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The Future of Interagency 
Doctrine
By George E. Katsos

Agencies and Departments must deliberately and jointly invest in civil-military 

strategy, doctrine, training, and operations to meet the tests of this era.1

—General Joseph F. Dunford, Jr.

I
nteragency capability synchro-
nization continues to challenge 
whole-of-government approaches to 

national security. In 2011, Chairman 
of the Joint Chiefs of Staff (CJCS) 
General Martin Dempsey addressed 
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the issue in the context of reform by 
directing the U.S. Armed Forces to 
expand the envelope of interagency 
cooperation.2 This strategic direction 
inspired an abundance of literature 
cataloging horizontal and vertical 
unity challenges among and between 
military and civilian workforces. Sub-
sequently, the Joint Staff convened 
Department of Defense (DOD) and 
non-DOD (interagency and other 
civilian stakeholders) personnel 
to brainstorm on how to improve 
workforce interoperability within the 
context of joint doctrine—the purpose 
being to identify and work with those 
who get things done. The following 

accomplishments bring to light the 
potential of future interagency doc-
trine development.

U.S. military workforces plan and 
train with guidance material called doc-
trine. Joint doctrine, which is managed 
by the CJCS, is a body of institutional 
knowledge that provides fundamental 
principles and offers official advice to 
guide the employment of joint military 
forces in support of achieving national 
policy objectives. While recent national 
security system reform pursuits often 
describe U.S. Government civil-military 
cooperation emphasis as diminishing 
over time, joint doctrine was identified 
as one of two military efforts that still 

maintains a focus on promoting whole-
of-government issues.3

Joint doctrine’s influence is vast. 
In a broader context for interagency 
personnel, joint doctrine and its stan-
dardization of terminology reduce 
organizational uncertainty, focus on 
strategic and operational perspec-
tives, and provide transparency of best 
practices for organizational leaders, in-
dividual members, and society at large.4 
In the realm of national interests, while 
national policies provide direction, joint 
doctrine in comparison offers official 
advice on how to enhance joint force 
effectiveness. While strategy describes 
national power synchronization, joint 
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doctrine offers official advice on how 
to make strategy more effective on 
what to attain and with which military 
capabilities. Furthermore, as plans enu-
merate steps in the pursuit of mission 
objectives, joint doctrine offers official 
advice on how those objectives can be 
achieved. Under joint force develop-
ment, lessons captured in operations and 
exercises enhance joint doctrine as well 
as expose unproven conceptual ideas 
that identify doctrinal gaps. Training, 
exercises, and education are also devel-
oped and implemented in accordance 
with joint doctrine.

Workforce doctrine and standardized 
terminology outside of DOD are scarce. 
Most organizations can be categorized 
as policy- or rules-based rather than 
doctrine-based workforces that capture 
and revalidate frameworks, common 
language, and best practices. Other than 
DOD, the Department of Homeland 
Security is the only U.S. Government en-
tity with formal doctrine and terminology 
development processes. With present-day 
socialization of existing doctrine and 
terminology frameworks with interagency 
personnel, these participants continue 
to develop a basic understanding and 
appreciation for joint doctrine as well 
as a sincere desire to participate in joint 
doctrine development and to foster a dia-
logue that is leaning toward something 
similar for their own organizations.

Non-DOD joint publication par-
ticipation continues to grow over time. 
Evidence includes non-DOD requests in-
creasing twofold since General Dempsey’s 
departure. General Dunford added to 
his direction for non-DOD organiza-
tions to invest in military doctrine.5 The 
Joint Staff subsequently broadened op-
portunities for non-DOD entities via the 
Annual Call Memorandum to Executive 
Secretariats, creating a pathway for 
working group participation and other 
revision opportunities. One significant 
opportunity for change occurred in 2016 
when the United Nations, International 
Committee of the Red Cross, and other 
governmental and nongovernmental 
organization personnel became involved 
during the revision of Joint Publication 
3-08, Interorganizational Cooperation.6 

Their input influenced military percep-
tions that steered current practices away 
from calling non-DOD organizations 
“force multipliers and partners” to being 
known as “stakeholders” within an 
operational environment. Initially, the 
“so what” for non-DOD involvement 
was whether joint doctrine content was 
important enough to monitor and the 
development process worth the time and 
effort to inject organizational perspec-
tives. After results of the aforementioned 
and other interactions, the question 
changed from whether to be involved to 
how these organizations could become 
more involved in joint doctrine devel-
opment. Subject matter of continued 
interest focused on interorganizational 
cooperation, protection of civilians, 
defense support to civil authorities, joint 
planning and intelligence activities, spe-
cial operations, counterdrug operations, 
countering weapons of mass destruction, 
and combating terrorism.7

Non-DOD involvement in joint 
doctrine development positively affects 
the enterprise. Recently, the Joint Staff 
assembled more than 30 authors from 
18 organizations to develop a series 
of 3 articles on interorganizational 
cooperation.8 This series addressed 
the importance of a shared purpose, 
shared process, and working thought-
fully with people who follow through. 
Authors also examined organizational 
interpretation of higher-level guidance, 
area of responsibility distribution, time 
horizons, decisionmaking, and work 
methods. Furthermore, the group ex-
amined attitude and mutual respect as 
well as touchpoints on understanding 
principles, mandates, and organizational 
interests. This interaction and process 
led the way to understanding the impor-
tance of and need for a common set of 
terms and definitions to close the knowl-
edge gap among U.S. Government 
workforces.9 Based on the fact that 
successful doctrine is normally built on a 
well socialized, understood, and agreed 
language, multiple interagency person-
nel banded together in 2017 and created 
the U.S. Government Compendium of 
Interagency and Associated Terms. This 
first edition included domestic- and 

foreign-themed sections to assist stake-
holders in understanding counterpart 
language usage during steady state coop-
eration and force employment. Members 
of specific communities that found util-
ity in this product included DOD special 
operations forces and academia.10

The remaining question is whether 
the time is ripe to formally develop 
interagency doctrine. In current joint 
doctrine, non-DOD contributions con-
tinue to improve content to include what 
joint force commanders should know 
about other potential workforces to be 
encountered during force employment.11 
This U.S. Government interoperability 
information can be productive for use by 
National Security Council and Executive 
Branch department and agency person-
nel. The vehicle for this momentum 
is the new Joint Guide for Interagency 
Doctrine. Released in October 2019 and 
available at the Joint Electronic Library, 
this inaugural document contains U.S. 
Government structures, frameworks, 
relevant coordination mechanisms, force 
employment observations, organiza-
tional areas of responsibility regions, and 
notional framework and terminology 
mapping constructs. Moreover, the guide 
expands on current knowledge and can 
assist in the strategic art of navigating the 
U.S. Government bureaucracy to make 
workforces work more efficiently together 
in achieving national policy objectives. 
CJCS General Mark Milley has touched 
upon this issue, indicating that listening 
to entities such as those that make up the 
interagency is important to building an 
adaptive and agile force.12 In the end, the 
Joint Staff–driven gathering held 5 years 
ago not only shined a light on improving 
U.S. Government workforce interoper-
ability but also brought the future of 
interagency doctrine to fruition. JFQ
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