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American-led interventions in Iraq and Afghanistan are drawing to an end and the politi-
cal climate inside the Beltway has turned decidedly hostile toward large deployments of 
U.S. troops and civilians overseas. Consequently, stability operations have dropped off 

the radar for many analysts and commentators. The policy community that once feverishly tackled 
questions over how to stabilize foreign countries through the extended deployment of military and 
civilian capabilities under various labels (most prominently state- or nation-building and/or popu-
lation-centric counterinsurgency) is shifting its gaze elsewhere. With growing hindsight, the entire 
endeavor is often declared as flawed from the start.1 In addition to this sense of strategic failure, a 
drop in political attention now heightens the risk of losing hard-earned insights from these opera-
tions. This is therefore a crucial time to evaluate the institutional developments that operations in 
Iraq and Afghanistan have spurred.

This article takes a step back from debates over the strategic validity of stability operations in 
order to focus on a particular aspect related to their conduct: the coordination of civilian and mili-
tary organizations within an integrated, or whole-of-government, approach. It does so in full recog-
nition of the fact that whole-of-government terminology nowadays mostly elicits exasperated sighs 
from governmental officials. The Iraq and Afghanistan campaigns brought the civilian-military nexus 
into the spotlight within the U.S. interagency community. However, effective cooperation between 
the Departments of Defense and State (including the U.S. Agency for International Development 
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[USAID]) remains a bureaucratic struggle and 
a cultural challenge. Government agencies may 
well take the demise of large-scale operations 
as an excuse to retreat into their respective 
comfort zones. Additionally, impending budget 
cuts come with hard choices over reductions 
in capabilities and programs that are likely to 
affect collaborative efforts.

These changes in the budgetary and politi-
cal climate will require forms of collabora-
tion within the U.S. Government that differ 
from those witnessed in the past. Some of the 
processes and structures that have emerged 
throughout the last decade are worth conserv-
ing while others will have to be discarded or 
adapted in the face of changing expectations 
over the nature of future operations. Careful 
assessment is needed to make these distinctions 
including considering mechanisms that have 
been introduced in order to facilitate whole-
of-government efforts in the realm of stability 
operations. Low appetite for stability operations 
in decisionmaking circles should not be used 
as an excuse for failure to engage with the les-
sons they hold for coordination within the U.S. 
Government. This article aims to contribute to 
this process by looking at experiences from the 
recent past and outlining options for the future.

In Case of Emergency,  
Dial Coordination?

Comprehensive or integrated approaches 
have come to be considered best practice by a vari-
ety of multilateral organizations and governments 

in the context of complex peace and stability 
operations.2 These policy frameworks invariably 
emphasize the necessity of advancing coordina-
tion among participating organizations and agen-
cies. Their focus has often been exclusively on 
the feasibility—rather than the desirability—of 
greater integration between defense, diplomacy, 
and development. The scramble for policy recom-
mendations on how to deepen coordination has 
often preempted the basic question of how much 
is enough. The policy debate surrounding whole-
of-government and related coordination initia-
tives could appear rather dogmatic at times. Vague 
concepts such as smart power have turned into 
veritable mantras and raised high expectations 
regarding the implementation of an integrated 
civilian-military approach to stabilization.3

These policy slogans, while attractive, have 
failed to convey an adequate sense of how dif-
ficult it is in practice to design effective insti-
tutional frameworks for the concerted action 
of military, diplomatic, and developmental 
organizations. The vision outlined in official 
statements and documents of a seamless, uni-
fied civilian-military approach stands in con-
trast to the experience of many practitioners, 
who struggle to reap its proclaimed benefits in 
their assignments. In a recent survey conducted 
among 268 officials, all of whom occupied 
management positions within State (including 
USAID) and Defense, the percentage of those 
who felt that “collaboration” between agencies 
had “a beneficial effect on overall mission suc-
cess” had dropped by 21 percent within just 1 
year (from 2010).4 Over the same period, the 
percentage of those who felt that collaboration 
made their overall mission “less successful” had 
increased from 3 percent to 14 percent.5

