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THE NEXT COMMANDER IN CHIEF WILL HAVE TO CONTEND WITH 
AN INTANGIBLE THOUGH QUITE SERIOUS PROBLEM: GROWING 

UNCERTAINTY ABOUT THE NATURE OF U.S. GLOBAL LEADERSHIP 
GOING FORWARD.
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Few periods in modern world history have been as 
complicated and tumultuous as the one the next 
U.S. administration will confront. A long list of inter-
national problems will compete for the next presi-
dent’s attention upon taking office, including:

 • The evolving yet persistent threat of terrorism 
against U.S. interests, persons, territory, and 
allies emanating from Islamic extremist groups 
like the Islamic State;

 • The resurgence of an aggrieved and more 
aggressive Russia under Vladimir Putin, who has 
demonstrated his willingness to use the Russian 
military, an array of asymmetric tactics, and 
energy resources to assert his will from Ukraine 
to Syria;

 • The rise of an increasingly powerful, capable, 
and confident China that appears bent on 
becoming the dominant power in Asia and is 
willing to unilaterally change the status quo and 
violate the rules-based international order; 

 • The deepening turmoil in the Middle East as four 
ongoing civil wars (in Syria, Libya, Yemen, and 
Iraq) create the most significant humanitarian 
crisis since the end of World War II, breathe new 
life into sectarian conflicts and violent extrem-
ism, and threaten to unravel established borders 
and destabilize neighboring regimes; and

 • The accelerating global proliferation of dan-
gerous technologies, from weapons of mass 
destruction to sophisticated precision-guided 
munitions, cyber weapons and drones to both 
state and non-state actors.

Equally troubling, the tools and institutions we have 
spent the last 70 years creating appear increasingly 
ill-suited to handle such challenges.

In addition to this very concrete set of challenges, 
the next commander in chief will have to contend 
with a more intangible though quite serious prob-
lem: growing uncertainty about the nature of U.S. 
global leadership going forward. Whether this 
perception is fair or unfair, it is real among many 
friends, competitors, and potential foes alike. The 
next president will therefore need to articulate a 

clear vision of U.S. leadership in the world and take 
concrete steps to demonstrate the United States’ 
willingness and ability to uphold its commitments 
and defend its interests, values, and allies around 
the world. This will be critical to restoring credibility 
and confidence that America’s support for key allies 
and partners is iron-clad.

At the same time, the United States’ ability to cope 
effectively with these and other challenges is being 
hamstrung by the deep political divisions and pa-
ralysis in the U.S. Congress. Absent a comprehen-
sive budget deal that lifts the draconian cuts of the 
Budget Control Act and the astrategic mechanism 
of sequestration, the next president will not be able 
to invest enough in the defense, diplomatic, and 
development tools that will be needed to protect 
and advance U.S. interests in a more contested and 
competitive global security environment. The un-
certainty and disruption associated with funding the 
U.S. government via continuing resolutions versus 
regular appropriations bills has had significant costs 
for the key agencies involved in national security, 
including the Departments of Defense and State, in-
telligence agencies, and USAID. Without adequate 
and predictable funding levels, these departments 
cannot plan for and invest in the capabilities critical 
to safeguarding U.S. national security now and in 
the future. The inability of the Congress to reliably 
provide for the common defense is creating real 
and accumulating risk for the United States. 

In this context, no matter how determined the next 
American president is to focus on the domestic 
agenda and the compelling economic issues that 
were likely central to his or her electoral success, 
national security challenges and crises will inevita-
bly demand no small amount of the new adminis-
tration’s bandwidth, time, and energy. Rather than 
ignore or resist this reality, the next commander in 
chief would be wise to prepare for it by learning 
from the experiences of his or her predecessors.
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Nine Lessons for Navigating National 
Security in a New Administration
There is much to learn from how previous presi-
dents have managed national security issues in 
their first year in office. There are best practices to 
be emulated and mistakes to be avoided. These 
historical insights are complemented here by my 
own observations as a practitioner and participant 
in the national security decisionmaking process un-
der two presidents and five secretaries of defense.

What follows is a list of concrete steps (in logical 
though not necessarily priority order) that the next 
president should take to better position his or her 
administration to handle the national security chal-
lenges and crises that will inevitably force their way 
onto the agenda in 2017.

