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Abstract


Great Power Competition between the United States and China has transformed space into a decisive warfighting domain, where Beijing actively seeks to displace American hegemony through asymmetric counterspace capabilities. While the U.S. retains advantages across defense and commercial sectors in space, this essay argues that the Department of Defense (DoD) and the U.S. Space Force’s (USSF) current organizational structures require rethinking to counter China’s rapid adoption of disruptive technologies. Drawing on Stephen Rosen’s innovation frameworks, the analysis identifies a critical innovation dilemma where the USSF’s legacy bureaucracy prioritizes sustaining innovations over the revolutionary capabilities required for domain control. Conversely, China leverages a Military-Civil Fusion strategy to integrate industrial and academic sectors, effectively bypassing the bureaucratic inertia that constrains American defense acquisition. This essay argues that the U.S. cannot maintain primacy merely through incremental reform or traditional acquisition strategies. Instead, the U.S. Space Force must overcome structural impediments by establishing an autonomous organizational model dedicated to disruptive innovation. This proposal examines the historical precedent of General Bernard Schriever’s Western Development Division, which bypassed Air Force bureaucracy to successfully field ICBM capabilities during the Cold War. By adapting the Schriever model’s principles of direct authority and parallel development, the Space Force can create a specialized entity capable of harnessing the agile “NewSpace” commercial economy. This structural autonomy would enable the rapid transition of disruptive technologies from development to operation and outpace Chinese advancements. This essay aims to demonstrate that organizational agility, rather than technological focus, is the decisive variable for securing long-term U.S. space superiority.


Chapter 1
Introduction

“If we are held to this overly conservative approach, I fear the timid will replace the bold and we will not be able to provide the advanced weapons the future of the nation demands.”

- Gen Schriever, letter to Gen LeMay, Apr 30, 1962[endnoteRef:2] [2: . David N. Spires, Air Force Space Command, and Air University Press, Beyond Horizons: A Half Century of Air Force Space Leadership, ed. George W. Bradley III, Rick W. Sturdevant, and Richard S. Eckert (U.S. Government Printing Office, 1998), 114.] 


China and Russia stand as the primary contemporary challengers to US hegemony in the space domain. Both nations have demonstrated clear growth in counterspace capabilities, evidenced by recent demonstrations and tests of rendezvous and proximity operations (RPO) and space-based nuclear weapons.[endnoteRef:3] These developments immediately heighten operational risks for the U.S. and its allies across military, scientific and commercial sectors.[endnoteRef:4] The ramifications of restricted or denied access would be catastrophic, given the high dependence of terrestrial functions on orbital systems. Russia’s antagonistic stances of ransoming the use of nuclear weapons and situating such a weapon in space acutely pose these threats.[endnoteRef:5] Conversely, China employs a more sophisticated approach, leveraging a Military-Civil Fusion strategy that integrates military, industrial and academic sectors to rapidly advance its ambitious space goals.[endnoteRef:6] High-tech or innovative developments often generate threats that can disrupt current standard operating norms and require quick responses to safeguard American interests.[endnoteRef:7] Furthermore, the long term implications are concerning if challengers, particularly China, can sustain their growth and threaten to displace the U.S. as the preeminent nation in the final frontier.[endnoteRef:8]  [3: . Clayton Swope et al., “Space Threat Assessment 2025,” Center for Strategic and International Studies (Center for Strategic and International Studies, 2025), 6–14, https://www.csis.org/analysis/space-threat-assessment-2025.]  [4: . Swope et al., “Space Threat Assessment 2025,” 17–19.]  [5: . Swope et al., “Space Threat Assessment 2025,” 10–14.]  [6: . Stacey Solomone, China’s Strategy in Space, by Joseph N. Pelton, Springer Briefs in Space Development (Springer New York Heidelberg Dordrecht London, 2013), 17–27, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4614-6690-1.]  [7: . John Jordan Klein, Fight for the Final Frontier: Irregular Warfare in Space (La Vergne: Naval Institute Press, 2023), 142–54, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/airuniversity/detail.action?docID=7214141.]  [8: . Joshua Carlson, Spacepower Ascendant: Space Development Theory and New Space Strategy, 2020, 46–54.] 

Nevertheless, the U.S. holds the lead in space now, not just in terms of military hardware but also its burgeoning commercial arena.[endnoteRef:9] The exponential rise of the commercial sector for space can be partly explained by America’s predisposition to free market ideology, research emphasis and rules-based approach.[endnoteRef:10],[endnoteRef:11] However, the same predisposition lends to attributes such as bureaucracy, fragmentation of space efforts and inconsistent funding support, all of which could result in reducing the lead and possibly ceding the advantage to China.[endnoteRef:12] While inconsistent funding is an inherent feature of the U.S. system, the Secretary of War and defense leadership has attempted to address bureaucratic inertia through initiatives such as the new Acquisition Transformation Strategy and other concerted ventures across the military and commercial space players.[endnoteRef:13],[endnoteRef:14] These initiatives together with existing deterrents should go some way to confront foreseeable traditional threats galvanized by Beijing’s centrally orchestrated development plans, but the military will continue to face significant challenges when called upon to respond swiftly against threats borne from disruptive and novel use of technology in the space domain.[endnoteRef:15],[endnoteRef:16] [9: . John J. Klein, Understanding Space Strategy: The Art of War in Space (Routledge, 2019), 179–87.]  [10: . Robert C. Jacobson, Space Is Open for Business: The Industry That Can Transform Humanity. Los Angeles, California: [Robert C. Jacobson], 2020, 74–89.]  [11: .  Namrata Goswami and Peter A. Garretson, Scramble for the Skies: The Great Power Competition to Control the Resources of Outer Space (Lanham, Maryland: Lexington Books, 2020), 81–101.]  [12: . Joshua Carlson, Spacepower Ascendant: Space Development Theory and New Space Strategy, 2020, 55–57.

]  [13: . Office of the Under Secretary of War for Acquisition & Sustainment, U.S. Department of War. “Acquisition Transformation Strategy: Rebuilding the Arsenal of Freedom.” Accessed November 12, 2025. https://media.defense.gov/2025/nov/10/2003819441/-1/-1/1/acquisition-transformation-strategy.pdf.]  [14: . Albon, Courtney. “How The Space Force Is Getting a Head Start on Defense Acquisition Reform.” Air & Space Forces Magazine, October 7, 2025. https://www.airandspaceforces.com/space-force-head-start-defense-acquisition-reform/.]  [15: . John J. Klein, Fight for the Final Frontier: Irregular Warfare in Space (La Vergne: Naval Institute Press, 2023), 142–52, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/airuniversity/detail.action?docID=7214141.]  [16: . Jonas Vidhammer Berge and Henrik Stålhane Hiim, “Killing Them Softly: China’s Counterspace Developments and Force Posture in Space,” Journal of Strategic Studies 47, no. 6–7 (2024): 943–51, https://doi.org/10.1080/01402390.2024.2388658.] 

Hence, this essay situates the argument in the under-capitalized interface between commercial and military entities and explores how the innovative exploitation of this interface provides the military with a competitive edge and means to respond nimbly to disruptive threats posed by external actors. This essay argues that to prevail in Great Power Competition (GPC) with China, the U.S. Space Force must lead the development of spacepower capabilities, by not just adopting new acquisition strategies but to also incorporate autonomous organizational models and leveraging agile commercial connections to capitalize on disruptive innovations, which would then enable unfettered use of space by US and its allies and partners to maintain security and stability and sustain long-term outer space activities.



