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[bookmark: _Hlk152663567]PETER LEVINE: I'm Peter Levine, the Director of the Defense Management Institute; and we're here today as a part of a planned series of interviews of individuals who have made significant contributions to improving the management of the Department of Defense. Today, I'm speaking with the Honorable Deborah Lee James, who served as the 23rd Secretary of the Air Force from 2013 to 2017 and currently serves as the chair of the Defense Business Board. In the course of her illustrious career, Secretary James has also held key positions on Capitol Hill, in the Office of the Secretary of Defense, with the Business Executives for National Security, and in the private sector. Her book Aim High provides leadership lessons and problem-solving approaches from a position of experience. Secretary James, welcome. We're glad to have you here. 
DEBORAH LEE JAMES: Thank you so much.
PETER LEVINE: I like to start with all of my interviews by asking them how they became engaged on defense issues and with the Department of Defense. Could you start just by describing how you got into defense issues? How you chose that as a career?
DEBORAH LEE JAMES: I wish I could say it was my grand strategy since the age of 20 or so, but that would not be true. So, the real story is it happened quite by accident, quite by chance. My story is one of having a very structured “Plan A” I'll call it. And that “Plan A” was I wanted to be a diplomat. I wanted to be in the State Department. So when I was a young person in school, I took all the right courses and got good grades and learned a foreign language and traveled quite extensively, as much as I could in those days, lived abroad for a couple summers. And when I got out of graduate school, I moved to Washington and applied to the Foreign Service, and they rejected me. And I was crestfallen and remember going to bed and crying for a whole week and was immobilized but eventually got out of bed and started applying elsewhere. I was a Presidential Management Intern. Nowadays, that same program is called the Presidential Management Fellowship. And I started applying elsewhere. And the one and only job I got was with the Department of the Army. So it was not my heart's desire, but I needed a job. I took it. And from there things started happening for me. First of all, the work was really interesting. The team that I landed in was very supportive, and I really enjoyed the people that I worked with. And I had a great first boss. And so from that point forward, one thing led to the next, led to the next, and, before you know it, my whole career has been in defense. 
PETER LEVINE: I came into the business about the same time you did. When I first came to Capitol Hill, I believe there were two women senators. I think it was relatively new that there was a woman on the Supreme Court. And I suspect that the Army personnel system was equally unbalanced. And I wonder whether you could talk about the kinds of hurdles you faced in your career as something of a pioneer in a male-dominated environment. 
DEBORAH LEE JAMES: Well, actually my second job was with the House Armed Services Committee; and I remember we had two professional staff positions that were held by women in those days. And then I was the third. I also remember that I became pregnant twice while working as a staff member on the House Armed Services Committee. They did not have any sort of a policy because no one had ever had a baby before on the committee staff. So, they had to make up a policy for me, and I suspect that policy has changed quite a bit over the years. But, you're right. I was one of the very few in those days. And, you know, there may have been hurdles, I'm sure there were. But, to be honest, I never felt that way. Maybe I just didn't perceive it that way. I always felt more self-reflective because I was so young. I've always been. But, note to self, the age thing does catch up with you eventually. But in those days, I was always 15, even 20, years younger than the people that I was working with. So, I was junior to them by far. And as you know, when you're on a committee staff, particularly, I leap frogged right on to a major committee staff, you're questioning and asking, you know, for information and sometimes challenging four-star generals and very senior people. And as a young person, it's not that easy to do. So, somehow you have to. But you have to do it, because that's your job, and you have to, hopefully, do it with some finesse and knowing your facts and doing it in a way that is not “stick it in your eye,” but rather is inquiring and just trying to get to the bottom of whatever the situation is. 
PETER LEVINE: And I found, for me at least, that if you did well at that that it prepared you well for future positions in the Department and elsewhere. Was that the case for you? 
