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Introduction

There is very little 
in standing policy 
that defines what 
sorts of operational 
or tactical measures 
agencies and 
officers on the 
ground should 
take to assure U.S. 
national strategic 
objectives are met. 

The military’s relatively new “full spectrum” approach to 
warfare emphasizes that military and other U.S. interagency 
partners must address the full gamut of needs of nations 

defeated in war or ravaged by natural or manmade catastrophes. 
U.S. interagency partners discuss which organizations are going to 
focus on what needs but give little attention to defining the attributes 
of well-functioning political, economic, informational, and cultural 
institutions. Military manuals and civilian agency policies say little 
about what types of political institutions or processes can achieve 
sustainable peace, justice, and progress; what types of institutions 
or processes should ordinarily be avoided; or what economic 
mechanisms can efficiently and acceptably meet economic ends. 
There is very little in standing policy that defines what sorts of 
operational or tactical measures agencies and officers on the ground 
should take to assure U.S. national strategic objectives are met. 
The purpose of this paper is to stimulate a dialogue on effective 
operational and tactical interagency policies.

In this paper the term “interagency” refers strictly to the 
various departments, agencies, and other instrumentalities of the 
executive branch of the U.S. government. While an agency may, 
and often does, interact with or utilize the talent and resources 
of nongovernmental organizations, multinational corporations, 
international organizations, state and local governments, or coalition 
partners and allies, this paper only addresses issues concerning the 
executive agencies themselves.

In addition, this paper will look at interagency cooperation and 
coordination as it relates to national security issues in post-conflict 
or complex stabilization and security contingencies. Little will be 
said about remote possibilities of conventional warfare and defense 
against large nation states, possibly such as Russia, China, or even 
India. Rather attention will be on the sorts of problems we have seen 
in Iraq, Afghanistan, and Haiti and that we are likely to see in what 
Thomas Barnett calls the “gap countries” and which Robert Kaplan 
refers to in his article “The Coming Anarchy.”1 When referring to 
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countries that have suffered a war or have sunk into a dysfunctional 
state, this paper may use, in a rather loose sense, the term “nation-
rescuing.”

Why in 2010 is the U.S. focusing so much attention on 
interagency cooperation and coordination?  The answer lies largely 
in the persistence of international terrorism and uneven progress 
in the post-conflict stabilization of Iraq and Afghanistan. There is 
broad consensus that terrorism is something that must be countered 
by all instrumentalities of the nation, not just the military. In the 
cases of Iraq and Afghanistan, some feel that had interagency 
coordination been more integrated and interagency objectives better 
chosen, those two countries would be more secure, socially stable, 
democratic, and economically dynamic than they are today.  

Another reason for the interest in interagency coordination is 
the growing awareness that various failing or dysfunctional states 
around the world could fall into anarchy, become breeding grounds 
for terrorists, upset regional stability, threaten the smooth functioning 
of global markets, or exacerbate international ideological conflicts. 
A whole-of-government or comprehensive effort will be needed to 
bring those nations into a more stable and productive condition.  

In approaching the issues and challenges of interagency 
coordination, this paper is divided into three parts. The first section 
deals with principles for guiding policy and actions. It outlines the 
sorts of objectives and conditions that must be established in post-
conflict situations or in states in other forms of crisis, if they are 
to develop into productive players on the world stage in a timely 
manner. The second section is concerned with mechanisms or 
systems that might help the various interagency players to cooperate 
better as they plan for and actively assist nations in need.

The third part of this paper deals with practicalities. No set of 
principles or mechanisms can anticipate all the real, tactical, and 
practical challenges and opportunities that any changing situation 
may present to those charged with implementing a policy or task, 
particularly in warfare or its aftermath. Accordingly, there is a 
role to be played by rules of thumb, tactical practices, references 
to historical precedent, art, seat of the pants, and other practical 
approaches to achieving desired end states. When numerous, 
independent, differently organized, and differently directed agencies 
are all participating in a complex exercise, practical considerations 
and approaches to issues frequently trump more theoretical or 
systemic concepts.

There is broad 
consensus that 

terrorism is 
something that must 

be countered by all 
instrumentalities of 
the nation, not just 

the military.
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If the U.S. is to help struggling nations, any interagency group 
must be expert in the history of what types of political, economic, and 
other social institutions have and have not worked well in relevant 
situations. Such expertise is the essence of good political science. If 
an interagency team works in a well-integrated and efficient manner 
but tries to impose or acquiesces in the formation of inappropriate 
or weak institutions, laws, and procedures, all of its outstanding 
teamwork will be for naught.

As shown in several of the Federalist Papers, the founding fathers 
knew well the history of numerous failed republics from classical 
times, as well as the mechanisms by which stable, but less-than-
democratic states assured their endurance. Such knowledge led the 
founders to adopt institutions—including adequately representative, 
adequately decisive, and adequately balanced ones—that had been 
shown by history to be effective. Similarly they avoided those that 
had too often led to failure—including overly broad representation, 
indecisive electoral systems, and unchecked powers. The knowledge 
and principles that guided our nation’s founding have been noticeably 
lacking in much that we have done in Iraq and Afghanistan, as will 
be discussed in the section on practicalities.

What sorts of specific conceptual principles should optimally 
guide interagency coordination in full spectrum warfare or, especially, 
in the stabilization and rejuvenation of chaotic, dysfunctional, or 
failing states? While there are many ways to approach this question, 
focusing on factors that states generally need in order to be politically 
stable and economically dynamic is a start. These factors may be 
sorted into three groups: perceptions of the population, institutions 
and principles for political stability, and economic principles.

PercePtions of the PoPulation

The following perceptions contribute to political stability:

•	 A general sense of justice among the population.
•	 A sense that one or one’s group has adequate representation in 

governance.
•	 A sense that the government is strong, cannot be easily changed, 

and can enforce decisions.
•	 A sense that the government is both decisive and reflects the 

ethos of the population.

The knowledge 
and principles that 
guided our nation’s 
founding have been 
noticeably lacking 
in much that we 
have done in Iraq 
and Afghanistan...

Principles
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•	 A sense that the political situation will not significantly interfere 
with daily life.

•	 A sense that economic conditions will not worsen and may 
improve.

•	 A sense of national identity and pride that competes with (or 
trumps) more local or other separating identities.

