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strategic defense reviews
procedures, frameworks, and tools
to enhance future defense institution
building projects
Conference and Workshop Structure
On August 3 and 4, 2011, the Center for Strategic and International Studies hosted approximately
65 participants at a conference and workshop to consider how to best guide partner states through
the strategic defense review (SDR) process. This workshop was sponsored by the Office of the
Secretary of Defense (Policy).
This conference and workshop were designed to support the Defense Institution Reform Initiative (DIRI) efforts to develop approaches, procedures, frameworks, and tools to enhance future
defense institution building projects. A critical function in this regard will be helping international
partners structure and execute strategic defense reviews (SDRs) tailored to meet their individual
needs.
A strategic defense review is primarily a process that ultimately results in a document. SDRs
have the potential to be a state’s most comprehensive examination of its defense-related interests,
objectives, and challenges, and thereby have long-term impact. A successful SDR identifies important defense missions that derive from key overarching defense requirements. It also identifies the
military capabilities essential to performing those missions effectively and the resource mechanisms necessary to provide those capabilities.
The conference and workshop that CSIS held had two primary objectives:
1. To capture senior experts’ experiences related to strategic defense reviews in order to understand how to best structure and execute reviews to meet partner nations’ needs; and
2. To identify best practices for guiding partner nations through defense reviews, as a mechanism
to facilitate their policy and strategy development and to begin partner development of the
processes and capacities necessary to implement changes made as a result of the SDR.
Effective review of defense requirements and the subsequent design of institutional solutions
for meeting those needs require that partner states develop new tools and processes for making
decisions—many of which may run counter to decades of past practice—and to apply those tools
to make tough decisions. Under the best of circumstances, implementing a comprehensive SDR
is no small undertaking. In partner states where defense institutions are relatively immature, the
SDR challenge is even more difficult. To help inform their efforts, this conference explored both
the ideal SDR process and the reality of past SDRs, with all their speed bumps and pitfalls.
In order to encourage a fulsome and candid discussion, the conference and workshop were
conducted on an off-the-record basis. The main themes from each of the sessions have been drawn
into the analysis below, without identifying specific individuals. The agenda is included in appendix A. Day one began with a keynote address by Dr. Kathleen Hicks, deputy under secretary
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of defense for strategy, plans, and forces. Her remarks (as prepared) can be found in appendix B.
Three additional panels were entitled “Shaping a Strategic Defense Review: Objectives and Preconditions,” “Structuring a Strategic Defense Review,” and “Implementing Review Process and
Outcomes.”
The second day was a workshop built around a series of moderated discussions.
The first session examined the following questions:
■■ What are the critical elements of an assessment of partner nation SDR capabilities?
■■ What are the critical questions in assessing a partner nation?
■■ How do you best inventory and build on already present institutional capabilities?
■■ How do you make up for gaps?
■■ Is there a rhythm or basic set order that an SDR should take?
The second session considered two main issues. First, what are the key regional differences
among partners and to what degree do they matter; second, what are the approaches that have
proven most successful with different types of partner nations?
During the final session, the group discussed the best way ahead for strategic defense reviews
as part of the broader goals for defense institution building (DIB).
One thread of discussion at the conference was defining what qualifies as a strategic defense
review. As both a political and military process, participants discussed whether SDRs must always
be comprehensive, with intense interagency coordination, or whether less resource intensive
reviews could also be considered SDRs. There was no final resolution on this point, but the discussion yielded important points for consideration. Ultimately, the group discussed three possible reasons for the United States to walk through the SDR process with a partner nation. These
include the desire for
■■ Defense planning exchanges led by senior Department of Defense officials with their foreign
counterparts;
■■ Systematic discussions about needed capabilities and potential options (systems, training, and
education) for developing those capabilities; or
■■ Comprehensive assessments of defense sector needs and the related changes in defense processes and institutions required to develop a partner nation’s ability to be a more effective ally.
Common to all of these variants is that the document produced, while important, is not the
end in itself. The document represents a process that provides the framework for future decisions.
In that vein, participants spent a fair amount of time discussing the importance of the foundational work of strategic dialogue, both formal and informal. These dialogues start the discussion with
partner states regarding the security environment and provide some initial gap analysis in partner
capabilities.
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The Need for Strategic Defense Reviews
Why undertake a periodic defense review? As Dr. Hicks reiterated, SDRs are not easy. The group
agreed that these reviews are expensive and labor-intensive, demanding many man-hours of
analysis and scenario planning. To build credibility into the process, they require a high level
of bureaucratic inclusivity, which further expands the resources required. Lack of capable and
experienced strategic thinkers, lack of a robust planning culture, inadequate data collection, and
domestic politics can all undermine good intentions of defense leaders looking to complete a useful review.
Fundamentally, the purpose of a strategic defense review is to foster discussion of and decisions about a country’s vital interests, how best to protect them, and to scope the required resources. In their broadest form, SDRs are ultimately about strategy, forces, and resources (people,
infrastructure, and materiel). Ideally, the government’s strategic objectives are matched to capabilities and resources to either change or maintain those capabilities. The value of the defense review
comes in providing a well-thought-out view of the strategic security environment to plan against.
The process itself provides a country the opportunity to evaluate what the world looks like and to
codify what they hope to achieve. It tees up decisions for senior leaders and allows decisionmakers
to distinguish between wants and needs. The review looks at the type of force desired in the future
and helps to plan adequate resources to achieve it.

