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Introduction

Military victories are won by commanders and the troops they lead. But the preparation 
for those battles begins years before a bullet is ever fired—even in the committee rooms 
of Congress, as it did forty years ago.

Every American who watched Operation Desert Storm, the opening days of Operation 
Iraqi Freedom, or the 2011 raid that killed Osama bin Laden witnessed a military that 
appeared almost effortless in its coordination. So did the nation that watched Operation 
Absolute Resolve unfold in January 2026, when Navy, Air Force, Space Force, Marine 
Corps, and Army special operations forces converged in a single, seamless raid to 
capture Venezuelan strongman Nicolás Maduro. Orders flowed through a clear chain of 
command. Forces from every service operated under unified leadership. Commanders 
understood their authorities. The military had been trained to act as members of a joint 
force. Those features of the modern American military seemed so natural that many 
Americans rightly assumed it had always been that way. But the truth of the matter is, it 
has not.

Forty years ago, the Department of Defense remained organized largely as it had been 
after World War II—a collection of individual military services that trained separately, 
planned separately, purchased separately, and, too often, fought separately. The results 
were a string of failures. Reform commissions came and went. Secretaries of Defense 
proposed changes that were blocked. Senior officers acknowledged the shortcomings but 
vigorously defended their institutional and parochial prerogatives.

Large organizations rarely redistribute their own authority voluntarily. The Pentagon 
proved no exception. For more than a generation, meaningful reform proved impossible. 
Then Congress did something extraordinary.

In 1986, over the strong objections of the Pentagon’s senior civilian and military 
leadership, the Senate Armed Services Committee (SASC) and the House Armed 
Services Committee (HASC) in a bipartisan approach, enacted the most sweeping 
reorganization of the American military since the National Security Act of 1947. Over 
the course of just a handful of months, the legislative culmination of years of staff 
preparation, hearings, and analysis—the Goldwater-Nichols Department of Defense 
Reorganization Act, the Nunn-Cohen Amendment establishing U.S. Special Operations 
Command, and the acquisition reforms inspired by the Packard Commission—were all 
written into statute and permanently changed how the United States commands, equips, 
and employs military force.



From left: Senator Barry Goldwater, then-SASC Staff Director Arnold Punaro, and Senator Sam Nunn. 
Punaro holds an earlier photo of Goldwater and Nunn with the Committee staff report that helped lay 

the groundwork for the Goldwater-Nichols Act. 

As Staff Director on the SASC at the time, I watched senators from both parties confront 
a Department whose own organizational structure had become the problem—and whose 
civilian and military leaders were unwilling to address their own failures. Today, four 
decades later, every major American military operation still rests on the foundations 
Congress built during that remarkable legislative period. Today’s Chairman of the Joint 
Chiefs of Staff, General Dan Caine, put it plainly after the Venezuela operation: “What 
we’ve witnessed today is a powerful demonstration of America’s joint force.” That kind 
of statement would have been unthinkable forty years ago.

Today, four decades later, every major American military operation 
still rests on the foundations Congress built during that remarkable 
legislative period. 



Landmark 1986 Legislation That Shaped Today's Military
Four decades of institutional change in joint command, special operations, and defense 
acquisition.

1986 LEGISLATION ENDURING IMPACT

Goldwater–Nichols Department 
of Defense Reorganization Act

P.L. 99-433 | October 1, 1986

Fundamentally strengthened civilian control of the military.
Crystallized and streamlined the operational chain of 
command—from the President to the civilian Secretary of 
Defense, to the warfighting commanders.
Established the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff as the 
principal military adviser to the President, National Security 
Council, and Secretary of Defense.
Created the position of Vice Chairman and made joint-duty 
experience central to senior officer development and 
promotion.
Provided the command architecture proven in Panama in 
1989 and Operation Desert Storm in 1991—and used in every 
major U.S. military operation since.
Required the President to submit a recurring National 
Security Strategy report to Congress.

Nunn–Cohen Amendment to the 
FY1987 National Defense 
Authorization Act

P.L. 99-661 | November 14, 1986

Mandated the creation of U.S. Special Operations Command
—the first unified combatant command established by 
Congress—activated in April 1987.
Established dedicated civilian oversight by creating the 
Assistant Secretary of Defense for Special Operations and 
Low-Intensity Conflict, and a unique protected funding and 
acquisition structure through Major Force Program 11.
Gave special operations forces institutional permanence after 
decades of minimal support and funding.
Built the institutional foundation for the force that reached 
Osama bin Laden in 2011 and conducted two decades of 
counterterrorism operations. 