Methodology and Essay Structure
This essay employs a comparative organizational analysis and historical case to evaluate U.S. and Chinese spacepower trajectories. Grounded in the dictum of Everett Dolman’s Astropolitik – “Who controls low-Earth orbit controls near-Earth space” – Chapter 2 establishes the strategic context of GPC, highlighting China as a revisionist hegemon actively seeking to dismantle the status quo. To maintain strategic focus on the pacing threat, this analysis deliberately excludes Russia, centering only on Beijing’s systemic capabilities.[endnoteRef:17],[endnoteRef:18]  [17: . Namrata Goswami and Peter A. Garretson, Scramble for the Skies: The Great Power Competition to Control the Resources of Outer Space (Lanham, Maryland: Lexington Books, 2020), 21–22.]  [18: . Jonas Vidhammer Berge and Liselotte Odgaard, “NATO in the Global Commons: Defending Outer Space Against Threats From China,” International Journal Canada S Journal of Global Policy Analysis 78, no. 4 (December 1, 2023): 638–39, https://doi.org/10.1177/00207020231217119.] 

The analytical framework relies on the organizational innovation theories of Stephen Rosen and Clayton Christensen. Chapter 3 applies these theories to the militarized space domain, identifying the ability to rapidly integrate disruptive technologies as a decisive factor in this domain. Chapter 4 provides an adversary analysis, examining China’s Military-Civil Fusion (MCF) strategy and its resulting competitive advantage in bypassing bureaucratic friction. Chapter 5 juxtaposes this against the United States’ inherited organizational legacies, specifically the limitation of the current acquisition policies and terrestrial-focused “brown-water” mindset that artificially constrains the USSF. 
To solve this institutional dilemma, Chapter 6 examines the historical precedent of General Bernard Schriever’s Western Development Division (WDD), analyzing how structural autonomy enabled the rapid fielding of ICBM capabilities during the Cold War. Chapter 7 extrapolates the principles of the Schriever model to propose the establishment of an Autonomous Space Innovation Organization. This structural solution is designed to bypass legacy acquisition barriers, leverage commercial NewSpace agility, and project American spacepower into the cislunar space. Ultimately, this proposal does not prescribe for the replacement of any existing DoD and USSF efforts but rather offers a critical instrument for the United States’ strategic arsenal. 


Chapter 2
Great Power Competition
Dynamics of Space Competition
The security environment of the twenty-first century is fundamentally defined by the intensification of great power competition between the U.S. and China, a rivalry that now extends aggressively into the space domain. The struggle for primacy in this domain results in a competitive environment where both nations view each other’s capabilities as a potential threat to their national security and global standing. China explicitly regards the U.S. as an obstacle to its own ascendancy, while simultaneously positioning itself to challenge American hegemony using all the tools at its disposal.[endnoteRef:19] 2025 Space Threat Assessment by CSIS highlights the counterspace threat of China to America’s command of space, with assessments asserting that Beijing possesses capabilities intended to target US and allied satellites.[endnoteRef:20] Concurrently, Chinese defense white papers emphasize that outer space has become a “critical domain in international strategic competition,” reflecting Beijing's belief that robust defense must undergird its plans for space.[endnoteRef:21] Furthermore, Chinese leaders view the development of space warfare capabilities as essential to achieving the national goal of elevating the People's Liberation Army to world-class status by the middle of the century.[endnoteRef:22] This bilateral tension creates the classic security dilemma, where adversaries perceive defensive measures as offensive threats, fueling a cycle of reciprocal escalation. The US-China rivalry requires a strategic response that moves beyond traditional deterrence to actively secure American interests against a near-peer competitor committed to displacing its leadership. [19: . Jonas Vidhammer Berge and Henrik Stålhane Hiim, “Killing Them Softly: China’s Counterspace Developments and Force Posture in Space,” Journal of Strategic Studies 47, no. 6–7 (2024): 940–41, https://doi.org/10.1080/01402390.2024.2388658.]  [20: . Clayton Swope et al., “Space Threat Assessment 2025,” Center for Strategic and International Studies (Center for Strategic and International Studies, 2025), 6–9, https://www.csis.org/analysis/space-threat-assessment-2025.]  [21: . Krista Langeland and Derek Grossman, “Tailoring Deterrence for China in Space,” RAND Corporation (Santa Monica, CA: RAND Corporation, 2021), 26–30, https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RRA943-1.html.]  [22: . Langeland and Grossman, “Tailoring Deterrence for China in Space,” 2.] 


The Impetus for Space Dominance
Within the context of this great power rivalry, outer space has evolved into a decisive warfighting domain that has become a prerequisite for securing both economic prosperity and military superiority. Access to and control over the space domain are more than supportive functions and can determine the outcome of modern conflicts and the stability of global infrastructure. The loss of space-based assets would result in significant detrimental impact to command and control, surveillance, and economic systems, which could shift the balance of power on Earth. Chinese military strategists have explicitly argued that the space dominance is a necessary prerequisite for favorable war outcomes, positing that denying U.S. access to satellite systems would negate its battlefield advantages and combat effectiveness.[endnoteRef:23] Simultaneously, the U.S. Defense Space Strategy Summary recognizes that assured access to space capabilities is central to gaining and achieving superiority across all domains and advancing U.S. and global security.[endnoteRef:24] Both countries clearly recognize the domain as a common battleground and China's official designation of space and cyberspace as the “new commanding heights in strategic competition,” underscores this, shaping space as a hotly contested arena in any future conflict.[endnoteRef:25] Consequently, control of this domain acts as a proxy of modern national power, dictating that whoever masters space will hold the ultimate strategic advantage. Hence, this reinforces the Pentagon’s vision where space is not just an environment for exploration, but also a critical domain that must be protected to ensure unfettered access and stability. [23: . Jonas Vidhammer Berge and Henrik Stålhane Hiim, “Killing Them Softly: China’s Counterspace Developments and Force Posture in Space,” Journal of Strategic Studies 47, no. 6–7 (2024): 946–47, https://doi.org/10.1080/01402390.2024.2388658.]  [24: . Krista Langeland and Derek Grossman, “Tailoring Deterrence for China in Space,” RAND Corporation (Santa Monica, CA: RAND Corporation, 2021), 4, https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RRA943-1.html.]  [25: . Jonas Vidhammer Berge and Henrik Stålhane Hiim, “Killing Them Softly: China’s Counterspace Developments and Force Posture in Space,” Journal of Strategic Studies 47, no. 6–7 (2024): 946, https://doi.org/10.1080/01402390.2024.2388658.] 

The Chinese Strategy
China is aggressively pursuing a comprehensive strategy to achieve space dominance, aiming to displace the U.S. as the preeminent space power by the middle of this century.[endnoteRef:26] This ambition encompasses scientific exploration and more importantly, resource exploitation by ensuring continued presence in Space thereby gaining economic and military advantages.[endnoteRef:27] Beijing's strategy is serially structured with steppingstones and goals that signal a shift from exploration to industrial exploitation. Illustrating this shift, Carlson highlights the aggressive timeline for this expansion, which includes a permanent space station by 2022, a crewed lunar research base by 2036, and a nuclear powered space fleet ready by 2040.[endnoteRef:28] Beijing codified these efforts in its  first national plan for space science, which prioritizes the establishment of a permanently manned lunar station and resource exploitation to position China at the “international forefront of spacefaring nations.”[endnoteRef:29] The successful launch of Tiangong space station in low earth orbit in November 2022 clearly demonstrates the moral and financial determination of Beijing to achieve the goals it had set.[endnoteRef:30] Chinese military analysts voice their support of the perspective that “whoever controls space controls the Earth,” demanding the ability to seize the initiative and deny space use to adversaries as paramount.[endnoteRef:31] Consequently, China's trajectory represents a concerted effort to challenge the status quo and a robust American response is necessary to maintain its lead in this race. Beyond the comprehensiveness and complexity of an American strategy, speed is clearly essential. It provides the impetus for the USSF to review its role under this strategy to help U.S. maintain leadership in space. [26: . Joshua Carlson, Spacepower Ascendant: Space Development Theory and New Space Strategy, 2020, 46–47.]  [27: . Carlson, Spacepower Ascendant: Space Development Theory and New Space Strategy, 48–50.]  [28: . Carlson, Spacepower Ascendant: Space Development Theory and New Space Strategy, 46–47.]  [29: . Corbett, Thomas, and Peter W. Singer. “China’s Plan to Rule the Heavens.” Defense One, January 17, 2025. https://www.defenseone.com/ideas/2025/01/china-space-science-dominance-moon/402294/.]  [30: . Corbett, Thomas, and Peter W. Singer. “China’s Plan to Rule the Heavens.” Defense One, January 17, 2025. https://www.defenseone.com/ideas/2025/01/china-space-science-dominance-moon/402294/.]  [31: . Krista Langeland and Derek Grossman, “Tailoring Deterrence for China in Space,” RAND Corporation (Santa Monica, CA: RAND Corporation, 2021), 27, https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RRA943-1.html.] 

