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E X E C U TIV   E  S U M M A R Y The U.S. military officer corps, the professional 
body entrusted with preparing and training the 
armed forces for war and peace, is at the fore-
front of an ever-increasing array of challenges. 
Indeed, America arguably relies on its armed 
forces to perform a wider variety of functions 
than any other nation in history. While the 
military cannot shoulder the entire burden of 
responding to complex international circum-
stances, it must prepare itself better for the 
inevitability of such challenges. Four trends in 
particular are likely to alter the range of skills 
and knowledge officers will need: the increased 
incidence of “wars amongst the people;” the 
likelihood of humanitarian and peacekeeping 
missions in parts of the world with which the 
United States has little experience; widespread 
access to highly destructive weapons; and the 
24-hour global media environment.

To respond effectively to complex challenges, the 
U.S. military must develop and maintain a high 
degree of adaptability within the officer corps. 
Twenty-first-century military officers must learn 
and embody enduring principles of warfare and 
leadership, but the teaching and training of officers 
must also change to meet the contemporary 
demands and opportunities they are likely to face. 
In addition to demonstrating a high degree of 
proficiency in conventional warfare, officers must 
also develop a broader knowledge of politics, 
economics, and the use of information in modern 
warfare to cope with a more complicated and 
rapidly evolving international environment. 

Emerging strategic trends and threats also high-
light the importance of some new attributes and 
career development options. This will require 
rethinking the balance between the need for 
specialists and generalists at different ranks and 
the specific responsibilities and requirements of 
generals, field-grade officers, and company-grade 
officers. Service leadership must determine the 
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proper balance between deep expertise in one 
small subset of requirements of officership and the 
broader strategic perspective that is necessary for 
senior leadership of a branch or service. 

Reconsidering Talent Distribution and Career Tracks

Complex operations demand military officers 
who possess a comprehensive understanding of 
the battle environment and the capacity to inte-
grate capabilities to achieve mission success. They 
must understand the capabilities and mission of 
their unit or platform, as well as the role of forces 
from other services, allied military forces, civilian 
government agencies, intergovernmental organiza-
tions (IGOs) and nongovernmental organizations 
(NGOs). The solution, however, cannot be as 
simple as adding even more to the already-packed 
training and professional military education cur-
riculum for junior and intermediate-grade leaders. 
Instead, the services should develop a balanced 
distribution of talents across required knowledge 
areas within segments of the services’ officers 
through more differentiated career paths. There 
is substantial tension in officer training programs 
between cultivating excellence in tactical and 
technical competencies and developing the quali-
ties needed for operating in complex environments 
in concert with multiple partners. A more holistic 
officer development program is required to coun-
teract a disproportionate focus on tactical training 
over strategic education. Strategy and warfighting 
are integrative tasks, requiring not only the ability 
to operate specialized equipment or to command 
a tactical unit, but also an understanding of how 
different pieces fit together to ensure the achieve-
ment of national objectives.

Allowing Additional Career Flexibility 

Encouraging the accession and retention of more 
of the best available talent into the officer corps 
will require offering more diverse and flexible 
career paths that encourage risk-taking and uncon-
ventional assignments. Current officer career paths 
were built for a very different military than the 

one we have today. The difficulty of maintain-
ing a healthy family life amid reassignments and 
deployments is now a commonly cited reason 
for talented young officers who decide to leave 
the force. These cultural changes affect military 
careers more than any other American profession; 
an officer assignment system that ignores the fact 
of increased marriage rates and working spouses 
will force officers to choose between career and 
family, and both will lose. Increased use of sabbati-
cal years — particularly to pursue higher education 
or gain additional experience in an unconventional 
assignment while also allowing “downtime” from 
deployments for families — would provide additional 
career flexibility for future generations of officers. 
Better recognition and employment of these outside 
experiences and talents could allow the military to 
attract or retain some of the most innovative and 
dynamic talent in today’s workplace.

Enhancing Officer Education

A lifelong Professional Military Education 
(PME) system would allow the military services 
to design adaptable programs that balance 
necessary warfighting skills with a broader 
exploration of similarly pertinent topics to 
include language and cultural studies. The pro-
gram should not be designed to produce experts 
in non-military subjects but instead be geared 
toward better equipping officers to understand 
the political and cultural complexities that will 
affect their activities. While the current system 
of professional military education focuses on the 
tactical level of warfare and on junior officers, 
an increased focus on cultivating the most tal-
ented strategists relatively early in their careers 
would be beneficial. Most importantly, the PME 
system should be redesigned with reference to 
the education of general and f lag officers, the 
senior leaders of the institution and those most 
responsible for strategic and enterprise leader-
ship. It is essential that the most senior officers 
be engaged in a progressive series of educational 
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experiences — and that performance in those 
institutions of higher learning be factored into 
promotion and slating decisions. 

