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The Army is making a concerted effort to change in order to meet the 
future. Efforts such as the creation of Army Futures Command and 
Cross Functional Teams are clear examples of the Army’s commitment 

to change. Such efforts must be sustained over multiple tenures. The Army 
must remain flexible enough to deal with unforeseen challenges, including 
preserving hard-learned counterinsurgency capabilities. The pitfalls of 

“groupthink” must be assiduously avoided. Finally, and perhaps most impor-
tantly, rather than seeking to match and exceed each of our adversary’s 
investments, the Army must focus on enabling its own operational concepts 
and seeking answers to tough operational and tactical problems.

Executive Summary

The Army has embarked on an ambitious campaign to modernize and 
transform. Army leaders have made multiple well-conceived changes to 
drive and facilitate modernization including the organization of Futures 
Command and the introduction of new modernization priorities. These 
are thoughtful, but over the course of the Army’s history, modernization 
has proven challenging—with success shown to depend on the presence of 
an enduring and powerful vision lasting over the tenure of several leaders. 
Experience has also shown that the organizational processes and leadership 
applied to modernization can be just as important as the intellectual basis 
of the transformation.

In the past, the Army has had the luxury to develop concepts and doctrine 
based on a single monolithic adversary (e.g., the Soviet Union) operating in 
a defined geographic area (e.g., Central Europe). The situation today could 
not be more different, which requires the Army to consider many more 
potential scenarios and environments. The new National Defense Strategy’s 
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focus on great power competition is helpful, but it should not be interpreted 
to exclude other regional or counterinsurgency challenges.

This report focuses on the Army. It is the third in the series of Heritage 
Foundation Special Reports focusing on the future of the U.S. military, 
specifically providing recommendations to develop the services to deliver 
increased capabilities by the year 2030.

Despite the multitude of missions the Army is called upon to perform, 
its core purpose is to fight and win the nation’s wars on land. Predicting 
the end of conventional war on land is fashionable. Purported experts who 
regularly forecast the obsolescence of kinetic wars in favor of conflicts 
featuring cyberattacks, disinformation, and electronic warfare argue for 
the disinvestment of conventional capabilities in favor of these alterna-
tive capabilities. While the character of war is, in fact, changing—and some 
investment in these capabilities is warranted—it is the U.S. preeminence 
in warfighting that has deterred outright aggression and maintained the 
peace. Proposals to shift entirely to new capabilities should be viewed with 
extreme skepticism.

Background

Providing guidance for Army modernization efforts is the January 2018 
National Defense Strategy (NDS) and Joint Concepts. The NDS signaled 
a major change in direction to which the Army and other services are still 
adapting. The recognition that China and Russia are the two priorities for 
the Department of Defense has major implications for Army force structure, 
equipment, doctrine, and organization that will take years to incorporate. 
Joint concepts written in 2012, including the Capstone Concept for Joint 
Operations, helped set the stage for the Army to conceive of its current 
concept—the U.S. Army in Multi-Domain Operations (MDO)—but now 
needs an update.

The U.S. Army is the strongest and most capable Army in the world. Never-
theless, it finds itself in 2019 having been shaped by several forces that make 
the imperative for modernization all the more important. Eighteen years of 
counterinsurgency (COIN) in Iraq and Afghanistan profoundly shaped Army 
organizations, equipment, training, leader development, and doctrine. While 
the Army is working hard to restore the focus on large-scale conventional 
warfare, it also wisely recognizes the need to retain capability to conduct 
COIN operations, highlighted by continuing missions in Afghanistan and Iraq.

Army budgets and end strength were sharply reduced during the period 
2011 to 2016 as a consequence of the Budget Control Act and the prior 



 August 22, 2019 | 3SPECIAL REPORT | No. 215
heritage.org

Administration’s priorities. Readiness was poor, equipment aging, and man-
power dwindling. Significant funding increases in 2017 through 2019 have 
helped the Army change its trajectory, and end strength is slowly growing, 
albeit constrained by a tough recruiting environment.

Army leaders have gone on the record to say that the Army is too small. 
Chief of Staff General Mark Milley has said the Regular Army should be in 
the neighborhood of 540,000 (from 478,000 today) with similar increases 
in the National Guard and Army Reserve. Additionally, the allocation of 
forces between its components—Regular, Guard, and Reserve—over time 
has become distorted, with units whose mission or type are better suited 
for one component located in another.

Contrary to the common narrative, there have been some great suc-
cesses in Army equipping during the past 18 years. Army units have been 
provided with newly designed equipment to help them succeed in COIN 
environments, including counter–improvised explosive device systems, 
unmanned aerial vehicles, and body armor. When major programs of record 
are considered, however, the record is dismal. Nearly every major Army 
program in the past 20 years has ended in termination. Army leaders now 
hope to change that record.

Just as the Army’s manpower and budget have changed, so, too, has its 
posture. In 1985, the Army had over one-third of its forces permanently 
stationed overseas. Today that number is around 10 percent.

Efforts to plan and execute successful modernization should be informed 
by prior Army initiatives. Some efforts launched to great fanfare ultimately 
fell short. Others that were fortunate enough to take place outside major 
conflict and budget drawdowns, and that were patiently led and shepherded 
through many obstacles, succeeded. The development of AirLand Battle 
doctrine, Force XXI capabilities, Stryker Brigade Combat Teams, and Task 
Force Modularity features prominently among the successful efforts to 
modernize and adapt the Army. Each of those efforts featured the Chief of 
Staff of the Army in a key role—either leading the change or supporting and 
delegating the essential authority—to make it successful.

Army modernization must also be guided by anticipated future environ-
ment, threats, technology, and allied capabilities. Global environmental 
and demographic conditions will contribute to an increased possibility of 
conflict. The variability of threats and conflict environments leads to a need 
for a balanced and sufficiently large Army comprised of armored, light- and 
medium-weight forces (forward-postured where possible and, for those 
not forward, packaged for expeditionary operations). Russia and China 
appropriately serve to “anchor” the upper range of the potential threats the 
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U.S. Army could face, but despite the attractiveness of doing so, the service 
cannot solely focus on those threats to the exclusion of others. To do so 
would repeat the mistakes of the past. The Army should not misconstrue 
the guidance on China and Russia as the “principal priorities,” but should 
remain ready for other conflicts.

Despite the inherent hazards associated with forecasting, the Army has 
no choice but to make bets. When dealing with a 1-million-person organi-
zation, equipping, training, and leader development typically take at least 
a decade to make any substantive change. The Army must therefore make 
bets now to remain a preeminent land power. The world of 2019 is a far 
different place from 2012—and it will likely change multiple times again 
by 2030, the horizon for this paper.

Implications for the U.S. Army

Attention must be paid to the techniques and methods to manage change 
in the Army. Continuity of leaders, intellectual preparation of leaders, and 
the designation of change agents have all proven essential to the success of 
prior modernization efforts.

Concept. Driving the effort is the Army’s new warfighting concept, The 
U.S. Army in Multi-Domain Operations, published in December 2018. It 
proposes the central problem to be solved is layered standoff—the array of 
systems and techniques employed by an adversary to keep U.S. forces at a 
distance. This concept contains fresh thinking on how to solve the problem 
by penetrating and disintegrating enemy anti-access and area-denial (A2/
AD) zones. Complicating development of the concept is the need to focus on 
multiple adversaries with capabilities and doctrine that are roughly similar 
today but promise to diverge over time. Authors of the concept propose that 
solving the layered standoff problem results in the defeat of the adversary, 
but that premise seems tenuous. Broadening the problem to include the 
subsequent defeat of enemy forces seems like the answer.

A further challenge for the concept is that it contains the vulnerability 
that it is dependent on the embrace and support of organizations outside 
the control of the Army, to wit, the other Services, the Chairman of the 
Joint Chiefs, and the Office of the Secretary of Defense (OSD). Without their 
support, MDO will fail.

Experimentation. The Army has created an organization to experiment 
with the new concept and equipment. But with the demise of Joint Forces 
Command, conducting large-scale joint experimentation is difficult and sub-
ject to service bias. Army experimentation must be continuous and robust.
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Manpower. By all measures, the Army is too small for its current mis-
sions. It must grow to a size sufficient for it to be able to accomplish the 
National Defense Strategy at less than high risk and, simultaneously, must 
take action to reduce manpower in non-essential areas and constrain costs.

Materiel. The Army has identified modernized equipment as a key 
objective and established six materiel priorities. These priorities are very 
useful for decision making. The priorities should be based on an evaluation 
of current versus required capabilities, assessed against the capability’s 
overall criticality to success, all tied to a future aim point, 2030, by a force 
employing MDO doctrine. When these priorities are viewed through this 
lens, questions emerge. The Army should consider according a higher pri-
ority to the network and a lesser priority to future vertical lift, based on the 
author’s assessment.

Most envisioned Army programs are well-conceived; however, this paper 
makes recommendations regarding hypersonic missiles, long-range strate-
gic cannons, anti-ship cruise missiles, combat vehicles, and other systems 
for the Army’s consideration. The Army must be constantly on guard to 
resist the urge to invest in technologies that do not directly contribute to a 
problem identified in the MDO concept.

The Army acknowledges that as it modernizes materiel, it must also adapt 
organizations. Army efforts to rethink the echelonment of capabilities, to a 
degree reversing years of building a brigade-centric force, are sound. The 
Army should reduce its over-investment in infantry brigade combat teams 
in favor of more armor brigade combat teams and other capabilities. The 
Army should reconsider the allocation of unit types and quantities among 
all three of its components and design the force that best reduces risk in 
the execution of the NDS.

Finally, recognizing that changing force posture is a difficult proposition, 
the Army should advocate to permanently forward station more combat 
forces in Eastern Europe and Southwest Asia.

Rather than seeking to match and exceed each of our adversary’s invest-
ments, the Army must focus on enabling its own operational concepts and 
seeking answers to tough operational and tactical problems. Given the 
quality of the soldiers and leaders we see on display in Iraq, Afghanistan, 
South Korea, and 137 other countries around the globe, the Army will, as it 
has throughout our nation’s history, succeed.
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Introduction

Making predictions about the future is both hard and hazardous, but 
nonetheless necessary. Nine years ago, a senior Army officer stated: “The 
Army will not face the threat of attack from the air in the foreseeable future.”1

This confidently made prediction led to the Army’s cancellation of its 
Surface Launched Advanced Medium-Range Air-to-Air Missile (SLAM-
RAAM) program, designed to fill a range gap between Stinger missiles and 
the Patriot system.2 Today, in 2019, air defense in this range represents a 
major capability gap for the Army.

As the SLAMRAAM example suggests, good people, trying their best, 
made the decision based on a then-reasonable prediction about the future. 
They just happened to be wrong. Since World War II the U.S. Army has 
strived to transform and adapt to meet the challenges of anticipated adver-
saries, technologies, and environments—with mixed success. As the Army 
embarks on another ambitious effort to modernize itself, this time for great 
power competition, how should it proceed? What investments and changes 
should it make? How can it learn from the past, recognizing the trail is lit-
tered with unsuccessful efforts?

The task for the Army is no less than to develop a force capable of 
deterring and defeating aggression by China and Russia, while also remain-
ing prepared to deal with other regional adversaries (Iraq and North Korea), 
violent extremist organizations, and other unforeseen challenges.3 The 
Army lacks the certainty of a single principal competitor (the Soviet Union) 
and location (NATO) that drove change in the 1980s.

The situation more resembles, as RAND’s Dr. David Johnson has noted, 
the 1940s, when the United States faced two competitors—Nazi Germany and 
Imperial Japan—who were peers in their regions.4 As my colleague, Dakota 
Wood, argues in the introductory paper of this series, this reality calls for new 
approaches. Consequently, we will advocate for the “U.S. military to shift its 
thinking from the 20-year lead approach—in constant pursuit of the next 
transformative moment—to a more iterative and evolutionary approach.”5 
Specifically, we advocate for the Army to avoid technological overreach and 
development of elaborate multi-element programs in favor of programs that 
are achievable and solve a problem identified in its operational concept.

A good example of a program that followed these tenets would be the 
M1 tank. Its turbine engine, associated dash speed, stabilized gun system, 
and Chobham armor enabled the Army to successfully execute its AirLand 
Battle doctrine, giving Army units the ability to conduct rapid maneuvers 
on an extended battlefield.6
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A central theme of this paper is to caution the Army against the emer-
gence of “groupthink,” the phenomena that occurs when subordinates 
mimic the thinking of their superiors.7 Ask anyone why the Army’s Future 
Combat System (FCS) failed spectacularly, and most of the answers you 
get will revolve around unrealistic requirements underpinned by overly 
ambitious technological goals. Official after-action reports reinforce that 
belief.8 Less well described is how the Army and its leaders internally failed 
to recognize and deal with growing problems with the FCS program, starting 
from its formal initiation in 2003 to its spectacular collapse in 2009. Much 
of this can be attributed to groupthink—officials, often senior, unwilling or 
unable to question the status quo.

The same risks exist today. Critical thinking is the antithesis of group-
think and must be encouraged at all levels.9 Army professional journals 
and forums should be filled with soldiers continually questioning opera-
tional concepts, modernization priorities, and supporting modernization 
programs. Professional dissent should be rewarded, not punished. To their 
credit, today Army senior leaders are personally invested in modernization 
and speak often and candidly about Army programs. The downside to such 
visible commitment is that any critique of these public opinions could be 
perceived as disloyal. Leaders must therefore actively seek viewpoints from 
multiple sources and reward critical thinking.

The Rebuilding America’s Military Project

This Special Report is the third in a series from The Heritage Founda-
tion’s Center for National Defense titled The Rebuilding America’s Military 
Project series that addresses the U.S. military’s efforts to both prepare for 
future challenges and rebuild a military depleted after years of conflict in 
the Middle East and ill-advised reductions in both funding and end strength.