The Space Race
Distinct asymmetries between first-mover and second-mover advantages further complicates the strategic competition in space, allowing competitors to rapidly close capability gaps through leap-frogging and technological adaptation.[endnoteRef:32],[endnoteRef:33] A first-mover in the space domain can establish a dominant position by securing limited strategic areas, such as specific lunar orbits or resource-rich polar craters, effectively creating a “first come, first served” condition that excludes adversaries from leveraging highly advantageous positions. [endnoteRef:34] The lunar Lagrange points is one example of a unique physical feature in the space domain where at two of the five points, a spacecraft remains relatively stable without expending fuel and thereby potentially deriving potential military and commercial advantages.[endnoteRef:35] Conversely, a second-mover can bypass the exorbitant costs of initial research and development, utilizing leapfrog strategies to avoid costly lessons absorbed by the first mover and achieve parity with greater efficiency.[endnoteRef:36] Historically, China has maximized this second-mover advantage, pragmatically utilizing foreign technologies to quickly achieve parity with Western capabilities. However, Beijing recognizes the inherent limitations of this approach and is actively pivoting toward a first-mover strategy to take control over the pace of its own trajectory.[endnoteRef:37] In a capture-the-flag situation, if China successfully secures strategic points like the Lagrange points first, it will enjoy defensive advantages that significantly increases the costs for US to field their military force in a bid to take control of these points.[endnoteRef:38] Furthermore, China recognizes the limitations of relying on a second-mover strategy, where mere replication of existing processes constrains its industry from achieving genuine innovations and technological breakthroughs. Thus, the U.S. now faces a competitor transitioning from a strategy of cost-effective imitation to a strategy clearly prioritizing the generation of a space catalyst for global primacy. [32: . Joshua Carlson, Spacepower Ascendant: Space Development Theory and New Space Strategy, 2020, 100–06.]  [33: . Stacey Solomone, China’s Strategy in Space, by Joseph N. Pelton, Springer Briefs in Space Development (Springer New York Heidelberg Dordrecht London, 2013), 26, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4614-6690-1]  [34: . Joshua Carlson, Spacepower Ascendant: Space Development Theory and New Space Strategy, 2020, 87.]  [35:  Everett C. Dolman, “Astropolitik: Classical Geopolitics in the Space Age” (Routledge, 2002), 65–66.]  [36: . Jonas Vidhammer Berge and Liselotte Odgaard, “NATO in the Global Commons: Defending Outer Space Against Threats From China,” International Journal Canada S Journal of Global Policy Analysis 78, no. 4 (December 1, 2023): 638, https://doi.org/10.1177/00207020231217119.]  [37: . Stacey Solomone, China’s Strategy in Space, by Joseph N. Pelton, Springer Briefs in Space Development (Springer New York Heidelberg Dordrecht London, 2013), 36, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4614-6690-1]  [38: . Joshua Carlson, Spacepower Ascendant: Space Development Theory and New Space Strategy, 2020, 69–70.] 






Chapter 3 
Disruptive Innovation in the Military Context
Bureaucracies and Disruptive Innovations
Incumbent successful organizations often fail to adapt to disruptive innovations not because they are poorly managed, but because leadership design their internal processes to support sustaining innovations for existing customers. These organizations are adept at improving incrementally to meet the needs of their current consumer base, which makes them successful in the short-cycle iteration model.[endnoteRef:39] However, when disruptive technology emerges, which could sometimes be simpler, cheaper, or targeting a forgotten part of the market, the established organization's resource allocation processes naturally dismiss it as unprofitable or irrelevant to their core business. Rosen extends this concept and argues that military bureaucracies face a similar rigidity, where the challenge to define the form of future wars creates a barrier to new concepts.[endnoteRef:40] Because leaders design bureaucracies to execute standard operating procedures, these organizations cannot easily deviate to integrate technologies that do not fit the prevailing operational model. Acquisition practices, optimized for cost efficiency, reliability and accountability, have led to sustaining its current mode of operation but are also precisely the barriers for the organization to adapt to exploratory and often riskier undertakings.[endnoteRef:41]  [39: . Clayton M. Christensen, The Innovator’s Dilemma: When New Technologies Cause Great Firms to Fail, 2016, 3–24.]  [40: . Stephen Peter Rosen, Winning the Next War: Innovation and the Modern Military (Cornell University Press, 1991), 2.]  [41: . Bonnie L. Trietzenberg et al., “Improving Integration and Synchronization of Space Acquisition and Fielding,” RAND Corporation (Santa Monica, CA: RAND Corporation, 2023), 54–64, https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RRA1735-1.html.] 

On balance, the DoD's multi-decade acquisition cycles and rigid requirements are not arbitrary bureaucratic hurdles and they are necessary features because of high levels of risk associated with military operations. The greatest risk of a commercial satellite company is financial as compared to the military’s existential risk. This allows the commercial sector to have greater latitude to “fail fast” and take more risks whereas the DoD cannot permit early-warning satellite systems to fail in combat simply due to expedited development timeline.  For the DoD, this risk-averse oversight is a critical feature that guarantees mission assurance and survivability in high-stakes operational environments. Nevertheless, in a rapidly advancing space domain with novel threats, the inability to embrace disruptive change creates critical vulnerability, especially in a peer competition landscape. This gap highlights a fundamental difference in how innovation is pursued, particularly when contrasting the deliberate, requirements-driven defense sector with the agile commercial market.
Characteristics of Commercial Companies
The innovation models of the commercial sector and the traditional defense-industrial base are fundamentally different, driven by conflicting priorities of speed-to-market versus rigorous, long-term requirements. Agile development, iterative design, and a tolerance for initial failure characterize commercial innovation, particularly in the NewSpace economy.[endnoteRef:42] On the other hand, defense innovation has traditionally prioritized assurance and survivability which leads to multi-decade acquisition cycles, complex and highly detailed specifications, and a significant aversion to risk. This is because military organizations are driven by a specific “theory of victory” that determines their desired ends, leading them to interpret new means solely through the lens of current missions.[endnoteRef:43] This results in a historical pattern where military organizations initially misapply or reject radical innovations because these solutions do not fit the prevailing concept of operations that senior leaders spent their careers shaping. To contrast, the majority of the DoD's acquisition system is slow, effectively putting itself outside of the short adoption cycles of cutting-edge solutions developed commercially, whereas the commercial model leverages rapid iteration to solve problems, creating a dynamic and forward-looking industrial base.[endnoteRef:44] Compounding this challenge, competitors like China exacerbates this problem by utilizing Military-Civil Fusion (MCF) strategy to commingle their commercial and defense sectors. This integration enables faster technology transfers, posing a credible threat to the slower U.S. model.[endnoteRef:45] This mismatch in tempo does not imply that the U.S. should simply purchase commercial technology, instead it must fundamentally review how it integrates the agile processes and products of innovation into the defense ecosystem. To bridge this gap and counter the pace of competitors, the U.S. military could consider new organizational constructs that reference enterprises which were previously successful in embracing innovation. [42: . Robert C. Jacobson, Space Is Open for Business: The Industry That Can Transform Humanity. Los Angeles, California: [Robert C. Jacobson], 2020, 58–62, 241–245.]  [43: . Stephen Peter Rosen, Winning the Next War: Innovation and the Modern Military (Cornell University Press, 1991), 19–20.]  [44: . Department of the Air Force. “U.S. Space Force Commercial Space Strategy: Accelerating the Purposeful Pursuit of Hybrid Space Architectures,” April 8, 2024. https://www.spaceforce.mil/Portals/2/Documents/Space%20Policy/USSF_Commercial_Space_Strategy.pdf.]  [45: . Yoram Evron and Richard A. Bitzinger, The Fourth Industrial Revolution and Military-Civil Fusion, Cambridge University Press eBooks, 2023, 123–24, https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009333290.] 