If a large majority (70% or more) of people in a country have 
the above perceptions, the country is likely to be relatively stable; 
albeit, if a significant minority (15% or more) does not share those 
perceptions and is predisposed to fight, peace may break down. Most 
societies develop some type of policy-setting, policy-enforcing, and 
juridical institutions to help assure people generally share those 
stabilizing perceptions; to make the perceptions reflect reality; to 
limit disruptions from malcontents; and to develop competent, 
effective, and efficient governance. To build identity and pride, 
nations may also create or preserve various cultural institutions and 
sites, including (but not limited to) memorials, statues, temples, 
centers for the performing arts, museums, zoos, libraries, and even 
sports arenas. In a post-conflict situation, an occupying force that 
wishes to be perceived as legitimate will want to assure that such 
cultural sites are protected. 

institutions and PrinciPles for Political stability

For political institutions to assure national political stability, 
they must generally have all or a large majority of the following 
characteristics:

•	 Adequately fair and effective judicial systems.
•	 Adequate policing and enforcement of justice.
•	 Security forces to keep the peace and protect the nation.
•	 A forum or council (usually a legislature) in which the divergent 

views of the society’s key poles of power may be expressed, 
debated, negotiated, and resolved in order to avoid disorder and 
(hopefully) achieve social progress. 

•	 Representation in government that includes at least those major 
poles of social power that can mobilize people and resources 
sufficient to disrupt the operations of the state. If disagreements 
cannot be negotiated in the forum, conflict and civil war are 
more likely.

•	 Widespread suffrage and democratic representation. (While 
desirable, this principle may not be critical or practical in all 
situations, as Aristotle and Plato long ago recognized.) 

•	 Executive leadership and societal mechanisms that will pressure 
the poles of power, forums, parliaments, and councils to reach 
consensus in a timely manner.
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The types 
of electoral 
systems and 
local government 
mechanisms 
that Iraq and 
Afghanistan have 
adopted, with U.S. 
acquiescence, 
are weak with 
proclivities toward 
corruption...

•	 An executive that is decisive, independent, and powerful enough 
to firmly lead the nation.

•	 Adequate checks and balances, not just among the national 
branches of government, but also among the national, local, and/
or regional levels of government.

•	 An adequate number of counterbalancing poles of power in the 
society itself, outside the government, to assure that no single 
group can achieve a monopoly on political power.

Many forms of progressive, stable government have developed 
over the centuries, including some forms of liberal monarchy and 
many types of parliamentary democracy, including the U.S. system. 
Some forms are stronger in certain dimensions than others, and 
some (including many forms of proportional representation) are 
very weak in many of the above characteristics. In a post conflict or 
crisis situation, the U.S. and its partners should take great care as to 
what type of political system exists or is adopted. Clearly, there is a 
fine line to be followed between mentoring the adoption of effective 
institutions and imposing or dictating their adoption. While that is 
a diplomatically difficult task, it is one that needs to be done. The 
types of electoral systems and local government mechanisms that 
Iraq and Afghanistan have adopted, with U.S. acquiescence, are 
weak with proclivities toward corruption, as will be discussed below 
in the section on practicalities. It should also be noted that political 
perceptions and political institutions alone cannot guarantee a stable, 
much less a culturally and economically dynamic society. Arts, 
letters, sciences, philosophy (or religion), education, economics, 
health, communication, and particular social values must develop 
concomitantly.  

economic PrinciPles

In addition to getting political perceptions and institutions right, 
knowing what types of economic concepts, mechanisms, and systems 
have and have not worked in various situations will be important 
if agencies are to assist failing nations in achieving sustained 
economic development. One cannot expect knowledge-intensive 
and capital-intensive economic systems, such as those that operate 
in the U.S. and other highly developed nations, to be appropriate or 
workable in nations with very low per capita income or education. 
They certainly share basic principles, but successful institutional 
forms will necessarily be very different. One can learn much that is 
relevant for post-conflict and lesser-developed economies from the 
historical development of the U.S. and other advanced economies 
as well as from the more recent history of successfully emerging 
economies. In very broad terms, the following economic institutions 
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and principles appear to contribute to dynamic economic stability:2

•	 Product and service markets that allow freedom of entry to new 
buyers and sellers.

•	 Factor (land, labor, capital) markets with pricing that reflect 
supply and demand.

•	 A stable monetary unit (currency) and adequate banking 
facilities.

•	 Good commercial law and arbitration/adjudication processes.
•	 Fair, economically efficient, tax systems that fully fund legitimate 

governmental functions.
•	 Social and fiscal incentives and mechanisms for saving and 

capital accumulation.
•	 Export industries to generate foreign exchange inflows for 

domestic investment needs.
•	 Low tariffs on industrial inputs and capital needed by the export 

sector.
•	 Full cost pricing of public goods.
•	 Development of industries (e.g., manufacturing) that can absorb 

large amounts of labor, particularly as medical advances spur 
population growth, and agricultural mechanization reduces the 
need for farm labor.

•	 Physical and legal protection of legitimate, private, financial, 
and intellectual property, as well as real property, whether the 
property is for personal or commercial purposes.

•	 Allowance for corporate, limited liability companies as well as 
private or partnership forms of business.

•	 Public understanding that governments cannot create money 
or wealth and adequate taxes are a requisite for maintaining 
effective, useful government.

•	 Mechanisms that allow enlightened self interest to operate, 
particularly in the provision of public goods having large 
externalities and improve the skills and capabilities of the 
society (e.g., education, public health, industrial standards, and 
some regulatory regimes).

If the U.S. or other  nations wish to bring stability to either a 
post-war or failing state situation, they—through their various 
implementing agencies or interagency processes—will need 
policies and practices that seek to establish at least the perceptions, 
institutions, and economic principles noted above. If they are not 
focused on these concepts and if their operations and tactics are not 
aimed, in particular, at designing and achieving well functioning 
institutions, they are unlikely to produce the substantive conditions 
needed to realize either sustained political or economic stability. 
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Mechanisms are the set of relationships, means, and systems a 
group of individuals or entities uses to coordinate actions toward 
some end or set of ends. Mechanisms and systems can be thought of 
as a collection of nodes (actors) and links (relations or connections). 
They can be centrally controlled or decentralized so that each actor 
determines his own method of contributing to the desired end state. 
Military organizations, some corporations, American football, 
and command economies typically use relatively centralized, 
directed mechanisms. In contrast, free market economies, academic 
institutions, the worldwide web, and soccer teams typically use 
more decentralized mechanisms to meet their ends.