The first in the series of papers, Rebuilding America’s Military: Think-
ing About the Future, published July 24, 2018, provides a framework for 
how we should think about the future and principles for future planning. 
Rebuilding America’s Military: The United States Marine Corps, published 
March 21, 2019, discusses the current status of the U.S. Marine Corps and 
provides prescriptions for returning the Corps to its focus as a powerful and 
value-added element of U.S. naval power. This paper, Rebuilding America’s 
Military: The United States Army, provides context and recommendations 
on how the U.S. Army should approach planning for future conflicts out to 
the year 2030.
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Land Power and the U.S. Army

Samuel Huntington wrote that a military service must understand its 
purpose or role in implementing national policy. Without such an under-
standing, he wrote, the service “becomes purposeless, it wallows about amid 
a variety of conflicting and confusing goals and ultimately it suffers both 
physical and moral degeneration.”10 The U.S. Army does not suffer from such 
a lack of understanding but has in the past suffered from identity crises over 
its relevance, especially when an existential threat requiring land power 
was not evident.11

The Army is the oldest and most senior branch of military. 
According to law:

[The Army] shall be organized, trained, and equipped primarily for prompt 

and sustained combat incident to operations on land. It is responsible for 

the preparation of land forces necessary for the effective prosecution of war 

except as otherwise assigned and, in accordance with integrated joint mobili-

zation plans, for the expansion of the peacetime components of the Army to 

meet the needs of war.12

War can take place in the air, at sea, in space, or now, in cyberspace. But 
it is typically on land that most wars are ultimately won or lost.13 Because 
people live on land and because to achieve decision an adversary must real-
ize they have been defeated (less obvious with conflict in other domains), 
land will typically be the most decisive domain.

T. R. Fehrenbach, a veteran of the Korean war and author, perhaps said 
it best when he wrote:

Americans in 1950 rediscovered something that since Hiroshima they had for-

gotten: you may fly over a land forever; you may bomb it, atomize it, pulverize 

it and wipe it clean of life—but if you desire to defend it, protect it, and keep it 

for civilization, you must do this on the ground, the way the Roman legions did, 

by putting your young men into the mud.14

In addition to the attributes that land forces possess to achieve a decision, 
the presence of land forces signifies a powerful U.S. commitment versus 
just a presence. The commitment of the U.S. Army “is the most credible 
signal of U.S. commitment to a nation or region.”15 Such a commitment also 
contributes to deterrence, specifically deterrence-by-denial, which makes it 
clear to potential adversaries that they will not succeed in their aggression.
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End of Land Warfare?

Beginning at least as early as World War I, individuals have predicted 
the end of large-scale conventional war on land. Pointing to the horrors 
of “The Great War” and the Battle of the Somme—which killed over 57,000 
British soldiers in one day and 419,000 in four months—a view was advanced 
that no rational nation or leader would ever again willingly initiate such 
a disaster.16 Then, in the aftermath of the calamity of World War II, the 
argument was updated using the idea that the fear of nuclear escalation 
would essentially prohibit nuclear-equipped nations from ever engaging 
in large-scale land combat.17

Later, after the Korean and Vietnam Wars, some suggested that growing 
global economic interconnectivity between nations would serve to bind 
nations in such a web of interdependence that it would render war much 
less attractive and, therefore, impractical. In the years following the end 
of the Cold War and the 1991 conflict in Iraq, the arguments shifted to a 
contention that a growing number of democracies in the world, or just a 
general overall decline in violence over time, would lead to a reduction in 
inter-state conflict, particularly major land conflict.18

Similarly, others point out that potential future adversaries have closely 
observed the superior manner in which the United States goes to war and 
would thus never choose to contest American interests on land in con-
ventional conflict, but would instead launch devastating cyber, electronic 
warfare, space, and disinformation campaigns. These critics propose that 
future wars will now be exclusively fought in the ambiguity of the “gray zone” 
and that the U.S. should consequently reduce its holdings in conventional 
land forces in favor of these “soft power” capabilities.19

Indeed, investment in some of these capabilities is probably warranted, 
but completely absent in those arguments is the understanding that poten-
tial adversaries have opted not to contest America’s military forces on land 
solely because of the extraordinary dominance that the U.S. has displayed, 
and that such superiority is not our birthright. If the U.S. wishes to con-
tinue to deter large conventional ground combat and keep conflict in the 

“gray zone,” it requires a continued investment in those capabilities and the 
capacity to ensure any potential adversary is adequately deterred.

Despite the optimism that sporadically breaks out, it seems clear that for 
the foreseeable future, America will need a strong army, capable of deterring 
and defeating both near-peer competitors and regional adversaries. As Dr. 
Michael O’Hanlon of the Brookings Institution summarized, “We may not 
have an interest in large scale ground combat, but it has an interest in us. 
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Put differently, in contemplating the character and scale of future warfare, 
the enemy gets a vote too.”20

Joint Concepts and National Defense Strategies Since 2010

To accomplish its proper role in the joint force and properly plan for the 
future, the Army must respond to both joint concepts and defense strategies 
and guidance. The 2017 National Defense Authorization Act made wel-
come changes to portions of the Department of Defense’s (DOD’s) strategy 
development process by replacing what had become a relatively useless 
Quadrennial Defense Review exercise with a true National Defense Strategy.

Although it has been superseded, where the Army stands today is a partial 
reflection of the 2012 Defense Strategic Guidance. Despite being released 
only seven years ago, it reflects a series of assumptions that now appear 
flawed, emphasizing the hazards of predicting the future. The guidance 
emphasized “smaller, leaner…and technologically advanced forces.” The 
guidance judged the U.S. relationship with Russia as “important” and called 
for the U.S. “to build a closer relationship.” The document also declared the 
end of the war in Iraq and did not anticipate the rise of the Islamic State. 
China was assessed to be interested in “building a cooperative bilateral 
relationship” based on a mutual desire for “peace and stability in East Asia.” 
Counterterrorism and Irregular Warfare were at the top of the list of the 
Joint Force’s missions.21

This guidance drove cuts to the Army by moving the DOD’s force-sizing 
construct away from a two-war construct and by directing that forces not 
be sized to account for stability operations. The guidance put the Army on a 
drawdown path to a Regular Army component size of 450,000—a trajectory 
not changed until the election of President Donald Trump. Force sizing is 
a task best done gradually, so reversing course and then growing the Army 
is not easy.

By contrast, two major joint concepts written around the same time seem 
prescient today. The Joint Operational Access Concept and the Capstone 
Concept for Joint Operations, both published in 2012, emphasized the 
need for increased joint integration and the synergy to be derived therein. 
The concepts described the complementary versus additive employment 
of capabilities in different domains, particularly important in light of the 
growing recognition of cyber and space as warfighting domains.22 These 
documents contain the seeds of the Army’s Multi-Domain Operations con-
cept. The military now needs an updated Joint Operating Concept; much 
has changed since 2012.
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The publication of the 2018 National Defense Strategy signaled a major 
shift. In a clean break with earlier optimism, China was assessed as seeking 

“Indo–Pacific regional hegemony,” while Russia desires to “shatter the North 
Atlantic Treaty Organization and change European and Middle East security 
and economic structures to its favor.” China and Russia are designated the 

“principal priorities” for the DOD. The strategy calls for modernization of 
key capabilities of significance for the Army, among them “forward force 
maneuver and posture resilience,” missile defense, and “joint lethality in 
contested environments.”23 The new strategy currently enjoys broad accep-
tance, including from the bipartisan congressionally chartered commission 
tasked with evaluating the strategy, which pronounced it “constructive.”24

Overview of Today’s Army

The Army provides the nation with the capability to conduct sustained 
land combat. Although it maintains a number of capabilities, for example, 
missile defense and theater-opening capabilities, its chief value to the 
nation is its ability to defeat and destroy enemy land forces in battle.

The Army, more so than any service, felt the impact of years of counterin-
surgency (COIN) operations in Iraq and Afghanistan. Army organizational 
structure, modernization programs, doctrine, and training were all signifi-
cantly modified to better enable success in COIN operations. Modernization 
programs, such as air defense systems not viewed as complementary to 
COIN operations, were terminated. Brigade and division capabilities were 
reduced and re-aligned to facilitate COIN warfare. Combat Training Center 
rotations almost exclusively focused on stability scenarios. Leaders and sol-
diers often went for years without practicing their core combat tasks, such 
as counterbattery fire or tank gunnery. As is often the case, when the Army 
sets its mind to do something, it does it completely and without reserva-
tion. Such was the Army’s adaptation to COIN operations. This trait can be 
extraordinarily powerful, but making long-term decisions based on current 
conflicts is risky. In hindsight, operations from 2003 to 2015 were not a 
useful basis to make decisions about future Army programs and structures.

Today the Army is shifting in accordance with national direction to focus 
on great power competition. Characteristically, the Army is “all in.” Combat 
Training Center scenarios now focus nearly exclusively on high-end deci-
sive action. New materiel programs, like longer-range artillery with utility 
in near-peer competitor situations, are being initiated, and organizational 
structures are being re-examined. Warfighting concepts and doctrine are 
also shifting to this new construct.
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This is all appropriate, but unlike in the aftermath of the Vietnam War, 
when the 1976 version of the Army’s primary doctrinal manual contained 
absolutely no mention of COIN operations, the Army has thus far seen fit to 
preserve some capabilities like Security Force Assistance Brigades, counter 
drone equipment, and robust Special Operations capabilities. As it moves to 
the future, the Army must guard against the pendulum swinging too far in 
the new direction of great power competition and should maintain critical 
capabilities for COIN and stability operations, including the supporting 
intellectual underpinnings.

Regarding the Army’s experience with COIN, Dr. David Johnson quoted 
historian Russell Weigley, who wrote: “Whenever after the Revolution the 
American army had to conduct a counterguerrilla campaign—in the Second 
Seminole War of 1835–1842, the Filipino Insurrection of 1899–1903, and 
in Vietnam in 1965–1973—it found itself almost without an institutional 
memory of such experiences, had to relearn appropriate tactics at exorbi-
tant costs, and yet tended after each episode to regard it as an aberration 
that need not be repeated.”25 The Army should heed this warning.

Resources. Budget cuts from the 2011 Budget Control Act and end-
strength reductions based on the 2012 Defense Planning Guidance and 2014 
Quadrennial Defense Review badly wounded the Army. By 2016, Regular 
Army end strength was dropping precipitously toward a point potentially 
as low as 420,000 (with some predicting 350,000)—the lowest the Army 
had seen since 1939. Readiness among Army units was poor, with as many 
as two-thirds of Army brigades not ready for combat and readiness being 
managed solely with the objective to ensure next deploying units were 
ready—but with associated severe impacts on others.26 In 2017, the Vice 
Chief of Staff of the Army, General Daniel Allyn, testified that the Army was 

“outranged, outgunned and outdated.”27

The budget and end-strength increases provided by the Trump Admin-
istration starting in 2017 have had an unquestionably salutary impact. 
The Administration has requested a total of $182 billion for the Army in 
2020, compared to its appropriated 2015 budget of $151 billion, a sizable 
increase of 20 percent. End strength is re-growing, albeit slowly, with the 
Army requesting a Regular Army size of 480,000 in 2020.28 In March 2019, 
General Mark Milley, Army Chief of Staff, reported that 90 percent of bri-
gade combat teams were “ready.”29

These welcome budget increases, however, mask a pernicious issue 
in the overall defense budget. Defense costs are growing much faster 
than inflation. As defense budget expert Todd Harrison identifies, the 
defense budget proposed for 2019 was 82 percent higher in real terms 
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than it was at the end of the Cold War in 1998, but the size of the military 
force is 9 percent smaller. Military and civilian labor costs have grown in 
the past 20 years at 64 percent and 31 percent, respectively, over infla-
tion. Operations and Maintenance accounts have grown at an average of 
3.4 percent above inflation over the same time period.30 Bringing these 
costs in line with inflation seems unattainable, so the reality will be that 
defense budgets, to even maintain constant buying power, must grow at 
a rate greater than inflation.

Organization. The Brigade Combat Team (BCT) is the basic combined 
arms building block of the Army. Divisions normally include two to five 
BCTs.31 Numerous other combat capabilities, including engineers, military 
police, and sustainment also exist that allow the Army to accomplish its full 
range of missions. Roughly one-third of the Army is comprised of combat 
forces, with the other two-thirds performing institutional, training, and 
other missions.32

In 2020, the Army has requested authority for the number of formations 
shown in Table 1.

BCT* Type Regular Army Army National Guard Total

Armor BCt 11 5 16

Infantry BCt 13 20 33

stryker BCt 7 2 9

TOTAL 31 27 58

Headquarters Type Regular Army Army National Guard Total

Division Headquarters 10 8 19

Corps Headquarters 3 0 3

Field Army 1 0 1

sR215  A  heritage.org

*BCT— Brigade Combat Team
SOURCES: Department of the Army, “Fiscal Year (FY) 2020 Budget Estimates”, Vol. 1, Operations and Maintenance, 
Army, March 2019, p. 87, https://www.asafm.army.mil/documents/BudgetMaterial/fy2020/oma_vol1.pdf, (accessed 
May 29, 2019); Department of the Army, “Fiscal Year (FY) 2020 Budget Estimates,” March 2019, Vol. I, Operations 
and Maintenance, Army National Guard, p. 47, https://www.asafm.army.mil/documents/BudgetMaterial/fy2020/
omng.pdf, (accessed May 29, 2019), Headquarters, Department of the Army, DAMO-FMF, “Army 2019,” unpublished 
slide presentation, April 11, 2019.

TABLE 1

Major Army Combat Formations and Headquarters
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As shown in Chart 1, the Army is unique in the size of, and reliance on, 
reserve components. Capabilities are divided among the Army Reserve, the 
Army National Guard, and the Regular Army, with all combat arms found 
in either the National Guard or the Regular Army. The full-time force, the 
Regular Army, costs the most, but is able to maintain the highest levels of 
readiness. The part-time forces, Reserve and National Guard, cost less and 
are typically not able to achieve as high a level of readiness, especially as 
the echelon level or complexity of tasks increase.

Optimally, the distribution of units among the three components would 
be based on the need to execute the defense strategy at the lowest level 
of risk. Often, however, such a rational decision-making approach has 
fallen victim to politics or other external factors. National Guard division 
headquarters, for example, are typically maintained in excess of Army 
requirements but are difficult to reduce due to external pressures.33

Additionally, when deciding which capabilities should be in the three Army 
components, there is a widely held belief that General Creighton Abrams, 
Army Chief of Staff from 1972 to 1974, directed that critical logistical elements 
be placed in the Reserve to ensure that future American Presidents would 
be required to mobilize the Reserve to conduct any sort of significant ground 
war—and thus involve the American people.34 Whether or not there was such 
a policy, today it would be difficult to send the Army to war without imme-
diately mobilizing elements of the Reserve. Relations between the Regular 
Army and the National Guard have, at times, been strained, particularly when 
resources become scarce. Today, relationships between the components are 
close, based primarily on outreach by Army leaders.