The Demand Signal and Evaluating Readiness
for an SDR
All countries are unique with distinct reasons and objectives for pursuing an SDR. Participants
at the conference who have engaged directly with partner states stated that the demand signal
for assistance with SDRs varies. It often depends on the region of the world, external incentives
(closer ties with NATO and the EU for instance), and whether the United States or other nations
are lobbying the partner to undertake such an effort. This demand signal may have been organic—
built from the nations’ own determination of SDRs’ utility—or it may be the result of a series of
direct engagements from the U.S. Department of Defense highlighting the benefits that SDRs can
bring. In any particular case, the Office of the Secretary of Defense, Combatant Commands, or the
defense attaches or U.S. embassy security cooperation officers may initiate discussions with a host
nation, though a determination to move forward and how best to proceed requires full coordination with the Office of Secretary of Defense.
There was widespread agreement, however, that each of those engagements should reflect that
a comprehensive review may not be the correct approach. Too often, participants noted, the SDR
has become the default response for request for support. An SDR, if conducted when not the appropriate response, can end in frustration and cause advisers to lose credibility. While a full SDR
can provide a comprehensive look, it is a massive undertaking. A better approach may be orienting the partner toward a specific kind of defense review to address its initial challenge rather than
toward an SDR for which the partner is unprepared. In countries where analytic systems are less
mature, multiple targeted defense process assessment reviews can be an interim, and potentially
more useful, step toward improved defense decisionmaking.

jennifer m. taylor and emily boggs
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Choosing to take on a strategic defense review indicates that a number of assumptions have
already been made, as a country rarely starts institution building from nothing. Periodic reviews
of defense policy and strategy ideally flow from a national level strategy, but there may be situations when that is not the case. Because a review is a long, resource-heavy process, many developing nations do not have systems ready to handle the analysis. Likewise, there may have been no
government-wide discussion of the overall threat. There may be no data related to cost assessments or force structure assessments.
Both the decision to undertake an SDR and the process itself are highly dependent on the
local situation. In those circumstances where a comprehensive review is not appropriate, defense officials should not spend the political capital or resources to take it on. Instead, opting for
a lower-level dialogue, targeted assessment, or specific engagement on a core issue may be more
productive, particularly if a partner state is reticent to look at sensitive issues, could benefit from
an expanded view of its potential threat environment, or is myopic in its threat perception. This
may also be the case where data are lacking, or where the internal political dynamic is particularly
complex.
Many participants brought up the question of whether, in some cases where the partner country agreed, an ally should be the principal interlocutor, with the United States in a supporting role.
Regardless, care must be taken to ensure that that U.S. involvement does not unintentionally imply
a promise of future actions that may not be fulfilled outside of a legal alliance. Others mentioned
that some allies might know particular states, institutions, or actors in ways that the United States
does not and therefore that they may be better suited to support SDRs in those states. On the other
hand, concerns were raised about assuming that the major security player in any given region
would necessarily be the most appropriate adviser. In many cases, a smaller neighbor can be more
effective, especially if it has a cultural connection with the other state and is viewed as nonthreatening. This situation is, of course, region and country dependent.
In addition, some countries have established review processes under conditions that more
closely approximate those of the target nation—e.g., those with fewer resources or a less global
view. As one example of U.S. “cultural blind spots,” participants raised the issue of internal security. Due to posse comitatus, the United States does not use the military forces internally, but many
other states may have different processes. Another example is the lack of a national police force,
whereas most other nations have some kind of national police. Subject matter experts (SMEs) who
have similar legal structures may therefore be better able to assist the partner nation, as U.S. advisers would not have experience with planning for these conditions.
The group raised a number of questions that should be addressed by U.S. policymakers in
considering a decision on whether and how to move forward on an SDR. They fell into three main
categories: partner nation structure, capabilities, and motivations; U.S. goals and objectives; and
the nature of the bilateral relationship.
■■ Partner nation structure, capabilities, and motivations
—— Is there a national security strategy? What are the host nation’s vital security interests? How
was its strategy developed? How is it implemented?
—— How is policy made within the host nation whole of government and within the Ministry of
Defense (MoD)?
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—— How does the MoD interact with the other ministries?
—— How does policy flow to the forces?
—— What is the status of planning systems?
—— What is the absorption capacity?
—— What are the country’s interests and objectives in
conducting an SDR?

box 1

—— Given these factors, is an SDR feasible and desirable?

Principles of Advising the Strategic
Defense Review Process

■■ U.S. goals and objectives
—— What is the primary motivation for assisting the
country? Building capacity? Some other strategic
objective?
—— Is this goal likely to be realized through an SDR?
Is there a less resource intensive way to accomplish the same goal?
■■ Relationship between United States and partner nation
—— What are the benefits or drawbacks and downsides of assisting the partner nation to include potential inferences the partner nation might draw
(e.g., of expanded security assistance or implied
protection)?
—— Is there agreement (with partner nation) about
what an SDR is?
—— Is the United States the best choice to be working
with this country? Or would another ally have more
success as the main adviser, with U.S. support?