DEBORAH LEE JAMES: Absolutely. So, I did about a year and a half in the Army. One of the great features of the Presidential Management Fellowship program is it allows you to rotate to organizations other than your home organization. And I rotated to the House Armed Services Committee staff, which gave them the opportunity to know me, me the opportunity to know them. And when a full-time position opened, they thought of me and offered it to me. I spent 10 years on Capitol Hill. And as you said, I went from someone, in my earliest days with the Department of the Army, who knew nothing about the Army or defense issues. But I was a good researcher. I was a good writer. So, I was able to help the team with those skills immediately. But flash forward 10, 11, 12 years, particularly the 10 years on the committee staff, now I knew quite a bit about budget and policy, particularly military personnel and compensation policy. That was my beat. And I had an important network by then of staffers and congressmen, in particular. So, a lot happened in those 10 years. And right after that, you're right, I went to the Pentagon, and I became an Assistant Secretary of Defense. 
PETER LEVINE: And then eventually you found your way there to Secretary of the Air Force. Can you talk about how you came to be Secretary of the Air Force? 
DEBORAH LEE JAMES: I, absolutely, can tell you that story, too. So after five years as Assistant Secretary Reserve Affairs, I left the Pentagon and decided, all right, I'm going to try my skills in the private sector. I joined a couple of organizations in those early years, United Technologies and the Business Executives for National Security. Both fine organizations, but not the right fit for me for reasons having to do with team and maybe the leadership at the time. The third job I had out of government was with SAIC, a major company that does business for the Defense Department and other agencies in the government: technology services and solutions. And so that's where I ended up spending 12 years and really, sort of, learned business, on the job training, through taking courses, rotational assignments, things of that nature. I had different jobs along the way, but that's where I really feel like I turned into a business person. Twelve years into SAIC, I'm a president of one of the two sectors responsible for $2 billion worth of contract revenue and 8,700 employees. So, I was up there and had big responsibility and very happy with what I was doing when all of a sudden, I got a call. So here we come back to the network. Someone I had known for many years was now serving in the Obama White House–it's the beginning of Obama Two‒in Presidential Personnel. And they told me that, you know, they were searching for the next Secretary of the Air Force. Would I agree to have my name on a list? Well, I was so flattered I said, “Thank you,” but never dreaming it would go anywhere. The list was approved and then interviews began and a couple of weeks later, much to my surprise, having gone through interviews in the Pentagon and, ultimately, with the brand-new Secretary of Defense who at that time was Chuck Hagel, I was selected for the position. And it took some months, of course, with vetting and nomination and holds in the Senate. But I'm so fortunate that I became Secretary of the Air Force in December of 2013. 
PETER LEVINE: Can you talk about the relevance of your private sector experience when you became Secretary of the Air Force? Was it helpful to you to have had that experience? And to what extent, you obviously had government experience too, but to what extent did the private sector background that you had help you in in that role?
DEBORAH LEE JAMES: I think it was crucial. I think it helped me a great deal. To be Secretary of the Air Force, you know, certain knowledge, certain skill sets are important to have. And if I could go back into time, the one skill set I did not have, I had never served in uniform myself. If I'd had that experience, I think I would have had some years’ worth of experience in all of the major skill sets. But so much of what the Pentagon does, so much of what the Air Force does, relies on equipment, supplies, services, which come from the private sector. So to have someone who has been in the private sector, who understands what drives private sector decisions, who understands how to conduct, for example, a program review over a system which may be beyond cost or beyond schedule, and what are the levers that one can pull, these are very useful skills. And certainly the uniformed military, with the exception of some acquisition professionals, but, you know, the warfighters don't have that experience in industry. And many acquisition professionals, though they have learned the trade, they have not served in the private sector themselves. So I think to have walked in those shoes was extremely helpful to me as Secretary of the Air Force. It was a big plus.
PETER LEVINE: You mentioned that you didn't serve in uniform. One of the things you do as a Secretary of the Air Force, you're a senior civilian, but you're really in a military organization in many ways. Can you talk about how you worked with the military side of the Air Force? What kind of relationship you tried to build there, and how it worked? 
DEBORAH LEE JAMES: Absolutely. So it's crucial, I think, for all service secretaries, really all the senior civilians in the Pentagon, to work very collaboratively, to the extent possible, in lockstep with their military partners. Of course, the civilians ultimately are in control, and the civilians ultimately call the shots for organizing, training, and equipping. Not on warfighting, of course, with the exception of the Secretary of Defense and the President, but for the rest of us, we're charged with organizing, training, and equipping. But this idea of, sort of, pulling rank or being a little too dictatorial does not go over well. And by the way, that doesn't go over really well in the private sector these days anyway, either. So, getting along, talking things through. But there are times even after you talk things through where perhaps there's not an agreement, and there could maybe be a compromise, but sometimes you just have to make the call. And I made those calls from time to time as well.