Regular
Army
48%

(478,000 Soldiers)

Army
National

Guard
33%

(335,500)

Army Reserve
19%

(189,250)
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SOURCE: Department of the Army, “Army FY 2020 Budget Overview,” March 2019, p. 6, https://www.asafm.
army.mil/documents/BudgetMaterial/fy2020/Army%20FY%202020%20Budget%20Overview.pdf 
(accessed May 29, 2019).
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Army Manpower. Michael O’Hanlon of the Brookings Institution points 
out that America has balanced between “dueling paradigms in sizing its 
ground forces.” On the one hand, it has a romanticized version of a citi-
zen–soldier coming to the aid of his country, and then when the conflict 
is over, returning to his peacetime profession. This image fits neatly with 
the Founding Father’s distrust of large standing armies. The contrasting 
view emerged post–World War II with the U.S. convinced it must remain 
engaged in the world with a large professional army.35 Strength levels have 
thus fluctuated from 165,000 Regular Army soldiers in 1938 to over 8 million 
in 1945. Since then, the Army has been on a generally downward trajectory 
to where it stands today at approximately 478,000, with 480,000 requested 
for FY 2020. (See Chart 2.)

Manpower is costly, the most expensive single element in the Army 
budget. In an effort to find savings, the Obama Administration began to 
sharply reduce the size of the Army, from 562,000 in 2012 to 475,000 in 2016, 
with announced intent to go to 450,000 in 2018—and perhaps lower still.36 
As already noted, the supporting rational for the reductions, the revised 
Defense Planning Guidance in 2012, stated, “U.S. forces will no longer be 
sized to conduct large-scale, prolonged stability operations.” It also altered 
the DOD’s force construct to include a more modest requirement to defeat 
a potential adversary as well as “denying the objectives of—or imposing 
unacceptable costs on—an opportunistic aggressor in a second region.”37

SR215  A  heritage.org

SOURCE: Department of the 
Army, “Budget Overview 
Briefings,” Fiscal Years 2011 
through 2020, available at 
https://www.asafm.army.mil/
oces/bu/content.aspx?what= 
BudgetMaterials
(accessed May 29, 2019).
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Army leaders are on record consistently expressing the need for a bigger 
Army. General Milley has stated that he believes the Regular Army should 
number between 540,000 and 550,000; the National Guard from 350,000 
to 355,000; and the Reserve between 205,000 and 209,000.38 He has further 
clarified this assessment to say that levels below these numbers represent 

“high” risk.
The Army had hoped to restore its Regular Army end strength quickly 

back to a level over 500,000 but in 2018 experienced difficulties meeting its 
recruiting goals, falling short by 6,500 volunteers (although in the process 
recruiting 70,000 individuals, the most in 10 years).

Army Equipping. With the exception of the Stryker vehicle and 
unmanned aerial vehicles, the Army is currently depending on equipment 
largely delivered in the 1980s and incrementally improved since. From 2002 
through 2014, for a variety of reasons, nearly every major Army moderniza-
tion program was terminated. These include the Crusader artillery system 
in 2002, the Comanche helicopter in 2004, Aerial Common Sensor aircraft 
in 2006, the Armed Reconnaissance Helicopter in 2008, the Future Combat 
Systems in 2009, and the Ground Combat Vehicle in 2014.39 Each system suf-
fered from its own challenges, but in general, the programs either experienced 
funding cuts, were overly ambitious, key leaders changed and consequently 
so did the priorities, or the requirements changed in mid-stride.

The only “new-design” Army major equipment program currently in the 
procurement stage is the Joint Lightweight Tactical Vehicle (JLTV), but the 
Army has recently initiated multiple research and development programs 
with the aspiration to begin procurement as early as the mid-2020s.

In an effort to achieve better modernization outcomes, the Army acti-
vated a new four-star command Army Futures Command (AFC) reaching 
full operating capability in July 2019. Army modernization currently com-
mands the attention of senior leaders, and they are devoting a great deal 
of time to overseeing programs and reviewing requirements. Six modern-
ization priorities have been established and eight cross-functional teams 
created to manage requirements and programs.40

Army Posture. The 2018 National Defense Strategy calls out the need 
to “[d]evelop a lethal, agile, and resilient force posture and employment” 
as a key means to “build a more lethal force.”41 In the past 20 years, the 
Army has primarily become a U.S.-based expeditionary force. In 1985, 36 
percent of the Army was stationed overseas; today that figure is 10 per-
cent.42 The desire to find a peace dividend following the dissolution of the 
Soviet Union, combined with the reluctance to close bases in the United 
States, led to large-scale base closure overseas. The Secretary of Defense’s 
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Integrated Global Posture and Basing Study (IGPBS), completed in 2004, 
directed the removal of heavy forces from Europe, a leaner command and 
support structure in Europe, a reliance on rotational forces, and a reduction 
in forces in South Korea.43

Continuing this trend, in 2015 the Army shifted from a forward-stationed 
Brigade Combat Team on the Korean Peninsula to a rotational unit. In 2017, 
on the heels of Russian aggression in the Ukraine, U.S.-stationed armor 
BCTs began a continuous “heel-to-toe” rotation to Europe to enhance 
deterrence and warfighting capability and to compensate for the fact that 
there were no longer any heavy U.S. Army forces in Europe.44 Thus far, the 
Army’s position has been that rotational BCTs provide a trained and ready 
unit, and consequently higher readiness, than a forward-stationed unit 
faced with frequent personnel transition. Critics of the rotational model 
argue that forward-stationed units provide more deterrent value, allow 
units to become more familiar with the environment, and are less costly 
(if rotational units deploy with their equipment).45

Fifteen years later, the United States faces a vastly different geopolitical 
situation from what was considered in the DOD’s 2004 IGPBS. Yet, unlike 
other choices like equipment, reversing decisions concerning basing and 
real estate are much more difficult. Current Army overseas presence is a 
sobering reminder of the consequences of making decisions with long-last-
ing consequences during periods of strategic uncertainty.

Army Adaptation Since World War II

The Army possesses a mixed history of adaptation to threats and environ-
ment since World War II. Changing an institution the size of the U.S. Army 
is no small undertaking and requires a combination of clear vision, ruthless 
execution, and steely resolve. Certainly, as important as those other factors, 
change requires luck. The best-conceived plan to change the Army can be 
derailed by an unforeseen conflict requiring the commitment of the entire 
institution to succeed or an unexpected reduction in funding. Fundamental 
change usually requires a relatively stable period when it is possible to step 
back and consider the environment and threats. Change in the midst of war 
is possible, for example the introduction of the 1st Cavalry Division (Airmo-
bile) in Vietnam in 1965 or the reorganization into modular Brigade Combat 
Teams via Task Force Modularity from 2003 to 2005, but such examples are 
rare and normally more tactical in nature.46 To actually implement across-
the-board change also requires resources, typically more than are available 
in the midst of a drawdown, something the Army undergoes with regularity.
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Concepts Versus Doctrine. The Army prides itself on being driven by 
warfighting concepts that “establish the intellectual foundation for Army 
modernization and help Army leaders identify opportunities to improve 
future force capabilities.”47 Doctrine, on the other hand, guides current 
operations. While different, the terms are often mistakenly used inter-
changeably. A concept is typically not executable today and is focused on 
the future, while doctrine must be executable today, i.e., to “fight tonight.”

Army change has not always been driven by an official concept referred 
to as such, but to be successful, the change agent(s) should have a “sense 
of a problem to be solved, the components of the solution to that problem, 
and the interaction of those components in solving the problem.”48 This 
type of thinking normally only results from close reflective study of a wide 
spectrum of technology, threat, history, world settings, and trends.

Change can come as a result of external pressure, internal leadership 
from an Army Chief of Staff or other senior leader, or, occasionally, from a 
more junior, but determined, group of advocates.

What follows summarizes major Army change efforts since World War 
II, recognizing that each of these can and has been the topic of individ-
ual monographs.

The Louisiana Maneuvers. Through World War II and the Korean War, 
Army doctrine and organization largely only changed to meet near-term 
wartime needs. Chief of Staff General George Marshall (1939–1946) directed 
the 1941 General Headquarters Maneuvers (also known as the Louisiana 
Maneuvers) featuring over 400,000 soldiers in multiple states. Most of the 
insights were gained in training and leadership, but from these exercises 
erroneous lessons influenced tank employment and organization in ways 
that did not account for German capabilities.49

The Atomic Age. General Maxwell Taylor (Chief: 1955–1959) was 
essentially coerced by the Eisenhower Administration to adapt the Army to 
the requirements of the atomic battlefield or risk irrelevance. The Army’s 
response to the nuclear age was the Pentomic Division. The division included 
five battle groups and was a reaction to Eisenhower’s “Era of Massive Retalia-
tion” and New Look policies.50 The ostensible purpose was to survive a nuclear 
attack and successfully employ tactical nuclear weapons. However, history 
has been unkind in its assessment of this effort, to wit: “[I]n its attempt to 
market itself to regain relevance in the nation’s security planning, the Army 
dangerously lost its focus, leading to rushed force designs and incomplete 
testing and wargaming throughout the Pentomic division’s development.”51

The “ROAD” Back. In 1961 General Taylor, by now Chairman of the 
Joint Chiefs, urged the reorganization of the Army to “meet the challenge 
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of the international power struggle.”52 The Army regained its intellectual 
footing and a true conventional warfighting capability with the introduc-
tion of the Reorganization Objectives Army Division (ROAD) concept 
in 1961, representing a return to the triangular (three brigade) division 
structures of World War II and the Korean War.53 The division structure 
better supported the Kennedy Administration’s new national strategy of 

“Flexible Response.”54

Vietnam. The Army’s commitment in Vietnam caused it to dramatically 
expand in size and to develop capabilities such as Special Forces. Some, such 
as Andrew Krepinevich, argued that a rigid organizational culture limited 
the Army’s ability to fully adapt to the demands of the Vietnam War because 
it preferred to focus on conventional versus counterinsurgency tactics.55 
Others point to great adaptation on the tactical level. On a positive note, as 
a result of 1962 direction from Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara to 
take a “bold new look at land warfare mobility” and to do so “in an atmo-
sphere divorced from traditional viewpoints and past policies,” the Army 
embarked on a path that resulted in the creation of the Airmobile division. 
In 1965, after a number of tests and refinements, the Army deployed the 
1st Cavalry Division (Airmobile) to Vietnam, where it met with success.56

Post-Vietnam. General William Westmoreland became the Chief of 
Staff in July 1968 and used the last three years of his four-year tour to focus 
on rebuilding the post-Vietnam Army. Perhaps the greatest challenge he 
tackled was to move the Army to an all-volunteer force and restore profes-
sionalism to the Army. Only with hindsight do we see the significance of 
his direction to restructure Continental Army and Combat Development 
Commands into the Training and Doctrine Command (TRADOC) and 
Forces Command.57

The Activation of TRADOC. TRADOC, activated in 1973 by General 
Creighton Abrams (Chief from 1972–1974), played a key role in all subse-
quent Army change. Its first two commanders, General William DePuy 
and Donn Starry, were brilliant, energetic, and active leaders. While the 
Army had been engaged in Vietnam, the Soviets had modernized families 
of weapons, tanks, and artillery in particular, all part of a new operational 
level doctrine they referred to as “Mass, Momentum, and Continuous Land 
Combat,” with the objective to overwhelm NATO defenses.58 Observations 
from the October 1973 Yom Kippur War also helped crystalize assessments 
of Soviet tactics and their modernized equipment. This confluence of 
events led TRADOC under DuPuy to publish the 1976 edition of “FM [Field 
Manual] 100–5, Operations”59 describing a new doctrine termed “Active 
Defense.” Active Defense, however, never met widespread acceptance for 
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a variety of reasons: It lacked wide scale “buy-in” from the Army and its 
leaders; it expressed a counter-cultural preference for the defense over the 
offense; and, almost immediately, it began to appear inadequate to meet the 
Soviet challenge.60 But “Active Defense” and the thinking behind it helped 
make possible the concept and doctrine that followed.

AirLand Battle. AirLand Battle has come to epitomize a successful effort 
to change the Army. AirLand Battle represents a widely accepted positive 
example of Army success in concept and capability development, supported 
by honest operational experiments, helping to evolve Active Defense to 
two versions of AirLand Battle. The Army was aided in its efforts by having 
a monolithic, clearly understood threat in a defined geographic area, with 
little potential for another existential threat to appear in the short to mid-
term, upon which to base its concepts.