These numbers are more usefully interpreted 
as indicators of growing awareness among offi-
cials of the costs associated with interagency 

the scramble for policy recommendations 
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cooperation rather than as a slamming verdict on its utility. The advantages of comprehensive or 
integrated approaches over parallel, independent action by individual agencies have been repeated 
countless times. Coordinated approaches are generally viewed as leading to better results in the key 
areas of coherence, cost-effectiveness, and complementarity.6 Coherence among participating agen-
cies is sought internally (in pursuit of unity of effort in the absence of unified command) as well as to 
ensure consistency toward external audiences (including local stakeholders, host nation officials, and 
the media). Cost-effectiveness is one of the primary motivations behind efforts to consolidate processes 
for resource allocation, planning, delivery, and evaluation. Complementarity, finally, is a function of 
the inherent complexity of stability operations. It is widely recognized that these operations require 
the application of a wide range of professional expertise to deal simultaneously with crosscutting and 
interdependent problems in the areas of security, governance, and socioeconomic development.

Beneath the general consensus that coordination is beneficial, however, there is little clarity on 
the precise form or intensity of “working together” that any of these objectives imply. Terms such as 
coordination, collaboration, integration, and cooperation are often used interchangeably in policy and 
scholarly papers, and this article is no exception. How can one argue, then, that coordination is 
either sufficient or insufficient, or that coordination efforts are succeeding or failing?7 What sort of 
benchmarks determine whether a lack of coordination is indeed to blame for suboptimal outcomes—
or that increased levels of coordination have led to concrete gains? Persistent lack of agreement over 
the small print of a unified whole-of-government approach is reflected in the fact that proposals for 
organizational reform in the area of national security have failed to gain traction over the past decade 
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in spite of sophisticated thinking on the sub-
ject.8 Limited, process-oriented changes have 
been more effective, for instance, in the areas of 
joint planning and cross-departmental project 
management. Hence, in the absence of agree-
ment on organization, agreement on process 
has become the alternative path toward cross-
governmental cooperation.9 Procedural adjust-
ments have helped to reduce transaction costs, 
facilitate communication among departments, 
and pool expertise and resources from different 
corners of the government architecture. Yet in 
the absence of further institutionalization, many 
processes and practices have remained heavily 
dependent on the commitment and leadership 
of people during their stay in office.

The future demand for interagency coordi-
nation will vary from one mission to another. 
Sometimes it may be enough to maintain basic 
consultation processes among departments, 
but past experience has demonstrated that the 
demand curve can be steep if a mission or field 
of activity develops where close coordination 
is an imperative. The dynamic nature of the 
demand for coordination has implications for 
organizational structures and resources. While 
coordination tools can be introduced or built 
up on short notice (granted the availability of 
resources), they often require longer timeframes 
to produce actual results. For example, techni-
cal facilities to share information among dif-
ferent agencies, including compatible systems 
and shared protocols, neither automatically 
guarantee that officials at either end of the 
channel have a shared understanding of the 

information that is transmitted, nor do they 
enable agencies to jointly act on the informa-
tion. Institutional structures that promote the 
integration of effort (and understanding) among 
practitioners from different agency backgrounds 
are therefore likely to require resources that are 
better placed within standing agency budgets 
than operational contingency funds.

A key question that arises from these obser-
vations is “How does one design institutional 
mechanisms that provide governmental agen-
cies the flexibility to respond to variations in 
the depth and form of interagency coordination 
between missions or issue areas?” The following 
section engages with this question by evaluating 
the performance of two organizational structures 
that were introduced over the past decade to 
coordinate civilian and military efforts in Iraq 
and Afghanistan.