PETER LEVINE: As Secretary of the Air Force, I, you would know better than I would, but I believe you had a relatively small staff compared to the military staff that was out there supporting you but also feeding you information and feeding you advice. How do you stay on top of that and make sure that you have the ability to develop independent views and that you're not unduly influenced by those who want to push you in a certain direction?
DEBORAH LEE JAMES: Yeah. Well, it's interesting you say small staff, because it's the biggest staff I ever had or ever will have. I like to tell the story that I used to have, you know, three military assistants and a security team and a travel coordinator and, you know, wrap all that up. And who do I have today? I have Frank, who's my husband. So, he's my staff, and he always tells me he works for tips, by the way, and tips have got to be improved around here. Actually, it was a pretty large staff. But there are reasons for that, and there's always maybe trimming that can be done to any staff. But the remit of the secretary of a military service is enormous and to be able to, on a moment's notice particularly if there's a crisis or there's a congressional inquiry or the Secretary of Defense or the President is calling for information, somehow, you've got to remain on top of things. So, the staff was always critical for that. Now, most of the staff that surrounds the Secretary of the Air Force in the Pentagon are general officers. They're maybe three-stars. They're senior SES, or political appointees. Most of them, all of them that I work with, were fine people, but they have a certain point of view. And there is something to be said for getting out, leadership by walking around, and sampling other points of view from more junior people. And I would do that regularly as well as.
PETER LEVINE: As Secretary of the Air Force, I'm sure that you had to deal with an extraordinary array of crises and day-to-day problems that arise and challenge you. But I assume you also had a vision for what you wanted to do and things you wanted to accomplish as Secretary. How did you negotiate that and figure out how to invest your time and how to preserve room to work on your own vision as opposed to just responding to the day-to-day challenges?
DEBORAH LEE JAMES: It's a lot of calendar management. You're right. I did have an agenda. I had three major overarching goals, which, of course, there would be sub-goals under those. But put people first. So, I had a whole series of things that I was hoping to do for and with people. Number two was balance the importance of readiness and modernization. So how do you get that balance right in a tough budget environment? I've never served in government, it seems, when we haven't been in a tough budget environment. And the third is what I called, make every dollar count, which was let's be efficient as possible with the taxpayer dollar. So that was my agenda. And calendar management requires that you'd be spending the majority of your time, not just doing emails that come in out of wherever, but rather things, meetings and follow-ups and trips or something that is in addition to those major agenda items. With all that said, that's how I entered office. And I had a whole series of things planned for the first six months that would follow and, hopefully, help advance that agenda. And boom, something happens. And for me, there was a crisis: a cheating scandal that erupted in our ICBM force. So that offensive agenda had to be set aside. And that crisis consumed a good deal of my personal time until we had diagnosed what was going on and had a plan how we would proceed and fix it. 
PETER LEVINE: So, you were able to get back to your own agenda?
DEBORAH LEE JAMES: Yes.
PETER LEVINE: OK. Do you have a strategy or philosophy about delegation and how to delegate well and still ensure the job gets done? Obviously, the Secretary of the Air Force, you couldn't do everything yourself. In fact, you had to rely on the people who work for you to do pretty much anything. So, what was your approach to delegation, and how to make that work? 
DEBORAH LEE JAMES: I'm a big believer in it. I do it a lot. I'm in many ways imperfect, but I think I'm quite good when it comes to delegation. And I have no problem giving away work and responsibility provided that, you know, there's periodic check-ins and provided that there's a degree of trust. Now in the beginning when you're brand new and you don't really know who's who and what's what and who can you really trust and who can you not, you have to tread a little carefully. But I was fortunate in that my number twos, I had two number twos over time, were quite well known to me. So, an awful lot of delegation can go directly when you're Secretary of the Air Force to the Under Secretary of the Air Force. And traditionally, you know, there's the outside person who does the congressional representation, the work with the press, any kind of representational work, the outside story, whereas the COO or the Under Secretary would be focusing more on the internal. I would get heavily involved with the internal when it fit those agenda items or if it was the crisis, scandal, what have you, of the day or if it was a major congressional interest item. I always felt that those required more of my personal attention. 
