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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  
 
The Future Security Environment:  In our most recent conflicts, perhaps the US ground forces’ greatest 
contribution was having the intellectual agility and adaptability to figure out what needed to be done and 
doing it with honor.  Since the world is becoming exponentially more complex, unpredictable, multi-
cultural, and technologically advanced, Army leaders’ intellectual ability and propensity are more likely 
than ever to determine the outcome of future contingencies.  Therefore, it is a strategic imperative for the 
Army to optimize its intellectual human capital.   
 
Intellectual Human Capital (IHC) includes individuals’ conceptual assets that have the potential to create 
value, such as cognitive ability, critical thinking skills, intellectual agility, intellectual adaptability, 
knowledge, know-how, mental-models, and conceptual frameworks.  Army officers use their IHC to lead 
ethically and solve problems of up to national importance.   
 
The Intellectual Human Capital System (IHCS) for US Army officers: 

 
 
Army culture may currently undervalue (or penalize) the conceptual component of officership 

 Research found that West Pointers with a one-standard-deviation-higher  cognitive ability than 
their otherwise identical peers have 29%, 18%, and 32% lower odds of being selected for early 
promotion to major, early promotion to lieutenant colonel, and battalion command, respectively. 

 Army culture may have an underlying assumption that there is a single best type of leader: 
diligent (motivated), physical-oriented, but not conceptual-oriented.   

 This cultural bias may limit the ideas and contributions of many inside the organization, including 
potentially discriminating against underrepresented groups (i.e., gender, ethnicity, branch). 

 This cultural bias may result in an Army-wide Criteria-Needs-Mismatch, where its officers are 
promoted up the ranks based on their diligence and physical levels, even though Army senior 
leaders most need cognitive ability.  USMA’s culture may unintentionally propagate this bias.  
 

Recommendations 
 Army leaders at all levels should build a culture that emphasizes the importance of the conceptual 

component of officership through personal and institutional words and actions (role-modeling, 
espoused values, praise, stories, awards, selections, promotions, and long-term development). 

 The Army and USMA should consider implementing the specific recommendations listed 
towards the end of this paper in order to implement positive cultural change.  As the wellspring of 
the Army, USMA should take a leadership role in this effort. 

Generation
(development of IHC)

Intellectual         
Human Capital 
(conceptual ability)

Application
(exploitation of IHC)

•Seek conceptual ability
‐ Recruit raw cognitive ability
‐ Recruit and develop cognitive
propensity (Learning Agility) 

•Long‐term intellectual development
‐ Commissioning programs (college)
‐Officer Education System (OES)
‐Advanced Civil Schooling (ACS) 
‐Broadening assignments

•Performance Psychology

•Raw cognitive ability (can‐do)
•Learning Agility (will‐do)
‐ Proclivity to think critically,
‐ seek new knowledge,
‐ seek challenging experiences, and
‐ actively reflect for growth.

•Crystallized intelligence (wisdom)
‐ Frameworks, mental models
‐ Specific and general knowledge 
‐Writing & speaking ability 

Desired Outcomes
•Human optimization 
•Leaders at all levels 
thriving  in complex and 
unpredictable 
environments
•Leaders capable of solving 
significant problems & 
leading change
•Leaders operating on 
intent through trust
•Organizations that learn 
and adapt faster than 
competition

all catalyzed by a Professional Culture that values 
and promotes  ideas, critical thinking, and candor

• Individual level
‐ Intellectual agility
‐ Intellectual adaptability

•Unit level
‐ Teaching/learning organizations
‐ Organizational excellence

• Institutional‐level
‐Officer promotions and retention
‐Officer command selections 
‐ Intellectual knowledge production

‐ Idea markets & incentives
‐ Communities of practice  
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INTRODUCTION 
 

This white paper has two primary purposes.  The first is to be a useful introspection of the 
Army’s and USMA’s current understanding, development, and application of Intellectual Human Capital 
(IHC).  The second is to propose how to optimize IHC in the Army and USMA of tomorrow. 

This paper is written in the spirit of professional stewardship and has the best intentions of 
benefiting the Army and the Nation.  Critically examining oneself is difficult, especially in hierarchical 
organizations that place heavy emphases on loyalty.  Acknowledging these challenges exist, professions, 
by definition, ask deep and critical questions about themselves and seek to hold themselves accountable to 
best serve their stakeholders.  This white paper is an initial effort in that direction.  

Recent research (unexpectedly) found that USMA officers appear to be penalized for their 
cognitive ability during early promotion and battalion command selection boards, regardless of their job-
motivation levels.  This is a difficult topic to write about, as author has been a beneficiary of the existing 
Army personnel system, particularly the early promotion and battalion command (O-5 level) selection 
process.  The author acknowledges that any shortcomings found in the current promotion and selection 
systems could represent shortcomings in many of the officers chosen by those same processes, such as in 
the author himself.  Even so, the author chooses to examine the IHC of the Army Officer Corps and 
USMA, examining how our Army culture values, or does not value, the intellectual component of 
officership.   

This paper advocates that the changing world mandates the Army must optimize the intellectual 
human capital of its leaders, for the good of the Nation.  In advocating for IHC, by no means does this 
paper wish to minimize the value of the many other characteristics needed in Army leaders, such as job 
motivation, diligence, emotional intelligence (Goleman, 2000), character, and physicality.  All of these 
factors, and others, contribute significantly to officership and should never be discounted. 

Though the total Army Team includes commissioned officers, warrant officers, non-
commissioned officers, junior enlisted personnel, and DA Civilians across the active, Reserve, and Guard 
components, this paper addresses only the IHC related to its active-component commissioned officers.  
Similarly, even though there are numerous intellectual engines in the Army (USAWC, TRADOC, CGSC, 
ARI, Cadet Command, etc.), this paper focuses on USMA’s role in being an intellectual enabler of the 
Army of Tomorrow through its expertise in human behavior, human development, leadership 
development, talent management, and character (moral-ethical) development.  USMA is uniquely 
positioned to be a wellspring of ideas and culture for the US Army, as USMA hosts a dynamic nexus of 
scholars, practitioners and thought leaders who continuously develop big ideas for the force and act as the 
wellspring of the Army’s actual culture by seeding it with 1,000 second lieutenants and 100 field-grade 
officers (rotating faculty returning to the force) every year.   

This paper is organized as follows.  First, it discusses why IHC is important.  Second, it defines 
IHC and describes the system in which it operates.  Third, through both empirical and cultural lenses, it 
assesses how the Army and USMA are currently generating, valuing, and applying their IHC.  It 
concludes with specific recommendations for how the Army and USMA could each take action towards 
creating cultures that optimize their IHC. 

 
 
WHY IS INTELLECTUAL HUMAN CAPITAL IMPORTANT? 

 
The Army wants and needs the best leaders possible.  This focus on human optimization requires 

the Army to define what it needs its leaders to accomplish and to define the environments they will 
operate in.  Perhaps first and foremost, the Army needs them to be leaders of character who can identify 
and honorably navigate complex moral-ethical situations while successfully leading diverse groups to 
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solve important problems.  This requires divergent thinking and creative problem-solving skills.  
Additionally, Mission Command3 requires agile and adaptive Army officers. 

Intellectual Human Capital continues becoming more and more central to this process, especially 
as officers rise in rank and see exponential increases in the complexity of their tasks.  As technology and 
production dominated the wars of the 20th Century, IHC will likely decide the outcomes of many of the 
world’s future security issues.  Army officers are America’s boots-on-the-ground representatives in the 
middle of complex, undefined, changing, and multi-cultural environments.  Army leaders must have the 
intellectual ability, adaptability, and agility not only to survive, but also to thrive and to lead in such 
environments.4  This is articulated precisely in Army policy below. 

 
The leaders we develop today will meet the security challenges of tomorrow.  Our organizations 
will be judged by the performance of leaders serving in areas where critical thinking skills are 
essential.  We must ensure our leaders possess the ability to understand the security environment 
and the contributions of all elements of national power, lead effectively when faced with surprise 
and uncertainty, anticipate and recognize change and lead transitions, and operate on intent 
through trust, empowerment, and understanding. 

- Army Leader Development Strategy, 2013, p.5. 
 
 Similarly, for Army officers to meet the security challenges of tomorrow, they must plan and lead 
successful Army operations.  Real-world complexities are moving Army operations towards the design 
concept5, which is defined as “A methodology for applying critical and creative thinking to understand, 
visualize, and describe problems and approaches to solving them” (ADRP 5-0, 2012, p.2-4).  The Army’s 
Warfighting Challenge (AWFC) Framework (ARCIC/TRADOC) lists “develop agile and adaptive 
leaders” as one of its major warfighting challenges (USACAC, 2014).  Therefore, it is imperative for 
Army officers of tomorrow to have the conceptual ability and development to be able to conduct the 
required critical and creative thinking. 
 USMA has nested these ideas into its Strategic Plan 2014-2020, which includes the priority of 
developing officers who “thrive in tomorrow’s complex security environments”.  The Plan also 
recognizes “an effective Army response to this challenge will require a greater degree of intellectual 
capability derivative of critical thinkers and creative problem solvers who … have the military, 
intellectual, and physical talent to excel in combat.” 
 
 
WHAT IS INTELLECTUAL HUMAN CAPITAL, AND HOW DOES THE ARMY CURRENTLY 
ADDRESS IT? 
 

Capital is a resource that has the potential to create value.  Some major categories of capital 
include financial (economic), infrastructure, political, social, and intellectual.  Though intellectual capital 
is embedded across individual (person), organization (unit), and profession (Army/military) levels, 
intellectual human capital resides only inside of people.  Specifically, an organization’s IHC is the sum of 
                                                            
3 Army Doctrinal Publication 6-0 defines Mission Command as the exercise of authority and direction by the commander using 
mission orders to enable disciplined initiative within the commander's intent to empower agile and adaptive leaders in the 
conduct of Unified Land Operations.  
4 Technology is developing at an exponential rate, especially in regards to the ability to access data.  Most physical capital 
innovations since 1985 have been skill-biased-technical-change (SBTC), which means these innovations require people to have 
higher-conceptual abilities to use them.  Therefore, those without advanced conceptual abilities to understand and use technology 
will be left behind.  SBTC has significant implications for the U.S. Army and its strict internal officer labor market.  For 
example, senior leaders were previously able to outsource intellectual tasks (e.g. “I might not be that bright personally, but I 
surround myself with bright people, so I am in good shape.”)  The time is fast approaching when leaders will need to be as fluent 
in dealing with conceptual topics such as interpreting statistics of big datasets as they are accomplishing simple tasks. 
5 The design concept is a focus of the Army’s School of Advanced Military Studies (SAMS).  The mission of SAMS is to educate 
officers to become agile and adaptive leaders who are critical and creative thinkers who produce viable options to solve 
operational and strategic problems. 
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the conceptual assets of its individual people that have the potential to create value, such as their cognitive 
ability, knowledge, frameworks, and communication ability.  An organization that wishes to maximize its 
IHC must understand that IHC, like other types of capital, operates as part of system with different impact 
points and levers.   

