THE ARTS
CHILD POLICY
CIVIL JUSTICE
EDUCATION
ENERGY AND ENVIRONMENT

This PDF document was made available from www.rand.org as a public
service of the RAND Corporation.
Jump down to document6

HEALTH AND HEALTH CARE
INTERNATIONAL AFFAIRS
NATIONAL SECURITY
POPULATION AND AGING
PUBLIC SAFETY

The RAND Corporation is a nonprofit institution that
helps improve policy and decisionmaking through
research and analysis.

SCIENCE AND TECHNOLOGY
SUBSTANCE ABUSE
TERRORISM AND
HOMELAND SECURITY
TRANSPORTATION AND
INFRASTRUCTURE
WORKFORCE AND WORKPLACE

Support RAND
Purchase this document
Browse Books & Publications
Make a charitable contribution

For More Information
Visit RAND at www.rand.org
Explore the RAND National Defense Research Institute
View document details

Limited Electronic Distribution Rights
This document and trademark(s) contained herein are protected by law as indicated in a notice appearing later in
this work. This electronic representation of RAND intellectual property is provided for non-commercial use only.
Unauthorized posting of RAND PDFs to a non-RAND Web site is prohibited. RAND PDFs are protected under
copyright law. Permission is required from RAND to reproduce, or reuse in another form, any of our research
documents for commercial use. For information on reprint and linking permissions, please see RAND Permissions.

This product is part of the RAND Corporation occasional paper series. RAND
occasional papers may include an informed perspective on a timely policy issue, a
discussion of new research methodologies, essays, a paper presented at a conference, a
conference summary, or a summary of work in progress. All RAND occasional papers
undergo rigorous peer review to ensure that they meet high standards for research
quality and objectivity.

OCC A SIONAL PA PER

The Perfect Storm
The Goldwater-Nichols Act and
Its Effect on Navy Acquisition
Charles Nemfakos

•

Irv Blickstein

•

Aine Seitz McCarthy

Prepared for the United States Navy

Approved for public release; distribution unlimited

NAT IONAL DEFENS E RES EA RC H I NS TI TUTE

•

Jerry M. Sollinger

The research described in this report was prepared for the United States Navy. The research
was conducted in the RAND National Defense Research Institute, a federally funded
research and development center sponsored by the Office of the Secretary of Defense, the
Joint Staff, the Unified Combatant Commands, the Navy, the Marine Corps, the defense
agencies, and the defense Intelligence Community under Contract W74V8H-06-C-0002.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
The perfect storm : the Goldwater-Nichols Act and its effect on Navy acquisition / Charles Nemfakos ... [et al.].
p. cm.
Includes bibliographical references.
ISBN 978-0-8330-5018-2 (pbk. : alk. paper).
1. United States. Goldwater-Nichols Department of Defense Reorganization Act of 1986. 2. United States.
Navy—Procurement. 3. United States. Dept. of Defense—Reorganization. 4. United States—Armed Forces—
Reorganization—History. 5. Military law—United States—History. I. Nemfakos, Charles.
KF7252.P47 2010
343.73'0196212—dc22
2010028209

The R AND Corporation is a nonprofit institution that helps improve policy and
decisionmaking through research and analysis. RAND’s publications do not necessarily
reflect the opinions of its research clients and sponsors.

R® is a registered trademark.

© Copyright 2010 RAND Corporation

Permission is given to duplicate this document for personal use only, as long as it
is unaltered and complete. Copies may not be duplicated for commercial purposes.
Unauthorized posting of RAND documents to a non-RAND website is prohibited. RAND
documents are protected under copyright law. For information on reprint and linking
permissions, please visit the RAND permissions page (http://www.rand.org/publications/
permissions.html).
Published 2010 by the RAND Corporation
1776 Main Street, P.O. Box 2138, Santa Monica, CA 90407-2138
1200 South Hayes Street, Arlington, VA 22202-5050
4570 Fifth Avenue, Suite 600, Pittsburgh, PA 15213-2665
RAND URL: http://www.rand.org
To order RAND documents or to obtain additional information, contact
Distribution Services: Telephone: (310) 451-7002;
Fax: (310) 451-6915; Email: order@rand.org

Summary

The Goldwater-Nichols Department of Defense Reorganization Act passed in 1986 was one
of the most sweeping pieces of legislation to affect the Department of Defense and the military services in decades. Its passage resulted from dissatisfaction on the part of Congress and
other influential policymakers with what they perceived as the U.S. military’s stubborn refusal
to deal with long-festering problems. These problems included an inability on the part of the
military services to mount effective joint operations and an inefficient, unwieldy, and at times
corrupt system for acquiring weapon systems. These perceptions had some basis in reality. The
historical landscape was littered with examples of mishandled military operations, including
the Vietnam War and the failed attempts to rescue both the crew of the SS Mayaguez and the
Americans taken hostage in Iran. The acquisition process fared no better in terms of success,
as proven by the Ill Wind investigation, huge cost overruns, and such flawed systems as the
A-12 Avenger.
But Goldwater-Nichols was only one manifestation of widespread discontent with the
Department of Defense’s operational and acquisition capabilities. Between 1986 and 1990, a
remarkable number of events changed how the department was organized, conducted military
operations, and did business. The climate surrounding the enactment of Goldwater-Nichols
was indeed a “perfect storm,” a confluence of disparate currents, some flowing from longstanding problems and others from more-recent events. These currents not only facilitated the
passage of Goldwater-Nichols but also shaped its implementation in the military departments.
This paper focuses on the implementation of Goldwater-Nichols in DoN. It argues that
the implementation of the act in DoN had three undesirable consequences:
• It erected an impenetrable wall between a military-controlled requirements process and a
civilian-driven acquisition process to the overall detriment of acquisition in DoN.
• Its personnel policies deprived the DoN of a blended acquisition workforce composed of
line officers with extensive operational experience who provided valuable perspective that
those who spent most of their careers in acquisition assignments lacked.
• It created a generation of line officers who had little or no understanding of or appreciation for the acquisition process.
These consequences were unintended by those who crafted the legislation but were exacerbated
by DoN’s overly restrictive interpretation of the legislation.
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To rectify the situation, we recommend that DoN
• change its directives to eliminate the wall between the requirements and acquisition processes and spell out a continuing role for the Chief of Naval Operations and the Commandant of the Marine Corps that is more in line with the practices of the other military
services
• create an acquisition oversight body co-chaired by the Assistant Secretary of the Navy
for Research, Development and Acquisition; the Vice Chief of Naval Operations; and,
in matters of priority interest to the Marine Corps, the Assistant Commandant of the
Marine Corps
• create desirable career opportunities for line officers in the material establishment.
In the final analysis, institutional balance is a central element of concern. Violent storms
disturb the evolved balance of nature, with that equilibrium being restored over time. The
authors observe that the “perfect storm” addressed in this paper distorted the balance of actors
and forces that was key to institutional governance. A quarter of a century later, that balance
has not been regained; if anything, distortions continue. The recommendations are a step in
restoring that institutional balance.

