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I n May 2011, the Government Account-
ability Office (GAO) reported to the 
congressional committees on armed 
Services regarding the influence of 

the U.S. combatant commanders (COCOMs) 
on the development of joint requirements as 
part of the Department of Defense (DOD) 
acquisition process.1 The increased COCOM 
role in developing joint requirements was 
legislated by the Weapon Systems Acquisi-
tions Reform Act of 2009 and the Ike Skelton 
National Defense Authorization Act for 
Fiscal Year 2011. The GAO reported mixed 
results regarding the implementation of the 
legislation—specifically, they found that 
the COCOMs are now enfranchised vis-à-
vis the Joint Capabilities Integration and 
Development System (JCIDS) for the devel-
opment of military requirements. However, 
the COCOMs are still at the mercy of the 
Services when it comes to actually develop-
ing the DOD budget and acquiring materiel; 
the COCOMs only provide “advisory guid-
ance to the larger acquisition and budget 
processes.”

In this article, we review the establish-
ment of the COCOMs per the Goldwater-
Nichols Department of Defense Reorganiza-
tion Act of 1986, briefly discuss the current 
DOD resource allocation process, and then 
propose a construct to evaluate the extent 
to which the DOD budget is aligned with 
COCOM operational requirements. We also 
discuss how to implement this proposal along 
with advantages and potential concerns based 
on implementation of this proposal.

Worth noting is the scope of this pro-
posal. Specifically, it is not our intent to create 
an algorithm whereby a bunch of budget 
numbers and COCOM priorities are smashed 
together and the output is declared to be the 
DOD budget. This analytical approach is 
intended to inform DOD decisionmakers, not 

to make their decisions for them—that is, we 
do not intend to turn the DOD budget into 
an engineering problem. Furthermore, we are 
not proposing any changes to current authori-
ties; we are simply proposing quantifiable 
and tractable measures of how well military 
department budgets align with COCOM 
priorities.

Establishment of COCOMs
On July 15, 1985, President Ronald 

Reagan signed Executive Order 12526 and 
created the President’s Blue Ribbon Commis-
sion on Defense, chaired by David Packard.2 
The final report released in June 1986 quotes 
President Reagan’s direction for the Packard 
Commission as:

The primary objective of the Commission 
shall be to study defense management poli-
cies and procedures, including the budget 
process, the procurement system, legislative 

oversight, and the organizational and opera-
tional arrangements, both formal and infor-
mal, among the Office of the Secretary of 
Defense, the Organization of the Joint Chiefs 
of Staff, the Unified and Specified Command 
System, the Military Departments, and the 
Congress.

The Packard Commission presented find-
ings and recommendations organized around 
four topics in their interim report as submitted 
to the President on February 28, 1986:

■■ national security planning and 
budgeting

■■ military organization and command
■■ acquisition organization and 

procedures
■■ government-industry accountability.

Though DOD was faced with an 
increasing demand for joint planning and 
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operations across the domains, the commis-
sion found that the Services were planning 
and conducting operations as independent, 
often competing organizations with little 
collaboration and cooperation. Similarly, the 
commission found that each Service advo-
cated and acquired systems to accomplish 
their assigned roles and missions indepen-
dently—as though each Service was the 
primary, if not sole, producer and consumer 
of its materiel. In rare instances when they 
did work together, the Services typically 
closed ranks as a last resort so as to frustrate 
attempts by the Secretary of Defense to 
impose top-down direction that would other-
wise impede the status quo for the Services.