The IHC System includes the generation (production and development) of its IHC, the IHC itself, 
and the application (exploitation) of its IHC.  Each of these three major components is influenced by a 
professional culture that does, or does not, value intellectual human capital.  An optimized IHC system 
contributes significantly towards achieving its organization’s desired performance outcomes.  For the US 
Army, this means leaders and soldiers mastering operations in complex and unpredictable environments, 
and doing so with honor and character. 

 
Figure 1:  The Intellectual Human Capital System (IHCS) for US Army officers 
 

 
 
 

An alternative way to describe the IHC System is to examine it from an overall value perspective, 
where IHC can be described as a function of its major components, and moderated by professional 
culture. 

 
Value of Intellectual Human Capital System = f (G, IHC, A, PC) 

G =  Generation of IHC 
IHC =  Intellectual Human Capital (IHC) 
A =  Application of IHC 
PC=  Professional culture 

 
A. Generation of Intellectual Human Capital 

 
1.  Cognitive ability is described as "the ability to understand abstract concepts and ideas, to 

reason accurately, and to solve problems" (Pearce, 2009, p. 44).  Synonyms of cognitive ability include 
analytical ability, brilliance, brightness, fluid intelligence, intellectual horsepower, IQ, Spearman’s “g,” 
raw intelligence, brainpower, and conceptual level.  Cognitive ability enables intellectual agility, the 
ability to understand and apply many conceptual things simultaneously, and intellectual adaptability, the 
ability to stay ahead of the rate of situational and environmental changes around you.  Hundreds of studies 
have demonstrated that cognitive ability is a strong predictor of job performance (J.E. Hunter, 1986; J. E. 
Hunter & Schmidt, 1996; Ree & Earles, 1992).  Indeed, Hunter’s (1986) meta-analysis of over 1,000 

Generation
(development of IHC)

Intellectual         
Human Capital 
(conceptual ability)

Application
(exploitation of IHC)

•Seek conceptual ability
‐ Recruit raw cognitive ability
‐ Recruit and develop cognitive
propensity (Learning Agility) 

•Long‐term intellectual development
‐ Commissioning programs (college)
‐Officer Education System (OES)
‐Advanced Civil Schooling (ACS) 
‐ Broadening assignments

•Performance Psychology

•Raw cognitive ability (can‐do)
•Learning Agility (will‐do)
‐ Proclivity to think critically,
‐ seek new knowledge,
‐ seek challenging experiences, and
‐ actively reflect for growth.

•Crystallized intelligence (wisdom)
‐ Frameworks, mental models
‐ Specific and general knowledge 
‐Writing & speaking ability 

Desired Outcomes
•Human optimization 
•Leaders at all levels 
thriving  in complex and 
unpredictable 
environments
•Leaders capable of solving 
significant problems & 
leading change
•Leaders operating on 
intent through trust
•Organizations that learn 
and adapt faster than 
competition

all catalyzed by a Professional Culture that values 
and promotes  ideas, critical thinking, and candor

• Individual level
‐ Intellectual agility
‐ Intellectual adaptability

•Unit level
‐ Teaching/learning organizations
‐ Organizational excellence

• Institutional‐level
‐Officer promotions and retention
‐Officer command selections 
‐ Intellectual knowledge production

‐ Idea markets & incentives
‐ Communities of practice  
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studies found that cognitive ability predicted both measurable output (objective performance) and 
employees’ ratings (subjective performance).   Not only is cognitive ability important, but “g can be said 
to be the most powerful predictor of overall job performance” (Gottfredson, 1997, p. 83).  In fact, a recent 
organizational behavior overview concluded "there is now no question that cognitive ability” is the 
strongest predictor of job performance, including being more than twice as predictive as the most 
predictive personality trait (Pearce, 2009, p. 44).  

Cognitive ability may be even more important when predicting leader performance.  Research 
demonstrated the cognitive ability to job performance link was even stronger when in high-complexity 
jobs, as employees’ age, and when they are in managerial roles (J.E. Hunter, 1986; J. E. Hunter & 
Schmidt, 1996).  Since these conditions are typically leadership conditions, it follows that cognitive 
ability should be even more predictive for positional leaders.  Supporting research demonstrates that 
leader behaviors such as patience, prudent risk taking, emotional intelligence, and strategic decision 
making ability are similarly predicted by cognitive ability (Burks, Carpenter, Goette, & Rustichini, 
2009).6  Leadership researcher Stephen Zaccaro has illuminated cognitive complexity as one of, if not the 
most, important variable in successful executive-level leadership (2001).  Finally, the US military strives 
to be an inclusive organization that provides equal opportunity and access for historically 
underrepresented groups, and recent meta-research has shown that lower-cognitive ability predicts greater 
prejudice  (Dhant & Hodson, 2014). 

Research has demonstrated that aptitude tests can proxy cognitive ability.  Cognitive ability has 
been shown to include sub-components (R. L. Thorndike, 1949) such as quantitative, verbal, and 
technical abilities (J.E. Hunter, 1986).  Since aptitude tests such as the Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) 
also measure verbal and quantitative ability, scholars have shown SAT test scores, in the study of large 
groups, are highly correlated with individuals’ cognitive abilities (Frey & Detterman, 2004).7  Subsequent 
research demonstrated that this correlation also holds for the ACT (Koenig, Frey, & Detterman, 2008).  
Of course, this is correlation means “on average,” as there are plenty of anecdotal examples of people 
who did not do well on standardized tests, but proved themselves to have higher than average cognitive 
ability. 

Undergraduate academic grade point averages (GPA) are also correlated with cognitive ability, 
but academic GPAs have the challenge of being conflated with motivation.  In other words, it is not 
possible to tell which portion of high academic GPA achievers was due to motivation (i.e. studying hard, 
turning in extra-credit assignments), and what portion was due to raw cognitive ability.  Therefore, 
aptitude tests are likely the best measures for raw cognitive ability, though academic GPA is a certainly 
complementary marker, especially since the motivation to work for high academic GPAs may make it a 
proxy of officers’ propensity to apply themselves towards conceptual tasks. 

Since most research has shown that cognitive ability is only slightly malleable in adults and is 
very portable (valuable to other professions if an officer resigns), the most important method to build this 
required cognitive ability in an organization, especially one that is as reliant on its leaders as the US 
Army, is to actively recruit people with high cognitive ability into the supervisory labor pool.  A 
supporting method is to deliberately invest in the intellectual development of its human dimension. 
 The Army has minimum standards for intellectual ability for OCS (measured by ASVAB/GT 
score), ROTC scholarships (measured by SAT score), and USMA appointments (measured by SAT 
score).  For USMA appointments, the SAT score (or equivalent ACT score) and high school class rank 
(weighted by competitiveness of the high school) are measured individually and integrated into a 
composite intellectual ability score (CEER score).  The CEER is used as one of the primary criteria for 
admission. 

Additionally, crystallized intelligence, often called process intelligence or wisdom, is the net 
summation of retained and usable frameworks, mental models, specific and general knowledge, and 

                                                            
6 Though there are certainly skills not listed here that are also predictive of leaders success, many of them are enabled by 
cognitive ability.  
7 The author would like to point out that his highest SAT score was below his USMA class’s average SAT score.  
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ability to communicate that knowledge to others.  This type of intelligence is developable and is the target 
of most long-term intellectual development programs and performance psychology.  Job experiences may 
also add to crystallized intelligence.8 

 
 2. Ability to Learn (Learning Agility).  Since cognitive ability is only useful if applied, I 

argue that organizations most need conceptual ability – the function of their leaders’ raw cognitive ability 
and their leaders’ propensity to behave in ways that enable that ability (Learning Agility).  The general 
consensus among leader developers in the private sector is that 70% of leader development happens 
through experiences, 20% through reflection, and 10% through training courses (i.e. new knowledge) 
(McCoy, 2013).  Therefore, an organization that is interested in long-term development and human 
optimization will recruit and work to retain members who show strong internal propensities to think 
critically, seek new knowledge, pursue challenging experiences, and actively reflect over the course of 
their careers.9  Jacobs and Jacques (1990) call this proclivity, which is the desire to think reflectively and 
build mental models.  Columbia Professor Warner Burke is currently developing this into a measurable 
construct called Learning Agility.  Learning agility if behavior focused- measuring the propensity to 
behave in ways that promote learning and intellectual growth.  These subcomponents current including 
being feedback seeking, risk taking, open to new experiences, collaborative, and willingness/desire to 
reflection deeply and quickly.10 
 

3. Long-Term Intellectual Development Programs build knowledge and teach critical 
thinking and writing skills.  The best of these programs push participants out of their intellectual comfort 
zones and force them to generate and defend ideas, reflect on their own experiences, and consider others’ 
points of view.   

The Army currently benefits from both internal and external long-term intellectual development 
programs.  Internally, the Army has USMA at West Point and partner-schools of the Cadet Command 
(ROTC) that typically develop post-high school civilians into officers primarily through academic 
education over four years. 

This development continues once officers are commissioned.  The Army’s Officer Education 
System (OES) includes aspects of Basic Officer Leadership Course (BOLC), the Captains’ Career Course 
(CCC), Intermediate Level Education (ILE), and Senior Service College (SSC).  Their programs of 
instruction and curricula vary over time based on the preferences of the leaders of those organizations, 
and they are typically focused on Army-related topics and an Army-centric writing style.  Critical 
thinking is taught in ILE and SSC, and CCC, ILE, and SSC all require scholarly writing, but only SSC 
requires officers to develop new knowledge (masters’ theses at USAWC and research papers in SSC 
fellowships).   

Perhaps the most significant long-term intellectual development programs for officers are 
advanced civil schooling (ACS) opportunities, which the Army leads the way in across the military 
services.  The Army provides many ACS opportunities not related to USMA, such as master’s programs 
often associated with various operational support and strategic support career fields.  Additionally, in 
2006, the Army started the Graduate School for Service Option (GRADSO) program.  It gave the Army’s 
top-tier cadet groups (USMA and ROTC scholarship cadets) the option of attending a fully-funded 
graduate school of their choice while on active duty, after they serve as company commanders, in 
exchange for four additional years of initial active-duty-service-obligation (ADSO).  For example, it 
would increase the ADSO of a participating USMA graduate from five to nine years.  With the ubiquitous 

                                                            
8 Fluid and Crystallized Intelligence are covered in detail in (Horn, 1994). 
9 Two example ways to measure these propensities to seek new knowledge and experiences include “Openness,” which is 
measured by the NEO-PI-R (John, et al., 1991), the “Sense of Adventure” (McCall, 1998), and the Power Motive from 
McClelland’s Trichotomy of Needs (McClelland, 1961).  The propensity to reflect may be measured or predicted by the Cardinal 
Leadership Inventory (Performance Programs, 2014), Hardiness (Maddi, 2005), Resilience (Johnson, 2001), and having a 
Learning Goal Orientation (Vandewalle, 1997), and being “coachable” (McCall, 1998). 
10 From author’s conversation with Professor Burke on November 1, 2014. 
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reality of sequestration and fiscal austerity, Assistant Secretary of the Army for Manpower and Reserve 
Affairs (M&RA) chose to put the GRADSO program on a one-year hold in 2014 due to uncertainty about 
the Army’s draw-down level.  After less than six months on hold, the Chief of Staff of the Army made the 
decision to turn GRADSO back on (reinitiating process is ongoing), with the intent to modify the eligible 
officer population and the degree selection process.11  

 
4.  Performance Psychology is the understanding and application of what is needed to succeed 

conceptually, in addition to talent.  Though a person’s raw cognitive ability is significant, it is only useful 
if the person (officer) can access it during times of stress.   