Coordination Structures within the 
Bureaucracy and in the Field

On the ground, Provincial Reconstruction 
Teams (PRTs) were initially introduced in 
Afghanistan to facilitate outreach to a variety 
of stakeholders at the provincial level outside 
Kabul in the early days of the campaign.10 Over 
time, they took on a leading role in the coor-
dination of civilian and military efforts both in 
Iraq and in Afghanistan that is well documented 
in the academic and policy literature.11 The 
coordination mechanism established within 
State on the basis of a Presidential directive, the 
Office of the Coordinator for Reconstruction 
and Stabilization (S/CRS), has not achieved 
quite the same notoriety but has equally become 
the subject of debate and analysis, including in 
this journal.12

PRTs: Civil-Military Melting Pots with 
an Expiry Date. The use of PRTs as joint plat-
forms for civilian and military agencies in the 

PRTs took on a leading role in the 
coordination of civilian and military 
efforts both in Iraq and in Afghanistan 
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theater of operations undoubtedly provided 
a number of advantages. Shared structures 
allowed for the pooling of funding streams from 
different budgets. The combination of small, 
rapidly available funds with larger sums (often 
governed by more complex regulations) offered 
practitioners on the ground a flexible solution 
to bridge the gap between immediate needs and 
long-term projects.13 Civilian agencies benefited 
from the transport and security arrangements 
provided by the military through the PRT struc-
ture and from improved access to military deci-
sionmaking and planning at the tactical level. 
By acting as focal points for shared logistics and 
joint project management, PRTs thus offered 
tangible benefits for interagency coordination.

Against the backdrop of frequent rota-
tions and changes in staff, the shared physi-
cal space provided by the PRTs helped mold a 
variety of professional profiles and backgrounds 
into a common approach at the tactical level. 
However, close proximity in the absence of uni-
form regulations and standards (for example, 
for accommodation, dispute resolution, leave, 
and security) could equally provoke resentment 
and deepen prejudices and stereotypes among 
personnel from different agency backgrounds. 
Moreover, the dynamics that led to increased 
cooperation on the ground are not neces-
sarily a function of the PRT structure alone. 
Coordination between different agency repre-
sentatives was arguably facilitated by a com-
mon desire among practitioners to contribute 
to tangible, immediate improvements of local 
conditions. Shared disdain for petty bureaucracy 
within their home institutions and the desire to 
escape micromanagement and to get on with 
the job could create a sense of commonality that 
bridged cultural gaps between civilian and mili-
tary professionals.14 These features raise doubts 
over the possibility of replicating the sense of 

common purpose that emerged alongside the 
PRT model in a different context, where objec-
tives are less immediate and less localized.

Moreover, PRTs provided only limited 
support to stabilization professionals—whether 
from a military or civilian background—in the 
development and professionalization of their 
expertise beyond the limited duration of a tour 
or assignment. While they generated numer-
ous lessons on how to combine security, gov-
ernance, and development programs at the 
provincial and district levels, the personality-
dependent and temporary character of arrange-
ments within most PRTs meant they were ill-
suited to consolidate and institutionalize best 
practice. Personalities were widely perceived to 
determine the quality of interagency relation-
ships within the PRTs irrespective of formal 
hierarchies or structures. As a civilian expert 
returning from a deployment in Afghanistan 
noted, if “civ-mil” was simply formalized as “yet 
another box to tick” on the military’s checklists, 
it hardly led to genuine collaboration.15

Finally, PRTs were conditioned—and lim-
ited in their coordinating role—by the massive 
military presence that characterized stability 
operations in Iraq and Afghanistan. The PRT 
model was geared toward mitigating the logic 
of numbers that shaped civilian-military rela-
tionships on the ground, but ultimately proved 
unable to alter it.16 As a development expert 
noted, “Two [USAID] people in a PRT are 
going where the military wants them to go. . . .  
If you send thousands of troops you cannot 
expect a civilian solution. Once you are there 
you conceded the strategy.”17 In this context, 
the PRTs primarily added value by serving as 
vehicles for the projection of a mix of civil-
ian and military expertise and the resources 
required for its delivery at the province and 
district levels. However, they ultimately 
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contributed little to the coherent development 
of stabilization expertise and offered only lim-
ited institutional support for professionals who 
came to accumulate and embody this expertise. 
In the absence of complementary efforts at the 
home institutional level, the contribution of the 
PRT model to the coordination of civilian and 
military efforts is likely to remain both process-
oriented and localized.

