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Executive Summary 
 
In the wake of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine and China’s deteriorating relations with its neighbors 
and the U.S., the NCAFP convened a series of Track II dialogues on opportunities and challenges 
in the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (Quad) mechanism.  
 
Overall, participants from the four countries of the Quad—the U.S., Japan, Australia, and India—
were encouraged by the Quad’s focus and momentum, even as questions remain about its progress 
and sustainability.2 The participants discussed the need to clarify the Quad’s vision for the region, 
to match capabilities to public goods deficits, and to keep the Quad’s work inclusive of other 
partners on an issue-specific basis. Some participants saw the Quad as the lynchpin of a 21st 
century consensus on the rules-based order, but others cautioned that judgements of the Quad’s 
success depend not on its theoretical potential but on its practical achievements.  
 

 
Key Takeaways and Policy Recommendations 

 
• The Quad is tentatively finding its optimal role, purpose and ambition. It has successfully 

outlined an affirmative agenda that is more attractive to the region than one emphasizing 
its members’ opposition to China. The emergence of other minilateral groupings specific 
to counterbalancing China’s growing military power takes pressure off the Quad to be 
everything for everyone.  

• The Quad mostly exists to shape the peacetime environment in the Indo-Pacific, and is not 
yet ready to tackle contingencies. Responses to the Russian invasion of Ukraine shows 
gaps in alignment among the Quad members, and it remains too early to know if the crisis 
in Europe will accelerate alignment before a regional stress test occurs. 

• Flexibility is a strength of the Quad, but deliverables are its yardstick. The first cannot 
come at the expense of the second, leaving open questions about how and when to 
institutionalize the mechanism. 

 

                                                            
1 This report reflects the notes and observations of the author alone and is not a consensus document. 
2 Participants attended multiple, separate sessions for this dialogue. The full list of participants can be found at the 
end of the report. 
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• The Quad should “consolidate its reasonableness” or cement its affirmative and 
constructive purpose if it wants to have a measurable impact in the region’s trajectory. 
This includes refining its branding, keeping a tight scope on its agenda, improving its 
process to deliver public goods, and finding anchoring principles for its members’ trade 
policies. 

 
The Quad in Theory & Practice 

 
A participant outlined a sweeping conceptualization of the Quad as the basis for an emergent 21st 
century international order. If the international system established in the wake of World War II 
is stagnating, then it will be up to major democracies like those of the Quad to advance and defend 
an updated system. The war in Ukraine proves, to this participant, that threats come from where 
they are least expected and the key to managing threats is solidarity among like-minded countries. 
 
Other participants lamented a lack of common vision for the region and felt the Quad needed 
better clarity of purpose and more effective branding. Although many participants recognized the 
vision outlined above as attractive, they wondered how it would work in practice, particularly 
since key members of the regional security order in Southeast Asia were not receptive to a 
framework pitting democracies against autocracies. And while democracy was an important 
ingredient in the glue holding the Quad countries together, it was not the only reason for 
alignment. The key, as one participant noted, was whether democracies can deliver the public 
goods and modern economic growth frameworks that attract smaller countries toward liberal 
values.  
 
Somehow, the Quad needs to brand itself as an antidote to Chinese hegemony while remaining 
inclusive of a more benign Chinese regional role. Articulating an ideal role for China’s 
collaboration with the Quad, as far-fetched as such a result seems now, may go a long way toward 
proving the Quad’s constructive purpose. 
 
How the grouping can or should respond to war outside the region is an open question. 
Participants generally acknowledged that India would remain an outlier among the four countries 
in confronting the Russian invasion of Ukraine. What is important now is that the Quad creates a 
venue to engage India on the value of upholding the international system without forcing it to take 
action against its national interests. In other words, expectations of the Quad as the core of the 
new international order should be grounded in the reality that the four countries have different 
historical perspectives and political imperatives.  
 
