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Strategic Planning from Robert McNamara to Gov 2.0

The death in July 2009 of Robert McNamara, 
the man who was for many the godfather of 
strategic planning in the federal government, 

as well as one of the most controversial public servants 
in mid-twentieth century America, has prompted 
numerous reevaluations of his legacy from a wide range 
of perspectives. Many, unsurprisingly, have focused 
on his most celebrated or contested involvements: the 
fi rebombing of Japan during World War II, the Cuban 
missile crisis, the prosecution of the war in Vietnam. 
But McNamara’s death is also cause to consider 
the implications of his legacy for the future of the 
enterprise that he founded.

McNamara elevated strategic planning from the indi-
vidual armed forces to the departmental level, housing 
it in the systems analysis and fi nancial management 
units. He assigned the work to an elite group, chosen 
in his own image, who reported directly to him: bril-
liant young quantitatively oriented civilians such as 
Daniel Ellsberg, Alain Enthoven, Charles Hitch, and 
Adam Yarmolinsky (Halberstam 1969, 263–306). His 
protégés were determined to 
produce effi  ciencies, and they 
proposed options that integrat-
ed across the forces to achieve 
this goal—generating fi erce 
resentment among the forces 
whose cherished autonomy was 
under siege. Th ough McNama-
ra’s target was the Defense De-
partment, his model of strategic 
planning has been applied to 
many other public sector organizations over the years, 
generally under rubrics such as program, planning, 
and budgeting systems or zero-based budgeting.

Now consider this model, built on faith in the quan-
tifi able and the predictable, against the “lessons” that 
McNamara expounded late in life, as captured in Errol 
Morris’s award-winning documentary Th e Fog of War 
(2003). Some, such as “Get the data” and “Maximize 
effi  ciency,” are clearly consistent with McNamara’s 

 earlier credo. But many others seem to call the very 
premises of his planning model into question. “Belief 
and seeing are often wrong” casts a skeptical eye on 
data gathering, acknowledging the at times fatally 
distorting eff ects of the analyst’s own, unrecognized, 
biases. “Empathize with your enemy” implicitly 
acknowledges the frequent failure of strategic plan-
ning exercises to account for the human factor. One 
bitter lesson that McNamara ultimately learned from 
the Vietnam War was the irrelevance of simplistic 
stimulus-response psychology in comprehending the 
North Vietnamese, whose history and national self-
image were much more important in motivating their 
resistance than any calculus of costs, benefi ts, and risks.

McNamara’s most unsettling lessons for planners are 
also his most fundamental: “You can’t change human 
nature” and “Rationality will not save us.” Even the best 
plan, in the sense of the most rational, the most securely 
rooted in data and calculation, may prove worse than 
futile in the face of the inevitable irrationality of human 
behavior. A nuclear policy of mutually assured destruc-

tion depends on the critical 
assumption that leaders of all na-
tions will always prefer life over 
death. McNamara discovered 
during the Cuban missile crisis 
that there were some on both 
sides—the Cuban leadership, the 
American military—who were 
willing to countenance millions 
of deaths for ideological reasons. 
“Th at’s how close we came,” a 

tearful McNamara confessed to Morris’s camera, meas-
uring the space of an inch with his thumb and fi nger, 
an inch that confounded his own faith in the saving 
power of reason.

If we accept McNamara’s contention—and recent 
history alone surely provides reasonable grounds for 
doing so—then the question must arise: are there bet-
ter ways to plan than the quantitative and elitist form 
that ultimately failed him?

Even the best plan, in the 
sense of the most rational, the 
most securely rooted in data 
and calculation, may prove 
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the inevitable irrationality of 

human behavior.
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(http://www.cdd.stanford.edu), and rely on foundation support to 
conduct their consultation exercises.

If governments are to use online consultation as a component of 
strategic planning, they will have to devote considerable resources 
to ensuring that diverse voices are heard and that the participants in 
such exercises are representative of the population. Th e additional 
costs to reach out to diverse voices would include fi nancial expense, 
the time and commitment of public offi  cials, in particular those at 
senior levels, and a process that is likely to take longer. And provid-
ing additional resources will be a challenge, given the environment 
of constrained spending that governments face for the foreseeable 
future and their fully loaded, if not overloaded, policy agendas.