S/CRS: Mandate Impossible? The Office 
of the Coordinator for Reconstruction and 
Stabilization was established within the State 
Department in July 2004. National Security 
Presidential Directive 44 formally authorized 
the Secretary of State to task the coordinator 
with a range of functions and called on other 
executive departments and agencies to col-
laborate.18 “It seemed like you had this won-
derful, clear authority for the whole operation,” 
recalled a senior State Department official, “but 
in the real world, these declarations had only 
limited impact.”19 Far from a technocratic tool, 
S/CRS was itself a bureaucratic creature faced 
with the imperative of securing resources and 
finding a voice in the marketplace of ideas and 
influence within government. Bureaucratic pol-
itics—rather than operational requirements or 
strategic considerations—threatened to shape 
its mandate. While the military welcomed the 
opportunity to liaise with the civilian side of 
government through a single point of contact, 
established constituencies within State and 
USAID saw the new unit as a potential rival 
that would either draw scarce resources away 

or waste them by duplicating existing capacity. 
In this context, the rhetoric employed by the 
initial leadership, which envisaged an ambitious 
coordinating role for the unit, was described by 
a former S/CRS official as “powerfully crip-
pling—it made nobody want to work with us.”20

The shift toward a more modest and selec-
tive agenda, adopted after 2006 under Ambassador 
John Herbst, provided a more realistic baseline for 
the fledgling unit to engage in a fight for institu-
tional recognition and survival. One strategy to 
mitigate the crippling effect that the skepticism 
and hostility of established players within the 
bureaucracy had on its development was for S/
CRS to profile itself as a convener and facilitator 
instead of pushing for an authoritative role. The 
office would add value by assisting other elements 
of the government in synchronizing different poli-
cies within a unified package rather than seeking 
to impose a vision of its own. Yet the strategy of 
conquering and defending institutional space 
within the bureaucracy by responding to external 
requests for assistance threatened to curtail the 
office’s ownership and control over the develop-
ment of a coherent mandate. In trying to satisfy 
a variety of demands placed on it, the new office 
risked satisfying none in the end. As a former offi-
cial contended, “It would have been better to pick 
a model and say ‘this is who we are.’”21

In a similar vein, the focus on developing 
deployable capability turned out to be a poi-
soned chalice. It bought S/CRS goodwill within 
the foreign affairs establishment, which hardly 
objected to the creation of additional capacity 
to fill hardship posts overseas, but at the same 
time risked turning the office into a mere “body 
shop” for other agencies. Where its customers 
primarily saw additional human resources and 
equipment, S/CRS was keen to use the deploy-
ment of experts to project specialist expertise to 
embassies and field headquarters. This included, 

far from a technocratic tool, S/CRS was 
itself a bureaucratic creature faced with 
securing resources and finding a voice in 
the marketplace of ideas and influence
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for instance, planning tools that were neither widely used nor readily accepted within the rest of 
the State Department. As a senior official explained, “If all we do is create more people who can 
move faster, without the other functions, we will be increasingly less ‘ad hoc’—but that’s about it.”22

S/CRS nevertheless managed to offer a number of advantages in terms of interagency coordina-
tion within the U.S. Government. First, the office shouldered a number of transaction costs that 
arose from the demand for close civilian-military cooperation in Iraq and Afghanistan. It deployed 
experts overseas to facilitate joint civilian-military planning on the ground and developed recruit-
ment criteria and training curricula for the establishment of a Civilian Response Corps. However, 
many of these functions are arguably closer to the mandate of developing specialist expertise in 
order to fill skill gaps within the government than elements of a proper coordinating role. Second, S/
CRS can be said to have provided a home to a hybrid, civilian-military professional community that 
emerged in the area of stabilization and reconstruction. Consistent with the brevity of its existence 
and its specialist focus, S/CRS promoted attachment to the “cause” or mission rather than to career 
ladders or deep-seated agency traditions.23 Nevertheless, it did not have the institutional clout to 
support these professionals in the development of their expertise and careers. Those who chose to 
stay with the unit often acted out of personal dedication and interest in the mission pursued by S/
CRS, sometimes at the risk of jeopardizing career prospects within their home institutions.

