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Even though jointness was the rai-
son d’être for Goldwater-Nichols, it has
never been defined systematically or
developed conceptually, as Seth
Cropsey noted in “Out of Joint” in the
inaugural issue of JFQ. It has been in-
voked to universally justify any and all
of the intents identified in that legisla-
tion which has created a perception
within the military that its overall ob-
ject was to make jointness an end in it-
self. While the conduct of recent oper-
ations shows major improvements,

jointness still lacks the theoretical un-
derpinning to resolve all the explicit
intents of Goldwater-Nichols.

Jointness is not an end in itself,
but it is more than a buzz word. Since
the goal of jointness is to enhance
military operations, a process is

needed to efficiently manage its evolu-
tion. This can be done by defining
jointness precisely, framing the con-
cept of jointness holistically, and de-
vising a process to assess its evolution
analytically. This would lead to joint-
ness by design, not accident.

The Problem
Overall, Goldwater-Nichols has

enhanced the warfighting capabilities
of the Armed Forces. Practically speak-
ing, it has bounded the concept of

jointness within
the context of
joint operations,
particularly in
terms of combat.

Therefore the purpose of jointness as it
evolves should be directed toward en-
hancing the effectiveness of operations.

The lack of a theoretical founda-
tion, however, has resulted in a trial
and error approach for addressing prob-
lems across the range of joint issues.
Admiral William Owens, the Vice

Chairman, has stated that experimental
approaches are the only practical
means of determining how to improve
jointness. Unfortunately this has led
the Joint Staff, combatant commands,
and services to derive coordinated joint
processes (in doctrine, training, re-
quirements, et al.) that are stovepiped
—isolated from one another instead of
thoroughly integrated. While many
factors affect jointness, these processes
have the greatest impact, and their in-
efficient design suboptimizes the
course of jointness. Not surprisingly,
after eight years of nonintegrated
processes, the Chairman has said that
he is unimpressed with the level of
joint warfighting, particularly in terms
of doctrine, training, requirements, and
readiness.1 

One way to explain the problems
these poorly integrated processes cause
for jointness is by using a football
analogy. Some parts of the game of
jointness have been well defined while
others have not. The following items
have been established since 1986. First,
the players (services) have signed mul-
tiyear contracts to play on one team
(meaning no free agency), though
their equipment is funded by boosters
(Congress). Second, based on scouting
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Since the passage of the Goldwater-Nichols
Act in 1986 it has become politically incor-
rect to question jointness as the preeminent
way for the military to do business as a

whole. Jointness has also become a panacea for 
Congress and others in reprioritizing declining de-
fense budgets. As a result, civilian officials and mili-
tary leaders are accelerating this already fast-moving
concept.

Commander Michael C. Vitale, USN, is the prospective
commanding officer of USS John S. McCain. He served on the
Joint Staff before attending the National War College where
he completed this essay.
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reports, management (Chairman, Vice
Chairman, and Joint Staff) reviews ex-
pensive purchases by players to ensure
the equipment meets collective team
needs (requirements). A change in
management policy has started to di-
rectly affect all the equipment each
player buys for himself.2 Third, there is
one approved play book (doctrine and
tactics, techniques, and procedures)
with new plays steadily being written
and old ones being revised, although
at a slow pace. Fourth, the team prac-
tices together more regularly to pre-
pare for each opponent (training and
exercises). Fifth, after each game, man-
agement and the coaching staff watch
postgame films to remedy mistakes
(evaluation and analysis). Sixth, the
players, coaching staffs, and manage-
ment are attending schools together to
make the team more cohesive (profes-
sional military education). 

While the team has won several
games based on this model, there is still
information that players, coaches, man-
agement, and the owner lack about the
game. While the end zone represents
the goal of jointness (enhancing the ef-
fectiveness of operations) and can be
easily understood, the team does not
know the shape of the field. For exam-
ple, no one has ever specifically defined
or explained jointness for players,
coaches, management, or the owner.
The equivocal definition of jointness
supports numerous explicit intentions
of Goldwater-Nichols. Only by defining
jointness consistently can the team
work more efficiently together.

Next, the team has trouble find-
ing the sidelines (football has two di-
mensions, but jointness has several). If
jointness is a way to enhance the effec-
tiveness of military operations, bound-
aries must be established to define the
dimensions in which it operates. Se-
nior leaders can then determine the
components in these dimensions and
identify relationships among them.
This information can then be used to
develop a process to measure the ef-
fects of various changes on jointness. 

