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Interagency is a made-up word that is reasonable as an adjective but only a fairy tale as a noun. 
That will not change until the executive branch of the Federal Government is dramatically 
reorganized in order to put the inter into the interagency.
This reorganization must be done horizontally (to align worldwide departmental and agency 

regional areas of interest and to integrate regional responsibilities under true interagency leadership 
within regional interagency directorates) and vertically (to allow the President’s senior leadership 
team to administer regional interagency directorates as true interagency efforts). Only then will 
executive branch departments and agencies move beyond merely coordinating individual disparate 
efforts, as they do in their current incarnation at best, to being greater than the sum of their parts, 
and intending and achieving truly integrated effects, with the kinds of dominant and persistent 
results necessary to advance U.S. interests in this volatile, interconnected 21st-century world.

Persistent, broad-ranging conflict is a fact of life that impacts and threatens U.S. interests 
around the globe daily, whether directly or indirectly—and even apparently benign global con-
nectivity comes with risk and can lead to catastrophic loss of American treasure, lives, or both. 
Tactical and operational successes are far from enough in this kind of world. To advance its interests 
in the long term, the United States must efficiently achieve strategic successes, based upon well-
coordinated, effective intent—intent which first develops well-crafted strategic policy and then 
faithfully executes that policy. Unfortunately, the executive branch as it currently exists cannot make 
this happen, despite the fact that in recent years the notion of “Interagency” has come into vogue 
as a proper noun, as if executive branch departments and agencies represent anything like a coher-
ent organizational construct. The sad reality is that, collectively, these departments and agencies 
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represent merely a hodgepodge of enterprises 
that function mostly autonomously—or at least 
with little shared strategic direction.

The executive branch functions this way 
because it is designed to do so, with Cabinet-
level secretarial and departmental indepen-
dence at its core. As long as that design remains 
unchanged, the Interagency, by definition, does 
not—and cannot—exist.

Joint Publication (JP) 1, Doctrine for the 
Armed Forces of the United States, describes the 
current state of affairs as follows:

The ability of the United States to achieve 
its national strategic objectives is depen-
dent on the effectiveness of the U.S. 
Government in employing the instruments 
of national power. These instruments of 
national power . . . are normally coordi-
nated by the appropriate governmental offi-
cials, often with National Security Council 
(NSC) direction.1

The first sentence seems like an assertion 
of obvious fact, the second like plaintive recog-
nition of a reality that is much less than ideal.

This less-than-ideal reality is unacceptable. 
Since, as JP 1 asserts, the ability of the United 
States to achieve its national strategic objectives 
is at stake, the instruments of national power 
should not merely normally, but always, be coor-
dinated by the appropriate governmental officials, 
with direction from the President’s senior leader-
ship team not merely often, but in every case.

This new reality will come to fruition only 
if the executive branch is transformed by statu-
tory structural, operational, and human adjust-
ments that produce coordinated and concerted 
efforts from every functional area. To this end, 
many observers have called for an “Interagency 
Goldwater-Nichols Act,” along the lines of the 
Goldwater-Nichols Department of Defense 
Reorganization Act of 1986. This kind of leg-
islative action is precisely what is needed, and 
this article fleshes out the changes that must be 
part of that legislation, with emphasis on how 
those changes will address U.S. security con-
cerns, both foreign and domestic.

Making the necessary changes will require 
immense political will and intense coopera-
tion between the legislative and executive 
branches of government, but executive branch 
actions must be synthesized far beyond what 
exists today, with directive statutory leader-
ship enabled and provided from the top down, 
and organizational inefficiencies eliminated 
throughout the enterprise. Rather than excus-
ing American leadership for not taking such 
drastic steps, current and expected resource 
limitations make the imperative only more 
pronounced. We can no longer afford for the 
executive branch of government to be ineffec-
tive and inefficient in dealing with the menac-
ing security challenges of our times—or with 
the promising security opportunities.

Not Just Unity of Effort, But Unity  
of Effect

Unity of command remains one of the nine 
recognized Principles of War considered key 
to achieving dominant and persistent mili-
tary results.2 The term has nevertheless been 
displaced among military officers of late by 
the term unity of effort, as a concession to the 
complications that come with multiagency and 
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multinational operations. Unity of effort has in 
turn become a bedrock concept in the parlance 
of the so-called Interagency.