Individuals aim to maximize employment of their cognitive potential by developing the ability to 
maintain their motivation and confidence, control their emotions, and remain focused under pressure 
(Jones, Hanton & Connaughton, 2007).  Performance Psychology is an emerging field based on the 
intersection of sports psychology (Hammermeister & VanGuenthner, 2005), clinical psychology 
(Bandura, 1977), and positive psychology (Seligman, 1991).  Performance psychology’s five mental-skill 
foundations for enhancing performance include confidence (self-efficacy), intentional focus 
(concentration), energy regulation (pacing yourself and rest), integrating imagery (visualization), and goal 
setting. 
 
Figure 2:  Performance Psychology and Cognitive Ability 

 

 
 
 The Army is addressing Performance Psychology through its Comprehensive Soldier & Family 
Fitness (CSF2) program, which is focused on both resilience training and performance enhancement.  
Currently, there are 16 CSF2 centers on major Army installations around the globe.  Each of the centers is 
staffed with Master Resilience Trainer-Performance Experts (MRT-PEs) who provide performance 
enhancement training to Soldiers, Families, and Army Civilians.  An example of the courses they teach 
include 4, 8, and 16-hour versions of an executive resilience and performance course for company 
commanders, first sergeants, and above. 
 

B. Application of Intellectual Human Capital 
 

                                                            
11 Conversation with Director of OEMA, September 5, 2014. 

Individual’s 
Cognitive Ability

(total)

Enabled
Cognitive Ability 

(accessed through 
performance psychology)

Baseline 
Cognitive Ability

(what is normally 
accessible during times of 

stress)
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An organization’s IHC is only useful if applied effectively to problems.  Scholars claim every 
organization has a “coefficient of efficiency” between 0 to 1 that measures how effective they are at 
applying that capital (Edvinsson and Malone, 1997).  This paper will examine some ways the Army 
applies (or does not apply) its IHC below. 

 
1.  Promotions and selections.  Just because an organization has IHC doesn’t mean they are 

using their IHC effectively.  Who organizations select and promote is perhaps the most important decision 
in applying their IHC.  Do they apply their IHC to their most appropriate needs?  Or do they have a 
mismatch?  In the Army, the most appropriate need for IHC is in its leaders, especially its most senior 
leaders. 

Given the understanding that conceptual thinking is important for Army officers, recent research 
may be a warning beacon of a potential systemic bias against cognitive ability in the US Army officer 
promotion and selection process.  Examining 13 years of recent USMA graduates, the study found 
officers with a one-standard-deviation higher cognitive ability had 29%, 18%, and 32% lower odds of 
being selected early (BZ) to major, early to lieutenant colonel, and for battalion command, respectively, 
than their one-standard-deviation lower cognitive-ability peers, even though the study hypothesized the 
opposite would be true (Spain, 2014).12,13,14,15  This analysis was controlled for gender, ethnicity, year 
group, recruited athletes, months deployed, commissioning branch, attending the USMA Preparatory 
School, geographic region from, and cumulative cadet academic, military, and physical performances.  

 
Table 1:  Odds of early promotion and command selection if brighter than average peers16 

 
 

Additionally, this analysis holds for the early-promotion-to-major, early promotion to lieutenant 
colonel, and selection for battalion command analyses when conditioned on motivation.  Based on cadets’ 
motivation for military things (military GPA, made up of their 11 force-distributed cadet job performance 
ratings over four years), the author found significant evidence that regardless of what 

                                                            
12 A one-standard-deviation from this sample was approximately 100 points on the 1,600 point SAT.  For example, a 1,200 SAT 
score would be considered approximately one-standard-deviation higher than a 1,100 SAT score. 
13 The analysis was also rigorously tested for selection bias, which was not found to be present.  In the case selection bias was 
actually present, the disparities would be even greater. 
14 Cognitive ability was operationalized by SAT score.    
15 Three recent anecdotes follow, and the author acknowledges that it is impossible to second guess an individual-decision in a 
promotion board because the quality of the officers’ complete files, the needs of the Army, and strength of their colleagues’ files 
are unknowns to the outside observer.  Major C.W. was promoted early to major, taught at USMA, and is working on his PhD in 
Economics before returning to OEMA.  He was just passed over for LTC.  Lieutenant Colonel D.S. has a masters degree from 
MIT, was a Congressional Fellow and worked in the Office of the Chief of Staff of the Army, was a Tufts Fletcher School Fellow 
(SSC), and earned a PhD from USC.  He was just passed over for Colonel for the second time and is eligible to be SERB’d.  
Lieutenant Colonel J.D. was a distinguished graduate from USMA, earned a PhD from Columbia, was a White House Fellow, 
wrote on book about the politicization an of the Army, serves as speechwriter for the CJCS, was an BCT S-3 in Afghanistan, and 
was a CSL O-5 commander in combat.  He was just passed over for colonel and is now voluntarily separating from the Army. 
16 For example, if an officer is one-standard deviation brighter than their average peers, they have 29% lower odds than the odds 
of their average peer to be selected for early promotion to major.  

BZ to MAJ BZ to LTC Selection for 
Bn-Level 

(O-5) Cmd

If an officer has a one-
standard-deviation 

higher cognitive ability 
than their average peers

-0.29%*** -0.18%* -0.32%***

*p<=0.10, **p<=0.05, ***p<=0.001
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motivation/diligence category officers were in (low, medium, or high), the brighter they were, the more 
the Army penalized them in promotion boards.  It is important to note that the same study found that 
USMA cadets’ military GPA was extraordinarily predictive of their being selected for early promotion to 
major, early promotion to lieutenant colonel, and battalion command.17  In other words, the USMA 
military GPA can be used to operationalize Army officer job motivation as well. 

 
Table 2:  The Cognitive Penalty-- odds of BZ promotion to major based on relative motivation and 
cognitive ability when compared to the odds of their average peer18,19,20,21,22 
 

 

                                                            
17 This does not mean the USMA cadet military GPA or the Army promotion and selection boards are selecting the best officers, 
it is just recognizing who they are currently selecting.  In other words, the traits of the average selectee represents the traits that 
USMA and the Army most value in their officers, not necessarily the traits that USMA and the Army should value.  From the 
strong correlation, one could conclude that the traits USMA actually values in its cadets are very similar to the traits the Army 
actually values in its officers. 
18 The nine categories of officers were created by ranking West Point officers from 1 to approximately 1,000 within their classes 
for final Military Development GPA (motivation) and SAT Score (cognitive ability).  The officers who graduated in the top 1/3 
of their class in terms of Military Development GPA were categorized as having “high” motivation, those in the middle 1/3 of 
their class were categorized as having “medium” motivation, and the cadets in the bottom 1/3 were categorized as having “low” 
motivation.  The cognitive ability categories were created in the same way, using SAT Score.  Note that these are all relative 
rankings to each other.  For example, officers with “low” cognitive ability in Table 2, 3, & 4 do not necessarily have low 
intelligence when compared to the general US population, but are lower than their average West Point classmates.   
19 For example, if the BZ-to-major promotion rate for a given year was 10%, and an officer had high cognitive ability and low 
motivation level, they would be predicted to have a 3.4 % chance (10 % * [1-.66]) to be promoted BZ to major, as compared to 
their average peer officer, who would have a 10% chance. 
20 Motivation level was operationalized by a West Pointer’s Military GPA, which is made up of approximately 11 different 
term/semester long cadet job ratings.  Approximately ½ of the ratings were for leadership roles.  Typically, almost all of the 11 
ratings are for different jobs, had different raters, and were force distributed.  The Military GPA was shown to be an incredibly 
strong predictor of early promotion to MAJ & LTC, and for selection for battalion command (Spain, 2014). 
21 A cadet’s Physical GPA was a moderately strong predictor of their early promotion to MAJ/LTC and selection for battalion 
command (Spain, 2014). 
22 A cadet’s Academic GPA (not to be confused with their SAT Score) was a moderately positive predictor of early promotion to 
MAJ, but had no effect on early promotion to LTC or selection for battalion command (Spain, 2014).  Academic GPA is difficult 
to interpret, because it conflates intelligence and motivation.  It is possible that it operationalizes propensity for conceptual 
things. 

Officer’s Motivation Level

Low Medium High

Officer’s 
Cognitive Ability

High -66%*** -18% +41%*

Med -58%***
reference 
group (0)

+97%***

Low -17% +21% +148%***

Regardless of what motivational group a West Pointer is in, the higher his or her 
cognitive ability, the more he or she is penalized by the Army promotion system.

*p<=0.10, **p<=0.05, ***p<=0.001
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Table 3:  The Cognitive Penalty-- odds of BZ promotion to lieutenant colonel based on relative 
motivation and cognitive ability when compared to the odds of their average peer 

 
 
 
 
Table 4:  The Cognitive Penalty-- odds of selection for battalion command based on relative motivation 
and cognitive ability when compared to the odds of their average peer 
 

 
 
 
 The data presented above signals that even if an officer’s motivation level is seen as independent 
of his or her cognitive ability, he or she is uniformly penalized for having higher cognitive ability.   

Officer’s Motivation Level

Low Medium High

Officer’s 
Cognitive Ability

High -63%* -1% +17%

Med -58%*
reference 
group (0)

+53%

Low -21% +29% +41%

Regardless of what motivational group a West Pointer is in, the higher his or her 
cognitive ability, the more he or she is penalized by the Army promotion system.

*p<=0.10, **p<=0.05, ***p<=0.001

Officer’s Motivation Level

Low Medium High

Officer’s 
Cognitive Ability

High -79%*** -25% -20%

Med -31%
reference 
group (0)

+9%

Low +8% +60% +137%***

Regardless of what motivational group a West Pointer is in, the higher his or her 
cognitive ability, the more he or she is penalized by the Army promotion system.

*p<=0.10, **p<=0.05, ***p<=0.001
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Potential Explanations of the Cognitive Penalty 

 Structural: officers with broadening 
assignments have fewer OERs, ORBs devoid of 
most conceptual data, AERs not influential 

 Bias: raters and senior raters see officers with 
high conceptual propensity as not desirable 

 Culture: culture of diligence and physicality 
are most valued 

 Handicap: officers with higher conceptual 
ability/propensity may actually make worse 
junior officers. 

