
INthe last several years there has been a great deal of
talk about the Reserve Components shifting from being
primarily a “strategic reserve”— an expansion force

and repository of forces to be called upon during a national
crisis — to more of an “operational reserve” that is more inte-
grated in day-to-day military operations and also participates
at a higher level in operational missions.1 The term 
“operational reserve” has come to be used extensively within
the Department of Defense (DoD), the different Services, and
even in public dialogue. As shown in Figure 1 below, the 2006
Quadrennial Defense Review (QDR) Report2 even calls for the
Reserve Components to be “operationalized.”  More recently,
the Commission on the National Guard and Reserves (CNGR)
provided an interim report to Congress that concludes “DoD
has declared that we have an operational reserve without also
making the changes necessary to ensure that such a change is
sustainable.”3 The CNGR makes several observations and con-
cludes that “we believe that the current posture and utilization
of the National Guard and Reserve as an ‘operational reserve’
is not sustainable over time...”4

There has been a lot of talk about the operational reserve,
but up until now no one has officially defined what an 
operational reserve is, how it is to be used and resourced or
the expectations that go along with the employment of an 
operational reserve. Therefore, the term operational reserve
has evolved to mean different things to different people. This
article proposes a first step — a DoD definition for the 
operational reserve as it relates to the increased reliance on
and utilization of the Reserve Components, while also 
recognizing and retaining the unique relationship that each of
the Reserve Components has with its parent Service. 

Because it is so frequently used, one would think that you
could at least find operational reserve in Joint Publication 
1-02 (JP 1-02), the military’s official dictionary. You can, and it
is defined as “operational reserve — An emergency reserve of
men and/or materiel established for the support of a specific
operation” which only has meaning in a tactical sense.5

However, it has no contemporary meaning as it relates to the
increased reliance on and utilization of the Reserve 
components.  

In July 2006 the Center for Strategic and International
Studies (CSIS) published a study titled “The Future of the
National Guard and Reserves” as Phase III of its Beyond
Goldwater-Nichols Project. One major finding was that for
the Services, particularly the Army, “employing the Reserve
Component as part of the operational force is mandatory, not
a choice.”6 CSIS also recommended that “if the Reserve 
Component is not re-envisioned to support the significant
role it is being asked to play as part of the operational force,
it will begin to falter— the question is merely when this will
start to happen.”7 A fundamental aspect of this “re-envision-
ing” requires DoD to define what it expects of its Reserve

6 w w w. a m e r i f o r c e . n e t

What is an 
Operational Reserve?

By LTC Joseph E. Whitlock, US Army Reserve

Quadrennial Defense Review Report
The traditional, visible distinction between war and peace is
less clear at the start of the 21st century. In a long war, the
United States expects to face large and small contingencies
at unpredictable intervals. To fight the long war and conduct
other future contingency operations, joint force commanders
need to have more immediate access to the Total Force. In
particular, the Reserve Component must be operationalized,
so that select reservists and units are more accessible and
more readily deployable than today. During the Cold War, the
Reserve Component was used, appropriately, as a “strategic
reserve,” to provide support to Active Component forces 
during major combat operations. In today’s global context,
this concept is less relevant.

Figure 1. Passage from the Quadrennial Defense Review Report2



Components, and defining the operational reserve is central to
this task.     

For the past year the Office of the Assistants to the Chairman,
Joint Chiefs of Staff for National Guard and Reserve Matters and
the Office of the Assistant Secretary of Defense for Reserve
Affairs, along with the Reserve Components and other 
stakeholders, have worked together to develop a commonly
accepted definition for operational reserve.  This proposed 
definition is provided in Figure 2 below.  

This proposed definition is sufficiently specific.  It meets the
intent of the 2006 QDR and it is compatible with subsequent
guidance set forth in the Secretary of Defense’s “Utilization of
the Total Force” memorandum of 19 January 2007.8 The key
aspects of this definition are that the Reserve Components are
actively engaged and thus must be organized, resourced,
equipped, and trained (to the same standards as their active
components) by the Services for full spectrum missions in a 
predictable cycle.  

Additionally, this definition is not so specific that it would be
incompatible with any individual Service, existing Reserve 
Component culture, or their force generation plan. For example,
this definition works well to describe how the Army National
Guard and Army Reserve perform as an operational reserve for
the Army. As such, both of the Army’s Reserve Components
function as an integral part of its Army Force Generation
(ARFORGEN) model, which is conducted for the most part under
partial mobilization authority. The Army likes to refer to its
Reserve Components as an “operational force” and says that
“ARFORGEN supports the transition of Reserve Component units
from a strategic reserve to an operational force.”9 More recently
the Army Secretary and Chief of Staff developed seven Army 
initiatives, with initiative #4 seeking to “Complete [the] Reserve-
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Operational Reserve: The total Reserve Component 
structure that operates across the continuum of military
missions performing both strategic and operational roles in
peacetime, wartime, contingency, domestic emergencies,
and homeland defense operations. As such, the Services
organize, resource, equip, train, and utilize their Guard and
Reserve Components to support mission requirements to
the same standards as their active components. Each
Service's force generation plan prepares both units and
individuals to participate in missions, across the full spec-
trum of military operations, in a cyclic or periodic manner
that provides predictability for the combatant commands,
the Services, service members, their families, and 
civilian employers.

Figure 2. A Proposed DoD Definition for the Term Operational Reserve

Component transition to an operational force…”
10

All of these
Army actions and initiatives are consistent with this proposed
DoD definition for operational reserve.            

This definition also serves well to explain how the Air Force
uses its Reserve Components as an operational reserve in the
context of the Air Expeditionary Force, whereby it achieves
greater availability and access to a subset of their Reserve 
Components largely through voluntary means. Likewise, this 
definition works well for both the Navy Reserve and Marine
Corps Reserve who are well integrated with their parent
Services and are already accustomed to expeditionary 
operations.

Now more than ever, the Reserve Components are an 
integral part of our national defense. It is unrealistic for them to
be asked to perform as an operational reserve, and hold their
parent Services responsible for ensuring this, without DoD 
better defining what an operational reserve is and how it can
be utilized. Adopting the DoD definition offered in this article
provides a common reference point and focus within DoD, the
Services, and even in the ongoing public dialogue so that this
nation can properly identify and then truly achieve an 
operational reserve.  R&NG
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