PETER LEVINE: You were Secretary for four years, which actually is relatively long for people at your level. But I wonder if you have any advice to people in positions like that, in senior positions, about how to ensure that your success lasts beyond the end of your tenure. Are there things that you can do as Secretary of the Air Force as you work on your objectives to embed them in the organization and, hopefully, make sure that the improvement lasts beyond just your tenure?
DEBORAH LEE JAMES: Well, there is no absolute guarantee of any of that but what you can do, well for the time that you have available to you, is make clear what some of these agenda items are or what some of these policy changes are, to instantiate them in writing, in policy, and regulation, if at all possible. I mentioned the important partnership with the uniformed military. So to have the uniformed military and the career civil servants on board, if at all possible, is crucial because the likelihood is there that it will remain. And then for whatever time you're privileged to have, you've got to follow-up, follow-up, follow-up. So I've seen over and over again in business and in government, people will issue an order or they'll issue a memo and then they'll assume it's done with not too much follow-up required. My experience is the exact opposite. If you're trying to really change something more than just an inch this way or that way, if it's more than a tweak, you have got to relentlessly communicate it. You've got to relentlessly follow-up, call the meetings. Let me see the metrics. Let me see how we prove that we're making progress, et cetera, et cetera. And so, I did that regularly while I was Secretary. 
PETER LEVINE: I've occasionally said that there is no substitute for engaged leadership. You can't put any of these things on autopilot. This sounds like that's your philosophy. 
DEBORAH LEE JAMES: That's my philosophy as well. And, I think all too often we in government, because we're charged with guarding the taxpayer dollar, we will immediately run to a crisis. Let me give you one in particular: sexual assault in the military. So, I came in during a period of crisis where there had been another group of scandals that were hitting across the military on sexual assault. And so, when I say put people first, you know, one of the sub-elements of that was we were going to really, you know, combat sexual assault. So, we had a whole series of things that we did, and I would be calling those meetings. I made the sexual assault coordinator a direct report to me. Every base I went to, I met with the sexual assault coordinator behind closed doors, alone; and I made it known that this is what I was going to do. So, I made a big deal of that in my communications, in my actions, in my follow-up. Just as soon as sexual assault leaves the headlines for a few months, I think all too often people ease up. And then before you know, what happens? A year has gone by, and there's a whole new set of scandals that have hit, and people say, “How can this be?” I think the let up contributes. People just move on to whatever the next crisis of the day or whatever the next big thing is. You have to keep that focus to really instantiate these things. 
PETER LEVINE: The Department of Defense has a unique structure. So, you were the head of your department, you were the head of a department, and yet at the same time, you were part of the Department of Defense, and you reported the Secretary of Defense. The Secretary of Defense obviously has OSD with all these Under Secretaries who think they're in charge of things, but the things they think they're in charge of are often managed in the Military Departments. Can you talk about your relationship with OSD? And with, not just the Secretary of Defense, but the Under Secretaries? How did you make that relationship work, where you had other people who thought they were the boss and you were trying to run an organization? 
DEBORAH LEE JAMES: Well, again, I think I was pretty lucky with the human beings that I fell in with, because I don't remember a single person in OSD ever trying to pull rank or say, “I'm in charge, and you're not.” I just don't have any recollection of it ever happening that way. The way I liken it, if we talk about it in a business sense, the Secretary of Defense is the CEO of the enterprise and OSD, the undersecretaries are the functions. Let's say if it were a business, you'd have HR. You'd have contracts. You'd had legal. You'd have the functions. Well, OSD would be the equivalent of that. The functions are ultimately there to help support the work of the sectors, if we're going to put it in SAIC terms, and I was the president of a sector. So as the Secretary of the Air Force, you might say we were presidents of our business units or of our sectors. So that's the way I would put it in a business context. And the collegiality is crucial. Now, not during my time, but certainly there are other examples of where people have had a little bit too much sharp elbows. And hopefully, as also occurs in the private sector nowadays, the kibosh is put on that, at least eventually if it comes to the attention of the right people. Because too much stirring the pot, particularly in an abusive way to other people is no way to do business, in government or in the private sector. So, those types of people seem to not last too long. 