Moreover, there are no systematic
yardmarkers on the field to tell the
team whether they are headed toward
the end zone. Markers do not measure
the distance to the end zone in them-
selves, but rather establish minimum

benchmarks needed to make jointness
as efficient as possible. Such bench-
marks enhance effectiveness and
moves the team closer to the end zone.
One organizational benchmark of a
perfect system of jointness, for exam-
ple, would be to ensure that functional

joint processes (doctrine, planning,
training, etc.) used by unified com-
mands and the Joint Staff also are used
by the services for their particular
functional processes (that is, the joint
doctrine development process would
be used to produce service doctrine).
This benchmark has major implica-
tions for the Armed Forces, but it
would also dramatically increase the
efficiency and hence the effectiveness
of jointness. Thus, establishing the
most efficient benchmarks for joint-
ness is required. 

There are no linesmen marking
the progress of the ball as it moves
down the field. Given efficient bench-
marks, there is no systematic means of
determining if the effectiveness of
jointness is enhanced over time. Mak-
ing this judgment requires an analyti-
cal procedure that examines the com-
ponents and processes of jointness,

determines their relationship with each
other, and decides how these processes
should be made more efficient.

Finally, perhaps the most critical
problem with jointness today is the
conceptual void for choosing players
for a particular game. Beyond current

service roles and func-
tions, professional mili-
tary knowledge, bud-
getary constraints, and
obvious political influ-
ence, jointness provides
no theoretical or practi-

cal methodology for choosing the
combination of players best suited to
face a particular opponent (this goes to
the heart of joint power theory which
combines land, sea, air, and space-
power synergistically to create power
that is greater than the sum of its
parts). Unfortunately, the current con-
cept of jointness provides no intuitive
guidance except to ensure that every
opponent faces a joint team, thereby
raising jointness from a way to con-
duct operations to an end in itself.
Solving this problem is beyond the
scope of this article, but it requires
continued study. 

Many other aspects of jointness
can be illustrated by this analogy, but
the point is the same: because the con-
cept of jointness is not holistically de-
signed, the Armed Forces continue to
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holistically designed institutionalizing
it may not be as effective
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address questions of jointness empiri-
cally. As a result, institutionalizing it
successfully will take much longer and
may not be as effective.

A Definition for Jointness
In today’s environment, joint-

ness appears to be synonymous with
joint military operations. However,
Joint Pub 1-02 defines joint as “. . . ac-
tivities, operations, organizations,
etc., in which elements of more than
one service of the same nation partic-
ipate.” This is a holistic meaning that
covers all contexts; thus the term
jointness should be used in a holistic
sense, not just in the context of mili-
tary operations.

In defining jointness, the critical
question is what makes military opera-
tions more effective when conducted
jointly? The answer must be extrapo-
lated from the history of military oper-
ations. Fortunately, this history has
been officially synthesized (albeit with
a leap of faith) and codified in contem-
porary joint doctrine.

To arrive at a definition that is all
encompassing rather than focused on
operations, we must first look at joint
doctrine, which “offers a common per-
spective from which to plan and oper-
ate, and fundamentally shapes the way

we think about and train for war” (ac-
cording to the first edition of Joint Pub
1). Its point is to “distill insights and
wisdom gained from our collective ex-
perience with warfare” into basic prin-
ciples to guide the employment of
joint forces. Since its conception in
1986, this has resulted in two genres of
publications: joint doctrine and joint
tactics, techniques, and procedures
(JTTP). The former present principles
and the latter address actions and
methods to implement joint doctrine
and describe how joint forces are to be
employed.

A survey of fifty joint publications
under development and fifty approved
reveals only two that provide any con-
ceptual, all encompassing discussion of
joint warfare or joint operations: Joint
Pub 1, Joint Warfare of the U.S. Armed
Forces, approved in 1991, and Joint
Pub 3-0, Doctrine for Joint Operations,
the keystone volume in the operations
series that underwent a long period of
development before being approved in
1993. Readers of these two publica-
tions can draw different interpreta-
tions regarding the principles of joint
warfare; however, those found below
are based on characteristics that allow
joint forces to be more effective than
single-service forces. They do not re-
state doctrine, but rather synthesize
various principles, concepts, and ideas

from both documents with the aim of
revealing the true nature of jointness.

First, based on unity of effort,
jointness seeks to focus all the energy
of the Armed Forces across the full
range of military operations, through-
out all the levels of war (strategic, op-
erational, and tactical), in every envi-
ronment (peace, crisis, and war),
toward enhancing the effectiveness of
military operations. While this centers
on joint combat operations, it can also
be applied to all other joint military
activities, including those conducted
in peacetime. 