Interagency cooperation and coordination in the U.S. has 
typically been decentralized. Each agency has largely determined for 
itself how it will contribute to meeting national policy goals. There 
are always consultations, but the nature of the system of checks and 
balances has historically provided independence in these matters 
to each department and specialized agency. While others argue for 
more centralized direction of interagency efforts, this paper assumes 
the decentralized approach will largely persist. Accordingly, the 
question arises as to how the decentralized system can be adjusted 
to achieve better coordination than it has in the past, particularly in 
situations of the sort faced in Iraq and Afghanistan.

This paper proposes that the interagency system can be improved 
by strengthening the concepts and incentives as well as the links 
among the various nodes (agencies) of the system. An interagency 
system that is trying to assist a foreign nation emerging from 
conflict or otherwise struggling to escape from an impoverished, 
dysfunctional, chaotic, economically stagnant, or deteriorating 
situation should have clear concepts based on expertise about what 
is needed and what the options are for meeting those needs. Each 
agency should also understand the capabilities and requirements 
of other involved agencies and develop better, deeper, and broader 
modes of consultation and reciprocal support. Given the divergence in 
size, personnel, and budget among the agencies, better coordination 
will also require some upgrade in the capacities of various nodes.  

The Department of State, in particular, should at least double the 
size of the Foreign Service to develop a corps of specialists who can 

...the interagency 
system can be 
improved by 
strengthening 
the concepts and 
incentives as well 
as the links among 
the various nodes 
(agencies) of the 
system.

Mechanisms and Systems
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actively advise and provide educational input to struggling nations 
in both political organization and economic development. It is no 
longer sufficient for diplomats to interact only or even mainly with 
members of existing governments. In countries with some form of 
democracy and  relatively large and powerful economic, academic, 
media, or other societal sectors, diplomats should hear views from 
and share ideas with those who may be in future governments or 
have substantial influence on government policies.

While different types of decentralized systems exist in the 
corporate and other worlds, many elements of the centralized system 
the military uses can be usefully adapted by other federal agencies 
and, somewhat counter-intuitively, by the overall decentralized 
interagency process. Those elements include the following:

•	 Manuals, publications, and other material that cover substantive 
principles, policies, and concepts (not simply rules and 
administrative procedures) that are widely distributed to guide 
officials. Such material provides a common reference point from 
which officers from different organizational units can coordinate 
their operations.

•	 Critical types of information about countries and regions in 
which the U.S. may have to operate. This information should go 
beyond what is needed for successful war fighting and focus on 
what is needed to transform countries and regions into positive 
contributors to the global community.

•	 Plans forged well ahead of time for contingencies in various 
regions, including plans that will help to stabilize states and 
regions and, where possible, minimize or avoid the need to use 
military force.

•	 Regular planning processes and reviews that clarify U.S. 
interests, ends, ways, and means in approaching or handling a 
contingency.

•	 Plans that distinguish among the resources and organizational 
requirements needed for meeting strategic, operational, and 
tactical objectives.

•	 Setting priorities and estimating the conditions, likelihood, or 
timeframe in which a contingency may occur.

•	 Applying cost-benefit analysis, program budgeting, marginal 
analysis, and other types of analytic tools to plans, interagency 
relations, and unit responsibilities. 

•	 Maintaining substantive and regular communications among 
interagency actors from the strategic to the tactical level, both to 
keep information and plans up to date and to coordinate activities 
when implementing plans.

•	 Conducting regular educational or refresher courses (every 

...many elements 
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three to five years) to keep officers from the various agencies 
current with new, relevant information and to bring officers from 
various agencies together to learn and work to build stronger 
bonds among agencies.

•	 Developing comparable groups (cones, branches, specialties) 
within each agency of officers who are well versed in the types 
of operations needed to stabilize nations in distress.

•	 Conducting a regular program of practical exercises or role 
playing scenarios in which interagency officers rehearse 
stabilization operations. 
This is not intended to be an exhaustive list of systemic tools 

and principles, but it does highlight some important elements. As 
executive agencies move ahead in this new field, more of what they 
need to adapt from the military and corporate America will become 
evident.

 Is it surprising that a retired, force-averse diplomat is advocating 
adapting force-focused military systems? It should not be. The 
military is the largest element of government by many orders of 
magnitude. It has developed good mechanisms and systems to handle 

Adapting what [the 
military] has already 
done makes far 
more sense than 
reinventing the 
proverbial wheel or 
trying to draw much 
from the limited 
systems of other 
agencies.

Practicalities

its many components. Adapting what it has already done makes far 
more sense than reinventing the proverbial wheel or trying to draw 
much from the limited systems of other agencies.

There are two types of practicalities to address. One has to 
do with the mechanics of interagency coordination. The second 
concerns the substance of what an interagency team needs to do to 
help nations recover from conflict, economic dislocation, stagnation, 
decline, anarchy, or political failure.

Practicalities of Interagency Coordination
Focusing initially on the Department of State and the Department 

of Defense (DoD), it is true that each approaches issues a bit 
differently. The State Department approaches adversarial and other 
states with appeals to logic and reason; to pride and vanity; to national 
interest and greed; to desires for economic progress; to international 
procedure and law; and to history. DoD, on the other hand, deals 
largely in fear. It may not trumpet that fact, but everyone knows 
what tragedy will befall a nation if the U.S. actually uses its military 
instrument of power. The State Department largely conceives of the 
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world as a place with thousands of intractable disputes that have to 
be managed over the long term, if they are ever to be resolved. DoD 
has something of a “can do” mindset, so when called upon, it is 
going to impose a solution in relatively short order. As the old saw 
goes: “Defense is from Mars and State is from Venus.”