General Donn Starry assumed command of TRADOC on July 1, 1977. 
Coming from command of V Corps in Europe, Starry employed his personal 
vision of battle in Europe, which he referred to as “The Central Battle,” to 
frame the problem. Starry employed new analytic tools, such as the “Battle-
field Development Plan,” to describe the adversary, his tactics, the terrain, 
and proposed solutions to the problem. The derived solution was to “so 
control and moderate the force ratios at the FLOT (Forward Line of Troops) 
that it is possible to seize the initiative by maneuvering forces to defeat the 
enemy.”61 The effort culminated in the 1982 version of “FM 100–5, Opera-
tions” describing a new AirLand Battle doctrine.62

Starry deliberately cast a wider net than his predecessor to receive 
input and write the new doctrine. Consequently, unlike the 1976 version, 
the 1982 version received widespread acceptance and formed the basis 
for a decade-long partnership with the U.S. Air Force. This partnership 
included the agreement between the Chiefs of Staff Army and Air Force 
on 31 initiatives to help improve joint warfighting capability. The doctrine 
articulated specific roles for corps, divisions, and brigades. AirLand Battle 
also drove modernization efforts, including the development of the Joint 
Surveillance Target Attack Radar System and the Army Tactical Missile 
System (ATACMS). 63

Reflecting on the effort, Starry later wrote, “That kind of thinking can 
only be done by imaginative people who have trained themselves or have 
been trained to think logically about tough problems.”64 Starry himself was 
well-prepared for this role by virtue of multiple assignments in the Penta-
gon in resource management and force structure and, most significantly, 
as the commander of Fort Knox, Kentucky, and the Armor School.65 Starry 
also noted that for change to be successful, there must be:
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 l An institution or mechanism to identify the need for change;

 l A spokesman for change, who must build a consensus;

 l Continuity among the architects of change; and

 l Rigorous trials to test proposed changes.66

Force XXI. Operation Desert Storm in 1991 proved the value of many of 
the Army’s prior modernization efforts. Following the war, and the Decem-
ber 1991 collapse of the Soviet Union, General Gordon Sullivan (1991–1995) 
realized that what had served the Army so well in Desert Storm might not be 
adequate for seemingly indeterminate future battlefields. In 1992, Sullivan 
established a Louisiana Maneuvers Task Force to focus on testing modern 
technologies and organizations to win in multiple-theater fights. The prob-
lem was divided into three pieces: The branch schools “owned” the current 
force; a Force XXI campaign tested new and emerging technologies and 
considered the near-mid futures; and Sullivan’s successor, General Dennis 
Reimer, established the Army After Next study to look as far as 30 years 
into the future.67

First Brigade, 4th Infantry Division was designated as a “Task Force XXI” 
for experimentation. Some of the results that flowed from Force XXI were 
the Total Asset Visibility program, Battlefield Digitization, and “Owning 
the Night.” Over half the programs tested later became programs of record, 
including Enhanced Position Location Reporting System, Blue Force 
Tracking, and Force XXI Battle Command Brigade and Below.68 Like Starry, 
Sullivan had been well prepared by institutional assignments to take on the 
challenge of changing the Army. In addition to his operational assignments, 
he had served as the Assistant Commandant of the Armor School, Deputy 
Commandant of the Command and General Staff College, the Army G-3, 
and the Vice Chief of Staff of the Army.69

Army Transformation. In 1999, General Eric Shinseki (1999–2003) 
announced a campaign of “Army Transformation” with three distinct 
efforts: a trained and ready Legacy force, an Interim Force, and an Objective 
Force. Like some of his predecessors, Shinseki had been well-prepared to 
take on Army change through his assignments as Army G-3 and the Army 
Vice Chief of Staff.70 Army Transformation ultimately met with mixed 
results. The terror attacks of September 11, 2001, and the resulting overseas 
COIN operations complicated the Army’s ability to focus on transformation. 
Nevertheless, the Interim Force quickly took the form of Stryker Brigade 
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Combat Teams (SBCT) and was conceived and fielded in a remarkably short 
amount of time, helped by the fact that the Stryker was an off-the-shelf 
platform. The first Stryker Brigade deployed to Iraq in December 2003, 
providing combat commanders additional capability only 18 months after 
being fielded.71 The transformative impact of the Stryker Brigades, with 
their unprecedented mobility and powerful network capability based on 
Force XXI technology, was under-appreciated. The Objective Force was 
to be equipped by the Future Combat Systems but ultimately failed for 
a variety of reasons, including overly ambitious technology aspirations, 
vulnerable assumptions on the character of future combat, cost control, 
resistance both internal and external to the Army, and a perceived irrel-
evance against the backdrop of COIN operations in Iraq and Afghanistan.

In 2009, Secretary of Defense Robert Gates terminated the Future 
Combat Systems (FCS), the largest and most ambitious acquisition pro-
gram in the Army’s history, after the Army had spent at least $19 billion.72 
The Army Transformation Campaign Plan was initially well-supported 
and artfully designed. The effort had been disaggregated into manageable 
chunks and was well understood. But FCS, in addition to the many issues 
documented in official after-action reports, further suffered from lack of 
attention by Army senior leadership, who were distracted by pressing over-
seas conflicts, and, as earlier mentioned, the active presence of groupthink, 
which prevented earlier identification of program shortfalls. However, many 
of the technologies matured under the FCS program (e.g., active protection) 
survived and were incorporated in future Army programs.

Adaptation for Iraq and Afghanistan. Faced with the pressing demand 
for deployed forces, General Peter Schoomaker (2003–2007) created Task 
Force Modularity, which operated between 2003 and 2005 to transform the 
Army from a division-based to a brigade-based force. Becoming more modu-
lar had been an Army objective since at least 1994, but the wars gave the task 
much more urgency.73 The Army modularized its BCTs in very short order. 
The Task Force planned to look at echelons above Brigade, but the effort 
stopped before that could occur. Adjustments have since been made to the 
design of the modular BCT, in some cases returning capabilities that were 
removed, such as engineer battalions, but the basics have remained intact. 
Often overlooked during this period were the incredible efforts of the Army 
modernization community to equip forces for COIN operations. Countless 
improvements were made in body armor, weapons optics, unmanned aerial 
vehicles, counter-improvised explosive device equipment, and persistent 
surveillance. Because these systems were often conceived outside normal 
acquisition programs, they have not received the recognition they deserve.
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Post-FCS. Regrouping after the cancellation of FCS, in 2010 the Army 
designated the 2nd Brigade Combat Team of the 1st Armored Division as 
an experimental unit. But by 2016, due to operational requirements, Army 
leadership was forced to return the brigade to Forces Command for rota-
tional deployments, leaving the Army without a dedicated force to conduct 
experimentation—highlighting the challenges of attempting change while 
decisively engaged.

Awakening to Great Power Competition. Growing concern over Rus-
sian actions in Georgia in 2008, crystalized by the Russian invasion of the 
Ukraine in 2014, as well as Chinese actions in the South China Sea from 
2014 to 2015, led Deputy Secretary of Defense Robert Work to give a 2015 
speech suggesting the Army needed to get to work quickly on an “AirLand 
Power 2.0,” referring to the earlier groundbreaking work on AirLand Battle.74 
This wake-up call precipitated work on the concept that evolved into the 
Multi-Domain Operations (MDO) concept.

Multi-Domain Operations. The prior Army operating concept, “Win 
in a Complex World,” published in October 2014, attempted to describe 
how the Army would operate in a future that was both “unknown and 
unknowable.”75 The concept, developed in an abbreviated time frame, did 
not enjoy the advantage of being narrowed in scope by a NDS and had little 
impact on influencing the course of Army modernization. Four years later, 
in December 2018, the Army published Multi-Domain Operations.76 It ben-
efited from lessons gleaned by Army officers from their visits to the Ukraine 
analyzing the battles between Russian-backed forces and Ukrainians from 
2014 to 2015.

Several key aspects distinguish MDO from prior thinking. The first is 
the increased emphasis on warfighting domain integration versus simply 
synchronization or coordination. MDO requires leaders to employ other 
domains to achieve specified freedom of action. The second aspect is the 
notion that competition is the norm, and that nations compete, fight, and 
return to competition. Finally, MDO narrowly focuses on the problem 
of layered standoff and proposes the tenets of calibrated force presence, 
multi-domain formations, and convergence to deal with the challenges 
identified in the NDS. Close examination reveals that MDO is not, as some 
allege, “old wine in a new bottle.” It proposes new solutions to new prob-
lems.77 It is too early to determine whether it will ultimately be successful 
in driving Army change.

Summary. Change in a 1-million-person organization is difficult under 
the best of circumstances. Nevertheless, there have been clear successes 
in post–World War II Army efforts to modernize in response to strategic 
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challenges. AirLand Battle doctrine, Force XXI capabilities, Stryker Brigade 
Combat Teams, and Task Force Modularity feature prominently among 
these. History suggests that it is difficult to fundamentally change the 
Army when it is decisively engaged in conflict or if funding is decreasing 
precipitously.

Leadership is the fundamental ingredient needed to successfully change 
the Army. Over time the importance of the role of the Army Chief of Staff as 
a change agent, more than any other individual, becomes clear. For change 
to be successful, the Chief must either lead it or zealously support it. In 
the case of AirLand Battle, General Donn Starry had vision, and General 
Edward “Shy” Meyer (1979–1983) delegated the necessary authority to 
Starry to allow success. Army history suggests that efforts will be more 
successful if the chief architect (often, but not always, the Chief of Staff ) has 
been well-prepared for the task through multiple institutional assignments.

In the past, interwar periods gave the Army opportunity to pause and 
think. That does not seem to be an option today. It appears the Army must 
now continue to support overseas operations and undergo change at 
the same time.78

Environments and Threats: The Changing 
Strategic and Operational Context

Certain assumptions must be made to enable planning for the future. 
Army efforts to modernize must consider external factors such as demo-
graphics, potential adversaries, technology, and other key areas.

Environment. The global environment plays a role in the frequency, 
type, and location of future conflict involving Army forces. Resource scarcity, 
driven by an ever-increasing world population and slowly depleting natu-
ral resources (e.g., forests and water), will contribute to increased friction 
and the potential for conflict involving the U.S. Army. Climate change will 
displace coastal populations, potentially leading to strife. The world’s pop-
ulation is expected to reach 9.9 billion by 2050, up from 7.6 billion today.79

Concurrently, urbanization is expected to increase. Today there are 31 
megacities with at least 10 million inhabitants; by 2030 the U.N. expects the 
number to grow to 41.80 Witnessing the fights in Mosul, Raqqa, and Baghdad, 
the U.S. Army fully expects to have to fight in dense urban areas. Chief of 
Staff General Mark Milley predicted: “[W]e have to adapt the American 
way of war to the unique reality of future combat in highly dense urban 
areas.”81 Critics, on the other hand, question whether the Army could ever 
hope to be successful in such an environment.82 While it is not inevitable 
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that the Army will fight in major cities, recent history, however, suggests 
that ignoring the challenge of urban conflict is no longer a wise strategy.83

Clearly, global demographics and other issues can be expected to pro-
vide plenty of tinder for violence to spark, but the real cause for concern 
is the complex geopolitical situation facing the United States. As Michael 
Morell, former deputy director of the CIA has summarized, “World War 
II starred more implacable foes. The Cold War was a 40-year existential 
threat. But never before [speaking of today] have so many global and 
regional powers, rogue nations and nonstate actors converged in such an 
interconnected world.”84

U.S. Defense Spending. The amount of available resources directly 
influences future Army modernization plans. Unfortunately, U.S. defense 
spending is acutely pressured by entitlement spending, to the point that the 
percentage of the federal budget devoted to defense stands at the lowest it 
has been in decades: 14 percent.85 As recently as 1975, that number was 25 
percent. Long-range Congressional Budget Office projections predict that 
unless America is willing to accept an inexorably growing national debt 
dwarfing our annual gross domestic product (GDP), reductions in spending 
and/or increases in revenue as much as 3 percent per year will be needed.86 
Legislative solutions to tackling growing entitlement costs have thus far 
eluded Congress, and there seems to be little willingness to take on these 
issues. The result is that for the foreseeable future the U.S. military and the 
Army will operate in a resource-constrained environment with the require-
ment to make difficult financial choices regarding investments.

Allies and Alliances. The 2018 National Defense Strategy assigns great 
importance to strengthening alliances, noting they provide a “durable, 
asymmetric strategic advantage that no competitor or rival can match.”87 
Allies also offer critical political legitimacy, access, and overflight per-
missions. History has proven the value of U.S.-led coalitions in defeating 
aggression over the past 80 years. Yet the assumption that our allies will 
be able and willing to play substantial and enduring roles in countering 
near-peer competitors into the future may no longer be valid.

During the Cold War, Germany’s military, for example, had 5,000 battle 
tanks; 500,000 personnel; and was spending 3 percent of GDP on defense.88 
Today, only half of Germany’s approximately 200 Leopard tanks, 12 of 50 
Tiger helicopters, and 39 of 128 Typhoon fighters are considered ready for 
combat. While committing in 2014 to reach NATO’s goal to spend 2 percent 
of its GDP on defense by 2024, Germany’s defense spending stands today 
at 1.24 percent of its GDP, and a viable plan to get to 2 percent is missing in 
action.89 Germany’s own defense parliamentary commissioner consequently 
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assesses their military as “not deployable for collective defense.”90 While 
most experts concede the 2 percent GDP defense spending goal is imperfect, 
none have advanced any meaningful alternative.

Other U.S allies are also experiencing challenges maintaining military 
power. Some, like Japan, face a demographic problem with a rapidly aging 
population. In 2017, Japan’s military was only able to recruit 77 percent of 
its planned intake of male fixed-term personnel, and 37 percent of Japan’s 
active-duty military is over 40 years old.91 Similarly, Sweden converted to an 
all-volunteer force in 2010 but, faced with a lack of volunteers, was forced 
to revert to mandatory service in 2018.92 The Canadian armed forces have 
nearly been disbanded, save for a few remnants.93

None of this should suggest that alliances are not critically important or 
that U.S. efforts to persuade allies of the value of maintaining strong mil-
itaries should not continue. Nonetheless, U.S. Army strategies should be 
based on realistic assumptions concerning future contributions from allies.

Technology. The Army must consider the impact of technology on future 
war. Speaking on this topic, General Milley makes a distinction between the 
nature and character of war, saying:

The nature of war never changes; it’s immutable. War is a human function, a 

behavior that involves emotions, fears, friction, and chance. It’s the imposi-

tion of political will on your opponent by the use of violence. The character of 

war though is how you fight—when, where, and with what weapons. It’s the 

doctrine, organization, and materiel. The character of war does change, and it 

changes often. Every time a new technology is introduced, the character of war 

is changing. But we undergo fundamental shifts in the character of war only 

once in a while; it doesn’t happen often.94

Washington, DC, is awash today in predictions that combinations of arti-
ficial intelligence (AI), robotics (especially swarms), hypersonic weapons, 
railguns, and directed-energy weapons will fundamentally change warfare. 
Less plentiful are the operational concepts that describe how these systems 
will be used. Great significance is ascribed to the amounts of money that 
China and Russia are investing in advanced technologies such as hypersonic 
missiles and AI, while opinion pieces warn daily that the U.S. must “win” 
the hypersonic missile race.95 Meanwhile, DOD leaders trudge endlessly 
up Capitol Hill to assure members of Congress that they take these new 
technologies seriously.