In sum, the S/CRS mandate often resembled a delicate balancing act: it was expected to coordi-
nate without assuming authority, facilitate joint planning and implementation with few resources of its 
own, and generate expertise without interfering with the business of State’s powerful regional bureaus. 

SILveR BuLLet oR tIMe Suck?
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Its experience illustrates a dilemma related to the 
institutionalization of coordination functions in 
the form of a separate unit or organization. If the 
unit’s mandate implies challenging entrenched 
practices and promoting new and possibly uncom-
fortable ways of doing business within the bureau-
cracy, then it has to retain a somewhat renegade 
character. Leslie Schear and James Curtin have 
argued, for instance, that S/CRS was “cast in the 
role of a ‘constructive irritant’ acting to promote 
new patterns of collaboration and change.”24 The 

likely price for this is that the office remains at 
the margins of the institutional playing field and 
that its mandate becomes diluted by the struggle 
for survival. Even if supported by a formal man-
date, the office would be compelled to compete 
for recognition within the bureaucracy for the 
better part of its existence if it is not adequately 
resourced from the start—much to the detri-
ment of its original functions. Consolidation and 
greater resources, on the other hand, risk weaken-
ing some of the original S/CRS advantages (its 
agility and perhaps also its appetite for pushing 
against entrenched traditions) by adding layers 
of bureaucracy. In that regard, the transforma-
tion of the office into a functional bureau within 
the State Department provides an opportunity to 
enhance its independence and authority over the 
strategic development of civilian crisis and con-
flict management doctrine and capability. There 
is a risk, however, that the new bureau will turn 
its back on the uncomfortable task of fostering 
interagency consensus and become more insular 
and one-dimensional in its approach.

Interagency Coordination 2.0: What 
Toolkit after Iraq and Afghanistan?

What lessons can be drawn from past expe-
rience to design smart coordination tools for the 
future? The two types of institutional mecha-
nisms evaluated above—both of which emerged 
over the past decade in response to calls for the 
integration of defense, diplomacy, and devel-
opment—have certain features in common. 
First, they turned out to be relatively resource-
intensive means to foster coordination in terms 
of funding and manpower (which also meant 
that they were underfunded most of the time). 
Second, their form and outlook were shaped by 
the reality of large-scale U.S. military deploy-
ments overseas and the demand for more civil-
ians in these theaters of operation. Finally, they 
had a strong operational focus that arguably 
came at the detriment of other considerations 
related to their existence, like, for example, 
implications of their institutionalization in the 
mid to long term, as well as conceptual and 
doctrinal developments. These examples illus-
trate the limitations of a whole-of-government 
approach that relies on agreed procedure in the 
absence of agreed organization. The following 
recommendations address alternative ways of 
dealing with this dilemma by examining institu-
tional capacity and then considering conceptual 
underpinnings. Together, they advocate for a 
more selective approach to coordination.

Tackling the Institutional Dilemma

Past proposals for a single integrated 
national security department and other calls 
for large-scale bureaucratic reorganization have 
been stymied by political and resource-related 
constraints.25 Yet rather than having budget 
trends dictate the form and depth of coordina-
tion, interagency reform should follow from a 

consolidation and greater resources  
risk weakening some of the original  
S/CRS advantages by adding layers  
of bureaucracy
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careful assessment of its desirability in light of 
past experience and on the basis of educated 
guesses about future demand. Selective invest-
ments and changes at the margins may stand a 
better chance of providing a sustainable basis 
for effective coordination than the (largely elu-
sive) quest for a unified bureaucratic structure.

