’s strategic impact. Jim Thomas, the principal author of the 2006
QDR, has said that “writing an unclassified document. . . that you’re going
to put out there and you’re going to pass off to your allies, as well as your
enemies, as well as folks in your military and then industry, you’ve got too
many audiences in play.”98 Kathleen Hicks, who directed the 2010 QDR,
pointed to the detailed congressional mandate for the legislation—which
requires the QDR to cover at least 17 specific topics—as a significant
limitation on the review’s strategic value: “You can’t satisfy all the congressional requirements and also have a rational strategy statement that would
speak to other audiences.”99
The QDR’s congressional origins have also constrained its impact in the
sense that most secretaries of defense have not been very invested in the
review. Some secretaries and other senior officials have even expressed
significant frustration with the QDR process. For instance, in 2001,
William Cohen, who was secretary of defense during the 1997 QDR,
told incoming secretary of defense Donald Rumsfeld that the 1997 QDR
was a juggernaut that he could not control.100 Rumsfeld proceeded to
initiate a set of ad hoc reviews that he could control more effectively.
Similarly, in March 2013, five former deputy secretaries of defense wrote
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a letter to incoming secretary of defense Chuck Hagel urging Hagel to
launch a brief review of U.S. defense posture separate from the QDR
process. The signatories wrote that the QDR “is not an attractive mechanism for a fresh examination of the challenges that the nation faces”
because it “has become cumbersome and captured by the interests of
the [military] services, defense agencies, and the many joint program
offices of the Pentagon.”101 Hagel followed this advice, creating an ad hoc
Strategic Choices and Management Review with a mandate to generate
options for how the DOD might adapt to the budget cuts it faced under
sequestration.102
Yet ad hoc defense reviews tend themselves to involve a large number of
personnel—suggesting that it simply is not possible to move a department
as big and complex as the DOD in a new direction without a structured
process. For instance, the Strategic Choices and Management Review
involved more than a dozen working groups of defense officials.103 Moreover, if a secretary of defense does not involve many personnel in an
important review, he or she may face a significant backlash that makes
the review ineffective. Indeed, Rumsfeld’s creation of small ad hoc strategy
teams in 2001 generated deep resentment among the military services and
key members of Congress that severely undermined his ability to use the ad
hoc groups to advance his agenda.104 These examples show how an inclusive process can be necessary to generate buy-in for change in large
agencies.
My research further indicates that while secretaries of defense often find
the QDR process to be cumbersome, the review can be a useful—if highly
imperfect—vehicle for institutionalizing their priorities. Barry Pavel, a
longtime DOD official who was involved in all four QDRs, noted,
“QDRs are ugly exercises. Everyone is defending turf. But they are the
best and perhaps only opportunity for the Secretary to put a lasting imprint
on the defense program.”105 Clark Murdock, a former DOD official and
congressional defense aide, said, “When a public document says the department is going to do something, it makes it more likely that the
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department will do it because it gives debating points that advocates of the
idea can use in budgetary wars.”106
Current and former defense officials observed that the QDR has had a
significant impact on some important discrete issues. For instance, the
2010 QDR catalyzed the creation of 10 homeland response units with
the mission of responding to a chemical, biological, or nuclear attack in
the United States.107 The creation of these homeland response units, which
report to governors, was favored by civilian homeland defense officials in
the Office of the Secretary of Defense but was opposed by the U.S. Northern
Command (NORTHCOM), which is responsible for defending U.S. territory. An official involved in the debate said that the QDR was a necessary
vehicle for gaining approval of the new units: “We had a knock-down,
drag-out fight with NORTHCOM about this. It wouldn’t have happened
without the QDR.”108 Kathleen Hicks added, “The homeland defense
community never sees the light of day [in the Pentagon], and the QDR
venue provided them a lot of top cover to make this change.”109
The 2010 QDR also resulted in other new initiatives to counter weapons
of mass destruction (WMDs). During the QDR process, a pair of mid-level
officials—Rebecca Hersman, deputy assistant secretary of defense for
countering weapons of mass destruction, and Hersman’s special adviser,
Robert Peters—used a working group on countering WMDs, which Peters
directed, to gain departmental approval of a set of initiatives in this area.