Insights from Schriever’s Precedent
Autonomous organizational models, such as the one pioneered by General Bernard Schriever’s Western Development Division (WDD), offer a credible precedent for enabling breakthrough innovation within a large bureaucracy. The WDD's success in developing the Atlas ICBM program at unprecedented speed relied largely on its unique structure, which operated outside the standard bureaucratic chain of command.[endnoteRef:46] This autonomy empowered a small, dedicated team with streamlined decision-making, direct access to leadership, and the authority to bypass organizational friction.[endnoteRef:47] The WDD's “Skunk Works” approach was defined by a small, co-located team of personnel across the military, civilian, and commercial sector, who were shielded from the effects of bureaucracy of Air Staff.[endnoteRef:48] This access to high-level decision-makers and parallel solutioning practices allowed them to rapidly field a revolutionary capability.[endnoteRef:49] Adopting a similar autonomous model in the USSF would enable faster organic experimentation and a recalibrated risk tolerance that eventually help to harness commercial innovation and transit disruptive technologies from development to operation within shorter timeframes. Learning from the autonomous model could add to the Space Force another effective means to integrate commercial solutions and develop its own disruptive spacepower capabilities. By doing so, the service can become more agile and responsive to meet the pacing challenge posed by China, ensuring long-term stability in the face of Great Power Competition. [46: . Stephen B. Johnson, The United States Air Force and the Culture of Innovation, 1945-1965, 2002, 60–66.]  [47: . Johnson, The United States Air Force and the Culture of Innovation, 1945-1965, 75–77.]  [48: . Johnson, The United States Air Force and the Culture of Innovation, 1945-1965, 87–89.]  [49: . Spires, Air Force Space Command, and Air University Press, Beyond Horizons: A Half Century of Air Force Space Leadership, 33–35.] 
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Chapter 4
Adversary Analysis – China
China’s Strategic Objectives and Timeline
China's strategic objectives in space are defined by a clear, long-term timeline aimed at achieving national dominance by mid-century. This ambition is directly linked to President Xi Jinping's “China Dream” of national rejuvenation, with the year 2049 (the 100th anniversary of the PRC), serving as the target timeline to become the dominant world power.[endnoteRef:50] Beijing views space superiority as a critical aspect of this goal, planning to become a world-class military and the most advanced space nation by 2045-2050.[endnoteRef:51] This long-term vision positions space as a key domain of strategic competition, and for warfighting and national power. The strategy follows a deliberate phased approach, characterized by a progression from exploration, such as landing on the far side of the moon, to expansion, such as plans for a crewed lunar research base by 2036. The ultimate goal of this development is exploitation, evidenced by their ambition to operationalize commercial-level space-based solar power (SBSP) systems and a nuclear-powered space fleet by 2040-2050.[endnoteRef:52] Ultimately, these long-term plans reveal a multi-decade strategy to transition from exploring space to controlling and exploiting its resources. This strategic focus is enabled by a highly integrated national organizational model. [50: . Krista Langeland and Derek Grossman, “Tailoring Deterrence for China in Space,” RAND Corporation (Santa Monica, CA: RAND Corporation, 2021), 26–7, https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RRA943-1.html.]  [51: . Joshua Carlson, Spacepower Ascendant: Space Development Theory and New Space Strategy, 2020, 46–8.]  [52: . Joshua Carlson, Spacepower Ascendant: Space Development Theory and New Space Strategy, 2020, 46–8.] 

Organizational Integration Beyond Military-Civil Fusion
Beijing executes its national space strategy through a deeply integrated organizational model of military-civil fusion. This model blurs the lines between state-owned enterprises (SOEs), private commercial companies, academia, and the military, ensuring all national resources are directed toward the same strategic goals. The government intentionally directs and fosters this ecosystem to accelerate technological development and manage national space endeavors as a unified enterprise. A central pillar of this structure is the People's Liberation Army Strategic Support Force (PLASSF), established in late 2015 to centralize and conduct PLA space operations and integrate them with cyber and electronic warfare capabilities.[endnoteRef:53] This model is designed to invigorate innovation efforts” by fully integrating the civil, military, commercial, and academic sectors, breaking down traditional stovepipes.[endnoteRef:54] China's integrated model has already produced several disruptive technological and operational achievements which demonstrate its capacity for autonomous, high-level space operations. This capacity is evident in its human spaceflight, lunar, and commercial launch programs. The most visible example is the China Space Station (CSS), a “large-scale and comprehensive research facility” built without international partners and now offered as a new opportunity for global space science, positioning China as a key player in near-Earth operations.[endnoteRef:55] In parallel, China's lunar program, Chang’e-4 landing on the far side was explicitly identified as accumulating knowledge for establishing a base and long-term lunar residence.[endnoteRef:56] This is complemented by rapid commercial integration, inspired by successes like Elon Musk's reusable rockets, which has seen private Chinese companies develop their own systems to compete with state-owned enterprises.[endnoteRef:57] Finally, China is also developing game-changing operational capabilities, such as on-orbit servicing (OOS), which would use robots to replace broken modules on satellites while in space.[endnoteRef:58] The manifestations of these innovations demonstrate a shift from being a follower to a leader in key space industries. [53: . Krista Langeland and Derek Grossman, “Tailoring Deterrence for China in Space,” RAND Corporation (Santa Monica, CA: RAND Corporation, 2021), 2–3, https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RRA943-1.html.]  [54: . Stacey Solomone, China’s Strategy in Space, by Joseph N. Pelton, Springer Briefs in Space Development (Springer New York Heidelberg Dordrecht London, 2013), 26–7, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4614-6690-1.]  [55: . Gu, Yidong. “The China Space Station: A New Opportunity for Space Science.” National Science Review 9, no. 1 (December 1, 2021): nwab219. https://doi.org/10.1093/nsr/nwab219.]  [56: . Joshua Carlson, Spacepower Ascendant: Space Development Theory and New Space Strategy, 2020, 18.]  [57: . Ling Xin, “China Catches up in Commercial Space: An Interview With Ji Wu,” National Science Review 9, no. 7 (April 13, 2022): nwac065, https://doi.org/10.1093/nsr/nwac065.]  [58: . Stacey Solomone, China’s Strategy in Space, by Joseph N. Pelton, Springer Briefs in Space Development (Springer New York Heidelberg Dordrecht London, 2013), 37–8, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4614-6690-1.] 