Increasing Opportunities for Earlier Joint, 
Interagency, Intergovernmental,  
and Multinational (JIIM) Experience

Because future conflicts are likely to involve opera-
tions with other services, agencies, and allied forces, 
experience in Joint, Interagency, Intergovernmental, 
and Multinational (JIIM) assignments is essential 
to familiarizing officers with the various actors who 
will play an important role in future conflicts. It will 
also enhance an understanding of how those capa-
bilities can be leveraged to accomplish U.S. national 
objectives. The officer corps would benefit if JIIM 
tours were available earlier in careers, enabling more 
junior leaders to take earlier advantage of these 
experiences during their formative years. An expan-
sion of exchange programs with other militaries, 
particularly non-Western forces, would be beneficial 
because American officers will often operate with 
local forces in future conflicts. 

Cultivating Linguistic and Cultural Knowledge

The process of building relationships of trust 
with foreign forces and civilian populations, 
often critical to achieving successful outcomes in 
operations in foreign countries, would be greatly 
aided by an expansion of foreign linguistic and 
cultural knowledge within the officer corps. 
Such capabilities have generally been relegated to 
relatively small special operations, civil affairs, or 
foreign area officer contingents. It is unrealistic to 
educate every officer to some useful standard in 
every foreign language he or she may need in the 
course of a career, but the advantages of having a 
broader base of linguistic and cultural awareness 
in the corps, particularly among junior leaders in 
the field, should not be dismissed. Both language 
training and cultural education take time, and 
should start early and be reemphasized throughout 
an officer’s career. One solution is to increase the 
institutional demand for these skills by expanding 

officer billets, such as the Army’s Foreign Area 
Officer specialty, that require these capabilities and 
ensuring that these billets present clear and ample 
promotion paths to positions of command or 
staff responsibility. Another option is to require 
linguistic and cultural training for prospective 
officers before their careers begin. ROTC and 
military academies can add language and cul-
tural education requirements early on, or at least 
provide additional incentives for completing 
such programs. 

Enhancing Communication Skills

The ability to compete in the “battle of the narra-
tive” in public domains is an essential task for which 
more officers will need to be educated and trained 
in strategic communications, understanding 
that their role in this endeavor may be as impor-
tant to the success or failure of American policy 
as is their skill with executing combined arms 
operations against the enemy. Additional media 
training during the course of pre-deployment 
preparation that simulates the stresses of actual 
operations should continue and be offered to 
commanders and executive officers during pre-
deployment training. Tactical level leaders will 
have the most current knowledge about their 
operations and will be best suited to respond to 
developing situations that can shape the narra-
tive. They should be authorized to speak about 
their operations and U.S. objectives in “lay 
language,” and in place of central headquarters 
public affairs officers who are often far removed 
from theaters of action.

Promoting the Right People with the Right Skills

Ultimately, the most important factor in ensuring that 
the profession of arms is able to meet the demands 
of national security in this century will be the 
people selected to lead the services. Currently, 
promotion instructions favor some skill sets that 
are relatively less useful than they were during 
the Cold War, while neglecting to reward those 
of greatest importance in the emerging security 
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environment. Tactical excellence often determines 
who gets promoted, but this results in tacticians 
being promoted to positions of strategic leadership 
for which they are often poorly suited by tempera-
ment, ability, or training and education. Future 
selection boards will need clear instructions to 
properly assess those holistic attributes in candi-
dates for promotion that will be most valuable for 
anticipated future conflicts, and they should be 
chaired by officers cognizant of their responsibility 
to shape the future force to prepare for and meet 
those demands. Moreover, guidance and oversight 
for vital selections to the three- and four-star rank, 
made without promotion board input by service 
chiefs, must be closely examined.

The profession of officership will continue to 
require physical, moral, and mental excellence, 
but the rapidly changing strategic environment of 
the 21st century will place an increasing premium 
on agility and flexibility. The emerging strategic 
environment will provide both challenges and 
opportunities to those who have the tools neces-
sary to handle the unexpected, and to do so with 
honor and integrity.



Chapter I: 
The Future of the U.S. Military  
Officer Corps: Strategic Context

By Brian M. Burton and Dr. John A. Nagl
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The    F u t ure    o f  t he   U. S .  M i l i tar  y 
Officer Corps: Strategic Contex t

By Brian M. Burton and Dr. John A. Nagl

America’s military is being taxed by sustained 
combat requirements in Afghanistan and Iraq, 
which present the greatest challenges to its durabil-
ity since the Vietnam era. These wars, combined 
with the United States’ global commitments, have 
stretched the force over a prolonged period and 
compelled rapid and unexpected adaptations. 
The U.S. military did not anticipate engaging in 
large-scale armed nation-building missions in 
two countries comprising some 50 million people. 
But when the planned offensives to decapitate 
the Taliban and Saddam Hussein’s regime ended, 
American forces were thrust into a wholly different 
role for which they were not prepared. The arc of 
the United States’ experience in Afghanistan and 
Iraq is in many ways the story of how American 
forces adapted under fire to these unfamiliar 
situations.