Defense Acquisition 
Improvement Act provisions in 
the FY1987 NDAA

Implementing key Packard 
Commission recommendations

P.L. 99-661 | November 14, 1986

Created the Under Secretary of Defense for Acquisition, the 
predecessor of today's Under Secretary of Defense for 
Acquisition and Sustainment.
Reduced layers of management and bureaucracy.
Established the Program Acquisition Executive (PAE) 
structure and streamlined reporting.
Laid the foundation for subsequent acquisition reforms, 
including the Defense Acquisition Workforce Improvement 
Act, the Weapon Systems Acquisition Reform Act, and their 
successors. 



The Road to Goldwater-Nichols

The organizational problems that culminated in Goldwater-Nichols had been visible for 
years. They did not begin in Beirut or in Grenada. Those tragedies merely exposed 
deficiencies that had accumulated over decades. Military institutions, like all large 
institutions, can adapt, innovate, and improve. What they will seldom do, however, is 
cede power. That reality, more than any single battlefield failure, explains why Congress 
ultimately concluded that meaningful defense reform required legislation, not another 
internal review.

The Pentagon badly needed reform. The military bureaucracy had 
tied itself in knots since World War II and lost outright the Vietnam 
conflict and three lesser engagements: the seizure of the USS Pueblo, 
the Desert One raid, and the peacekeeping operation in Beirut. The 
Korean War, the Mayaguez rescue, and the Grenada incursion were 
hardly resounding victories. Decision-making had become so 
convoluted, fiefdoms so powerful and inbred, lines of authority so 
confused and chains of command so entangled that the military 
hierarchy had repeatedly failed the nation. Third-rate powers and 
terrorists had humiliated America. Tens of thousands of troops had 
died needlessly. Unprecedented levels of defense spending were not 
making the nation more secure. Goldwater and Nunn were resolved 
to fix this dysfunctional system. The fiefdoms were equally 
determined to preserve their power and independence.

— James R. Locher III, Victory on the Potomac: The Goldwater-Nichols Act 
Unifies the Pentagon

The pattern began to emerge after Vietnam. In 1975, the rescue of the SS Mayaguez 
revealed serious weaknesses in joint planning, intelligence, and coordination. Five years 
later, the failed Operation Eagle Claw rescue mission in Iran demonstrated how difficult 
it remained for the military services to plan and execute complex joint missions. The 
forces committed to the Iran hostage rescue displayed extraordinary courage, but they 
had been assembled from separate service components that had not collaborated ahead 
of time with extensive training or the right equipment, had not built the command 
relationships and lines of communications, nor had perfected the interoperability 
complex missions require. 

Reform-minded military leaders, including Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff General 
David Jones, began warning publicly in the late 1970s that the nation’s command 
structure had not kept pace with the way America would have to fight future wars. The 



warnings, failed rescues, and other examples of shortcomings led to studies, speeches, 
and discussions around potential recommendations; they did not, however, produce real 
reforms and, therefore, nothing changed. 

Then came the autumn of 1983.  

On October 23, 1983, two suicide bombers destroyed the U.S. Marine Corps barracks at 
Beirut International Airport, killing a total of 299 service personnel (241 American, 58 
French), along with six civilians. It remains the deadliest single-day toll for the U.S. 
Marine Corps since the Battle of Iwo Jima during World War II.

Two days later, American forces launched Operation Urgent Fury in Grenada. The 
invasion succeeded but, once again, exposed serious organizational weaknesses. 
Communications between the services were frequently incompatible, command 
relationships were improvised, and intelligence was poorly shared. According to a 1985 
SASC staff report, at one point, neither the Atlantic Command headquarters nor the 
Second Fleet headquarters directing the operation included a single Army officer on its 
staff. 

Marines aboard an LVTP-7 tracked landing vehicle during Operation Urgent Fury, Grenada, October 
1983. Source: Leatherneck, Marine Corps Association.

General John Vessey, then Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, described Grenada 
publicly as a success while acknowledging that significant problems had emerged. Inside 
Washington, members of Congress reached a more troubling conclusion: if the United 
States struggled to coordinate its forces against a lightly defended Caribbean island, 
what would happen in a major conflict against the Soviet Union? 

https://dair.nps.edu/handle/123456789/3764
https://dair.nps.edu/handle/123456789/3764
https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/politics/1983/10/27/us-forces-allies-advance-in-grenada/bfff3844-0d1e-4416-95da-19d99f565161/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/politics/1983/10/27/us-forces-allies-advance-in-grenada/bfff3844-0d1e-4416-95da-19d99f565161/


Beirut exposed an even more troubling mismatch between responsibility and authority. 
General Bernard Rogers, the European commander responsible for the mission, later 
explained that he possessed little practical authority over many of the decisions affecting 
the forces under his geographic responsibility—there were eight layers of command 
between General Rogers and the Marine commander on the scene. Admiral William 
Crowe subsequently described the chain of command as long, complex, and clumsy. The 
Long Commission, organized to review this tragedy, concluded that these layers of 
command were among the major reasons for the failures in Lebanon.

