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"Nobody does defense policy better than CSBA. Their work on strategic and

budgetary topics manages to combine first-rate quality and in-depth research with

timeliness and accessibility—which is why so many professionals consider their

products indispensable." – Gideon Rose, Editor of Foreign Affairs, 2010-2021

STUDIES

Unstable Equilibrium: Analysis of the 2026 Defense Budget Request

September 30, 2025 | Travis Sharp

The fiscal year 2026 Defense Department budget request, supplemented by reconciliation, would

restore the upward drift in defense spending that has persisted for a decade as U.S.–China military

competition has intensified. By following that pattern, the budget may appear to be on a well-

grooved course. In actuality, it is an unstable equilibrium among contending ideas and factions

within President Donald Trump’s governing coalition.

STUDIES

Relook Playbook: Defense Budgeting Insights From a CSBA Rebalancing Exercise

April 2, 2025 | Travis Sharp, Casey Nicastro, Evan B. Montgomery

In February 2025, Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth directed the Pentagon to reexamine the 2026

budget request, which has been drafted but not sent to Congress, to ensure that it reflected the

Trump administration’s priorities. Specifically, he tasked the military departments and defense

agencies with identifying lower-priority activities totaling 8 percent of their projected annual budgets

from 2026 to 2030. These lists of potential cuts will create a substantial pool of money available for

potential reallocation. 



STUDIES

Putting It All Together: The 2025 Defense Budget Request, Alternative Budget

Proposals, and NATO Spending

December 9, 2024 | Travis Sharp

With a new administration and new Congress entering office, experts from across the political

spectrum have introduced competing proposals for future U.S. defense budgets. The most

noteworthy aspect of these proposals is the extraordinary degree to which they differ. One issue

driving the differences is NATO military spending. Much attention has centered on NATO members

devoting at least 2 percent of their GDP to defense. Despite this attention, research has rarely

projected the additional funding and forces that could be generated if all NATO countries met the 2

percent of GDP benchmark—or a higher target.

STUDIES

Inconsistent Congress: Analysis of the 2024 Defense Budget Request

October 17, 2023 | Travis Sharp

After increasing the Department of Defense (DoD) budget in real terms during seven of the past

eight fiscal years, Congress has now pivoted toward restraining spending by passing the Fiscal

Responsibility Act of 2023. Approved in early June as part of the debt ceiling deal, the law imposes a

liberating limit on defense. It unshackles defense spending from parity with nondefense spending

but still caps military budgets at or near current spending levels for the next two fiscal years while

brandishing the threat of a lowered defense cap and potential sequestration if Congress delays in

passing full-year appropriations for any budget account.

STUDIES

How I Learned To Start Worrying And Hate Real Growth: Analysis of the 2023

Defense Budget Request

July 18, 2022 | Travis Sharp

In May 2022, the Pentagon presented its second budget request to the Biden Administration,

proposing a $773 billion topline for Fiscal Year 2023. Although estimates of nominal and real growth

have varied based on this figure, the question of inflation’s impact on the defense budget looms

large. Congress recognizes that accepting the Administration’s request as-is would lead to slim

pickings when it comes to funding the DoD’s priorities, but the question remains whether to approve

a large increase to avoid a purchasing power gap or to continue the trend of minor budgetary

increases. 



STUDIES

Living Within One’s Means: Revisiting Defense Acquisition and Affordability

October 4, 2021 | Chris Bassler, Travis Sharp, Josh Chang

Future Vertical Lift (FVL) is a force structure recapitalization effort to design and procure a family of

rotary-wing platforms capable of operations in future highly contested environments. The Army’s

FVL is the leading edge of an effort that has identified the need for a rotary-wing Family of Systems

that can deliver five capability sets for joint use across the Services. Due to budgetary limitations and

force modernization priorities, the Army is currently pursuing only two of these capability sets, but

they still represent a significant effort for the Army, as they are the first new helicopters designed

since the mid-1980s.