China’s Competitive Advantage
China’s ability to execute its ambitious strategy relies on several key competitive advantages inherent in its political and organizational system. These advantages comprise speed, focus, integration, and long-term consistency. In contrast with the U.S., which must navigate shifting budgets and political support, China has the advantage in its capacity for long-term planning and focus. Aided by its one-party system domination, the PRC has outlined a consistent thirty-year strategy that provides long-term planning and consistent guidance.[endnoteRef:59] This unified focus enables the state to build significant momentum to accelerate its aerospace technology development.[endnoteRef:60] This speed is made possible by its organizational integration, which unites the civil, military, commercial, and academic sectors under a single China aerospace flag and a unified system. The combination of a clear 30-year focus, top-down integration, and the ability to dictate developmental speed gives Beijing a unique advantage in strategic competition. These advantages have significant and direct implications for the U.S.. [59: . Joshua Carlson, Spacepower Ascendant: Space Development Theory and New Space Strategy, 2020, 50.]  [60: . Stacey Solomone, China’s Strategy in Space, by Joseph N. Pelton, Springer Briefs in Space Development (Springer New York Heidelberg Dordrecht London, 2013), 24, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4614-6690-1.] 

While Beijing’s deeply integrated military-civil fusion and consistent thirty-year strategic planning undoubtedly accelerate technological progress and provide a significant second-mover advantage, this highly centralized model has its inherent risks. As Christensen’s suggests, disruptive innovations rarely emerge from top-down, state-directed mandates. Instead, they spring from decentralized, free-market environments, where underdogs and periphery actors are incentivized to challenge the status quo and accept high rates of initial failure. China's rigid command structure and hierarchies naturally stifles the organic, bottom-up ideas that to generate genuine first-mover innovations. Consequently, Beijing’s centralized approach highlights a vulnerability that can be exploited by an autonomous and agile U.S. space organization.


Chapter 5
U.S. Organization Legacy and Limitations  
Shackles from Old Tradition and Mindset
	The USSF’s establishment within the Department of the Air Force has bequeathed an organizational legacy fundamentally rooted in a support-centric paradigm rather than independent domain control. This inheritance predisposes the service to view space capabilities primarily as auxiliary enhancements for terrestrial air, land, and sea operations, effectively creating a “brown water” force tethered to Earth's immediate proximity.[endnoteRef:61] Consequently, the strategic focus remains locked on providing communications, navigation, and surveillance to warfighters below, neglecting the “blue water” deep space maneuvers required for true space superiority. By maintaining this myopic focus on supporting terrestrial warfighters, the U.S. fails to secure the strategic high ground. Consequently, this “brown water” mindset, as described by Carlson, leaves the vast, resource-rich “blue water” regions of cislunar space vulnerable to uncontested Chinese expansion.[endnoteRef:62] [61: . Joshua Carlson, Spacepower Ascendant: Space Development Theory and New Space Strategy, 2020, 56–7. ]  [62: . Joshua Carlson, Spacepower Ascendant: Space Development Theory and New Space Strategy, 2020, 33–4.] 

	The prevailing “high ground” mentality within the U.S. defense establishment paradoxically limits strategic vision by anchoring space power's value solely to its utility for terrestrial conflicts. Instead of treating space as a distinct economic and military domain with its own intrinsic value, this perspective restricts the USSF’s operational scope to Low Earth Orbit (LEO) and Geosynchronous Orbit (GEO) bands that directly service Earth-based needs.[endnoteRef:63] These terrestrial blinders prevent planners from looking further into the emerging cislunar economy and the strategic necessity of controlling space beyond traditional orbits. Spacepower acts like traditional seapower only when it “projects out of orbit into the silent sea,” serving to connect planets and bases rather than just circling Earth.[endnoteRef:64] The current acquisition system is driven by specific program requirements rather than broad mission outcomes, reinforcing a focus on existing terrestrial-support architectures.[endnoteRef:65] This limitation is critical because as long as the U.S. remains constrained to the adjacent low altitude orbits, potential threats from earth bound systems and satellites in orbit will remain a concern to space operations. After the USSF shifts its attention beyond terrestrial considerations, it can earnestly look to expanding solar system infrastructure. [63: . Joshua Carlson, Spacepower Ascendant: Space Development Theory and New Space Strategy, 2020, 42–4.]  [64: . Joshua Carlson, Spacepower Ascendant: Space Development Theory and New Space Strategy, 2020, 32–4.]  [65: . Bonnie L. Trietzenberg et al., “Improving Integration and Synchronization of Space Acquisition and Fielding,” RAND Corporation (Santa Monica, CA: RAND Corporation, 2023), 54–7, https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RRA1735-1.html.] 

	The U.S. space enterprise has a stovepipe organizational structure that results in barriers between commercial, civil, and military space sectors, stifling cross-pollination of ideas and hampering innovation. This fragmentation results in a disjointed acquisition ecosystem where military programs do not always operate with visibility of the rapid advancements occurring in the commercial “NewSpace” industry.[endnoteRef:66] The attendant bureaucracy reinforces the inertia for integration, usually leading to delayed capability fielding and obsolete or abortive efforts due to the speed of technology advancements.[endnoteRef:67],[endnoteRef:68] Importantly, the complexity of the space community means there is unlikely one perfect acquisition and innovation approach or system that serves each line of effort, highlighting the difficulty of bridging these organizational divides. These structural silos prevent the USSF from leveraging the full breadth of national industrial power against Chinese military-civil fusion strategies. [66: . Bonnie L. Trietzenberg et al., “Improving Integration and Synchronization of Space Acquisition and Fielding,” RAND Corporation (Santa Monica, CA: RAND Corporation, 2023), 56–7, https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RRA1735-1.html.]  [67: . U.S. Government Accountability Office, “Space Acquisitions: Analysis of Two DOD Reports to Congress,” report, Q&A Report to Congressional Committees, March 26, 2024, 1.]  [68: . Bonnie L. Trietzenberg et al., “Improving Integration and Synchronization of Space Acquisition and Fielding,” RAND Corporation (Santa Monica, CA: RAND Corporation, 2023), 20–2, https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RRA1735-1.html.] 

Limitation of Current Acquisition Framework
	Defense leaders structurally designed the department’s traditional acquisition policies, specifically the DoD 5000 series, to support sustaining innovations rather than the disruptive technologies.[endnoteRef:69] This framework prioritizes the incremental improvement of existing platforms while systematically filtering out radical technologies that are more costly in the short run but could change paradigms and give pause to competitors and adversaries. The imminent GPS III constellation of satellites is a useful example symptomatic of the DoD’s acquisition focus.[endnoteRef:70] The ubiquitous reliance on GPS presents a strategic opportunity for the U.S. to implement solutions that introduce novel capabilities, serving civilian demands while revolutionizing military tactics, techniques, and procedures (TTPs). Despite this strategic opportunity, the latest iteration merely provides better accuracy, protection features, and lifespan, firmly anchoring the U.S. military’s tactics on similar operating concepts, preventing operators and tacticians from pushing the boundaries.  [69: . U.S. Government Accountability Office, “Space Acquisitions: Analysis of Two DOD Reports to Congress,” report, Q&A Report to Congressional Committees, March 26, 2024, 2.]  [70: . “Lockheed Martin’s Newest GPS Satellite Reaches Orbit, Strengthening Warfighter Connectivity,” Media - Lockheed Martin, January 28, 2026, https://news.lockheedmartin.com/2026-01-28-Lockheed-Martins-newest-GPS-satellite-reaches-orbit,-strengthening-warfighter-connectivity.] 