An extreme interpretation of this is that even though the senior leaders of the Army are saying the 
Army needs leaders with intellectual ability, agility, and adaptability at all levels, the Army’s promotion 
and selection boards (perhaps unintentionally) are figuratively “lining up and shooting” the officers who 
show the most promise and interest in these regards.23   

At least four possible explanations for this exist.  The first is purely structural, and that is that 
promotion boards make their selections based on officer record briefs (ORBs) and officer evaluation 
reports (OERs).  Many officers with high conceptual ability have pursued broadening assignments and 
advanced civil schooling, and these choices have resulted in these officers generating fewer OERs and 
fewer tactical-experience ORB entries than their peers.  Additionally, ORBs are devoid of many 
intellectual markers, such as SAT/ACT scores, undergraduate GPA, quality of undergraduate school 
rankings (such as the Peterson Index), and class rankings at Army Officer Education Schools, even 
though the Army has these data on most officers. 

The second is that the Army’s current senior raters (battalion and brigade commanders) for junior 
officers are biased against intellectual ability.  Perhaps this is due to a similarity bias perpetuating itself, 
or perhaps it is due to the additional ideation or questioning generated by the high-conceptual-ability 
junior officers being interpreted as disloyal.  Recent research has shown that the most successful Army 
Officers (US Army War College students) scored lower in openness (one of the attributes that is most 
correlated with success at the strategic level) than the general US population, and the brigade command 
selectees, the most successful of all, scored even lower than the US Army War College average (Gerras & 
Wong, 2013). 

The third possibility is the Army may not incentivize a culture where doing anything other than 
taking the hill (diligence and physicality) is valued.  Perhaps high-conceptual-ability officers sense that 
cognitive ability, ideas, and intellectual topics, or some components of them, are undesirable in modern 
Army officer culture, or at least not as desirable as traditional compliance and low-conceptual level tasks.  
Indeed, officers with higher intellectual ability and/or intellectual interest may recognize this bias, lose 
motivation, and perform at lower than their highest abilities, and thus be rated lower because of it.  

A fourth possibility is that officers 
with higher intellectual abilities actually 
make worse junior officers than their average 
peers.  Though this situation would be 
diametrically opposed to the prediction of 
both business leaders and academic literature, 
the military is a different industry and context 
than business, so this possibility is 
conceivable.  A possible explanation of is the 
finding that if the gap between a leader’s and 
his or her followers’ intelligence is too great, 
the followers might not be able to identify 
with their leaders, and leadership 
effectiveness may suffer (Hollingsworth, 
1966 & Ghiselli, 1963).24  

Even if this fourth possibility had some validity, it applies to junior officers.  Yet, it is almost 
inconceivable to imagine cognitive ability being anything other than highly predictive of the success of 
the strategy development, statecraft, and decision making required of general officers.  It follows that the 
Army may have some junior officers who may not be the best at leading their platoons, but who would 
likely become the best division commanders later in their careers, if given the opportunity. 
 

                                                            
23 In the words of a senior Army personnel researcher. 
24 Hollingsworth studied children, so his finding may or may not be applicable to adult Army officers. 
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2.  Intellectual Knowledge Production.  An organization’s Intellectual Knowledge Production is 
the applicability, quality, and rate of creative ideas that an organization generates and shares with its 
stakeholders, typically through writing.  Applicability has two aspects: it should address a topic that is 
relevant and important to organizational leaders (whether they know it or not at the time of publication); 
and it should have applications, or be able to reasonably lead to direct applications.  Quality refers to the 
argument(s) being cogent and defended with data and well-developed rational argument (typically shown 
by being published by a periodical or press with reasonably rigorous submission standards and/or peer 
review).  For an organization to have effective intellectual knowledge production, it must understand and 
ask its big and important questions, rigorously study them, and aptly communicate the findings to its 
stakeholders through publication in domains read by the profession. 

Writing, research, and publishing are perhaps the purest forms of intellectual rigor.  Writing is 
thinking at its core, and is reasoned advocacy for a certain perspective.  Writing is difficult because what 
is written cannot be easily re-explained or defended.  It must stand on its own merits. 

Some of the larger Army organizations that actively contribute to intellectual knowledge 
production include the Command and General Staff College (CGSC), the US Army War College 
(USAWC), and the US Army Research Institute for the Behavioral and Social Sciences (ARI).  The US 
Army War College’s Strategic Studies Institute (SSI) is an active example of intellectual knowledge 
production.  With a mix of over 25 PhD-level military and civilian researchers and an in-house publishing 
arm that includes Parameters (a quarterly peer-reviewed journal), individual articles, monographs, and 
books, the SSI’s novelty, applicability, quality, and rate are all generally high. 
 

3.  Retention of IHC.  Retaining employees with high IHC (such as high cognitive ability) is 
critical for organizations wishing to optimize, especially in internal labor markets with no-entry except at 
the bottom, such as the US Army officer internal labor market.  Prior research established that West Point 
officers were slightly more likely to stay on active-duty if they had a higher than average cognitive ability 
(SAT scores), but more likely to separate if they had a higher than average academic GPAs (Spain, 2014).  
Additional research found that Air Force officers who attended one of the top-ten U.S. universities were 
more likely to separate from the service than their average peers (Swisher, 2014).   

The most robust way for the Army to retain top talent is by sending them to two-year advanced 
civil schooling opportunities, which requires them to stay in the Army three additional years for every 
year in school.  When given to the best and brightest company grade officers from all commissioning 
sources, this option influences them to stay for a career in the Army, maximizing the Army’s overall IHC.  
An additional, but essential, component of the retention of the Army’s best and brightest is for leaders at 
all levels to build unit cultures that value and exploit the conceptual component of officership.  Officers 
with conceptual talents and inclinations will be more likely to voluntarily stay in the Army if they sense 
their talents are valued by their organizations.  This starts with the culture set by their commanders. 

Regardless of the directions of current retention trends, an organization that wishes to optimize its 
talent must consider how to retain its most talented people and work to make it so. 
 
 
CULTURE AS A POTENTIAL IMPEDIMENT TO ARMY OFFICER OPTIMIZATION 
 
 An organization’s professional culture is the extent to which an organization’s actual beliefs, 
norms, and behaviors foster an adherence to their espoused values.  The Army (ADRP-1, 2013) discusses 
how stewardship is one of the five essential characteristics of the Army Profession.  Stewardship includes 
the duty to increase the profession’s body of knowledge.  Hence, a culture supportive of the Army 
Profession is essential to meeting the requirement of stewardship. 

Based on the empirical evidence presented earlier, the more fundamental question for the Army 
is, “What are the Army’s underlying assumptions of what makes a great leader (Army officer)?”  If Army 
senior leaders believe officers’ motivation and conceptual abilities are tradeoffs along a single continuum 
(e.g., “He or she is book smart, but not street smart,”) forced-distributed ratings require senior leaders to 
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choose which of these two competencies, motivation or cognitive ability, are more important when 
allocating top evaluation ratings.  This debate has often been described as Athens versus Sparta (Betros, 
2012), with Athens representing an institutional preference for intellectual ability, conceptual-focus, 
contemplative-bias, critical thinking, introversion, education, mind, etc., and Sparta representing an 
institutional preference for job motivation, tactical-ability, action-bias, diligence, intensity, extraversion, 
physicality, heart, etc.  Many in the Army may generally associate the Spartan descriptions as more in line 
with the expectations of the combat-arms’ culture(s), and the Athenian descriptions as more in line with 
the expectation of the other-than-combat arms culture(s), which may notably also apply to female officers 
due to their ineligibility to branch Infantry, Armor, and Special Forces.  The reality is that being a Spartan 
and/or Athenian are independent decisions/concepts.  Officers can be both, one, or neither.  The two 
constructs are actually differing talent/preference buckets, not competing components. 

Research Steven Kerr (1975) established that an organization cannot reward one thing while 
realistically hoping for something else.  Indeed, the empirical evidence discussed previously suggests the 
Army rewards Spartans, and this priority is understandable, as all leaders are expected to generate 
positive results.  However, leaders’ motivation level and cognitive ability levels are independent of each 
other.  If Army leaders consider motivation and intellect to be opposite competencies along one 
continuum, but prefer motivation over cognitive ability, senior officers who see signs of intellectual 
ability and/or interest in their junior officers will necessarily assume that the junior officers’ motivation 
must be lacking, and will likely punish the officers.  In other words, if an organization assumes an officer 
cannot be both an Athenian and a Spartan, and prefers Spartans, any sign of Athenians will be 
discouraged.  If these assumptions are left unchecked for a number of years, when the Army needs senior 
officers who are Athenians, there will be only Spartans remaining in the eligible population (people in the 
command track who have been chosen for every promotion opportunity up to that point) to choose from.  
This situation is called a Criteria-Needs-Mismatch25

 (Spain, 2014).  The Criteria-Needs-Mismatch does 
not mean there will not be any conceptually-oriented officers selected for early promotion and command, 
it just means there will be fewer of them than is needed by the organization.  The two figures below 
illustrate the sequence of assumptions that may lead to this mismatch, and the consequences thereof. 

 

  

                                                            
25 Motivated junior officers are certainly needed and valued, without exception.  Yet the complexities of most of the tasks junior 
officers must complete are relatively low.  For example, ensuring their platoons and companies can shoot, move, and 
communicate with each other are relatively low-complexity tasks.  It follows that the most motivated officers will be the ones 
whose platoons/companies score the highest on typical junior-officer tasks such as inspections, PT tests, marksmanship ranges, 
maintenance reports, and who turn in their requirements days before they are due.  If the Army’s underlying assumption of what 
makes the best officers is motivation, the Army will promote officers with the highest motivation first, and they will end up in 
charge of large formations. Yet when these highly-motivated officers become senior commanders and flag-level leaders, 
especially when they are in deployed environments, the complexities that Army officers must deal with and their span of control 
both increase exponentially.  They now need to lead huge organizations in solving almost intractable problems on the boundaries 
of cultures, technology, rule-of-law, economics, human rights, the civil-military divide, while still being able to deploy 
formations into combat and win decisively.   Therefore, conceptual ability is arguably much more important than motivation 
(which is still important) for the Army’s most senior leaders, resulting in a potential Criteria-Needs Mismatch in the Army 
promotion system for senior officers.   
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Figure 3:  Underlying assumptions that may feed a potential Army officer Criteria-Needs-Mismatch 
 

 
 
Figure 4:  Consequences of the Army’s potential Criteria-Needs-Mismatch 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

(false) Assumption 2:
An officer can either 
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Assumption 1: 
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grade officers are 
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penalized in early-

MAJ/LTC promotions & 
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Assumption 3: 
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There may be an Army 
Criteria-Needs Mismatch 
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high conceptual ability 
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It is important to note that the possible Criteria-Needs-Mismatch does not mean the Army’s 

strategic leaders have a low cognitive ability.  On the contrary, over 95% of West Pointers have cognitive 
abilities higher than the average cognitive ability of the general population who took an SAT or ACT.  
The findings simply indicate that the average West Pointer who the Army identified to be in the selection 
pool of likely future flag officers (those who were selected for early promotions and to be battalion 
commanders) were, on average, in the lower half of the cognitive ability distribution of all West Pointers.  
See figure below for graphical representation of this discussion. 