In reality, though, annual visits by high level U.S. military 
officers as well as teams of technical personnel to foreign nations 
are very much a part of our national diplomatic dialog with those 
nations. In many ways DoD builds relations with foreign nations to 
minimize or avoid the possibility of conflict. At the same time, when 
a diplomat is negotiating with a foreign power, the foreigner is very 
aware that the diplomat is backed up by the military, as well as by 
U.S. economic, media, and cultural might.

 size matters

What really differentiates the State Department from DoD, 
apart from ultimate responsibilities, is size. What truly makes it 
difficult for the State Department to participate meaningfully in 
long-term assistance to post-conflict or failing states is its sheer 
smallness. There are only 5,000 to 6,000 Foreign Service officers 
(diplomats) for the entire world, and over half of those are consular 
and administrative officers (i.e., officers not involved in matters 
pertaining to political or economic policy, institutions, or history). 
There are only about 1,200 political officers, 600 economics 
officers, and 600 public affairs officers.  At any one moment, half of 
those officers are in Washington, D.C. and half are in 120 or so U.S. 
embassies and consulates abroad. Compare these figures to the more 
than 200,000 officers in the active armed forces. Compare also the 
State Department budget of about $40 billion to the DoD budget of 
nearly $700 billion. 

While DoD has enough of a “buffer” to rotate officers every 
three to five years though some type of extended training or 
continuing education, the State Department has no such buffer and 
is constantly trying to fill vacant positions. When a situation such 
as Iraq or Afghanistan occurs, the military can call upon units ready 
to deploy, and then they can call up reserves. The State Department 
cannot react that way, for its meager supply of available officers is 
fully deployed all the time.

training matters

While the military likes to perceive itself as a band of warriors, 
the vast majority of its overseas deployments in the last 220 years 
have been more for constabulary, counterinsurgency, and nation-
rescuing duties than conventional warfare. There is a history of 
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military government and occupation. There are military specialties 
in civil affairs, policing, the rule of law, infrastructure building, 
transportation, logistics, and the like that can all be applied to 
civilian as easily as military ends. It is because of such capabilities 
that our armed forces are able to effectively and quickly respond to 
humanitarian crises around the globe and at home.

In contrast, diplomats have little expertise in skills needed for 
assisting states in crisis. Diplomats are trained to deal with existing 
governments, not to design, build, or support new ones. Less than 
half of Foreign Service officers in the political cone (or branch) 
have majored in political science. Less than half (perhaps less than a 
quarter) of the economic officers have a major or deep competence 
in economics. Within the United States Agency for International 
Development (USAID), the U.S. aid or foreign assistance agency, 
there has been a virtual prohibition against “interfering” with 
foreign government organization, so there has been no development 
of expertise on what types of government institutions work best in 
what situations. Also as USAID cannot assist the development of 
foreign industries that may export goods to the U.S. and possibly 
displace U.S. jobs, USAID has little competence in helping 
either poor countries or other countries in crisis to develop those 
entrepreneurial-led, labor-intensive sorts of industry that could 
lead them both toward economic progress and an increase in cross-
balancing poles of social and political power.

If the U.S. is to effectively undertake assistance to nations in 
crisis in the future, clearly the State Department and its subsidiary, 
the USAID, will need to dramatically increase their number of 
officers and the types of training they receive. Most probably they 
will need to create new specialties, cones, or branches that consist of 
officers with nation-rescuing expertise.

staffing and organization needs

The military organizes all its operations—from planning, to 
assaults, to peacekeeping— around a Napoleonic-type staff system, 
with the following eight to ten core functions:
•	 Command, control, and communications
•	 Collection and analysis of intelligence
•	 Operational planning
•	 Sustainment and support (logistics) of troops, assets, and others
•	 Firepower (possibly including nonlethal fires such as strategic 

communication)
•	 Movement and maneuver of units
•	 Operational coordination and management
•	 Personnel management
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•	 (Sometimes) Civil affairs
•	 (Sometimes) Information operations

Notice there are not staff positions for political or economic 
affairs, as might be expected for armies that are occupying or 
otherwise trying to assist in phases 4 and 5 of full spectrum warfare.3 
These functions might be treated as a subset of civil affairs, but their 
absence reflects the fact that historically the military has not seen 
its role as the provider of such services. In addition, U.S. political 
leaders and thinkers have not wanted the military to assume that 
role. Since the time of Julius Caesar, there has been a continuing 
fear that militaries with too much political expertise may arrogate 
power and depose legitimate political leaders.

The military staffing system has worked quite well and is a 
major part of how and why the United States has been so successful 
in military planning, warfighting, and providing humanitarian 
assistance. Greater interagency coordination at the operational and 
tactical levels may have to entail (a) the building of a similarly 
patterned staff organization in each civilian agency; (b) creation of 
an interagency staff; (c) the inclusion of civilian agency officers on 
the military-organized staff during phases 4 and 5 of full spectrum 
warfare; or, most probably, (d) some mix of options a, b, and c.  

However civilian agencies organize themselves to improve 
interagency coordination, it is clear that as a practical matter the 
military will have to obtain more input from other agencies in 
planning and executing campaigns. The military services should 
thoroughly update their manuals, publications, doctrine, and 
procedures to meet the demands of nation-rescuing (phases 4 and 
5) and to utilize the expertise that should lie in the civilian domain. 
Specifically, the military services should develop new interagency 
principles, military doctrine, and related manuals to address political 
organization and economic development. 

the intelligence dimension

 Before any army goes to battle, it first surveys the battlefield. In 
modern American military lingo, there is an intelligence preparation 
of the battlefield (IPB) or an intelligence preparation of the operating 
environment (IPOE). Historically, IPBs focused on identifying 
enemy threats to friendly forces and enemy weaknesses that could 
be exploited by friendly forces. The second term, IPOE, coined in 
the last few years, is meant to get officers thinking beyond battle 
and about how to deter a potential enemy from battle or help to 
restore stability and civilian rule of a defeated enemy after battle. 
In effect, the IPOEs should look at not just military forces but at the 
full range of enemy capacities in the political, economic, military, 
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social, infrastructural, and informational spheres. 
 Unfortunately, while the acronyms have changed, military 

intelligence still focuses mainly on enemy threats and weaknesses. 
While there is a bit more than just a hand wave at the non-military 
elements or conditions in the operational environment, many 
military officers are uncertain of how to incorporate the collected 
information into planning or operational activities. 