The above illustration might be a lagging indicator and DoD and USSF certainly recognize this inertia and are actively implementing reforms to avoid similar scenarios in the future. Recently, DoD released an Acquisition Transformation Strategy designed to place the acquisition system on a war footing, explicitly targeting the elimination of restrictive frameworks like the Joint Capabilities Integration and Development System (JCIDS).[endnoteRef:71] In addition, the Space Force has structurally elevated the Space Development Agency (SDA) and the Space Rapid Capabilities Office (Space RCO) to mitigate Space Systems Command’s perceived bureaucracy.[endnoteRef:72] Operating with special mandates and exempted from JCIDS, Space RCO actively partners with commercial industry to rapidly field “first-of-their-kind” capabilities. These efforts are positive steps in moving the USSF toward addressing under focused areas to gain the initiative. Nonetheless, financial realities require public dollars to be allocated efficiently on investments that demonstrate reliable and good returns stymies the USSF from really shifting to agile acquisition frameworks. [71: . Office of the Under Secretary of War for Acquisition & Sustainment, U.S. Department of War, “Acquisition Transformation Strategy: Rebuilding the Arsenal of Freedom,” 1, 6–10, 19–20.]  [72: . Sandra Erwin and Sandra Erwin, “Space Force on Track to Absorb Space Development Agency This Fall,” SpaceNews, January 23, 2023, https://spacenews.com/space-force-on-track-to-absorb-space-development-agency-this-fall/.] 

	Moreover, a critical vulnerability in the U.S. space competitiveness is the stark disparity between the government’s years-long acquisition cycles and the months-long development timelines of the commercial sector. While commercial entities leverage iterative design and rapid prototyping to field new capabilities quickly, DoD programs are often trapped in rigid budgeting and requirement processes that result in significantly delayed deliveries.[endnoteRef:73] DoD’s budgeting process involves a “Planning, Programming, Budgeting, and Execution” cycle with a duration that range from one to three years, which is not suited to address rapidly evolving threats.[endnoteRef:74] The mismatch in timeline ensures that by the time a military system is fielded, the commercial technology baseline and the adversary's capabilities have already progressed several bounds. [73: . Bonnie L. Trietzenberg et al., “Improving Integration and Synchronization of Space Acquisition and Fielding,” RAND Corporation (Santa Monica, CA: RAND Corporation, 2023), 23–5, 59–60, https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RRA1735-1.html.]  [74: . Bonnie L. Trietzenberg et al., “Improving Integration and Synchronization of Space Acquisition and Fielding,” RAND Corporation (Santa Monica, CA: RAND Corporation, 2023), 27–8, https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RRA1735-1.html.] 

	Additionally, the U.S. space acquisition culture, similar to many large bureaucratic organizations, has a deep-seated aversion to risk and favors proven, legacy technologies over high-risk high-reward breakthrough potential.[endnoteRef:75] This cultural preference for safety and predictability creates an environment where failure is punished rather than viewed as a necessary step in the innovation process. Clayton Christensen’s research explains the root of this behavior, noting that it is not financially logical for established firms to fund development of disruptive technologies because these technologies offer lower margins in the beginning and serve unproven markets.[endnoteRef:76] Meanwhile, fortuitous successful innovations are not always followed through with sustained funding, resulting in the phenomenon called “valley of death” where novel ideas do not transform into practical capabilities.[endnoteRef:77] The conservative culture ensures that the USSF continues to refresh outdated architectures while adversaries like China leapfrog into new technological paradigms. [75: . Office of the Under Secretary of War for Acquisition & Sustainment, U.S. Department of War, “Acquisition Transformation Strategy: Rebuilding the Arsenal of Freedom,” 4–5, 13–4.]  [76: . Clayton M. Christensen, The Innovator’s Dilemma: When New Technologies Cause Great Firms to Fail, 2016, 37–9.]  [77: . Bonnie L. Trietzenberg et al., “Improving Integration and Synchronization of Space Acquisition and Fielding,” RAND Corporation (Santa Monica, CA: RAND Corporation, 2023), 65–7, https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RRA1735-1.html.] 



Barriers to Adoption of Disruptive Innovation
The territorial scope and demands of the U.S. military’s combatant commanders constrain the USSF’s ability to adopt disruptive innovation. As these commanders rely on the proven capabilities of existing satellite constellations for immediate warfighting needs, the acquisition system funnels resources toward sustaining legacy systems. Similar to high-performing companies that have processes to filter out ideas unpopular with their customers base, there is little incentive to invest in small and unproven markets, or in the USSF context, to fund space architectures that don't yet meet the rigorous requirements of current doctrine.[endnoteRef:78] Further, these requirements translate into validated and specific programs by Congress, making it difficult to pivot funding to emerging threats.[endnoteRef:79] Consequently, the USSF is structurally constrained from prioritizing disruptive technologies that will define future space warfare until it is potentially too late. [78: . Clayton M. Christensen, The Innovator’s Dilemma: When New Technologies Cause Great Firms to Fail, 2016, 101–2.]  [79: . Bonnie L. Trietzenberg et al., “Improving Integration and Synchronization of Space Acquisition and Fielding,” RAND Corporation (Santa Monica, CA: RAND Corporation, 2023), 27–8, https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RRA1735-1.html.] 

Organizational inertia within the U.S. defense establishment creates tangible resistance to expanding the space mission beyond its traditional role of Earth orbit support.[endnoteRef:80] This inertia is rooted in the capabilities that make the organization successful at its current mission but it also simultaneously creates disadvantages in new contexts. Organizations develop capabilities that manifest as rigid processes and enduring values, independent of their people.[endnoteRef:81] For the USSF, there is a clear focus on supporting the terrestrial warfighters while delegating the need for seizing the “blue water” space territory to the periphery.[endnoteRef:82] Nevertheless, there is a clear uptick in efforts to innovate across the defense establishment as seen by the increase in number of organizations devoted to experimenting and innovating in response to peer competition dynamics.[endnoteRef:83] However, innovation continues to meet resistance from being integrated into the organization as the focus on terrestrial missions compels new concepts and systems to morph and fit traditional operational requirements.  [80: . Joshua Carlson, Spacepower Ascendant: Space Development Theory and New Space Strategy, 2020, 57, 83.]  [81: . Clayton M. Christensen, The Innovator’s Dilemma: When New Technologies Cause Great Firms to Fail, 2016, 162–4.]  [82: . Joshua Carlson, Spacepower Ascendant: Space Development Theory and New Space Strategy, 2020, 15–6.]  [83: . Bonnie L. Trietzenberg et al., “Improving Integration and Synchronization of Space Acquisition and Fielding,” RAND Corporation (Santa Monica, CA: RAND Corporation, 2023), 54–5, https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RRA1735-1.html.] 