PETER LEVINE: You served as Secretary of the Air Force, I guess, under two Secretaries of Defense, if I remember right. Just Hagel and Carter, is that right? 
DEBORAH LEE JAMES: That’s correct.
PETER LEVINE: Very different people, very different agendas, approaches to work. I don't want to ask you about their personalities, but I would like to know if you have any thoughts as to the kinds of qualities that make for a successful and effective Secretary of Defense. 
DEBORAH LEE JAMES: And I also worked for a third.
PETER LEVINE: When you were an Assistant Secretary?
DEBORAH LEE JAMES: Actually, I probably worked for five if you count up my time as an Assistant Secretary.
PETER LEVINE: Secretary Cohen and Secretary…
DEBORAH LEE JAMES: Secretary Perry and Secretary Aspen. So let me give you, it breaks my heart to say it because he was important in my life, and he was responsible for helping me get that Assistant Secretary job. But let me talk about Secretary Aspen for a moment. So, he was a brilliant chairman of the Armed Services Committee. He had very strong intellect. He had deal-making skills, which were important for, you know, putting together the annual National Defense Authorization Act. So, he had many fine, he was certainly a defense expert. He knew policy issues better than anyone else. He was a defense intellectual, I would say. When he became Secretary of Defense, what we all discovered–maybe we should have, sort of, known this intuitively, but I, at least, did not–is just because you're a brilliant defense intellectual, that does not make you a good defense manager. So, Secretary Aspen was not able to do that delegation. He was not able to let some of these decisions go. Consequently, there were bottlenecks, and decisions weren't getting made. Now, he had a very, very effective deputy in Dr. Perry. But somehow it was not in his nature to do that management and, ultimately for a series of reasons, he did not last as Secretary of Defense for too long. So, you know, the ones who do the best, I believe, are the ones who do have an effective division of labor. And the way I've seen it done is much like I described earlier where the Secretary of Defense has to be the key leader in the outward-facing front with the allies, with the top leadership across the government, with the top leadership in Congress, the top issues dealing with the press, and dealing with the most pressing matters of all, which tend to be the use of force as well as the major decisions in an annual budget. To me, you know, that's a big job in and of itself. There's a very effective deputy, hopefully. We certainly have one now who will be focusing a little bit more on the nuts and bolts and driving some of the day-to-day work, which is also enormous in the Pentagon. 
PETER LEVINE: So, I'm going to take two things out of what you said. One is, it sounds to me like we're coming back to the importance of being able to delegate that you can't do everything yourself and you have to be prepared to do that. Is that fair? 
DEBORAH LEE JAMES: Fair. 
PETER LEVINE: The other is, it comes out of your discussion of Secretary Aspen I believe, you have to be willing to make a decision. And I'll give you my view on that, which is it's a disease in the Department, not making decisions and putting things off. And there are too many people in leadership positions who don't understand that the failure to make a decision‒even if you're waiting for perfect information, you're never going to get perfect information‒and the failure to make a decision is a decision in itself. Do you have any reaction to that? 
DEBORAH LEE JAMES: I agree. I completely agree. And I'll give you one other disease in the Department, in my view. And that is the overreliance on consensus. So, you heard me say collaboration, getting along, all very important. Yes, but not to the point where decisions get so dragged out that on an important matter, there might be 55 people who have the ability to say no or at least ask questions, which then jam up the system and it takes forever to get to the right decisionmakers. That's a disease as well. So, overreliance on consensus with too many cooks in the kitchen, I think is another area where the Department can really improve. 
PETER LEVINE: So, as Secretary of the Air Force, you needed to give people a chance to be heard. But once they've been heard, you needed to make a decision. 
DEBORAH LEE JAMES: Absolutely. And when I was Secretary of the Air Force, again I don't mean to say I threw consensus out the window. I most assuredly did not. But if it was a matter that I'm hanging fire on, and I want an answer on, and I want to make an announcement because we're looking to make a policy change, and if I know the Chief of Staff of the Air Force is on board and whatnot, I did not accept very well with patience that we hadn't fully gotten it through the coordination process with 55 staff offices. If you see what I mean? So, I was anxious on that, and I would be asking and asking and maybe a little bit on the demanding side to let's go, let's go. I want the paperwork. I want to make a move here. 