Academics should also continue to play a key role in the develop-
ment of online strategic planning in such areas as the elucidation of 
representativeness theory, the design of processes that respond to the 
challenges to the honest revelation and aggregation of preferences 
discovered by scholars such as Condorcet and Arrow, the monitor-
ing of consultation exercises, and the writing of software.

Confronted with McNamara’s bright boys and their perfect models, 
on the one hand, and an IT-enabled broad-based Gov 2.0 approach, 
on the other, the choice seems clear. Strategic planners must take into 
account widespread public sentiment, even if—perhaps especially if—
it appears irrational or ideologically motivated. Th is is the climate in 
which policy must be enacted. Forewarned is forearmed. Understand-
ing public sentiment does not mean invariably acceding to it. Th e pub-
lic can be educated about the nature of policy issues and encouraged 
to forgo simplistic solutions. And a more representative public can be 
brought to the table as participants in strategic planning exercises.

McNamara’s elitist strategic planning approach was a product of its 
time and a refl ection of its chief proponent. Th at proponent himself 
recognized, all too clearly by his life’s end, the limitations of his 
model. We have now entered into an age of broad-based Gov 2.0 
strategic planning, a shift that one can assume the aging McNamara 
might have endorsed. Th e challenge now will be to manage these 
exercises in order to balance both the expression of deeply felt and 
widely held public sentiments and the operation of informed and, 
yes, rational refl ection on how to shape policies and design orga-
nizations that take those sentiments—and the logic of missions, 
technology, and resources—seriously. Th e stakes, as McNamara 
reminded us, could not be higher.
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Th e most frequently canvassed current alternative is technology- 
enabled “Gov 2.0,” which, in its simplest form, involves post-
ing draft strategic plans on a government or social networking 
website and inviting public comment and discussion—eff ectively 
 introducing the human factor, or a self-selected  sampling thereof, 
into the planning process. Th e discussion currently takes the form 
of posting comments and voting on proposals, moderated online 
discussions, and the webcasting of town hall meetings.

Borins and Brown (2007) discuss an early initiative of that kind under-
taken by the government of Canada. In mid-2003, the Department of 
Foreign Aff airs and International Trade conducted a strategic planning 
exercise for foreign policy, posting a discussion paper online and solic-
iting public reactions, holding 15 webcasted town hall meetings, and 
convening a bilingual online moderated discussion forum. Th e exercise 
attracted 28,000 downloads of the discussion paper, 4,000 comments 
in the forum, and an audience of 2,000 for the webcasts—from a 
population one-ninth the size of the United States. Th ese numbers 
suggest that the exercise achieved a greater level of public partici-
pation than it would have if Gov 2.0 methodology had not been 
employed, but it hardly attracted broad-based public participation.

More recently, the Barack Obama administration launched a number 
of high-profi le strategic planning exercises with a key online compo-
nent, including the Citizen’s Briefi ng Book during the transition and 
the Offi  ce of Science and Technology Policy’s March 2009 consulta-
tion about open government. Th e Citizen’s Briefi ng Book received 
44,000 proposals and 1.4 million votes—from a population nine times 
the size of Canada. A number of marginal ideas—legalizing marijuana, 
legalizing online poker, and revoking the Church of Scientology’s 
tax-exempt status—were, to the administration’s chagrin, very popular. 
Similarly, the consultation about open government heard many calls 
for legalizing marijuana and hosted a debate about the authenticity of 
President Obama’s birth certifi cate. Th e concern expressed by many 
observers of online technology is that using technology to make stra-
tegic planning more broad based will open it up to the discussion of 
marginal concerns or to partisan rant (Giridharadas 2009).

What can we foresee for the future of online strategic planning? 
Can it respond to these concerns? Software developers certainly 
will take advantage of better and more widely accessible broad-
band infrastructure to enhance face-to-face participation and to 
facilitate more nuanced and thoughtful expressions of ideas and 
preferences. Th e main challenge for online strategic planning 
methodologies, however, is not technologi-
cal, but representational: how to achieve 
more diversity in the sample of the popula-
tion that participates. Th at diversity would 
include groups that are hard to organize 
because they are so large (consumers), 
groups that are marginalized (the home-
less), or groups that are infrequently heard 
(moderates in consultations that have been 
dominated by opposing groups of extrem-
ists). Th ere are methodologies, such as 
Fishkin’s (2009) deliberative polling, that attempt to ensure that 
participants in face-to-face consultations are representative of the 
entire population. Deliberative polling practitioners are based in 
universities, such as Stanford’s Center for Deliberative Democracy 
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