These initiatives included the establishment of the Standing Joint Force
Headquarters for Elimination, which brings together personnel from
across the military services to plan and train for missions to secure, disable,
and destroy WMDs in hostile or semipermissive environments.110 Some of
the services opposed this initiative because they did not want to provide
personnel to a joint headquarters, but Hersman and Peters gained the
backing of Under Secretary for Policy Michele Flournoy for the idea during
the QDR process, which allowed them to overcome service resistance.111 In
addition, the countering WMDs working group influenced DOD decisions
to allocate more resources to the development of countermeasures for
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chemical agents and the detection of biological weapons.112 A DOD official
explained that the QDR process provided a needed venue for elevating this
set of “second-tier” issues to a senior level for decision making, thereby
giving “smaller stakeholders in the department [such as Hersman and
Peters] a chance to play in the big leagues.”113
The 2010 QDR report also addressed broad strategic issues, but its
direct impact on overall defense strategy was quite limited. Issued as the
DOD was carrying out President Obama’s troop surge in Afghanistan, the
report highlighted the importance of prevailing in current wars rather than
focusing primarily on preparing for long-term challenges. In accord with
that idea, the report proposed a significant expansion in capabilities designed for counterinsurgency, stability, and counterterrorism operations,
such as unmanned aircraft systems. But Secretary of Defense Robert Gates
had written publicly about the importance of placing greater priority on
victory in current wars as early as January 2009—indicating that the QDR
did not drive this strategic shift—and current and former DOD officials
noted that Gates made the key decisions on unmanned aircraft systems and
other added capabilities for current conflicts prior to the QDR process.114
THE IMPORTANCE OF THE PRESIDENT AND EXTERNAL
EVENTS
This article’s analyses of the QHSR, QDDR, and QDR suggest that strategic reviews by government agencies often facilitate incremental policy and
organizational changes, but they are not conducive to major strategic or
policy innovation. This is in part because decisions of broad importance are
typically the purview of the White House and in part because sharp breaks
in strategy are usually driven by events rather than by a quadrennial
calendar. Put another way, a review only tends to generate major change
when it coincides with an important political shift and when the president
is personally involved in it. To illustrate this reality, in this section, I briefly
consider a few reviews that featured active presidential engagement.
After a decade in which U.S. defense spending had increased every year,
in August 2011, Congress enacted the Budget Control Act, which mandated a cut in defense spending of nearly $500 billion over 10 years. This
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large cut created an impetus to rethink defense strategy, but the next QDR
was not due until February 2014. Instead of waiting for that QDR, President Obama ordered an ad hoc defense strategy review, which resulted in
new strategic guidance for the DOD. This Defense Strategic Guidance
(DSG), issued in January 2012, departed sharply from preexisting strategy
by stating that “U.S. forces will no longer be sized to conduct large-scale,
prolonged stability operations,” such as the decade-long operations in Iraq
and Afghanistan.115 In conjunction with the DSG’s release, the DOD
announced plans to reduce the size of the U.S. Army and Marine Corps
by 72,000 and 10,000 personnel, respectively.116 In interviews, current
and former defense officials generally agreed that these major strategy and
policy changes—which were resisted by the army—were a direct result of
the DSG.117 These officials also generally agreed that the DSG had more
impact on defense strategy than any QDR, mainly because it was dictated
by severe budget pressure rather than by a quadrennial calendar, which led
the president to take charge of the review and chair several meetings on it.
This presidential involvement was far greater than the involvement of any
president in a quadrennial agency review, and it was particularly important
because only the president had the political clout to overrule the army on
such major issues.
The importance of presidential involvement is also illustrated by the
2009–10 Nuclear Posture Review, which a 2008 law required the secretary
of defense to conduct.118 Because nuclear nonproliferation and arms control
were among Obama’s top priorities during his first two years in office, he
chose to make the review a White House–led exercise instead. As with the
DSG process, Obama chaired some of the review’s meetings, and he pressed
his advisers to draft a report that narrowed the circumstances in which the
United States would be willing to use nuclear weapons.119 The result was a
report that stated that the United States would not use nuclear weapons in
response to a non-nuclear attack by a country that is in compliance with the
Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty—a departure from preexisting U.S. doctrine, which allowed for the use of nuclear weapons in response to attacks
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involving nuclear, chemical, or biological weapons.120 This significant
change would not have occurred without Obama’s involvement in the
review, as the DOD under Gates opposed narrowing the circumstances in
which nuclear weapons might be used.121 The review’s outcome also suggests that a congressionally mandated review can generate substantial
strategic change, but only if the review centers on a presidential priority
and takes place when the president is seeking to make a change.