Aspects of these technologies will assuredly change the character of land 
war, and continued Army exploration of their application is essential. But 
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Army leaders must simultaneously guard against the historic temptation 
to turn “the latest technological breakthrough to the benefit of short-term 
institutional goals.”96 Army leaders have, in the past, endeavored to “reverse 
engineer” the process to find uses to convert technological promise into 
combat capability. For example, the hypersonic missile “race” need only 
be “won” if, indeed, a hypersonic missile fills a necessary capability gap for 
the joint force.

Geopolitical Competition and Threats. The 2018 National Defense 
Strategy specifies the central problem facing the United States as “the 
reemergence of long-term, strategic competition by what the National Secu-
rity Strategy classifies as revisionist powers.”97 It names China and Russia as 
the two “principal priorities” for the DOD for increased investment, while 
U.S. forces must continue to deter and counter the rogue regimes of North 
Korea and Iran.

Russia. Since the August 2008 Russian “five-day war” with Georgia 
when Russian military limitations were on full display, Moscow embarked 
on comprehensive reforms to modernize its military. These “New Look” 
reforms have resulted in smaller, more agile forces able to conduct a full 
range of military operations.98 Military equipment has been updated with 
an emphasis on coastal defense cruise missiles, air/surface/sub-launched 
anti-ship missiles, submarine-launched torpedoes, and naval mines, along 
with Russian fighter, bomber, and surface-to-air missile capability. Russia 
has invested effort in developing faster kill chains and has made major 
investments in integrated aerospace defense systems supporting an A2/
AD concept. Ground forces include some 350,000 personnel organized into 
40 active and reserve maneuver brigades and eight maneuver divisions.99

Russia does not have the enormous resources the Soviet Union possessed, 
and indeed lacks a raw strength advantage over NATO, but instead primar-
ily poses a “time/distance problem for U.S. forces.”100 Most likely future 
challenges for the U.S. include the Russian launch of a fait accompli attack 
preceded by “next generation” operations, ultimately presenting NATO 
with the unappetizing need to forcibly enter and retake an occupied country 
or large chunk of terrain. To prevent such a situation from developing, the 
task for the U.S. Army and joint force is to take the threat of the short-win 

“off the table.”101 Forward-stationed heavy forces; pre-positioned stocks of 
equipment; robust Intelligence, Surveillance, and Reconnaissance (ISR); 
engineers; long-range fires; and air defense will be important capabilities 
in such a scenario. Another alternative scenario would be to fight Rus-
sian-equipped or Russian proxy forces in a strategically important region 
of the world. That scenario requires high-end conventional forces protected 
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by armor and active protection, supported by robust artillery, missiles, and 
other fires. In these scenarios, the U.S. Army would likely be a net consumer 
of U.S. joint force capabilities.

China. President Xi Jinping has made the strengthening and moderniza-
tion of the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) a national priority. Significantly, 
Xi has set three major milestones for the PLA: “becoming a mechanized 
force with increased informatized and strategic capabilities by 2020, a 
fully modernized force by 2035, and a worldwide first-class military by 
midcentury.”102 China uses a phrase “informatized warfare” to refer to the 
act of gathering and using information to conduct military operations in all 
military domains and has devoted considerable resources and attention to 
that area of the military. For the time being, China believes they currently 
have a “period of strategic opportunity” with no pressing national security 
challenges in order to conduct their aggressive agenda of modernization 
and professionalization.

In addition to already strong space/counterspace, cyber, information, 
and cruise and ballistic missile capabilities, China is investing in a blue-wa-
ter navy and modernized ground forces. China’s Army is the largest in the 
world, with 915,000 people on active duty. China describes its military 
strategy as one of “active defense,” a concept it describes as “strategically 
defensive but operationally offensive.” Future challenges for the U.S. could 
include China’s forcible attempts to seize Taiwan or territory in nearby 
countries such as Vietnam, Japan, the Philippines, or India, or to assist 
North Korea in an attack on South Korea. Future scenarios such as these 
would require primarily light- and medium-weight Army forces capable of 
rapid deployment, able to employ robust air and missile defense systems, 
ground-launched anti-ship missiles, and long-range fires. Army capabili-
ties in the form of theater opening, logistics, communications, and medical 
would also be critical. In these scenarios, it is likely the Army would be a net 
provider of U.S. joint force.

North Korea. Comprising one of the two destabilizing “rogue regimes” 
of concern described in the NDS, North Korea possesses significant nuclear, 
chemical, and biological weapons; cyber capabilities; and an Army the size of 
the U.S. Army, albeit less well-equipped and trained.103 The Korean security 
situation is complicated by the proximity of the South Korean capital, Seoul, 
near the border, creating a time–distance requirement to reinforce South 
Korea quickly. Deterrence and fighting on the Korean peninsula represent 
one of the most pressing requirements—and perhaps most immediate for 
U.S. Army forces existing today—with needs for heavy and light BCTs, fires, 
sustainment, and Chemical, Biological, Radiological, and Nuclear defense 
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units. Absent a regime change or other negotiated breakthrough, it will 
remain a focus for the U.S. Army for the foreseeable future.

Iran. The second of the two “rogue regimes” mentioned in the NDS, Iran 
is the world’s leading state sponsor of terrorism, notably through its proxies, 
Hezbollah and Hamas. It has contributed to regional instability in countries 
like Iraq, Syria, and Yemen. As relates to proxy forces, Israel’s experience in 
the 2006 Second Lebanese War is instructive. In that conflict Israel faced 
advanced Iranian-supplied anti-tank missiles, such as the Kornet AT-14, tanks, 
and thousands of crude ballistic missiles in the hands of Hezbollah fighters.

Today, thanks to Iran, those capabilities have undergone still further 
improvement.104 In addition to the activities of the Quds Force to reinforce Ira-
nian goals to foment instability within neighboring countries, Iran continues 
to improve its ballistic missile and air-defense capabilities.105 Likely require-
ments for U.S. Army forces include the ability to deter, engage, and defeat 
well-equipped Iranian-backed proxy forces and Quds Force operatives in the 
Middle East in both conventional and counterinsurgency operations. Both 
heavy and light BCTs, supported by fires, Security Force Assistance Brigades 
(SFAB), and ISR will be important U.S. Army capabilities in those scenarios.

Countering Terror and Counterinsurgency. Because COIN capabil-
ities are difficult to regenerate—and based on the likelihood they will be 
needed—the Army must maintain and improve counterinsurgency capabil-
ities to include supporting friendly partners with advise-and-assist forces, 
training, and equipment. Army forces must maintain the ability to detect 
and neutralize terror networks. The Army must maintain the intellectual 
foundations of its counterinsurgency capabilities.

Summary. Global environmental and demographic conditions will 
contribute to an increased possibility of conflict. Transitioning from a 
bi-polar to a uni-polar and multi-polar global-security construct will reduce 
world-security stability by introducing additional complexity and potential 
for the creation of new balances of power. Frank Hoffman, who partici-
pated in the drafting of the NDS, summarized it thus: “[B]igger enemies, few 
friends with diminished contributions, and a weakened government that 
has both less influence and a smaller iron fist behind its diplomacy. This is 
a more multipolar and chaotic world.”106

Based on the guidance in the 2018 NDS, Russia and China appropriately 
serve to “anchor” the upper range of the potential threats the U.S. Army 
could face, but despite the attractiveness of doing so, the service cannot 
solely focus on those threats to the exclusion of others. To do so would 
repeat the mistakes of the past. The guidance that China and Russia are 
the “principal priorities” does not negate the need for the Army to remain 
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ready for other conflicts. Further, the NDS and the Army in its concepts 
appropriately acknowledge that conflict is no longer binary—either at war or 
at peace. Instead, the future security environment will be characterized by 
constant competition interspersed with highly lethal conflicts. This future 
has enormous implications for Army force design and posture.

None of this makes the mission of the U.S. Army to prepare for future war 
easy. Despite a projected 2020 budget of $182 billion, it will not be enough 
to satisfy all the Army’s requirements: Tough choices will be required. In 
sum, the future will demand the Army adopt a good “boxing stance” with solid 
power in each hand, while maintaining the ability to defend if counter-punched.

The variability of threats and conflict environments described above 
leads to a need for a balanced and sufficiently large Army comprised of 
armored and light- and medium-weight forces, forward postured where 
possible and, for those not forward, packaged for expeditionary operations. 
Differing weight forces account for the potential of conflict in open and 
restricted terrain. In-place forces deny the enemy the ability to consolidate 
gains, deny accomplishment of full objectives, and set conditions for force 
flow from the U.S. This includes degrading enemy A2/AD capabilities.

Highly lethal early arrivals should be equipped with anti-armor, anti-air, 
and, in the Indo–Pacific, anti-ship capabilities. Armor forces must be pro-
tected from advanced anti-armor capabilities using active protection. Early 
deploying packages must be comprised of pure Regular Army, with reserve 
components employed for later-arriving requirements, homeland defense, 
and backfill of Army global presence, institutional, and engagement missions. 
Army forces must be able to defend themselves from air attack, with the most 
critical nodes protected from missile attack. Logistics forces sufficient to sup-
port combat units until contractor support can be established are also required.

The Russian and North Korean threats drive the need for Army forces 
with echeloned high-end conventional warfighting capabilities possessing 
long-range fires and air and missile defense capabilities. The Chinese threat 
dictates light forces able to operate in complex terrain with sea denial and 
air and missile defense capabilities, as well as robust theater opening, com-
munications, and common logistics.

Implications for the U.S. Army

How then should the Army plan for the future, given the absolute neces-
sity for modernization coupled with a high degree of future uncertainty and 
the uneven track record of prior efforts? The Army is off to a good start, but 
there are many opportunities for the train to jump the tracks.
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Forecasting. Some even counsel it is a fool’s errand to make predictions—
or indeed even devise a U.S. grand strategy since our record of success in 
forecasting is so dismal. President Bill Clinton, for example, reportedly 
admired the actions of Presidents Roosevelt and Truman in dealing with 
Hitler and Stalin, who “had powerful instincts about what had to be done[,] 
and they just made it up as they went along.”107 Indeed, one could look 
at the 2012 Defense Strategic Guidance (DSG) and wonder how it com-
pletely failed to anticipate events only seven years in the future. National 
Defense University strategist Dr. Frank Hoffman, evaluating the 2012 DSG 
wrote: “Every assumption made by the Barack Obama administration and 
accepted by Secretary of Defense Robert Gates and the Pentagon at the 
time (Russia: benign, China: not assertive; Sunnis: contented) all proved 
completely wrong.”108

The Army, however, cannot afford the luxury of waiting until the future 
is clear before acting. When dealing with a 1-million-person organization, 
equipping, training, and leader development typically take at least a decade 
to make any substantive change. The Army must therefore make bets now 
to remain a preeminent land power. The world of 2019 is a far different 
place from 2012, and it will likely change multiple times again by 2030—
the horizon for this paper. How then to avoid the mistakes of 2012, and, at 
least in the words of military historian Michael Howard, “avoid getting it 
terribly wrong?”109

Historian Lawrence Freedman wrote that “history is a terrific prism 
through which to see how little the present has to say about the future.” 
Similarly, Colin Gray said, “Large institutions, including the Armed Forces, 
tend to think about the future in linear and evolutionary steps and make 
implicit assumptions about the next war as merely an extension of the last. 
This results in strategic and operational surprise.”110 With the rapid devel-
opment of technologies and the movement into a multi-polar world, the 
next 20 or so years may well prove that idea.

Managing Change. Putting in place the right mechanisms for change 
is nearly as important for success as the components of the change itself. 
Prior Army change efforts have highlighted the importance of continuity in 
leadership, the preparation of leaders to conceive and implement change, 
the need for consensus-building and outreach, and the organization of the 
effort itself.

Continuity. General Starry advised there must be “continuity among 
the architects of change so that consistency of effort is brought to bear on 
the process.”111 Unfortunately, often Army leaders rotate so quickly that 
they are not able to form their vision and create irreversible momentum 
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before it is time to leave. Many partially credit the success of the reforms 
at the Internal Revenue Service that took place between 1997–2002 to the 
relatively lengthy five-year term of the commissioner, Charles Rossotti, 
and his ability to see change through to completion.112 A good example of 
a key position rotated too quickly is the Director of Force Management, a 
position in the Army Staff responsible for critical force structure decisions. 
Lately the Army has been rotating officers through the position every 12–18 
months, precluding any from developing the deep expertise to advise and 
lead the critical decision-making processes regarding force structure.

In a sign that things might be changing, General Milley recently stated 
a desire to keep the commander of Army Futures Command in place much 
longer than normal, perhaps as long as seven or eight years.113 Other key 
positions in Army Futures Command, including the Cross Functional Team 
leads, should stay in their jobs at least three years to steward moderniza-
tion efforts. Program managers of key modernization programs should be 
retained (assuming they are achieving desired results) for the duration of 
the program. The urge to rotate officers to prepare them to serve at the 
next rank must be suppressed in favor of obtaining world-class outcomes.

Intellectual Preparation. The Army must develop individuals capa-
ble of conceiving and implementing change. General Starry, looking at the 
interwar period, commented that the U.S. Army lacked:

the intellectual prowess and staff brilliance of its general officer corps. U.S. 

Army officers lacked the cultural commonality that was brought to bear 

through the processes of the German General Staff system, and that was the 

most impressive if not the most effective catalyst in making it possible for 

them to change quickly—even under the pressures of wartime.114

Nearly two decades of counterinsurgency operations overseas have 
made it difficult to get officers the necessary developmental assignments 
to understand how to change the institution. The Army must deliberately 
set out to reverse this paradigm by assigning officers to key positions in 
the AFC and the Army Staff to enable these future leaders to develop the 
deep institutional experience needed to prepare the Army for the future. 
The Army should also make better use of its officers specifically trained 
and prepared to manage change—specifically Functional Area 50 Force 
Managers and Functional Area 49 Operations Research/Systems Analysis 
to both lead and support these efforts.

Spokesman. Successful Army change efforts in the past have had a 
single passionate spokesman. Past Chiefs have performed that role, as have 



 August 22, 2019 | 33SPECIAL REPORT | No. 215
heritage.org

TRADOC commanders. Army Futures Command can play that role. Who 
is today’s Army spokesman for change?