These current conflicts have put a spotlight on 
the military’s expanding role in American foreign 
policy, demonstrating how the United States relies 
on its armed forces to perform a wider variety of 
functions than any other nation in history. The 
U.S. military operates some of the most sophisti-
cated technologies in the world, from microchips 
to nuclear reactors. It maintains a worldwide 
presence, divvying up the globe into regional com-
mands whose commanders play the role of de facto 
ambassadors. It is often the first-responder on the 
frontlines of U.S. foreign policy initiatives rang-
ing from providing humanitarian assistance in 
Haiti, countering narcotics in Colombia, building 
partner capacity in Africa, peacekeeping in the 
Balkans, countering terrorism in the Philippines, 
and ensuring regional security in Japan and South 
Korea.1 Ideally, diplomacy and development are 
America’s tools of choice for many such crises. 
However, these civilian assets have not been suf-
ficiently developed or resourced to succeed in these 
contingencies.2 While the military cannot shoulder 
the entire burden for responding to complex inter-
national circumstances, it must better organize 
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and prepare itself for the inevitability of such chal-
lenges. In a strategic environment in which a broad 
array of security threats to the United States are 
expected to emerge and America’s civilian capacity 
remains limited, the military will have to continue 
to adapt to new circumstances and perform an 
even wider variety of challenging tasks.

Confronting this reality is the U.S. military offi-
cer corps, the professional body entrusted with 
preparing and training the armed forces for war 
and peace, and a national resource critical to the 
maintenance of American national security and 
influence around the world. The officer corps is 
not simply another bureaucracy or political con-
stituency, but a major executing arm of American 
foreign policy. For these reasons, the nation 
invests significant time and funding to train, edu-
cate, and develop its officers, but whether this has 
kept pace with the salient changes in strategic and 
domestic environments, and in the character of 
21st century conflicts is the central question this 
series of papers aims to investigate.

A New Strategic Environment 
There is an emerging consensus within the U.S. 
foreign and security policy establishment that an 
array of political, economic, social, demographic, 
technological, and environmental trends will pro-
foundly change the global strategic environment.3 
These broad global trends, from environmental 
factors like climate change to demographic factors, 
like greater urbanization to technological factors like 
the increased proliferation of advanced weapons, will 
manifest themselves in the form of new operational 
challenges and constraints imposed on the employ-
ment of American power, particularly military 
power, abroad. The U.S. military has dominated the 
conventional battlefield with its superior capabilities 
since Operation Desert Storm in 1991, but adversar-
ies have managed to circumvent this strength by 
adopting both high- and low-end asymmetric tactics 
and methods. Insurgents in Iraq and Afghanistan, 
for example, cannot match the U.S. military in 
direct combat, so they avoid its strengths by hiding 
among civilian populations and conducting tar-
geted ambushes specifically designed to undermine 
U.S. political objectives and will. China remains far 
behind the United States in terms of conventional 
capabilities, but increasingly is developing high-end 
asymmetric capabilities intended to neutralize U.S. 
advantages, notably in the areas of anti-access mis-
siles, anti-satellite weapons, and cyber warfare.4 

While the United States is unlikely to face a true 
existential threat in the foreseeable future akin 
to the Soviet Union and its thousands of nuclear 
weapons, the wide distribution and asymmetric 
nature of new threats makes it harder to focus 
attention and resources. Meanwhile, there are 
important domestic trends that put further pres-
sure on military officers. These trends combine 
to create a far more complicated conflict environ-
ment that future military officers will have to be 
prepared to confront — and corresponding new 
challenges for the officer profession. As retired U.S. 
Army Lieutenant General David Barno remarked 

In a strategic environment 

in which a broad array 

of security threats to the 

United States are expected 

to emerge and America’s 

civilian capacity remains 

limited, the military will 

have to continue to adapt 

to new circumstances and 

perform an even wider 

variety of challenging tasks.
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before the House Armed Services Subcommittee 
on Oversight and Investigations, “Officer leader-
ship in this era faces demands that may make the 
relative intricacy of soldiering during the Cold War 
simple in comparison.”5

Trends in the Strategic Environment

The strategic environment has always been 
subject to change, but in recent years the rate of 
change has increased dramatically, putting new 
pressures on military officers and providing a 
new premium on the ability to adapt to change 
as a key component of officership in this century. 
Four trends in particular are likely to alter the 
range of skills and knowledge they will need to 
address them: the increased incidence of what 
Rupert Smith calls “wars amongst the people;” 
the increased likelihood of humanitarian and 
peacekeeping missions in parts of the world with 
which the United States has little experience; the 
widespread access to highly destructive weapons; 
and the 24-hour global media environment. All 
further complicate the already difficult tasks of 
military officership.

Demographic and environmental pressures will 
put increasing strains on existing governance 
institutions tasked with maintaining order. Rapid 
urbanization and youth population bulges in the 
developing world will challenge already-fragile 
economic and social infrastructures which lack the 
resources and infrastructure to accommodate the 
influx of young, jobless migrants. Future combat 
is increasingly likely to occur within or in close 
proximity to these densely populated areas, requir-
ing special military consideration. As the National 
Intelligence Council describes, “Explosive urban-
ization will … increase the likelihood of clashes 
between [class, ethnic, or religious] groups … As 
these communities coalesce and become ‘self-gov-
erning’ or sometimes co-opted by organized crime 
groups, state and local government will face ‘no-go’ 
areas in many large cities as has already happened 
in cities like Sao Paulo and Rio de Janeiro.”6