To understand why the 21st century military approach to 
intelligence collection needs to change, it is useful to look at the 
U.S. military concept of full spectrum warfare.  That concept 
assumes that after combat the victor will change the regime of 
the defeated enemy and help reconstruct that nation’s institutions, 
procedures, and policies in such a way as to transform it into, at 
least, a non-threatening or neutral state and, hopefully, into a partner 
or even an ally. If the military and its interagency partners are to 
help transform a defeated nation, they need to gather intelligence 
about that nation’s traditional laws and institutions; competing, 
counterbalancing poles of social or economic power; economic 
and financial institutions; the manufacturing base and foreign trade 
relations; agricultural practices; clans, tribes, and religious leaders; 
and the media and other forms of social communication. They 
also need to identify what gives the people a sense of pride and 
identity and which individuals and groups support U.S.  efforts, and 
which individuals and groups oppose U.S. efforts.  The military and 
interagency partners need this intelligence to identify what should 
be changed; what should be saved; who can help and who can hurt 
the U.S. effort; and what models might encourage/guide the country 
to achieve the characteristics it requires so that it will no longer be a 
security threat to the U.S.  

In short, intelligence should identify actual and potential political 
leaders, economic leaders, and cultural leaders, including influential 
religious and other ideological leaders. U.S. decision makers and 
allies should identify what it is that will allow and assist the nation 
to rise from the ashes as a competitive and dynamically stable entity 
that does not threaten global security and prosperity.  

 The intelligence might or might not be collected by military 
sources—much would surely come from embassy reports, media 
archives, the CIA, and allied information. Knowledge of military 
related threats and weaknesses is not enough. Knowledge of the 
defeated enemy’s strengths and potential capacity to move into a 
different relationship with the U.S. and the  world is requisite. In 
phases 4 and 5 the military ceases to be primarily an offensive combat 
force and  should become, along with its interagency partners, a 
builder of institutions and capacities that cause the defeated nation 
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to grow into a neutral or allied nation.

Practicalities of Political, Economic, and 
Other Assistance

 Although each nation that may need help will likely have  a 
number of unique characteristics, there is a general set of practical, 
core considerations that might be used in helping a good percentage 
of such nations. At the same time, there should be an expectation 
that many countries may fail several times in their efforts before 
they achieve success. Rome was not built in a day.

not doing too much 

Perhaps the most important practicality is that failing states 
must do the vast majority of the work to be successful. The U.S. 
and other aid donors cannot and should not try to do it all or even 
most of the heavy lifting. Yet, when the United States sets in 
play a large, coordinated interagency, whole-of-government, or 
comprehensive, multinational approach to help a struggling nation, 
there is a certain tendency for each participating agency to do all 
that it can. There comes a point when these aid givers do too much 
and undermine the development of critical host-nation (public and 
private) capabilities. Making assistance dependent upon a country 
organizing its institutions in a manner that meets most of those 
needs or characteristics noted in the early part of this article may be 
beneficial. The U.S. and other aid donors can mentor, encourage, and 
even hector, but a nation will not sustain itself if its own leadership 
and people do not do the necessary.

rarely give it away

Along with the idea of not doing too much, the U.S. and other aid 
donors should almost never give anything away. Yes, immediately 
after a humanitarian crisis, they might throw food  off the rear of trucks 
to feed truly starving masses; but within weeks, recipients should 
either pay for assistance in cash or with some type of promissory note. 
For individuals who cannot pay in cash, promissory notes or IOUs 
might be repaid in community service or taxes. Governments might 
repay their loans into Marshall-fund type counterpart deposits, and 
loans might be excused if certain development steps are taken. When 
countries and aid organizations give goods and services  away, they 
can easily undermine local farming, commerce, and finance. When 
aid is provided as a loan, rather than a grant, it stimulates efficiency, 
saving, and the development of (not undermining of) markets.  

Countries  that do not have ready access to foreign assistance and  
must borrow money or attract foreign investors to meet their foreign 
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exchange and development needs, usually, sooner or later see the 
utility of well-functioning markets. Even the Communist parties of 
China and Vietnam understand that principle, and Cuba may also be 
moving in that direction. Only North Korea continues its complete 
denial of market utility. That said,  many countries foolishly buck 
markets by subsidizing large numbers of inefficient industries.

develoPment of entrePreneurshiP

Currently, U.S. military education tends to equate economic 
stabilization with the delivery of essential services. In Iraq and 
Afghanistan, much emphasis has been put on SWEAT (sewers, water, 
electricity, and telecommunications infrastructure) as being the road 
to economic development. Rarely, though, has infrastructure led any 
country into sustainable economic growth. Growth is generally led 
by risk-taking entrepreneurs, including both domestic and foreign 
investors. In poorer countries, growth-leading industries will 
generally be labor-intensive and  focused on international (export) 
rather than domestic markets. (See the section on how Asian Tigers 
achieved their high rates of GDP growth.)

The focus of economic development in countries where  the U.S. 
military may have to step in should probably be, in most cases, on 
stimulating entrepreneurship and not on providing anything beyond 
the barest of essential services to the population as a whole. It is 
the local entrepreneurs employing local labor and charging market-
determined fees that should provide and sustain essential services. If 
state-owned enterprises have traditionally provided those services, 
they should be restarted, but only with the caveat that they should be 
progressively privatized if the United States provides any financial 
assistance to them. The U.S., World Bank, or other competent 
organizations should be prepared with advice and reasonable plans 
for privatizations from the outset. As a minimum, the military and 
its interagency partners should develop principles (doctrine) and 
manuals that address economic development and entrepreneurship 
far more thoroughly than anything now on hand.

the challenges of democracy

Democracy is founded upon the ideas of tolerance, respect, 
common identity, and justice. A tolerant person will accept a vote or 
judgment that goes against him if he shares some sense of identity 
with those who made the decision.  He will accept and respect the 
legitimacy of an opposing person or party that has been elected by 
a fair voting process. He will accept the rule of law if, more often 
than not, it is just.  Justice requires honesty and appropriate, due 
processes. Consistency in justice over time requires record keeping, 
archives, review of precedents, lawyers, judges, law schools, and, 
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therefore, an economy that can afford such things. 
That democracy is an expensive form of government is 

demonstrated by the hundreds of millions of dollars spent each year 
by Americans seeking election to public offices. Simply organizing 
polling places, printing ballots, training and paying election officials, 
assuring honesty at the polls, transporting ballot boxes, counting 
ballots, and handling court cases alleging fraud or impropriety 
also involve significant costs. There are costs when one party or 
coalition succeeds another. There are costs when discontented 
losers of an election or parliamentary vote take to the streets. When 
poorer countries have trouble meeting their essential needs and are 
called upon to bear the costs of democratic government as well, 
opportunity costs can be significant, tendencies to cut corners great, 
and opportunities for corruption manifold.  