The aim of a selective approach to coordi-
nation is to turn governmental agencies into 
smart customers of other agencies’ services and 
expertise—not to streamline and standardize 
the different approaches that they bring to the 
table within a single unified outfit. Institutionally, 
this entails a shift from integrated organizational 
structures at home and in the field toward flex-
ible, networked forms of interaction. In contrast 
to the mechanisms discussed above, the tools of a 
selective approach would operate as shared plat-
forms among existing organizations instead of pro-
liferating into new offices and units. Over the past 
few years, innovative ways of information-sharing 
among different organizations have emerged in 
the form of virtual networks and communities 
of practice dedicated to identifying best practice 
and learning lessons.26 These structures should be 
expanded to encourage a frank exchange among 
agencies, and, more importantly, they should 
be empowered to address and manage conflicts 
of interest that inevitably arise in the process. 
Acting as clearinghouses rather than as “coordi-
nators,” they would leave the development of core 
expertise, doctrine/policy, and training curricula 
to standing departments and agencies instead of 
pushing for integration in these areas.

A selective approach to coordination, 
moreover, relies on the ability of agency offi-
cials to move and work effectively—and with 
authority—between standing departments 
and agencies. Rather than entrusting separate 
units with the task of transforming the work-
ing habits and cultures of organizations, the 

government should revitalize existing propos-
als for interagency reform, which aim at soften-
ing the seams between organizations in order 
to make them more permeable for interagency-
savvy staff. These require renewed debate on 
the optimal size and staff profile of a select 
cadre of so-called national security profession-
als, as well as on legislation to attract outstand-
ing individuals and provide them with viable 
career paths.27 While joint training modules for 
practitioners have attracted considerable atten-
tion over recent years, their ability to attract 
both funding and highly skilled individuals in 
the absence of concrete operational demands is 
uncertain. In this regard, it is more important 
to socialize governmental agencies into support-
ing interagency-focused staff to work flexibly on 
crosscutting issues than to train “interagency 
specialists” in a given domain. Hence, a repu-
table selection process for national security 
professionals that is regarded as such through-
out the government bureaucracy is a more sus-
tainable investment than the proliferation of 
specialized training modules. The latter may 
be added at relatively short notice and tailored 
to operational requirements as they arise—but 
only if a sufficient institutional basis for cross-
government working exists in the first place.

The cadre would differ from early S/CRS 
aspirations for a coordinating role as well as from 
its subsequent focus on rotating subject mat-
ter experts in and out of hardship assignments. 
Its main focus would be to ensure continuity in 
interagency consultations and provide a basis 
for expansion in times of increased demand for 
joint action. In other words, it would exert a 
steady “pulse function” within the bureaucracy 
through a network of officials who nevertheless 
remain part of the normal fabric of their parent 
organizations. Such crosscutting functional con-
cerns as gender equality and human rights have 
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become increasingly mainstreamed throughout 
the U.S. policymaking apparatus but still require 
a dedicated constituency that continues to remind 
departments of their commitments to these issues 
and advocates for their inclusion into policy 
instruments.28 The same applies to interagency or, 
more specifically, civilian-military coordination. 
Nearly a generation of governmental officials who 
have spent their formative years dealing with the 

complex challenges of Iraq and Afghanistan now 
instinctively adopts an inclusive perspective and 
considers coordination a fact of life rather than a 
chore. This legacy is at risk, however, if these offi-
cials do not see their behavior rewarded and sup-
ported by their home institutions through smart 
and sustainable incentive structures.

Reframing the Conceptual Basis

In addition to institutional arrangements, 
concepts and ideas that have shaped expecta-
tions about “the interagency” in the past should 
be reconsidered. Based on experiences in Iraq 
and Afghanistan, interagency cooperation has 
become epitomized for many by the model of 
“four guys in a Humvee”—a military officer, 
State official, one from USAID, and perhaps 
an intelligence analyst. At the same time, 
there is a sense among practitioners that this 
is unlikely to be the standard for future opera-
tions. Concerns over the perceived legitimacy 
of foreign interventions have encouraged the 
combination of civilian and military elements 
of power and the participation of a wide and 
diverse range of actors (civilian, military, gov-
ernmental, and nongovernmental) in the past, 