Even widely-agreed upon scientific projections 
of the likely effects of climate change — to say 
nothing of worse scenarios — indicate that in 
many places these conditions will be further 
aggravated by sea level rise, drought, famine, 
heat waves, f loods and other natural disasters. 
In some regions, this could result in increases in 
humanitarian and refugee crises, or combine with 
other drivers to ignite or exacerbate conflict. No 
country will be completely immune to the effects 
of climate change. However, as the United States 
has far and away the greatest assets and capa-
bilities for responding to disasters and crises, the 
nation’s leaders will likely face increasing demand 
to respond to these contingencies, many of which 
may arise in areas of the world where the U.S. mili-
tary has little experience.7 

Meanwhile, existing and prospective American 
foes continue to arm themselves with more 
dangerous capabilities. This proliferation of arma-
ments will continue to be a major contributor 
to global insecurity. WMD proliferation among 
hostile states, and the possibility of their transfer 
to non-state actors is a very real concern, most 
notably in the cases of Iran and North Korea today. 
Improved communications and transportation 
capabilities have made fissile nuclear material, 
and the technical expertise necessary for weapon 
construction, increasingly accessible.8 The NIC 
predicts that without serious advances in counter-
proliferation efforts, by 2025 “the diffusion of 
technologies and scientific knowledge will place 
some of the world’s most dangerous capabilities 
within reach” of non-state groups.9 The knowledge 
and materials necessary to produce chemical or 
biological weapons are now available to individu-
als and sub-state organizations: Witness the Aum 
Shinrikyo cult’s 1995 sarin gas attack on the Tokyo 
subway or the 2001 anthrax letter attacks in the 
United States. These attacks were relatively unso-
phisticated and failed to produce mass casualties, 
but revealed the widespread disruption and panic 
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that even a minor attack could cause. There is a 
real and growing possibility that a future chemi-
cal or biological attack launched by a more capable 
group or individual could cause far greater dam-
age. Commanders will need to be prepared to 
adapt to a wide range of increasingly lethal threats 
launched by a broad array of hostile forces, from 
state actors to small groups. U.S. military forces 
will have to be prepared to respond rapidly to 
WMD incidents launched against them or civilian 
populations by mitigating the immediate damage 
caused by such attacks and maintaining order and 
discipline in their wake.

The proliferation of more advanced conventional 
weapons has rendered what were once called “low-
intensity conflicts” more lethal. The 2006 war 
between Israel and the Hezbollah militia in Lebanon 
spurred increasing concern that non-state actors 
now have military capabilities thought previously to 
be the exclusive domain of state actors.10 Hezbollah’s 
use of rockets, anti-ship missiles, anti-tank guided 
missiles, and unmanned aerial vehicles made it a 
more formidable foe than the Israelis were prepared 
to face.11 Hezbollah’s employment of advanced 
technology in combination with guerrilla tactics —
most notably its efforts to conceal itself amongst the 
civilian population — offer a harbinger of a future 
in which non-state actors will no longer be at such a 
distinct disadvantage in weaponry and technology. 
This is a particularly troubling prospect given the 
difficulties U.S. forces have encountered in dealing 
with relatively lightly equipped insurgents in Iraq 
and Afghanistan. This trend toward “hybrid wars” 
will render governments around the world, espe-
cially the less wealthy and less well-established 
ones, increasingly vulnerable to losing their 
sovereign monopoly on violence to militia and 
insurgent groups, contributing to further sub-
state instability.12 

Ongoing weapons proliferation trends increase the 
array of options available to U.S. foes. Both state 
and non-state enemies will seek to circumvent 

American conventional military prowess by gain-
ing a broad array of asymmetric capabilities, forcing 
American forces to fight on terms in which tradi-
tional specializations and divisions of labor will be 
challenged, much as they have been in the wars in 
Iraq and Afghanistan. Commanders at the tacti-
cal, operational, and strategic levels will have to be 
able to react quickly to enemies who will adapt and 
constantly probe weaknesses with an increased level 
of lethal sophistication.

All of these challenges occur amidst the unforgiv-
ing scrutiny of the constant global media cycle. 
The ubiquity of media and information technology 
is changing the way wars are waged. The “battle 
of the narrative,” in which enemies attempt to 
undermine the legitimacy of U.S. and allied actions 
among the local population and global public 
opinion, is already a major component of insur-
gent and terrorist strategy around the world. The 
Afghan Taliban, for example, runs a sophisticated 
propaganda apparatus that emphasizes the civil-
ian casualties resulting from NATO operations, as 
well as the corruption of the U.S.-backed Afghan 
government.13 The inevitable media coverage sur-
rounding incidents of abuse or excessive force, such 
as those at Abu Ghraib and Haditha in Iraq, can 
severely damage the credibility of American forces 
in the field and infuse the acts of even an individual 
soldier with global strategic significance, if they are 
captured and rebroadcast around the world.