JP 1 explains the relationship of the two 
terms like this:

Unity of command means all forces operate 
under a single [commander] with the req-
uisite authority to direct all forces employed 
in pursuit of a common purpose. Unity of 
effort, however, requires coordination and 
cooperation among all forces toward a com-
monly recognized objective, although they are 
not necessarily part of the same command 
structure. During multinational operations 
and interagency coordination, unity of com-
mand may not be possible, but the require-
ment for unity of effort becomes paramount.3

Field Manual (FM) 3–0, Operations, makes 
the point more bluntly:

To compensate for limited unity of com-
mand, commanders concentrate on achieving 
unity of effort. Consensus building, rather 
than direct command authority, is often the 
key element of successful . . . operations.4

This kind of compensation is a concession 
to less-than-ideal organizational structures that 
would otherwise limit, delay, or even render 
impossible the success of multinational and 
multiagency operations. But this concentra-
tion on unity of effort entails wasted effort and 
diluted effects. It is a concession that may be 
necessary in a multinational setting for political 
reasons, but it should not be necessary in a U.S. 
Government multiagency setting.

The executive branch should be concen-
trating not on establishing unity of effort, but 
rather on producing unity of effect, a concept 
that derives neither from military doctrine nor 
anywhere else conventionally apropos, but from 

Edgar Allan Poe, a highly unlikely but never-
theless helpful source.

When speaking of unity of effect, Poe 
insists writers should first decide what effect 
they want to create in their readers, and then 
apply all their creative powers toward achieving 
that effect.5 The emphasis is on the desired end 
results defined in advance. But Poe is address-
ing writers with both the responsibility and the 
authority to achieve the desired effects. When 
speaking of unity of effort, JP 1 is addressing 
military commanders who lack that kind of 
responsibility and authority—and is simultane-
ously implicitly acknowledging that no one is 
any better equipped to lead multiagency opera-
tions. This must change.

That change starts with aligning how execu-
tive branch departments and agencies look at the 
world and continues with having them look at 
the world together, as fielded forces who belong 
to the same authority structures. Interagency 
unity of effect requires both unity of focus 
achieved via horizontal reorganization, and unity 
of authority achieved via vertical reorganization.

Horizontal Reorganization:  
Regional Alignment

Statutory horizontal reorganization is nec-
essary to align worldwide departmental and 
agency regional areas of interest and to inte-
grate regional responsibilities under true inter-
agency leadership. This requires the birthing of 
regional interagency directorates, described in 
detail below, but begins with building a com-
mon global operating picture for the entire 
executive branch from the White House down. 
Current disparate individual departmental and 
agency regional orientations owe their existence 
to generally logical and helpful bureaucratic 
biases and to deeply entrenched tradition, but 
aligning how executive branch departments and 
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agencies look at the world regionally is picking 
low-hanging fruit, and is long overdue.

Presidential Policy Directive 1 of the 
Obama administration, dated February 13, 
2009, indicated that “an early meeting” of 
the NSC Deputies Committee would estab-
lish the new administration’s Interagency 
Policy Committees (formerly known as Policy 
Coordination Committees) and their man-
dates, regional and otherwise.6 No additional 
Presidential Policy Directives have been pub-
licly released to confirm the regional orienta-
tion within the current Executive Office of the 
President, but a 2009 briefing described the 
proposed committee framework7 (see table 1), 
in comparison with the committee frameworks 
of April 2007 and April 2008.

The May 2009 list represents a consolida-
tion of NSC committees, which should provide 
improved strategic perspective. It also represents 
a further movement toward alignment with 
Department of Defense (DOD) regional com-
batant commands, and away from alignment 
with State Department regional bureaus. Table 
2 shows how State and Defense regional areas 
compare to the May 2009 proposal for NSC 
regional areas. The misalignment among the 
three is not great, but begs the question: Why 
not eliminate the misalignment altogether?

The most glaring disconnects among the 
disparate systems include the following: State 
puts Afghanistan, Pakistan, and India together 
in what it calls South Asia, while DOD has 
Afghanistan and Pakistan assigned to U.S. 

Central Command (USCENTCOM), but India 
assigned to U.S. Pacific Command; State com-
bines Israel and the Arab countries surrounding 
it in its Near East Bureau, while DOD assigns 
Israel to U.S. European Command, but the rest 
of the Middle East falls under USCENTCOM, 
along with Afghanistan and Pakistan; and U.S. 
Africa Command is now responsible for the 
entire continent of Africa, with the exception 
of Egypt, which is assigned to USCENTCOM, 
while State separates all of North Africa from 
sub-Saharan Africa.

In February 2009, President Obama’s 
national security advisor, Jim Jones, stated, 
“The world today can be much better under-
stood if you think of it from the perspective 
of regions and not states.”8 This is a natural 
outgrowth of the increasing interconnectiv-
ity around the world, and highlights why the 
executive branch’s plethora of regional orienta-
tions—to include permutations not discussed 
above, in the Central Intelligence Agency, the 
U.S. Agency for International Development, 
and beyond—represents a problem. Jones 
addressed that problem in an interview with 
Karen DeYoung of the Washington Post, also 
in February 2009, by indicating that execu-
tive branch organizational maps would soon 
be “redrawn to ensure that all departments and 
agencies take the same regional approach to the 
world.”9 It is a logical adjustment to make—but 
it has not happened as of the publishing date of 
this article.