Second, joint forces provide com-
manders with multidimensional capa-
bilities (land, sea, air, space, and spe-
cial operations) that are more effective
than uni-service forces by providing a
wider range of operational and tactical
options which pose multiple, complex
problems for an enemy.

Last, multiple service capabilities
allow an innovative JFC to combine
joint capabilities, tactics, techniques,
and procedures in asymmetrical as well
as symmetrical ways synchronized to
produce a total military impact greater
than the sum of its parts.3 Achieving
this effect is the most important tenet
of jointness since it allows JFCs to pre-
sent few exploitable seams while tak-
ing advantage of enemy weak points.
In addition, this synergism can be
compounded as the effects are syn-
chronized and integrated throughout
the theater, including the rear area.

The synergistic effects of synchro-
nized joint forces are not limited to op-
erations but include other military ac-
tivities. For example, this synergism
can come from synchronizing the key
“joint integrators,” defined as those
common joint functions that focus
and integrate the efforts of the Armed
Forces in preparing for and conducting
military operations. Besides joint doc-
trine, these include joint training and
exercises, professional military educa-
tion, operation planning, force struc-
ture and resource planning, evalua-
tion, requirements, and readiness.

Hundreds of examples illustrate
how these integrators affect military
operations. One is the synergistic effect
of synchronized joint military educa-
tion, which increases cooperation
among all officers at the expense of
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service parochialism and is a key in-
tent and successful result of the Gold-
water-Nichols Act. When this is cou-
pled with teaching newly approved
joint doctrine at these institutions,
jointness is enhanced significantly.
Therefore, neglecting to systematically
focus the efforts of all joint integrators
fails to maximize one of the most im-
portant characteristics and inherent
strengths of jointness. 

Given this, we can begin to define
jointness through generalizations.
First, it is a focused effort by the Armed
Forces across all levels of war. Second,
while it primarily relates to the use of
joint forces to conduct military opera-
tions, it should embrace all joint activ-
ities. Third, joint forces are more capa-
ble than uni-service forces because

their inherent multidimensional capa-
bilities offer more options to JFCs.
Fourth, JFCs must synchronize capabil-
ities for synergistic effectiveness. Fifth,
for jointness to be optimized, synchro-
nization must be conducted across all
joint integrators, not just joint opera-
tions. Jointness then can be defined as
a holistic process that seeks to enhance
the effectiveness of all military opera-
tions by synchronizing the actions of
the Armed Forces to produce synergis-
tic effects within and between all joint
integrators at every level of war. 

A Framework and Process
With that definition we can see

that the framework of jointness con-
tains three dimensions: the contexts of
jointness, doctrinal levels of war, and
joint integrators. As mentioned earlier,

joint integrators are common joint
functions that focus and integrate the
efforts of the Armed Forces as they pre-
pare for and conduct joint military op-
erations. This dimension of the frame-
work includes eight established joint
integrators: doctrine, training, opera-
tional planning, education, readiness,
force structure and resource planning,
evaluation, and requirements.

The levels-of-war dimension helps
decisionmakers to visualize a logical
flow of operations, allocate resources,
and assign tasks.4 The levels are usually
divided into strategic, operational, and
tactical. Although there are no limits
or boundaries between them—given
the information systems available to
both decisionmakers and the public
today—the levels undergo a serious
compression or flattening out. This
phenomenon blurs distinctions among
the levels more than before, making it
harder to identify unique processes.

The contexts of jointness refer to
settings in which jointness could be
applied by CJCS and JFCs to enhance
the effectiveness of joint military oper-
ations. As indicated, this occurs mainly
in joint operations, but two other areas
directly affect joint force operations,
namely, force structure and defense or-
ganizations. Force structure refers to
the number, size, and composition of
the units that make up the Armed
Forces (both personnel and equip-
ment). Defense organizations refer to
institutions that primarily control
processes that directly or indirectly af-
fect joint military operations. Typi-
cally, they include, but are not limited
to, the Office of the Secretary of De-
fense, Joint Chiefs of Staff, Joint Staff,
combatant commands, defense agen-
cies, and services. Also, as exercises are
designed to emulate operations, they
are included in the context of joint op-
erations. In sum, the contexts used in
the framework of jointness are joint
operations and exercises, force struc-
ture, and defense organizations.