Even operations that are justified under the laws 
of war and rules of engagement can be harmful 
if they cause death and destruction that is seen as 
unwarranted, thus contributing to the enemy’s 
narrative that American forces are brutal and 
dismissive of the loss of civilian life. As the Joint 
Forces Command noted:

Joint force commanders already wrestle with 
how to deal with a pervasive media presence, 
widespread blogging, almost instantaneous 
posting of videos from the battlefield, e-mail, 
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and soldiers who can call home whenever they 
return to base. In the future they will be con-
fronted with a profusion of new media linked to 
unimaginably fast transmission capabilities … 
Winning the [media] battle has always been 
important, but in the pervasive and instanta-
neous communications environment expected 
in future decades, it will be absolutely crucial. 
For commanders not to recognize that fact 
could result in the risking of the lives of young 
Americans to no purpose.14 

The ability to counter the enemy narrative will depend 
in large part on the ability of military officers, particu-
larly those operating in the field, to understand how 
acts could be perceived or recast by others. They must 
have the requisite communication and media skills to 
promote the U.S. narrative and to engage effectively 
with host-nation populations and the global media. 

Domestic Factors

Perhaps less examined but just as important is the 
fact that the maintenance of American military 
power faces significant challenges at home. First, the 
increased fiscal pressures resulting from the com-
bination of rising entitlement costs and a weakened 
U.S. economy will require trade-offs between per-
sonnel and procurement in defense budget debates. 
Burgeoning health care costs could have the effect 
of “squeezing out” other defense investments over 
time.15 Military health care costs make up about 
almost one-tenth of the fiscal year 2010 defense bud-
get (47 billion dollars) and are expected to double 
every decade.16 This dynamic will likely create sub-
stantial pressures within the Defense Department to 
curtail or even roll back end-strength increases and 
other personnel-related expenditures in the name of 
preserving technological advantages, which in turn 
would affect the ability of the military to develop and 
maintain the broadest possible array of knowledge, 
education, and experience within the officer corps.

Another challenge is the ability to recruit and retain 
sufficient high-quality personnel for the officer corps. 

The military has always had to contend with the 
“pull factor” of its best officers being drawn away 
by better-compensated private sector opportunities. 
That problem is compounded today by the “push 
factor” of a high operational tempo, particularly 
among the ground forces, that shows no signs of 
abating. The prospect of frequent deployments forces 
many of the junior and field-grade officers to choose 
between their military careers and their family lives; 
many capable officers reluctantly choose to leave 
the service.17 The potential for a bleed-out of com-
petent leaders may be mitigated by the current U.S. 
economic climate, but the “pull-push” dynamic is a 
systemic challenge for an all-volunteer military, and 
particularly its highly-educated and skilled officers, 
in a period of protracted combat deployments. 

A final troubling trend can be found on the supply 
side of the equation, with current research sug-
gesting that up to 75 percent of Americans aged 
17 to 24 are ineligible to enlist, let alone receive 
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an officer’s commission, due to a combination of 
obesity, poor education, drug use and criminal 
records.18 Maintaining high physical, mental, and 
moral standards for officer recruits is particularly 
crucial in wartime and has become increasingly 
difficult.19 Such troubling statistics point to the 
importance of proper management and cultivation 
of America’s officer corps. 

Perspectives on the Future of Officership
To respond effectively to these complex interna-
tional and domestic challenges, the U.S. military 
must develop and maintain a high degree of 
adaptability within the officer corps. Twenty-first-
century military officers must learn and embody 
enduring principles of warfare and leadership, 
but the teaching and training of officers must 
change to meet the contemporary demands and 
opportunities they are likely to face. In addition 
to demonstrating a high degree of proficiency in 
conventional state-on-state warfare, officers must 
also develop a broader skill set in politics, economics, 
and the use of information in modern warfare to 
cope with a more complicated and rapidly evolv-
ing international environment. Determining the 
proper balance between conventional competencies 
and emerging requirements — and the best means 
to train and educate a corps of adaptive leaders —
remains a contentious issue with no obvious 
consensus solution. 

This study is based on a series of working group 
meetings and collaborations with military officers 
and outside experts to gain a variety of perspectives 
on the nature of officership in a new strategic 
environment. This introduction is followed by 
edited versions of four papers and a concluding 
chapter on revitalizing America’s officer corps. The 
chapters provide an analysis of these issues from 
several informed perspectives, while the con-
cluding chapter provides both a summary and a 
series of suggestions to help America keep its edge 
in military officership. Each author approaches 

future officer development in a different way, but 
all arrive at similar, though not identical, conclu-
sions regarding the importance of providing a 
broader range of educational and professional 
experiences — essential components of training 
agile minds how to think rather than what to 
think — and cultivating new skill sets that are 
more relevant to the contemporary strategic 
environment. Each of the authors is writing as an 
individual and their views in no way represent the 
views of the U.S. government, the Department of 
Defense, or any other department or agency.

Dr. Don M. Snider, an expert on military profession-
alism at the U.S. Army War College, emphasizes 
the importance of cultivating the officer corps as 
an expert profession which requires the possession 
of specialized knowledge on the use of military 
force. Thus, personnel policy, training, and educa-
tion must preserve core professional competencies, 
but also develop a progressively deeper under-
standing of war and strategy.