Other reviews that resulted in major strategy or policy shifts have also
tended to be conducted in the White House with significant presidential
involvement. For instance, Presidents George W. Bush and Obama were
heavily involved in reviews of Iraq and Afghanistan strategy in 2006 and
2009, respectively, which resulted in the decisions of those presidents to
“surge” tens of thousands of additional troops to those war zones.122
Similarly, during the Cold War, President Eisenhower was the driver of
the Project Solarium exercise that generated his administration’s “New
Look” national security strategy, which emphasized nuclear deterrence of
the Soviet Union in conjunction with restrained spending on conventional
military forces.123 NSC-68—the 1950 Harry S. Truman administration
document that called for a large-scale U.S. defense buildup to counter the
Soviet Union—was an exception to this pattern, as it was developed by a
group of State and DOD officials. But its sharp shift in strategy was
triggered by a major shock—the Soviet Union’s 1949 testing of an atomic
bomb—which led President Truman to request the strategy review, and it
was only adopted by Truman after another major shock—North Korea’s
1950 invasion of South Korea—that appeared to validate its arguments.124
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The track record of the NSS further illustrates that even a White House–
led process only tends to generate major change when an important
political shift creates an impetus for both presidential involvement and
a significant departure from the status quo. Presidents have not generally
treated the NSS as a high priority. As a result, NSS reports—which are
typically drafted by the White House national security staff and approved
through an interagency process—have often largely restated preexisting
administration stances or articulated the interagency’s lowest-commondenominator positions.125 An exception to this trend was George W. Bush’s
2002 NSS, which Bush prioritized in the aftermath of 9/11 and during the
run-up to the Iraq War as a valuable opportunity to formulate a doctrine
that could make the case for overthrowing Saddam Hussein. In order to
ensure that the 2002 NSS broke new ground, Bush and National Security
Adviser Condoleezza Rice had the NSS drafted by Rice’s former colleague
and coauthor Philip Zelikow—with minimal involvement by other administration officials.126 The result was an NSS that articulated a controversial
new doctrine of preventive war.
CONCLUSIONS
My goals in this article have been to assess the impact of quadrennial
reviews by U.S. national security agencies, the factors that shape and
constrain their influence, and the value of formal reviews more generally.
In this concluding section, I recap my main findings, highlight a couple of
potential effects of quadrennial reviews that I did not assess in this article,
and consider whether large periodic reviews are worth doing.
I found that quadrennial reviews have not generated sharp shifts in
homeland security, foreign policy, or defense strategy, but they have
influenced significant policy and organizational changes within agencies.
The first QHSR gave DHS leaders a conceptual framework for directing
the DHS by outlining missions, goals, and objectives and shaped a reform
of the DHS accounting system that made the department more integrated.
The first QDDR catalyzed a set of State Department reorganizations and
personnel policy changes, which boosted State’s capacity in prioritized
areas and established new incentives for State officials to cultivate important skills and practices. The QDR, for its part, has influenced some
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significant decisions on defense issues, such as preparing for and countering WMD threats.
I further found that quadrennial reviews are shaped by the source and
character of their mandate. Because Hillary Clinton initiated the QDDR,
she was invested in it and pushed State Department officials to implement
the report. By contrast, Janet Napolitano and secretaries of defense have
been less committed to the congressionally mandated QHSR and QDR. In
addition, congressional requirements that quadrennial reviews be completed by a certain date, address various specific issues, and result in a
public report can separate the timing of legislatively mandated reviews
from the executive branch’s need for new thinking and limit the strategic
value of these reviews.
I determined as well that the influence of these reviews is heavily constrained by the limited ability of department leaders to effect major change
—both within their own department and at the interagency level. Internally, department leaders have to contend with units—such as the military
services, the Foreign Service, and the many components of the DHS—that
possess large degrees of autonomy and competing ideas about policies and
management. A strategic review can help a department leader build internal support for changes, but even with a transparent and participatory
process, it tends to be very difficult to generate agreement in large government departments for dramatic changes to the status quo.
The constraints can also be great at the interagency level, where major
strategy and policy decisions typically are made. Consider the case of the
QDDR. One of Clinton’s principal goals in launching the QDDR was to
boost State’s influence in interagency decision making, but officials at the
White House and other agencies limited Clinton’s ability to set new policies
in some areas through the QDDR, and on issues on which the QDDR did
make proposals that concerned other agencies, those proposals generally
were not fully implemented.
The result of these constraints is that it is far harder for an agency-led
review to shape broad strategic shifts than to influence incremental organizational and policy adjustments. Such incremental changes are not very
impressive to most observers—hence the common disappointment in
quadrennial reviews—but it is unrealistic to expect reviews to generate
sharp breaks considering that incremental change is the norm in democratic governments.127
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My brief consideration of a few White House–led strategy reviews
further illustrated that when dramatic strategic change does occur, it tends
to be driven by the president. This tendency suggests that the Quadrennial
Energy Review, which President Obama initiated in 2013 and which is
being led by the White House, has the potential for broader impact than
the quadrennial reviews evaluated in this article. But the track record of the
NSS reports suggests that even a White House–led review is unlikely to
generate major strategic change unless the president makes it a priority
and drives it away from lowest-common-denominator outcomes.