Another challenge for democracy in many poorer countries is 
that illiterate individuals are often highly dependent upon and subject 
to the influence or dominance of landed gentry, religious leaders, or 
other limited poles of power. They do not always vote as individuals, 
but often vote as the untutored pawns of a local power. Worse, as 
Aristotle and Plato argued, the poorer, less educated members of 
society often have little concept of the common good and may 
well pursue factional, parochial, ill-informed populist interests to 
the detriment of the larger society. But it would also be wrong to 
assume that all or even most of the educated elites in a society have 
a natural, vested, or enlightened self-interest in or dedication to the 
common good—look at the plutocrats of Latin America, Africa, and 
elsewhere. A successful democracy must tread a fine line in creating 
functional institutions that are not the puppets of limited poles of 
power or of the parochial interests of any group.  

the need for multiPle Poles of social Power    

To avoid domination by a single group in a putative democracy, 
a society must have a number of effectively competing, independent 
poles of power. If there are too few poles, collusion of the few 
or domination by the strongest pole is often the outcome. Only 
with economic development, particularly manufacturing, do most 
countries develop enough counter-balancing poles of societal power 
to support an efficient, relatively honest (non-corrupt) democracy. 
Given the almost universal over-population of agricultural land, 
manufacturing and other forms of non-farm development are 
needed to absorb excess manpower; otherwise, unemployment 
and discontent are apt to grow and undermine peace, stability, 
and democracy. Accordingly, as a matter of practicality, economic 
development and the concomitant multiplication of poles of societal 
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power need to keep pace with or even precede wider democracy.  
With economic development, societies develop vested interests 

in honesty and the rule of law. People with something to lose, 
compared to poorer people with little or nothing to lose, want their 
wealth protected by the law. When there is a multiplicity of economic 
poles of power, forming stable cartels, including criminal cartels, 
becomes difficult. Generally but not always, firms in wealthier 
societies will find it more in their interest to uphold the law than 
to cheat, and wealthier societies can also afford more resources to 
pursue criminals.

 The path to political stability and democracy via economic 
development has been the one followed by such countries as South 
Korea, Singapore, Brazil, Taiwan, Malaysia, Indonesia, and more 
arguably South Africa, Chile, Mexico, and historical Europe. It is 
not a fast path; it takes decades (China will probably be on it for 
another 25 to 50 years), but it can be highly effective. 

Beyond political incorrectness, the obvious problem  in accepting 
more limited forms of democracy when a country is below some 
level of economic development is the danger that vested interests 
may never allow full democracy or may be so incompetent or corrupt 
as to prevent development. Examples of plutocracy in Central 
America and Zaire under Mobutu come to mind. What seems to be 
needed is a decisive, perhaps somewhat authoritarian regime that 
has a rather broad base, is dedicated at least in theory to phasing in 
democracy, promotes people based on merit, allows only limited 
corruption, is not overtly dynastic, keeps markets open, and makes 
general economic development a priority. Studying the political 
mechanisms of the Asian Tigers in the period 1950-1990 could be 
instructive.

the Question of national identity

If a nation is to be a nation, there must be some sense of common, 
national identity among its citizens. What imparts and sustains that 
sense? How does a military or interagency team address the issue? 
Since the invasion of Iraq, it has become more obvious that cultural 
icons should be protected by invading and occupying forces if 
those forces are to be considered new, legitimate authorities by the 
“host” peoples. Monuments, shrines, museums, zoos, performing 
arts centers, universities, cathedrals, mosques, temples, and historic 
landmarks; literature, film, and theater; dance troupes, leading actors, 
authors, poets, thinkers, political leaders, and sportsmen; sports 
activities and stadiums; and more constitute the symbols of national 
pride and identity. Some symbols are stronger than others. Some 
societies have few symbols of unity at the national level and more 
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at the local or clan level. Some symbols can be very negative and 
inimical to peace, tolerance, and the rule of law, in which case the 
military and interagency team will have to deal with such symbols 
accordingly. New symbols may be needed to stabilize or launch a 
defeated nation back into productive relations with its neighbors; 
however symbols cannot generally be imposed on a society, they 
must grow out of it, so setting the basic direction, parameters, and 
values of growth by the victorious party is the only way it can hope 
that advantageous symbols will eventually emerge. 

overthrow of authority always leads to disorder, 
looting, and riots

An invading force, if it wishes the defeated nation to someday 
become an ally, should have a plan for maintaining order and 
protecting people and property against mayhem when the incumbent 
authority is defeated. An advanced nation that is defeated may have 
police forces that can continue to operate effectively even after 
defeat, but lesser developed nations are likely to require the victor to 
provide constabulary services. If mayhem is not limited and public 
buildings, stores, shops, factories, and symbols of pride and national 
unity are looted or destroyed, the capacity of the nation to stabilize, 
feed, and reestablish itself may be sorely diminished. The world 
has long seen what the rabble, rioters, and looters can do. They 
destroyed much of Paris in the revolution. Watts and the centers 
of cities across the U.S. were devastated by the riots that followed 
the assassination of Martin Luther King, Jr. And we saw it after the 
collapse of Saddam’s regime in Iraq, when too often U.S. military 
forces simply stood by and watched. As a practical matter, when the 
U.S. invades a country or provides humanitarian assistance, it must 
pay close attention to providing adequate police services. Providing 
adequate judicial services is another high requirement, for without a 
sense of available justice, populations become restive.  

Pragmatic Politics (and its failure in iraQ)

A fundamental belief of the founding fathers and eloquently 
expressed by George Washington in his Farewell Address, was that 
political parties sow discord and dissension and should be avoided 
if possible or otherwise appropriately circumscribed by checks, 
balances, and institutional safeguards. The electoral system of the 
United States, which requires representatives to be residents of their 
electoral districts and which only has one representative for each 
district, was consciously adopted to limit the number and possible 
influence of political parties. As a result, Americans have a fairly 
stable, two party system that is relatively decisive but not hasty and 
is not held hostage to the whims of small splinter parties.
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Another element of thinking of the founding fathers was that 
strong state and local governments would meet most of the needs of 
the nation and would also act as a brake, check, and balance on the 
federal government. Such a design of government was thought to 
be requisite for maintaining personal freedom and democracy and  
preventing the rise of a tyrant. Limiting the number and divisive 
influence of political parties and maintaining strong, relatively 
independent local government should be practical aims of any 
assistance the U.S. gives a nation in crisis. 