In fact, many participants expressed concern that the Quad does not have capacity to manage 
contingencies much closer to home, such as a Taiwan Strait crisis. At present, the Quad 
mechanism is consultative rather than preventative, and there was no common agreement among 
participants for how far to push contingency planning in this arrangement as opposed to other, 
more specific defense partnerships.  
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The four countries have other practical and theoretical reasons to work together that resonate 
with each member’s preferences and identities. As one participant summarized, Japan is 
advancing toward international leadership; India wants to be a net regional security provider; 
Australia wants to provide more regional public goods; and the U.S. wants to share burdens in 
each of these areas. Meanwhile, the U.S. and its allies want to pull India closer into a rules-based 
order in the Indo-Pacific, and the other members of the Quad want to deepen U.S. engagement 
and attention in Asia amongst ever-present competing priorities in the Middle East and Europe. 
These motivations belie different priorities and goals for the Quad that were evident throughout 
the discussions. 
 
On the practical side, countries of the Quad see a smaller U.S. defense presence as a likely 
development over the next several decades. The Quad is one mechanism to deepen U.S. 
engagement and to invest India’s economic and political heft in the regional rules-based order. 
The four countries can also combine their comparative advantages to compete more effectively 
with China on providing regional public goods. And the grouping sets up patterns of interaction 
and diplomatic ties that may prove essential in a regional contingency without raising 
expectations of any one country’s commitments in a crisis. 
 
 

Results-Oriented Performance 
 
Participants felt that the Quad should continue to focus on an affirmative agenda without 
explicitly naming China as the catalyst of initiatives. Avoiding direct invocation of China allows 
the Quad to engage other partners without forcing those countries to risk their ties with China. 
Meanwhile, Quad-minus and other minilaterals have taken pressure off the Quad by taking on 
some China-specific tasking, without excluding defense cooperation among the four countries.  As 
one participant put it, the Quad exists to shape the peacetime order in the Indo-Pacific—to make 
sure that the four major democracies can use their collective weight to shape the region’s rules, 
norms and institutions.  
 
So far, participants assess that the Quad has done well at matching its formal agenda to the future-
oriented security needs, with working groups focused on climate change, vaccines and public 
health, and cybersecurity. The vaccine production and distribution program remains the first real 
test of Quad efficacy. In theory, the four countries have comparative advantages to bring 
together—U.S. vaccine technology, Indian manufacturing, Japanese and Australian financing and 
logistical support. However, delivery of the first doses had not occurred by the time of these 
meetings, raising questions as to whether the Quad can fulfill its ambitious goal of providing 1 
billion vaccine doses by the end of 2022. A downside risk of overemphasizing democracy as the 
Quad’s foundation is that a lack of practical achievements confirms tropes that democracies are 
slow and cumbersome.  
 
 
 
 



 4  
 

Participants were wary of the Quad taking on more than was sensible before it proved some core 
competencies. One participant suggested that the four countries should limit their deliverables to 
a three-R’s formula—issues that were relevant, that all four countries were ready to pursue, and 
on which they had resources to deploy. Applying this formula would reassure potential partners 
and recipients of Quad public goods that issues would graduate from working groups into tangible 
results.  
 
The strong leadership-level buy-in to the Quad since the beginning of the Biden administration 
impressed participants who roundly agreed that the pace of summits and meetings should 
continue. However, participants voiced differing views on when and how to deepen 
institutionalization of the mechanism. On the one hand, the Quad is currently coordinated by 
Sherpas across different areas of the countries’ respective bureaucracies and could use a co-equal 
place to house coordination and push toward results, such as a secretariat. On the other hand, a 
secretariat could create more bureaucratic stagnation in areas where the four countries are not 
firmly aligned.  
 
The open question is what structure can maintain the Quad’s flexibility while maximizing results. 
The Quad should not, as one participant put it, become a speed date on the margins of the ASEAN 
Regional Forum (ARF) or the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) when in-person events 
resume and policy attention is split. However, presenting coordinated positions within these 
larger groupings could achieve the goal of shaping the regional rules and norms.  
  

