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Should the Nuclear Posture Review be Conducted 
More Frequently? 

 

Courtney N. Stewart1 

The United States has formally completed a review of its nuclear posture three times 

in the past two decades—1994, 2001, and 2010—each conducted at the start of the 

last three administrations. This paper argues that the current intervals for 

conducting an NPR are not ideal to support optimized report and policy outcomes 

and that a more frequent NPR, conducted in four-year intervals, could yield a 

number of advantages. The greatest benefits identified in this paper include 

improved responsiveness to security challenges, decreased pressure on the NPR 

created by the one-and-done format contributing to implementation impediments, a 

better alignment with other administration strategy documents, as well as 

organizational and institutional gains. This paper does not, therefore, attempt to 

conduct a comprehensive evaluation of the utility of past NPRs. Instead, it explores 

the impact of review frequency on enabling desirable review outcomes, while 

holding all other variables constant.  

Introduction 

There exists a recognized need for the United States to codify its nuclear weapons 

posture in the form of a Nuclear Posture Review (NPR). Interestingly, there has 

been little discussion concerning how frequently the U.S. nuclear posture should be 

formally reviewed. Yet frequency of reviews is important, as the rate of iteration can 

affect review results and the adequacy of the nuclear posture it supports. At the 

same time, it must be noted that the review of the nuclear posture is influenced by a 

myriad of independent variables, with frequency being only one of them. Hence, 

while the frequency of the NPR can contribute to the success or failure of the 

strategy and policy, it is not a panacea to address all potential NPR shortfalls. 

Acknowledging this caveat, the paper argues that the current intervals for 

conducting an NPR are not ideal to support optimized report and policy outcomes 

and that a more frequent NPR, conducted in four-year intervals, could yield a 

number of advantages. This paper does not, therefore, attempt to conduct a 

comprehensive evaluation of the utility of past NPRs, and instead explores the 

impact of review frequency on enabling desirable review outcomes, while holding all 

other variables constant. After a brief overview of the NPR construct, the paper 
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offers an evaluation of the advantages of a more periodic NPR, supporting the claim 

that a four-year NPR interval constitutes the preferred option.  

What is the Nuclear Posture Review? 

The NPR is a Department of Defense-led review process whereby U.S. government 

officials set out to systematically and comprehensively examine nuclear weapons 

policy, posture and related programmatic and technical issues. The resulting nuclear 

posture is a complex strategy consisting of various elements ranging from the 

arsenal of operationally deployed strategic nuclear weapons and delivery systems to 

the infrastructure associated with these capabilities to the declaratory policy 

specifying the role of nuclear forces in military and national security strategies.2 The 

intent of the review process, theoretically, is to reexamine the role of nuclear 

weapons in relation to the near term security environment, and evaluate the 

assumptions, concepts, and capabilities underlying that strategy in an NPR report, 

which is then implemented as policy, plans, and programs.3 

The United States has formally completed a review of its nuclear posture 

three times during the last two decades—1994, 2001, and 2010—each conducted at 

the beginning of the Bill Clinton, George W. Bush, and Barack Obama 

Administrations. The 1994 NPR was directed at the request of the Secretary of 

Defense, and was the first attempt to comprehensively include “policy, doctrine, 

force structure, command and control, operations, supporting infrastructure, safety 

and security and arms control in a single review.”4 The impetus behind the review 

was an attempt to transform the Cold War nuclear weapons posture into one that 

supported America’s national security strategy in the new security landscape 

brought about by the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991. The abrupt political 

change posed significant challenges to the entire U.S. security architecture, forcing a 

reexamination of the underlying assumptions and constructs that had defined an 

era—including the rationale for nuclear weapons.  The 2001 and 2010 reviews 

constituted one-time congressionally-mandated requests for the Department of 

Defense to conduct a comprehensive review “to clarify United States nuclear 

deterrence policy and strategy for the near term.”5 The legislation described in detail 

the elements of the review that the NPR report to Congress must contain, including 

specified requirements relating to the relationship with other strategy documents, 

deadline, and report classification. 
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The NPR serves the executive and legislative branches in a number of ways 

beyond conducting a review and delivering a report on the nation’s nuclear posture. 