Notwithstanding Gen Saltzman recent keynote speech in Feb 2026 where he provided preliminary guidance for the USSF to focus on navigation warfare, space domain awareness, and satellite communications, there remains an absence of a space control doctrine that prevents the military and industry to pivot more heavily to cislunar infrastructure necessary for deep space operations.[endnoteRef:84] An effective doctrine for space control is essential for the U.S. to evolve from purely scientific goals and Earth support to safeguarding U.S. space exploitation efforts. Without the doctrinal requirements, breakthrough logistical technologies critical for establishing and settling in deep space become ignored and prevent the U.S. from building the foundation of a future space economy.[endnoteRef:85] In contrast, China has already begun modularization its satellite buses as a foundational step towards developing credible on-orbit servicing (OOS) capabilities, which the Chief of Space Operations noted as a center of gravity that if mastered, provides significant advantages to the wielder.[endnoteRef:86] Ultimately, this ideological inability to embrace necessary technological leaps could result in the U.S. being crowded out in space by China. Overcoming this ideological and structural inertia requires looking beyond recent incremental reforms and to historical precedents, specifically to periods where U.S. military successfully bypassed bureaucracy to achieve technological wins.
 [84: . United States Space Force, “Remarks by CSO Gen. Chance Saltzman at the Air and Space Forces Associ,” February 23, 2026, https://www.spaceforce.mil/News/Article-Display/Article/4412751/remarks-by-cso-gen-chance-saltzman-at-the-air-and-space-forces-association-2026/.]  [85: . Namrata Goswami and Peter A. Garretson, Scramble for the Skies: The Great Power Competition to Control the Resources of Outer Space (Lanham, Maryland: Lexington Books, 2020), 92–3.]  [86: . Stacey Solomone, China’s Strategy in Space, by Joseph N. Pelton, Springer Briefs in Space Development (Springer New York Heidelberg Dordrecht London, 2013), 37–8, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4614-6690-1.] 

Chapter 6
The Schriever’s Model as a Historical Precedent 
Impetus and Success of Western Development Division
	The strategic context of the early Cold War forced the U.S. to confront sudden technological surprises from the Soviet Union that required rapid and decisive responses.[endnoteRef:87] This historical precedent is a useful parallel for understanding current constraints in space competition. When the Soviet Union successfully launched Sputnik and demonstrated a clear lead in intercontinental ballistic capabilities, the Eisenhower administration faced intense international and domestic criticism.[endnoteRef:88] In response, the administration had to rapidly regain control of the strategic narrative and reestablish national prestige. This urgency provided the momentum necessary to transform what had previously been a set of loosely organized missile projects into a cohesive mission.[endnoteRef:89] Consequently, the U.S. recognized that bureaucratic inertia hindered the speed of space and missile programs.[endnoteRef:90] This led to an organizational approach that would fundamentally alter how breakthrough technologies were developed in the military. [87: . Spires, Air Force Space Command, and Air University Press, Beyond Horizons: A Half Century of Air Force Space Leadership, 51–2.]  [88: . Spires, Air Force Space Command, and Air University Press, Beyond Horizons: A Half Century of Air Force Space Leadership, 47.]  [89: . Spires, Air Force Space Command, and Air University Press, Beyond Horizons: A Half Century of Air Force Space Leadership, 52–8.]  [90: . Johnson, The United States Air Force and the Culture of Innovation, 1945-1965, 73–7.] 

	To effectively counter the Soviet threat, the Air Force adopted a structural solution that bypassed its own multiple layers of reporting. The traditional military hierarchy with its rigid oversight can slow down the development of disruptive innovation. Military leaders recognized this limitation and understood that rapid progress in novel domains required increased levels of autonomy.[endnoteRef:91] General Bernard Schriever established a climate in the Western Development Division (WDD) that was better prepared to directly engage in the ballistic missile race. To ensure the mission's success, Schriever demanded and received high levels of independence from standard Air Force procedures. Department leadership implemented special administrative workarounds, such as the Gillette Procedures, enabling WDD to obtain project approvals without navigating the standard chain of command.[endnoteRef:92] This degree of autonomy was essential for unshackling the military research and development from the weight of extraneous administrative processes.[endnoteRef:93] By establishing an independent organizational space, the military successfully accelerated its capability timelines, setting a precedent for future strategic initiatives. [91: . Johnson, The United States Air Force and the Culture of Innovation, 1945-1965, 89–93.]  [92: . Johnson, The United States Air Force and the Culture of Innovation, 1945-1965, 91–3.]  [93: . Johnson, The United States Air Force and the Culture of Innovation, 1945-1965, 75.] 

	The success of this autonomous approach was the rapid delivery of strategic capabilities through the ICBM program. The unique project management and concurrent engineering techniques utilized by Schriever's division successfully delivered an entirely new family of missile and space vehicles.[endnoteRef:94] This accomplishment produced a strategic impact on the national level, specifically the presidential mandate to guard the nation against a surprise attack.[endnoteRef:95] The operational missiles produced could serve as weapons and also as the satellite boosters for subsequent reconnaissance missions.[endnoteRef:96] As a result, the program delivered a dual-use capability that secured the nation's posture in both deterrence and intelligence. Therefore, the triumph of the ICBM development model is a useful precedent that should be dissected to understand the specific mechanisms that made such rapid innovation and progress possible. [94: . Spires, Air Force Space Command, and Air University Press, Beyond Horizons: A Half Century of Air Force Space Leadership, 57.]  [95: . Spires, Air Force Space Command, and Air University Press, Beyond Horizons: A Half Century of Air Force Space Leadership, 53–63.]  [96: . Spires, Air Force Space Command, and Air University Press, Beyond Horizons: A Half Century of Air Force Space Leadership, 54–6.] 

Innovation Mechanisms of WDD
	The implementation of direct reporting and streamlined approvals created sufficient autonomy that serves as a primary mechanism to aid innovation in overcoming institutional constraints. In an environment where time and resources are limited, standard bureaucratic layers have the potential to dilute funding and stall critical decisions required for speedy development of disruptive innovation.[endnoteRef:97] By bypassing intermediate levels, a specialized division can act with agility similar to that of a start-up.[endnoteRef:98] The implementation of the Gillette Procedures was key in this regard, as it channeled all ballistic missile decisions directly to a specialized committee in the Office of the Secretary of Defense.[endnoteRef:99] While the autonomous division still communicated with traditional commands, it was only to seek necessary support and not permission. This direct reporting mechanism minimized the interference that typically accompanied military acquisition and also helped integrate external expertise into the military organization. [97: . Spires, Air Force Space Command, and Air University Press, Beyond Horizons: A Half Century of Air Force Space Leadership, 57–8.]  [98: . Johnson, The United States Air Force and the Culture of Innovation, 1945-1965, 91–3.]  [99: . Johnson, The United States Air Force and the Culture of Innovation, 1945-1965, 91–2.] 

	The integration of civilian scientific expertise directly into the military structure proved to be a vital mechanism for solving complex technological challenges. Faced with the lack of in-house technical knowledge and the desire to avoid limitations of engaging traditional prime contractors, Schriever hired Ramo-Wooldridge as the central system integrator.[endnoteRef:100] This associate contractor approach allowed the military to retain overall control while embedding civilian experts to manage various specialized subsystems. The strategy successfully opened the program to direct competition among electronics, computer, and guidance manufacturers, bypassing the traditional prime contractor bottleneck.[endnoteRef:101] Embedding civilian technical expertise into the military hierarchy allowed diverse capabilities to be synergized toward a common goal. However, the integration of expertise alone was not sufficient and rapid and concurrent development methodologies were also employed. [100: . Johnson, The United States Air Force and the Culture of Innovation, 1945-1965, 65–8, 71.]  [101: . Johnson, The United States Air Force and the Culture of Innovation, 1945-1965, 87–9.] 

	Prioritizing speed through simultaneous development, rather than sequential processes, is crucial for maintaining a competitive edge against near-peer adversaries. When the strategic environment demands rapid technological deployment, sequential methods cannot produce the intended results as they inherently have greater lag times and response times. By overlapping design, testing, and production phases, the organization can drastically compress the timeline from concept to capability. Schriever applied a systems management approach to the ICBM program that specifically mandated the parallel planning and concurrent development of all integrated system elements.[endnoteRef:102] To facilitate this rapid pace, technical officers relied extensively on flexible contracting mechanisms, such as letter contracts, during the early stages of the program.[endnoteRef:103] This urgency also forced engineers to immediately incorporate lessons from each iteration and test back into the manufacturing lines, thereby shortening the feedback loop to generate faster improvements.[endnoteRef:104] Accepting the risks associated with concurrency allowed the organization to field complex systems far faster than traditional methods permitted. This historical validation of concurrent innovation approach directly informs how the military can leverage speed in modern strategic competitions. [102: . Johnson, The United States Air Force and the Culture of Innovation, 1945-1965, 89–94.]  [103: . Johnson, The United States Air Force and the Culture of Innovation, 1945-1965, 79–81.]  [104: . Johnson, The United States Air Force and the Culture of Innovation, 1945-1965, 87.] 