1. SDR provides a vital baseline but is a
continual process.
2. Guide through the process, not to a
particular policy.
3. It is a host nation process. The adviser
is not there to do the work or to make
the decisions.
4. Demonstrating where processes can
be improved results in demonstrating
where policies can be improved.
5. Outcomes must be clearly linked to
national values and interests to develop consensus among all stakeholders, particularly the public.
6. Implementation Plan must be realistic, affordable, and achievable.

Advising the SDR Process
The conference participants then explored the process of actually conducting the SDR (once the
decision has been made to proceed) (see box 1). Participants noted that the primary challenge of
those tasked with supporting a partner state through a review process is to ensure a balance of
consistency and flexibility within the process. They also emphasized the importance of establishing the advisers’ credibility and expertise. They noted the responsibility of the experts to help the
partner properly structure the review process to the particular environment and to assist in ensuring that the final product reflects what the partner country actually needs. Amplification of the
discussions on these key issues follows; not surprisingly, it is consistent with and complementary
to other works related to SDRs.1
1. See, for example, Tom Young, “Designing and Conducting a National-level Defense Review: Definition, Description, and a Generic Methodology,” Center for Civil-Military Relations Concept Paper.
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Preconditions
There was substantial discussion about setting the stage for successful SDRs, which requires certain preconditions to be met. One strong theme from the group’s conversation was the importance
of senior leadership buy-in. Support and commitment at the highest levels within a bureaucracy
generates ownership of and loyalty to the results of the review and assists with cutting through
bureaucracy to get information where it needs to be. Senior leader participation can shift the discussion from preexisting strains of thought to new ideas, one participant noted, and increases the
odds that the conclusions of the review will be actualized. Ownership of the SDR at top levels was
deemed to be essential, both before the SDR has begun and throughout the entire process.
The discussion yielded a number of questions advisers might consider:
■■ Who is in charge? Who will participate?
■■ Who is asking for the SDR? Who is likely to drive changes?
■■ What is the level of senior leader interest?
■■ Does the leadership want to decide things? What do they want to get done and how do they
plan to go about doing it?
■■ How much is the leadership willing to take on to accomplish change?
■■ Are the right personal relationships in place to get things done? If not, are such relationships
likely to be built during the process?
There was repeated emphasis on the importance of establishing relationships with partner
nation officials. One cautionary aspect is that most experts supporting a partner nation SDR are
not there as the official defense representative but as experts in a particular area and must therefore walk a fine line, not misrepresenting his or her role in the country. Throughout support for an
SDR or any defense review, the defense official in charge of security cooperation in-country should
be kept informed of activities and any key points. The Combatant Command (COCOM) and Office of the Secretary of Defense for Policy (OSDP) should be informed by after-action reporting
and preliminary engagement before events. In particular, OSDP and COCOM leadership should
be informed of key engagements and have the option to participate as appropriate. OSDP is the
lead for ministerial engagement and should be kept informed of senior-level engagements.
One participant described his experiences in the Baltics, where visits from high-level U.S.
officials (e.g., the secretaries of defense and state) occurred early in the relationship. These visits
served to establish trust at a high level, served as a clear signal of the administration’s desire to take
action, and helped to create access that allowed quicker resolution of problems later in the process.
Any expert team tasked with helping guide a partner state through a review must have the
right combination of functional expertise (strategy, policy, resource management, force development, etc.). It was repeatedly mentioned that any adviser tasked with guiding a partner state
through a review must have in-depth knowledge of the partner country. Experienced advisers
emphasized that advisers themselves must take the time to learn about conditions in the country,
rather than relying on country team assessments or other informal sources of information. Knowing the lay of the land lets advisers avoid pitfalls that are unique to every nation. Understanding
the security environment and the national direction of the partner nation was brought up again
and again as a vital component of SDR assistance. This knowledge provides a deeper comprehen6 |

strategic defense reviews

sion of partners’ vision and objectives, their capabilities and resources, and the U.S. role in their
development.
Experienced advisers also relayed the challenges associated with working with partner nation staff who may lack the skill necessary to lead and conduct the review. In these instances, they
noted, the review process will need to adjust. Sufficient funding was also noted as an obvious
precondition for a successful review, but it was further noted that determining the extent to which
the partner nation possesses the tools and human capital needed for analysis is a major challenge.
This point is discussed further in the section “Pitfalls and Challenges,” below.