Regional Interagency Directorates

Regional alignment allows the creation 
of regional interagency directorates, led by 
regional interagency directors with true opera-
tional authority over all assigned personnel.

When laying out what it calls the simplest 
option to produce such operational authority 

“The world today can be much better 
understood if you think of it from the 
perspective of regions and not states”
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for an integrated civil-military chain of command in a surge environment, the Project on National 
Security Reform suggests operational direction,10 a term used throughout joint publications. Although 
not defined in JP 1–02, DOD Dictionary of Military and Associated Terms, the term operational direction 
has been defined in other military publications to mean a commander’s operational authority over 
forces not administratively assigned to that commander. It includes “the authority to assign tasks, 
designate objectives, synchronize and integrate actions, and give authoritative direction necessary 
to accomplish the mission.”11 But operational direction is not enough, and integrated civil-military 
chains of command must be established as day-to-day reality, rather than merely in response to 
surge requirements.

The Air Force applies operational direction to its unit associations, wherein Reserve and Active 
component members are functionally integrated, but retain separate organizational structures and chains 
of command.12 In an associate organizational structure, “component commanders . . . issue orders to their 
subordinates to follow the operational direction of the agreed upon specified/designated and typically 
senior members of the other component for the purpose of accomplishing their associated unit’s mission.”13

This kind of authority is similar to the kind of authority combatant commanders had 
over their forces prior to Goldwater-Nichols, and much like an Ambassador’s over non–State 
Department Country Team members—and it is not strong enough to empower effective and 
efficient interagency operations.

Table 1. Development of Regional NSC Committees

April 2007 April 2008 May 2009 (proposed)

Western Hemisphere
Western Hemisphere

Western Hemisphere
Mexico/Central America

Europe and Eurasia
Europe and Eurasia Europe, Russia, and 

Central AsiaRussia

East Asia (and the 
Pacific)

East Asia (and the 
Pacific)

Asia (and the Pacific)

South (and Central) 
Asia

South and Central Asia
Central Region

❖❖ South Asia
❖❖ Middle East
❖❖ Persian Gulf

Near East and North 
Africa

Iraq

Afghanistan

Iran

Syria-Lebanon

(Sub-Saharan) Africa Africa Africa

Note: Parentheses show clarifications to the official committee names.
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Formally known as Chiefs of Mission, Ambassadors are the traditional representatives overseas, 
where each country with which the United States maintains direct diplomatic relations has within 
its borders an American Embassy led by an Ambassador, who is appointed by the President and who 
is said to speak on the President’s behalf. On paper, the position of Ambassador is prestigious. As 
explained in the Department of State Foreign Affairs Handbook, the President directly gives each 
Chief of Mission

full responsibility for the direction, coordination, and supervision of all U.S. Government executive 
branch employees within the host country or in the relevant Mission to an international organiza-
tion, except those personnel under the command of a U.S. geographic area military commander 
or on the staff of an international organization.14

This responsibility is administered by the Chief of Mission with the help of the Country Team, a 
concept established in a 1951 memorandum written by General Lucius Clay while he was serving as 
military governor in postwar Germany: “To insure the full coordination of the U.S. effort, U.S. rep-
resentatives at the country level shall constitute a team under the leadership of the Ambassador.”15

The Country Team is the combination of State Department personnel with the representa-
tives of other agencies assigned to work under the Chief of Mission mandate established by the 
President. Individual Country Teams are configured differently, depending on country size, Embassy 
size, and the specific nature of American national interests in a particular country; but the largest 

Table 2. State, DOD, and Proposed NSC Regional Areas

Note: Parentheses show clarifications to the official committee names.

State DOD NSC

Western Hemisphere
U.S. Northern Command

Western Hemisphere
U.S. Southern Command

Europe and Eurasia U.S. European 
Command

Europe, Russia, and 
Central Asia

East Asia and the 
Pacific

U.S. Pacific Command Asia (and the Pacific)

South and Central Asia

Near East (and North 
Africa)

U.S. Central Command Central Region

❖❖ South Asia
❖❖ Middle East
❖❖ Persian Gulf

(Sub-Saharan) Africa U.S. Africa Command Africa
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Country Teams can include representatives 
from more than 40 agencies, including DOD.16 
The Presidential mandate is significant and the 
assigned responsibility is broad. With that said, 
and even though some may argue that Country 
Teams are the best example of interagency suc-
cess, we must ask whether Country Teams are 
up to the task.