Organization. Creation of AFC is a positive development, freeing 
TRADOC to concentrate on training and recruiting, thus allowing AFC 
to focus on the Army future. But when does the future start? Tomorrow? 
Is AFC, for example, responsible for helping defend the Army’s FY 2020 
budget request on Capitol Hill? Or answering Questions for the Record 
from Congressmen? Past successful Army modernization efforts created 

“swim” lanes of responsibility, just like in a tactical operations center where 
the current operations officer manages different time horizons from the 
Future Operations and Plans cells. Generals Gordon Sullivan and Dennis 
Reimer broke the problem into three: current force, Force XXI, and Army 
After Next. General Shinseki also employed three “buckets”: Legacy force, 
Interim Force, and Objective Force. What are the buckets today?

If the Army wants to give AFC the ability to look deep and change the Army, 
it will have to free it from the distractions of today and create similar “lanes” 
of responsibility. For example, issues inside a one-year time horizon should 
be managed by the Army Staff, freeing AFC to consider the “true” future. Also 
still to be resolved is the formal role of Branch Schools in the modernization 
of the force. Despite being represented on some Cross Functional Teams, 
most of the Branch Schools lack a formal means to influence the process.

Assessing the Multi-Domain Operational Concept. As previously 
described, the Army published its warfighting concept, The U.S. Army 
in Multi-Domain Operations 2028 version 1.5 in December 2018. In the 
foreword, General Mark Milley describes MDO’s purpose: to “change our 
warfighting techniques and build the fighting forces we need in the future.”115 
The concept conforms to the advice offered by RAND researcher Dr. David 
Johnson, who cautions “the potential adversary, its capabilities, and the 
place where conflict might occur—the problems a concept has to solve—
have rarely been fundamental to Army concept development.”116 Indeed, 
ostensibly patterned on the successful AirLand Battle concept, the MDO 
concept has purposefully set out to clearly articulate the overarching prob-
lem to be solved and the proposed solutions.

The Problem. MDO proposes that the central problem is “layered stand-
off,” erected by Russia and China. Layered standoff is the array of systems 
and techniques employed by an adversary to keep U.S. forces at a distance. 
To succeed against this challenge,

Army forces, as an element of the joint force, will conduct Multi-domain 

Operations to prevail in competition; when necessary, Army forces penetrate 
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and dis-integrate enemy anti-access and area denial systems and exploit the 

resultant freedom of maneuver to achieve strategic objectives (win) and force 

a return to competition on favorable terms.117

As previously described, however, the AirLand Battle Concept enjoyed 
the luxury of narrowly focusing on the Soviet Union and devised precisely 
tailored solutions to fighting outnumbered (and winning) in Central 
Europe. The world is more complex today, and even though the NDS directs 
the Services to focus on great power competition, it is appropriate to ask 
whether it is possible today, especially as it moves to the future, for the Army 
to so precisely define the problem to be solved. Should the problem, for 
example, be broadened to include the challenge of preventing fait accompli 
attacks—or even more broadly, as retired Major General Bob Scales has 
asked, to restore mobility to a firepower-dominated battlefield?118 And while 
defeating layered standoff is necessary, is it sufficient? Does solely defeating 
layered standoff result in the success of the joint force, or is more required, 
for example, the defeat of the adversary?

Two Threats Versus One. MDO acknowledges the challenge spanning 
two distinct adversaries (Russia and China) with one concept, by stating, 

“Russia serves as the pacing threat. In fact, Russia and China are different 
armies with distinct capabilities but assessed to operate in a sufficiently 
similar manner to orient on their capabilities collectively.” In a way, the 
Army, similar to the other Services, is like a person with one foot on the 
dock and the other on a boat, challenged to modernize and transform a 
force to face two distinct and changing adversaries. Russia is ground cen-
tric, seeking to control the air and contest the sea and space from the land, 
while China is air and maritime centric. Especially as time passes and the 

“boat moves away from the dock,” it is inevitable that China’s and Russia’s 
capabilities—and the threats they pose—will increasingly diverge. The Army 
has not been confronted with the need to conceptualize a fight against two 
near-peer competitors since the development of the Rainbow plans in the 
1930s.119 Indeed, even today some Chinese capabilities already exceed those 
of Russia. For the time being, the Army should form a “hybrid” best of breed 
threat, but must be prepared for the eventual time when China and Russia 
present such a diversity of capabilities and techniques that they must be 
addressed separately, perhaps with different operational concepts.

Adequacy. An assessment of the MDO concept must evaluate the ade-
quacy of the prescribed solutions, specifically whether MDO adequately 
addresses the problem of layered standoff. In short, the answer is “yes.” 
The concept thoughtfully addresses the central problem as it is defined 
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and proposes reasonable solutions. The challenge for the concept is that 
at its core, it is fundamentally a joint concept written by a single service, 
and, as such, is unable to specifically address the contributions by the other 
Services to the problem of layered standoff. As an indicator of the concept’s 
schizophrenic nature, the word “Army” and “Joint” are seemingly used 
interchangeably throughout the concept.

Acceptance. Key to the success of MDO is its acceptance, first within the 
Army and then within the broader joint force. There is nothing to suggest 
that MDO is not receiving acceptance within the Army. Indeed, all corners 
of the Army are furiously labeling their newest efforts as “MDO-this” and 

“MDO-that” with hopes of securing buy-in from their higher headquarters. 
Acceptance by the broader DOD, however, is less obvious.

Feasibility. Other ways to assess a warfighting concept concern its 
feasibility. Does the concept hold the promise of achieving success? The tech-
nological challenges posed by the concept are not insurmountable. Rather 
than a materiel challenge, MDO appears to contain the vulnerability that it is 
dependent on the embrace and support of organizations outside the control of 
the Army, to wit, the other Services and the Office of the Secretary of Defense. 
Without their support, MDO will not be successful. The Navy and the Air 
Force, while declaring general support, differ in their visions.120 It is likely to 
be a difficult path. For example, many of the long-range fires the Army seeks, 
such as hypersonic missiles and “strategic cannons” with their longer ranges, 
have in the past been provided by the Air Force, and they may feel threatened 
by these capabilities. The concept also contains a dependency on the ability 
to establish a “calibrated force posture,” which is outside the Army’s control.

Frequency of Update. MDO is planned for frequent updates. General 
Milley, in his foreword states, “[O]ur intent is to publish another iteration 
in about 12 months following feedback from various wargames and exercis-
es.”121 This is appropriate. It is important that the concept evolve to include 
emerging insights. Indeed, as General Starry recalled,

“AirLand Battle changed frequently. It changed based on comments, observa-

tions, and questions from audiences ranging from Congressional hearings to 

lectures at war and staff colleges in this country, in the United Kingdom, Cana-

da, Germany, France and Israel.” Starry went on to say, “Many people heard the 

briefing—whatever its name and more than once. Most noted that it was never 

quite the same the second and third times they heard it, [sic] it may have 

included something someone in a past audience had suggested. Soon, many 

came to believe it made sense; further they came to believe it was their idea. 

Armed with those two things, you can change a world. And we did.”122
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There can be too much change, however, and the Army should “snap the 
chalk line” once the concept stabilizes at longer than 12-month intervals—
perhaps 36 months.

Summary. The MDO concept needs to demonstrate that it is more than the 
sum of its parts. Although there is no active opposition, this has not yet been 
done. The Army does not own all the keys to making MDO a success. For it to 
work, the Joint Staff and the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff must take 
ownership or at least actively support it. If the Army is to be successful, the 
next published Joint Operational Concept must reflect the thinking of MDO. 
Short of that, the Army will have to sacrifice some aspects of MDO. Finally, the 
Army must plan for the time when the Russian and Chinese military capabili-
ties so differ that a single warfighting concept cannot address both.

Experimentation. Starry counseled that new concepts and ideas must 
be “subjected to trials.” Through the years, experimentation has been a 
necessary tool for the Army. Sometimes specific units carry long-term 
experimentation responsibilities. For example, General Gordon Sullivan 
established the Experimental Force at Fort Hood to “find the answers.”123 
At other times, experiments are carried out by units temporarily tasked, 
such as during the original 1941 Louisiana Maneuvers. Unfortunately, the 
amount of time and effort expended on Army experimentation seems to be 
diminishing over time, perhaps because of operational requirements, cost, 
and lack of available units.

Joint Force Command Disestablished. Since Joint Forces Command 
(JFCOM) was disestablished in 2011 by Secretary Robert Gates as a cost-sav-
ings measure, large-scale joint experiments, the type needed to prove and 
refine MDO, have become particularly difficult to conduct and consequently 
rare. Ironically, at the time of the disestablishment of JFCOM, the Chair-
man of the Joint Chiefs, Admiral Mike Mullen, declared that the goal of 
achieving jointness had been “achieved.”124 Absent JFCOM, it is unclear 
what organization will now drive joint experimentation—but it is equally 
clear such an organization is needed. Dr. Kevin Woods makes the point that 
typically service experimentation is bottom-up, and what is also needed 
is to explore the “top down…explicit theater-level implications of MDB 
[Multi-Domain Battle].” Woods also discusses various types of experimenta-
tion but calls attention to the need for “discovery experimentation,” noting 
how military experimentation often falls short of true experimentation and 
defaults to “proving” versus discovering.125 Only Joint Staff J-7, under the 
direction of the Chairman, is in the position to conduct the necessary set 
of wargames to explore and test new operational concepts needed for great 
power competition with China and Russia.
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Joint Modernization Command. The Army created Joint Moderniza-
tion Command (JMC) in 2017 from the Brigade Modernization Command 
to conduct experiments, but as a service, the Army is challenged to drive 
joint experimentation, even though their assessments have been added to 
the Joint Exercise Program List. JMC employs annual Joint Warfighting 
Assessments to gain insights, which puts a premium on time for experi-
mentation since the events are less than two weeks long.126 Player units are 
temporarily assigned to the experiments, which makes preparation more 
challenging than with permanent assignments.

Multi-Domain Task Forces. In 2017, the Army created a Multi-Domain 
Task Force (MDTF) within U.S. Army Pacific Command based on the 17th 
Field Artillery Brigade to explore MDO concepts and equipment. A second 
MDTF is being established in Europe. These are positive developments 
but not sufficient, with permanent experimental units numbering no more 
than three to four thousand in a 1-million-soldier Army, or 0.004 percent.127

Summary. Live experimentation is costly and provides no immediate 
short-term benefit to the Army. Yet it will be critical in fleshing out the MDO 
concept. The Army should increase its commitment to experimentation by 
permanently assigning additional units, at least a BCT-sized element for 
the purpose, and the Joint Staff and Chairman should commit to a more 
robust joint experimentation program for MDO.

Manpower. Soldiers are the Army. Despite wishful thinking that robots, 
AI, and autonomy may allow the substitution of technology for soldiers, the 
opposite may well be true. Indeed, a recent Army study on autonomous 
systems suggests that personnel costs, at least initially, may be higher when 
robots are added to the force, suggesting that autonomy should be about 
adding combat power versus manpower savings.128

Strategic Guidance. The NDS calls for the military to have “sufficient, 
capable forces to defeat enemies and achieve sustainable outcomes,” going on 
to say, “[t]he size of our force matters.”129 The President’s National Security 
Strategy is more direct: “To deter conflict and, if deterrence fails, to win in war, 
the Nation must be able to field forces capable of operating in sufficient scale 
and for ample duration to defeat enemies, consolidate military gains, and 
achieve sustainable outcomes that protect the American people and our vital 
interests. The United States must reverse recent decisions to reduce the size of 
the Joint Force and grow the force while modernizing and ensuring readiness.”130 

Statements by General Milley match these assessments, with testimony 
that in his opinion the Regular Army should number between 540,000 and 
550,000; the National Guard between 350,000 and 355,000; and the Army 
Reserve between 205,000 and 209,000.131
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Assessment. Brookings Institution’s Michael O’Hanlon has opined that 
“[t]oday’s U.S. Army is fairly small by most relevant measures.”132 He also 
notes “there is no rigorous way to determine precisely how many major 
ground wars the United States must be able to wage at a time today.”133 
Indeed, today’s Army is approximately 60 percent of the size of the late 
Cold War Army, despite the fact that the U.S. now faces two major near-peer 
competitors plus at least two regional competitors.

The National Defense Strategy Commission found specific fault with the 
NDS force-sizing construct, which calls for the United States to be capable 
of “defeating aggression by a major power and deterring opportunistic 
aggression elsewhere.” Assessing that guidance, the Commission unani-
mously stated that “the United States now faces five credible challengers, 
including two major power competitors, and three distinctly different 
geographic and operational environments. This being the case, a two-war 
sizing construct makes more strategic sense today than at any previous point 
in the post-Cold War era.”134

This is logical. Given the degree of uncertainty, the rise of China, and the 
behavior of Russia, the United States should employ a two-war force-sizing 
construct, similar to what it employed during most of the Cold War. This is 
not to suggest that fighting two major wars is likely, but having that amount 
of capability deters opponents and provides the U.S. with sufficient forces 
to deal with the unforeseen.

Size of the Army. Analysis indicates that the U.S. Army commits 21 
BCTs on average to a major conflict, thus a two Major Regional Contin-
gency force-sizing construct for the Army would call for 42 BCTs. But 
that does not account for battle losses, presence missions, or a strategic 
reserve. The Army should therefore grow to 50 BCTs with the appropriate 
institutional support structure, requisite combat units, combat support 
forces, and logistics units.135 An Army that can field 50 Regular Army BCTs 
would number roughly 550,000. RAND, considering North Korean and 
Baltic deterrence and warfighting scenarios, estimated that 545,000 troops 
would be needed.136

Rate of Growth. Based on recruiting difficulties in 2018, the Army has 
chosen to request to increase its end strength more slowly than previously 
planned, adding 2,000 per year versus 4,000.137 This is too slow. At this rate 
it will take until 2030 to grow the Army to 500,000. The Army should return 
to a growth rate of at least 4,000 per year in 2021 and for subsequent years.