For members of Congress, these were no longer isolated operational shortcomings. They 
were symptoms of a structural problem. While previous failures led to investigations, 
Beirut and Grenada produced what those earlier failures had not: a Congress inspired to 
act.

Two senators, Barry Goldwater (R-AZ) and Sam Nunn (D-GA), would lead that effort. 
Similar concerns existed in the House, where Armed Services Committee Chairman Les 
Aspin (D-WI); Ranking Member Bill Dickinson (R-AL); and Subcommittee Chairman 
Bill Nichols (D-AL), who would co-author the Act itself, pressed the same case.

Goldwater, Nunn, and the Congressional Role

When Senator Goldwater became Chairman of the SASC in 1985, he inherited years of 
unfinished debate about military reorganization. A World War II veteran and former 
presidential candidate, Goldwater was skeptical of bureaucracy, impatient with 
institutional complacency, and deeply committed to military effectiveness. He was blunt 
and forceful with little patience for bureaucratic explanations. During one committee 
discussion, after listening to a lengthy defense of the status quo, I recall him leaning 
back and saying, in effect, that if everything worked so well, why did they keep having 
hearings about fixing it. On another occasion, after a fellow senator asked a question 
and offered comments that Goldwater found foolish, he said, in a voice everyone in the 
room could hear, that the senator was dumb enough to pass for a tree stump.

Across the aisle stood Senator Nunn, the committee’s ranking Democrat, whose mastery 
of defense policy and meticulous approach to legislation made him one of Congress’s 
most respected national security voices. He prepared relentlessly and could move from 
broad policy questions to exact statutory language, which made him an indispensable 
partner in converting the case for reform into a law built to endure. As a longtime 
member (and future Chairman) of the Senate Permanent Subcommittee on 
Investigations, Nunn was one of the Senate’s most feared questioners. He would let 
military leaders make their case against the reforms, and then take their arguments 
apart with the precision of a surgeon’s scalpel.

https://www.congress.gov/99/crecb/1985/10/03/GPO-CRECB-1985-pt19-2-1.pdf
https://www.congress.gov/99/crecb/1985/10/03/GPO-CRECB-1985-pt19-2-1.pdf
https://www.marines.mil/Portals/1/Publications/US%20Marines%20In%20Lebanon%201982-1984%20PCN%2019000309800_1.pdf
https://www.marines.mil/Portals/1/Publications/US%20Marines%20In%20Lebanon%201982-1984%20PCN%2019000309800_1.pdf


Goldwater and Nunn’s division of labor became part of the committee’s institutional 
memory. Temperamentally, they could not have been more different. Goldwater 
preferred bluntness while Nunn preferred precision. But together, they formed one of 
the most consequential bipartisan partnerships in the history of congressional oversight. 
Goldwater brought his personality and military experience; Nunn brought his command 
of the details and his ability to rebut any argument the Pentagon put forward.

It reflected the unusual trust between two senators who understood 
that lasting reform required a bipartisan coalition capable of 
surviving pressure from every direction. And there was plenty of 
pressure.

Most importantly, both men shared a willingness to spend political capital confronting 
institutions they deeply respected, while standing their ground under withering pressure 
from the Pentagon. Senior military leaders often made personal attacks on Goldwater 
and Nunn, but they did not falter in pursuing their shared goal of substantial reform.

Years later, people often remembered the partnership with humor. During preparation 
for floor debate, committee staff circulated a draft of Senator Nunn’s remarks with an 
unusually colorful line in it. I looked at the draft, paused, and said, “Senator Nunn 
would never say that.” Then I smiled and added, “But we can get Senator Goldwater to 
say it.”  

The story captured more than their personalities. It reflected the unusual trust between 
two senators who understood that lasting reform required a bipartisan coalition capable 
of surviving pressure from every direction. And there was plenty of pressure.