and will again. It is reasonable to assume that 
future operations will involve multiple actors 
who bring along intermittent disharmony, 
recurring conflicts of interest, and near-perma-
nent friction. A truly comprehensive approach 
therefore implies the cultivation of a certain 
degree of constructive friction among agencies. 
Different organizations are called upon to unite 
behind a common mission precisely because 
their staffs bring distinct skills and expertise to 
the table. A combination of different profes-
sional perspectives—rather than a single lens—
is deemed necessary to understand and respond 
to complex security challenges in contemporary 
interventions. Unity and harmony can neither 
be the precondition for nor the automatic out-
come of a comprehensive civilian-military or 
“smart power” approach. While often perceived 
as an indicator of failure, confrontation and fric-
tion among organizations may well be signs that 
a genuinely comprehensive approach is at work. 
Consequently, they deserve greater attention.

Many of the policy debates on complex 
operations have revolved around the notions 
of sequencing (of different actions or lines of 
operation) and transitioning (between differ-
ent actors). While these are inevitable byprod-
ucts of a multiagency operation, they should be 
accompanied by a more explicit and central rec-
ognition of tradeoffs that individual agencies are 
confronted with in the process. The tendency 
to call for joint processes by default should give 
way to more careful analysis of when and where 
integrated structures are indeed superior to (and 
more cost-effective than) agency-led processes. 
The main advantages to be gained from integra-
tion are a sense of shared ownership and greater 
levels of buy-in from participating agencies. 
The resulting products or processes, however, 
may lose some of their utility for individual 
agencies. Tradeoffs are most readily identified 

a truly comprehensive approach implies 
the cultivation of a certain degree of 
constructive friction among agencies
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when they have a direct impact on resources. 
For instance, the integration of planning and 
reporting systems requires civilian agencies to 
dispatch (reasonably senior) personnel to sub-
national headquarters and command centers in 
order to match the military command structure. 
This confronts short-staffed civilian agencies 
with difficult decisions over how to best allo-
cate scarce human resources. Less evident but 
possibly more significant tradeoffs have arisen 
in the past from differences in organizational 
cultures that relate to modes of decisionmaking, 
human resources, and knowledge management. 
Illustrations of these types of tradeoffs are found 
in the areas of joint doctrine and training, 
which have been key components of a whole-
of-government approach to stability operations.

In the realm of doctrine, past efforts 
to draft an interagency “counterinsurgency 
[COIN] guide” under the auspices of the State 
Department turned into a lengthy process, 
which ultimately produced an abstract docu-
ment that received little attention or buy-in 
within the wider bureaucracy. In an earlier issue 
of this journal, Raphael Cohen argues that “The 
very fact that the [COIN] guide was an inter-
agency product may have decreased its value” 
and that the guide reflected “a brokered con-
sensus rather than a singularly distinct point of 
view.”29 Interestingly, Cohen suggests that mili-
tary doctrine may be of greatest use to the inter-
agency community when serving as “a window 
into understanding the military as the dominant 
institution [in a COIN setting].”30 While inclu-
sive in its consultative phase, the doctrinal pro-
cess that led to the military’s widely acclaimed 
counterinsurgency field manual (FM 3-24) 
remained under the authority of a small team 
of authors with strong organizational leadership 
and control.31 The State Department’s inaugu-
ral Quadrennial Diplomacy and Development 

Review, in December 2010, which promoted 
an explicitly civilian perspective on conflict 
and crisis response, was a similarly inclusive 
but agency-driven process, which ultimately 
received greater recognition within government 
(and beyond) than the previous interagency-
focused initiative. In sum, interagency buy-in 
does not exclusively or automatically follow 
interagency authorship; and coherent agency-
specific products may ultimately capture a wider 
audience than interagency doctrine reduced to 
the lowest common denominator.

