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Seeing U.S. Nation-Building in Iraq, One Might 
Conclude This Was U.S.’s First Such Effort

• In fact, Iraq is seventh U.S.-led intervention in little 
more than a decade

• How then, can we do this so often, yet do it so badly?
• USG has not made a systematic attempt to learn from 

past experiences
• Frequency of peacekeeping/peace enforcement has 

increased
– Cold War: U.S.: once a decade; UN: once every 4 years
– Now: U.S.: once every two years; UN: once every 6 months

• Duration and character have also changed
– Duration: Now up to 5–10 years
– Character:  Missions more expansive and ambitious
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Military Presence and Financial Assistance
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RAND Guidebook Assembles Lessons Learned

• Growing movement in U.S., Europe, UN to learn 
past lessons

• Guidebook organizes lessons learned around key 
components of nation-building

• For each component, analyzes:
– How it should be organized

– How international contingent should be deployed

– How long each component is likely to be needed

– How much that element is likely to cost

• Lessons largely drawn from 24 case studies 
conducted by RAND 
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Briefing Addresses Three Questions

• What are the key factors in planning for nation- 
building?

• What are the key components of nation-building 
efforts and how should they be prioritized?

• What is the likely size and costs of the 
components of nation-building?  
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Questions and Answers

• What are the key factors in 
planning for nation building

• What are the key 
components of nation- 
building efforts and how 
should they be prioritized?

• What is the likely size and 
costs of the components of 
nation-building?  

Questions Answers

• Set objectives, size commitment, 
choose institutional framework, 
and create consultative forums
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Planning for Nation-Building Must Coordinate 
Inputs from Three Groups

Regional 
Experts

Understand why society in 
question is in conflict

Likely to be pessimistic 
about degree of change 
possible

Nation- 
Building 
Experts

Understand the process by 
which transformation can 
be attempted but little 
about society in question

Likely to advise that 
change for better is 
possible but time- 
consuming and expensive 
to bring about

Political 
Leaders

Understand little about 
society in question or 
nation-building process 
but are normally in charge

Likely to believe that 
change can be achieved 
quickly and easily
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Political leaders must consult with other two groups
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Planning Should Entail Four 
Interrelated Decisions

Planning

Set Objectives

Size Commitment

Choose Institutional
Framework

Establish Consultative
Forums
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Setting Objectives: Look Beyond Proximate 
Goals, Recognize Intervention Consequences 

• Military interventions usually launched to stop 
undesirable events

– Attacks on civilians, genocide, famine, civil war, WMD 
proliferation

• But once proximate objectives achieved, 
intervening authorities will face new challenges

– E.g., rise of insurgency in Iraq

• Interventions have internal/external consequences
– Internally, creates new power balance in country

– Externally, creates new power balance among 
neighboring states
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Sizing Commitment: Avoid  Mismatch 
Between Aspirations and Commitment

• Somalia is good example of mismatch
– Large force to protect flow of humanitarian relief

– When mission accomplished, force reduced significantly 
but given new, more ambitious mission

– Led to bloody confrontations and withdrawal, with new 
mission unaccomplished

• Iraq is another good example of mismatch
– Intervention was intended as first step in democratic 

transformation in Middle East

– Assumed that occupation force for such an ambitious 
mission could be smaller than initial invasion force
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Choosing Framework: Base Choice on 
Purpose and Scope of the Operation

• All nation-building missions involve mix of national, 
multinational, international actors

– UN-led missions require cooperation of regional states 
and backing of major powers

– Nation-led interventions find roles for national partners, 
UN, and other organizations

• UN best framework for most missions
– Low cost structure, high success rate, greater 

international legitimacy—but doesn’t do invasions

• Nation-led coalitions or NATO alliance better for 
invasions

– But these arrangements too narrow to accomplish other 
attributes of successful nation-building
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Consultative Forums:  Ensure Layers of 
Consultative Machinery to Operate Effectively

• Major Powers that care most 
about success of enterprise 
and prepared to commit 
money and men to it

Major 
Powers
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Consultative Forums:  Ensure Layers of 
Consultative Machinery to Operate Effectively

• Major Powers that care most 
about success of enterprise 
and prepared to commit 
money and men to it

• Financial Donors: Can 
include such groups as the 
WB, IMF, regional 
development banks

• Neighboring Powers: Are 
inevitably involved because 
have stake in failed state

Major 
Powers

Financial
Donors

Neighboring Powers

Build consensus from first to second to third groups
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Questions and Answers

• What are the key up-front 
activities for nation-building 
efforts?

• What are the key 
components of nation- 
building efforts and how 
should they be prioritized?

• What is the likely size and 
costs of the components of 
nation-building?  

Questions Answers

• Governance, economic 
stabilization, democratization, 
infrastructure development—but 
only after security/basic human 
needs have been met

• Set objectives, size commitment, 
choose institutional framework, 
and create consultative forums
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Success Involves Setting Initial Priorities 
Among Key Nation-Building Components

Development Fostering economic growth, poverty 
reduction, and infrastructure improvements

Democratization Building political parties, free press, civil 
society, legal/constitutional framework for 
elections

Economic 
Stabilization

Establishing stable currency/providing 
legal/regulatory framework in which 
local/international commerce can resume

Governance Resuming public services and restoring 
public and restoring public administration

Humanitarian 
Relief

Dealing with returning refugees and 
responding to potential epidemics, hunger, 
lack of shelter

Security Conducting peacekeeping, law 
enforcement, rule of law, security sector 
reform

Initial 
Priorities
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Key is seizing the moment during “golden hour”
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Security: Intervention Must Move 
Quickly to Fill Security Vacuum

• Local armies must be scaled back
– Need plan (and funding) to separate armed adversaries 

and demobilize/reintegrate former combatants (DDR)