Frank Hoffman establishes a framework for how 
to think about the requirements for officership in 
a rapidly changing threat environment marked 
by “complex irregular warfare” or “hybrid war.” 
He identifies six primary “leadership lines of 
operation” that must be pursued in order to 
reach a “full-spectrum profession” of military 
officership: professional rigor, operational focus, 
ethical sensitivity, situational intelligence, orien-
tation to national rather than parochial needs, 
and continuous learning. This framework is 
useful in highlighting an overall strategy to 
achieve the goal of an officer corps that can adapt 
to changing circumstances while maintaining 
core competencies.

Mark Hagerott, a U.S. Navy Captain, formerly of 
the U.S. Naval Academy, argues that the global 
strategic environment will require more officers 
who have the ability to work across services 
and government agencies, domestically and 
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internationally. Hagerott’s focus is on the Navy, 
but his model for rebalancing the distribution of 
technical-tactical and strategic-integrative func-
tions in the officer corps has broader applicability. 
He argues that the Navy has focused since the 
beginning of the Cold War on developing officers 
as technical experts limited to their specific plat-
forms. He lays out a new framework for thinking 
about the portfolio of capabilities needed for the 
officer corps, and recommends rebalancing it by 
cultivating a new contingent of officers who have 
more early education and experience in Joint, 
Interagency, and Multinational operations.

Roderick Zastrow, a U.S. Air Force Colonel, 
presents an Air Force perspective concerning the 
development of senior strategic leaders. He argues 
that effective strategic leaders must be cultivated 
through more rigorous officer education and joint 
assignment processes to develop broader perspec-
tives regarding the use of force to achieve national 
objectives. And he posits that success should not be 
defined simply as achievement in a single service, 
but rather the attainment of broader strategic com-
petencies that permit fuller coordination across the 
services and agencies. 

In the volume’s conclusion, the editors recommend 
steps to develop the current and probable future 
requirements for skilled, adaptive leaders of char-
acter that America’s armed forces will need to meet 
the demands of the 21st century.

The U.S. military officer corps faces profound 
challenges. Addressing them will require vision, 
imagination and energy over a sustained period of 
time. The issues raised in these papers are intended 
to mark the beginning of a conversation about 
those challenges and opportunities, recognizing 
that effective reform is an evolutionary and pro-
gressive process.
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D e v e lo p i ng   a  Co r p s  
o f  Pr  o fess    i o na  l s

By Dr. Don M. Snider

War is quintessentially a human endeavor. The 
value of other resources, such as applied technol-
ogy, strategic reach, and logistics should never be 
underestimated. But neither should consideration 
of those ever take primacy over the focus on human 
capital as the key resource of effective, information-
age militaries.1 

The transition period between the Bush and 
Obama administrations occasioned a spate 
of studies on how to reform the U.S. defense 
establishment. The general thrust was to rec-
ognize that in an era of persistent conf lict, new 
and permanent demands have been placed on 
the commissioned leadership of our services; 
thus there is a need to determine how best to 
adapt officer development to meet the challenges 
of this changed environment. However, in the 
understandable urgency to find a consensus 
on what future officers must be able to do, it is 
imperative that we not lose sight of the need for 
officers who know what it means to be a mili-
tary professional and how to lead in an evolving 
military profession. 

In terms of organizational structure and culture, 
each of the armed services is a mixture of three 
forms of producing organizations found within 
American society: bureaucracy, business, and 
profession. Two of these forms, bureaucracy and 
profession, are constantly in tension within each 
service culture. At any point in time, which of 
these two cultures is most influential on the effec-
tiveness of the service is largely determined by the 
decisions of the previous strategic leaders of that 
service. These decisions establish the knowledge, 
associated identity, and developmental processes 
by which the human capital of the officer corps 
in each service is acquired, developed, and used. 
Today’s leaders must recognize that there is an 
unremitting difference between the capabilities 
of a vocational profession and that of government 
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bureaucracy. To effectively fight future conflicts, 
America needs a military of expert professionals 
who set a new standard of professionalism for 
tomorrow’s officers. 

The Armed Services as Professions 

Professions are organizations wherein the individual 
has the discretion to exercise initiative and judgment 
in decision-making and execution that flows from 
their specialized knowledge, a knowledge typically 
not shared by the clients those professionals serve.2 
The professional decides what to do, how to do it 
and leads in the execution by virtue of mastery of 
the profession’s knowledge. The client grants the 
profession significant autonomy to conduct the 
expert work because over time the profession has 
done the work effectively and has not exploited the 
client in its institutional self-interest.

American military professions are, then, self-
forming, self-regulating, and self-initiating in the 
provision of expert work, living on the life-blood 
of relationships they establish and maintain with: 
(1) their client, the American people, (2) the civil-
ian leadership elected and appointed over them, 
and (3) the junior professionals developing within 
the institution who will later become the senior 
stewards who keep the institution a profession into 
the future.