The experience of the past decade has fur-
ther shown that extensive training modules, 
as traditionally employed by military organiza-
tions, are not easily transferred to a whole-of-
government context. This is partly due to the 
discrepancy in staff numbers between military 
and civilian agencies, which makes it difficult 
for civilian officials to leave their desks unat-
tended to participate in joint exercises. Yet 
given the different nature of their expertise 
and interactions with stakeholders, diplomats 
and development experts also do not attribute 
the same value to large-scale standardized and 
repetitive exercising within their own organi-
zations. For the military, teambuilding, lead-
ership development, and the consolidation of 
skills and routines go largely hand in hand. 
Civilian stabilization experts who participate 
in joint exercises, however, may derive certain 
teambuilding benefits (if training schedules 
are synchronized with deployments) but not 

the past decade has shown that 
extensive training modules, as 
traditionally employed by military 
organizations, are not easily transferred 
to a whole-of-government context

SILveR BuLLet oR tIMe Suck?



44 |  FeatuReS PRISM 3, no. 3

necessarily any of the other benefits mentioned. 
Interagency training is thus not just a matter of 
how many people an agency can send to a joint 
exercise. It requires careful consideration of 
differences in approach to the development of 
human resources and the cultivation of exper-
tise within each partner organization.

While these examples require further 
discussion, they point to the conclusion that 
“joint” is not a quality seal per se. If joint 
programs and structures are not based on an 
explicit discussion of tradeoffs, they risk con-
suming considerable resources while producing 
little more than a shallow “feel good” effect in 
the interagency community.

Conclusion

The drawdown of American military pres-
ence in Iraq and Afghanistan has led to a reduc-
tion in the immediate demand for operational 
civilian-military coordination within the U.S. 
Government. The precise form that future opera-
tions will take is hard to predict. That they are 
likely to straddle the 20th-century boundaries 
between defense, diplomacy, and development 
is certain. The resulting challenge is to design a 
flexible institutional framework that allows agen-
cies to cooperate effectively if and where needed, 
while at the same time allowing them to priori-
tize scarce resources in accordance with distinctly 
different core mandates and working methods.

This article has outlined the shortcomings 
of a whole-of-government approach that relies 
on agreed procedure in the absence of agreed 
organization. It has provided an assessment of 
the contribution to interagency coordination in 
stability operations made by two recent coordi-
nation mechanisms—Provincial Reconstruction 
Teams and the Office of the Coordinator for 
Reconstruction and Stabilization. Two sets 
of recommendations have argued for a more 

selective approach to coordination, which 
allows for adaptation to variations in the 
demand for civilian-military coordination. 
Institutionally, this approach leads away from 
the integration of operational capability toward 
ensuring that the 3Ds are sufficiently connected 
to allow for coordination to be intensified when 
(and where) needed. Conceptually, these rec-
ommendations shift the focus away from an 
implicit quest for harmony toward more explicit 
recognition of the inevitability—and inher-
ent desirability—of continued friction among 
agencies within a comprehensive approach. 
Correspondingly, they emphasize the need to 
part with the assumption that joint processes 
are inevitably superior to agency-led processes.

The desire to identify, capture, and institu-
tionalize lessons from past and ongoing opera-
tions is a constant feature of policymaking. Yet 
none of the insights accumulated by organiza-
tions or individual practitioners over the years 
is an objective lesson that simply waits to be 
detected and distilled into best practice. The 
lessons our institutions ultimately retain depend 
on the assumptions that guide our analysis of 
what has happened. It is therefore crucial to 
examine the legacy of the past decade with a 
critical and open mind that is willing to ques-
tion the conventional wisdom, however wide-
spread. In that regard, it is not bad news that 
the focus on the operational integration of civil-
ian and military efforts that has characterized 
stability operations in Iraq and Afghanistan is 
now giving way to other concerns. This opens 
space for considerations that have not yet 
received sufficient attention. These include 
the need to cooperate more effectively with 
international organizations and other govern-
ments, the importance of taking local interloc-
utors seriously and building effective partner-
ships, and a shift in expertise from postconflict 
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reconstruction to conflict prevention. The past decade has clearly shown that interagency coordina-
tion comes at a price. Yet the investment may pay off if it helps agencies to become smart customers 
of each other’s strengths and tolerant toward each other’s requirements to do things differently. The 
answer lies—as usual—somewhere in the middle. PRISM
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