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About this Report
This report will not offer specific recommendations for service roles and missions 
realignment. Rather, it will highlight the imperative for the Department of Defense (DOD) 
to do so and will identify some specific mission areas for review. The intent is to encourage 
DOD to reduce unnecessary redundancies and assign emerging missions, technologies 
and concepts to the appropriate service. The report does not suggest a reassignment of 
core service roles and missions nor discuss the options surrounding an appropriate mix 
among active-duty, national guard and reserve forces to conduct those missions. 
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By CDR Clay Beers, USN; LtCol Gordon Miller, 
USMC; COL Robert Taradash, USA;  
and Lt Col Parker Wright, USAF

I .  I N T R O D U C T I O N

As it has done from time to time, the Department 
of Defense (DOD) needs to seriously re-examine 
the military services’ roles and missions as it 
adapts to the current fiscal and strategic envi-
ronment. The department faces one of its most 
consequential periods in terms of a shifting threat 
environment, new and emerging mission areas and 
a diminished defense budget. Numerous develop-
ments are challenging DOD to evolve, including 
the emergence of cyberspace attack capabilities, 
the proliferation of unmanned and autonomous 
systems, the growth of anti-access and area denial 
capabilities, the rise of China and the attendant 
geopolitical ramifications, the spread of decen-
tralized and hybrid threats to urban population 
centers and an increasingly contested and con-
gested space environment. Simultaneously, the 
department is struggling to address the impacts of 
the nation’s longest sustained ground war coupled 
with the fiscal constraints of the Budget Control 
Act and sequestration. This demands tough strate-
gic choices. 

The Quadrennial Defense Review (QDR) sched-
uled for release in February 2014 likely will adjust 
DOD’s ends by signaling modifications to the 2012 
Defense Strategic Guidance (DSG) and likely will 
introduce new ways with a revised force-sizing 

“No basic changes in the present roles and missions of the armed services are necessary 
but the development of new weapons and of new strategic concepts, together with the nine 
years operating experience by the Department of Defense have pointed up the need for some 
clarification and clearer interpretation of the roles and missions of the armed services.  We 
have recognized the need for a review of these matters … to improve the effectiveness of our 
overall military establishment, to avoid unnecessary duplication of activities and functions, 
and to utilize most effectively the funds made available by the people through Congress.” 1

secretary of defense c.e. wilson, november 26, 1956
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construct and operational concepts.2 DOD must 
complement this work with a concerted effort to 
make the most of its available means; a smaller 
defense budget demands efficiencies. With 
Congress unlikely to endorse DOD’s proposed 
compensation reforms or additional base clo-
sures, the department must look elsewhere for the 
required savings.3 One area DOD should target for 
efficiencies is the services’ continued development 
of unnecessary overlapping capabilities. Twelve 
years of combat in an abundant fiscal environment 
encouraged the services’ development of excessive 
duplicative capabilities. It is increasingly clear that 
the Department of Defense can no longer afford 
the status quo that enables excessive redundancy. 

The lack of clear and distinct roles and missions 
among the services permits them to develop 
redundant capabilities. Historically, indistinct 
service roles and missions, coupled with emerging 
technologies during periods of shrinking budgets 
have exacerbated service rivalries and wasted 
limited resources. The department must direct 
clearer distinctions among the services’ roles and 
missions in order to develop the most capable, 
efficient and effective joint force the budget allows. 
This will require changing the Department of 
Defense mindset for roles and missions. A better 
division of labor and service specialization will 
reduce excessive redundancies, provide a better 
vector to focus service capability development and 

The Department of Defense 

has an opportunity to refresh 

the services’ roles and missions 

now to best position the force 

for decades to come.

free up resources to reinvest on other priorities.4 
The Department of Defense has an opportunity to 
refresh the services’ roles and missions now to best 
position the force for decades to come. 

As part of its congressionally mandated review, 
the National Defense Panel (NDP) should 
look at the force-sizing constructs in the QDR 
through the lens of service roles and missions as 
it makes its independent assessment.5 Further, 
the secretary of defense should initiate a new 
round of consequential debates that deliver real 
distinctions for the services to develop effective 
capabilities for the joint force commander. Once 
the review is completed, the department should 
delineate service roles and missions in an updated 
Department of Defense Directive (DODD) 
5100.01 “Functions of the Armed Services and 
Its Major Components.” It should also consider 
designating mission stewardship through execu-
tive agency and explore options for additional 
service-like authorities. These steps would enable 
the secretary of defense to direct redundancy 
where prudent, while eliminating excessive over-
lap that the department can no longer sustain. It 
is vitally important that DOD take a hard look at 
the services’ roles and missions to ensure they are 
providing the joint commanders the most effec-
tive force that the nation can afford.
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I I .  R O L E S  A N D  M I S S I O N S  E V O LU T I O N

The initial roles and missions debates can be traced 
to a rather resilient agreement by the service chiefs 
at Key West, Florida in 1948. However, the Key 
West Agreement’s intentional ambiguities and 
endorsement of shared missions led to continued 
interservice friction and the development of redun-
dant capabilities for decades. In recent years, DOD 
de-emphasized service roles and missions and relied 
instead on a joint-requirements-driven approach 
to manage capabilities and minimize unnecessary 
duplication. As a result, current DOD guidance on 
roles and missions does not draw the sharp contrasts 
necessary to focus capability development.