Ambassador Robert Oakley insists they 
are, with urgent motivation. “Without an effec-
tive Country Team,” he states, “there can be 
no prospect of success in achieving national 
security objectives.”17 It is a bold claim. But 
Oakley himself acknowledges deleterious struc-
tural problems in Country Teams akin to those 
which hamstrung joint military operations prior 
to Goldwater-Nichols. First, Ambassadors lack 
the means to exert their Presidentially assigned 
authority, including input to the performance 
assessments of non–State Department person-
nel; second, Embassy staff structure encourages 
all personnel to pursue the parochial interests 
of their own organizations at the expense of 
integrated efforts because integrated efforts are 
too difficult to coordinate, even when person-
nel would like to do so; third, Ambassadors do 
not control the financial resources assigned to 
each organization’s Embassy personnel; and 
fourth, personnel numbers and training—even 
for Ambassadors themselves—are often inad-
equate, giving Ambassadors insufficient ability 
to pursue broad but specific outcomes.18

These structural problems should be fixed 
in every American Embassy. But with over 
190 independent states in the world ranging 
in size and consequence from China to Nauru, 
Country Teams, while important, are clearly 
not the appropriate linchpin in achievement of 
U.S. national security objectives.

Ambassador Oakley’s prescription for 
strengthening Country Teams includes 

providing “more authority and operational 
autonomy” to Ambassadors and their teams 
to enable them to pursue integrated national 
objectives. But, as Oakley himself admits, estab-
lishing “integrated policies and priorities for 
regions and individual countries” is the begin-
ning of the equation19—which takes us back to 
General Jones’s assertion that the “world today 
can be much better understood if you think of it 
from the perspective of regions and not states.”20

Country Ambassadors have limited 
resources and limited perspectives, and they 
are embedded in a weak line of authority, 
despite their titular claims to direct lines to 
the President. In reality, those direct lines exist 

only in times of crisis—but not always even 
then, depending on the countries in question, 
the crisis in question, and events in the rest of 
the affected region and around the world at 
the time. Ambassadors, in fact, instead coordi-
nate most routinely with the assistant secretar-
ies responsible for State Department regional 
bureaus, and those assistant secretaries answer 
to the Under Secretary of State for Political 
Affairs. That under secretary is the fourth-
ranking State Department official, after the 
Secretary of State and two deputies, is only 
one of six under secretaries, and is the only one 
whose responsibilities are regionally rather than 
functionally oriented.21

The preponderance of State Department 
effort at the highest levels therefore goes 

even though some may argue that 
Country Teams are the best example 
of interagency success, we must ask 
whether Country Teams are up to  
the task

gReATeR ThAn The SuM of iTS PARTS



36 |  FeatuReS PRISM 2, no. 2

to functional rather than regional con-
cerns, and State Department structure buries 
Ambassadors several layers down from the top, 
with their immediate supervisors all stationed 
in Washington, DC, despite being responsible 
for coordinating global diplomatic efforts with 
scores of distant Embassies. Those supervisors—
the regional assistant secretaries—do not serve 
as diplomats themselves, conceivably because 
this would infringe upon the mandates of the 
Ambassadors for whom they provide coor-
dination, as well as upon the mandate of the 
Secretary of State, who serves as our nation’s 
chief diplomat and principal overseas emissary. 
This complicated hierarchy hardly seems like a 
recipe for integrated worldwide action.

In his campaign for retooling Country 
Teams in order to provide for that kind of inte-
grated action, Ambassador Oakley makes the 
following case for new cross-functional, locale-
oriented authority for each country Ambassador:

Given the evolving security environment 
and challenges confronting our nation, it 
is time to revalidate the Country Team’s 
critical role in achieving U.S. national 
security objectives and to rethink the con-
cept of the Country Team as a commit-
tee working for a lead agency. Instead, 
the Country Team of the future must be 
reconfigured as a cross functional team 
with an empowered national leader. The 
Country Team’s makeover must be done 
holistically—to include new strategy and 
planning approaches, decisionmaking pro-
cedures, personnel training and incentives, 
and resource allocation flexibility.22

This is a reasonable case to make, but it is a 
case being made at the wrong level, where this 
authority would be dispersed among more than 
180 Ambassadors.

Are regional Ambassadors the answer? 
Should the regional assistant secretaries be 
“forward deployed” out of Washington and 
remade as regional Ambassadors with the cross-
functional, locale-oriented authority Oakley 
proposes for country Ambassadors? Despite 
Oakley’s own objections,23 the creation of 
regional Ambassadors parallel to regional com-
batant commanders is definitely long overdue, 
but regional Ambassadors are not an adequate 
interagency solution any more than country 
Ambassadors, because regional Ambassadors 
will face the same kinds of structural problems 
present in today’s individual Embassies, as delin-
eated above.