With jointness thus defined and
framed (see figure), we must develop
the analytical process for continually
evaluating its evolution. A process
should not be formed without under-
standing the system on which it is
based and a system cannot be shaped
without knowing how it will function.
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Framework for Jointness
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Thus, a vision of the future system is
the first step. This is critical because
one must understand how all compo-
nents among the dimensions have in-
terfaced in the past as well as how they
should be combined to achieve the
greatest efficiency and effectiveness in
the future.

Next we must survey jointness by
breaking it into component blocks and
identifying their contents. (The indi-
vidual blocks are located where com-
ponents of the three dimensions con-
verge; for instance, blocks are found
where joint doctrine, organizations,
and the strategic level intersect.) The

contents of each block would include
all the joint processes (broken down to
their respective inputs, outputs, con-
straints, and resources) whose interac-
tions directly or indirectly affect mili-
tary operations. Next, the connections
(or interfaces) between every element
of each process within the block are
identified to determine where inputs
or outputs for each process are located.
Once the contents of blocks are identi-
fied, the interfaces leading from each
block must be connected with the ap-
propriate processes in other blocks.5

After every joint process in the
framework is identified, the next step
is to determine where the current ones
are inefficient. The analyst must first
identify all the benchmarks of each
process and determine which are ac-
ceptable or must be modified, also
which are missing and must be estab-
lished. Then analysts can determine
needed changes for each process in the
framework. Recommended changes
can then be gamed to determine if
they increase the efficiency of joint-
ness. If validated, they can at last be
implemented.

While it is beyond the scope of
this article to survey jointness (identi-
fying all its processes, interfaces, and
disconnects as well as establishing all
the benchmarks within the frame-
work), it is useful to provide a compre-
hensive example of how the frame-
work could enhance the effectiveness
of jointness. The following example

shows how an inefficient benchmark
can lower effectiveness. 

This established benchmark (yard-
marker) requires joint doctrine to be
developed for extant capabilities.6 Joint
forces thus get joint doctrine two years
after new joint operational capabilities.
An initial look at the current frame-
work reveals that two joint processes
affect this yardmarker, the develop-
ment of joint doctrine and require-
ments. Further analysis reveals no rela-
tionship between the requirements
process and doctrine development,
which is unfortunate. For example,
two joint surveillance target attack

radar system (JSTARS) aircraft
(under development) were
rushed to the Persian Gulf dur-
ing Desert Storm to enhance
coalition surveillance capabili-

ties. Virtually none of the forces in the-
ater were aware of JSTARS capabilities
or had an operational concept to em-
ploy it. More importantly, these forces
had not developed trust in the data
which this system produced to fully
exploit it. Most of these problems were
eventually overcome and the aircraft
yielded crucial information that con-
tributed to success on the ground. But
operational concepts developed while
learning how to employ these aircraft
could have been mitigated had some
conceptual doctrine been developed
concurrently with the program and
promulgated when these aircraft de-
ployed.7

There are other effects. As joint
forces await the approval of doctrine,
they must develop ad hoc field doc-
trine in lieu of settled doctrine or JTTP.
Once the approved doctrine appears, it
may be more difficult to train these
forces with it because they have devel-
oped a different way to use the capabil-
ity. Moreover, after working with a ca-
pability for two years, their doctrine
has operational reality and may be bet-
ter. Field agents from the Joint
Warfighting Center (JWFC)8 evaluating
joint exercises have reported to the
Joint Staff and combatant commands
that few joint forces are using doctri-
nal publications and recommend an
immediate revision to align them with

operational reality. This problem has
an exponential quality because as the
view of doctrine as outdated is rein-
forced among the Armed Forces, it de-
creases the credibility of joint doctrine.

After an initial survey of joint-
ness, the resulting assessment would
adopt a benchmark of jointness (as
well as many other benchmarks) to
ensure joint doctrine is approved and
promulgated with new joint opera-
tional capabilities. Thus, a change in
the joint doctrine development
process to produce conceptual doc-
trine (operational concepts) for non-
extant capabilities must be made.
While the JWFC is tasked with devel-
oping conceptual joint doctrine,
whatever process is being generated
has not yet been linked with current
doctrine generation. Moreover, this
concept of doctrine is not specifically
related to new joint programs which
are funded and under development,
but to new conceptual thinking about
joint warfare. This change would then
couple the development process to
new acquisition programs as they are
approved.