Defining Service Roles and Missions
“Roles and missions” describes the broad and 
enduring purposes of the services. They are rooted 
in the debates over legislation to establish a uni-
fied military after World War II and were initially 
codified to define what each service could and 
could not do. Delineating roles and missions was 
unnecessary prior to establishing the Department 
of Defense in 1947; the demarcation between land 
and sea warfare was clear. The Navy and the Army 
had separate Cabinet seats, departments and bud-
gets. The merger of the Department of the Navy 
and the War Department and the establishment 
of the independent United States Air Force raised 
service concerns about who would do what in the 
new Department of Defense. The services struggled 
to achieve consensus on their roles and missions.6

Congress included general guidance for service roles 
and missions in the National Security Act of 1947. 
On the same day he signed the bill, President Harry 
Truman issued Executive Order 9877, which the 
War and Navy departments had drafted, to provide 
further specificity on service roles and missions. 
Concerned about differences in the legislation and 
the executive order, the services pushed for immedi-
ate clarifications.7 This would be the first of many 
interservice battles over roles and missions in the 

new DOD. Defense Secretary James Forrestal con-
vened the service chiefs at Key West in March 1948 
to negotiate a compromise. There, the service chiefs 
agreed that there would be no attempts to abolish 
the Marine Corps, but they capped its size at four 
divisions and agreed it would not train and equip 
parachute and glider forces. The Air Force agreed 
to provide close combat and logistical air support 
to the Army. Strategic air warfare was assigned to 
the Air Force as a primary function, and the Navy 
would be able to attack inland targets with organic 
aviation assets.8 The Key West Agreement, as it 
became known, was approved by Truman the fol-
lowing month and issued by Forrestal as “Functions 
of the Armed Forces and the Joint Chiefs of Staff.” 

Key West Legacy
The Key West Agreement provided additional 
clarification needed to address the fundamental 

President Harry S. Truman and Secretary of Defense James Forrestal 
on the lawn of the Little White House in Key West, Florida, 1948.

(Photo courtesy of Harry S. Truman Library & Museum)
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The Key West Agreement did not 
specify the extent to which the 
Navy would engage in atomic 
bombing of inland targets. Though 
it designated strategic air warfare as 
a primary function of the Air Force, 
it gave the Navy a collateral func-
tion to participate in the overall air 
mission. The Air Force feared that 
the Navy was attempting to estab-
lish a separate strategic naval air 
force.10 For its part, the Navy wanted 
to ensure that the Air Force could 
not restrict its participation in the 
atomic mission.11 The defense sec-
retary again convened the service 
chiefs, this time at Newport, R.I., to 
resolve the dispute. The Air Force 
was formally designated executive 
agent for the atomic mission, and 
the Navy was authorized to par-
ticipate in atomic bombing, both 
tactically in support of naval opera-
tions and strategically in support 
of the overall effort. The Newport 
Conference endorsed both ser-
vices’ participation in the atomic 
air mission and gave both services 
the latitude to develop competing 
capabilities. Thus, the Navy con-
tinued to develop the supercarrier 
while the Air Force pressed ahead 
with its new long-range heavy 
bomber, the B-36 Peacemaker.12 
In the zero sum contest over the 
department’s resources, both ser-
vices actively campaigned against 
the other’s weapon system. 

Ultimately, budget pressures and 
a new defense secretary, Louis 
Johnson, contributed to a pro-
grammatic decision when the 
supercarrier was scuttled in April 
1949, but not before both services 

had invested significant resources 
in the research and development of 
their respective programs.13

Ill-defined roles and missions for 
guided missiles resulted in similar 
waste. The Key West Agreement 
did not address the issue of guided 
missiles, leaving all the services to 
develop intercontinental ballistic 
missiles independently. For its part, 
the Army argued that it should 
be responsible for all surface-to-
surface missile development since 
such missiles were mere extensions 
of field artillery. The Air Force dis-
agreed, citing the original transfer 
agreement, which assigned the Air 
Force control of strategic missiles 
and pilotless surface-to-surface 
aircraft from the Army in 1947.14 
Frustrated with the department’s 
inability to streamline the guided 
missile program, President Truman 
appointed an independent mis-
sile czar to root out waste, but he 
proved ineffective in corralling the 
services’ independent and uncoor-
dinated missile programs.15 

A number of coordinating com-
mittees and internal/external 
reviews all struggled to codify and 
enforce service-specific functions 
for guided missiles for more than a 
decade. When the department was 
pressed to accelerate fielding of the 
Intermediate Range Ballistic Missile 
(IRBM) in light of the perceived 
“missile gap,” it endorsed both an 
Air Force program and a joint Army/
Navy program.  Again, the depart-
ment elected to share mission space 
rather than assign ownership to a 
single service.16 

Finally, in 1956, the DOD issued 
guidance that the Air Force would 
be responsible for operational 
employment of all IRBM forces.17 
The department’s disparate strug-
gle to field an operational guided 
missile force again highlights the 
difficulty in managing shared mis-
sions without clearly defined and 
enforceable lanes.

Unfinished Business

The problem, of course, with 

the Key West Agreement is 

that it largely failed to avoid 

the tremendous redundancy 

and duplication among the 

military services.9 

 
senator sam nunn, july 1992
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disputes after the unification in 1947. However, 
as is the case with many compromise documents, 
the agreement was either silent or intentionally 
ambiguous on remaining matters of disagreement. 
Where the services could not draw clear lanes, it 
listed collateral functions and sanctioned mission 
overlap. This allowed each service to interpret the 
document according to that service’s perspectives. 
The intentional ambiguity and shared mission 
space left fertile ground for future interservice 
disputes. Where there was ambiguity or mission 
overlap, unnecessary redundancy and waste fol-
lowed. The fierce battles between the Navy and Air 
Force over the atomic mission and among all the 
services over guided missile capabilities highlight 
the unfinished business from Key West.