Oakley argues for bolstering the preemi-
nence of each Ambassador around the world 
in order to facilitate integration of the instru-
ments of national power. The pressing issue, 
however, is not the potency of the authority 
of Ambassadors, but the need for an entirely 
different kind of authority altogether. Despite 
his mistake in emphasis, Oakley eloquently 
addresses this fact himself:

The critical challenges to our nation’s 
interests demand a new Country Team 
concept and a more effective structure 
capable of tackling the challenges of the 
21st century. The signal mark of success 
for the new Country Team will be chang-
ing the way other members of the Country 
Team perceive the Ambassador. Instead of 
a Department of State representative, the 
future Ambassador must be, and be seen 
as, a national representative empowered to 
make tradeoffs among instruments of power 
and to develop clear strategies to advance 
U.S. national interests. Simply reassert-
ing the Ambassador’s national authority 
is inadequate. Instead, the Ambassador 
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must be empowered as a team leader with 
authority to generate national security team 
outcomes and must be selected, trained, 
and rewarded accordingly.24

Country Teams should be stronger, as 
Oakley suggests, but they are too narrowly 
focused to facilitate cohesive foreign policy 
themselves. Regional Ambassadors should be 
established, but their role should be conduct-
ing regional diplomacy by coordinating among 
their assigned country Ambassadors, rather than 
integrating the instruments of national power. 
Whether they are at the country or regional 
levels, Ambassadors will always be State 
Department representatives first, rather than 
the “national representatives” Oakley proposes. 
He is on the right track, but his argument needs 
to be taken to the next level in two ways.

First, Congress must establish regional 
teams with true cross-functional character. 
Refine the last quotation from Oakley by replac-
ing Country Team with regional interagency direc-
torate. Second, these regional teams must be 
led by “national representatives” not tied to a 
particular department or agency, leaders who 
have true operational authority over all assigned 
personnel. Further refine Oakley’s passage by 
replacing Ambassador with regional interagency 
director and give these directors not only opera-
tional direction over their organizational mem-
bership but also operational control. Only in this 
way do we get the effective structure Oakley 
correctly prescribes, with leadership that can 
be “empowered to make tradeoffs among instru-
ments of power and to develop clear strategies 
to advance U.S. national interests.”

Operational control is the kind of authority 
exercised by post–Goldwater-Nichols combat-
ant commanders. It “does not, in and of itself, 
include authoritative direction for logistics or 

regional teams must be led by “national 
representatives” who have true 
operational authority over all  
assigned personnel
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matters of administration, discipline, inter-
nal organization, or unit training,” but it goes 
beyond operational direction by providing “full 
authority to organize commands and forces 
and to employ those forces as the commander 
in operational control considers necessary to 
accomplish assigned missions.”25

The exclusion of logistics, administra-
tion, discipline, internal organization, and 
unit training is significant. Authority over 
these aspects of command properly remains 
with the military departments to which indi-
vidual members and units subordinate to joint 
commands belong. But operational control 
does include authority both to organize com-
mands and forces, and to direct all aspects of 
operations and joint training. This takes it to 
the level needed for interagency leadership, 
wherein lines of authority over all directorate 
members must be fused together to run up to 
the regional interagency director, just as the 
military chains of command in combatant 
commands are fused together to run up to the 
combatant commander.

Overseas regional interagency director-
ates establish the primary foreign policy rela-
tionships depicted in figure 1, with additional 
embedded input from all other appropriate 
Federal authorities. The regional interagency 
director has operational control over all the 
forces represented.

Domestic regional interagency directorates 
establish homeland security relationships that 
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coordinate the efforts of all appropriate Federal, state, and local municipal authorities, including 
Federal and state military forces.

Jurisdictional issues make homeland security relationships more complicated than foreign policy 
relationships, and, as a result, domestic directorates do not lend themselves to a clean permanent 
wiring diagram like overseas directorates do. Homeland security must instead be operationalized on 
a case-by-case basis via task forces. The horizontal reorganization described here, including regional 
alignment and nested authority, is nevertheless just as essential domestically as it is overseas in order 
to enable cohesive global policy implementation by operationalizing integrated cross-functional 
efforts around the world, including within the United States.