 
 

Figure 5:  Distribution of raw cognitive ability represented of future US Army senior leaders26 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A conversation with the recent commander of a top-tier special operations unit’s selection team 

highlights the hazard of the Army’s potential underlying assumption of either-or preference for diligence 
versus cognitive ability.  In addition to field and physical fitness testing, the unit also puts their officer 
candidates through a multitude of psychological testing, including an IQ (cognitive ability) test.  The 
recent commander added, “We shy away from the candidates who are high on that test; they take too long 

                                                            
26 CollegeBoard, Data, SAT Program Participation and Performance Statistics, 
http://research.collegeboard.org/programs/sat/data, accessed January 11, 2015.   
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to make a decision.”  On the contrary, recent scholarly research has shown that brighter people come up 
with alternatives faster than their average-conceptual-level peers. 

Additional stories adds even more clarity on the actual culture of the Army.  First, a current 
maneuver-branch brigade-command selectee went to a top research university for a master’s degree 
before joining a USMA department as an instructor.  During his two-years teaching at USMA, he 
completed his PhD dissertation through extraordinary effort at night and on weekends.  When he 
graduated with his PhD, he asked for and was slated to become a battalion S-3 in a deploying BCT.  
Before he showed up at his new unit, he called his mentor and asked, “Should I put the PhD on my ORB, 
or should I leave it off because my new rating chain might hold that against me?”  Second, a former 
combat arms battalion commander had the commander of a 4-star combatant command pull him aside and 
tell him to take his PhD off of his officer record brief (ORB) because, “they will hold it against you” on 
future selection boards.  These perceptions may not be uncommon in various Army formations.  Third, a 
2008-9 discussion at the joint flag officer orientation course, typically referred to as “Capstone,” revolved 
around how much education “was too much” for senior officers.  The quorum of newly selected flag 
officers concluded a public school or distance learning masters was fine, but certainly no PhD or Ivy 
League. 

Additionally, with “Loyalty” as the first core value and the Army’s necessary hierarchy of 
command, the Army may be unintentionally capping its ideation.  Commanders of today are often 
unilateral deciders of what ideas move forward.  The commanders of the future must be comfortable in 
propagating and championing ideas of others (especially those of lower ranks) beyond their formations, 
so these ideas can be vetted by the community at large (such as crowd-sourcing).  The Army may limit 
itself to mediocrity if its ideas stay within its formations, or if its commanders only look inside of their 
formations for ideas. 

MIT’s Edgar Schein is among the most preeminent culture theorists.  He describes culture using 
three components: artifacts (those things that are seen, written, felt, and heard, including espoused 
values), actual values, and underlying assumptions (Schein, 1990).  His thesis is that an organization’s 
espoused values are what are seen and heard officially, but are often incongruent with the organizational 
members’ actual values.  This incongruence is typically driven by hidden, deep underlying assumptions of 
its members.  To be able to change a culture, leaders must first accurately assess the three nested 
components of that organization’s “cultural iceberg,” and then work strategically to change them, starting 
with the basis of them all, the underlying assumptions.  The figure below graphically represents Schein’s 
framework for assessing the culture of organizations. 
 
Figure 6:  Schein’s Model for Assessing Culture (“the Iceberg”) 
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This paper uses Schein’s three-part model as a template to conduct a brief evaluation of the 
intellectual-related culture of the Army and USMA and make applicable recommendations for moving 
forward.  Though both institutions have multiple artifacts that could be interpreted as being signs of an 
overall pro-intellectual culture27, the following cultural analyses highlight the artifacts, values, and 
underlying assumptions that may be interpreted as anti-intellectual in nature.  Since the author specifically 
looked for artifacts that might show evidence of a potential bias against the conceptual component of 
officership, the following assessments are anecdotal and non-random in nature.  Therefore, the validity of 
the findings should not be considered conclusive, but rather departure points from which to start much 
larger discussions.  The author recommends that before considering significant action along these regards, 
a more rigorous and systematic cultural assessment of both USMA and the Army should be completed. 
 
 
AN INTELLECTUAL CULTURE ASSESSMENT OF THE ARMY 
 
Army’s Current Artifacts and Espoused Values 

 The unofficial Army motto and greeting is “Army Strong!” (not “Army Smart!”) 
 The OER that the Army used from 1997 to 2013 (DA Form 67-9) forced raters to choose one 

leader skill from the choices of conceptual (demonstrates sound judgment, critical/creative 
thinking, moral reasoning), interpersonal (shows skills with people: coaching, teaching, 
counseling, motivating, and empowering), technical (possesses the necessary expertise to 
accomplish all tasks and functions), or tactical (demonstrates proficiency in required professional 
knowledge, judgment, and warfighting).  The new ORB, DA Form 67-10 (March 2014) lists six 
competencies that must be described individually, including character, presence, intellect (mental 
agility, sound judgment, innovation, interpersonal tact, expertise), leads, develops, and achieves. 

 The Army created and uses the terms “warfighter” and “battlespace” (FM 71-100, 1996) owner to 
represent the dominant Army leader in an area. 

 The Seven Army Core-Values fit Schein’s culturally reinforcing mechanism of “Statement of 
Organizational Philosophy.”  They are loyalty, duty, respect, selfless service, honor, integrity, and 
personal courage.  None of them have any direct reference to the value of thinking or ideas.  
Loyalty, left uncontrolled, can block critical thinking and the propagation of good ideas, and can 
be an impediment to moral-ethical behavior. 

 An officer who scores 90 points in each APFT event receives a badge, and an officer who is the 
top graduate at a 13-day Air Assault School receives a medal.  Yet officers who earn advanced 
degrees from rigorous civilian research universities receive no Army recognition. 

 
Army’s Current (or Recent) Actual Values 

 The Army knows the cognitive-ability scores (SAT/ACT) and academic GPAs of all USMA 
graduates and most ROTC students (including all ROTC scholarship students), but it does not 
include that information on ORBs, nor does it make that information available for promotion and 
selection boards.2829 

 On the 67-9 (former OER), being classified as anything other than “tactical” (i.e. “conceptual”) 
was allegedly negative. 

                                                            
27 For example, USMA awards uniform “stars” to cadets who perform at the top of their classes academically.  
28 To reduce sensitivity to using a measure of conceptual level, the Army could consider normalizing the data/scores across 
groups or developing a less-sensitive marker that accounts for intellectual ability/propensity. Perhaps use undergraduate class 
ranks weighted by the quality of the schools attended.  USMA’s Office of Admissions does this to interpret cognitive ability and 
propensity from applicants’ high school records. 
29 The Army uses SAT Scores to choose USMA and ROTC scholarship cadets, but does not use the information later. 
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 Early promotion and battalion-command odds decrease the higher an officer’s cognitive ability, 
regardless of motivation level. 

 In 2011, 2012, and 2013, the colonels’ promotion rate for those with PhDs was lower than the 
Army average.   

 In 2012 and 2013, the Army promoted zero primary zone CFD 47’s (Academy Professors, all 
candidates were PhDs and board-selected to CFD47 in a very competitive process). 

 The Army typically gives only brigade combat team commanders authority over regions of 
deployed territory and subsequently referred to them as “battlespace owners.”  Officers who are 
not infantry or armor (with the exception of an occasional field artilleryman or engineer), and all 
women, are uniformly excluded.  Therefore, 80% of the Army officer corps is ineligible, by a 
decision that happens before they are commissioned, for senior operational command.  The 
cultures in infantry and armor are uniformly considered to favor decisiveness over 
contemplativeness. 

 The Army does not actively invest in advanced civilian education in personnel management 
domains (management, human resource management, organizational psychology, economics, 
etc.) for its personnel managers (G-1 senior officers and HRC assignment officers). 

 CGSC does not stratify graduates, and graduates close to 100% of its students.  AWC graduates 
close to 100% of its students. 

 Academic Evaluation Reports (AERs) can be discriminators if negative information is included, 
but are not significantly beneficial if positive information is included. 

 CGSC does not identify its top students (e.g. top 20%) as honor graduates. 
 Senior flag officers who come to USMA to speak to faculty and cadets often joke about their low 

cognitive ability or undergraduate GPAs during their presentations.30  The author is not aware of 
flag officers joking about the officership dimensions of physical fitness or diligence. 

 The Army effectively shut down CompanyCommand.com and PlatoonLeader.org communities of 
practice by requiring the officers who developed them to merge their platforms onto official 
Army networks and follow the Army’s security regulations and designated software.  The 
resulting platforms (CompanyComand.army.mil and PlatoonLeader.army.mil) in no way met the 
needs of the community of practice and participation in these communities of practice has 
dropped by 95%. 

 Army’s conventional wisdom (through spoken words of advice from leaders) view attendance at 
the Army professional education schools such as CCC, ILE, and SSC as a time to “take a knee, 
reflect, and think deeply.”  Though this is certainly true, this perspective assumes that thinking is 
separate from, and perhaps opposed to, doing.  If this is the case, during most officers’ 24-year 
careers, they are truly reflecting and thinking only during a grand total of 24 months.  Perhaps 
with a cultural shift, critical thinking could be normalized as part of the everyday profession of 
arms, as opposed to being something that is valued only during rare breaks from “doing.” 

 In the 1980’s, the Army sent as many of 7,000 officers per year to graduate school.  The Army 
reduced that to 415 in the 1990s.  Currently, the Army sends 600-700.31 

 The Army invests the most long-term development into its officers early in their careers.  If the 
Army sends an officer to a two-year ACS opportunity, the Army practically doubles the long-
term intellectual development investment in that officer.  This investment is presented (both 
cumulative and relative to time-in-service) in the two figures below.  

 The Army has recently started the graduate school for performance program, and are attempting 
to start it for 50 hand-picked top-performing captains from across the force. 
 

  

                                                            
30 At least three four-star flag officers who spoke to USMA LPDs from August 2014 through January 2015did this. 
31 From the Director of OEMA, September 17, 2014 
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Figure 7:  Long-term intellectual development of Army officer over time (cumulative) 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Figure 8:  Army officer Intellectual Investment Index (time invested in full-time long-term 
educational development relative to the officers’ time in service) 
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Army’s Current Underlying Assumptions 
 The Army likes a particular type of officer to command. 
 Officers are either tactical/motivated or conceptual (not both). 
 Since Army leaders think they have to choose between the two, they assume motivated officers 

are better leaders than conceptual officers. 
 If junior officers show strong conceptual ability/interest, the Army assumes they cannot also be 

strong tactical officers.  Therefore, it will give its scarce resources (high ratings) to the tactical 
officers who do not show intellectual ability/interests. 