The difficulties that plagued the early Defense 
Department in establishing distinct roles and mis-
sions for the services are no different today. First, 
the services are reluctant to relinquish established 
missions. It has proved difficult to overcome the insti-
tutional momentum of existing programs. Second, 
roles and missions are often viewed as zero sum 
games, where one service’s gain is seen as another’s 
loss. The battle for validated roles and missions is 
a battle for relevancy and resources. Third, relying 
on another service to provide a critical capability 
requires a great deal of trust. The services are inclined 
to seek self-reliance so they are not dependent on 
another service to provide a critical capability. 
Fourth, new technologies, mission areas and concepts 
of operation are difficult to align within existing 
structures. Each service sees merit in adopting new 
capabilities and emerging missions. While they 
explore new approaches, there are unclear boundaries 
as each looks to establish mission space.18

The Key West Agreement did not overcome all 
of these challenges to settle the matter of service 
roles and missions, but it did establish a point 
of departure for all subsequent debates. Today’s 
service functions as articulated in DODD 5100.01 
show a clear lineage to the Key West Agreement.19 

U.S. Marine Corps Assault Amphibious Vehicle 7A1s from the 3rd 
Assault Amphibian Battalion, 1st Marine Division, advance towards 
the shoreline from the USS Harpers Ferry (Landing Ship Dock-49) 
while conducting a beach landing training exercise during Dawn 
Blitz 2013 at Green Beach on Camp Pendleton, Calif., June 23, 2013. 

(Lance Cpl. Darien J. Bjorndal/U.S. Marine Corps)

Soldiers of U.S. Army Alaska’s 1st Stryker Brigade Combat Team, 3rd 
Battalion, 21st Infantry Regiment, off load from a U.S. Air Force C-17 
Globemaster III aircraft on the flightline at Joint Base Elmendorf-
Richardson, Alaska, Sept. 10, 2013, as two C-17s loaded with paratroopers 
assigned to 1st Squadron (Airborne) 40th Cavalry Regiment taxi on the 
runway for a related parachute assault training mission. 

(Justin Connaher/U.S. Air Force)
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The original roles and missions assignments have 
not changed substantially since then, though the 
department has provided more than a dozen for-
mal clarifications to the Key West language. Using 
the Key West framework, DOD has been able to 
draw prudent roles and missions distinctions that 
align joint responsibilities predominantly, if not 
exclusively, in a single service. DOD has consoli-
dated intertheater and intratheater airlift under Air 
Force stewardship.20 Similarly, the Air Force serves 
as DOD’s executive agent for space and provides 
the majority of service-provided space capabilities 
for DOD.21 The Army does not field fixed-wing 
close air support platforms and relies predomi-
nantly on the Air Force to provide that service. The 
Army is solely responsible for developing airborne 
doctrine, procedures and equipment. The Marine 
Corps is solely responsible for developing the same 
for amphibious operations.22 

DOD Shifts to Joint Capabilities Approach
The Goldwater-Nichols Department of Defense 
Reorganization Act of 1986 presented an alterna-
tive to the roles and missions debates and promoted 
a new avenue to address duplication and waste. 
After Goldwater-Nichols, the services primarily 
functioned to provide ready forces to the combat-
ant commanders. This shifted the balance of power 
from the services to the Chairman of the Joint 
Chiefs of Staff (CJCS) and unified commands, and 
empowered the joint requirements management 
process, superseding traditional service capabil-
ity development. Rather than better defining roles 
and missions, the department focused on better 
defining unified command requirements. The Joint 
Requirements Oversight Council (JROC), led by the 
Vice Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff (VCJCS), 
was established in 1986.23 It began to take shape as 
a counterweight to service capability development 

U.S. Army Seventh Special Forces Group (Airborne) soldiers exit from the ramp of U.S. Air Force C-130 high performance aircraft over Eglin Air 
Force Base, Fla., July 26, 2012. 

(Pfc. Steven Young/U.S. Army)
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in the mid-1990s when the JROC initiated Joint 
Warfighting Capability Assessments and began to 
recommend changes to service budget proposals. 
DOD began to think of roles and missions less as 
distinct service lanes and more as joint capabil-
ity portfolios. Consequently, the traditional roles 
and missions debates were sidelined in favor of a 
capabilities-based, requirements-driven approach. 
This shift was endorsed by the 1995 Commission 
on Roles and Missions, which explicitly rejected 
the Key West framework: “Fundamentally, it is a 
mistake to take the traditional ‘who gets what’ view 
of roles and missions that concentrates on Military 
Services. Rather, the emphasis should be on ‘who 
needs what’ in terms of joint military capabilities.”24 

Congressionally Mandated Reviews Lacking
Despite DOD’s shift in thinking, Congress 
remained interested in clarifying traditional 
service lanes as a vehicle to reduce cost. Goldwater-
Nichols established for the first time a legislative 
requirement for the Department of Defense to 
report periodically to Congress on the roles and 
missions of the armed services.25 The require-
ment for a triennial roles and missions review was 
later incorporated into the QDR, but the reviews 
offered no impetus for significant roles and mis-
sions changes nor did DOD show any inclination 
to update its roles and missions guidance.26 In 
response, Congress included a new provision in the 
2008 National Defense Authorization Act mandat-
ing a distinct quadrennial roles and mission review 
to “ensure that core mission areas are defined and 
functions are assigned so as to avoid unnecessary 
duplication of effort among the armed forces.”27

The first Quadrennial Roles and Missions Review 
(QRMR), issued in January 2009, was an unsatisfy-
ing response. In its only real mention of service roles 
and missions, the report referred the reader to an 
updated DODD 5100.01.28 Revised for the first time in 
more than two decades, the new directive refreshed 
the terminology and added contemporary mission 
sets. When it included new sections on the Office of 

the Secretary of Defense (OSD), the DOD Inspector 
General, and U.S. Special Operations Command, it 
did not offer any recommendations for realigning or 
delineating service-specific functions.29 Instead, the 
report cataloged the various DOD and joint man-
agement and policy initiatives in four focus areas: 
irregular warfare (IW), cyberspace, intratheater airlift 
and unmanned air systems. Rather than assign spe-
cific service functions, it affirmed roles for all services 
in each. For IW, it dodged making a specific recom-
mendation on the mix of special operations and 
general purpose forces for this mission. The report 
noted the department’s investment in cyberspace 
capabilities but offered no service-specific functions 
in the cyber domain.  For intratheater lift, it assigned 
the now defunct C-27J transportation aircraft to both 
the Air Force and the Army.  The report highlighted 
the coordinating work of the Unmanned Aircraft 
Systems (UAS) Task Force and the Intelligence, 
Surveillance and Reconnaissance (ISR) Task Force, 
which were focused on delivering capabilities rather 
than eliminating duplication and inefficiencies across 
the services.  

