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The Executive Reorganization is one of the defense reform movements, the last defense movement
before this reform was the Goldwater-Nichols Act that was introduced back in 1986 (U.S., 2016). It is
not possible to understand the Executive Reorganization without understanding the reforms included
in the Goldwater-Nichols Act. This is because the Executive Reorganization Movement aims to address
many of the issues that were not covered by the Goldwater-Nichols Act. Therefore, this report first
analyzes the need for the Goldwater-Nichols Act and the reforms it introduced to the defense system.
It then looks at the shortcomings of the Goldwater-Nichols Act that have led to the need for reforms
through Executive Reorganization.

The Goldwater-Nichols Foundation

The Goldwater-Nichols Act was passed in 1986 to address various problems in the defense sector,
including the lack of proper military cooperation. The operation of the military was not coordinated as
expected, which made the defense sector less effective. The law was created to improve the way the
military departments and other defense agencies worked together (U.S., 2016). It strengthened the
role of the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff as the principal military adviser to the President, the
National Security Council, and the Secretary of Defense. It also clarified the chain of command from
the President to the Secretary of Defense and then to the combatant commanders.

Joint Planning and Unified Command

One of the main objectives of the Goldwater-Nichols Act was to enhance the capacity of the Armed
Forces to design and work as one joint power (U.S., 2016). Before the Act, the military services often
planned and operated independently, which created coordination problems. The Act therefore
encouraged joint planning, joint operations, and greater cooperation among the Army, Navy, Air
Force, and Marine Corps. It also strengthened the authority of unified and specified combatant
commanders over forces assigned to them.
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The Impact of Joint-Service Reform

The reforms introduced by the Goldwater-Nichols Act had a significant impact on the United States
defense structure. The Act improved jointness and made it easier for the services to work together
during military operations. It also made joint duty experience important for the career development of
officers. These reforms helped create a culture in which officers were expected to understand not only
their own service but also joint military operations.

New Threats Beyond the 1986 Framework

However, the defense environment has changed significantly since 1986. The United States now faces
threats involving cyber operations, space, terrorism, information warfare, artificial intelligence, long-
range missiles, and strategic competition with major powers. The structure that worked well for
traditional military operations may not be sufficient for these new challenges. This has led
policymakers to consider whether the Department of Defense needs further organizational reform.

Updating Defense Authorities and Responsibilities

Executive Reorganization refers to efforts to improve the structure, authorities, responsibilities, and
coordination of the Department of Defense and related national-security institutions. The goal is not
necessarily to replace the Goldwater-Nichols Act but to update the system so that it can address
modern threats more effectively. These reforms may involve changes in headquarters organization,
combatant command responsibilities, acquisition, planning, and the relationship between military and
civilian leadership.

Headquarters Complexity and Accountability

One major area of concern is the size and complexity of defense headquarters. Over time,
organizations can develop overlapping offices and responsibilities. This can slow decision-making and
make accountability unclear. Reorganization may aim to reduce duplication and improve the flow of
information between the Office of the Secretary of Defense, the Joint Staff, military departments, and
combatant commands.

Geographic and Functional Commands

Another issue is the relationship between geographic and functional combatant commands.
Geographic combatant commands are responsible for particular regions of the world, while functional
commands focus on areas such as special operations, transportation, strategic forces, cyber
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operations, and space. Modern threats often cross geographic boundaries, which can create
coordination challenges. Cyberattacks, terrorism, and long-range weapons do not fit neatly into one
region.

Cyber and Space as New Domains

The increasing importance of cyber and space has already led to organizational changes. United
States Cyber Command and United States Space Command have become important parts of the
defense structure. These developments show that the organization must adapt as new domains of
conflict emerge. Future reforms may need to clarify how these commands coordinate with geographic
commanders and military services.

Modernizing Defense Acquisition

Acquisition is another important area. The Department of Defense has often been criticized for slow
and costly procurement processes. Modern technology changes rapidly, and a system designed for
large weapons programs may not be flexible enough for software, artificial intelligence, autonomous
systems, and commercial technology. Reorganization may therefore include reforms to acquisition
authorities, budgeting, testing, and cooperation with private industry.

Congressional Reform Through the NDAA

The National Defense Authorization Act (NDAA) is an important tool through which Congress can
influence defense organization. Congress has regularly used the NDAA to create new authorities,
require studies, establish organizations, and change defense policy. The United States Congress has
satisfied its obligation of creating the National Defense Authorization Act (NDAA)(U.S., 2017). Through
the NDAA, Congress can review proposed reforms and ensure that changes have legal authorization
and oversight.

Preserving Civilian Control

Civilian control of the military is another central principle. Any reorganization must preserve the
authority of elected civilian leaders. The President serves as Commander in Chief, while the Secretary
of Defense exercises authority, direction, and control over the Department of Defense. Military advice
is essential, but decisions about national policy and the use of force remain under civilian authority.
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Military Advice and the Chain of Command

The role of the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff is also important. The Chairman provides military
advice but is not in the operational chain of command. This distinction helps prevent confusion
between advising and commanding forces. Some reform proposals have considered whether the
Chairman should have additional responsibilities, but changes must be evaluated carefully to avoid
concentrating too much authority or weakening civilian control.