Packard Commission recommendations 
were primarily implemented in two ways. 
First, National Security Decision Directive 
219, dated April 1, 1986, implemented virtu-
ally all of the commission recommenda-
tions that did not require legislative action. 
Second, the remaining recommendations 
were addressed via congressional legislation 
that was introduced on November 24, 1985, 
as H.R. 3622, “Joint Chiefs of Staff Reorga-
nization Act of 1985.” Congress enacted it 
as the Goldwater-Nichols Department of 
Defense  Reorganization Act of 1986, and 
President Reagan signed the legislation into 
law on October 1, 1986 (Public Law 99–433).3 
Goldwater-Nichols made sweeping changes 

to U.S. Code Title 10 that continue to impact 
the management and functions of DOD. The 
overall congressional intent for the Goldwater-
Nichols legislation was outlined in Section 3:

■■ to reorganize DOD and strengthen 
civilian authority in the department

■■ to improve the military advice pro-
vided to the President, National Security 
Council, and Secretary of Defense

■■ to place clear responsibility on the 
commanders of the unified and specified com-
batant commands for the accomplishment of 
missions assigned to those commands

■■ to ensure that the authority of the 
commanders of the unified and specified com-
batant commands is fully commensurate with 
the responsibility of those commanders for the 
accomplishment of missions assigned to their 
commands

■■ to increase attention to the formulation 
of strategy and to contingency planning

■■ to provide for more efficient use of 
defense resources

■■ to improve joint officer management 
policies

■■ to otherwise enhance the effectiveness 
of military operations and improve the man-
agement and administration of DOD.

Section 211 of Goldwater-Nichols legis-
lation created a new chapter in U.S. Code Title 

10 regarding COCOMs, specifically subtitle 
A, part 1, chapter 6, “Combatant Commands.” 
Chapter 6 was subdivided into six sections 
and addressed the following topics:

■■ §161, establishment of COCOMs
■■ §162, assignment of forces to 

COCOMs
■■ §163, role of the Chairman of the 

Joint Chiefs of Staff (CJCS) with respect to 
COCOMs

■■ §164, COCOM responsibilities and 
authorities

■■ §165, administration and support to 
COCOMs

■■ §166, COCOM budget proposals.

Though two sections and three subsec-
tions were added in subsequent legislation 
between 1986 and 2003, three sections of 
chapter 6 are of particular interest when it 
comes to issues related to DOD budgeting 
and resource allocation, notably §163, §164, 
and §166. Subsection (b) (2) of §163 specifies, 
among other things, that the CJCS “serves 
as the spokesman for the commanders of 
the combatant commands, especially on 
the operational requirements of their com-
mands.” It further specifies that the CJCS 
shall “evaluate and integrate” information 
related to COCOM requirements, “advise and 
make recommendations” to the Secretary of 
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Secretary Panetta meets with GEN David 
Petraeus and LtGen John Allen at Camp Eggers, 
Kabul, Afghanistan
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Defense regarding COCOM requirements 
(individually and collectively), and “com-
municate” COCOM requirements “to other 
elements of the Department of Defense.” 
Otherwise stated, the CJCS is the middle-
man between the COCOMs and the rest of 
DOD with respect to COCOM operational 
requirements.

Section 164 addresses COCOM 
responsibilities and authorities. Of note, §164 
subsection (b) (1) specifies that the chain 
of command flows from the President to 
the Secretary of Defense to the COCOMs. 
It also describes COCOM authorities for 
establishing subordinate commands, orga-
nizing their forces, employing their forces, 
and so forth. Finally, §164 specifies the CJCS 
advisory role is established with respect to 
working at the behest of the Secretary of 
Defense to ensure the COCOMs have “suf-
ficient authority, direction, and control over 
the commands and forces assigned to the 
command to exercise effective command over 
those commands and forces.” The section 
leaves budget authority for the forces with 
the military departments so the COCOM 
may focus on the warfighting missions. The 
extent of COCOM authority for budgetary 
matters is confined to §166; specifically, 
COCOM budget proposals are limited to four 
specific COCOM activities: joint exercises, 

force training, contingencies, and selected 
operations.

While COCOMs should focus on 
warfighting rather than organizing and 
equipping units, they should be able to 
influence the types of units available. In an 
analogy to professional sports, the net effect 
of §164 and §166 is akin to a coach having 
full control of the team on the practice field 
and full control during actual games, but 
having very little say over who is actually 
on the team. Ideally, all levels of the sports 
franchise—ownership, coaches, players, and 
support staff—are working together when it 
comes to decisions on personnel, individual 
training, team practices, game tactics, and 
so forth.