The most recent QRMR, issued in April 2012, was 
also silent on the assignment of service functions 
and lacked a roadmap for specific choices required 
in assigning service roles and missions for DOD. 
The 2012 QRMR detailed the key investments of 
the Fiscal Year 2013 President’s Budget and pro-
tected capabilities across the 10 Primary Missions of 
the U.S. Armed Forces as defined by the DSG, but 
offered little more.30 Congress has registered its dis-
satisfaction with DOD’s QRMRs and has called for a 
Government Accountability Office (GAO) review of 
the department’s conduct of the process.31 Together, 
the 2009 and 2012 reports’ reliance on a joint capa-
bilities portfolio perspective of roles and missions 
failed to provide additional distinction to guide the 
department in the reduction of unnecessary dupli-
cation. The reports solidified the trend to endorse 
mission overlap in the name of jointness rather than 
to draw clear distinctions among the services.
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I I I .  M A N DAT E  F O R  C H A N G E 

Indistinct Roles and Missions Hamper Joint 
Requirements Processes
The lack of clarity in service roles and missions 
has hamstrung DOD’s ability to manage joint 
capability development, reduce unnecessary mis-
sion overlap and avoid wasteful spending. DOD 
requires both distinct service roles and missions 
and an empowered joint requirements manage-
ment structure. The JROC structure relies on clear 
roles and missions as a critical front-end compo-
nent of its processes. The services are required to 
“develop service-specific operational concepts and 
experimentation within core competencies” and to 
“determine service or joint capability requirements 
and capability gaps traceable to assigned functions, 
roles, and missions.”33 When those core competen-
cies and assigned roles and missions are broadly 
defined, the services risk developing redundant 
capabilities. 

Unfortunately, the current DODD 5100.01 does 
not draw the necessary distinction. It tasks every 
service to organize, train and equip forces to oper-
ate in all domains across the range of military 
operations.34 Rather than sharply define the service 
functions, the directive lists broad mission sets 
for each of the services, reflecting their enduring 
contributions to the joint force.  It highlights some 
of each service’s unique capabilities but does little 
to focus the services’ capability development.  

The lack of an effective filter to focus service 
capability development is a weakness of the Joint 
Capabilities Integration and Development System 
(JCIDS), which seeks the best joint solution for the 
joint requirement, regardless of assigned service 
function. When a requirement is validated, all 
services are able to propose material solutions.35 
The JROC appoints gatekeepers for each Joint 
Capability Area, but they typically screen for 
promising solutions rather than consider redun-
dancies across the services. Wartime budgets have 

exacerbated the tendency for the JROC to engage 
in service log-rolling. When the JROC has made 
hard choices, it is often too late in the process to 
realize substantial cost savings. According to the 
Government Accountability Office, “a significant 
amount of time and resources can be expended in 
technology development before the JROC gets to 
formally weigh in.”36

Deliberately Manage Redundancy
There is utility in redundancy, especially in mat-
ters of national security when the stakes are so 
high. Reasoned, deliberate redundancy may be 
necessary – in fact, promoted. Redundant capa-
bilities give the joint force commander multiple 
options to address varied, operational problems. 
Specificity is the enemy of flexibility, and there is 
benefit to redundancy as it provides the ability to 
tailor the service capability mix as different situ-
ations demand unique approaches. Additionally, 
diversifying capability development with paral-
lel programs minimizes risk if one program does 
not mature on schedule. Allowing redundant 
capability development also leverages interservice 
competition to promote an optimal solution.37 
DOD has sustained certain capability overlaps 
when necessary. Despite frequent charges that the 
services field “four air forces,” the department 
has consistently defended these “aviation arms 

Without clear guidance from 

the Department of Defense on 

what to do with its resources, 

the services are forced to try 

and do everything.32 

 
house armed services committee 
panel on roles and missions, 2008
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essential to their specific roles and functions.”38 
Similarly, the nuclear triad has been preserved 
as intentional strategic redundancy. However, 
redundancy comes at a cost. In today’s fiscal envi-
ronment, DOD cannot afford excessive duplicative 
capability development, especially if driven by 
service parochialism. Redundancy that occurs 
without a conscious and deliberate choice, which 
has been allowed to continue to propagate among 
the services, does not lead to an efficient and effec-
tive joint fighting force and is a luxury DOD can 
no longer afford. The department must be clear in 
identifying areas where prudent overlap among the 

services would foster enhanced joint operations 
and maximize the benefit from limited resources, 
while preserving core competencies. 

Specialization Maximizes Resources  
to Deliver the Best Joint Force
Rather than each service building a force that 
can respond to every threat everywhere, the 
department must harness each service’s unique 
capabilities to respond to specific threats.39 If the 
Department of Defense as a whole is going to 
maintain a full-spectrum capability, it must direct 
a better division of labor among the services. The 

An Air Force B-2 bomber and 16 other aircraft from the Air Force, Navy, and Marine Corps flew over the USS Kitty Hawk (CV 63), USS Ronald 
Reagan (CVN 76) and USS Abraham Lincoln (CVN 72) carrier strike groups during a joint photo exercise (PHOTOEX) that kicked off exercise Valiant 
Shield 2006. The Kitty Hawk Carrier Strike Group participated in Valiant Shield 2006, the largest joint exercise in recent history. Held in the 
Guam operating area, the exercise included 28 Naval vessels including three carrier strike groups. Nearly 300 aircraft and approximately 22,000 
service members from the Navy, Air Force, Marine Corps and Coast Guard participated in the exercise.