The review is a unique mechanism that enables the President to direct the 

Department of Defense, and consulting departments, by institutionalizing a vision 

into strategy, policy, and programs that communicate the official position of the U.S. 

government and the agenda of the President.  The involved departments utilize this 

guidance to justify requested resources from Congress, which determines whether to 

support and implement the Administration’s objectives through corresponding 

appropriations to programs in the budget process. Overall, the NPR provides a 

roadmap for implementing the U.S. nuclear agenda that impacts national and 

international security. 

Advantages of a More Frequent Nuclear Posture Review 

Greater Responsiveness to Security Challenges 

Over the past two decades the international security environment has changed 

considerably. The origin of the NPR is rooted in the acknowledged need to modify 

the Cold War nuclear posture to reflect the new circumstances of the security 

environment brought on by the Soviet Union’s collapse. Each iteration of the NPR 

has been an opportunity to adapt U.S. nuclear posture to an evolving security 

situation. Yet the intervals between past NPRs were arguably too large to offer 

adequate responsiveness to key changes in the international security landscape. Past 

examples include the failure of the 1994 NPR to reform the nuclear posture 

following the end of the Cold War, and the neglect of the relationship between 

nuclear weapons policy and nuclear nonproliferation policy in the 2001 NPR.  A 

more frequent NPR may not have avoided these shortcomings, but would have 

shortened the amount of time until the next opportunity for a review, potentially 

reducing the time in which the United States would have been stuck with an 

outdated posture. 

The original goal of the first NPR was to determine the role of nuclear 

deterrence in U.S. security strategy in the new post-Cold War environment. Key 

Department of Defense appointees of the Clinton Administration argued that the 

risk of a nuclear war with Russia was declining and that other scenarios, such as 

accidental or unauthorized launch of a weapon by Russia, or the acquisition of 

nuclear weapon by rogue states, had become more prevalent.6 Hence, the civilian 

appointees involved in the NPR envisioned an effort to create a genuine bottom-up 

nuclear review that encouraged creative thinking and ambitious reform proposals 
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that modified the nuclear posture to complement broader efforts to address these 

evolving nuclear threats.7 However, this vision failed to materialize. 

The Department of Defense’s conclusions in the 1994 NPR, provided as a 

press release, were consequently criticized as reinforcing the status quo nuclear 

force posture of the Cold War, and as a failed opportunity to significantly change the 

nuclear posture to adequately reflect the new security environment.8 The reasons 

behind the 1994 NPR’s failure to achieve this objective are complex, though one key 

contributing factor for the review’s outcome rested in an inability of the divergent 

parties to reach consensus on where the security environment was heading after the 

Cold War. There was some uncertainty over whether and when Russia, still a 

formidable nuclear power, would become a stable democracy.9 This disagreement on 

a key element of the threat assessment supported positions against major change to 

the posture, and the inability to resolve this divergence, as some analysts concluded, 

“inherently favored the status quo policy of planning nuclear requirements and 

operations primarily on the basis of the potential threat posed by Moscow.”10  

While the rate of NPR frequency was not a factor for the failure of the 1994 

NPR to respond to the major geo-political shift brought on by the demise of the 

Soviet Union, a hypothetical follow-on NPR in 1998 would have offered an earlier 

opportunity to move beyond the Cold War posture it largely embodied. By 1998, the 

impact of the fall of the Soviet Union was clearer than it had been in 1994. 

Consequently, proposed modifications to U.S. nuclear weapons strategy, based on 

threat analyses that failed to gain sufficient traction in 1994, could have had better 

prospects of implementation in a 1998 review in the second term of the Clinton 

Administration.     

The 2001 NPR experienced a similar issue of failing to integrate an emerging 

trend in the form of linking nuclear weapons policy with nuclear nonproliferation 

policy, including the prevention of nuclear terrorism. While there existed a growing 

broad-based consensus concerning the security threat posed by the proliferation of 

nuclear weapons, there was less agreement on whether U.S. restraint or reliance on 

nuclear weapons deterred, stemmed, or discouraged acquisition of nuclear weapons 

by state and non-state actors that desire them. The result was a debate that focused 

on the policy surrounding how the size, structure, and role of the U.S. nuclear 

arsenal can affect the emergence or deterrence of nuclear threats abroad. However, 
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it was not until the second term of the Bush Administration that both issues were 

acknowledged to have a causal connection in the Administration’s final National 

Security Strategy in 2006.11  

Until the 2010 NPR, these critical aspects were never comprehensively 

assessed and integrated into the official U.S. nuclear strategy. Again, a hypothetical 

second NPR under the Bush Administration in the 2005-2006 timeframe may have 

achieved this inclusion at an earlier point in time, given the content of the 2006 

National Security Strategy. This may have, in turn, resulted in greater Congressional 

programmatic support and strengthened America’s nonproliferation efforts to 

enhance security.  