DOD Resource Allocation Process 
Three interrelated DOD decision 

support systems must be synchronized in 
order for COCOMs to have the general 
purpose forces they need to accomplish their 
assigned missions. The interrelationship 
of these three decision support systems is 
depicted in the accompanying figure, along 
with brief descriptions of each decision 
support system as posted on the Defense 
Acquisition University portal.4

Given the purpose of this article and the 
relative maturity of the COCOM role in the 

JCIDS process for the development of joint 
requirements, we focus on the DOD budget-
ing process and, to a lesser extent, DOD 
acquisition.

The Office of the Secretary of Defense 
(OSD) leads the annual Planning, Program-
ming, Budgeting, and Execution (PPBE) 
process and builds the DOD budget. The 
Army, Navy (which includes the Marines), 
and Air Force begin the PPBE process 
by submitting their proposed budgets, 
called Program Objective Memorandums 
(POMs), to OSD. OSD then leads the 
Program and Budget Review (PBR), which 
adjusts the Service proposals with inputs 
across DOD, including the COCOMs. The 
PBR product, through the Office of Man-
agement and Budget, becomes the DOD 
portion of the President’s annual budget. 
In turn, Congress reviews and revises the 
President’s budget and sends approved leg-
islation back to the President, who signs it 
into law. Each Service budget authorization 
includes funding requests to enable it to 
fulfill its Title 10 responsibility to organize, 
train, and equip forces. Consequently, the 
Services control the vast majority of the 
DOD budget.

Of the five appropriation categories in 
the DOD budget, three are germane to our 
discussion of how materiel is acquired by the 

Joint Capabilities
Integration and

Development System

         Planning,
        Programming,

Budgeting, and 
Execution
Process

Defense
Acquisition

System

Requirements: Joint Capabilities Integration and Development 
System (JCIDS). The Joint Chiefs of Staff established JCIDS in 
2003 to assess and resolve gaps in military joint warfighting 
capabilities. To effectively integrate capabilities identification 
and acquisition, the JCIDS guidance (CJCS Instruction 3170.01G 
and JCIDS Manual) was developed in close coordination with 
acquisition regulations (DOD 5000 series).

Budgeting: Planning, Programming, Budgeting, and Execution 
(PPBE). The PPBE Process is the DOD strategic planning, pro-
gram development, and resource determination process. DOD 
uses PPBE to craft plans and programs that satisfy national 
security strategy demands within resource constraints.

Acquisition: Defense Acquisition System. DOD uses the  
Defense Acquisition System to manage the acquisition of 
weapons systems and automated information systems. 
Although based on centralized policies and principles, the sys-
tem allows for decentralized and streamlined acquisition. The 
system is flexible and encourages innovation, while maintain-
ing strict discipline and accountability.
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Services and used by the COCOMs. In practi-
cal terms, these three categories capture what 
DOD is spending for future materiel, what 
DOD is building now, and what DOD is using 
now, respectively:

■■ research, development, testing, and 
evaluation (RDT&E)

■■ procurement (PROC)
■■ operations and maintenance (O&M).

The current DOD budgeting process 
has perceived problems of inefficiencies. A 
common complaint is that the Services are 
somewhat parochial (and arguably myopic) 
in constructing their budgets by advocating 
and funding new systems that are typically 
Service- or domain-centric as though the 
Services were living in a pre–Goldwater-
Nichols time warp. When they advocate and 
fund parochial systems, they often do so at 
the expense of funding the acquisition and 
O&M for materiel that would provide the 
COCOMs with joint capabilities (that is, 
across Services). Service-centric budgeting is 
not a new condition; in fact, it was a problem 
described by General Maxwell Taylor in 
his 1960 book The Uncertain Trumpet. In 
this book, General Taylor describes the 
budget and strategy obstacles he faced in the 
Pentagon during the mid- and late 1950s. 

