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Review:
During the Cold War, the U.S. Navy set about creating a stealthy nuclear 

deterrent against the Soviet Union, based upon creating a force of nuclear sub-
marines carrying Fleet Ballistic Missiles (FBMs) known as Polaris. From 1955 until 
1960, this capability was developed and fielded under a Special Project Office 
(SPO) led by Admiral William F. Raborn. 

Sapolsky sets out in this book to “describe a government program which 
worked, a public bureaucracy which was successful” (p.1). As such, it is a “suc-
cess study.” His basic aim is to find out how a large government bureaucracy 
can successfully manage a technologically challenging, large-scale weapons 
acquisition program. 

Sapolsky focuses not on the technical accomplishments of the Polaris pro-
gram, but on the political/management success. He does so by examining the 
four strategies that the supporters of the program used to protect and manage 
its resources: 

•	 Differentiation—“the attempts of organizations to establish unchal-
lengeable claims on valued resources by distinguishing their own 
products or programs from those of competitors” (p. 43);

•	 Co-optation—“the attempts of organizations to absorb ‘...new ele-
ments into [its] leadership or policy-determining structure...as a 
means of averting threats to its stability or existence”’ (p. 47);

•	 Managerial Innovation—“the attempts of organizations to achieve 
autonomy in the direction of a complex and risky program through 
the introduction of managerial techniques that appear to indicate 
unique managerial competence” (p. 58); and

•	 Moderation—“the attempts of organizations to build long-term 
support for their programs by sacrificing short-term gains” (p. 54). 

Sapolsky attempts to separate the myths of the program’s success, which 
have largely been attributed to managerial innovations such as PERT (Program 
Evaluation and Review Technique), from the realities such as the perceived 
strategic need for the program and the management competency of the SPO, 
all of which created an environment that was highly conducive to eventual suc-
cess. He also shows that in following a technical strategy that did not seek a 
fundamental advance in the state of the art, the Polaris project was also able to 
deliver the required performance on time and on cost. 

This book, although 30 years out of print and describing a now-defunct 
weapon system, is essential reading for managers and decision makers who 
want to understand the critical factors that drive program success. 