Joint Cooperation Without Excessive Bureaucracy

Jointness remains one of the most important achievements of Goldwater-Nichols. Reorganization
should not undermine cooperation among the services. At the same time, excessive emphasis on joint
processes can create bureaucracy if every decision requires multiple levels of coordination. Reform
should preserve the benefits of joint operations while allowing faster decision-making when
necessary.

Balancing Service Expertise With Integration

The military services still need enough independence to develop specialized capabilities. The Army,
Navy, Air Force, Marine Corps, and Space Force operate in different domains and require distinct
training, equipment, and culture. Reorganization should balance service expertise with joint
integration.

Interagency National-Security Coordination

Modern warfare also requires cooperation beyond the Department of Defense. Diplomacy,
intelligence, economic policy, homeland security, cybersecurity, and development assistance can all
contribute to national security. Military organizations should therefore coordinate with the
Department of State, intelligence agencies, Department of Homeland Security, and other federal
institutions.

Defense Cooperation With Private Industry

The private sector also plays a growing role because many important technologies and infrastructures
are commercially owned. Cybersecurity, communications, artificial intelligence, satellite services,
cloud computing, and logistics often depend on private companies. Defense organization must
therefore include mechanisms for secure cooperation with industry without creating conflicts of
interest or weakening accountability.
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Secure Information Sharing

Another challenge is information sharing. Modern operations require rapid access to data from many
sources. Organizational barriers can prevent information from reaching the people who need it.
Reorganization should improve secure information-sharing systems, common data standards, and
communication between commands and services.

However, greater sharing must be balanced with cybersecurity and classification requirements.
Sensitive information cannot simply be made available to everyone. Access controls should be based
on mission needs, and systems should be designed so that information can be shared securely rather
than trapped within organizational silos.

Preparing Leaders for Emerging Domains

Leadership development is also important. Goldwater-Nichols created incentives for officers to gain
joint experience. Future reforms may need to develop leaders who understand cyber, space,
emerging technology, interagency cooperation, and international partnerships. Professional military
education should evolve with the strategic environment.

Alliances and Interoperability

International alliances are central to United States defense strategy. NATO, bilateral alliances in Asia,
and other partnerships require interoperability and shared planning. Reorganization should
strengthen the ability of U.S. forces to operate with allies and partners rather than focusing only on
internal Department of Defense structures.

Budget Flexibility and Oversight

Budgeting also affects organization. The Planning, Programming, Budgeting, and Execution process
has been criticized as slow and inflexible. New technologies may become obsolete before traditional
budget cycles can fund them. Reform may involve creating more flexible funding mechanisms while
maintaining congressional oversight and financial accountability.

Managing the Disruption of Reform

Any reorganization creates risks. Changing reporting lines and responsibilities can create temporary
confusion, reduce morale, or weaken established relationships. Organizational charts alone do not
solve cultural problems. Leaders must explain why changes are needed and ensure that personnel
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understand new authorities and responsibilities.

Diagnosing Problems Before Reorganizing

Reform should therefore be evidence-based. Policymakers should identify specific problems,
determine their causes, and evaluate whether organizational change is the best solution. Some
problems may result from inadequate resources, poor leadership, or outdated processes rather than
structure. Reorganizing without diagnosing the problem can create disruption without improvement.

Legislative Oversight and Accountability

Congress has an important oversight role in this process. Hearings, reports, audits, and legislation can
ensure that reforms are transparent and consistent with law. Congress should also evaluate whether
proposed changes improve military effectiveness and protect taxpayers.

Measuring the Results of Reform

The Department of Defense should also measure the results of reforms. Performance indicators may
include decision speed, readiness, joint interoperability, acquisition timelines, cybersecurity, cost
control, and operational outcomes. Metrics should be designed carefully so that organizations do not
focus on numbers that fail to reflect real effectiveness.

What Goldwater-Nichols Achieved

The Goldwater-Nichols Act remains one of the most important defense reforms in modern U.S. history.
It improved joint operations, clarified command relationships, strengthened military advice, and
increased cooperation among the services. Its success demonstrates that organizational reform can
improve military effectiveness when it addresses clearly identified problems.

Building on the Existing System

At the same time, the strategic environment has changed dramatically since 1986. Cyber operations,
space, emerging technology, global terrorism, and strategic competition create challenges that were
not central when Goldwater-Nichols was written. Executive Reorganization should therefore build on
the strengths of the existing system while addressing these new requirements.
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A Flexible and Accountable Defense Structure

In conclusion, Executive Reorganization is needed because defense organizations must evolve with
changing threats, technology, and strategic priorities. The reforms should preserve civilian control,
jointness, clear command relationships, and congressional oversight. They should also improve
coordination across cyber, space, acquisition, information, alliances, and interagency operations. The
Goldwater-Nichols Act provides an important foundation, but future reforms should ensure that the
Department of Defense remains flexible, accountable, and capable of responding to modern security
challenges.
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