Unfortunately, the wisdom of the founding fathers was not evident 
in the political advice the U.S. has given Iraq. The acquiescence of 
the U.S. in Iraq’s adoption of its current form of electoral system 
and the poor division of power between the central and provincial 
governments strongly suggests that advisors were ignorant of the 
problems that typically accompany such systems. Iraq’s weak 
provincial and local governments, with no independent taxing 
authorities, with many officials appointed by the central government, 
and unclear capacity to adopt local ordinances simply cannot act as 
a check on the overly centralized authority in Baghdad. They also 
cannot react effectively to local needs or demands or give local 
residents a sense that they have some control over government—a 
prime objective of democracy.  

The adoption of a proportional representation (PR) system for 
electing members of parliament has been even more of a catastrophe. 
In Iraq’s system, huge numbers of representatives are elected at 
large to represent a single district. Currently Baghdad has over 50 
representatives. When a voter in the city of Baghdad has to select 50 
or more representatives out of a field of several hundred candidates, 
representing dozens of parties, he or she is overwhelmed. As a result, 
citizens vote for a party and allow the party’s non-transparent, non-
accountable processes to run the political system. Other cities and 
electoral districts have smaller numbers of representatives, but the 
nature of the problem is the same.  

As was predictable, Iraq’s PR system has contributed powerfully 
to the creation of numerous small, divisive factions and parties; 
legislators more dependent on and accountable to their party bosses 
than to their constituents; coalition governments dependent on the 
whims of the smallest of parties; parliamentary gridlock on critical 
economic and political issues; and an unnecessarily weak executive. 
As a consequence, governments tend to be indecisive; back-room 
deals are the rule and pork barrel projects, featherbedding, bribes, 
and corruption the result. In 2010, it has been more than eight months 
since elections, and a government has yet to be formed.  

The point is not that Iraq would have a virtuous political situation 
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except for proportional representation; rather it is that PR fans the 
flames of political vice, which naturally exists in every society. 
PR typically brings the sorts of political instability that has been 
seen since the end of World War II in Italy, Greece, and Brazil. In 
contrast, countries such as Britain and the U.S., which have avoided 
PR and instead instituted single member constituencies, tend to have 
more stable, less corruptible systems. Countries such as France that 
have moved from PR to single member constituencies also have 
moved from the ranks of the unstable to those of the more stable. 
If one divides Latin American countries into those with a history of 
PR versus those without a history of PR, it becomes apparent that 
low per capita income is associated with PR while higher per capita 
incomes are associated with governments that have single member 
constituencies.  

By adopting PR, Iraq has moved itself from Saddam Hussein’s 
decisive but tyrannical authoritarianism to a weak, indecisive, more 
corrupt form of government. The prognosis for Iraq’s future under 
PR along with weak, local government does not bode well for a 
model democracy or the development of a vibrant economy, which 
were among the stated objectives of the U.S. when it invaded the 
country in 2003. To avoid helping create another weak or failing 
political and economic system in the next country the U.S. seeks to 
assist, future interagency efforts must be better informed by history, 
practice, and competent political theory.

The bottom line is that the U.S. should encourage nations to 
have effective state (or provincial) and local governments both  
to counterbalance the central government, as well as to give the 
average person a sense that he or she can truly call upon or have an 
effect upon government. Secondly, at the national level, countries 
seeking stability and economic progress should avoid proportional 
representation like the plague!

the need to Promote the idea of economic develoPment 

For the vast majority of history, people and societies have not 
thought in terms of progressively bettering their standards of living. 
They have simply focused on keeping what they have and passing 
it on to their children. Indeed, before public health improvements 
and relatively modern medicine, as populations were relatively 
stable, simply doing what ones parents did assured most people and 
countries that standards of living would remain stable. This same 
attitude is quite widespread throughout lesser developed nations 
today—as well as among a number of groups in developed countries.   

For nations with largely agrarian populations, the problem is 
that once good, arable land is fairly well cultivated, and medical 

...the U.S. should 
encourage nations 

to have effective 
state (or provincial) 

and local 
governments both  
to counterbalance 

the central 
government, as 

well as to give the 
average person 
a sense that he 
or she can truly 

call upon or have 
an effect upon 

government.



21Col. Arthur D. Simons Center for the Study of Interagency Cooperation, Fort Leavenworth, Kansas

advances allow a population to grow, living standards for the 
growing population cannot be kept stable, much less rise, without 
increasing either the productivity of agricultural land or the 
productivity of other sectors of the economy, or both. While better 
management of existing economic resources may temporarily help 
increase productivity, gains can only be sustained by increasing 
the capital (tools) used by labor, and capital accumulation requires 
saving (i.e., the non-consumption of some portion of current or 
future production).   

Getting people to understand that they and their children can 
have better lives if they individually and collectively save has 
proven to be a very, very difficult task in many traditional societies. 
Some societies say it is morally wrong to desire improvements in 
material wealth. Some insist that all private gains be shared with 
an extended family or clan, which either stymies investment or 
converts much saving into consumption. Some vested interests do 
not see the utility of improving their vassals’ lives, as it will both 
be costly and will reduce the vassals’ willingness to work. Some 
individuals who would be willing to save fear their savings will 
simply be swept away through the corruption or malfeasance of 
stronger elements in the society. Indeed, assuring that individual 
saving leads to national saving (and is not converted into someone 
else’s consumption) can only be achieved by either direct investment 
by the saver or by relatively secure financial mechanisms (banks, 
brokerages, corporations) for the larger society. To have secure 
financial mechanisms a society must have an adequately developed 
body of written law, be fairly literate, and enforce the rule of law. 