Both examples of the 1994 and 2001 NPRs underscore the notion that the 

nuclear weapons policy of the United States could certainly benefit from shorter 

time intervals in which the underlying strategy would be reviewed. At the same time, 

it should be noted that more frequent NPRs would only provide this benefit of added 

responsiveness when each NPR represents a genuine review that avoids a perception 

of being a superficial report. It cannot simply be a report to revalidate the basic 

conclusions from the prior version or create a prejudicial process aimed at ensuring 

a preferred outcome without due diligence of re-examination. If this caveat is 

properly accounted for, an NPR conducted every four years could ensure that the 

United States has a more agile and responsive nuclear strategy, which is better 

aligned with changes in strategic thinking brought on by the most pressing security 

challenges facing the United States. 

Eliminate the “One-and-Done” Approach  

The current approach of the NPR being conducted as individual mandates by 

Congress at the beginning of the last two Presidential administrations means that 

each Administration has only one opportunity to communicate the nation’s nuclear 

posture review. This creates unnecessary pressure to reach optimized results within 

the first year of a new administration with many hard-to-control variables affecting 

the review and report. This one-and-done character of the NPR for each of the 

previous Administrations meant that a failure to formulate a policy supported by 

Congress could effectively paralyze U.S. nuclear weapons policy over a considerable 

timeframe.  
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The resulting funding difficulties of nuclear weapons programs in the 

aftermath of the 2001 NPR serve as an excellent case in point for this assertion. 

Conducting a second-term NPR may have provided an opportunity for the Bush 

Administration to recalibrate aspects of nuclear policy that were effectively rejected 

by Congress and heavily criticized by the public.  

To implement the vision of the 2001 NPR, the Bush Administration brought 

to Congress numerous new defense initiatives and programs that carried significant 

resource implications. Many of these met resistance. The Reliable Replacement 

Warhead (RRW) Program received the greatest attention and opposition of all Bush 

Administration nuclear initiatives brought to Congress. In introducing its funding to 

the House, Representative David Hobson, Chairman of the Energy and Water 

Development Appropriations Subcommittee and one of the early supporters of the 

RRW Program, acknowledged that “much of the DOE [Department of Energy] 

weapons complex is still sized to support a Cold War stockpile. NNSA [National 

Nuclear Security Administration] needs to take a ‘time-out’ on new initiatives until it 

completes a review of its weapons complex in relation to security needs, budget 

constraints, and a new stockpile plan.”12  

In October 2006, NNSA submitted the legislatively-mandated infrastructure 

transformation plan to Congress, known as “Complex 2030,” as the Administration’s 

proposed strategy to address the future of the nuclear weapons complex. The RRW 

Program became an integral component of the plan to transform the stockpile and 

infrastructure, which NNSA viewed as a logical outcome of the 2001 NPR vision of 

creating a responsive infrastructure.13 Roughly a month after the plan was delivered, 

Representative Hobson was highly critical: 

If the Department [DOE] is not willing to conduct a thorough and 

objective analysis of all reform alternatives… and instead is determined 

to conduct an obviously prejudicial process aimed at ensuring the 

Department’s preferred outcome, then I will not support funding for the 

Complex 2030 efforts, including the Reliable Replacement Warhead 

(RRW) program.14 

Numerous members of Congress viewed the Administration’s plans with skepticism 

and hostility, and the Administration was often unable to persuade members of 
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Congress of the intent of specific programs and how they related to the future of the 

stockpile and broader security strategy objectives.15  

Fiscal Year 2008 was a turning point for the Bush Administration’s NPR and 

nuclear weapons complex reconfiguration efforts. The Appropriations Committees 

in both houses expressed disapproval of the Complex 2030 plan and postulated the 

need for a comprehensive nuclear strategy and stockpile plan before considering 

further funding.16  In December 2007, NNSA provided Congress with a revised 

strategy, “Complex Transformation,” which was presented as the path forward 

independent of whether the stockpile included the RRW. In FY 2008 and FY 2009, 

the House Appropriations Committee continued to reiterate its decision to withhold 

funding for “most new programs, substantial changes to the existing nuclear 

weapons complex, or funding the RRW,” until the completion of another report. The 

aim and scope of this report was a “replacement of Cold War strategies with a 21st 