(Chief Photographer Mate Todd P. Cichonowicz/U.S. Navy)
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U.S. Air Force Joint Terminal Attack Controllers and Tactical Air Control Party Airmen from the 124th Air Support Operations Squadron conduct 
over-watch and Close Air Support (CAS) training during Operation Mountain Fury, the squadron’s official annual training exercise being 
held this year in the Idaho Sawtooth National Forest, July 13. The 124th ASOS is conducting a variety of training exercising during Operation 
Mountain Fury, including small unit tactic, mounted patrols with HMWVV’s and CAS missions. 

(Staff Sgt. Robert Barney/U.S. Air Force)

The services currently rely on one 
another to provide critical enablers 
in many key mission areas. The 
medical evacuation of troops on 
the Afghanistan battlefield, for 
example, is an interdependent 
operation in which wounded war-
riors are transported to the nearest 
critical care facility in theater by 
any available aircraft, regardless 
of service. From there, Air Force 
aircraft transport the patient out of 
the combat theater to the Army’s 
Landstuhl Regional Medical Center 
in Germany, where medical person-
nel of all services work side by side. 
The Marine Corps has always relied 
on the Navy to provide medical, 

dental and religious ministry sup-
port for its combat formations at all 
levels. 

All of the armed services rely on 
the Army to provide veterinarian 
services to conduct food safety and 
security inspections and supporting 
all of the services’ working animals, 
ranging from explosive-detection 
dogs to pack mules for mountain 
warfare in Iraq and Afghanistan to 
the dolphins in the Navy Marine 
Mammal Program. Air Force control-
lers were first employed in Army 
formations to better integrate air 
power with ground maneuvers in 
the Korean War. 

Today, the Army relies on the 
Air Force to provide Tactical Air 
Control Party, Joint Terminal Attack 
Controllers, and Combat Control 
Teams as part of combat formations 
to advise and employ joint and 
coalition air power. All of the ser-
vices rely on the Air Force to provide 
access to the Global Positioning 
System’s precision location and time 
information for units, vehicles and 
weapons systems. The services are 
further integrating support opera-
tions through the worldwide joint 
basing of personnel and equip-
ment. This level of interdependence 
makes the joint force both more 
effective and more efficient. 

An Interdependent Force
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services cannot currently meet all of the combat-
ant commander’s steady state requirements, and 
they cannot afford to create overlapping capabili-
ties while leaving gaps in other mission areas. The 
department must update the service roles and 
missions to divide responsibilities for meeting 
these challenges in a way that does not charter 
every service to address every challenge. Without 
clear boundaries, the services are left to develop 
whatever capability they can fund, so they natu-
rally migrate to those missions they perceive will 
attract resources. Clearer roles and missions will 
force the services to develop unique contributions 
that, when aggregated, provide the joint force com-
mander the full spectrum of capabilities needed to 
prevail in a range of contingencies. Furthermore, 
greater clarity and specificity on roles and mis-
sions will identify areas where one service can 
assume risk because another service provides that 
capability in the appropriate capacity. Definitively 
assigning a service function mitigates the require-
ment for implied trust among the services because 
it obligates a responsible agent to cover that joint 
capability. Ultimately, it reassures the individual 
services that they can take risk in one mission area 
because another service has been directed to pro-
vide that capability. 

It is clear that the department 

cannot manage unnecessary 

redundancy using current joint 

processes alone; it requires 

clear distinctions among 

service roles and missions 

to focus service capability 

development upfront.

Window of Opportunity
The fiscal and strategic environment favors new 
action on roles and missions for a number of 
reasons. First, both OSD and the JCS are much 
stronger relative to the services than they were 
during previous roles and missions debates. 
DOD has not leveraged this strength to revisit 
roles and missions in a meaningful way since the 
Goldwater-Nichols Act empowered them. They 
are now in a position to draw and enforce much 
sharper distinctions than they were previously. 
Second, the joint requirements process has proved 
both its utility and its shortcomings in managing 
mission overlap and redundant capability devel-
opment. It is clear that the department cannot 
manage unnecessary redundancy using current 
joint processes alone; it requires clear distinc-
tions among service roles and missions to focus 
service capability development upfront. Third, 
the services are facing severe budget cuts, which 
may make them more willing to rely on burden-
sharing opportunities. Lastly, the number of 
new missions and new technologies that DOD is 
attempting to institutionalize while simultane-
ously reshaping the force after more than a decade 
of sustained combat harkens back to previous eras 
when DOD has successfully clarified service roles 
and missions. The DOD must capitalize on this 
opportunity to refine service roles and missions 
as a complement to the work of the QDR. The 
next QRMR is scheduled for 2016; that is too late 
to issue revised guidance. The department must 
move quickly to codify updated service functions 
if it hopes to realize any new efficiencies in the 
near term.
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I V.  CO N T E M P O R A R Y  R O L E S  
A N D  M I S S I O N S  O V E R L A P  I S S U E S

As the military enters another interwar period 
with dwindling resources, the services are fight-
ing for their share of defense funding for new 
domain-crossing technologies and concepts and 
that will significantly affect the way the future 
force engages emerging threats to our national 
interests. 40 

Three particularly consequential mission areas 
where service roles and missions need to be 
clarified: unmanned aircraft systems, cyberspace 
and Phase 0 operations. 

Unmanned Aircraft Systems
One of the most impactful service-crossing 
innovations in the last decade has been the use of 
unmanned aircraft systems, both for intelligence 
and strike operations. The need to immediately 
field capabilities to support warfighter require-
ments during a decade of sustained combat 
operations rightfully precluded any demands for 
efficiency. Absent an authoritative department 
strategy, the procurement of unmanned aircraft 
systems has resulted in significant overlaps across 
the services. 