Opposition to Goldwater-Nichols did not come from the usual critics of a strong 
military. It came from the most senior military leaders themselves. At one public 
hearing, then-Commandant of the Marine Corps General P.X. Kelley testified on the 
record that changes to the existing command structure could ultimately cost American 
servicemen their lives. In a letter, then-Chief of Naval Operations Admiral Jim Watkins 
told the committee that he considered the bill “as drafted to be terribly flawed and 
certainly not in the best interests of national security.” Secretary of Defense Caspar 
Weinberger also opposed sweeping statutory reorganization. All the service chiefs 
resisted proposals they believed would weaken their authority and diminish the 
independence of their services. The civilian service secretaries at the time were also 
opposed. Some argued that existing problems could be corrected administratively; 
others warned that Congress risked creating new bureaucratic complications while 
solving old ones. The debate grew personal. In several Pentagon “Tank” sessions, service 
chiefs hurled insults at both Goldwater and Nunn and even questioned their patriotism. 

https://www.comw.org/qdr/fulltext/02jfqlocher.pdf
https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/GOVPUB-D5-PURL-gpo29876/pdf/GOVPUB-D5-PURL-gpo29876.pdf


Neither Goldwater nor Nunn was deterred.

I saw this emotional opposition as an opening. From my early days as a staffer, I 
understood that the Pentagon habitually overreacted to reform efforts, so long before 
this fight ever reached a hearing room, we had built that tendency into our strategy. We 
salted our proposal with provisions we had no real intention of enacting—one would 
have eliminated the Joint Chiefs of Staff outright—and let the Pentagon spend its energy 
attacking them. While the Pentagon was busy pummeling our straw men, we quietly 
gathered votes for the real elements of change, like unifying the Joint Chiefs through a 
more powerful Chairman and Vice Chairman. At key moments, we would “reluctantly” 
back away from those extreme positions, letting the Pentagon believe it had won major 
concessions—a tactic especially effective with the Navy and Marine Corps.

Goldwater-Nichols proposed redistributing authority that had been 
carefully negotiated and fiercely defended for nearly four decades 
since the end of World War II, which is exactly why it became one of 
the most contested defense bills of the postwar era, and also why the 
Pentagon fought it with everything it had.

Through these tactics, Nunn and Goldwater marshaled the SASC behind strengthened 
civilian control, streamlined and empowered combatant commands, improved military 
advice to decision-makers, and more effective joint operations.

It was not hard to understand why the service chiefs opposed the legislation—they stood 
to lose power. Goldwater-Nichols proposed redistributing authority that had been 
carefully negotiated and fiercely defended for nearly four decades since the end of World 
War II, which is exactly why it became one of the most contested defense bills of the 
postwar era, and also why the Pentagon fought it with everything it had.

The Constitution assigns Congress responsibilities that extend well beyond the 
appropriation of defense funds. Article I, Section 8 gives Congress the power "to raise 
and support Armies," "to provide and maintain a Navy," and "to make Rules for the 
Government and Regulation of the land and naval Forces," together with Congress's 
broader oversight authority over the executive branch. Goldwater and Nunn understood 
that those responsibilities included ensuring the Department itself remained organized 
for the wars America might actually have to fight. 

After four years and 241 days of study—including the landmark SASC 645-page staff 
study, hearings, testimony, negotiations, and revisions—Goldwater and Nunn 
introduced S. 2295, the Senate’s own reorganization bill.

The SASC committee markup stretched over three weeks, driven by a relentless series of 

https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=mdp.39015011556266&seq=1
https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=mdp.39015011556266&seq=1


amendments from opponents of the bill, amendments that were fully staffed and 
supported, or even, in my own observation, wholly drafted by Pentagon leaders. 
Amendments that would have weakened a fundamental reform were defeated; 
amendments that offered a genuine improvement or clarification were adopted.

The atmosphere in the closed markup room was intense but electric. As assault after 
assault on the legislation was repelled in voting, you knew you were watching history 
being made. The massive power of the Pentagon did not have the votes, and the full 
committee approved the legislation 19 to 0. Every member of SASC supported the final 
version.

The Pentagon had hoped for something closer to 10 yeas to 9 nays, hoping that a 
narrower margin might make final passage harder to achieve. After the unanimous 
committee vote, I walked down to the Senate’s military liaison office in the Russell 
Building and told them: “You got your wish. It was 10 to 9—ten Republicans voted yes, 
and nine Democrats voted yes.”

The full Senate then approved the legislation by a vote of 95 to 0, along with an 
amendment naming the bill after Senator Goldwater, at Senator Nunn’s request. The 
House version was approved by a vote of 383 to 27.

Those margins are almost unimaginable today, but they were not expected on this bill 
either, given the vehement opposition of the Pentagon. And it served as an important 
reminder that Congress should make its own decisions, informed by input from the 
Pentagon—but it cannot accept the Pentagon’s position as gospel because it’s not always 
right. The votes in the House and Senate reflected more than bipartisan agreement. 
They reflected a shared conviction that the effectiveness of the American military 
mattered more than preserving the organizational preferences of any institution or 
individual.