• Local police forces must be scaled up
– Use international civilian police—rather than military—to 

supervise remaining force and train new force

– But if civilian police lacking, include large number of MPs 
in initial peacekeeping force

• Justice and penal systems must be reformed as 
local police are trained

– Need to be able to try criminals and imprison those 
convicted
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Humanitarian Relief: Security Needed 
to Ensure Success

• When security is in place, humanitarian assistance 
runs smoothly

– Refugees return, public services gradually restored, 
economy revives

• But when security is not in place, such efforts are 
difficult, even impossible

• Coordination between military and humanitarian 
organizations is difficult:  requires division of labor

• But coordination even harder when no security
– International military may need to step into void and deliver 

assistance in dangerous areas

– Blurs distinction between combatant/humanitarian worker 
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Governance: Local Providers Must 
Deliver Most Government Services 

• Intervening power may provide funding, guidance, 
oversight, but host-country nationals and institutions 
will provide most public services

• Must choose partners carefully to ensure 
sustainability when it leaves

• Should try to rebuild government from bottom up
– Many services best provided at local level, because it 

allows new leadership to emerge
– But empowering local officials before national government 

has been reconstituted can be problematic

• Intervening power will need to meet most of initial 
costs
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Economic Stabilization: State Must Learn to 
Collect and Spend Money Effectively

• Focus early on creating or strengthening central 
bank, ministry of finance, civil service commission

– Central bank needs to ensure commercial banks become 
and remain solvent

• Donor conferences ensure flow of funding
– WB and UNDP should conduct needs assessment in 

advance
– IMF should reform central bank, providing balance of 

payments support

• Flow of donor money opens up opportunities for 
corruption, which requires:

– Institutions for auditing and accountability
– Creation of professional civil service
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Democratization: Not Just Abstract 
Exercise in Social Justice 

• Democratization is practical means of redirecting 
ongoing competition for wealth and power from 
violent to peaceful channels

– Craft power-sharing arrangement to limit authority of 
majority and protect minorities

– Adapt familiar to new circumstances rather than import 
wholly new arrangements

– When possible, precede national elections by sequence of 
“enabling” events

• International organizations and some nations have 
significant expertise in encouraging democratization 
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Development: Not End in Self—Means of 
Redirecting Competition from Violence to Peace
• Security alone will produce growth, but with aid will 

produce more growth
– Aid without security will produce neither peace nor prosperity

• Post-conflict societies can use more assistance than 
settled societies

– But quality of policies adopted is as important as volume of 
assistance provided: Controlling inflation, balancing budgets

• Reconstruction includes rebuilding physical 
infrastructure

– Focus on emergency repair, not new investment
– Loans, not grants, should fund improved infrastructure

• But also means refashioning—not just rebuilding— 
institutions
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Questions and Answers

• What are the key up-front 
activities for nation-building 
efforts?

• What are the key 
components of nation- 
building efforts and how 
should they be prioritized?

• What is the likely size and 
costs of the components of 
nation-building?

Questions Answers

• Governance, economic 
stabilization, democratization, 
infrastructure development—but 
only after security/basic human 
needs have been met

• In money and manpower, light 
peacekeeping costs a tenth of 
heavy peace enforcement

• Set objectives, size commitment, 
choose institutional framework, 
and create consultative forums
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In Evaluating Cost and Size, We Looked at 
Requirements for a Hypothetical Country

• Considered two types of operations
– Light Peacekeeping: permissive entry, acquiescent 

population, some level of remaining local capacity for 
governance and security

– Heavy Peace Enforcement: forced entry, more 
hostile/divided population, little indigenous capacity 

• Small, poor country:  5 million inhabitants, per- 
capita income or $500 per year

– Similar to Haiti, Sierra Leone, or Liberia

• In both operations, assume intervening power will 
fund nearly all public services
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Peacekeeping Mission Would Require 
9,000 Men and $1.5 Billion Per Year

Light Peacekeeping Heavy Peace Enforcement

Component
Personnel

Local Int’l Cost (SM)
Personnel

Local Int’l Cost (SM)

Military

Police

Security

Rule of Law

Humanitarian

Governance

Economic 
Stabilization

Democratization

Development

TOTAL

8,000 $360 65,000
15,000 15,000

$13,000
$50 $50

1,000
11,000

8,000
11,000

$170 $1,250
$18 $18

$18 $18

$170

$260

$30

$500

$170

$260

$30

$500
$390 $750

$15,600$1,52026,000 9,000 73,00026,000
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Resources Required for Peace Enforcement 
Are Many Times Greater

Light Peacekeeping Heavy Peace Enforcement

Component
Personnel

Local Int’l Cost (SM)
Personnel

Local Int’l Cost (SM)
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Humanitarian

Governance
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15,000 15,000

$13,000
$50 $50

1,000
11,000

8,000
11,000

$170 $1,250
$18 $18

$18 $18

$170
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$170
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$15,600$1,52026,000 9,000 73,00026,000
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Summary

• What are the prerequisites 
for successful nation- 
building?

• What are the key 
components of nation- 
building efforts and how 
should they be prioritized?

• What is the likely size and 
costs of the components of 
nation-building?

Questions Answers

• Governance, economic 
stabilization, democratization, 
infrastructure development—but 
only after security/basic human 
needs have been met

• In money and manpower, light 
peacekeeping costs a tenth of 
heavy peace enforcement

• Set objectives, size commitment, 
choose institutional framework, 
and create consultative forums
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The Bottom Line

• No war plan can survive first contact with the 
enemy

• Similarly, no plan for nation-building survives first 
contact with the nation to be rebuilt 

• True test of any plan is not ability to predict every 
twist and turn of the operation, but its success in 
matching ends to means

• If planners have given operators what is needed to 
succeed, they have done their job 
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