Regarding the parochialism in the Services’ 
approach to budgeting, he wrote, “We look 
at our forces horizontally when we think of 
combat functions, but we view them verti-
cally in developing the defense budget.”5 The 
establishment of COCOMs has significantly 
modified the requirements process; however, 
the budget process remains essentially 
unchanged. The COCOMs do submit  
Integrated Priority Lists (IPLs) to OSD and 
the Joint Staff indicating challenges that the 
budget should address. In addition to this 
status quo of making marginal recommen-
dations to the PPBE process, this proposal 
would give each COCOM a quantifiable 
prioritized input to Service budgets.

A COCOM Priority Rating Proposal 
We propose a prioritized rating schema 

so that the Services’ budget alignment with 
each COCOM’s needs could be evaluated 
throughout the DOD budgeting process. In 
particular, we propose that the COCOMs 
score budget proposals using prioritized 

ratings to quantify the relative contribution of 
specific budget programs to the accomplish-
ment of each COCOM’s assigned military 
missions. These priority ratings would 
serve as quantitative evaluation criteria to 
be included during the PPBE process and 
would incentivize the Services to account 
for COCOM priorities in the annual Service 
budget submissions and deliberations.

Using the President’s budget submis-
sion to Congress from the previous fiscal 
year as a baseline, each COCOM would 
provide COCOM-weighted priority ratings 
for the Service’s RDT&E, PROC, and O&M. 
Anyone—in a Service, OSD, the Joint Staff, or 
Congress—could apply COCOM prioritized 

ratings to proposals in the next fiscal year’s 
budget and assess the impact of individual or 
collective changes. For the sake of simplic-
ity, RDT&E and PROC will be considered 
together as a composite category for acquisi-
tion (ACQ). ACQ scores are intended to give 
long-term preferences across years that are in 

a common complaint is that the Services are somewhat 
parochial (and arguably myopic) in constructing their budgets
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Air Force Secretary Michael Donley and Chief 
of Staff Gen Norton Schwartz testify on fiscal 
2012 Service budget request before Senate 
subcommittee
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both the baseline budget and the budget being 
evaluated. Using ACQ as the sum of RDT&E 
and PROC better indicates the extent of the 
acquisition, and it allows the Service budget 
to adjust within years to account for cost, 
schedule, or performance issues. We contend 
that O&M gives a short-term evaluation, so 
we recommend limiting it to just the next 
fiscal year. We recommend using the exact 
same years in evaluating these measures in 
the baseline and new budget to avoid the 
impacts of production programs starting in 
the first year or terminating in the last year 
of the Future Years Development Program 
(FYDP). We also contend that evaluating 
these budget categories of acquisition (ACQ = 
RDT&E plus PROC) and O&M will highlight 

the linkages and disconnects between Service 
budgets with the programs (that is, forces 
or capabilities) required by the COCOMs to 
accomplish their assigned military missions. 
The other appropriation categories, including 
military personnel and military construction, 
will follow O&M and ACQ to align without 
requiring direct COCOM ratings.

In table 1, we show a simplified notional 
example to explain the scoring proposal given 
to four separate DOD budget programs: 
airplanes, ships, tanks, and education. We 
included education as a representative of 
much of the Service infrastructure that does 
not directly affect the warfighting capability 
of COCOMs. In our proposal, Programs listed 
in the first column represent a compilation 
of Service program elements related to the 
given program. The Baseline funding in the 
second column of this example could be either 
the sum of the acquisition over the FYDP or 
O&M for equipped units for the next fiscal 
year. For each COCOM, the Priority rating 
reflects COCOM reliance upon the given 
program in terms of meeting their assigned 
missions. The Program score is the product 
of baseline funding times the priority rating 
(that is, the Program score combines the level 
of effort and desirability of those particular 
programs and corresponding operational 
units). For the example in table 1, the first 
COCOM assigned a priority rating of 1 for 
tanks. Thus, since the baseline funding for 

tank programs is $2 billion, the program score 
for tanks by the first COCOM is 2. Similarly, 
the second COCOM rates tanks at 0.5, so 
the product with funding of $2 billion is a 
program score of 1. The bottom row shows the 
sum of the columns. In particular, the sum of 
the program scores, which are the weighted 
products of funding and ratings, indicates the 
level of support those Service programs (and 
associated program elements) provide to each 
COCOM. Subtotals of these scores could be 
used to highlight contributions from various 
sources, such as individual Services or major 
commands.