When a program is approved, a
conceptual doctrine study would deter-
mine how the new capability would af-
fect joint doctrine. Given the current
24-month development cycle for doc-
trine, this study would recommend
one of four courses of action two years
before the program enters the initial
operating capability stage: (1) do noth-
ing, (2) develop doctrine and/or JTTP
to account for the new capability, (3)
revise current doctrine and/or JTTP for
the capability, or (4) pursue courses
two and three. This would eliminate
the lag time between extant doctrine
and new capabilities.

Finally, those changes should be
gamed to determine their impact on
other processes and to negate their ef-
fects. Viable decisions can then be
made so that they have a “value
added” effect on jointness.

Given a definition, framework,
and analytical process, several conclu-
sions about jointness can be reached.
First, the effectiveness of joint change
is directly related to the rate of that
change. For example, while the Chair-
man has said that the pace of joint
doctrine development is too slow, that
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pace also must accomodate numerous
revisions in doctrine almost as soon as
it is approved. Thus, before the mili-
tary becomes familiar with doctrine
through education, training, exercises,
and operations, it changes. Yet given
the evolving nature of jointness, the
present 24-month development and
18-month revision cycle will con-
stantly force joint doctrine to catch up
with tactics and capabilities. The trade-
off is that if both cycles are reduced,
the quality of joint publications
(which is directly proportional to de-
velopment time) will decline.

The faster the joint environment
changes, therefore, the less time there
is for the military to adapt and opti-

mize itself. Conversely, the slower
change occurs, the better the chance to
adapt and become more effective—at
the risk of failing to optimize the latest
tactics and capabilities. Hence, senior
military leaders must be sensitive to
the pace of change and its effect on
jointness.

Second, because jointness relies
on developing synergistic effects,
which in turn depend on multidimen-
sional and overlapping capabilities,
there is a direct relationship between
effectiveness and the capabilities avail-
able to a JFC. The greater the number
of capabilities, the greater the ability to
innovate and enhance the effective-
ness of joint operations. Therefore, ef-
fective jointness means maintaining
the greatest breadth and depth of joint
and service capabilities possible. In ad-
dition, efforts to satisfy the intent of
Goldwater-Nichols “for more efficient
use of defense resources” by streamlin-
ing redundant service capabilities must
be weighed to ensure that any consoli-
dation will not adversely affect joint
warfighting.

Third, to maximize effectiveness,
joint integrators must have a common
frame of reference. Some integrators
share frames of reference but others do
not. For instance, joint planning and
training processes are based on mis-

sions, the doctrine process on the range
of military operations, and the require-
ments process on capabilities. Until all
frames of reference are harmonized,
joint effectiveness will continue to be
suboptimized.

Fourth, the Chairman should task
an existing thinktank (such as the In-
stitute for National Strategic Studies at
the National Defense University) to de-
velop a vision, definition, and plan for
instituting and monitoring jointness.
This should lead to a master plan for
implementing a method of holistically
designing jointness in the Armed
Forces which, at a minimum, would
have three parts. The first would con-
sist of an initial assessment of joint-

ness by creating a perma-
nent process for surveying
it based on the framework
discussed above. This
process would identify all
benchmarks, processes, in-
terfaces, and disconnects

in the current system, develop bench-
marks for a future system, develop rec-
ommended changes to the current sys-
tem, and game those changes to
determine their holistic effects. This
routine would be repeated until every
combination of change was gamed to
learn which blend added the greatest
value to jointness. This package would
then go to CJCS for review and ap-
proval. The second part of the plan
would create a jointness oversight
board comprised of former officials
and retired officers with extensive
joint experience to advise the Chair-
man on recommendations made by
the process as well as to make addi-
tional suggestions. The third part
would establish a permanent mecha-
nism for nonintrusively monitoring
jointness by using the framework and
tracking changes to ensure their suc-
cessful implementation. This would be
the functional equivalent of conduct-
ing a “net assessment” of jointness.

While the above plan for a holis-
tic concept of jointness is achievable in
the short term, the real test of whether
it adds value to jointness and improves
the effectiveness of the Armed Forces
can only be known through actual op-

erations. Given that the high number
and tempo of operations experienced
over the last few years will continue, it
will be possible to make such a qualita-
tive and quantitative assessment and
continue to refine the design.

Lastly, the present state of joint-
ness suggests uncertainty about its fu-
ture. What will be its next level? Admi-
ral Owens suggested in these pages
that it will be reached when the Armed
Forces form standing joint commands
to operate continually. While this is
one direction the military might take,
the next step toward greater jointness
may not involve moving to another
level; rather it could entail continuing
to conceptualize what jointness should
be so that it can be designed to get us
to the end zone in ten plays instead of
fifty. JFQ
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