
 

A conversation with the Under Secretary  
USD(P) discusses organizational shifts, civilian career opportunities 
 
Maintaining open lines of communication in a classified environment isn’t always easy, but the Hon. 
Michèle Flournoy is committed to keeping staff engaged as she works to fine-tune the Policy organization. 

Known as an advocate of “common sense pragmatism” in defense analyst circles, Ms. Flournoy is 
bringing a straightforward approach to her new job as Under Secretary of Defense for Policy (USD(P)). As 
she oversees the realignment of some Policy portfolios and lays out her management agenda, it’s 

becoming clear that communication with staff is a 
high priority.  

In addition to collaborating with senior leaders on the 
Policy Steering Council, Ms. Flournoy has personally 
hosted two Town Hall meetings in as many months 
to explain the rationale and timeline for the 
organizational shifts under way. The new Under 
Secretary also has met with the Action Officer 
Committee to hear its members’ views.  

“I’m a firm believer in maintaining open channels of 
communication, and I’ll be relying on our incoming 
ASDs and DASDs, who will be critical transmission 
points,” she said, adding that she looks forward to 
regularly scheduled senior staff meetings once the 
organization is fully staffed. She also plans to 
continue hosting Town Hall meetings on a regular 
basis. 

“One of my top priorities is to create a climate in 
which people can share information and raise issues 
when they need to be addressed,” said Ms. 

Flournoy, who served as Principal Deputy Assistant Secretary of Defense (PDASD) for Strategy and 
Threat Reduction and Deputy Assistant Secretary of Defense (DASD) for Strategy during the Clinton 
administration. During her tenure, she oversaw three Policy offices: Strategy; Requirements, Plans and 
Counterproliferation; and Russia, Ukraine and Eurasian Affairs. She also was a lead architect of the 1997 
Quadrennial Defense Review. 

The biggest change to Policy’s organizational structure involves the creation of a new position of Deputy 
Undersecretary of Defense (DUSD) for Strategy, Plans and Forces. Kathleen Hicks, another Policy alum 
(see profile below) has been tapped to fill that position, which oversees three DASDs: one focused on 
strategy, one on plans and one on force development. Ms. Hicks served as Director for Policy Planning 
during the Clinton Administration. 

Another newly created position is that of Assistant Secretary for Global Strategic Affairs, which will lead 
three DASDs: one focused on counter-weapons of mass destruction, one on nuclear and missile defense 
policy, and a third on space and cyber policy. 

Pete Verga, former PDASD of Homeland Defense and Americas’ Security Affairs, has been selected to fill 
a second new DUSD position for Policy Integration and Chief of Staff. In his new role, Mr. Verga oversees 
detainee policy, Enterprise Services and three field agencies: the Defense Prisoner of War/Missing 
Personnel Office, the Defense Technology Security Administration and the Defense Security Cooperation 
Agency. 

Ms. Flournoy said response to the organizational changes has been positive throughout the department 
and the Interagency. “There has been broad understanding and support for what we’re doing and for our 
efforts to make these adjustments in a collaborative and transparent way. Most of our work is cross-
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cutting in nature. Almost any issue we deal with involves both a regional and functional office, so you get 
better decisions when you cross-fertilize opinions.” 

Reflecting on her time in Policy over a decade ago and now, what is most striking to Ms. Flournoy is how 
much the pace of work has accelerated. “While the talent, dedication and professionalism of the staff 
haven’t changed, the tempo of operations definitely has,” she said. “But that’s not unexpected, given that 
we’re engaged in two ongoing wars and multiple other operations around the world, while we’re 
maintaining relationships with our allies and partners.” 

She also has noted a shift in the balance of civilian appointees and career civil servants within Policy. Ms. 
Flournoy said she believes it is essential that young, talented staff members are able to follow career 
paths that reward excellence and encourage a long-term commitment between the organization and its 
best and brightest individuals.  

“I believe the pendulum is going to begin to swing the other way, but it will take some time,” she said. 
“Action Officers should be able to see a path that takes them to the director level to a Principal Deputy 
Assistant Secretary to a Chief of Staff to a Deputy Under Secretary. That’s not going to happen overnight, 
but I’m committed to creating a culture in which that can happen and they can make their way into senior 
leadership positions.” 

Ms. Flournoy had high praise for the Policy staff, which she said has responded to her requests with 
aplomb during the past few months as she assists Secretary of Defense Robert Gates with high-priority 
missions in some of the world’s most sensitive areas. 

 “I’m in one of the best jobs in the world, and I’m humbled to be in it,” she said. “Not a day goes by that I 
don’t realize that I’m blessed to be working with such a committed and talented staff. If this is what the 
organization can do when it’s understaffed, that’s pretty remarkable. It will only be more remarkable when 
we’re fully staffed.” 
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