Models of Support
Conference participants reiterated that support for an SDR must be a process that fits with the
particular partner nation and is ultimately organic to it. Duplicating U.S. systems or attempting to
simply layer generic models or so-called best practices on a partner nation is not a recipe for success. The U.S. approach is not always directly appropriate in a partner state context, though valuable lessons can be applied. It was frequently mentioned that advisers should not “force the U.S.
method or process onto the partner.” (See box 2 for best practices mentioned by the group.)
Two potential models of support were presented: the short-term SME and the on-site adviser
(which, for practical reasons, is likely to be a contractor). There are pros and cons to both. On-site
advisers may be more successful at establishing useful relationships with country officials, and
they are able to react to problems immediately. However, they do not always have the right skills for every
requirement, and they have a tendency to “go native.”
SMEs are able to provide in-depth expertise, but they
box 2
are less likely to form useful personal relationships with
Planning Best Practices
officials. More often, support is best provided with a hybrid model combining both SMEs and on-site contrac■■ Ensure the United States is the right
tors. The on-site contractors are available to deal with
partner.
day-to-day issues and gain in-depth knowledge of the
■■ Establish relationships with senior
country, while SMEs can be brought in to deal with speleaders.
cific problems in their skill set. Participants seemed to
■■ Factor in the time that leadership will
agree that this model is the most useful way of exploitneed to make decisions.
ing the advantages of both types of advisers.
■■ Be clear on who resolves counterThe role of the defense institution building adviser
manding instructions.
is as an outside consultant. The adviser asks for advice
and input from the partner nation and allows the part■■ Do not add to agenda without having
ner to mold the process to fit their needs. Additionally,
a sense of how to accomplish it.
the adviser can set an example for the partner nation. A
civilian adviser can implicitly reinforce the message that
civilian control of the military is possible, especially for
a country that has never considered that civilian control might be advantageous. As an expert and
an example, sending officers as advisers is not always ideal. The career patterns of officers can limit
their experience in specific tasks, and as part of the military they do not send the same signal as a
civilian adviser. In cases where civilian control of the military is not a necessary reform or where
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the adviser will be assisted by SMEs, these concerns are less important. In fact, it will sometimes
be more useful to send an officer as adviser, since he will have the benefit of being highly respected
in countries where the military is a favored institution.
Regardless of which model, the group agreed that in-country advisers need to become more
connected to U.S. policymakers when making policy-related decisions.

Useful Questions, Best Practices, and Essential Elements
The discussion repeatedly referred to the three primary phases of a comprehensive review—strategic assessment, policy development, and decisions and implementation. The seven steps (see box
3) fall into each of these phases. During the strategic assessment, the group will review the security
environment, set the national policy framework, and
establish planning assumptions.

box 3
Seven Steps of an SDR
1. Preparation
2. Review security environment—set
the national policy framework.
3. Establish planning assumptions.
4. Define military tasks.
5. Develop force structure options.
6. Decisions
7. Announcements and implementation

Ideally a review examines defense planning in the
context of a broader national strategy that includes
both security and foreign policy. Grounding the SDR
within the national priorities, it was agreed, helps to
ensure the review addresses the goals of the country as
a whole. Participants agreed that it is better to address
a smaller number of fundamental questions than many
secondary ones and that developing a common understanding between the advising and host nation of the
security environment is critical. This step alone can be
a quick win in the review process. It is a fundamental
building block of a comprehensive review or exchange
on defense planning, where partners are ready for
those kinds of reviews. The strategic assessment also
serves a role as an isolated targeted assessment or
starting point for dialogue.

In this phase, key questions should include:
■■ What is the government’s strategic direction? Do they want to have greater influence in the
region or just worry about borders/homeland security?
■■ What is the character of the nation as a strategic player? What role do geography and regional
dynamics play?
■■ What is the partner nation’s policymaking process? Is there connection to the national level?
How does it connect to lower levels within the government?
With the definition of interests, a review can begin to consider policies to address them. What
will be done in light of a variety of scenarios? Does the country want to be self-reliant? Are there
regional partners with similar interests? Are there international organizations that might be called
upon to assist? The answers to these questions will set out the military tasks and missions that
need to be accomplished. Once the mission requirements are determined, the review can look at
the roles, capabilities, and resources to accomplish those tasks.

8|
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Questions participants raised as important to consider included:
■■ Partner nation internal politics
—— How important is national security to the state compared to budget, economy, social issues?
—— Is there consensus (about SDR) even amongst opposition parties?
—— What kind of review and document is likely to garner the most respect?
■■ Partner nation external politics
—— What will the regional outcomes be?
—— What are key external drivers? (e.g., NATO
commitments, desired involvement in peacekeeping operations, etc.)

box 4

—— Was there a change in the security environment (e.g., shift from conscription) or the
nation’s finances?

■■ Take a resource-informed view.

■■ Partner nation Society

Best Practices for Analysis
■■ Look at defense planning in larger
national context.
■■ Make assumptions explicit.

—— How popular is the institution of the military
in society?

■■ Make a list of priority missions, with
levels of capabilities.

—— What is the country’s culture, history, structure?

■■ Focus on training, life cycle costs, and
other nonmateriel solutions.

What other groups in society would have an
input or need to be considered (e.g., elites, educators,
lawyers, less-advantaged)?

■■ Follow through: conduct annual updates to track initiatives in planning
document.