 Intellect is considered by many to be a “hygiene factor” (Herzberg, 1964) for officers, which 
means an officer needs a basic amount of it to be considered competent, but anything above that 
is just extra and not important to the profession. 

 
There are rational reasons why motivation has been valued more than conceptual level in the 

Army’s recent history.  It is easier to measure APFT scores versus thinking ability.  Officers with 
relatively high conceptual levels can be confused with inaction, or even worse, being disloyal to a 
commander by offering additional ways to accomplish tasks or different ways to see, address, understand, 
or solve various challenges or opportunities.  Therefore, these officers can decide to clam up and lose 
motivation in all of their performance, or they may be punished.  Either way, it potentially explains their 
lower promotion rates. 

This begs the question of, “What would the Army be like if the counterfactual were the reality?”  
In other words, how effective would Army leadership be if officers’ conceptual abilities were considered 
the most positive of leader traits and evaluated as heavily motivation is in the current promotion and 
selection system?  One anecdote that illustrates a possible actual counterfactual was the promotions and 
selections of Dwight Eisenhower.  Eisenhower missed World War I completely.  He served several times 
in the Tank Corps, which at the time was considered a fringe effort that should be kept in a supporting 
role to infantry.  He was also first in his class in his Command and General Staff College Class, a 
graduate of the War College and in the first class of the Industrial War College.  He wrote the first 
enlisted mobilization plan for the Army. He also was the lead on the industrial mobilization plan. And he 
was the lead writer for the American Battlefield Monuments Commission.  He wrote an article praising 
tanks in 1920 for Infantry Magazine but was cowed into repenting by the branch chief and never wrote for 
publication again. He also never commanded a maneuver unit above a battalion, and never commanded 
one in combat.  Surprisingly, he was promoted to general officer by a system that most likely would not 
have promoted him today.  After all, he had not commanded a brigade, and had no combat experience.  
Additionally, if the Army of today did promote him, it is doubtful that it would put him in command of 
any deployed formation.  Thankfully, the Army valued Ike’s intellect, rewarded him for it, and he was 
available and needed to command perhaps the most important formation in modern history in successfully 
defeating the Nazi threat. 
 
 
AN INTELLECTUAL CULTURE ASSESSMENT OF USMA 
 

As the wellspring of the Army officer corps, USMA’s culture directly influences the Army’s 
culture.  Thought-leaders debate what the seminal purpose of colleges and universities should be, between 
a commercial purpose (job preparation/market), cognitive purpose (learning how to think and imparting 
knowledge), and moral purpose (build leaders of character) (Brooks, 2014).  USMA seems to want all 
three, though there is evidence that the cognitive purpose may be under-emphasized.  Applying Schein’s 
cultural framework below unpacks USMA’s intellectual culture. 

 
USMA’s Current Artifacts and Espoused Values 

 Draft USMA Strategic Plan 2014-2020 includes the following 
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o Vision: Within an Army in transition, USMA is the preeminent leader development 
intuition who graduates thrive in tomorrow’s complex security environments and are 
inspired to a lifetime of service to our Army and the Nation as leaders of character. 

o Strategic Environment:  An effective Army response to this challenge will require a 
greater degree of intellectual capability derivative of critical thinkers and creative 
problem solvers…. As commissioned leaders of character they must have the military, 
intellectual, and physical talent to excel in combat so that their Soldiers and, ultimately, 
the Nation can rely on their leadership. 

 West Point Leader Development Strategy Goals (2014) 
o Live honorably and build trust. 
o Demonstrate intellectual, military, and physical competence. 
o Develop, lead, and inspire. 
o Think critically and creatively. 
o Make sound and timely decisions. 
o Communicate and interact effectively. 
o Seek balance, be resilient, and demonstrate a strong and winning spirit. 
o Pursue excellence and continue to grow. 

 
USMA’s Current Actual Values 

 There are three major cadet directorates at USMA- USCC, ODIA, and the Office of the Dean.  
The Office of the Dean is the one with the most long-term development intellectual human capital 
but the one with the least financial resources (and the only one whose initiative is limited because 
it does not have a non-appropriated fund, a NAF, or a 501[c][3] fund). 

 On non-academic buildings, there are very few (if any) physical symbols of intellect or ideas, but 
there are many for the positive values of strength, courage, and martial skills. 

 USMA has only had combat arms commandants and brigade tactical officers (no women). 
 “Beat Navy” typically refers to sports, not academics. 
 USMA has experienced grade inflation in the last ten years.  One effect of this is that lower 

performing cadets are allowed to graduate when they would not have before.  Additionally, this 
allows the Academy is able to bring less qualified applicants. 

 By the winter holidays, 2014, individual cadet academic awards (Superintendents Award & 
Distinguished Cadet “Gold Stars”) for being in the top 15% of their classes overall or earning a 
3.67 GPA or higher in academic year 13-14 had not been presented to most of the cadets who 
earned them32 

 Tactical officers receive long-term intellectual development (ELDP, MA in Organizational 
Psychology) regarding developing the human dimension, but their bosses, the RTOs, BTO, and 
Commandant, typically do not get the same opportunity. 

 There are signs driving in both Thayer and Stoney Lonesome gates that celebrate athletic team 
victories, but absent from USMA are similar recognitions for teams and cadets who achieve 
academic victories and recognition (e.g., Rhodes, Gates, Rotary, and Marshall Scholarships, 
Debate Team, Model UN, etc.) 

 There is only one academic team with full-drill authorizations (Policy Debate Team), whereas 
many military/physical teams have full-drill authorizations (excusals).  

 The significant bureaucratic inertia (overabundance of committee and web of complex 
administrative rules) prevent academic departments from risk taking. 

 
USMA’s Current Underlying Assumptions 

                                                            
32 In the early 1990’s, these academic awards were presented at a dress parade, where the recipients were recognized in front of 
their double-regiment. 
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 Intellectual (conceptual) competence is expected, but intellectual excellence is not an actual value 
or goal 

 
 
WHAT MORE COULD BE DONE?  A ROADMAP FOR POSITIVE CULTURAL CHANGE  
 

Professional cultures are receptive to new ideas.  These ideas effectively pressure professions to 
change, advance their professions, and increase trust.  One such idea for the Army would be a deliberate 
change from a culture that does not fully appreciate the value of being a soldier-statesman to one where 
intellect is recruited and embraced.  Without cultural intervention, the current underlying assumptions 
will continue to drive an organization’s values, which will continue to drive its artifacts and realities.  
Hierarchical organizations that pick their own replacements, like the Army, are likely to exhibit strong 
homophily, where leaders select and promote people like themselves.  If motivation drove selections and 
promotions, but cognitive ability was not evaluated, was not weighted heavily, or was held against 
officers in the past, the officers who were selected by that system are now the ones making the selections, 
and the biases of the system are likely to repeat themselves. 

Schein’s theory provides several mechanisms to embed and reinforce cultural change.  The most 
influential of these mechanisms include leaders making formal statements of organizational values, 
deliberate role modeling, the attention of its leaders, the criteria for recruitment, selection, and promotion, 
and the criteria for reward allocation.  Using Schein’s mechanisms as a template, the following 
suggestions are meant as potential ideas to start a discussion along these regards.  The author 
acknowledges that many of them would require difficult conversations about the Army’s and West 
Point’s most valuable (and rare) resources:  time and money.  Indeed, these recommendations were made 
with feasibility and potential impact in mind. 

Additionally, these recommendations assume that USMA is a change agent for the US Army, not 
simply a subordinate organization.  When we change USMA, we seed change throughout the Army. 

 
 
CHANGING THE INTELLECTUAL CULTURE OF THE ARMY & USMA 
 
Talent Management 

 Increase emphasis on recruiting and developing high-conceptual ability personnel (both ability 
and propensity) 

 Direct promotion and selection boards to strongly value demonstrated intellectual ability and 
propensity (learning agility) while establishing controls to ensure inclusive results.  An immediate 
way to apply this is instruct promotion boards to weigh OES Academic Evaluation Reports 
(AERs), advanced civil schooling, and broadening assignments heavily.  

 Record commissioning source academic performance in officer record briefs. 
 Revise the AER to further stratify officer performance at that course and require all OES school 

stratify all officer performance. 
 (USMA specific) Open ELDP program (1-year Master of Organizational Psychology from 

Columbia University) up to operational officers who attend school and then return directly to 
operational Army.  

 (USMA specific) Create advanced education opportunities such as short-term but intensive 
certificate programs for Tactical Non-Commissioned Officers, RTOs, and BTO (BS&L is 
generating a proposal with Columbia University now). 

 (USMA specific) Establish Cadet Ivy-League Semester Exchange Programs Partnering with 
Army ROTC programs at top universities, send volunteer USMA upperclassmen to school there, 
and accept corresponding numbers of ROTC cadets into USMA.  This will bring new ideas to 
USMA, bring USMA’s expertise to theirs, and help bridge the civil-military divide. 
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 Raise intellectual rigor and career-progression importance of the OES schools (CCC, CGSC, 
SSC) 

o 75% selection rate to attend 
o 75% who attend graduate33 
o Tie successful completion to promotions at the MAJ (CGSC) and COL (SSC) levels 

 Send 1,000(+) officers per cohort (year) to earn advanced civilian degrees, ensuring 50% of the 
active-duty officers have advanced degrees from civilian institutions.34,35 

o 400 slots for ACS (for specialties such as CFD 39, 48, 49, USMA instructors, etc.) 
o 400 slots for GRADSO focused on the Army’s “scholars” (USMA and 4-yr ROTC 

scholarship officers).  
o 400 slots for Expanded Graduate School Program (EGSP), where you take an officer out 

of the operational force for a one or two-year degree, then send directly back into 
operational force. 

o Send all G-1, CSA Leader Development Division, and HRC officers to top human 
resource management or labor economics graduate school programs prior to roles 

o Focus on two-year (21-month) degree programs from top schools.  This gives the officers 
time to develop, and locks them to over seven more years in the Army (two years of 
school, over five years of ADSO), which influences most to stay in to or past twenty 
years. 

o Directly target officers who show exceptional motivation and diligence (such as most of 
those selected BZ for MAJ and LTC promotions) with the intent of building their 
conceptual component of officership. 

 Partner with a distinguished research university to create “Athens NCO Leaders,” a cognitively 
demanding certificate program in Organizational Psychology (Leadership) for 500 NCOs per year 
(and a similar program for Warrant Officers). 

 
Culture 

 Revise the Army Core Values, potentially add “Critical Thinking” and “Candor.”  
 Ensure leaders at all levels model how being smart and interested in conceptual things is “cool” 

and at least as essential to officership and leadership as diligence and physical fitness. 
 Leaders at all levels should actively seek and champion ideas not their own, especially from those 

who are of lower rank than themselves.  The leaders should brag about the source of the idea 
(“Sergeant Tammie Howerton developed the concept of…”) 

 Leaders should actively model that professions look inward and ask hard questions. 
 Leaders model that we should be reflecting and thinking all the time, not just at OES or when 

away from “hard” jobs. 
 Leaders teach that the core-value of “Loyalty” promotes moral-ethical behavior and candor. 
 Ensure to choose leaders for the Army’s academic organizations and institutions who have the 

requisite intellectual ability, propensity, and credentials to be fully credible (both internally and 
externally) to the organizations’ civilian and military peers. 

