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1  | The Challenging Future of Strategic Planning in Foreign Policy



“Avoid trivia.”

—Secretary of State George Marshall’s advice to George Kennan, the first director of policy planning



Strategic planning for American foreign policy is dead, dying, or moribund. This, at least, has been the assessment of several commentators and policy-makers in recent years. 1 Michèle Flournoy and Shawn Brimley observed in 2006, “For a country that continues to enjoy an unrivaled global position, it is both remarkable and disturbing that the United States has no truly effective strategic planning process for national security.” 2 At an academic conference in 2007, a former director of the State Department’s policy planning staff complained that, “six years after 9/11, we still don’t have a grand strategy.” Aaron Friedberg, who was director of policy planning for Vice President Richard Cheney, writes in this volume, “The U.S. government has lost the capacity to conduct serious, sustained national strategic planning.” Admiral William Fallon, the CENTCOM commander until the spring of 2008, told the New York Times that the United States would need to focus more on policy planning: “We need to have a well-thought-out game plan for engagement in the world that we adjust regularly and that has some system of checks and balances built into it.” 3 In this volume, Council on Foreign Relations president Richard Haass argues that the United States has “squandered” its post–cold war opportunity, concluding, “Historians will not judge the United States well for how it has used these twenty years.”

These sorts of laments have become common in the past decade, in no small part because of the foreign policy planning of the administrations of Bill Clinton and George W. Bush. Members of the Clinton administration’s foreign policy team prided themselves on their ad hoc approach to foreign policy problems. 4 The Bush administration had ambitious policy goals, but failed to develop the plans and policies necessary to achieve them. 5 The challenges facing President Barack Obama in 2009 are stark: a malaise in strategic planning has fed a nostalgia for the days of George Kennan and his founding of the State Department’s policy planning staff. 6

What, exactly, is strategic planning? In his memoirs, Secretary of State Dean Acheson provided one useful definition: “to look ahead, not into the distant future, but beyond the vision of the operating officers caught in the smoke and crises of current battle; far enough ahead to see the emerging form of things to come and outline what should be done to meet or anticipate them.” Ache-son thought that policy planners should also “constantly reappraise” existing policies. 7 That view matches how the contributors to this volume use the term. Strategic planning is not limited to grand strategy; it can apply to regional and crisis situations as well. It should also be noted that strategic or policy planning is not just about top-down implementation. 8 It can also be about reinterpreting past and current actions through a new analytic lens, one that carries “heuristic punch,” as Stephen Krasner phrases it in his chapter.

As the contributors to this volume suggest, there are three ways in which strategic planning affects foreign policy: through the plans, the planning, and the planners. If the policy plans are actually implemented, their effect on foreign affairs is self-evident. Even if they are not implemented, however, the process matters as well. Planning is not limited to plans; it is also about the patterns of thinking that best match resources and capabilities to achieving the desired policy ends. Similarly, if the planners are thought to be capable and strategically minded, then they will be more likely to influence responses to new and unanticipated events. Even when plans are OBE—overtaken by events—the process and the individuals are still important.

In foreign policy, the concept of strategic planning is synonymous with the State Department’s policy planning staff—or “S/P” as it is called within the confines of Foggy Bottom. During its sixty-year history, the actual functions of the staff have varied widely, ranging from speech-writing duties to operational functions to acting as a liaison to the foreign policy community outside of the government. Its mission is highly unusual in twenty-first-century American government. According to its own website, the goal of S/P is “to take a longer term, strategic view of global trends and frame recommendations for the Secretary of State to advance U.S. interests and American values.” 9 This goes against the grain of a 24/7, real-time, rapid-reaction era in which policymakers define the long term as anything longer than a week. Part of the challenge of twenty-first-century foreign policy is to think about how this concept should be applied to all foreign policy agencies.

Demand for cogent strategic planning has not been matched by scholarly interest in the subject. In one respect, this is not surprising. The glamour of grand strategy will always trump debates about the processes that enable or retard policy planning. Certainly in the academic study of international relations, grand theory is accorded greater respect than foreign policy analysis. Simply put, everyone likes debating the content of the plans themselves more than the bureaucratic plumbing behind the plans. In another respect, however, previous decades saw at least some scholarly interest in this topic. 10 In recent years, however, there has been very little research on this subject. 11 This volume hopes to address this gap.

With a new presidential administration comes a hope that strategic planning—within and outside the State Department—will play an elevated role. At a time when the United States faces a rising number of foreign policy challenges, the need for planning would appear to be greater than ever. Are strategic planners housed in the Pentagon, State Department, Treasury Department, National Security Council, and National Intelligence Council capable of rising to the challenge? Indeed, is strategic planning a viable concept in the twenty-first century?

These are the questions that animate this volume. Future policymakers need to comprehend the utility and the limits of policy planning. This introduction sets the stage by discussing the external, internal
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fter World War 11, George Kennan became the State Department's

first director of policy planning. Secretary of State George Marshall's
initial advice to Kennan was this: Above all, “avoid trivia.” Concentrate on
the forest, not the trees, and don't lose sight of the big picture. Easier said
than done. Avoiding Trivia critically assesses the past and future role and
impact of long-term strategic planning in foreign policy.

Strategic planning needs to be a more integral part of America's foreign
policymaking. Thousands of troops are engaged in combat while homeland
security concerns remain. In such an environment, long-term coordination
of goals and resources would seem to be of paramount importance. But
history tells us that such cohesiveness and coherence are tremendously
difficult to establish, much less maintain. Can policy planners—in the Pen-
tagon, the State Department, Treasury, National Security Council, and
National Intelligence Council—rise to the challenge? Indeed, is strategic
planning a viable concept in twenty-first-century foreign policy? These
crucial questions guide this eye-opening book.

The contributors include key figures from the past few decades of foreign
policy planning—individuals responsible for imposing some sort of order
and strategic priority on foreign policy in a world that changes by the min-
ute. They provide authoritative insight on the difficulties and importance
of thinking and acting in a coherent way for the long term.
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