The next stage of an SDR would be to review force
structure options (box 4). One participant reiterated
that force structure is part of the solution to resolving
the issues identified throughout the review process. Data are gathered, concepts of operations established, and decisions are made about risk tolerance. CSIS organizers judge that further exploring
analysis and data collection aspects of the review process in future workshops would be of significant value. As Dr. Hicks discussed regarding the U.S. Quadrennial Defense Review (QDR) process:
Emulation teams and intelligence roundtables help assess concepts, facilitate discussion, and
identify analytic gaps. Based on our strategic objectives, we start developing hypothetical forces and force structures and running them through scenarios linked to that strategy. We test
our assumptions and our forces in war games and tabletop exercises to find capability gaps.
We “red team” to surface weaknesses in our concepts of operations.
In this focus area, key questions offered for consideration included:
■■ What are the partner nation’s capabilities? Where are they located?
■■ What are the real world requirements of the armed forces? What can they do, and how capable
are they of handling a shift in missions?

jennifer m. taylor and emily boggs
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■■ How does strategic direction flow to the armed forces in the current system?
■■ What is the military’s current view of the nation’s strategic direction, and how does the military
think it should be modified?
In the last stage of a comprehensive review, available resources are assessed against the type of
force desired. As one speaker mentioned, in many situations it makes sense to focus on nonmateriel solutions. One of the essential elements of an SDR is the prioritization of threats and goals
within resource limitations. Ideally, all agreed, SDRs take a resource-informed but not resourcedriven view—the middle ground between focusing only on what is currently affordable or only on
what threats are present without consideration of budgetary constraints.
Questions during this phase include those about the availability of funding, people, and potential tools:
■■ Funding
—— What resources are available?
—— Who decides the budget and how?
—— Is the budgeting system resource- or requirements-based?
■■ People
—— Are there enough people with the appropriate skills to conduct the necessary analysis?
—— Who is the core group in the review and why?
■■ Analytic tools
—— What planning tools does the partner nation need and what tools can be constructed to
needs?
—— How will the partner nation use the results of the review to continue its planning processes?
Once the options (including alternative force structures) are presented to decisionmakers and
decisions are made, an implementation plan can begin. New investments can be determined in
equipment, training, and personnel. There is a need for follow-through after this process: regular
annual updates and adjustments as required. There was a broad consensus that stakeholder outreach is a critical element, both in explaining the process and in vetting and sharing interim and
final results. There was a brief discussion at this conference on implementation, but its importance
suggests that this too would be an area ripe for further examination.

Pitfalls and Challenges (and Some Solutions)
Participants repeatedly noted that a major challenge in assisting SDRs is dealing with a partner
nation’s lack of analytical resources. Many countries do not have the people, tools, or processes
necessary for in-depth analysis of defense scenarios. A panelist described a situation where data
regarding the life span of equipment are not available; this proved to be a significant hindrance in
trying to determine future equipment needs. Furthermore, some countries, even if provided with
the analysis, might not have the means to translate the results into workable outcomes.
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One proposed solution to this problem is to make the SDR process scalable. For partners with
less advanced capabilities, one participant suggested, a basic discussion of “what if this happened”
is more accessible and manageable than the complex modeling and scenarios used in the U.S.
Quadrennial Defense Review process. Just thinking through the process rationally can be a sufficiently deep analysis in some instances, he emphasized, and can help partners consider interrelationships, time factors, and distance, for example. The key is to find alternatives that create usable
and meaningful results in a less complex or data-intensive manner. For example, when conducting
their own SDR, British analysts have successfully looked at trade-offs and resources and what they
mean for a campaign strategy. These analysts constructed tools based on the situation that could
be brought into partner nations and adapted to their needs.
This challenge exemplifies one of the major pitfalls in helping countries with strategic defense
reviews: too strictly applying our own process or tools. It does not benefit the host nation for the
advisers to simply do the analysis and give them the results. First, if a country cannot understand
or does not accept the results of a complex analysis, it will not be able to use it as the foundation
for a workable defense plan. Second, with limited involvement in the review process, there is likely
to be no ownership of or loyalty to the outcomes. A simple process with less rigorous analysis at
least would allow the country to manage it. It is the guiding nation’s job to find the right way for
the partner nation to answer the questions itself and to find work-arounds when existing methods
do not match their approach to the issues.
Internal politics were also mentioned as a frequent hindrance to a successful review process.
Many governments—especially centralized ones—have problems with collaboration, transparency,
and information sharing. Experts with broad experience noted that transparency is often less of
an issue in European countries, many of which are motivated to conduct SDRs as a step toward
NATO membership. In some participants’ experience, this external driver has led them to give
advisers access to information that would not normally be shared. Participants also noted that in
centralized governments the preparation phase of an SDR is more important because everything—
from creating the terms of reference to appointing roles—may be done by law and must be approved beforehand by the government or parliament.
A further domestic political hurdle that was mentioned was the relative priority of security in
general; in some instances, social or economic issues are of greater import, constraining the potential scope and import of an SDR and its outcomes. From the perspective of SDR practitioners,
domestic elections in the partner nation can be a challenge as well. Maintaining or reestablishing
buy-in can be a major hurdle if the new minister of defense is from a different party or wants to
create new programs. New leaders may also balk at power-limiting measures that had been agreed
upon previously.