Currently, the services are developing 15 separate 
UAS platforms of varying weights, speeds and 
altitudes, with a total investment of $37.5 bil-
lion during the next four years.41 In addition to 
the platforms, there is substantial duplication in 
42 separate UAS payload development programs 
and among 10 of the 13 ground control stations 
currently being developed by the services, even 
though as much as 90 percent of the software 
overlaps in these systems. Although DOD has cre-
ated interoperability working groups within the 
UAS Task Force, these organizations do not have 
the authority over the services for programmatic 
consolidation or termination.42 In response to 
the other services’ UAS development and current 

fiscal constraints, the Air Force has indicated that 
it plans to divest a portion of its permissive UAS 
capabilities.43 Such a move will further encourage 
the other services to develop organic capabilities 
to fill a presumptive gap in coverage.

Cyberspace
Responding to the Air Force’s attempt to 
stake out a leading role in cyberspace, former 
Secretary of Defense Robert M. Gates issued a 
memorandum in November 2008 promulgat-
ing guidance for the development of cyberspace 

Additional Service Roles  
and Missions Review Areas
There are numerous DOD missions with ambigu-
ous responsibilities and excessive redundancy. 
A full roles and missions review should, at a 
minimum, also examine the following missions 
currently performed by the services listed below.

1.	 Weapons of mass destruction response and 
elimination (Army, Marine Corps, Special 
Operations Forces)

2.	 Nuclear deterrence (Navy, Air Force)

3.	 Global response force (Army, Marine Corps, 
Special Operations Forces) 

4.	 Air and missile defense (Army, Marine Corps, 
Navy, Air Force)

5.	 Riverine operations (Army, Navy)

6.	 Close air support to ground forces (Army, 
Marine Corps, Navy, Air Force)

7.	 Combat support and combat service support 
(i.e., medical, legal, religious ministry, military 
police and corrections, research and develop-
ment, acquisition, installation support) (Army, 
Marine Corps, Navy, Air Force)
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forces. The memo tacitly acknowledged that all 
services operate in and through cyberspace and 
have a common requirement for cyber capabili-
ties. A year later, DOD established U.S. Cyber 
Command (USCYBERCOM) as a subunified 
command under U.S. Strategic Command. All 
of the services are actively manning cyber forces 
across all three specified mission areas: defend-
ing the nation with national mission teams, 
supporting combat operations with combat 
mission teams and defending DOD informa-
tion networks with cyber protection teams. A 
survey of U.S. Cyber Command and its service 
components suggests that the future military 
cyber force will total nearly 57,000 personnel.44 
Yet, USCYBERCOM has not directed the ser-
vices to contribute capabilities distinct from 
one another. As a result, the services are pursu-
ing service-specific approaches to developing 
long-term capability requirements geared toward 
service-specific cyberspace requirements.45 The 
roles and missions problem is more pronounced 
in the cyber domain because it lacks the physical 

domain characteristics that naturally provide 
distinct missions to the different services; the 
services risk building similar capabilities in 
different ways to conduct the same mission. 
The absence of a department-level strategy with 
a definition of roles and missions in the cyber 
domain will lead to significant duplication and 
overlap of capabilities across the services.

Phase 0 Operations46 
The services are staking their claims on steady-
state shaping and deterring operations as the 
military moves from a pre-9/11 force of home-
station training to a forward deploying force.47 
This trend is upsetting the historically unique 
roles for each of the services. In the past, Special 
Operations Forces regularly worked with partner 
nations to assess and improve their security situ-
ations, while the Army, Marine Corps, Navy and 
Air Force primarily conducted major exercises 
with partner and allied nations. The geographic 
combatant commands’ appetite for Phase 0 opera-
tions risks significant overlap among the services 
in this area, especially in the land domain. U.S. 

The U.S. Navy Triton is specially designed to fly surveillance missions 
up to 24 hours at altitudes of more than 10 miles, allowing coverage 
out to 2,000 nautical miles. 

(Bob Brown/U.S. Navy)

A U.S. Army MQ-1C Gray Eagle armed with Hellfire missiles revs up 
before taking flight at Camp Taji, Iraq.

(CPT Jason Sweeney/U.S. Army)
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Special Operations Command, the Marine Corps 
and the Army are all positioning themselves as the 
best force suited to support Phase 0 operations, 
especially in the Asia-Pacific region. Service-led 
initiatives such as Regionally Aligned Forces, 
Pacific Pathways and Strategic Landpower do 
not outline distinct service missions that would 
prevent this overlap. The Department of Defense 
needs to provide the services guidance on their 
primary mission responsibilities in Phase 0 opera-
tions instead of letting the services make their own 
decision about the force size and mix required for 
this mission. 

Sailors aboard the U.S. Navy guided-missile cruiser USS Lake Erie (CG 70) direct an Army OH-58 Kiowa Warrior helicopter from the U.S. Army 25th 
Combat Aviation Brigade (25th CAB) off the coast of Hawaii during joint training operations. The 25th CAB is expected to participate similarly in 
other training exercises in 2014. Both 25th CAB air crews and USS Lake Erie flight deck crews have training qualification requirements that can be 
met by these joint operations. 

(Chief Mass Communication Specialist John M. Hageman/U.S. Navy)
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V.  R E CO M M E N DAT I O N S

The National Defense Panel Should Highlight 
Unnecessary Mission Overlap and Wasteful 
Redundancy in its Review of the QDR. The NDP 
should explicitly assess service roles and mis-
sions.48 Noting the deficiencies in the most recent 
QRMR, the NDP should consider service func-
tion assignment as it independently examines 
and assesses the proposed force structures in the 
QDR. Its final report should highlight continuing 
capability duplication and mission overlap and 
point to the need for greater roles and missions 
distinctions. Specific mention by the NDP would 
encourage the kind of DOD review and associated 
changes that are required to make meaning-
ful changes. Any assessment of the QDR that is 
not paired with a discussion of service roles and 
missions will diminish the likelihood of DOD 
refocusing service functions.