This illustrates several points. First, 
each COCOM has a unique military 
mission assigned to it. Therefore, each of the 

COCOMs will prioritize Service programs 
differently according to their assigned mili-
tary missions and perception of the likelihood 
and severity of future operations. The various 
priority ratings reflect their COCOM com-
manders’ subjective assessments of the rela-
tive contribution of that Service’s programs 
in accomplishing their current and future 
missions in either their assigned geographic 
area or functional responsibilities. A prior-
ity rating of zero indicates that the given 
Service’s program does not contribute to that 
COCOM’s mission. Hence, Service funding 
of unrated programs could change or even be 
eliminated without changing the COCOM’s 
overall score. In this example, ships do not 
contribute to the first two COCOMs, and 
tanks do not contribute to the third COCOM. 
COCOMs would not be expected to score pro-
grams that indirectly support their mission, 
such as professional military education.

An intended consequence of this pro-
posal is that the Services would be incentiv-
ized to reduce their indirect costs to an extent 
that did not affect the quality, and hence the 
ratings, of their operational units. The Ser-
vices could burden the operational units with 
some indirect costs; however, these additional 
costs would make their operational units 
appear less efficient. Priority ratings of the 
same value indicate that programs support 
that COCOM equally; hence, funding could 
be moved between these programs without 

affecting that COCOM’s overall score. Funds 
could be transferred between tank units 
and plane squadrons without changing 
the first or second COCOM overall score. 
Thus, COCOM priority ratings that do not 
vary much across the programs have little 
impact on the total scores when the Service 
budgets are modified. The third COCOM 
rated funding ships twice as valuable as plane 
squadrons, so every additional dollar to fund 
ships has twice the impact on the overall score 
as the same additional dollar allocated to 
plane squadrons. The more COCOM ratings 
vary across the programs, the more sensi-
tive the overall score is to adjustments in the 
funding.

Let us examine how these priority 
ratings would be useful in evaluating a pro-
posed alternative in the next budget cycle. 
Continuing the previous example, consider 
the alternative funding depicted in table 
2. In this instance, a proposal to increase 
the funding for tank units from $2 billion 
to $4 billion changes the first COCOM’s 
corresponding product to $4 billion times 
the priority rating of 1 for a score of 4, 
which is a 100 percent increase over the 
baseline score of 2. The decrease in funding 
for airplanes from $3 billion to $2 billion, 
with the first COCOM priority weight of 
1, causes the product to decrease from the 
baseline of 3 to a value of 2. This proposed 
measure enables anyone knowing the 
COCOM’s priority rating to calculate the 
resulting scores of either funding increases 
or decreases. The sum of both these 
funding changes for the first COCOM is an 
increase to a total score of 6, which is a 20 
percent increase over the baseline value of 
5. Similarly, the combined changes result in 
a total score increase of 20 percent for the 
second COCOM and a 23 percent decrease 
for the third COCOM.

The relative values, rather than the 
absolute values, of a particular COCOM’s 
priority ratings are what matter. If the 
ratings are multiplied by a factor, the sum 
product is also multiplied by the same 
factor; however, the percentage change is 
not affected. In the first example depicted 
in table 1, the priority ratings of the second 
COCOM are simply a factor 0.5 times the 
first COCOM’s ratings. Hence, the percent 
changes are the same, so if the evaluations 
are not concerned with the relative differ-
ences of support to different COCOMs, the 

the more COCOM ratings vary across the programs, the more 
sensitive the overall score is to adjustments in the funding
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total magnitude of the individual COCOM’s 
ratings does not matter.