Conclusion
The CSIS conference and workshop yielded a robust and important discussion on multiple aspects
of supporting strategic defense reviews with partner states. The conversation raised many points
that will require further exploration and development under the larger DIB umbrella. Ultimately,
the workshop reinforced participants’ understanding of the complexities involved with strategic
defense reviews but also helped spread awareness of the tools and techniques available to manage
them. One topic of substantial discussion was whether regional or functional expertise is more im-
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portant in assigning advisers. While in the past more advisers had regional expertise, there is now
a general shift toward balancing regional expertise with real-world functional experts.
The discussion also touched upon a number of topics worthy of deeper examination. One is
the importance of clarifying the roles of advisers, the Combatant Commands, and the Office of the
Secretary of Defense for Policy. Another is the need for closer linkages between practitioners and
OSDP. In addition, drivers for undertaking an engagement are apparent within the Pentagon that
are not necessarily as clear in the field. Bridging some of these communication gaps would help
build a shared understanding of US objectives among policymakers and practitioners. Participants
also noted that OSDP and headquarters personnel have a lot to gain from the field experience of
practitioners.
Part of this improved communication involves acknowledging that the current rhetoric is
somewhat muddled; there are multiple different names for similar processes. An official definition
of an SDR would be difficult to establish because of the need for situational sensitivity. However,
laying out the intended structure in an agreed document would help ensure common understandings between the United States and its partners. By focusing on the process, policymakers,
planners, and practitioners may be able to help develop and implement a coherent approach that
builds on past and current U.S. assistance and supports that investment over the long term.
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appendix a

agenda for conference on
strategic defense reviews
Defense Institution Building Framework Workshop
Washington, D.C., August 3–4, 2011

Wednesday, August 3, 2011
9:00–9:15

Opening Remarks and Introduction of Keynote Speaker
Jennifer M. Taylor, CSIS
Carrie Sue Casey, Office of the Under Secretary of Defense for Policy (Partnership Strategy and Stability Operations)

9:15–9:50

Keynote Address
Dr. Kathleen Hicks, Deputy Under Secretary of Defense for Strategy, Plans,
and Forces

10:00–12:00

Panel 1: Shaping a Strategic Defense Review: Objectives and
Preconditions
Moderator: Stephanie Sanok, Senior Fellow, Defense-Industrial Initiatives
Group, CSIS
Dr. Dan Chiu, Office of the Under Secretary of Defense for Policy (Strategy)
Dr. Al Sweetser, Director, Simulation & Analysis Center, Office of the Secretary of Defense Cost Assessment and Program Evaluation
Erik Adams, U.S. analytical liaison to the UK Strategic Defense and Security
Review, Office of the Secretary of Defense Cost Assessment and Program
Evaluation
Nazar Janabi, Washington Institute for Near East Policy
Discussion questions:
■■ What are the essential elements of a successful SDR? What are the fundamentals of an SDR?
■■ Why undertake an SDR? What are the objectives of an SDR? How do you
balance U.S. objectives with those of a partner?
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■■ What are the necessary preconditions for a successful SDR?
■■ What are the defense planning tools that need to be in place in order to
accomplish an SDR?

12:00–1:00

Lunch

1:00–2:45

Panel 2: Structuring a Strategic Defense Review
Moderator: Nate Freier, Senior Fellow, New Defense Approaches
Project, CSIS
Andy Hoehn, RAND
Stewart Woodman, University of New South Wales at the Australian Defence
Force Academy
Dr. Alan Stolberg, U.S. Army War College
Discussion questions:
■■ How do defense officials best scope SDRs and organize them to meet
stated objectives?
■■ What are the components or subreviews that make up a comprehensive
SDR? When are all of the components necessary and when might they not
be?
■■ What are the best practices and common pitfalls of SDRs?
■■ What drives the order of an SDR?

3:00–4:30

Panel 3: Implementing Review Process and Outcomes
Moderator: Stephanie Sanok, Senior Fellow, Defense-Industrial
Initiatives Group, CSIS
Dr. Robert Grattan, University of the West of England–Bristol
MG Henry “Buzz” Kievenaar (USA, ret.)
Paul Scharre, Office of the Under Secretary of Defense for Policy (Force Development)

		Discussion questions:
■■ What does a workable (or useful) SDR outcome look like, and how do you
implement it?
■■ What are the key decision points in an SDR process? What variables affect
those points?
■■ How do you build quick wins into the process that can be implemented for
immediate results?
■■ How do you design the process to maintain momentum?
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■■ What is the role of the other agencies during the review process and afterward?
■■ What is the role of strategic communication before, during, and after the
review?

Thursday, August 4, 2011
8:30–9:00

Light Refreshments

9:00–10:00

Workshop Framing
Provide overview of Day 1, discuss Day 2 goals, and derive a consensus definition of SDRs
Lead discussant: Jennifer M. Taylor, CSIS

10:15–11:45

Session 1
Discussion questions:
■■ What are the critical elements of an assessment of partner nation SDR
capabilities?
■■ What are the critical questions in assessing a partner nation?
■■ How does an SDR best inventory and build on already present institutional
capabilities?
■■ How does it make up for gaps? Is there a rhythm or basic set order that an
SDR should take?
Moderator: Jennifer M. Taylor, CSIS
Lead discussant: Dr. Keith Dunn, Marstel-Day

11:45–1:00

Lunch

1:00–2:30

Session 2
Discussion questions:
■■ Are there key regional differences? If so, do they matter?
■■ What approaches are most successful with different types of partner nations?
Moderator: Jennifer M. Taylor, CSIS
Lead discussants:
Asia-Pacific: John Hansen, Camber Corporation
Europe: Dr. Jeffrey Simon, CCMR Adjunct
Latin America: Dr. Margaret Daly Hayes, EBR Associates
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2:45–4:15