DOD Should Initiate a New Roles and Missions 
Review that Focuses on Service Responsibilities 
Vice Capability Portfolios. In addition to updat-
ing the Guidance for Employment of the Force, 
the secretary’s operational guidance, and the bud-
get guidance for the next cycle, the department 
must also conduct an honest, china-breaking 
roles and missions review of the services, with the 
intent of drawing distinct lanes.49 The department 
must embrace the opportunity to provide greater 
distinction in service roles and missions. As the 

services rarely cede mission space to one another, 
clarifying service roles and missions will require 
departmental direction and buy-in from the 
service chiefs. Any successful review of roles and 
missions will require the personal involvement 
and investment by the Joint Chiefs of Staff to 
move beyond the current approach. Additionally, 
the department has tended to give the authority to 
develop capabilities to multiple services when the 
services cannot agree and there are disputed mis-
sion areas. The secretary of defense must guard 
against this and only assign shared missions when 
it makes operational sense to do so. The Joint 
Chiefs should re-examine the service-assigned 
functions and divest those roles and missions that 
are not core to the individual service; they should 
determine where common capabilities can be 
consolidated. Assigning ownership of a mission 
set or capability to a single service would draw 
the sharpest distinction and provide the clearest 
guidance for the services. This may not be appro-
priate for all missions, but the department should 
consolidate wherever possible. 

Army Chief of Staff Gen. Ray Odierno, far left, Chief of Naval 
Operations Adm. Jonathan W. Greenert, second from left, Marine 
Corps Commandant James F. Amos, second from right, and Air 
Force Chief of Staff Gen. Mark A. Welsh III testify on the impacts 
of sequestration on national defense before the Senate Armed 
Services Committee in Washington on Nov. 7, 2013.

(Chief Peter D. Lawlor/U.S. Navy)  

The department must also 

conduct an honest, china-

breaking roles and missions 

review of the services, with the 

intent of drawing distinct lanes.
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DOD Should Revise DODD 5100.01 to Draw 
Distinctions and Add Enforcement Based on the 
Roles and Missions Review. Codifying the results 
of the secretary of defense’s roles and missions 
review into a revised DODD 5100.01 “Functions of 
the Armed Services and Its Major Components” is 
the most important step in delineating the service 
roles and missions. Although the current version 
of DODD 5100.01 was updated in 2010, it did not 
provide the kind of distinction among service 
functions that the current fiscal and strategic envi-
ronment demands. This revised directive should 
task the services to provide specific capabilities 
rather than give broad or open-ended permis-
sions to do so. Additionally, the directive should 
provide specific restrictions among the services 
from encroaching on the mission areas of the other 
services. As part of the JCIDS process, the services 
should be required to explicitly link a particular 
capability to a DODD 5100.01-assigned mission as 
part of their Initial Capability Developments. The 
JCIDS gatekeepers must then ensure that the ser-
vices are maintaining the established lanes before 
validating the service solution. Furthermore, the 
directive must hold the services accountable for 
fulfilling their assigned functions. DOD should 
consider implementing periodic reviews and estab-
lishing a joint process to assess compliance. This 
enforcement aspect must be part of the directive 
to preclude the services from neglecting their roles 
and missions responsibilities to one another. The 
new directive would provide the appropriate filter 
to better enable the JROC processes to eliminate 
unnecessary duplication and ensure that gaps do 
not exist. 

DOD Should Designate Executive Agency 
Where Appropriate. DOD designates an execu-
tive agent when there is no other method to 
focus DOD resources on a specific area or areas 
of responsibility in order to minimize duplica-
tion or redundancy.50 The secretary of defense 
assigns the specific responsibilities, functions and 

authorities that involve two or more DOD com-
ponents. Executive agency is an optimal avenue 
to streamline the development of capabilities that 
are required across the services. This authoritative 
construct provides unity in purpose by aligning 
service capabilities under a lead service or depart-
ment activity. This is especially useful when the 
output is more programmatic and physical in 
nature, such as acquiring a common vehicle or 
platform that each service can then tailor to its 
mission set. 

If the secretary of defense determines that certain 
roles, missions or programs have cross-service 
applicability, he should assign executive agency 
to a single service to provide oversight and pre-
vent unnecessary duplication. For example, the 
Department of Defense has designated the secre-
tary of the Air Force as executive agent for space. 
In this capacity, the secretary of the Air Force 
exercises DOD-wide responsibilities for developing 
long-term space mission-area capability. There are 
real efficiencies to be gained by streamlining and 
consolidating stewardship under a single service 
through the executive agency program.

DOD Should Consider Assigning Service-
Like Responsibilities. U.S. Special Operations 
Command is the only joint command that also 
has service-like responsibilities to train, organize 
and equip its forces. 54 This gives the commander 
of USSOCOM wide authority and responsibility to 
both build and employ special operations forces.55 
USSOCOM relies upon the services primarily 
to provide the entry-level recruitment, training, 
education and management of service forces that 
develop into special operations forces. The service-
like authority, codified in federal law, requires 
the joint commander to man, train and equip the 
mission-unique joint forces. It provides the joint 
commander with the separate funding necessary 
to ensure that the multiservice forces are trained in 
the advanced skills and have the mission-specific 
equipment necessary for success in missions that 
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In 2005, the Air Force proposed that 
it be designated the DOD executive 
agent for medium- and high-
altitude unmanned aircraft vehicles 
(those operating above 3,500 feet). 
The Air Force projected savings of 
up to 10 percent in medium- and 
high-altitude UAS programs by 
consolidating the service-unique 
efforts. The other services dis-
sented and the Joint Requirements 
Oversight Council endorsed using 
the Joint Unmanned Aircraft 
System Material Review Board 
and the Joint Unmanned Aircraft 
Systems Center of Excellence to 
address the Air Force’s concerns 
about redundant development. 
With the Air Force Predator and 
Army Warrior UAS programs bump-
ing up against each other, the Air 
Force again proposed executive 
agency in 2007. This time, the JROC 

endorsed the Air Force bid and 
called for the Air Force to establish 
a joint program office to streamline 
UAS acquisition, but not to direct 
operational employment. However, 
then-Deputy Secretary of Defense 
Gordon England disagreed and 
directed the undersecretary of 
defense for acquisition, technology 
and logistics to create a task force 
to better coordinate the depart-
ment’s myriad UAS programs.51  