Chapter 7
Autonomous Space Innovation Organization  
Design Elements of the Autonomous Organization
Gleaning from the WDD lessons, the autonomous space innovation organization must have three key design elements of unique mission focus, structure and people, so that it can be an effective instrument for the US to outpace its competitors in the space domain. First, the core focus of the autonomous space organization must be to dramatically accelerate the adoption of disruptive innovations to secure a decisive competitive advantage. The relentless pursuit of accelerating disruptive developments must be a central component of its mission so that the organization is always embracing novel approaches such as concurrent workstreams and failing fast, to achieve radical, paradigm-shifting technological leaps, over standard acquisition methods that inherently produce gradual, stepwise improvements. To counter the pace of China’s civilian and military aerospace efforts, the U.S. must strategize for agility to gain disruptive technological advances that are critical for achieving superiority in the modern space race. To execute such a demanding mission, the organization must possess the next key design element – a highly streamlined internal structure with direct lines of authority. Consolidating authority under direct civilian and top-tier military oversight eliminates multiple layers of bureaucratic review and fosters the decisive action required in a contested domain. By sidestepping the structural bottlenecks, the organization can effectively execute its mission to undertake risky development efforts and swiftly field disruptive space assets. However, possessing this structural autonomy also requires a novel and highly integrated approach to staffing and personnel management. The last design element is to build a personnel system that can leverage on the combined knowledge and expertise across the military, civilian and commercial sectors. Integrating entities across silos fosters greater information sharing, prevents duplicate efforts, and maximizes financial resources and human talent available for rapid development and to overcome complex space challenges. Together with its distinct place in the organizational hierarchy, this hybrid personnel model provides the means for the autonomous organization to strive towards its mission at pace.
Mechanisms to Facilitate Disruptive Innovations
With the design elements in place, the autonomous organization could manifest critical disruptive innovations in the space domain through mechanisms and approaches such as commercial integration, rapid prototyping and increased risk tolerances. By shifting away from rigid, legacy acquisition models and embracing these three interconnected elements, the U.S. military can drastically accelerate its technological development to outpace Chinese space advancements. Specifically, the military can establish direct partnerships with NewSpace companies to harness the speed and cutting-edge services and systems while mitigating risks and evading bureaucratic slowdowns so that the organization can provide disruptive capabilities in the space domain. This commercial synergy directly supports modern engineering methods, such as rapid prototyping. Astropreneurs advocate for iterative hardware production which enables earlier capability demonstrations and significantly accelerates the fielding of new systems. Finally, fully realizing these disruptive innovations require a shift in perspective to welcome and incentivize failure, recognizing that risky endeavors are accompanied by unavoidable failures that are crucial ingredients of progress and success. Combining deep commercial partnerships with rapid hardware development and a high tolerance for risk will ultimately produce the agile capabilities required to deter great power conflict. Institutionalizing these three mechanisms within an autonomous space organization is an effective way to ensure the U.S. maintains its primacy and competitive advantage in space.
	Nonetheless, it is imperative to recognize that adopting the Schriever model today presents a significant interoperability challenge that must be structurally addressed. While the WDD succeeded by operating with high levels of independence to build a standalone ICBM, modern multi-domain operations require integration across all domains. Establishing a fully autonomous entity could inadvertently worsen the stove piping in the U.S. space industrial bases, resulting in new systems that are not compatible with the broader military architecture. To resolve this tension, the proposed autonomous space innovation organization must leverage developmental independence while remaining closely attuned to operational demands. Besides retaining autonomy over its acquisition and development approach, the organization must institutionalize the inclusion of embedded Joint Force liaisons. By doing so, the organization ensures that its disruptive innovations are interoperable with existing warfighting systems and that rapid development does not create more problems than it solves.
Mandate of the Autonomous Organization
	Finally, to ensure this autonomous organization does not simply become another competitor for resources within the DoD, its mandate must be decoupled from the Space Force's legacy brown water missions. The traditional acquisition process remains relevant and effective at sustaining and upgrading the space assets that support terrestrial warfighters. Instead of disrupting these critical services, the new organization must only be oriented toward the blue water domain. By focusing exclusively on the deep space segments, emerging cislunar economy, and novel space control technologies, this delineation prevents internal friction and unnecessary competition due to overlapping scope. As a result, this ensures the U.S. can out compete China's expansion beyond traditional orbits without risking the Joint Force and USSF’s security mission in the space domain.

Chapter 8
Conclusion
	Great Powe Competition dictates that space is no longer a sanctuary, but rather the supreme high ground determining the survival of American hegemony. Beijing relentlessly pursues domain control through its Military-Civil Fusion strategy, seamlessly merging state-owned enterprises, academia, and the military to accelerate disruptive capabilities and seize strategic areas like the lunar Lagrange points. Against this unified effort, the U.S. space enterprise remains encumbered by a legacy bureaucracy that relies on the department’s rigid acquisition frameworks. This inherited “brown water” mindset artificially tethers operations to Earth’s immediate proximity, prioritizing incremental, sustaining innovations for legacy architectures while abandoning the vast, resource-rich cislunar domain to uncontested Chinese expansion.
	To overcome this institutional inertia, the DoD must recognize that incremental acquisition reforms provide insufficient velocity against a near-peer competitor. Maintaining strategic primacy demands the establishment of an autonomous organizational model dedicated exclusively to disruptive spacepower innovation. Gen Bernard Schriever’s WDD provides a blueprint to replicate a similar structural revolution. By bypassing traditional Air Force bureaucracy through direct reporting lines and concurrent engineering, Schriever had the autonomy necessary to rapidly field the Atlas ICBM and counter the Soviet threat. Modelling after this approach within the USSF will empower a specialized cadre to leverage agile commercial NewSpace partnerships, integrate Joint Force liaisons, and swiftly transition new and innovative concepts into operational outcomes. This structural autonomy serves as an instrument to outmaneuver Beijing and protect American power into the true “blue water” expanse of the abyss. 
	While this analysis establishes the organizational imperatives required to secure the space domain, identifying and recommending the specific technological architectures this new entity must field remains beyond the scope of this essay. Establishing the correct organizational structure must precede the acquisition of specific capabilities. Future research should direct the proposed autonomous space innovation organization toward determining the correct level of effort and resource prioritization across five critical domains: Space Domain Awareness (SDA) and attribution technology, Rendezvous and Proximity Operations (RPO) alongside on-orbit servicing, Lunar Infrastructure and In-Situ Resource Utilization (ISRU), Space-Based Solar Power (SBSP), and Autonomous AI-Driven Space Operations. 
	The USSF faces a critical junction in the Great Power Competition. Remaining anchored to a brown-water mindset will inevitably cede domain control to a pacing threat. By establishing an autonomous space innovation organization, the military can bypass inherited bureaucratic inertia, leverage commercial NewSpace agility, and directly disrupt China’s Military-Civil Fusion trajectory. Securing long-term primacy requires this structural autonomy, ensuring the U.S. dictates the balance of power across the contested domain, from the azure of Earth orbit to the abyss of deep space.  
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