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• This study uses a qualitative, exploratory case study design to 
examine the Next Generation Air Dominance (NGAD) program 
through archival data and government records. By analyzing 
Congressional transcripts, GAO budgetary reports, and public 
opinion polls, the research evaluates the program across three 
pillars: political support, fiscal performance, and social 
approval. Findings were triangulated by comparing the 
NGAD’s development against the F-22 and F-35 programs to 
assess its overall viability and strategic standing.

The 2026 “pivot” in Air Force design represents a high-stakes 
transition from legacy airframes to a networked “family of  
systems” centered on the Boeing F-47. By accelerating the 
retirement of  the A-10 and F-22 Block 20 fleets, the Air Force is 
aggressively reallocating resources highlighted by a $3.5 billion 
FY2026 R&D investment to prioritize the F-47’s superior range 
(1,000+ nm) and “Stealth++” capabilities over traditional short-
range dogfighting. However, this shift introduces a critical “trust 
gap” regarding the role of  Collaborative Combat Aircraft 
(CCAs). While the F-47 is designed as a “quarterback” for semi-
autonomous wingmen, significant professional and social 
skepticism remains regarding the reliability of  AI in high-stakes, 
non-permissive environments. 
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The U.S. Air Force's Next Generation Air Dominance (NGAD) program aims to 
develop a sixth-generation aircraft intended to outmatch the F-22 and address air 
superiority challenges posed by nations such as Russia and China. Key considerations 
for this research include potential obstacles related to budgetary constraints, 
societal acceptance, and political backing, which could impact the development 
timeline of these advanced aircraft. Relevant data will be collected from online 
resources, including government publications and scholarly articles. Understanding 
these obstacles is crucial for preventing delays or cancellations in the advancement 
of sixth-generation aircraft technology.
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Conclusions

-Strategic Pivot: The $3.5 billion F-47 investment shifts U.S. air power from legacy 
dogfighting toward a long-range, networked “Family of Systems.”

-Fiscal Risk: Accelerating A-10 and F-22 retirements is a high-stakes “divest-to-invest” 
gamble to fund the high costs of sixth-generation technology.

-The Trust Gap: Despite technical progress, significant skepticism remains regarding the 
transition from semi-autonomous wingmen to fully autonomous lethal AI.

The Next Generation Air Dominance (NGAD) program 
represents the U.S. Air Force’s shift toward a sixth-
generation “family of systems,” integrating crewed stealth 
fighters with autonomous Collaborative Combat Aircraft 
(CCA). While technologically groundbreaking, the program’s 
development is strictly moderated by a “triangle of 
constraints”: budgetary pressures dictate the scale of 
innovation versus fleet capacity; political backing ensures 
the long-term legislative funding necessary for multi-
decade R&D; and social approval serves as an ethical 
governor for the integration of lethal AI. Ultimately, NGAD’s 
success depends on the Air Force’s ability to reconcile these 
fiscal, legislative, and ethical realities with the demands of 
future aerial supremacy.

One of the first looks at what the F-47 is 
meant to look like.
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