What the Law Actually Did

Structural changes were written into statute. Goldwater-Nichols also codified the 
responsibilities of the civilian service secretaries, strengthening their civilian control. 
One of the most important provisions we drafted, and now one of the most important 
sentences in Title 10, established that everything in the Department is subject to the 
“authority, direction and control” of the Secretary of Defense. For the civilian service 
secretaries, Title 10 says the same—they are subject to the “authority, direction and 
control” of the Secretary of Defense, and the service chiefs are subject to the “authority, 
direction and control” of their respective service secretaries.

https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/GPO-CRECB-1986-pt16/pdf/GPO-CRECB-1986-pt16-7-2.pdf
https://www.congress.gov/99/statute/STATUTE-100/STATUTE-100-Pg992.pdf
https://uscode.house.gov/view.xhtml?path=&req=%22medical+care%22+and+%22civilians%22&f=treesort&fq=t


The law also gave combatant commanders the formal authority needed to fulfill their 
responsibilities—a direct legislative response to the command ambiguities exposed in 
Beirut and Grenada. Their direct reporting relationship to the Secretary of Defense 
made clear that neither the service chiefs nor the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff 
was in the operational chain of command. The service chiefs and service secretaries, by 
law, were to focus their responsibilities to organize, train, equip, mobilize, and supply in 
support of the combatant commanders.

Command failures were the spark, but they were not the whole fire. 
While Goldwater-Nichols clarified operational command and 
strengthened joint leadership, lawmakers simultaneously addressed 
two additional weaknesses that years of investigations exposed.

Goldwater-Nichols also placed greater emphasis on the formulation of strategy and 
contingency planning. Military contingency plans were required to be reviewed by 
civilian leaders. It intensified the development of joint doctrine, training, and personnel 
policy. Joint duty became an essential prerequisite for promotion to general and flag 
rank, fundamentally changing how senior officers built their careers. It also required the 
major professional military education institutions to emphasize joint doctrine and 
operations.

The Wider Case for Reform

Command failures were the spark, but they were not the whole fire. While Goldwater-
Nichols clarified operational command and strengthened joint leadership, lawmakers 
simultaneously addressed two additional weaknesses that years of investigations 
exposed.

Acquisition Scandals and the Packard Commission

Throughout the Reagan defense buildup, Congress watched procurement budgets 
increase dramatically while public confidence in the Department’s management 
declined. Stories about $600 hammers, $640 toilet seats, and $7,000 coffee makers 
became symbols, sometimes exaggerated but still politically devastating, of a 
procurement system that appeared unable to manage enormous investments 
responsibly. Senate Majority Leader Bob Dole (R-KS) quipped that Secretary 
Weinberger was “the first person in history to overdraw a blank check."

In July 1985, a year before Congress passed Goldwater-Nichols and over the objections 
of Secretary Weinberger, President Ronald Reagan established the President’s Blue 

https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/CREC-1996-06-28/pdf/CREC-1996-06-28-pt1-PgS7225-2.pdf
https://pdfcoffee.com/victory-on-the-potomac-the-goldwater-nichols-act-unifies-the-pentagon-pdf-pdf-free.html
https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/executive-order-12526-presidents-blue-ribbon-commission-defense-management


Ribbon Commission on Defense Management under David Packard, the co-founder of 
Hewlett-Packard and former Deputy Secretary of Defense. Although many initially 
viewed the commission as an effort to defuse congressional criticism, the Packard 
Commission produced one of the most influential management studies in modern 
defense history, “A Quest for Excellence: Final Report to the President.” 

Its report ranged well beyond procurement into national security planning, budgeting, 
and military command, reinforcing the committee's case. Its recommendations, which 
Congress began writing into law in the FY1987 National Defense Authorization Act 
(NDAA), created the acquisition executive structure and processes the Department is 
now working to restore—after years of added bureaucratic layers eroded Packard’s 
original, streamlined design. Throughout his tenure, Packard stayed in close touch with 
Senators Goldwater and Nunn, meeting with them frequently on both substance and 
strategy, ensuring both efforts were mutually reinforcing.

The Special Operations Gap 

The SS Mayaguez incident, Desert One, and Beirut shared a signature: missions 
demanding specialized, integrated forces were being executed with ad hoc collections of 
units that had never trained together, leading to a mountain of failures, some 
catastrophic. For four decades, the nation had built special operations capability in 
wartime and disbanded it in peacetime, and the services showed little appetite for the 
counterterrorism and low-intensity missions gathering on the horizon.

Enacted just weeks after Goldwater-Nichols, the Nunn-Cohen 
Amendment achieved a historic first: it directed the President to 
establish a unified combatant command, creating U.S. Special 
Operations Command (USSOCOM).