All the recent ad hoc interagency coordination cells and working groups—as well as the State 
Department’s Interagency Management System and even the DOD integrated combatant command 
model in U.S. Africa Command and U.S. Southern Command—have been designed short of provid-
ing true operational interagency authority in order to avoid offending or threatening any portion of 
the executive branch bureaucracy. Creating regional interagency directors with operational control 
over their forces establishes that missing authority. That authority must, however, come down to 
those directors from the President via a reorganized interagency Cabinet, just as the authority of 
combatant commanders now comes down to them from the President via only the Secretary of 
Defense. Furthermore, the lines of authority must remain the same whether or not military forces 
are engaged in combat in order to eliminate confusion and to increase effectiveness.

Vertical Reorganization: The Cabinet Reinvented

Statutory vertical reorganization is necessary to allow the President’s senior leadership team 
to administer regional interagency directorates as true interagency efforts, in place of the ad hoc 

Figure 1. Overseas Regional Interagency Directorate Leadership
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multiagency efforts over which Cabinet members currently preside, with less-than-ideal coordina-
tion of effort and much less-than-ideal success. This requires reinvention of the Cabinet, which 
establishes new lines of authority that connect regional interagency directors to the President, with 
appropriate but minimal separation. These changes enable cohesive policy development and activa-
tion, and empower the integrated cross-functional implementation efforts of the government’s new 
regional directorates.

The reinvented Cabinet must consist, first of all, of a new senior leadership team called the 
President’s Security Council, designed to address only the highest levels of logically integrated 
policy. Statutory council members include the President and Vice President, a new Senior Secretary 
of Foreign Policy, the current Secretary of Homeland Security (renamed the Senior Secretary of 
Homeland Security), and a new Senior Secretary of Domestic Policy. These Presidentially appointed 
and Senate-confirmed individuals provide the core of a new Senior Cabinet, with the White House 
Chief of Staff and the Director of the Office of Management and Budget added as Senior Cabinet-
level officials. Staff assistance in the Executive Office of the President is coordinated by the current 
Assistant to the President for National Security Affairs (renamed the Assistant to the President 
for Foreign Policy), the current Assistant to the President for Homeland Security and Counter-
Terrorism, and a new Assistant to the President for Domestic Policy (see figure 2).

The Senior Secretary of Homeland Security presides over the Department of Homeland 
Security configured as it is now, but elevated in prominence due to the critical nature of its con-
cerns and the challenging nature of the coordination required to address those concerns. The Senior 
Secretary of Foreign Policy presides over a new Department of Foreign Policy, which includes the 
Departments of Defense and State, plus a new Department of International Development built 
upon the U.S. Agency for International Development. Additional Department of Foreign Policy 
elements include the U.S. trade representative, the permanent representative to the United Nations, 
and the Intelligence Community under the direction of the Director of National Intelligence. 

Figure 2. The President’s Security Council
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Senior Secretary 
of Homeland
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Finally, the new Senior Secretary of Domestic Policy presides over those Cabinet positions not in 
the Departments of Homeland Security and Foreign Policy, collected into a new Department of 
Domestic Policy (see figure 3).

With each new senior secretary exercising the same power of integration conceptually, if not yet 
actually, exercised by the current Secretary of Homeland Security, the President’s Security Council 
is thereby empowered to develop broad integrated national policy and to direct its implementation 
in all the subdepartments for which the senior secretaries are responsible. Only then does the execu-
tive branch finally become an actual Interagency—working like the proper noun that has come into 
common, if so far inaccurate, use.

The leadership of the new Department of Foreign Policy takes the place of the National 
Security Council, with the responsibility and authority to effect foreign policy rather than merely 
to advise the President. The leadership of the Department of Homeland Security takes the place 

Figure 3. The Departments of Foreign Policy and Domestic Policy
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of the Homeland Security Council, with the 
responsibility and authority to effect home-
land security policy. And the leadership of the 
new Department of Domestic Policy takes the 
places of both the Domestic Policy Council and 
National Economic Council, with the responsi-
bility and authority to effect domestic/economic 
policy. All told, the combined responsibility and 
authority in these three departments allow their 
leaders to provide broad policy guidance to the 
entire executive branch and to direct all the 
instruments of national power.

In place of the current nonstatutory inter-
agency advisors and large staffs attached to 
the National Security Council, Homeland 
Security Council, Domestic Policy Council, and 
National Economic Council, the three senior 
secretaries become senior statutory interagency 
leaders, and those staffs become departmental 
staffs directly serving those leaders. The senior 
secretaries themselves in turn directly serve the 
President—whose senior-most secretary-level 
advisors number 3, rather than 14, as they now 
do, and whose senior-most Cabinet members 
number 6, rather than 21.