1. Come into office with a clear assessment 
of U.S. national security challenges, 
opportunities, goals, and priorities, and 
a strategy to align the administration’s 
efforts in the first year. 
The next president will not have the luxury of wait-
ing until after the election is held and the official 
presidential transition begins. The two and a half 
months between Election Day and Inauguration Day 
are simply not enough time to do this work well. 
Rather, the Republican and Democratic nominees 
should each empower a team to begin working, 
even before the election, to assess the national se-
curity environment, develop a strategic framework 
and set of guiding principles, and articulate a clear 
set of priorities that will inform the administration’s 
early actions on national security. More specifically, 
each should task a senior team to draft an early ver-
sion of National Security Decision Directive (NSDD) 
1 that would outline in detail the governance, struc-
ture, and optempo assumptions for the national 
security process and deliberations. This initial work 
should be further refined during the transition, with 
the aim of having it ready to shape the administra-
tion’s earliest national security decisions and initia-
tives as well as its response to any crises that may 
arise once it is in office.  

2. Choose a national security team based not 
only on individual experience, expertise, and 
qualifications for each respective cabinet 
position but also on how effectively the 
group will work as a team. 
Given the wide array of challenges the United States 
will face, there is simply no room for learning on the 
job. The next president will need experienced cabinet 
members who are deeply knowledgeable on the is-
sues, know how to get things done in government, 
understand the strengths and limits of the interagency 
policymaking process, and can lead and manage large 
institutions effectively. For national security positions 
at the White House, the president should make prior 
service in one of the national security agencies and 
experience participating in the interagency process a 
prerequisite. 

But beyond their individual attributes, the NSC prin-
cipals and deputies should be chosen based on how 
they will work as a team. Do they share the president’s 
national security vision and priorities? Do they buy in 
to the president’s view of their role and responsibili-
ties? Do they have the requisite skills individually and 
collectively to be successful in accomplishing the 
president’s goals?  

This is not an argument for choosing a group of un-
questioning loyalists. Rather, it is a case for ensuring 
that senior appointees who will serve on the National 
Security Council and on the deputies committee are 
assessed not only as individual performers but also 
as members of a team that will have to function ex-
tremely well in the face of unprecedented complexity 
and challenge. 

The next president should put a premium on excel-
lence and experience to be sure, but also on diversity, 
collegiality, and chemistry. In the business world, it is 
increasingly well understood that teams with greater 
diversity of perspective and experience make better 
decisions and create higher-performing organizations. 
In addition, teams comprised of people who are willing 
to speak up and offer their best advice and counsel, 
including dissent, but to do so with respect and colle-
giality, also perform better than those that get mired in 
bureaucratic turf battles and personality conflicts. 



|  5

PAPERS FOR THE NEXT PRESIDENT 

In 2008, the Obama transition team hung a banner 
in the main transition office that read: “No ego, no 
drama, this is not about you.” The inference was 
that it’s about accomplishing the mission. This ad-
age should guide the selection of the principals 
(and their deputies) who will meet for countless 
hours in the windowless Situation Room to help the 
president make difficult, high-stakes decisions.

3. Start with a clean sheet of paper and 
redesign the NSC staff and process. 
Over the past two administrations, the NSC staff 
grew to be larger than the historical norm. In the 
last several years, it has also gone beyond its tra-
ditional writ of helping the president develop strat-
egy, set policy priorities, and define the limits that 
should guide execution to become more engaged 
in managing the day-to-day details of how agencies 
execute national security policies and programs. 

The next president has a crucial opportunity both to 
clarify the roles and responsibilities of the national 
security advisor, the NSC principals, and the NSC 
staff and to create a more effective and efficient in-
teragency process. 

The first step is to clarify the role of the national 
security advisor and his or her staff vis à vis the 
department heads or principals who sit on the Na-
tional Security Council, particularly the secretary of 
defense, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, 
the secretary of state, and the secretary of the trea-
sury. Historically, different presidents have relied on 
different models, with mixed results. Most historians 
and practitioners would agree, however, that one of 
the most effective NSC models was the Scowcroft 
NSC. National Security Advisor Brent Scowcroft saw 
the role of the national security advisor and his staff 
as that of an honest broker, developing and assess-

White House Photo/Pete Souza

In the last two administrations, the National Security Council (NSC) grew larger than the historic norm, and the next president has an important opportunity to redesign the 

NSC staff and process. The first step is to clarify the role of the national security advisor and his or her staff vis à vis the department heads or principals who sit on the NSC. 

Here, President Barack Obama discusses Cuba with the NSC in the Situation Room on November 6, 2014.



6  |

f e b r u a r y  2 0 1 6  | Nine Lessons for Navigating National Security

ing options for decision, ensuring the president had 
the benefit of the full range of perspectives when 
making decisions, and then, once a decision was 
made, providing oversight to ensure that it was ex-
ecuted by agencies according to presidential intent. 