In a further refinement, OSD or the 
Joint Staff could implement this proposal to 
reflect specified preferences for the various 
COCOMs by requiring each COCOM’s 
overall total score, the sum of the weighted 
funding, not to exceed an assigned limit. 
A lower limit would result in some com-
bination of reduced individual ratings 
or reduced number of programs with an 

assigned weight; the result would be less 
assessed impact of Service budget changes. 
The Secretary of Defense could assign each 
COCOM its total prioritized dollar sum 
as an indication of a relative importance 
of that COCOM mission. For example, a 
geographic COCOM may be given a limit 
of twice the summed weighted program 
funding of a functional COCOM. Prescribed 
limits for the COCOMs’ values would facili-
tate combining scores across COCOMs.

Decisionmakers in the PPBE process 
may determine that the aggregate impact to 
the third COCOM is too severe in the pro-
posal in table 2. A revised funding alterna-
tive proposal is shown in table 3. This revi-
sion increases funding for tanks and ships 
in order to compensate for reduced airplane 
funding. This alternative, while adjusting 
various program funding, has no overall 
impact to any of the original COCOM’s 
aggregate measures, shown in table 1.

Table 1. Baseline Funding and COCOM Priority Rating Example, Part 1

Service 
program

Baseline 
funding 
(billions)

First COCOM Second COCOM Third COCOM

Priority rating Program score Priority rating Program score Priority rating Program Score

Airplanes $3 1 3 0.5 1.5 1 3

Ships $5 0 0 0 0 2 10

Tanks $2 1 2 0.5 1 0 0

Education $1 0 0 0 0 0 0

TOTAL $11 5 2.5 13

Table 2. Alternative Funding and COCOM Priority Rating Example, Part 2

Service 
program

Baseline 
funding 
(billions)

Alternative 
funding 
(billions)

First COCOM Third COCOM

Priority 
rating

Baseline 
score

Alternative 
score

Priority 
rating

Baseline 
score

Alternative 
score

Airplanes $3 $2 (−33%) 1 3 2 (−33%) 1 3 2 (−33%)

Ships $5 $4 (−20%) 0 0 0 2 10 8 (−20%)

Tanks $2 $4 (+100%) 1 2 4 (+100%) 0 0 0

Education $1 $0.5 (−50%) 0 0 0 0 0 0

TOTAL $11 $10.5 (−5%) 5 6 (+20%) 13 10 (−23%)

Table 3. Revised Funding and COCOM Priority Rating Example, Part 3

Service 
program

Baseline 
funding 
(billions)

Revised 
funding 
(billions)

First COCOM Third COCOM

Priority 
rating

Baseline 
score

Revised 
score

Priority 
rating

Baseline 
score

Revised 
product

Airplanes $3 $2 (−33%) 1 3 2 (−33%) 1 3 2 (−33%)

Ships $5 $5.5 (+10%) 0 0 0 2 10 11 (+10%)

Tanks $2 $3 (+50%) 1 2 3 (+50%) 0 0 0

Education $1 $0.5 (−50%) 0 0 0 0 0 0

TOTAL $11 $11 (0%) 5 5 (0%) 13 13 (0%)
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Implementation
OSD or the Joint Staff could direct 

COCOMs to provide scores as proposed. 
However, the approach could also be imple-
mented partially in at least three ways:

■■ Any Service could request the 
COCOMs to provide scores as part of the Ser-
vice’s internal POM preparations.

■■ A COCOM could unilaterally score 
the previous President’s budget and announce 
to the Services, Joint Staff, and OSD the desire 
to maintain the total of weighted funding.

■■ A Capability Portfolio Manager (CPM) 
could request the COCOMs to score the 
Service programs under its authority.

OSD or the Joint Staff could also direct 
one of these partial implementations to test 
the value of this approach and work out the 
implementation details.

Advantages and Potential Concerns
This budget scoring proposal has three 

intended main advantages:

■■ The proposal is simple, quantitative, 
fiscally constrained, and transparent; anyone 
throughout the budget process—including a 
Service developing its POM, OSD evaluating 
PBR alternatives, or Congress debating final 

law—may apply the approach and use the 
measures to evaluate a budget decision.

■■ It highlights the direct linkages (and 
potential disconnects) between Service 
budgets and COCOM priorities.