Expert Knowledge of Military Professions  
and the Identity of Officers

The officer corps’ claim to professionalism rests 
on acceptance of their expert knowledge — their 
corpus of doctrines — as legitimate and effec-
tive. It also depends on the ability of the services 
to cultivate strong shared identities to develop 
the military professionals in their ranks. These 
identities are closely associated with the expert 
knowledge of the profession.3 While officers are 
developed by three means — education, training, 
and service in operational assignments — most of 
this is self-driven development regardless of the 
environment within which it occurs.4 In the era of 
the all-volunteer military it becomes particularly 
important to encourage officers to become com-
mitted to personally directed, life-long learning, 
and to ascertain that the military establishment is 
committed to supporting them in those endeavors. 

Priorities for officer development must change. 
In the past, junior officers focused early in their 
career on the military-technical aspects of their 
service, broadening later on into other fields of 
knowledge, including the political-cultural aspects 
of the profession. Now, given the nature of hybrid 
warfare, that is insufficient — junior officers must 
be more knowledgeable about all areas of their ser-
vice’s expert knowledge, and must develop broad 
professional identities from the outset. Future 
officer development systems, using all three modes 
of development, must adapt to this necessity. 

The Expert Work of a Military Professional

The work of a military professional is “the repetitive 
exercise of discretionary judgment.”5 Picture an 
officer, even a junior grade officer, serving in Iraq or 
Afghanistan, and consider the frequency with which 
he or she will face new, unfamiliar situations, which 
require a time-sensitive diagnosis or an action. 
Officers may well perform this “professional prac-
tice” many times daily, often with many lives at risk, 
dependent upon the accuracy and timeliness of their 
discretionary judgments. As a consequence, the 
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desired outcome of officer development is the abil-
ity to exercise discretionary professional judgments 
based on expert knowledge adequate to the rank 
and position in which they are employed.6 

In turn, this means that officers must assume 
responsibility for constant inquiry into the 
applicability of knowledge to practice, called 
“reflection-in-action.”7 Without such a disposi-
tion among the officer corps, the tendency will 
be for reification of conventional wisdom, which 
breeds a “the way things get done around here” 
mentality — the antithesis of professional practice 
and a particularly inappropriate response in a time 
of rapid strategic change. 

Where to Focus for Future Officer 
Development: Six Recommendations
In order to facilitate the development of a cohesive 
culture of professionalism in America’s officer 
corps, the collective principal stakeholders must 
address several key questions:

Is the prevailing officer personnel management •	
system supportive of a culture of profession-
alism? Are there appropriate and sufficient 
incentives and opportunities for continuing 
professional education and training?

Is behavior shaped more by a self-policing •	
ethic among professionals versus bureaucratic 
incentives applied centrally?

Is professional knowledge keeping pace with best •	
practices in officer training and development? 
And vice versa?

Does each service have a clear picture of and sub-•	
stantive profile for assessing officer performance and 
suitability for promotion? Are the officers accessed, 
assessed, developed and certified at each professional 
level with clear focus on their ability to exercise 
sound discretionary judgments and then relate those 
experiences to the profession’s body of knowledge via 
“reflection-in-action?” Does each service have the 
correct identity for future officer development? 

To create officer personal management systems 
for future military professionals, America’s armed 
services should:

1. �Streamline the process of integrating officers 
from the various service organizations by 
creating a new lateral entry program — a joint 
military profession responsible for staffing core 
positions within the Joint Commands, task 
forces, and agencies.8 Twenty-four years after 
passage of the Goldwater-Nichols Act, these 
entities are still formed by “pick-up teams” of 
officers assigned for roughly two-and-a-half 
years before returning to their service. By creat-
ing a new cadre of field-grade officers from 
each service who enter the joint service profes-
sion laterally and remain in it for the duration 
of their career, the integrative capability of 
America’s military forces and its institutional 
knowledge would be greatly enhanced. This 
would also require the establishment of a Joint 
Personnel Command to assess, assign, promote, 
and develop career joint professionals. 

2. �Extend all commissioned careers, pending suc-
cessful certification, to thirty-six years with an 
option for forty years, a practice which mirrors 
private sector and NGO policies, and which 
would keep highly qualified officers in service 
while they are still fully capable of being strong 
leaders and important sources of knowledge. 

3. �Establish rigorous procedures for accession, 
development, and advancement of officers 
within each service. Two metrics should have 
priority: the repeated assessment of an officer’s 
aptitudes for discretionary decision-making at 
successive levels of authority and responsibility, 
and rigorous individual certification of practice 
in the field prior to advancement.9 Certifications 
are the premier form of self-policing within a pro-
fession, ensuring the successful linkage of expert 
knowledge to practice.
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4. �Re-establish emphasis on a broad liberal arts 
education as the pre-commissioning founda-
tion for officer development, regardless of 
source of commission. In the information 
age, the role of a baccalaureate education has 
changed remarkably. In the industrial age such 
a degree was the requisite preparation for entry 
into the white collar workforces of government, 
management, and entrepreneurship. Today, 
however, given the explosion of knowledge, 
success in those roles is better facilitated by 
the individual’s first graduate degree. Thus, 
recognizing that all officers will have gradu-
ate degrees, the professions should encourage 
a broader liberal undergraduate education 
grounding the future officer in the ideals, 
institutions, and people he or she will defend. 