PETER LEVINE: You mentioned earlier that you're not sure you've ever seen a time when we weren't in the era of constrained budgets. But you were Secretary at a time of particularly constrained budgets, I would say you were, after the Budget Control Act when we had sequestration level budgets. And so, you went through a couple of rounds, at least one I think probably two rounds, of these efficiencies drills. And I wonder if you can talk about how that works. The guidance comes, I presume, from the Secretary of Defense, but then you're the one who has to find what can be cut to make everything fit. How do you do that? How do you make that happen in an organization where everybody believes everything is important? 
DEBORAH LEE JAMES: Right. So, the way you do it is, the way we did it at least was, there were at least two parts. There was the part one which would be convening the various offices and, you know, you either peanut butter spread the thing, and say everybody's going to have to come up with ten percent savings or whatever the percentage is, come back and tell us how. And then the how becomes a judgment call. Is that asking too much? Is that going to hurt the warfighting too much? Is that going to cross some red line? So that would be one way of doing it. The other way is I'll call the offensive strategy. We came up with various programs which we hoped would save money. So, I'll credit the Vice Chief of Staff at the time Larry Spencer with the make every dollar count program. Now, you heard me say that was one of my three agenda items. I use that as sort of a catch all for “we've got to be more efficient, and we've got to come up with savings for the taxpayers.” He actually had set up a program, and this is an example of the offense, where it would be like, you know, the old-fashioned suggestion programs, but with the help of modern technology, where airmen at all levels could make suggestions from the front lines of how you could save money or how you could free up airmen’s time. And so, we were keeping track of the dollar savings and the type of time that we could then give back to our people. And we would, of course, trumpet that success story as well. So, it was a combination of those two things. 
PETER LEVINE: You had it in the Air Force, and I can't remember what it's called right now, an office, a CAPE-like office, an office of analysts who help you put together the program for the Air Force. Did you have time to use their expertise and take an analytic approach to where the Air Force could cut? Or was it more a matter of you had to respond quickly and you had to look for low-hanging fruit and easy targets?
DEBORAH LEE JAMES: It was more a matter of we have major commands in the Air Force, and we would be given a topline budget number, for example. And so of course, their desires and their needs always were more than that topline budget number could accommodate. And so, we would ask them to come in once again with, usually, a certain percentage cut. How would you do this? How would you manage it? But then we would make judgment calls, and we would always have a, I'll call it a management reserve so to speak at the senior levels, at my level, the Chief's level, where we could place those dollars in some location that we thought was important. I mentioned the nuclear enterprise and some problems that happened very early on in my tenure. Well for the entire time I was Secretary of the Air Force in some way, shape, or form, we were infusing people, dollars, different training regimes, into the nuclear enterprise to try to correct some of these things. So that would be an example of if we had a bit of a management reserve at the top, we might choose to put it in say the nuclear enterprise because that was a key area that we were tracking.
PETER LEVINE: These budget, I would call it budget cut drills, are always called efficiencies. And I wonder if you have a view as to the relationship between this kind of topline-driven budget exercise and the actual efficiency of the organization. Is a budget cut drill a way to drive efficiency? What's the relationship? 
DEBORAH LEE JAMES: So, the answer is not really, but it's the only mechanism that we seem to have. So often when you just do an efficiency drill, and you have to cut X percent, you end up eliminating spaces that aren't filled anyway with human beings. There's various tricks that are played to try to hit this number, to try to hit the bogey. We're so big now that to do truly a zero-based review and a look at each individual position and so on it’s almost too much. It's almost too much. I do know that, for example, the Army at one point brought in a management company or a consultancy company, like a McKinsey, who mapped out for them how to eliminate layers of people and make sure that if you've got this title, you're overseeing at least so many people. I mean, they gave them a framework, which I've seen that framework before from my SAIC days, frameworks like it. I'm not sure it, you know, it maybe makes perfect sense, but I'm not sure that it ever got implemented because in order to make such substantial changes, you've got to have the authority to literally do major layoffs, and this, that, and the other, which of course, is very difficult in the government. So, it's not a good way to do it. The way that we do it is really not a good way to do it. It's not the way a business would do it. And yet we've gotten so big, I'm not sure how we would conduct a zero-based review. 