Under this model, each of the principals on the NSC 
was empowered to 1) participate in the development 
of strategy and options for the president; 2) provide 
their best advice and counsel to the president before 
he made a decision; and 3) employ the resources 
of their agency to execute the president’s poli-
cies within the policy parameters set by the White 
House. Accountability was exercised not by micro-
managing agency execution from the White House 
but by ensuring transparency and holding principals 
accountable for their performance as presidentially-
appointed, Senate-confirmed leaders of their respec-
tive agencies. 

The next president should adopt such a model, 
which involves centralized policy decision and di-
rection and largely decentralized execution. The 
president needs to convey to the White House staff 
and the cabinet that he or she intends to act more 
like a chief executive officer than a chief operating 
officer. 

G
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Many historians and practitioners consider the most effective NSC model to be the Scowcroft NSC, which saw the role of the national security advisor to be 

one of an honest broker. During discussions on the evacuation of Americans in Beirut following the 1976 assassinations of  Ambassador to Lebanon Francis 

Meloy, Jr. and Economic Counselor Robert O. Waring, President Gerald R. Ford and National Security Advisor Brent Scowcroft examine a map of the city.

THE NEXT PRESIDENT HAS A CRUCIAL 
OPPORTUNITY BOTH TO CLARIFY THE ROLES 

AND RESPONSIBILITIES OF THE NATIONAL 
SECURITY ADVISOR, THE NSC PRINCIPALS, 

AND THE NSC STAFF AND TO CREATE A  
MORE EFFECTIVE AND EFFICIENT 

INTERAGENCY PROCESS.
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Accordingly, the president should direct the new 
national security advisor to refashion the NSC staff 
to be smaller, more strategic, and staffed by more 
senior and experienced professionals. He or she 
should also be explicit with each NSC principal, in-
dividually and as a team, as to expectations of their 
respective roles, responsibilities, decision rights, 
and accountabilities. The president should aim 
for the maximum clarity possible, recognizing that 
some authorities may be shared, to avoid precious 
time and energy being wasted on adjudicating un-
clear lines of responsibility over time.

The principals, in turn, should empower their sub-
ordinates to make and execute decision that are 
clearly within their respective lanes of responsibility. 

The NSC process should emphasize transparency 
and accountability to enable the national security 
advisor and the president to regularly monitor prog-
ress, make course corrections as necessary, ensure 
interagency coordination, and hold agency heads 
accountable for performance. But it should take 
pains to avoid bringing execution decisions into 
the White House. Falling prey to the temptations of 
micromanagement only diverts senior leaders’ at-
tention from more strategic decisions and, ironically, 
draws risk to the president (as opposed to protect-
ing him or her from it). Only a more empowered and 
decentralized approach to decisionmaking and ex-
ecution will enable the next president to cope with 
the complexity and speed of international events 
and the compressed timelines for response. 

4. Pay immediate and close attention 
to any ongoing or imminent military or 
intelligence operations, particularly those 
that put Americans in harm’s way. 
On the first day of the transition, the president 
should receive briefings on all ongoing military op-
erations and intelligence activities broadly defined, 
as well as any diplomatic and development activi-
ties in which there is significant risk to the American 
personnel involved. Understanding the operational 
landscape he or she will inherit on January 20, 
2017 – including what operational authorities have 
been delegated below the president and even be-

low the principals’ level – is critical to preparing to 
step in as commander in chief and avoiding being 
unpleasantly surprised early on. The president must 
know what is being done around the world in his or 
her name from day one. A comprehensive review of 
operations is a critical first step. In addition, the next 
president would be wise to borrow a best practice 
from the Bush-Obama transition and conduct a ta-
bletop game involving both departing and incoming 
NSC members to familiarize the new team with ex-
isting procedures for crisis response and increase 
their readiness for crisis management early on.

5. Given the volume and complexity of the 
national security agenda, set aside time, 
especially early on, for a regular tempo of 
engagement with his or her team to set 
direction, monitor execution and outcomes, 
course correct, and learn. 
The president will need to pay attention not only to 
setting strategy and monitoring its implementation 
but also to whether the NSC process is functioning 
properly and serving his or her needs as well as 
how key people are performing. One of the lessons 
of previous administrations is the importance of be-
ing willing to make process and personnel changes 
as necessary in the first year to improve perfor-
mance. Too often, presidents are asked to accept 
or manage around difficult or poorly performing 
personalities; this should be deemed unacceptable. 
Cabinet officials should be expected and empow-
ered to make hard personnel decisions if required. 