 Ensure to encourage authors and speakers to write in ways that challenge the institution to get 
better. 

 Army leaders could expect every officer in a key leadership or staff position (e.g. platoon leader, 
company commander) to write an article for publication as the reflective part of their 
developmental experience in that job and as a responsibility to the profession.  At a minimum, 

                                                            
33 The top civilian masters programs typically graduate close to 100% of their students, but the top PhD programs do not. 
34 If the Army commissions 4,100 active-component officers, and ½ stay in past company command, this means over 50% of the 
Army’s mid-career officers will earn graduate school opportunities. 
35 The Army currently sends approximately 600-700 officers in each cohort to earn advanced civilian degrees. 
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officers should submit an article for publication in at least every rank (2LT and 1LT would be 
considered one rank).36  The document does not have to be published. 

 
Resourcing 

 Champion, resource, propagate, and decentralize grass-roots and mid-level entrepreneurial 
intellectual initiatives such as CompanyCommand.com and PlatoonLeader.org.  Exempt these 
and similar efforts from stifling security and sole-contractor constraints. Like a venture capitalist, 
invest more (resources, not guidance) into those initiatives that gain traction.  

 Resource an Army organization to host an annual DoD-wide Performance Psychology 
Conference, and/or build a community of practice around military Performance Psychology (for 
example, USMA’s CEP or similar organization). 

 Reinforce USMA’s strengths of Leadership Development and Character Development.  USMA 
can reinforce these positions by robustly resourcing the West Point Leadership Center (not 
currently funded), the Simon Center for the Professional Military Ethic, and the Center for Army 
Profession and Ethic.   

 (USMA specific) Create a robust and efficient non-appropriated fund (NAF) or 501(c)(3) 
capability to enable USMA’s engines of entrepreneurship, its academic departments.  These 
engines include DMI37, DPE38, and similar conceptually-oriented organizations not formally 
inside the Dean’s span of control. 

 (USMA specific) Prioritize research on West Point’s core-competencies, leadership development 
and character development 

o Partner with Columbia’s Learning Agility project (in discussions with BS&L) 
o Partner with external scholars to study character development and Learning Agility 

(SCPME is doing so with Harvard and Tufts currently) 
 

Other Policy 
 Start-up the Army Idea Fusion Cell (AIFC) and house it at USMA.  The AIFC would be an 

Army-wide marketplace to continuously match Army senior and mid-level leaders’ (idea-
demanders) with Army writers (idea-suppliers) such as PhDs, graduate students, SSC Fellows, 
CGSC and USAWC students, practitioners courageous enough to write, etc.)  The AIFC would 
source, develop, and share the Army’s intellectual knowledge.  Integrate liaison officers from 
DARPA, ARCIC, other service academics, civilian universities, DoD Staff, the Joint Staff, the 
Army Staff, government agencies, Army SSC Fellows, USAWC, USMA cadets, ARI, PhD 
students, PhD faculty, practitioners, faculty alumni, RallyPoint.com, Army Times, etc. 

o Issue and maintain Army-wide, online, real time “call for papers” idea market 
o Host monthly Idea Fridays for entire USMA community in Robinson Auditorium (host 

four back to back 4-7 minute TED-like talks, at least two from cadets.  
o Act as an innovation lab by having seed capital to fund entrepreneurial projects that 

appear, and then reinforce success with more funding. 
o Encourage/incubate communities of practice (e.g. CompanyCommand.com) 
o Host quarterly ideas and entrepreneurship competitions. 
o The AIFC would need a NAF or 501(c)(3) to function proactively. 

                                                            
36 A recent company commander required all his lieutenants to write an article for publication in a professional journal.  By his 
account, “they all hated it,” until one of the lieutenants got published. 
37 DMI has recently created the intellectually-rigorous Defense Strategic Studies major, which is currently led by a Princeton 
PhD who is a former officer operator in a tier-1 counter-terrorism unit.  
38 DPE requires their each of their new instructors to earn thesis-option master’s degrees in fields such as biomechanics and 
kinesiology. 
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 Approach all of the top-20 civilian universities schools across each of the major disciplines and 
pursue significant reduced-tuition agreements for active-duty personnel.39 

 Incentivize professional faculty at the Army’s academic institutions to publish on military topics. 
 (USMA specific) Consider creating an Army-wide USMA-based Human Subjects Research 

Institutional Review Board (IRB) for all USMA research topics that concern human subjects.  If 
created, nest it inside the Army Idea Fusion Cell. 

o USMA has perhaps most expertise in world on leadership and character development 
o Fund one full-time IRB director. 
o Will indirectly create a center for Army-wide human subjects research (which, when 

combined with labor economics, generally encompasses much of the human dimension) 
at one location to coordinate and create synergies. 

  (USMA specific) Reduce the number of committees, bureaucratic procedures, and administrative 
requirements that constrain both the day to day and entrepreneurial work of the academic 
departments. 

 (USMA specific) Lead a USMA Ideas Summer Road Show (USMA-SRS) every year for two days 
at the ten largest operational (deployable) Army posts.  Have an Academy Professors from each 
department to present concurrent hour-long sessions on salient topics like cyber, Syria, Ukraine, 
ISIS, leadership development, character development, unit-level writing programs, the Army 
profession, resilience, and other subjects of interest to soldiers, leaders, and families associated 
with operational Army units.  Soldiers and leaders in attendance would receive intellectual 
stimulation, top quality OPD materials, and ideas that they could use and take with them to share 
with their organizations.  Each USMA department would be required to provide one of their best 
speakers  (interesting and intellectually engaging).  The Department of the Army or USMA 
would fund the UISRS, making it very accessible for units.  Additionally, each visit would 
include sessions for actively recruiting future rotating faculty and for talking to senior leaders (O-
5 commanders and above) on the merits of sending the Army’s best officers to teach at USMA, 
while seeking their input on how USMA could better serve the operational Army. 

 (USMA specific) Develop USMA MOOCs (massively open online courses) to share with the 
Army and beyond 

o Example topics could include Leadership Development (BS&L), Character Development 
(SCCPME & CAPE), Winning the Peace (SOSH), Performance Psychology (CEP), 
Personal Financial Planning (SOSH), Military Art (History), etc. 

o Led by both faculty and cadets (can be developmental experiences for cadets) 
o Continue the momentum of D/History’s online textbook with similar efforts in other 

departments (BS&L is in the information gathering phase now) 
o This would be a way USMA could serve the world 

 (USMA specific) Set up a USMA University Press similar to USAWC’s SSI, and affiliate it with 
the Army Idea Fusion Cell.   If this is not possible, strengthen USMA’s relationship with SSI and 
incentivize faculty to publish there.  SSI articles are very likely to be read by Army leaders and 
therefore likely to influence policy.  Top-tier academic journals are not. 

 (USMA specific) Establish systems that prevent grade inflation. 
 
 
CONCLUSION 
 

An organization’s Intellectual Human Captial (IHC) includes its personnel’s conceptual assets 
that have the potential to create value, such as cognitive ability, intellectual agility, intellectual 
adaptability, knowledge, frameworks, and concepts.  The rapidly changing world and complex future 
                                                            
39 The Army and USMA currently have reduced tuition agreements with over twenty graduate schools, including Harvard, Duke, 
and Yale.  
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security situation requires increased intellectual acumen from Army leaders, especially Army senior 
leaders.   

 The cultures of the Army and USMA show evidence of assuming that diligence and conceptual 
level in officers are opposing competencies, and that diligence is more important for good leadership than 
conceptual ability.  These underlying assumptions lead the Army (likely unintentionally) into 
systematically devaluing the soldier-statesman concept while creating a Criteria-Needs-Mismatch.  If the 
Army is an internal labor market that promotes its junior and mid-level leaders based primarily on 
diligence, but actually needs its executives (colonels and generals) to have strong conceptual abilities, 
then its talent management system is misaligned.   

Assuming this bias is real, there are numerous potential explanations.  The following perspective 
is representative of the challenge that some people believe the Army and USMA face when trying to 
embrace intellectual acumen and the concept of soldier-statesmen in their ranks. 

 
I wonder why the Army is so much against intellectual pursuits.  What is it about thinking that the 
Army culture despises?  I think disloyalty is a prime one.  Perhaps there are more--we value what 
we can easily measure, we are an action-oriented culture focused on doing, intellectuals tend to 
challenge the status-quo and push for change, smart subordinates threaten commanders in a 
commander-centric culture, and intellectual pursuits take time.  Everything about intellectual 
development goes against what the Army culture values.  Can you imagine the commander of 
Ranger School saying, "it's only a lot of patrols if you do them?"  Probably not, but how many 
times do we hear, "It's only a lot of reading if you do it!"?  Spend an hour on reading Aristotle and 
you are shamming.  Spend an hour answering useless emails and you are a productive machine.  
It's easy to measure pushups and marksmanship, but not so easy to measure mastery of moral-
ethical reasoning or human psychology.  It's easy to train pushups and marksmanship, but not so 
easy (or brief) to teach intellectual pursuits.  We have a culture of busy action instead of 
productive thinking.  Unfortunately, I think these realities are true at West Point also. 
   - Active-duty Army officer, PhD, & distinguished combat commander 
 
Also, if this bias is real, it begs the question of what is the current trend- is the bias getting 

stronger or weaker in the Army?  One former battalion commander stated he believes this bias away from 
the conceptual component of officership is getting stronger.  He spoke of grow ingup during the Cold 
War, where most officer professional development (OPD) sessions in his combat-arms battalion were 
focused on preparing junior officers to lead “two-levels” up- especially in combat, since there was a 
strong likelihood that many senior leaders would be killed in the first days of high-intensity combat and 
lieutenants were required to have the cognitive skills to successfully assume these higher leadership roles.  
In today’s Army, current changes in war planning and realities on the ground result in senior leaders 
being very unlikley to be killed.  Perhaps therefore, many OPDs have shifted topics towards preparing 
junior officers for their current or next jobs. 