 
Engagement and/or Enlargement? 

 
Participants discussed how the Quad should engage external partners. One participant returned 
to the three R’s formula, arguing that partners should also meet the criteria of resources, readiness 
and relevance to engage with the Quad on a project-by-project or issue-by-issue basis. 
Participants agreed that the Quad should be careful about how it approaches outside partners and 
at times, use discretion about nesting initiatives under a Quad label that seems exclusionary of, if 
not wholly opposed to China. In other words, a fourth R—considering how the Quad’s “reputation” 
may affect the outcomes of a partnership, should be added to the formula.  
 
One participant pointed out that the U.S. and its allies tend to seek collaborations with other 
major or middle powers while China’s regional strategy is to paralyze smaller countries, 
particularly within the ASEAN framework. This participant advocated balancing China’s rise by 
continuing a focus on larger regional players, identifying Vietnam, Indonesia, the Philippines, 
Thailand and the Republic of Korea (ROK) as the most important countries for the Quad to court 
through partnerships. Likewise, linking up U.S. allies in Europe to the Quad work stream raised 
the United Kingdom (UK) and France as potential backers of Quad initiatives. However, a 
participant cautioned that the Quad was in trouble if the UK was the most promising Quad+ 
partner. The focus should remain on functional ASEAN partnerships while staying mindful of how 
transatlantic conversations on emerging technology or other issues might affect similar 
discussions within the Quad.  
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Economic Integration 
 
The U.S. and India have little to no appetite for joining trade agreements that would confer market 
access despite the clear desire from the region for deeper economic integration. Participants 
wondered if the Quad could shape or anchor a new liberal international order without resolving 
this conundrum—could a division of labor develop in which Japan and Australia take the lead on 
issues related to labor and manufacturing while the U.S. and India joined in on shaping the future 
of the digital economy? Meanwhile, if the Quad could internally resolve U.S. and Indian concerns 
about trade integration, the solutions reached could form the basis for a new trade deal that is not 
inheriting the legacies of previous agreements, such as the Comprehensive and Progressive 
Agreement for Trans-Pacific Partnership (CPTPP) and Regional Comprehensive Economic 
Partnership (RCEP).  
 
One panelist noted that the cure for protectionism is at home, and that democracies should focus 
domestically on resolving the problems of trade integration instead of seeking external solutions. 
Proving that democracies can manage globalization well would go a long way toward 
demonstrating the attractiveness of their political values and norms.  
 
Panelists suggested that the U.S. Indo-Pacific Economic Framework (IPEF) create coherence on 
the specifics of large goals, such as supply chain resiliency, and sketch how the measures will solve 
problems in the region. Another panelist pointed out the large overlap between the IPEF points 
of focus and the Quad working groups. There is room for cooperation on all of these topics, even 
infrastructure financing, but the U.S. should outline its roadmap so that results can align with 
expectations.  
 
Discussion spilled from the regional outlook to the future of global prosperity after the 
unprecedented sanctions on Russia for the Ukrainian invasion. Panelists had mixed views on how 
these sanctions would affect geo-economic strategy. One panelist proposed that these sanctions 
might prove the strengths of economic integration by demonstrating non-military tools to 
respond to war. Another panelist thought that the international system needed to better account 
for anxieties of smaller countries vulnerable to disruptions caused by a major sanctions push, 
including on food and energy supply chains.  
 
 

Conclusion 
 

Overall, participants were encouraged by the Quad’s direction and effectiveness as a consultation 
mechanism between the four leaders in times of increased stress or crisis. Moving forward, the 
Quad should prioritize stacking a record of achievement behind its working groups and plans, 
while maintaining a careful balance between offering a regional alternative to China without 
confronting it directly. By consolidating its affirmative and constructive purpose, the Quad has 
great potential to shape the peacetime order in the Indo-Pacific.  
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