■■ It maintains roles and responsibilities 
consistent with current Title 10 regulations.

First, this proposal is not complicated 
to understand, implement, or evaluate—the 
COCOM prioritized rating schema provides 
a clear, transparent, indisputable, quantitative 
indication of each COCOM’s unique priorities 

over the vast range of Service programs. Since 
the COCOM ratings are confined to a base-
line, such as the previous President’s budget, 
the resulting measures are realistic. Given 
COCOM priorities, anyone may evaluate a 
proposed Service budget change and assess its 
impact to each of the COCOMs; these mea-
sures may influence decisions in the Services 
preparing their budget submissions, in PBR 
discussions among the Services, COCOMs, 
Joint Staff, and OSD, and in congressional 
debates and votes. The score may be evalu-
ated for changes from a single program to 
many changes throughout the budget. These 
COCOM priority weightings would be 
useful in evaluating Service budget options 
throughout the PPBE and budget enactment 
processes.

Whereas current COCOM requirements 
(for example, as reflected in the COCOM 
IPLs) can reflect unconstrained or unrealistic 
demands, this proposal produces achievable 
indicators of demand since the COCOMs are 
bound within the collective Service budgets 
in the baseline. Funding exactly the baseline 
budget again would result in each COCOM 
achieving a 100 percent weighted score. 
Restricting the COCOM ratings within a 
DOD budget baseline, such as the President’s 
budget submission, enforces that the rationale 
in the process at the expense of new and 
emerging joint military requirements cannot 
be indicated within this approach. Like the 
analogy to the marketplace, customers can 
only purchase what is for sale; however, 
producers are concerned about responding 
to customer demands to maintain future 
business.

Second, this budget scoring proposal 
would change the incentives and behavior 
among and within the Services. Within the 
Services, there are different communities 
(for example, major commands) that often 
compete for a larger portion of their Service’s 
budget. This scoring system would likely shift 
the funding allocation toward programs that 
the various COCOMs rated as high priority. 
Program managers and unit commanders 
who want to maintain their funding would 
want to convince the COCOMs to rate their 
systems high. Presumably, the best way to 
advocate for COCOM support would be to 
deliver desired joint military capabilities. 
Hence, an expected benefit is increased dia-
logue between the Services and COCOMs 
regarding what the COCOMs really require 
and how the Services can meet these needs. 
Thus, the Services would be incentivized to 
add value as perceived by the COCOMs.

Moreover, this proposal would provide 
incentive to reduce indirect costs to the extent 
that they do not contribute to adding value 
to the COCOMs. The COCOM would not 
generally perceive value in indirect costs that 
the Services encounter to provide capabilities. 
Hence, a COCOM would be unlikely to give 
a priority rating to any indirect program. For 
example, we would not expect a COCOM 
to score professional military education or 
academic education. The Service would still 
want to continue education to the extent that 
it provides a perceived quality of its units to 
the COCOMs. The Services would have two 
choices: either fund these indirect costs sepa-
rately, realizing that education is not going 
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to be scored by the COCOMs, or add the 
“burden” for these costs into their operational 
units. However, as the costs and budgets of 
the operational units and programs increase, 
the COCOMs could perceive a decrease in the 
benefit relative to the cost and would likely 
reduce the priority ratings. Thus, whether 
the Services leave the indirect costs separate 
or incorporated into their budgets for opera-
tional units, they would be incentivized to 
minimize indirect costs that do not reflect in 
the quality, and hence, in COCOM priority 
ratings. Like corporations, Services would be 
motivated to control their indirect costs.

Third, Services, not the COCOMs, 
retain acquisition responsibility and author-
ity, so the Services’ Title 10 responsibilities 
to organize, train, and equip remain intact. 
The Services maintain flexibility to address 
issues, such as program cost, schedule, and 
performance tradeoffs. The COCOMs retain 
their focus on accomplishing their assigned 
missions without getting involved in detailed 
acquisition programmatic issues.

There are three potential concerns 
regarding this budget scoring proposal:

■■ level of effort required for 
implementation

■■ ability for combatant commands to 
game the system

■■ ability of Services to game the system.