Senators Nunn and William Cohen (R-ME) recognized that reforming special operations 
required its own legislative path. Rather than jeopardize Goldwater-Nichols by folding 
the issue into the larger reorganization debate, they pursued separate legislation 
through the annual defense authorization process. Enacted just weeks after Goldwater-
Nichols, the Nunn-Cohen Amendment achieved a historic first: it directed the President 
to establish a unified combatant command, creating U.S. Special Operations Command 
(USSOCOM). As with Goldwater-Nichols itself, the Pentagon opposed a separate 
warfighting command for special operations forces—and Nunn and Cohen overrode 
those objections. But this critical piece of legislation, much like the reforms in 
Goldwater-Nichols, would prepare the U.S. military for the future of war.     

https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/executive-order-12526-presidents-blue-ribbon-commission-defense-management
https://catalog.hathitrust.org/Record/001087702


Additionally, it also recognized the need for civilian oversight and a more responsive 
acquisition system. The legislation, therefore, created the Assistant Secretary of Defense 
for Special Operations and Low-Intensity Conflict and gave USSOCOM authority over 
the acquisition and budgeting of its major force programs.

Pentagon Acceptance and Evolution 

Forty years later, the legislation passed during those consequential months of late 1986 
has withstood the test of time and modern warfare, and it has forever altered the 
functionality of the best military the world has ever known. Because of its successes, no 
serious defense leader argues for returning to the system it replaced. Clear operational 
chains of command, an empowered Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, strengthened 
combatant commanders, and a genuinely joint officer corps are now defining features in 
how the United States military operates. 

The modern U.S. Special Operations Command enterprise, including USSOCOM's five components, 
seven Theater Special Operations Commands, and headquarters organizations. Source: U.S. Special 

Operations Command, SOF Week 2025.

Senator Nunn believed it would take close to ten years for the reforms to be fully 
implemented, given the sweeping nature of the changes and the strength of the 
opposition that was present inside the Pentagon. To that end, starting in 1987, when 
Senator Nunn became Chairman of the SASC, every civilian and military leader who 
required Senate confirmation had to answer a set of Advance Policy Questions 
establishing whether they supported the Goldwater-Nichols Act, what changes they 



would recommend (if any), and how they intended to implement it. Senator Nunn 
continued the practice through his eight years (1987–1995) as Chairman; Senator 
Strom Thurmond (R-SC) (1995–1999) and subsequent chairs for more than two 
decades afterward all followed suit, asking those questions of every incoming nominee. 
In Nunn’s time as Chairman, not one nominee pushed back. My understanding is that 
this pattern continued after Nunn’s tenure as well.

One of the defining moments in the Act’s early life came when Chairman of the Joint 
Chiefs of Staff Admiral William Crowe gathered the Joint Staff's generals, admirals, and 
division chiefs in a Pentagon auditorium and announced that the military was entering 
"Phase Two" of Goldwater-Nichols. There was no “Phase Two” in the law. Crowe's point 
was that the legislation had changed more than organizational charts. The Joint Staff 
would now function as Congress intended: as the Chairman's staff rather than a 
committee representing competing service interests. The military services would 
continue to advise, but they would no longer hold an institutional veto over joint 
military advice. General Colin Powell, who succeeded Crowe as Chairman, was likewise 
an enthusiastic proponent of the reforms.

From left: General Colin Powell, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, with Arnold Punaro. Powell’s 
inscription reads, in part, “To Arnold Punaro, with sincere thanks for your outstanding support during 

these historic times.”

The unified command that Congress mandated in 1987 evolved into a 
strategic capability the United States has called upon countless 
times in the years since for its specialization, precision, and 
expertise.



The reforms proved themselves almost immediately. Operation Just Cause in Panama in 
1989 and Operation Desert Storm in 1991 demonstrated a command structure that 
operated exactly as Congress intended: from the President, through the Secretary of 
Defense, directly to the combatant commander. General Norman Schwarzkopf later 
credited Goldwater-Nichols for creating "very, very clear lines of command authority 
and responsibilities," producing "a much more effective fighting force." 

From left: Then-SASC Staff Director Arnold Punaro, Senator Sam Nunn, 
General Norman Schwarzkopf, and Rick DeBobes.

Congress's companion reform, the Nunn-Cohen Amendment establishing U.S. Special 
Operations Command, proved equally consequential. The unified command that 
Congress mandated in 1987 evolved into a strategic capability the United States has 
called upon countless times in the years since for its specialization, precision, and 
expertise. The critical role was demonstrated most publicly in 2011 when U.S. special 
operations forces executed the raid that killed Osama bin Laden.