The president should protect time on the schedule 
not only for regular NSC meetings but also time in 
the Oval Office with key principals, both individually 
and in small groups. These more informal discus-
sions are critical to “norming and forming” the team 
and to ensuring they understand presidential vision 
and intent when executing policy. In addition, the 
president should make time to engage key stake-
holders – particularly anyone with critical respon-
sibility for implementing the president’s national 
security priorities – in order to listen to their input 
and generate more buy-in and a greater sense of 
ownership for the new administration’s policies and 
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initiatives. Schedule habits develop early and can 
be hard to change; the president should think care-
fully about how he or she will use different meeting 
venues, from the President’s Daily Brief to formal 
NSC meetings to more informal interactions, to en-
gage and align the national security team and get 
business done.

6. Develop an initial agenda of initiatives 
and actions designed to signal renewed 
U.S. leadership internationally and 
communicate the administration’s strategic 
priorities. 
The president’s strategic framework should be used 
to determine the priorities for U.S. diplomacy and 
engagement in the first months of the administra-
tion, from the initial travel schedules of key princi-
pals to the invitations sent by the White House to 
foreign leaders to changes made to the previous 
administration’s budget requests to routine military 
exercises and freedom of navigation operations. 
These and other details will be scrutinized for indi-
cations of changes in priorities and policy direction; 
the next president should proactively use them to 
send clear signals internationally.

7. Make a comprehensive budget deal a 
top national security priority. 
The absence of a budget deal that makes pragmat-
ic compromises on tax reform and entitlement re-
form, as well as smart investments in the drivers of 
U.S. innovation and economic growth, has resulted 
in draconian cuts to discretionary spending. These 
cuts are undermining the diplomatic, defense, and 
development capabilities the United States needs 
to protect and advance its national security inter-
ests. This paralysis has also sent an unfortunate sig-
nal that the United States is so preoccupied inter-
nally with its own political dysfunction that it cannot 
be relied upon to lead the international community. 
In short, the absence of a comprehensive budget 
deal has become a national security issue – one 
that the next president must address urgently with 
the new Congress.

8 Ensure that the national security 
team invests in a healthy civil-military 
relationship. 
Most presidents, and many members of the national 
security team, come into office without any military 
experience or even any experience working with 
the military. In some cases, they may have no clear 
concept for how civil-military relations should work; 
in other cases, they may arrive with misconceptions 
about how their military counterparts think and be-
have. Similarly, on the military side, senior officers 
may come to the table with unrealistic expectations 
about how the civil-military relationship is supposed 
to work (too often based on theories taught in war 
colleges that may have little grounding in reality). 
This state of affairs sets up both parties for frustra-
tion and disappointment. Given the centrality of the 
national security agenda, and the criticality of get-
ting use of force decisions right, the next president 
should invest in training civilian appointees on how 
to work effectively with the military; by the same 
token, senior military officers should be included in 
the efforts to norm and form the new national secu-
rity team, as described above.

9. Invest in the people on the national 
security team, whether political 
appointees, civil servants, foreign service 
officers, intelligence professionals, or 
military officers. 
One of the sure-fire ways to increase a team’s per-
formance is to invest in its human capital – the re-
cruitment, training, professional development, and 
retention of its people. Yet in government, taking 
care of one’s people is too often seen as ancillary 
or even irrelevant to the main mission and practi-
cally impossible given the frenetic pace and long 
hours. The next president should impress on his or 
her direct reports the importance of a “stewardship 
mindset” and the need to take a different approach.

More specifically, the president should start by hav-
ing the transition team develop a human capital 
strategy before coming into office. The next presi-
dent should also increase the resources available 
to the Presidential Personnel Office and the White 
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House Personnel Office to ensure that world-class 
practices are used to find, recruit, and vet in a time-
ly manner the best talent for appointed positions. 
The president should make clear to the national se-
curity advisor and NSC principals that each of them 
is expected to invest in the training, professional 
development, and mentoring of their staffs and to 
adopt best practices in human capital management.

Conclusion

Many of the national security challenges the next 
president will confront may be unavoidable. But, if 
history is any guide, there are a number of steps 
that he or she can take to better prepare and posi-
tion the new administration to deal with these chal-
lenges and exploit opportunities more effectively. 
These recommendations are certainly no panacea. 
But they can help a new president start strong as 
commander in chief, reduce the risk of major na-

tional security missteps in the first year of a new 
administration, and substantially improve the presi-
dent’s chances of being able to advance a smart 
international agenda and ultimately strengthen both 
U.S. national security and U.S. global leadership.

The next president should ensure that the national security team prioritizes a healthy civil-military relationship. President Obama and Vice President Biden 

hold a meeting with combatant commanders and military leadership in the Cabinet Room of the White House in November 2013.
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