Session 3
Discussion questions:
■■ What is the best way ahead for Strategic Defense Reviews as part of the
Defense Institution Building umbrella?
Moderator: Jennifer M. Taylor, CSIS
Lead discussant: Dave Cate, Office of the Under Secretary of Defense for
Policy (Partnership Strategy and Stability Operations)

4:15–4:30
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appendix b

lessons learned from conducting
a strategic defense review
Dr. Kathleen Hicks
Defense Institution Building Framework Workshop
August 3, 2011

Keynote Address
Thank you for having me here today. It is always a pleasure to escape the five-sided building for
an hour or two and live a vicarious think-tank life once again. As CSIS is also my alma mater, it is
nice to see familiar faces.
Today’s workshop is on a subject that is both timely and in constant need of superior minds.
Structuring a strategic defense review for one’s own country is hard enough—and I have the scars
to prove it. But guiding another country through its own review is something else entirely. It is
almost herculean in its weight and scope. You must meet the country’s needs and work within its
limits while navigating your own. You must understand its strategic environment and its threat
perceptions. You must appreciate its domestic, political, bureaucratic, and civil-military landscape
and history. You must know its current and projected capabilities. And after all that, you must
ensure that your hosts own the results, or else the review will be orphaned upon delivery.
Later today, you will hear from two members of my staff who have personal experience with
exactly these challenges. Dr. Dan Chiu, the principal director in our Strategy Office, has circumnavigated the globe working with partner states to run what we call Exchanges on Defense Planning, or EDPs. Paul Scharre, from our Force Development Office, has been with Dan for these
exchanges and has worked alongside partner militaries and defense civilians, helping them define
their needs and identify their capability gaps.
Because I don’t want to ruin the good stories Dan and Paul are going to tell you, I am not going to cover our ongoing EDP efforts or our lessons learned from those efforts. Instead, I am going
to pull the curtain back on our own strategic defense review process here in the United States—the
Quadrennial Defense Review. I’ll tell you how we go about that review and highlight a few areas
that I believe are instructive for our efforts to help partner nations develop their own approach.
As I mentioned before, I have scars from my experiences doing QDRs, not to mention the occasional Pavlovian wincing reaction . . . . So if you see me inexplicably squinting during the talk, I
do apologize and please pay it no heed.
The first thing you want to think about when conducting a major strategic review is the organizational structure and processes you will need to generate a useful product. Over the past 16
years of QDRs, the Department of Defense has experimented with a range of organizational mod-
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els and process arrangements. Based on my understanding of how those different arrangements
have panned out, I believe it is best to base a defense review on a few core principles:
Number one: Leadership and senior leader ownership of the review. When the secretary of
defense cares about the QDR, it develops into a useful document. But when the secretary does not,
it is very difficult to generate loyalty to the QDR’s findings and assertions. When the secretary not
only cares about it, but endorses it strongly and then uses it himself to shape future debates and
decisions, then you have a truly vital articulation of the defense vision.
Leadership of the review is important all the way down the line from there—the under secretary and the principal deputy secretary for policy and their uniformed counterparts spent countless hours working on the 2010 QDR, making it their own personal project and continually shaping the analysis. Their sustained interest signaled to everyone working on the QDR directly and
to all those who were stakeholders in the process that it was a serious, substantive review worth
everyone’s time and focus.
Number two: Structured contributions. Over the years, the QDR process has swung between
all-inclusive, building-wide consensus efforts and a small analytic cell. Both have their advantages
and disadvantages. A small team can maintain a disciplined vision and work more directly with
the secretary; but it does not generate bureaucratic support or leverage the Pentagon’s breadth of
knowledge. The all-inclusive model ensures access to expertise and generates the buy-in you will
need later so that change will actually be executed; but so many voices cannot tell a cohesive story,
and the process can get too bogged down in turf wars.
In this past QDR, we tried to create a balance between those two extreme approaches that
generated the advantages of each while mitigating against their drawbacks. I thought of it as an
accordion that would come in to create the core ideas and then expand out to use the expertise in
the building to beta test our ideas.
Inclusivity builds credibility and ensures that products are not disowned by aggrieved parties
who were cut out of the process. Transparency also helps avoid competitive or duplicate efforts.
But it is usually a small group of thoughtful, committed citizens who change the world. A good
review includes all the relevant contributors at the right points in the process.
Third and finally: Excellence. A QDR is a massive and complex undertaking. The analysis
cannot be weak, the research cannot be shoddy. The analytic process has to be rigorous—every
assumption must be challenged and every theory put to the test. We revise desired end states and
debate interests. We throw notional force structures at a range of scenarios to see if they stand
up to the stress. We look and relook at capability and capacity gaps. We accomplish all of this in
exhaustive exercises, emulations, red teams, and meetings.
It is up to more objective observers to decide whether we achieved excellence in any of the
strategic defense reviews I have participated in, but I will say that meticulous analysis and detailed
expertise were the standards we tried to live up to every day.
So a successful QDR is leader-owned-and-operated, inclusive, and built by exacting experts. If
you are fortunate enough to start with those things, you can move on to designing a good governance structure.
QDRs, as I mentioned, take the entire Pentagon. And a process that big needs clear authorities and lines of operation. When you work with partner nations, you may not need to create quite
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such a bureaucratic Godzilla, but you will still likely need to consider how to organize those few
who are involved in the partner’s first effort.