At the same time, my research on the QHSR, QDDR, and QDR suggests
that it would be wrong to dismiss formal reviews by agencies as useless
exercises. Given the limited control of senior officials over large, complex,
and fragmented departments, an inclusive and transparent review can help
those officials manage their departments and build internal support for
policy and organizational changes. As former under secretary of defense for
policy Michele Flournoy noted, “If you have a very large diverse group of
stakeholders in a department, it’s important to have some process that gets
them all on the same sheet of music.”128
Yet paradoxically, my research shows, the same factors that can make
formal reviews useful for the leaders of agencies also make it very difficult
for such reviews to generate major change. Even if a review involves all
important stakeholders, powerful stakeholders may still resist changes,
and agency leaders may be unable to overcome that resistance—particularly because other pressing issues will tend to divert their attention from
management.
While I focused in this article on the impact of quadrennial reviews
within the executive branch, I also wish to highlight briefly the potential of
these reviews to have effects outside the executive, such as influencing
congressional oversight or external perceptions of an agency. Indeed, one
of the reasons lawmakers mandated the QHSR was to facilitate oversight
of the DHS, and Hillary Clinton’s decision to initiate the QDDR was
influenced by her impression that the QDR had been a useful communications device for DOD in its interaction with Congress.129 Lawmakers
have in fact conducted substantial oversight of congressionally mandated
reviews. For instance, congressional committees held three hearings on the
2010 QHSR and six hearings on the 2010 QDR. Congressional aides also
observed that the specific legislative requirements for the QDR and QHSR
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can make the reviews a useful tool for extracting information from the
executive branch and said that the resulting reports provide a reference
point that lawmakers can use to evaluate whether the executive is meeting
its stated goals.130 On the other hand, some lawmakers have expressed
great disappointment with the output of quadrennial reviews. As noted
above, key lawmakers sharply criticized the first QHSR. Along similar
lines, Representative Mac Thornberry, an influential Republican member
of the House Armed Services Committee, commented that QDRs “are
glossy publications that don’t say anything.”131
While my analysis suggests that quadrennial reviews do have policy
making value, it is certainly true that agencies also treat quadrennial review
reports as public relations devices. Although these reports usually receive
little attention from major media outlets, agency leaders recognize that the
reports can influence how an agency is perceived by Congress and the
policy community. Indeed, a former DHS official noted that the first
QHSR report was “as much a communications document as a strategy
document.”132 This treatment of quadrennial reviews as mechanisms to
enhance the external standing or legitimacy of agencies is similar to the
common use by national leaders of other statements to mobilize public
support for grand strategies.133 Further research is needed to examine
more systematically the impact of quadrennial reviews on congressionalexecutive relations and on public and congressional perceptions of
agencies.
Setting aside these additional potential effects of quadrennial reviews,
are large, periodic strategy reviews ultimately worth doing? The costs of
these reviews can certainly be great: Pentagon officials calculated that
senior civilian and military personnel alone spent 6,500 person-hours
on the 2006 QDR.134 Given such costs and the common perception
that quadrennial reviews have an underwhelming record, many government officials would be delighted to discontinue these reviews, as the 2010
QDR Independent Panel recommended doing with regard to the QDR.
Yet national security policymakers can clearly benefit from planning in a
structured way, as even critics of quadrennial reviews recognize in
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recommending alternatives to the quadrennial review model. For instance,
the 2010 QDR Independent Panel proposed replacing the QDR with a
broader national security review.135 The principal problem with the existing quadrennial review model—particularly for congressionally mandated
reviews—is that a review’s value is significantly constrained when it concerns only one agency, must be conducted according to a preset calendar,
and must satisfy various legislative requirements. The American people
would probably be better served by a system wherein the White House
directs a comprehensive interagency national security planning process at
the outset of an administration that generates both the public NSS and
classified guidance regarding priorities and key policies, to be followed by
more narrow reviews by individual agencies aimed at implementing the
output of the interagency process—with the precise timeline for those
follow-on reviews set by the White House. Limiting the scope of the agency
reviews to implementation of the interagency review would also reduce the
number of person-hours spent on the agency reviews. In addition, the
impact of strategic reviews could be boosted by integrating them deeply
into executive branch processes for developing budget proposals, having
the president and department heads convey strongly to the bureaucracy
that review implementation is a high priority, and giving a senior official
the mandate and backing needed to drive implementation forward.
In the end, periodic formal reviews are best seen as tools of limited but
not insignificant value. In the absence of substantial presidential involvement, they are not generally conducive to the formulation of new grand
strategies or other major strategic innovations. When political or international events force a rethinking of strategy, the president is likely to turn to
a more flexible ad hoc process. But even when conducted outside the White
House, formal reviews are not usually a waste of time. While their process
tends to be unwieldy and their results often disappoint those seeking sharp
change, they can provide senior policymakers with a useful tool of organizational leadership. To adapt Richard Betts’s conclusion about military
strategy, many of the criticisms of quadrennial reviews are on the mark, but
such reviews can still be worthwhile.136
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