A U.S. interagency team, with or without allies or coalition 
partners, that wishes to assist a nation with economic development 
must be cognizant of social attitudes toward saving and investment, 
as well as the types of institutions that can or could advance capital 
accumulation. As a practical matter, the team and its host nation 
partners may have to put as much effort on informing a skeptical 
public as it does on the development of institutions.

looking to the asian tigers

While one can look to the history, strengths, and weaknesses of 
political systems developed in Europe and the Western hemisphere 
for guidance in helping struggling nations develop more effective 
political instrumentalities, in the economic realm there are many 
good examples of what works in the emerging nations of Asia. Up 
until 1955 or later all had very low per capita incomes and little 
capacity to generate savings for investment. In succeeding decades, 
however, all of them followed a similar path to development.
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 Rather than drawing simply upon their own savings, they drew 
upon the savings of developed countries. They did so by making 
their laws and procedures attractive to foreign investors (savers) 
who wished to pursue labor-intensive, export-oriented ventures. As 
these countries all had small internal markets, the investors had to 
look outward to large developed markets in order to justify building 
efficient, sometimes large-scale factories. As the exports brought 
in foreign exchange and increased local income, domestic saving, 
investment, and local entrepreneurship were also able to grow and 
grew rapidly.

In addition, the more successful Asian Tigers took pains to keep 
factor markets operating efficiently. Not only were banks and capital 
markets kept competitive, good zoning practices, land registries, 
and realty development helped  keep property markets functioning 
well. Perhaps most importantly, labor markets were kept responsive 
to the supply and demand for labor. In particular, Asian Tigers 
allowed local and small regional unions that were interested in 
work conditions and local wage issues to develop, but they usually 
kept large-scale, national unions that could undertake politically 
destabilizing strikes and protests or drive wages above market-
clearing levels from developing. As a result, the massive flows of 
labor from increasingly mechanized farms to urban industries were 
smoothly absorbed, unemployment dropped continuously, and real 
wages rose steadily.

Education, reasonably balanced budgets, and adequate (but not 
excessive) infrastructure development were other common themes 
of these successfully developing countries. They all focused first 
upon universal elementary education and only as demand for more 
highly educated workers grew did they gradually expand their 
high schools and universities. Similarly, infrastructure tended to 
follow or lag (did not lead) industrial expansion. Initially, factory 
owners would have to run their own stand-alone generators; later 
as progress proved solid, public electricity was provided, with full 
cost pricing. In many instances, governments became net savers by 
running budget surpluses.

The practical lessons from the Asian Tigers are many. Countries 
in crisis, which the U.S. may be called on to help, should look to 
markets beyond their own borders, set their laws accordingly, attract 
foreign investment, save, promote entrepreneurship, keep factor 
markets open and efficient, build education, balance their budgets, 
and not get carried away with building infrastructure. These are the 
sorts of practical, phased, operational objectives the U.S. military 
and aid organizations should emphasize when they go on a nation-
rescuing campaign. 
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Interagency coordination requires a better development and 
explication of a common set of principles that should guide executive 
agencies in all types of national security planning. A common set 
of concepts is particularly important in those cases where agencies 
expect to bring stability to nations that have suffered from war, 
mismanagement, or natural catastrophe and have not had a history 
of effective democracy or widespread economic prosperity. A 
common set of principles and concepts can lead to a better unity 
of effort in what will probably always be a fairly decentralized 
mode of interagency interaction. Beyond concepts and substantive 
principles, better interagency coordination will surely require better 
systems and mechanisms. The military has developed several types 
that could be usefully adapted and adopted by other agencies in a 
collaborative fashion. 

In addition to developing better principles and mechanisms to 
guide interagency efforts in struggling nations, there are a number 
of practical considerations. U.S. civilian agencies must be greatly 
expanded in size if they are to contribute adequately to assisting 
nations in crisis. Appropriate specializations and training within 
each agency and jointly among agencies are requisite. In addition, 
the military must update its principles (doctrinal manuals) and 
educational objectives, including those concerning political matters 
and economics, to better plan, work with, and utilize interagency 
strengths and meet the needs of struggling nations.  

Democracy has to mean more than elections, and proportional 
representation should rarely if ever be considered an acceptable form 
of choosing representatives. The military’s concept of what achieves 
economic stability after warfare needs to shift from the provision 
of essential services and infrastructure to more entrepreneurship, 
the development of labor intensive manufacturing industries, and 
greater engagement in international trade and investment. Not 
all societies will accept the premises that economic development 
is possible or good, or that savings is necessary, or that good 
governance requires adequate taxes. Education and a change in 
such attitudes are important. The histories of Europe, the U.S., and 
the Asian Tigers have many practical lessons, both about sustained 
economic development and the related path to stable democracy.

Executive agencies have a lot to do to make interagency 
cooperation a more meaningful term and to assure that what they do 

Executive agencies 
have a lot to do to 
make interagency 
cooperation a more 
meaningful term 
and to assure that 
what they do in 
an interagency 
setting achieves 
the articulated end 
state.

Conclusion



24 InterAgency Paper, No. 2/November 2010

in an interagency setting achieves the articulated end state. Making the effort will minimize those 
long-term threats to U.S. and allied national interests that currently abide in states rising from the 
ashes of war or suffering from dysfunctional social, political, and economic policies.  IAP  

1 See Thomas P.M. Barnett, The Pentagon’s New Map, G.P.Putnam, 2004; and Robert D. 
Kaplan, “The Coming Anarchy,” Atlantic Monthly, February 1994.

2 The term “dynamic economic stability” refers to an economy that is growing and growing in 
a manner that can generally be sustained over many decades; although, there may be significant 
variations in the rate of growth, with periodic bouts of slow growth, excessive growth, recession, 
inflation, and depression.

3  Full Spectrum Warfare has six phases, numbered 0 through 5:  
Phase 1 (Shape) is one in which each protagonist tries to shape and influence its relations with 

the other without resort to threat or use of force.
Phase 2 (Deter) is one when the military may demonstrate its power in various ways and help 

build up the defenses of the threatened nation. U.S. diplomats may engage the protagonist directly 
or indirectly (e.g., through the UN or an ad hoc group) to dissuade it from initiating military action.  
Economic and other types of actions may also be taken to avoid war.

Phase 3 (Dominate) is when the U.S. military and its allies will go vigorously on the offensive 
to defeat the aggressor.

Phase 4 (Stabilization) is when the U.S. military and various U.S. civilian agencies are to keep 
the defeated country from collapsing into anarchy, constrain and defeat any insurgency that might 
arise, and help the nation to craft institutions that will lead it into becoming a well functioning and 
non-threatening state.

Phase 5 (Enabling Civil Authority) is when the U.S. gradually transfers all authority to the 
host nation government and gradually withdraws all its occupation forces. Any non-military, U.S. 
government agencies operating in the host nation will also either be withdrawn or will convert to 
a normal assistance or diplomatic status under customary international law.

Endnotes
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