Recruiting. Recruiting is difficult now. The U.S. unemployment rate is 
at a historic low of 3.6 percent. American youth have the lowest interest 
in joining the military in 10 years.138 Only 29 percent of American youth 
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qualify to serve.139 The Army is taking action to turn recruiting success 
around, exploring new markets and better using information technology 
and social media. This may succeed—or the Army and the other services 
could instead find that 2018 was the start of a long recruiting “drought” that 
will require more of a “whole-of-society” solution to fix.

In that dire scenario, the Army must be prepared to contribute ideas to 
a more comprehensive national-level solution to military recruiting. Solu-
tions could include shorter terms of enlistment, better national messaging, 
earlier exposure for secondary students to civic education, better use of 
Junior Reserve Officer Training Corps programs to feed recruiting, and 
structured programs to convert volunteers to qualified volunteers through 
physical education, diet, and education.

Getting More Out of Today’s Army. Manpower is expensive, and 
options to bring down its costs are limited. The Army must view manpower 
as both an enabler—which it does well—and as a cost—which it does mis-
erably. To understand manpower as a cost will require the Army to define 
combat power as an output and seek the same or greater combat power 
with less manpower. Systems that might feature an autoloader, for example, 
would be prioritized in such an environment.

Cutting or constraining the rate of growth of pay or benefits in the midst 
of a poor recruiting environment would be counterproductive. There are 
four possible ways the Army can get more from the personnel authoriza-
tions they have: reduce the grade plate structure, replace soldiers with 
civilians and contractors in positions that do not require uniformed war-
fighters, invert the “tooth-to-tail ratio,” and reduce nonessential units or 
headquarters.140 All these options are hard.

Rank structure in the Army has crept up over time. In 1980, the led-to-
leader ratio (total enlisted/total officer) was 6.8 percent. In 2015, it was 4.1 
percent.141 There is no operational reason why the Army needs a continually 
growing percentage of officers, especially given the ever-increasing qual-
ity of the enlisted force. This represents an area where the Army can save 
manpower dollars. Past efforts have failed due to stiff resistance.

Despite a law that requires the Secretary of Defense to ensure that func-
tions performed by civilian personnel “should not be performed by military 
personnel,” there are thousands of authorized positions for soldiers that 
could be performed by civilians or contractors more cheaply and effective-
ly.142 For example, in the past the Army has maintained uniformed medical 
personnel in excess of warfighting requirements. Trading these positions 
for civilians or contractors can allow the Army to develop more combat 
capability. There are indications the Army is already taking this path.143
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Over time the tooth-to-tail ratio (the ratio of combat elements to the 
total force) has declined. The force that the U.S. had to fight in World War 
I, the Allied Expeditionary Force, had 53 percent combat forces. In 2005, 
deployed combat forces percentages dropped to as low as 25 percent. There 
are no quick wins in this area. The Army must continue to develop systems 
that require less logistical support to slowly reverse this ratio.144

The remaining option is to reduce nonessential units or headquarters. 
This “tree has been heavily pruned” in recent years. With the movement 
of Army medical treatment facilities to the Defense Health Agency under 
Public Law 114–328 § 702a, it might be possible to disestablish U.S. Army 
Medical Command. Other eliminations are difficult to discern.

Summary. The Regular Army should quickly grow to 500,000, getting 
to that point by FY 2025. It should continue to grow to at least 540,000 and 
contain approximately 50 BCTs. The Army must be prepared to broaden 
its thinking about ways to increase recruiting success. The Army should do 
what it can to contain manpower costs, considering grade-plate reductions, 
converting positions from soldier to contractor and civilian where possible, 
and continuing to look for non-essential units to disestablish.

Materiel. The NDS points to the critical need to modernize by saying 
“[w]e cannot expect success fighting tomorrow’s conflicts with yesterday’s 
weapons or equipment.”145 Yet with some exceptions, the Army’s equipment 
was largely designed in the 1970s and fielded in the 1980s. The Army clearly 
sees this problem and is devoting considerable organizational energy to 
modernization as seen in AFC, Cross Functional Teams, and the six mod-
ernization priorities. Modernization occupies a prominent position as “Line 
of Effort 2” in the Army Strategy, and the main effort is scheduled to shift 
from readiness to modernization in 2022.146

Looming over all Army modernization efforts are the challenges with 
troubled past programs and, in particular, the “ghost of FCS,” which 
haunts program managers and capability developers alike.147 Capability 
gaps, derived from comparing the needs described in the Army’s future 
operating concept (MDO) to the current force, must therefore drive Army 
modernization. Complicating that analysis is the reality that while MDO 
at its heart is a fundamentally joint concept, the Army is constrained to 
developing only its service programs.

The danger of groupthink in modernization programs is ever present. An 
Army senior leader will make a statement on the importance of a materiel 
requirement or attribute, and any dissent from that position can be perceived 
as disloyalty. Army senior leaders must therefore be extraordinarily diligent in 
fostering creative and critical thinking throughout the lifespans of programs.
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Balancing the Lure of Technology with the Necessity. Americans have 
a fascination with technology and often will embrace technology prior to 
figuring out the application. Similarly, defense programs are often judged 
by the Office of the Secretary of Defense or Capitol Hill on the degree to 
which they feature the latest technology—despite the absence of a support-
ing operational concept. The Army is not immune to that disease.

RAND’s Dave Johnson, commenting on this says, “The Army often grasps 
at the new because it believes what it does is not compelling enough to get 
what it wants in the competition between the services for resources.”148 On 
the flip side, there are numerous historical examples in which the introduc-
tion of new technology—or the lack thereof—made a decisive difference. The 
soldiers in Task Force Smith in the opening battle of the Korean War, for 
example, were unable to stop North Korean World War II–era T-34 tanks 
because they only had bazookas and 75mm recoilless rifles, despite the fact 
that better weapons, like the 3.5-inch rocket launcher, had been designed. 
Consequently, Task Force Smith was consequently overrun.149 The key is 
matching the threat, the concept, and the technology.

Link To MDO. The Army has initiated some 31 modernization programs 
largely tied to their six modernization priorities.150 Most seem well-con-
ceived and linked to MDO. The need for long-range precision fires and a 
precision-strike missile with a range to 310 km, for example, is grounded 
in the need to strip away Russian surface-to-air missile batteries and gain 
access.151 The linkages of other programs and initiatives are not as obvious 
and would benefit from an Army effort to make the connections either more 
explicit or reconsider the requirements. This may be work yet to be released, 
but it would be helpful for the Army to juxtapose the specific capability gaps 
of the current force, based on MDO, against the proposed requirements for 
the 31 new modernization initiatives.

For example, the Army has established a threshold requirement for a 
Future Long-Range Assault Aircraft (FLRAA) to cruise at 250 knots and 
have a combat radius (unrefueled) of 200 nautical miles (nm). This may 
be necessary, but it is difficult to follow the “pedigree” of the requirement. 
The Army Request for Information bases the combat range for FLRAA on 
a 110 nm “doctrinal distance of the MDO close and deep maneuver areas,” 
but these distances are not found in the published MDO concept.152 Also not 
made clear is how FLRAA and the Future Attack Reconnaissance Aircraft 
(FARA) will survive against near-peer sophisticated integrated air defense 
capabilities like the Russian’s capable Pantsir-S1 SA-22 system. Even if 
the aircraft’s speed is doubled or tripled, it will not outrun the Pantsir’s 
9M335 missile.
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Fielding Capabilities. In the past the Army has established an acqui-
sition objective by totaling the complete need based on all authorization 
documents for the new system with the assumption that the Army would 
eventually field 100 percent of the requirement. This is indeed appropriate 
for small, less-expensive systems like sniper rifles, in which it is feasible to 
completely outfit the Army with a system in a matter of a few years, or, when 
there is a compelling need to “pure-fleet,” for example, with body armor.

However, for costly and training-intensive systems in which it is only 
possible to field a maximum of two to three brigades a year (complete 
Army fieldings take over 12 years), a different approach is needed. The 
Army should “bake in” an acquisition strategy acknowledging it will only 
field perhaps one-third of the total Army a discrete capability and then 
deliberately plan to move to the next design. This often becomes the de 
facto plan after delays and budget cuts, but the Army should instead make 
it the paradigm. This will prevent the Army from owning an entire fleet 
of outdated technology and introduce more competition and less tech-
nological risk.

Additionally, in the past, much attention has focused on ensuring equip-
ping “parity” between reserve components and the Regular Army. In many 
cases, reserve component units would benefit from only actually owning 
a reduced training quantity of equipment versus the full complement 
of authorized equipment. Such a reduction would save in maintenance 
time and costs and allow the Army to refresh its equipment on a more 
frequent basis.

Current 
Army 
Priority Capability

Gap Between Current 
and Required Capability

(1 to 5, 5 = largest gap)

Criticality to Success
of the Operation

(1 to 5, 5 = most critical)
Weighted 

Score

1 Long Range Precision Fires 5 5 25

2 Next generation Combat Vehicles 3 4 12

3 Future Vertical Lift 3 2 6

4 Army Network 4 5 20

5 Air and Missile Defense 4 5 20

6 soldier Lethality 4 4 16

sR215  A  heritage.orgSOURCE: Author’s assessment.

TABLE 2

Assessment of Current Army Priorities
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Capability Areas. In October 2017, the Army established six moderniza-
tion priorities: long-range precision fires, next-generation combat vehicles, 
future vertical lift, Army network, air and missile defense capabilities, and 
soldier lethality.153 The priorities should be based on an evaluation of cur-
rent versus required capabilities, assessed against the capability’s overall 
criticality to success, and all tied to a future aim point—2030, by a force 
employing MDO doctrine. When these priorities are viewed through this 
lens, questions emerge. Table 2 reflects the Army’s modernization priorities 
in their existing order, alongside the author’s assessments. (See Table 3.)

Given the dependence of MDO on fires and the poor state of Army fire 
systems, the inclusion and first placement of long-range precision fires 
is logical. Based on the importance of the network to MDO and the cur-
rent state of Army tactical networks, logically the network should come 
next in priority. Third, based on the severely limited current capabilities, 
should come air and missile defense, followed by soldier lethality in fourth. 
Next-generation combat vehicles are fifth; nothing has come forward to 
suggest that there is a technological advancement that will make a next-gen-
eration of combat vehicles significantly better. Finally, the last priority 
should be future vertical lift, although a persuasive argument could be made 
to include sustainment capabilities instead. Nowhere in the MDO concept 
is a compelling case made for the use of Army aviation, combined with the 
relative youth of Army aviation fleets.

The following paragraphs are in order of the author’s revised priority, 
and provide additional recommendations concerning Army equipment 
modernization programs.

Army Priority Capability Weighted Score

1 Long Range Precision Fires 25

2 Army Network 20

3 Air and Missile Defense 20

4 soldier Lethality 16

5 Next generation Combat Vehicles 12

6 Future Vertical Lift 6

sR215  A  heritage.org

TABLE 3

Recommended Revised Modernization Priorities

SOURCE: Author’s calculations.
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Fires. The Army should prioritize a stealthy ground-launched cruise 
missile capable of defeating ships and key command and control (C2) nodes, 
perhaps procuring the Naval Strike Missile or a similar system. There are 
indications that the Army is considering this capability; it should be accel-
erated to provide forces useful sea-denial capability in the Indo–Pacific 
area of operations.

The Army should prioritize close- and mid-range distributed fires, 
including a replacement for the ATACMS and improving the range of fielded 
artillery systems. This is particularly important in light of the reality that 
the Air Force will likely have its hands full establishing air superiority. While 
the Army is attempting to establish joint targeting centers and training, it is 
not yet clear how the Army will successfully employ missiles and cannons 
with ranges of 1,000 km or more—farther than the distance between Wash-
ington, DC, and Portland, Maine. This requirement should be subjected to 
continued feasibility evaluation, and these investments should be priori-
tized lower than systems that deliver fires to the close and deep-maneuver 
areas as described in MDO until the sensor-shooter chain is clear.

Additionally, it is difficult to discern what operational problem the Army 
has that a hypersonic missile will help solve. Yet the Army reportedly plans 
to spend $1.2 billion on a hypersonic missile over the next five years.154 
Overall, the Pentagon is spending approximately $2.4 billion on hypersonic 
offensive weapons in 2020, while only spending $155 million on hypersonic 
defense.155 The Army should consider prioritizing investment in hypersonic 
missile defense systems as well, in conjunction with the Missile Defense 
Agency over offensive capabilities.

Network. The Army needs a network that is simple, reliable, and less 
fragile than its current systems. These capabilities may need to come at 
the expense of capacity. All indications are that the Army is moving in this 
direction. The network needs the capability to allow partners and allies to 
plug in without the need for extensive re-engineering in the theater. The 
network needs the capability to operate disconnected from the continental 
U.S. or strategic clouds by incorporating considerable forward processing 
power and local storage, updated by episodic reach-back into clouds located 
in sanctuary.

Air and Missile Defense. The Army needs a system of layered air and 
missile defense systems, with capabilities for long/mid/short-range inter-
ception. The Terminal High Altitude Air Defense system fills the need for 
long-range missile intercepts, while the Patriot handles mid-tier missiles 
and air-breathing threats, and the emerging Maneuver Short Range Air 
Defense covers the short-range but critical gaps that remain in the long, 
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mid, and short tiers. U.S. policymakers bemoan the fact that Turkey (a 
NATO ally) and India (which has major defense partner status) are both 
considering purchasing the Russian Triumf S-400 (SA-21 Growler) system. 
Usually not mentioned is the reason that these countries are considering 
buying the system: The United States does not have a comparable system 
to offer in its stead.

The S-400 can fire four different interceptors with ranges from 40 km 
to 400 km. The Patriot range against fixed-wing targets is only a fraction 
of the S-400. The Army needs to design and build a similar system, not to 
compete with the S-400, but rather to give Army combat forces and C2 
nodes better protection. There is $239 million in the Army program across 
the Future Years Defense Program for a “medium-range future interceptor,” 
presumably to start addressing that need, but that is not enough.

Soldier Lethality. The programs the Army is pursuing in this area are 
well-founded and do not require adjustment.