Professional organizations look inward, ask the hard questions, and take action to better serve 
their constitutents, even when that requires changing a culture that from most viewpoints appears to have 
been very successful.  Through understanding how the Army’s underlying assumptions inform its actual 
values, which in turn inform its artificats (what is seen and heard), there are several steps the Army and 
USMA can take to improve their abilities to generate and apply IHC.  As USMA commissions 1,000 
lieutenants (25% of the force) and sends 100 field grade officers back into the operational Army each 
year, if USMA views itself as a strategic enabler of the Army, changes at USMA can directly lead to 
changes in the Army.40  If USMA changes its culture to value conceptual ability as an independent and 

                                                            
40 After 10,000 deaths from typhus and cholera in Cuba and the American South during the Spanish-American War, USMA 
created the Department of Military Hygiene and instituted a course to tell future commanders they were responsible for sanitation 
discipline.  There were no deaths from typhus in World War I.  USMA led the Army in racial integration in the late 1960s, 
female integration in 1976, respect program in the early 1990s, and is currently providing Army-wide leadership with SHARP.  
Indeed, if you want to change the Army’s generation and application of IHC, that change likely starts at USMA. 
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essential competency as important to leaders as motivation and physicality, the Army’s culture will likely 
follow, resulting in generating and applying more intellectually agile and adaptable officers. 
 Developing a long-term solution for this potential problem would be wise.  Tom Tierney, the 
former CEO of Bain & Company and the current CEO of the Bridgespan Group (and current USMA 
Class of 1951 Chair for the Study of Leadership in BS&L), has led and advised massive cultural change 
efforts across many industries, contexts, and geographic locations.  He shares that entrenched cultural 
“inertia is a massively powerful force, up there with gravity,” and “you can’t have a two-year solution to a 
ten-year problem.”  Pursuing such a change is a generational effort that can only be accomplished if the 
senior Army and USMA leaders are in alignment with understanding that creating an Army and USMA 
where a pro-intellectual culture is a non-negotiable, essential security imperative driven by the realities of 
the ever-changing world. 
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APPENDIX A:  Examples of USMA’s Ongoing Intellectual Contributions to the Army41 
 
Long-Term Intellectual Development 

USMA provides long-term intellectual development for two groups: cadets and military officers 
serving on the faculty.   All of the approximately 1,000 cadets who are commissioned undergo a rigorous 
40-course curriculum that requires extensive study of both liberal arts and engineering (STEM), 
regardless of their declared major.  Additionally, approximately 50% major in direct-STEM fields, which 
means USMA produces approximately 45% of the Army’s matriculating STEM majors each year.42  In 
addition to the USMA officers who graduate as STEM majors, USMA graduates who pursue a major in 
humanities and public affairs take a robust STEM curriculum and a three-course engineering sequence 
and could be considered to have a minor in a STEM discipline.   

Notably, USMA is the only undergraduate educational curriculum that the Army controls.  This is 
significant because USMA’s curriculum can be modified by the Army quickly in times of contingency 
and is theoretically very malleable to a changing world.  This lever is a huge advantage to the Army.  For 
example, if senior Army leadership felt officers needed more language education, they could increase the 
amount of language taught at USMA and affect 25% of the incoming officer corps relatively quickly. 

 With the Army’s largest advanced civil schooling (ACS) account and the largest percentage 
faculty and staff with advanced degrees, USMA is the Army’s primary mechanism to intellectually 
develop its field grade officers.  USMA sends approximately 130 of the Army’s best company and field 
grade officers to ACS every year.  Approximately 75% of these are master’s level (most are for senior 
captains and are two-year programs) and 25% are doctoral level (typically for senior majors).  In addition 
to providing participating officers with significant intellectual development, ACS also is intellectually 
strategic for the Army.  By establishing relationships with civilian thought leaders and future national 
security civilian leaders at schools that produce America’s “leadership class,” such as Harvard, MIT, 
Yale, Duke, Columbia, and Berkeley, the Army’s graduate-level ACS program strengthens the Army’s 
intellectual networks and directly helps bridge the civil-military divide.  Additionally, sending officers to 
full-time graduate school (ACS) effectively locks many of the Army’s best (and best educated) officers 
into Army careers due to the 5(+) year active-duty service obligation they incur. 

 
Intellectual Knowledge Production 

Though USMA is perhaps best known for its expertise on leadership development and character 
development, USMA contributes to the Army’s intellectual knowledge production by researching and 
writing in dozens of fields and across many contemporary Army topics.  In 2013, USMA produced 
approximately 119 journal articles, 19 books, 29 book chapters, 53 periodical articles, 191 conference 
presentations, 46 poster presentations, and 23 technical reports.  In addition, 112 cadets published in 2013 
(many of them as part of their honors majors).  Though all published work is worthy of merit and review, 
USMA’s professors typically set their own research topics and priorities, resulting in diverse publication 
topics.43  Though interesting and intellectually rigorous, many of these topics do not address 
contemporary issues related to defense or the US Army.  The lack of an in-house-publication capability 
contributes to this, as USMA-based authors must satisfy the topical, methodological, and style 
preferences of a wide variety of mostly non-military editors in order to publish.  Additionally, when the 
work is published, much of it is unlikely to reach military decision makers.  Though this interaction with 
a wide variety of publication sources and editors often helps ensure rigor, it may also be an obstacle to 
applicability for the Army profession.  With an in-house-publication capability, USMA could issue its 

                                                            
41 There are almost infinite examples of USMA’s intellectual contributions across their 30+ centers, 14 departments, and 
hundreds of faculty, staff, and cadets.  This list was not meant to be all inclusive, it was merely to provide anecdotal examples. 
42 Graduates from the United States Military Academy make up approximately 25% of annual Army active-duty commissions.  
Twenty percent of ROTC graduates are in STEM majors.  Information source was Colonel Kraig Sheetz, USMA, who served on 
a committee with oversight of these matters. 
43 In recent years, several USMA faculty members have felt pressured not to write about controversial topics. 
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own call for papers around topics that were relevant for the Army, instead of just responding to others’ 
calls for papers that may not be related to Army issues. 

Additionally, USMA houses numerous centers of excellence, each of which capitalizes on the 
confluence of faculty, cadets, and its vast networks of stakeholders to generate ideas for the Army.  These 
currently take two major forms.  The first are US Army-funded centers that are based at USMA, such as 
the Office of Economic and Manpower Analysis (OEMA), the Center for the Army Profession and Ethic 
(CAPE) and the Army Cyber Institute (ACC).  The second are centers that USMA established internally 
through its entrepreneurial spirit, and have raised, or are raising, private funds to support.  Examples 
include the Counter-Terrorism Center (CTC), the Center for the Advancement of Leader Development 
and Organizational Learning (CALDOL), and the USMA Leadership Center (WPLC).  Both types of 
centers place academic experts in Army teaching departments, anchoring the experts inside the vibrant 
communities of practices found in major academic institutions.  This enables the experts to teach, 
research, and take advantage of the synergies of other idea-focused professionals, students, and 
practitioners, expanding their knowledge production impacts for the Army.  See Appendix A for 
examples of recently intellectual contributions from USMA’s centers and departments. 

Finally, it is important to note that individual soldiers can, and often do, contribute to the Army’s 
intellectual knowledge production by writing and submitting articles to professional journals and 
periodicals, such as the journals of the various branch associations.  Additionally, starting in 2000, several 
USMA staff and faculty founded online communities of practice focused on peer-to-peer knowledge 
sharing (and generation) in the Army, such as CompanyCommand.com, PlatoonLeader.org, and S-3/XO 
Net.44 
 
Performance Psychology at USMA 

USMA’s Center for Enhanced Performance (CEP) is perhaps the top performance psychology 
program in the Army.  Founded in the 1980’s with a focus on cadets, it employs mental skills training to 
maximize potential across academic, military, and physical (including inter-collegiate athletics) domains.  
Cadets learn performance psychology strategies to achieve success and pursue excellence at USMA, and 
then transfer these competencies to service in the Army.  The CEP is typically led by an active-duty 
combat-arms officer with a PhD in Performance Psychology.  The CEP staff also includes another active-
duty officer and 14 Army civilian instructors with graduate-level degrees in performance psychology or 
higher education.   
 
Formal Faculty Outputs 
2004-ongoing Officer Career Incentives (CSP Program) OEMA $4B cost savings 
2010 Don’t Ask Don’t Tell White Paper (for CSA) BSL DADT repealed 
2012-ongoing Regional Alignment Study (for CSA) OEMA  
2013-ongoing Introducing Markets into Bureaucracies (M&RA) OEMA 
2013-ongoing Structural Insulated Panel (SIP)-Hut developed CME 50% energy savings 
2014 Army Ethic White Paper CAPE 
    
Hosting Major Conferences:  convening thought leaders and catalyzing new ideas 
 McDonald’s Cadet Leadership Conference (BSL) convenes 12 senior fellows (CEO and cabinet 

secretary-level global leaders) and 60 of the top undergraduate students from the world’s best 
universities to explore contemporary and future leadership development and application topics. 

 Senior Conference (SOSH) senior leaders and policy experts from the governmental, academic, 
private, non-profit, think tank, and military communities.  Keynote speakers, panelists, and 

                                                            
44 USMA faculty members and Army officers Nate Allen, Tony Burgess, Pete Kilner, and Steve Schweitzer stood up 
CompanyCommand.com in 2000, PlatoonLeader.org in 2001, and S3/XO Net in 2003.  They are now called 
CompanyCommand.army.mil and PlatoonLeader.army.mil. 
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participants discuss issues of national security importance with an objective of facilitating dialogue, 
building relationships, and formulating policy recommendations 

 
Operational Deployments/Assignments:  providing intellectual human capital to operational units 
2003 to current USMA sent over 100 National Military of Afghanistan Advisors (many departments) 
2004 to current  USMA sent several officers to be advisors and special assistants in JIEDDO (EECS) 
2014 (summer)  LTCs Nicholas Gist, DPE, and Todd Woodruff, BS&L, joined a BCT in Afghanistan 
2012-2013 COL Suzanne Nielsen, P/USMA in D/SOSH, was Assistant to the Director of the NSA 
2014-current Dr. Michael Matthews, BS&L, is on CSA’s Strategic Studies Group 
2014-current LTC(P) F. John Burpo, Sc.D., P/USMA C&LS, is Deputy Commander, 20th CBRNE 
 
Example of USMA Centers of Excellence 
 Combating Terrorism Center (CTC) 

- Produces 4-6 major reports per year and 11 editions of its monthly journal the CTC Sentinel to 
over 10,000 CT academics, policymakers, and practitioners. 
- Recent practitioner education: USAWC, 75th Rangers, CJSOTF-A, 1ID, DEVGRU, SMUs. 

 Simon Center for the Professional Military Ethic (SCPME) 
- Coordinates with CAPE, CAC, MC CoE, ROTC Cadet Command, OCS on the development 
and alignment of programs/products/doctrine associated with Character Development 
- Host National Conference on Ethics in America (NCEA) 
- Proponent for Superintendent’s White Paper on Honorable Living 

 
Example of Interdisciplinary Research 

The Center for Molecular Science, the Photonics Research Center, and BS&L are currently 
working together to address Seasonal Affective Disorder (and TBI) by attempting to design a blood test to 
diagnose depression and/or TBI.  The research team includes ten faculty, nine cadets, and external 
collaborators (including a European Nobel Prize recipient). 
 
Example of Mobile Training Teams (MTTs) 

The West Point Negotiation Project (BS&L) primarily serves cadets, but they also run an annual 
workshop for the broader Academy and ROTC cadets.  Additionally, they host an annual conference for 
the active-duty force each summer, and execute 4-6 MTTs to deploying units each year.   
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