Revisions Over the Years

Congress has returned to Goldwater-Nichols periodically to ask whether it still fits the 
military the United States needs. On several occasions the Armed Services Committees 
reviewed the Act and concluded that no fundamental changes were required. In 2017, I 
worked with then-Chairman John McCain (R-AZ) to address narrower issues—among 
them the role and tenure of the Chairman, Vice Chairman, and the joint duty 
requirements—and modest adjustments were made to meet the moment, such as 
restoring the term of the Chair and Vice to four years. Former Senators Nunn and John 
Warner (R-VA) were informally consulted on those changes and agreed with them. The 
committees have also periodically revisited whether the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs 



should be placed in the operational chain of command, and each time have reached the 
same conclusion as the Act’s original architects: an emphatic no.

From left: Arnold Punaro with Senator John McCain discussing Goldwater-Nichols. 
McCain was a longtime leader on national defense and military reform.

But not everything worked as intended, and an honest accounting must include mention 
of these instances. Goldwater-Nichols gave the Chairman authority in the Pentagon's 
program and budget process to assess whether service budgets aligned with national 
strategy and to submit alternative program and budget recommendations directly to the 
Secretary of Defense. In practice, successive chairmen rarely exercised that authority, 
and the Chairman's Program Assessment gradually became little more than a 
procedural exercise, forfeiting one of Congress’s desired mechanisms for imposing 
strategic discipline across the Department.

The same pattern emerged in requirements generation, which was supposed to be based 
on the needs of warfighting commanders. During the 1990s, Admiral William Owens 
sought to make the Joint Requirements Oversight Council a venue for forcing strategic 
trade-offs among the services. Instead, the process gradually evolved into the Joint 
Capabilities Integration and Development System (JCIDS)—a bureaucracy better known 
for generating documentation than for making decisions. Ironically, the strong joint 
requirements board envisioned by the Packard Commission was never fully 
implemented. Current Pentagon leadership has taken this on, as well as recent reforms 
from the FY2026 NDAA. Only time will tell whether the “gold-plated” requirements 
from the Iron Majors and the suffocating requirements bureaucracy have finally been 
brought to heel.



Forty Years Later: The Scorecard 
Objective by objective, where the 1986 reforms stand today. 

OBJECTIVE OF THE 
1986 REFORMS

VERDICT 40 YEARS LATER

Clear operational chain of 
command

Achieved. President–Secretary of Defense–combatant commander 
lines have governed every operation since Panama. 

Strengthened civilian control of 
the military

Achieved. Title 10 places everyone and everything in the 
Department under the “authority, direction and control” of the 
Secretary.

Quality military advice, 
independent of service consensus

Achieved. The Chairman is now the principal military adviser to the 
President, with the Joint Staff as the Chairman's own instrument.

Jointness Achieved, with some erosion. Joint duty transformed the officer 
corps; waiver-creep bears watching.

Combatant commander authority Achieved on responsibility and authority; the “wall of the 
component” dismantled. Not achieved on requirements: combatant 
commanders' influence remains insufficient.

Special operations 
institutionalized (Nunn-Cohen)

Achieved beyond expectation. USSOCOM moved from a contested 
amendment to an indispensable command.

Acquisition executive structure 
(Packard)

Eroded. Bureaucracy and added process layers overtook Packard's 
streamlined structure; current leadership is attempting to restore 
the basic intent and empower the PAE structure.

Chairman's role in program and 
budget review

Unrealized. The statutory authority to submit alternative budget 
proposals has rarely been exercised effectively.

Empowered joint requirements 
board (Packard)

Never implemented as proposed. The JROC evolved into JCIDS, 
which was dissolved by memorandum in November 2025. Time will 
tell whether its successor fares better and curbs the tendency 
toward gold-plated requirements.

Rationalized defense agencies and 
Pentagon management

Unfinished. Defense-agency and field-activity sprawl grew; the 
acquisition workforce is now roughly the size of the Marine Corps. 
The massive defense agencies continue to increase in number, size, 
and cost.



The Unfinished Business of Reform

Four decades later, many of the specific challenges that motivated Goldwater-Nichols in 
the first place have been resolved. The underlying lesson—that institutions must at 
times be forced to change—has not fully taken hold, and the cost is visible today: 
America's competitors now field new capabilities in a fraction of the time it takes the 
Department of Defense to do the same. Acquisition, requirements, budgeting, and 
management have become the Pentagon's principal institutional weaknesses—what I 
call the management chain of command, and it is in as much need of substantial reform 
now as the operational chain of command was in 1986, a case I have been making in the 
decades since I left Capitol Hill. My second book, The Ever-Shrinking Fighting Force, 
devotes 497 pages on how to reform both the Pentagon and Congress.

