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James Ramsay reflects on the impact of John Mueller 
and Mark Stewart’s 2011 HSAJ article, “Balancing the 
Risks, Benefits, and Costs of Homeland Security” on 
the development of Homeland Security as a field.

By James Ramsay 

Over the past 20 years, “homeland security” (HLS) has evolved in countless ways; as a term of art, as 
a profession, as policy, as law, and as an academic discipline.  Since 2005, higher education has added 
over 300 undergraduate programs as well as dozens of graduate and doctoral degrees, several annual 
conferences, and journals focused on application, theory and the scholarship of teaching and learning. 
 
HLS is a complex, dynamic and value-laden construct, and a discipline focused on wicked problems.  
It’s not surprising that both public and private sector agencies/organizations vary in their approach, 
performance metrics and skill in managing homeland/national security threats.  

As I perused the Homeland Security Affairs Journal archives, I was impressed with the breadth of 
published scholarship about this emergent discipline and I recalled an article that remains a powerful 
observation about not only how homeland security has tended to operate, but as it will likely continue 
to operate. “Balancing the Risks, Benefits, and Costs of Homeland Security” by John Mueller and Mark 
Stewart (vol 7 article 16, 2011) deftly describes the economic reality of HLS as a risk-based enterprise, 
and fully captures the inherent tension when a society has competing needs, political motivations, and 
limited resources. Not only does the article neatly describe how economic decisions should be risk-based 
to best mitigate risk and equitably distribute social resources and optimize social justice and equity, but 
it also points out the consequences to society when decisions are based on political or other dubious 
types of rationale.  For example, using allocations to counter-terrorism programs, the authors lay out the 
consequences when risk is overstated in order to “stoke fear”; that is, lives are lost, money wasted, risk is 
not mitigated, and opportunities to advance public health and security are forgone.

In the nearly 10 years since this article was published, I find its embedded observations and insights 
into HLS operations, strategies, and policy to remain relevant and powerful. Political motivations still 
muddle HLS decision making, infusing social justice into national security strategy remains incomplete, 
and security policy appears influenced by factors other than robust risk-based methodologies.  
Mueller and Stewart’s article reminds us that we live in a world of finite resources, and as we struggle 
with wicked security threats such as pandemics, climate change, and glaring human insecurities 
world-wide, we have a moral imperative to allocate limited resources according to science-based risk 
methodologies to do the most good.  
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