Executive Office of the  
President Reinvented

Whereas the Assistants to the President 
for National Security and Homeland Security 
now chair their corresponding Principals 
Committees, following the Cabinet changes 
described above, the senior secretaries 
instead chair and lead their own Principals 
Committees, tied to their own departmental 
Deputies Committees and Interagency Policy 
Committees. The assistants to the President 
in turn become Presidential advisors who have 
the freedom to study policy options in their 
focus areas and to advise the President, without 
the necessity to coordinate among disparate 

departments and agencies. Since the senior 
secretaries have staffs of their own, the new 
National Security Staff now “supporting all 
White House policymaking activities related 
to international, transnational and homeland 
security matters, and under the direction of the 
National Security Advisor”26 can be reduced 
in size, but simultaneously given increased 
purview to include domestic policy. This 
new staff is renamed the President’s Security 
Council Staff, and falls under the direction 
of the Assistant to the President for Foreign 
Policy, dual-hatted as the President’s Security 
Advisor. The Assistants to the President for 
Homeland Security and Counter-Terrorism 
and for Domestic Policy are dual-hatted as 
Deputy President’s Security Advisors.

This new Executive Office of the President 
staff construct allows White House senior 
policy staff to function much more like it did 
in the early Nixon administration than it 
did in the later Nixon administration. Henry 
Kissinger initially guided that staff in study-
ing a wide array of interrelated issues and then 
presented the President with the pros and cons 
of all realistic policy options. Later, Kissinger 
began to dominate major international negotia-
tions himself, rather than coordinating careful 
study of the issues.27

The primary problem with the current 
Cabinet structure is the built-in indepen-
dence of Cabinet-level leadership and organi-
zations, which widely disperses responsibilities, 

the primary problem with the current 
Cabinet structure is the built-in 
independence of Cabinet-level leadership 
and organizations
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authorities, and resources, while the level of 
oversight provided by the National Security 
Advisor in the President’s place is dependent 
upon the relative strength of his or her per-
sonality and the personalities of individual 
Cabinet members. Structural change to fix 
that often wayward Cabinet-level indepen-
dence is long overdue, as is downgrading the 
nonstatutory power given by the President to 
the National Security Advisor out of necessity 
born from that independence.

Ivo Daalder and I.M. Destler underscore 
exactly why the power afforded national secu-
rity advisors since President Kennedy must be 
reduced, in favor of statutory authority and 
responsibility for senior secretaries:

National security advisers have a tough job. 
They must serve the president yet balance 
this primary allegiance with a commitment 
to managing an effective and efficient pol-
icy process. They must be forceful in driv-
ing that process forward to decisions yet 
represent other agencies’ views fully and 
faithfully. They must be simultaneously 
strong and collegial, able to enforce disci-
pline across the government while engag-
ing senior officials and their agencies rather 
than excluding them. They must provide 
confidential advice to the president yet 
establish a reputation as an honest broker 
between the conflicting officials and inter-
ests across the government. They must be 
indispensable to the process and the presi-
dent yet operate in the shadows as much 
as possible. They must do the heavy lift-
ing yet allow others to receive the glory. 
Above all, they must ensure that the presi-
dent and his senior advisers give thorough 
and careful consideration to the handful of 
critical issues that will make or break the 

administration. And they must handle all 
issues, large and small, in a manner that 
establishes and retains the trust of their 
senior administration colleagues.28

Daalder and Destler point out that U.S. law 
makes no provision for the National Security 
Advisor position, but they nevertheless call the 
role “an institutional fact,” one which “by all 
odds . . . will remain so.”29 Rather than justify-
ing the position, however, their explanation of 
the position’s challenges instead justifies statu-
tory creation of senior secretaries who have the 
responsibility and authority to represent the 
views of their own broadly integrated depart-
ments and to enforce discipline within those 
departments, without having to worry about 
offending their colleagues, as national security 
advisors must. The National Security Advisor 
should not be put in a position responsible for 
striking a balance “between being assertive 
and not intruding on the roles of others,”30 
and should certainly not be what Daalder and 
Destler name, “aside from the president himself 
. . . potentially the most important person in 
government today.”31 Congress must fix this with 
statutory change by empowering true interagency 
leadership in the form of senior secretaries.

Interagency Lines of Authority

Reinvention of the Cabinet provides a policy 
apparatus in which regional interagency directors 
reside within lines of effective authority made 
clear by reinvention of the Executive Office of 
the President, which removes the President’s non-
statutory advisors from those lines.

Overseas regional interagency directors 
answer to the Senior Secretary of Foreign 
Policy, since overseas directorates address pri-
marily the 3Ds of foreign policy (defense, diplo-
macy, and development), although they must 
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necessarily incorporate all the other instruments of national power as well. The line of authority 
in this case runs from the President to the directors through the Senior Secretary of Foreign Policy 
(see figure 4).