PETER LEVINE: The topline budget levels that you were dealing with as Secretary of the Air Force were obviously driven by the congressional budget agreement. At the same time that you had the restrictive toplines, Congress is famously resistant to cutting any program or institution. You had experience on both sides of that table. You worked on Capitol Hill and in the Department. Can you talk about how to navigate that? And how you deal with making an effective cut when you have an institution overseeing you, that's holding all the cards, that doesn't like cuts?
DEBORAH LEE JAMES: Well, you have to get along with them. That's point one. Even though it's hard sometimes, even though it seems like with every passing decade the political drama increases, and you feel personally attacked at times when you're testifying. But you can't lose your cool. You must get along because, as you point out, they have so much more power and authority than you do, and the situation can become even worse. So I have tried to have always the philosophy as I've been in the executive branch, you know, I can only do the best that I can do. And my job is to try to do the best for the Air Force, for the Department of Defense, for the country. My job is to use my brains and my abilities to put forth the best possible approach, give the facts, give the rationale, go the extra, you know, mile by doing the personal calls and, you know, the extra communicating that is really very, very necessary. I try to think through the politics, like you say having been on the other side, you can almost imagine what's going to go wrong with some of these proposals. So if you can have that in mind and marry up good politics with good policy, now there you've really got something. That's not always easy to do. But, you know, one of the areas that, to give an example during my tenure not having enough money for everything, we attempted to retire the A-10, first the entire fleet, then just maybe part of the fleet, and then a few aircraft. And we just had a brick wall year after year after year. Now, we're probably ten years into this effort, and they have, you know, Congress has now started to allow the A-10s to retire, but of course, ten years into the effort, we have other aircraft that can now be put in place of those A-10s, because here's where the politics, of course, comes in. No congressman and no senator wants to bet on the calm that someday they'll get replacement aircraft. If they're going to let the aircraft of today go, they want right now, right away, something similar to replace it because it's a matter of jobs. I understand that. Back in those days, it was still the right decision to retire it given everything I understood to be the case. We didn't have those extra planes. You know, we didn't have as many F-35s, for example, to put into the inventory. So the fact that we do today, that's an example of now we can exercise good politics with good policy and begin to get things done. 
PETER LEVINE: Let me switch to your current, your post-Department of Defense role. You're now the chair of the Defense Business Board, as I mentioned. Do you have a vision for the role that you'd like the DBB to play in the management of the Department and in assisting the DOD leadership and managing the Department? 
DEBORAH LEE JAMES: Well, my vision, quite simply, is to perform the studies using our expertise as business people. So, we're a group of about 20 business people, primarily. Some of us have also had a fair amount of government experience. Some of us have had no government or no DOD experience. But our job is to do the taskings that we’re given by primarily the Deputy Secretary and give this, sort of, business advice to help them as they manage the Department. We have to remember that we as advisers, that doesn't mean that the Deputy has to accept everything that we say. But we're giving our best advice, and then we, of course, hope that it's good advice and that at least most of it will be implemented. So, my philosophy always is, whatever I do is, to try to leave the organization or the effort in a better position than it was when I arrived. And in this case, do the studies that we've been asked. So, just today we finished a meeting in which we approved two new studies. So, we've now delivered eight studies in about two and a quarter years or so. Different topics that, hopefully, will make a difference, that most or some of those recommendations will be implemented, and they'll improve the business situation of the Department of Defense. 
PETER LEVINE: You've been associated with the Department in one way or the other over a fairly long period of time now. So, you've seen the Department in many different iterations, under different leadership. You've seen the management challenges that it faces over a period of years. And it's easy to get depressed thinking we keep fighting the same fight over and over again. I wonder if you could maybe find a ray of optimism somewhere. Are there some areas where we're making progress? Where you think we're doing better now than we were when you and I first came on the scene? 