Century nuclear deterrent strategy … determination of the size and nature of the 

nuclear stockpile sufficient to serve that strategy,” and the size and nature of the 

complex need to support that future stockpile.17 In September 2008, the Secretaries 

of Defense and Energy delivered a joint “National Security and Nuclear Weapons in 

the 21st Century” report. However, by this point the report encountered continued 

Congressional dissatisfaction with the explanations provided by the Bush 

Administration. Congress eliminated funds for the RRW for FY 2008 and FY 2009, 

ultimately contributing to program cancellation by the administration. In addition, 

the FY 2008 Defense Authorization Bill provided funding for a yearlong bipartisan 

commission to examine the long-term strategic posture of the United States, as well 

as a requirement for a new Nuclear Posture Review following the 2008 presidential 

election.  

Congressional requests for further clarification of how programs related to 

and had an impact on larger security issues grew over the course of the Bush 

administration until the polarization was such that the future path of nuclear 

weapons policy and key programs were eventually brought to a virtual standstill.  

Ultimately, this led to a failure to fully implement many of the programs supporting 

the 2001 NPR vision—most notably the creation of a responsive infrastructure. This 
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dynamic contributed to many unintended consequences, as the following excerpt 

from a 2009 Threat Reduction Advisory Committee highlights: 

The result of that neglect has produced an all but vanished nuclear 

weapons industrial base, an aged and sporadically exercised weapons 

complex in DOE, and military and civilian leaders who are largely 

uninformed about the role and application of our nuclear forces, the 

capabilities we and others possess, and the consequences of use on us 

or by us. The warning signs of serious problems—in the stockpile, with 

our skills base, in our field operations, even in our conventional forces 

should they be forced to operate in a nuclear environment—are upon 

us. The lead times to reverse the trends, and only if we start 

immediately, are almost as long as the 20 years it has taken us to get 

to this point.18 

A more frequent NPR could reduce the likelihood of such harmful lengthy standstills 

in nuclear weapons policy and program implementation, resulting from 

fundamental disagreements on nuclear weapons strategy, policy, and programs. A 

follow-on NPR under the second term of the Bush Administration, for instance, 

could have shortened the above-described standstill in nuclear policy and program 

execution resulting in funding shortfalls. It would have provided the administration 

with the option to reevaluate its nuclear weapons policy postulated in 2001. As a 

result, the executive branch would have had an opportunity re-examine its policy to 

address differences on matters of nuclear policy and create a more consensus-

capable strategy. Keeping such phases of stagnation, imposed by a lack of agreement 

on nuclear policy, to a minimum are in the essential interest of U.S. national 

security, as many aspects of nuclear weapons policy cannot be altered rapidly, as the 

above-mentioned example of the nuclear infrastructure demonstrated.  

Alignment with other Administration Strategy Documents 

Conducting the NPR in four-year intervals would better synchronize and align the 

review and report with other strategic security documents that are conducted more 

frequently, therefore embedding U.S. nuclear policy more directly in the wider 

national security strategy.  The NPR is an important component of national security 

planning. Legislation mandates the Administration to submit to Congress a national 

security strategy19 report along with the President’s budget for each fiscal year. The 
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Quadrennial Defense Review (QDR), also legislatively mandated, is intended to 

outline a national defense strategy that supports the national security strategy. The 

NPR, in turn, is a supplementary review that provides the nuclear weapons posture 

to support this defense strategy.  