I have found in my years on the chain gang that a streamlined, flat-as-possible, and only moderately layered governance structure produces work efficiently and effectively. But not too flat—it
is also extraordinarily helpful to have a few people who are responsible for achieving particular
objectives, as well as a chief-of-staff position overseeing the entire effort. Something else that can
work is having teams dedicated to particular topic areas—this manages span-of-control problems
and allows teams to delve deeply into issues, resulting in thorough research and reliable data. It is
good for teams to have either formal or informal leaders that senior people can go to when they
have questions—or demands.
This of course brings me to the all-important topic of staffing. The staff of a review may be the
single greatest influence on the eventual outcome. Putting the right people with the right expertise—and, frankly, the right attitudes—in the right places enables the entire process. You want
representatives from interested institutions, particularly the military services, embedded in your
core teams. You also want to ensure that you have the right technical and scientific expertise, or
can reach out for it speedily. I realize this piece of the puzzle can be a real challenge for countries
still building their civil service expertise. And as foreigners, you may not have any say about whom
they pick to take the reins. But it would behoove you early on to suggest the kinds of people they
will need to ensure a successful review.
Another critical element of running a QDR is identifying the network of stakeholders and
how they will (or will not) be involved. How early and often will findings be shared up the chain
and with the top levels of the government? What is the plan for engaging legislators? When will
they talk to the press, and what are the talking points? Again, the particulars for each individual
country are different; in our system, success has many parents.
Once you have settled on a working structure for the review, you can finally, in the last 10 days
or so, turn to the substance.
The first and hard substantive effort is to frame the review. In the last two QDRs, the Department has developed a formal terms of reference. Such a document helps us set the course of our
work and bounds our analysis. It establishes the principles behind the strategic approach, areas of
emphasis, and basic assumptions about the security environment. You might find such an effort a
useful exercise, particularly if the partner is still coming to internal agreements as to its environment and what it wants its review to cover.
From there, the yeoman work begins. We gather data and make some conclusions: Emulation teams and intelligence roundtables help assess concepts, facilitate discussion, and identify
analytic gaps. Based on our strategic objectives, we start developing hypothetical forces and force
structures and running them through scenarios linked to that strategy. We test our assumptions
and our forces in war games and tabletop exercise to find capability gaps. We “red team” to surface
weaknesses in our concepts of operations.
All of these things may not be possible with some partners. For one thing, it is incredibly time
consuming. We take thousands of personnel hours over the course of an entire calendar year to
complete the QDR. For another thing, it takes a large and expert cadre of analysts to complete—
something incipient national security bureaucracies might not yet have, or do not have in sufficient quantities to allow them to take their eyes off current activities for an extended period. I
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know the QDR, in some respects, represents the pinnacle of a range of strategic defense reviews.
The geologic metaphor may be perfect in this case, because the pace of learning can feel epically
slow—it has taken us 16 years to develop our own process, and it matures more each time.
But the value of encouraging and facilitating strategic defense reviews with partner defense institutions cannot be overstated. And getting partners started at the logical beginning—strategy—
anchors their defense decisions in national policy and, by extension, the national will. Anchoring
of that kind is stabilizing, and stabilization takes patience.
Whether partner nations endorse or “buy into” the process you propose is another challenge.
While there is little clamor anywhere for inefficient, ineffective, or unaccountable defense institutions, social and political considerations can influence defense policies. Some leaders might balk
at measures that they perceive as limiting their power. Institution-building practitioners must
encourage partners to distinguish between the things they want and the things they need. Often a
government is willing to undertake certain reforms but may resist those that seem overwhelming.
In other cases, overconfidence in technical improvements—without the corresponding “upgrades”
to the political, institutional, and human context—undermines good intentions.
An appropriate response in such a situation should include education, outreach, and incremental exposure to best practices to slowly bring skeptics into the process. Scoping, as with every
analytic undertaking, is the key. You may wish to start with a single conference with modest goals.
Perhaps you simply discuss how they view their security environment. Or you can help them think
about their national objectives and the kinds of capabilities they will need to achieve them. Providing assistance as partners conduct a strategic defense review also builds relationships and fosters
the trust necessary to undertake other collaborative efforts.
Eventually, a QDR is written down and read. And, I hope, read and read and read. Whenever
I see a weathered, dog-eared QDR sitting on a shelf in the Pentagon, I know we produced something that helps defense practitioners do their jobs. You might think about what kind of document
is likely to garner respect among a partner nation’s bureaucrats. What will be useful to them going
forward? Will it communicate senior-leader intent? Will it answer their burning strategic questions, help them set priorities and balance risk, and inform their strategic choices?
But the process of striving for such a document is even more vital. Despite my jokes about how
grueling a defense review can be, I am a firm believer that strategic reviews are the foundation of
a strong and legitimate national defense. Most of you probably know that President Eisenhower
once said, “Plans are nothing; planning is everything.” Well, reviews are something, but reviewing
is something greater. As I said earlier, those involved in the process usually champion the results.
In the case of partner nations, successfully conducting a review can strengthen bureaucratic procedures, normalize civil-military relations, and stabilize governance. Surely those are lofty goals
worth aiming for.
Thank you for the work you do and for having me here today.
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