DEBORAH LEE JAMES: Well gosh, when you and I first came on the scene there was a senator called Goldwater and a congressman named Nichols who had not yet teamed up to pass that landmark Goldwater-Nichols Act, which really was the pathway to much better joint collaboration and joint warfighting across the spectrum. So, I think what we should all be the most proud of is that our Department of Defense, our military, though not perfect, is the best in the world with the most important values, the best trained, the best equipped. And so again, anybody who's still involved as we both are, it's our job to continue to contribute and try to make it better. So, I would put that as the number one thing where we've made a lot of progress. I think we've made progress on people. Again, it's not perfect. There's always more work to be done. But even though we're in recruiting difficulties at the moment for our enlisted force across the military services, I am convinced that's still going to be our secret weapon is people and their judgment and the fact that they can be entrepreneurial on the battlefield. So, I think we've made great strides, nonetheless, with the recruiting aside, at the moment with the all-volunteer force.
PETER LEVINE: As you mentioned people and strides, I think that one area where I would think there is a significant difference is the incorporation of women into leadership positions, into military positions across the board, military leadership positions. That's really dramatically different than it was 30 years ago.
DEBORAH LEE JAMES: Very different. 
PETER LEVINE: That's an area I assume where we still have a ways to go. Do you have views on, sort of, how far we've come, and how much we still have to do? 
DEBORAH LEE JAMES: Well if you look on a percentage basis, back in the eighties when I started, and if you look at the percentage of women in the force in the eighties. I'm doing this from memory so it may not be correct. But let's say the Air Force, which has always had more openings for women than the other services even back then though I think the, you know, it was maybe ten percent or something like that. Well, it's over 20 percent now are women. Now since every single job in the United States Air Force is today open to women, why can't we make it 50 percent? That's my point of view. But so, there's the work yet to come. We have room that we can still grow. But certainly, we've doubled it in a generation, let's say. It's taken quite a while. The fact that we've brought down, over time, all of the exclusions to women serving in different positions. I think that's an important thing that has opened up more possibilities gradually over the years. 
PETER LEVINE: You serve as a co-chair of a commission convened by the Atlantic Council on ways to accelerate the Department's ability to adopt cutting-edge technology. What do you see as the major takeaways from that panel? What is it that we need to do as a Department, and as a country, to ensure that our national security institutions have access to the best technology we have to offer?
DEBORAH LEE JAMES: Well there's no single secret weapon there, but to just name a few of what I consider to be the top recommendations, we do think that more flexibility in funding and budgeting is necessary in order to be able to move monies around in a bit more agile fashion to be able to do a better job of this. So portfolio capability management is one of the major, and I'm happy to say at least one of the major Navy PEOs has decided to move out on that and is going to give that a try. So, we've seen movement on that. We're recommending that Congress restore what is the historical levels of reprogramming. You know, Congress has become more and more overseeing or micromanaging, whichever verb you prefer. But the point is if they could ease up just a little bit, I think that would make a big difference. Don't know how that's going to come out. That's probably one of the most difficult. We need to make it, thirdly, easier for some of these young, small companies to do business with the government. And there's been good advancements on that through the years. But we still don't have a way to adapt their technologies at scale. All too often, they get a little bit of money. They get excited. It's great technology, and then they fall into the so-called Valley of Death. So, the report has a number of ideas to help on that score as well. 
PETER LEVINE: Debbie, I promise to let you get out of here. And I realized, I just looked at my watch, I need to let you go. Could you just close with what advice would you have for individuals who are coming into the Department today and looking to serve and be helpful to the national security? 
DEBORAH LEE JAMES: My advice to young people coming into national security careers today is it's a great time to be serving in national security. Really, really tough and important, world-impacting issues that you can work on. There's multiple ways to serve. You can be uniformed military. You can be part-time in the National Guard and Reserve uniformed military or full-time. You can be a civilian. You can be a business leader and come in as a highly-qualified expert for three years, depending on your skills. But, you know, our Defense Department, our national security apparatus needs you. There are opportunities, and there are ways to do it where you can either make it a full career or you can do it for a few years. So, I would urge, you know, anybody who is even thinking about it to look into it further, to take a shot at it. I found it to be extremely rewarding and enriching. 
PETER LEVINE: Thank you. And thank you for what you've given to the Department. 
DEBORAH LEE JAMES: Thank you.
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