Domestic regional interagency directors answer to the Senior Secretary of Homeland Security, 
since domestic directorates enable effective and efficient interagency responses to homeland terror-
ism and natural disasters, already the purview of the Department of Homeland Security. The line 
of authority in this case runs from the President to the directors through the Senior Secretary of 
Homeland Security (see figure 4).

Placed at the top of regional interagency directorates, regional directors are thereby clearly des-
ignated the parties responsible for interagency policy implementation, while being given authority 
that integrates the necessary instruments of national power. Regional directors are the President’s 
representatives in the field, with both the responsibility and the authority to get the job done. This 
is how the Interagency will finally be born as a proper noun.

Building a True Interagency

With the executive branch redesigned as described, the Interagency finally truly exists as a proper 
noun capable of moving U.S. Government efforts beyond merely reacting to domestic and foreign 
circumstances, to shaping the global environment in favor of freedom and opportunity both at home 
and abroad, even amid the challenges of the 21st century. That strategic-level success becomes possible 
because horizontal and vertical reorganization enables both integrated policy implementation in the 

Figure 4. Lines of Authority for Overseas and Domestic Regional  
Interagency Directorates

Overseas Regional
Interagency Directors

Senior Secretary of
Foreign Policy

Domestic Regional
Interagency Directors

Senior Secretary of
Homeland Security

President President
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field and integrated policymaking at the top, and 
because it ties them together.

A somewhat dated article from the Winter 
1998 issue of Parameters contains a short-
sighted sentiment still prevalent today: “If an 
interagency coordinating body is to have any 
hope of succeeding in the complicated and ever-
changing game of intervention operations, then 
it must dedicate itself to getting beyond organi-
zations as they exist on paper.”32

Willpower workarounds such as this are not 
good enough. If executive branch organizations 
are not effective as they exist on paper, then they 
must be changed on paper, because only then will 
the executive branch achieve strategic success in 
our complicated and ever-changing world.

Taking the goals of Goldwater-Nichols as a 
model, Congress’s goals in passing an Interagency 
Goldwater-Nichols Act should be to:

❖❖  strengthen civilian authority over the 
Interagency

❖❖  improve the Interagency advice pro-
vided to senior civilian leadership

❖❖  increase attention to strategy formula-
tion and contingency planning

❖❖  provide for more efficient use of 
Interagency resources

❖❖  improve Interagency personnel devel-
opment and management

❖❖  enhance the general effectiveness of 
Interagency operations and improve 
management

❖❖  place clear responsibility on regional 
interagency directors for accomplish-
ment of the missions assigned to 
their directorates

❖❖  ensure that regional interagency direc-
tor authority is fully commensurate 
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with regional interagency director 
responsibility.

The Executive Branch Organizational 
Imperative

The United States has incredible poten-
tial and opportunity to advance its inter-
ests and values around the world, and the 
American military instrument of power 
is extremely adept at rapid dominance on 
the battlefield. But that is far from enough. 
Instead, with consistent top-down direction, 
the executive branch should be producing 
dominant and persistent positive security 
effects both on the battlefield and off, from 
the efficient combination of every instrument 
of national power. In this regard, the execu-
tive branch fails miserably. Our early results 
in Iraq and Afghanistan are merely the most 
salient, recent colossal proof.

The executive branch must be trans-
formed by statutory structural, operational, and 
human adjustments to produce coordinated 
and concerted efforts from every department 
and agency, in a synthesized approach guided 
by directive leadership provided from the 
top. Enabling that kind of leadership necessi-
tates reinventing the Cabinet and inventing 
regional interagency directorates to allow the 
President’s senior leadership team to direct a 
true Interagency that deserves to be described 
as a proper noun.

The problem is not, as some have suggested 
in a rather simplistic way, that regional com-
batant commands have become obsolete and 
represent impediments to coherent policy,33 
but rather that the disparate perspectives and 
stovepiped organizational structures and author-
ity throughout the executive branch make such 
coherency impossible.
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The United States needs a more effective and more efficient executive branch of government 
not to dominate the world, but to continue to secure the lives and futures of its citizens. As we do so, 
our national interests will continue to feed freedom around the world, as they have done throughout 
our nation’s history. If we fail to do so, that feeding will stop. Meeting this challenge requires not 
bigger government but integrated government. It requires an Interagency worthy of the name.

In his December 1, 2009, address at the United States Military Academy at West Point, 
President Obama stated, “As President, I refuse to set goals that go beyond our responsibility, our 
means, or our interests.”34 Reinventing executive branch structure, as described here, enhances U.S. 
Government means, to bring them in line with American responsibility and American interests.

The time for change is now. PRISM
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