Combat Platforms. The Army has rightly prioritized the Bradley Fighting 
Vehicle for replacement over the tank due to power and other limitations. 
The replacement program, the Optionally Manned Fighting Vehicle (OMFV), 
has the requirement to operate without a crew. The robotic vehicle is cur-
rently technologically feasible, but there is not an existing (nor available in 
the mid-term) Army network capable of supporting the robust bandwidth 
requirements to support robotic combat vehicles. An autonomous combat 
vehicle is not currently technologically feasible. It is appropriate for the Army 
to ask for a fighting vehicle able to integrate a robotic or autonomous func-
tionality at a later date, but unless the Army is willing to tolerate delay and 
increased cost, that requirement should not be considered critical now, and 
increased lethality and protection should be prioritized instead.

Lethality overmatch and active-protection systems should be provided 
for all replacement programs for the Bradley and Abrams due to the 
expected proliferation of modern anti-armor systems.156 Communications 
and targeting systems on fighting platforms will evolve much faster than the 
survivability and automotive components. Future Army combat platforms 
must be able to receive C2 and targeting updates without the need for any 
hardware modifications. Air deployability requirements for combat plat-
forms, except those associated with Infantry BCTs, should be secondary to 
onboard capabilities. Due to limitations in Air Force transport aircraft, it 
will not be feasible to deploy militarily significant armored combat power 
overseas by air.

The Army needs to replace High Mobility Multipurpose Wheeled 
Vehicles as quickly as possible, particularly in Armored Brigade Combat 
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Teams (ABCTs) and select other combat formations. The Joint Lightweight 
Tactical Vehicle is the right vehicle for that purpose, and the Army should 
increase its procurement to at least 4,000 vehicles per year until a viable 
quantity is achieved.

Aviation. With the return to great power competition comes the chal-
lenge of making Army aviation survivable against modern air defense 
systems. New Army programs such as FLRAA and FARA emphasize 
increased combat range and speed over legacy helicopters. Comparable 
attention must be paid to aircraft survivability programs.

Organization. Since there have been armies, modifying their structures 
to meet strategic challenges and gain advantages has been a necessity. From 
the 7th century B.C. Greek phalanx to modular BCTs, militaries must change 
their organization to respond to new technologies, tactics, and adversaries. 
Similarly, today’s Army understands the need to constantly revisit existing 
organizational structures. According to Lieutenant General Eric Wesley, 
Army Futures Command Deputy Commanding General, “There is going to 
be a fundamental change in the organizational structure to fight the way we 
are describing [in MDO].”157 Perhaps the most important first step in this 
journey is for the Army to explicitly state that it is moving from a BCT-cen-
tric structure to an Army with different capabilities at echelon—tailored to 
achieve victory.

Tailoring to Theaters and Potential Adversaries. Army forces will 
be organized into force packages based on the needs of the Combatant 
Commanders of their planned theater of employment, Europe, or the 
Indo–Pacific. Even individual unit types should be considered for differing 
Modified Tables of Organization and Equipment based on their envisioned 
theater of employment, potentially with different vehicles or systems tai-
lored to the terrain, adversary, and operational concepts of the theater. In 
World War II, the Army actively experimented with the design of a Light 
Division for use in Southwest Asia, a formation that would have had no 
utility in other theaters. Nineteen Infantry Divisions fought in the Pacific 
in World War II, no armored divisions.158 The Army should therefore not 
shy away from designing units specifically tailored to the vastly different 
conditions in Europe versus the Indo–Pacific.

Brigades. Because of the lack of certainty of the adversary or his location, 
the Army cannot precisely tailor itself to fight China and Russia or another 
adversary. Thus, the Army must maintain a balanced force of heavy (ABCT), 
Medium (SBCT), and Lightweight (Infantry Brigade Combat Team, IBCT) 
brigades and Special Operations Forces. The Army is out of balance, with 33 
Infantry BCTs and only 16 Armor BCTs and 9 Stryker BCTs. The National 
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Commission on the Future of the Army recommended that the Army should 
increase the number of Armor BCTs.159 The Army responded and converted 
two Infantry BCTs to Armor BCTs. With increases in end strength, either 
more Armor BCTs should be created or converted from Infantry BCTs.

Fires Formations. When fielded, new long-range precision fires capa-
bilities will require new Army organizations to employ them. Rocket and 
missile battalions will need to be combined with appropriate ISR capabili-
ties to allow longer-range employment and should be assigned to Division 
and Corps headquarters. Ultimately, the Army’s Multi-Domain Task Forces 
may grow into these units.

Anti-Access Battalions. Long-range, anti-ship, ground-launched 
cruise missiles should be combined with air defense capabilities in new 
Area Denial/Anti-Access battalions that can be deployed and employed 
separately from Corps and Divisions to create new problems, particularly 
for the Chinese in the Indo–Pacific.

Headquarters. The Army is evaluating the new roles and tasks for 
Division and Corps headquarters in near-peer competition with multi-do-
main operations. They will likely add capabilities to allow these echelons 
to better access other domain capabilities. It is already clear these com-
mands need more capability to conduct information operations, cyber, 
and joint operations. This is appropriate, but the Army must simultane-
ously guard against allowing the size of these headquarters to grow to 
the point that they are unwieldy and present irresistible targets. The key 
is to have enough capability at each echelon to allow it to fulfill its mis-
sion—and no more.

The Army lacks an adequate command and control headquarters between 
Corps and Theater Army, particularly in Europe. A Field Army should be 
created for this purpose, and when sufficient demand exists, another in the 
Indo–Pacific.

Security Force Assistance Brigades (SFABs). SFABs should continue 
to be activated as planned, modified as appropriate, and employed. As Army 
leaders change and emphasis fully shifts to great power competition, the 
temptation will be high to reduce the number of these units in favor of 
other capabilities. The SFABs, however, are a relatively small investment 
in order to maintain COIN advisory capability. The Army must resist 
that temptation.

Regular Army Versus Reserve Component Mix. The mix and structure 
between Regular Army and reserve components must be re-envisioned. The 
Army should conduct a zero-based analysis to determine the optimum mix 
of capabilities among its components. The analysis should be done with the 
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participation of all Army components. The primary consideration must 
be the execution of the National Defense Strategy at the lowest risk, while 
providing states and governors useful capability with the National Guard.

Requirements for initial contingency-response forces needed within 60 
days should fully reside in the Regular Army. Units with complex missions 
requiring extensive collective training, e.g., division headquarters, are poor 
candidates for placement in the reserve components. The Army must seek 
to optimize its needed capabilities within its total end strength. For example, 
the Army, at 19 total division headquarters, is over-subscribed. Components 
should be exploited for their unique advantages. The Army Reserve as a 
federal force operating under the Chief of Army Reserve is ideally suited to 
provide institutional support to the Army when Regular Army soldiers and 
units deploy.160 Finally, the Army should resist the temptation to organize 
combat units exactly the same between the Regular Army and the reserve 
components. There may be excellent rationales why they should be orga-
nized and equipped differently.

Force Posture. The NDS introduces a new “Global Operating Model” 
consisting of four layers: contact, blunt, surge, and homeland.161 The Army 
currently has an insufficient amount of forward-stationed forces to execute 
this strategy. If the Army is going to be successful in Europe in preventing 
a fait accompli attack, it will need more blunt forces to deny Russian objec-
tives. As recently as 2002, the Army had a corps headquarters, two heavy 
divisions, and six combat brigades in Europe.162

Rotational forces, e.g., an Armor BCT on a nine-month tour, provide 
tangible combat power but do not have the same deterrent value nor famil-
iarity with the area as permanently stationed forces. The rotational model is 
reportedly harder on families than forward-stationed, as well as more costly 
(if rotational forces deploy with their individual equipment).163 The Army, 
in coordination with OSD and NATO, should pursue forward stationing an 
Armor BCT, a Division headquarters, an Air Defense battalion, and a Fires 
Brigade in Eastern Europe. This should be grown to a full division’s worth 
of capability. The Army should also seek opportunities to either rotate or 
station forces in Southeast Asia.

Summary of Recommendations

Below is a summary of recommendations described above. It should 
not be lost that the Army has adopted a deliberate and serious approach to 
modernization. These recommendations are offered as course corrections/
suggestions to improve outcomes.
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In the area of managing change, the Army should:

 l Guard against the pendulum swinging too far in the new direction 
of great power competition, and maintain critical capabilities for 
COIN and stability operations, including supporting their intellectual 
underpinnings. The new emphasis on competition present in both 
the NDS and MDO Concept should allow room for Army units to hone 
COIN skills.

 l Take the challenge of urban warfare seriously and commit energy 
toward improving training ranges, doctrine, and equipment.

 l Zealously promote critical thinking and avoid groupthink. Reward 
those who actively question Army programs and concepts. Promote a 
free and open dialogue in journals and forums. Exercise caution when 
senior leaders endorse specific system attributes or requirements to 
avoid closing down discussion.

 l Ensure continuity in the key leaders of change, particularly in Army 
Futures Command, Program Managers, Cross Functional Teams, and 
key positions in the Army Headquarters, such as the Director of Force 
Management. Leave these individuals in place for three-plus years.

 l Take action to prepare select individuals to lead change by investing 
in their education and tailoring their assignments, perhaps forgoing 
at critical junctures traditional assignments in favor of developmental 
institutional assignments generating deep expertise.

 l Logically phase the delivery of Army modernization capabilities. 
Deliveries of new equipment will, in some cases, probably proceed no 
faster than two to three BCTs per year. At that rate, the capability will 
not be completely fielded for two or more decades. How the Army will 
field this equipment is still to be announced. In the past, the Army has 
fielded by Corps, by location, or by a master priority list. Today, prior-
itizing the grouping of units who would support a fight against Russia 
for modernization seems logical.

 l Free AFC from near-term modernization responsibilities to allow it 
to focus on the mid- and far-term challenges. Any issues inside of one 
year, e.g., defending the current Army equipment program before 
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Congress, should be handled by the Army headquarters, allowing AFC 
to look deeper and reduce its near-term distractions.

In the area of Operational Concepts, the Army should:

 l Consider broadening the central problem in Multi-Domain Opera-
tions to include the operations following defeat of layered standoff. 
Defeating layered standoff is necessary but alone is insufficient. More 
is required, specifically the defeat of the adversary. Narrowly focusing 
on layered standoff runs the risk of diminishing the need to solve the 
key problems that follow those operations.

 l Form a “best of breed” threat, taking the most dangerous capabilities 
of both China and Russia and using those derived threats to base 
capabilities and doctrine.

 l Seek Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff’s active support for the 
Multi-Domain Operations Concept. Push for Joint Warfighting Con-
cepts that promote the ideas in MDO.

 l Stabilize the Multi-Domain Operations Concept once it has matured 
and avoid too frequent updates.

 l Increase commitment to experimentation by designating additional 
assigned experimentation forces to AFC.

In the area of manpower, the Army should:

 l Continue to grow the Army to roughly 50 Regular Army BCTs and to 
an end strength of at least 540,000 Regular Army soldiers. Grow end 
strength at a rate faster than 2,000 Regular Army soldiers per year to 
more quickly reduce risk.

 l Be prepared to contribute ideas to a “whole of society” effort to 
increase the effectiveness of military recruiting.

 l Reduce manpower costs by reducing the led-to-leader ratio back 
to 6.8 percent, reducing the tooth-to-tail ratio, substituting where 
possible contractors and civilians for soldiers, and eliminating non-es-
sential units.
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In the area of equipment, the Army should:

 l Revise the modernization priorities, elevating the network, while 
reducing the priorities for future vertical lift and next-generation 
combat vehicles.

 l Make public and discuss often the link between new equipment pro-
grams and their basis in the Multi-Domain Operations Concept.

 l Except in rare cases, avoid pure-fleeting the Army with a single type of 
equipment; instead field roughly one-third of the Army and move on 
to the next design.

 l Field a stealthy ground-launched cruise missile capable of defeat-
ing ships, surface-to-air batteries, and key C2 nodes. Reconsider 
investments in a hypersonic missile and instead focus on hypersonic 
missile defense.

 l Do not make the ability for the OMFV to operate robotically or auton-
omously a key requirement until the network matures to the point at 
which it can support such a capability. Require the OMFV to be able to 
accept such a capability at a later date.

 l Provide lethality overmatch and active protection to all armored 
platforms expected to come in contact with enemy forces.

 l Accelerate the JLTV program.

 l Develop a system of layered air and missile defenses, with capabilities 
for long-, mid-, and lower-tier engagements.

In the area of organizations and force posture, the Army should:

 l Consider different Modified Tables of Organization and Equipment 
for forces allocated to Europe and the Indo–Pacific.

 l Achieve a better balance between ABCTs, SBCTs, and IBCTs.

 l Form A2/AD battalions equipped with anti-ship cruise missiles and 
air-defense batteries.
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 l Create a new Field Army headquarters for Europe, and, when appro-
priate, the Indo–Pacific.

 l Conduct a zero-based analysis to determine the optimum mix of 
capabilities among its components. The analysis should be done with 
the participation of all Army components. The primary consideration 
must be the execution of the National Defense Strategy at the lowest 
risk while providing states and governors useful capability with the 
National Guard. It will likely find that we are over-invested in IBCTs 
and Division Headquarters in the National Guard.

 l In coordination with OSD and NATO, pursue forward stationing an 
ABCT, a Division headquarters, an Air Defense battalion, and a Fires 
Brigade in Eastern Europe. This force should grow to encompass a 
division’s worth of capability. The Army should seek opportunities to 
either rotate or station additional forces in Southeast Asia.

Conclusion

The Army is making a concerted effort to change to meet the future. 
Efforts such as the creation of Army Futures Command and Cross Func-
tional Teams are a clear example of the Army’s commitment to change. 
Current leaders are dedicating an extraordinary amount of time to this 
challenge. Time has shown, however, that such efforts must be sustained 
over the tenures of a succession of key leaders to achieve success.

The recommendations in this Special Report are designed to assist in 
cementing successful change and provide course corrections. The Army 
must remain flexible enough to deal with unforeseen challenges, includ-
ing preserving hard-learned counterinsurgency capabilities. Rather than 
seeking to match and exceed each of our adversary’s investments, the Army 
must focus on enabling its own operational concepts and seeking answers 
to tough operational and tactical problems. Given the quality of the soldiers 
and leaders we see on display in Iraq, Afghanistan, South Korea, and 137 
other countries around the globe, the Army will, as it has throughout our 
nation’s history, succeed.
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