The Department of Government Efficiency (DOGE), established by executive order in 
January 2025, was created to modernize federal operations, reduce wasteful spending, 
and improve the efficiency and accountability of the federal government. DOGE 
promised to fundamentally reshape it. Instead, it demonstrated the limits of attempting 
sweeping institutional reform through executive action alone, without sustained 
congressional engagement or statutory change.

Goldwater-Nichols teaches an important lesson: reforms by 
memorandum last only as long as the official who signs them. The 
next Secretary can reverse them in an afternoon with another 
memorandum.

That said, the executive branch has begun attempting reforms from within, including 
changes to federal acquisition regulations and the elimination of some bureaucratic 
processes in the Pentagon. In November 2025, Secretary of War Pete Hegseth issued a 
memorandum disestablishing JCIDS and creating a Requirements and Resourcing 
Alignment Board to force trade-offs across service programs. The instinct is familiar. In 
many respects, it mirrors the empowered joint requirements board the Packard 
Commission proposed nearly forty years earlier.

But Goldwater-Nichols teaches an important lesson: reforms by memorandum last only 
as long as the official who signs them. The next Secretary can reverse them in an 
afternoon with another memorandum. Goldwater-Nichols endured because Congress 
enacted it into Title 10, over the Pentagon's objections, where no single administration 
could undo it.

https://media.defense.gov/2025/Nov/10/2003819442/-1/-1/1/REFORMING-THE-JOINT-REQUIREMENTS-PROCESS-TO-ACCELERATE-FIELDING-OF-WARFIGHTING-CAPABILITIES.PDF


That is the case for congressional action now, as it was in 1986. Congress can bring four 
things to today’s unfinished defense reforms that no executive order or departmental 
memorandum can supply on its own. 

1.  Permanence. Executive orders and departmental memoranda can be rescinded 
overnight. Statutes endure across administrations. 

2.  Independence from institutional interests. The Department of Defense could 
not reform itself against its own equities in 1947, 1958, or 1983, and it cannot 
today. Congress sits outside those institutional loyalties. That distance allows it to 
make structural decisions that no individual service, or the Department itself, can 
make on its own. 

3.  Bipartisan legitimacy. Goldwater-Nichols became law because reform 
transcended party and administration. The Senate’s 95 to 0 vote sent an 
unmistakable signal that the nation’s defense required institutional change, not 
partisan advantage. Reforms embraced across party lines are far more likely to 
endure than initiatives identified with a single administration.  

4.  Power to change incentives. By making joint duty a prerequisite for promotion 
to general and flag officer, it fundamentally changed how military leaders developed 
their careers. That single statutory provision reshaped military culture more than 
any reorganization of boxes and lines on a Pentagon chart ever did.

Indeed, the effects of Goldwater-Nichols have been so imbedded in 
the military that many members of the Armed Forces no longer 
remember the organizational problems that brought about this law.

— John M. Shalikashvili, Joint Force Quarterly, The Goldwater-Nichols Act Ten 
Years Later

The fortieth anniversary of Goldwater-Nichols is not simply an occasion to celebrate a 
historic law. It is a reminder that Congress once confronted the Pentagon’s deepest 
institutional problems and solved many of them, and it is an opportunity to remember 
how that reform happened. Congress did not simply ratify an executive branch proposal. 
It identified institutional failures, challenged deeply entrenched interests, built 
bipartisan consensus, and enacted reforms built to last. Many of today’s challenges—in 
acquisition, requirements, budgeting, and management—are different in detail but 
remarkably similar in character.



General John Shalikashvili once observed that Goldwater-Nichols had become "so 
imbedded in the military that many members of the Armed Forces no longer remember 
the organizational problems that brought about this law." That is the highest 
compliment any reform can receive. But it carries a risk of its own. When success 
becomes invisible, it is easy to forget that institutions do not improve on their own. They 
improve because leaders are willing to challenge old habits, confront bureaucratic 
resistance, and legislate for the long-term.

Goldwater-Nichols, Nunn-Cohen, and Packard demonstrated that Congress can reshape 
the nation’s military institutions when it is willing to confront entrenched interests, 
think beyond a single administration, and invest political capital in reforms whose 
benefits will not be measured for years. Forty years later, that lesson is as relevant as the 
statute itself, and the example Congress set is worth honoring just as much. Today’s 
bipartisan leaders of the Senate and House Armed Services Committees, supported by 
their highly skilled staffs, are every bit as capable as those who enacted Goldwater-
Nichols—and they have already shown their willingness to tackle some of the most 
urgently needed reforms in the FY2026 NDAA. As I have for the past forty years, I 
implore the leadership to take on the challenge, make smart reforms, and deliver the 
permanent change our system needs to keep America secure for the next forty years. 
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