The resulting Task Force UAS 
(TF UAS), as described in DOD’s 
January 2013 “Report to Congress 
on Addressing Challenges for 
Unmanned Aircraft Systems” 
is “intended to encourage 
cross-service cooperation” and 
“provides a forum for influenc-
ing concepts, requirements, and 
design decisions.”  Reminiscent 

of the ineffective DOD commit-
tees that managed guided missile 
development, the TF UAS lacks the 
authority necessary to force the 
services to eliminate waste and 
duplication in development and 
procurement of unmanned aircraft 
systems. TF UAS does not have the 
authority to terminate redundant 
programs nor force their con-
solidation.52 Instead, the task force 
focuses on airspace integration, 
interoperability, frequency and 
bandwidth, and logistics and sus-
tainment. The GAO concluded, “If 
the preference for service-unique 
solutions persists in the absence 
of department-wide strategy, so 
will the potential for overlap in the 
future.”53 Thus, GAO recommends 
that DOD reconsider appoint-
ing a single entity to manage the 
department’s UAS programs. 

UAS Mission Stewardship

support all of DOD. This unique status has worked 
well for USSOCOM for the last 27 years and is a 
model that would be preferred when creating a new 
service is not desired, but there is a strong demand 
for centralized service-like requirements. 

Additionally, the development of similar service-
like commands could eliminate redundancy in 
service program funding by giving that author-
ity to the joint force commander. Allowing 
service-like responsibilities would also central-
ize the development of unique capabilities for 
mission-specific forces and could provide the 
unique functions necessary for mission success, 
provide a mechanism to prevent multiple-service 
procurement and minimize duplicative over-
head and bureaucracy. The secretary of defense 
should consider recommending new legislation 

that gives service-like responsibility and author-
ity (organize, train and equip) to a functional 
joint commander for unique global mission sets 
where continued service responsibility is det-
rimental to the development of that capability. 
Such a move would free the services to focus on 
providing capabilities that align with their core 
competencies. 
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U.S. Navy Petty Officer 1st Class Joel Melendez, Naval Network Warfare Command information systems analysis, U.S. Air Force Staff Sgt. 
Rogerick Montgomery, U.S. Cyber Command network analysis and U.S. Army Staff Sgt. Jacob Harding, 780th Military Intelligence Brigade cyber 
systems analysis, analyze an exercise scenario during Cyber Flag 13-1, Nov. 8, 2012, at Nellis Air Force Base, Nev. Cyber Flag strategically focuses 
on exercising the command’s mission of operating and defending the Department of Defense networks across the full spectrum of operations 
against a realistic adversary in a virtual environment. 

(Senior Airman Matthew Lancaster/U.S. Air Force)

Time for a Cyber Force? 

Retired Navy Admiral James Stavridis 
has argued for a distinct cyber force 
that operates as an independent 
service. He suggests, “It is time 
we considered the creation of a 
U.S. Cyber Force for many of the 
same reasons we needed a U.S. Air 
Force.”56 He asserts that such a move 
would focus DOD’s currently dispa-
rate cyber effort. He claims it would 
improve command and control in 
the cyber sphere as well as eliminate 

operational rivalries, discontinui-
ties and inefficiencies among the 
services’ varied approaches to cyber 
training and equipping.

An alternative to creating a new 
military service would be to give U.S. 
Cyber Command service-like respon-
sibilities. Then-Deputy Secretary of 
Defense Ashton B. Carter stated in 
June 2013: “I don’t rule out that over 
time we may decide to combine all 

of that [U.S. Cyber Command and its 
forces] into something that would be 
like USSOCOM, only cyber.”57 

Doing so may enhance 
USCYBERCOM’s own command 
and control, policy, training stan-
dards, authorities, resourcing and 
acquisition while streamlining the 
presentation of forces to the geo-
graphic and functional combatant 
commanders.
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V I .  CO N C LU S I O N

As the nation prepares to enter this extended 
period of evolving threats, diminished budgets 
and emerging mission areas, the Department of 
Defense can no longer afford the status quo that 
enables parochial redundancy and inefficiency. 
Without a comprehensive and directive roles and 
missions review to complement the QDR, the ser-
vices will continue to defend parochial programs, 
develop redundant capabilities and unintention-
ally waste limited resources. The Department of 
Defense has an opportunity to refresh the services’ 
roles and missions, which would enable a more 
effective, interoperable and efficient joint force 
that would free up resources to reinvest on other 
priorities.

Recent roles and missions reviews have evolved 
to focus excessively on broad joint capabilities. 
Three specific examples of areas where directive 
guidance from the Department of Defense could 
reduce or garner efficiencies and enable a more 
capable joint force are unmanned aircraft systems, 
cyberspace and Phase 0 operations. The National 
Defense Panel should encourage the Department of 
Defense to initiate a meaningful review of service 
roles and missions, moving beyond the capabilities 
portfolio approach to one that produces tangible 
distinctions between service functions. Based on 
this recommendation, the secretary of defense 
should conduct a review of services’ roles and 
missions and publish an updated DOD Directive 
5100.01 that provides sharp distinctions among the 
services’ functions that are more enforceable and 
enduring. Where shared missions are desired, the 
secretary of defense should consider either execu-
tive agency or service-like functions to provide 
the clearest possible guidance for the services. It is 
vitally important that the Department of Defense 
clarifies guidance on the services’ roles and mis-
sions to ensure the most efficient and effective joint 
force that the nation can afford.

As the nation prepares to 

enter this extended period of 

evolving threats, diminished 

budgets and emerging mission 

areas, the Department of 

Defense can no longer afford 

the status quo that enables 

parochial redundancy and 

inefficiency. 
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