First, this proposal requires a relatively 
small amount of overhead for either the 
COCOM or Services. Unlike their roles in 
developing IPLs or participating in the CPM 
process, the COCOMs do not have to identify 
or evaluate programmatic challenges. With 
JCIDS, IPLs, and CPMs, the COCOMs are 
already evaluating Service programs. This 
proposal would provide them a means, with 
little additional effort, to provide quantita-
tive assessments. The ease of application and 
quantitative nature would likely make these 
inputs have more impact on PPBE and ACQ 
than the IPLs.

An additional aspect of this first concern 
is that, from inception, the COCOMs tradi-
tionally had a short-term focus on operations. 
Hence, the commanders and their staffs 

were not readily able to address or prioritize 
future acquisitions. With the increased role of 
COCOMs in the JCIDS requirement process, 
the COCOMs have created the equivalent of 
a J8 office to address future acquisition issues. 
Hence, while the COCOMs of the late 1980s 
would have difficulty implementing this 
approach, the COCOMs of today have offices 
that are already involved in decisions regard-
ing future acquisition programs.

Second, COCOMs could attempt to 
game the program scores—for example, a 
COCOM commander could inject parochial 
bias into providing high priority weights for 

programs proposed by his own Service. Two 
aspects of transparency and impact mitigate 
this risk. First, these commanders would 
have to withstand scrutiny from OSD, the 
Joint Staff, and Congress. Their priority 
ratings should match their request for 
forces. After a few years of implementation, 
a significant departure from a predecessor’s 
ratings would result in a call for justifica-
tion. If scores lack credibility, they could 
be discounted with a default of returning 
to the current process. Second, high or low 
scores do not directly affect the Service 
programs. Favoring a particular group of 
programs with high scores does not neces-
sarily increase those programs’ funding. 
High scores from a COCOM would make 
the Service have to justify reduced funding; 
hence, the Services lose some flexibility 
from high scores. While low or zero 
scores allow programming flexibility, they 
would undermine any attempt to object 
about those programs being reduced. This 
double-edged sword of high ratings with 
operational support versus low ratings with 
budgeting flexibility would tend to enforce 
honest ratings.

Third, the Services could attempt to 
game this scoring system in a couple of ways. 
First, they could maintain acquisition scores 
by delaying programmatic funding to the out 
years of the FYDP. However, the unrealistic 
budget profiles for RDT&E or procure-
ment profiles would be apparent to anyone 
reviewing the approach. Second, the Services 
could inflate their budget values; however, 
the COCOMs would likely reduce ratings 

on programs with apparent increased costs 
because they would not provide proportion-
ally more benefits for the associated resources. 
A limit on total COCOM scores would further 
inhibit high scores for programs with inflated 
funding. The transparency and nonbinding 
approach of this proposed process result in 
little risk of testing this scheme.

Goldwater-Nichols legislation estab-
lished the roles of the Services as materiel pro-
viders and COCOMs as materiel customers. 
Subsequent legislation provided COCOMs 
with direct input to the development of 
operational requirements. This proposal 
extends those legislative actions by provid-
ing a simple approach for the combatant 
commands to provide priority weights and 
quantitative scores to Service budgets. The 
net result would be the creation of a “market” 
where programs (vis-à-vis operational units) 
compete to initiate and maintain funding. 
The Services, COCOMs, Joint Staff, OSD, and 
Congress could use the COCOM program 
scores to validate RDT&E, PROC, and O&M 
funding and to evaluate potential changes 
in the development of the next budget. The 
COCOMs would be fiscally limited to recom-
mend priorities within the existing Service 
budgets to ensure realistic requests. The Ser-
vices, including their internal fiefdoms, would 
be incentivized to deliver capabilities that 
the COCOMs highly valued through scores 
to maintain their funding. The approach is 
compatible with all existing budget processes. 
The approach may be implemented, at least on 
a partial scale, by any COCOM, Service, the 
Joint Staff, or OSD.  JFQ
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