Conducting the NPR and other strategic documents in close proximity to 

each other makes intrinsic sense, as it theoretically ensures a maximum amount of 

coherence between these documents. In fact, the 1993 Bottom Up Review (BUR), the 

predecessor of the QDR, was slated to be accompanied by a concurrent NPR, until it 

was subsequently decided to conduct the NPR separately and only after completion 

of the BUR. Such a concurrent review practice would force the executive branch to 

review the entire defense policy in the same cycles, and develop and communicate a 

comprehensive defense strategy to Congress. The 2010 NPR enjoyed this benefit as 

it could directly build on the QDR and the Ballistic Missile Defense Review, both of 

which were conducted by the Department of Defense within the same timeframe. In 

order to preserve this direct linkage, it would be essential to align the NPR cycle with 

these other reports and documents, which in turn would necessitate a four-year NPR 

interval.  

Organization and Institutional Gains 

Orchestrating an NPR has grown to be a more complex undertaking as the level of 

inter- and intra-agency participation has increased to meet the requirements of an 

expanding nuclear security agenda covered under the review’s purview.  The current 

status quo of conducting an NPR only once at the start of an incoming 

administration further complicates review and report execution. It is during this 

time that departments are experiencing a degree of heightened turnover of key 

senior officials and new appointees awaiting confirmation. The result is that key 

senior officials may be unable to participate and have early buy-in into the NPR 

establishment of the structure and process of the review, including the Terms of 

Reference, which outlines the policy guidance and specific tasks that study teams are 

to undertake during the review. Concurrently, interagency lines of communication 

between new appointees may not be fully established, hampering the much-needed 

information flow and collaboration between different government stakeholders. 

A more frequent NPR would not remove this burden of conducting a 

comprehensive review at the beginning of a new administration, yet it could 

certainly mitigate some of its effects. For instance, a permanent NPR staff—similar 

to the permanent QDR staff and equally necessitated by a four-year-interval 

structure—would preserve robust organizational knowledge and an NPR lessons-

learned reservoir within the workforce. Currently, by the second term of an 
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administration, many of the military and civilian personnel, including senior level 

officials, who had participated in the NPR will have departed or rotated into other 

assignments. This level of turnover causes a loss of institutional knowledge and 

awareness of the deliberations and decision making process that occurred during the 

review. A firmer foundation of knowledge and experience, as offered by a permanent 

NPR staff, would provide a better support structure to incoming appointees and help 

bridge delays in the leadership confirmation process. Such an arrangement would 

also capture overall efficiency, effectiveness, and continuity gains from learning 

curve effects and interagency collaboration and coordination networks created 

during previous reviews.  

While there are costs associated with conducting more regular reviews and 

creating permanent organizational support structures, it would also yield 

advantages beyond simply facilitating the review process. Institutionalizing the NPR 

process would also improve subsequent implementation efforts. The 

implementation of the NPR could become more engrained into the departmental 

organizational structures, similarly to the QDR, for which implementation staff 

assignments are designated at the Department of Defense. Ultimately, a more 

frequent NPR could provide organizational and institutional benefits that could lead 

to the preservation of organizational knowledge and NPR lessons learned that would 

strengthen the review process and report execution, and improve nuclear policy.  

Conclusion 

The key objective of the NPR is to lay out the rationale of nuclear weapons within 

the overarching national security architecture as envisioned by the executive branch. 

The formulation of this strategy must be sound in order to gain Congressional 

support to fund the underlying programs to implement the outlined nuclear security 

strategy and policy. It can be assumed that Congress will continue to request an 

NPR at the start of all future incoming presidential Administrations. However, this 

model of irregular and infrequent NPRs does not facilitate optimized review 

outcomes to the greatest extent possible.  

This paper examined the added benefits of more periodic reviews based on 

past and potential negative review outcomes linked to the current frequency. It 

demonstrated that a four-year NPR cycle would yield a number of advantages, such 

as improved responsiveness to security challenges, decreased pressure on the NPR 

created by the one-and-done approach contributing to implementation impediment, 

better alignment with other Administration strategy documents, as well as 

organizational and institutional gains. 

Based on these findings, this paper suggests that Congress should consider 

instituting a permanent mandate requiring the NPR every four years. While 

conducting NPRs too frequently could risk creating superficial reviews, the points 
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raised in this paper add credibility to the argument that, in general, a more regular 

and frequent NPR would be desirable and beneficial for nuclear weapons policy and 

national security. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