5. �Mandate that in the careers of all officers, 
roughly two of the first dozen years or so must 
be served outside the boundaries of the military 
profession in which they are commissioned. 
The developmental benefit is obvious: civilian 
graduate school, foreign immersion, and busi-
ness experiences are the only opportunity in the 
overcommitted life of current officers for the 
essential reflection and contextualization that 
contributes so richly to a broadly gauged officer 
capable of sound discretionary judgments. 

6. �Refocus officer development on individual moral 
agency and judgment.10 The nature of hybrid 
warfare places an even greater emphasis on the 
moral component of leadership, as manifested 
in discretionary judgments that must be made 
quickly and sometimes without higher-level 
guidance. This is an important developmen-
tal challenge because for the past decade the 
services have not chosen to emphasize the moral 
equation, with the Army stating that such is the 
“responsibility of the individual.”11 

Taken together, these recommendations are 
intended to increase the effectiveness and pro-
fessionalism of our armed forces by explicitly 
focusing on the concept of a new joint military 
profession, and on concrete steps to enhance the 
quality of officer training and development. 
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Embracing a Full Spectrum Profession
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Given the dramatic changes in the form and the origins of the threats that now confront 
the United States, the intellectual challenges of the profession of arms will be even greater 
than in the past.1
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E mbrac    i ng   a  F u l l  
S p ec  t rum    Pr  o fess    i o n

By Frank G. Hoffman

The dynamic and ambiguous environ-
ment of modern warfare places both new 
and enduring demands on today’s mili-
tary professional. In addition to his or her 
traditional competencies, today’s officer 
must be prepared for a broad array of tasks 
not normally considered core missions. 
The officer must remain historically and 
morally grounded in the professional appli-
cation of violence on behalf of society. He 
or she must rapidly and cognitively adapt 
to this new environment and master both 
new competencies and contexts. Officers 
must also remain the definitive moral 
force within their commands, establishing 
and enforcing the moral compass for their 
subordinates. 

Further complicating the task of pre-
paring for the future is the increasingly 
complicated nature of the operational 
environment. The most likely opera-
tional environment will be more densely 
populated and urbanized. Operating in 
these dense urban communities will pose 
extraordinary challenges. As challenging 
as the physical aspect of operations in this 
environment will be, the human terrain 
will be even more difficult to navigate. 
Officers must possess the ability to com-
prehend and effectively maneuver in the 
cognitive and cultural dimension of the 
modern battlespace. 

Our nation’s global interests, the inter-
national community’s need for stability, 
and the range of missions that must be 
fulfilled create many demands on the 
profession of arms, and particularly its 
officers. Our forces must be highly trained 
and educated to function in both current 
and emerging operational environments 
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against adaptable and evolving foes. The nation 
requires the most capable force, covering the 
greatest range of tasks, at an affordable cost that 
can minimize the risks inherent in an unforesee-
able future. They must be innovative thinkers, 
possessing a wider variety of skills and an 
unprecedented breadth of knowledge. The pro-
fession must be disciplined enough in its grasp of 
the various domains of security to recognize that 
weather, terrain, and the enemy still “get a vote” 
in operations. 

Professional Framework: Leadership  
Lines of Operations (LLOs)
This paper summarizes significant shifts in the 
military profession and the need to develop 
new competencies required to conduct suc-
cessful operations in the emerging strategic 
environment.2 

The officer corps needs to reassess and refor-
mulate its identity, ethic and sense of purpose, 
as well as expand its professional domain. This 
approach identifies six Leadership Lines of 
Operations (LLOs in military terminology) as 
reflected in Figure 1. It suggests that America’s 
officer corps must be:

Professionally Rigorous

During the past several decades, the U.S. military 
has developed an unequaled expertise in conven-
tional warfare, codified in a comprehensive body 
of doctrine, tactics, techniques, and procedures. 
While U.S. forces have improved dramatically in 
their ability to conduct irregular warfare, irregular 
foes will continue to pose significant challenges 
for the foreseeable future. U.S forces will require 
the same level of expertise in irregular warfare 
that they have developed for conventional warfare. 
The officer corps must embrace the reality of the 
full spectrum of warfare, and not merely devote its 
considerable talents to a preferred operating mode. 
It must become a full service profession for the full 
spectrum of conflict possibilities and enemies.3 

The professional orientation of the U.S. military 
will have to adapt to and accept an orientation 
that seeks to employ military capabilities within a 
political, social and economic context — a method 
of operation compatible with the comprehensive or 
“whole of government” approach that is essential 
to effectively counter irregular threats.4 

A component of this LLO is the recognition that the 
military profession will engage with other disciplines 
and professions. Leaders must be able to work with 
members of other services, government agencies, and 
NGOs, as well as with military and civilian personnel 
from partner countries. They must be able to effec-
tively interact with host nation civilians who may 
have limited reason to trust in their goodwill, and 
to win the contest of narratives and imagery in the 
minds of adversaries and target populations.5 

Operationally Focused and Competent

The Capstone Concept for Joint Operations 
contains another important implication: That 
the armed services develop senior leaders who 
are experts in commanding at the operational 
level, at which campaigns and major operations 
are planned, conducted, and sustained to achieve 
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