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PREFACE TO 3rd EDITION

The original edition of the Strategic Leadership Primer, published in 1998, served the
U.S. Army War College (USAWC) well as a basic overview of Strategic Leadership. Written
by Dr. Rod Magee with the assistance of several other faculty members, it was intended as
an orientation reading for students arriving at the USAWC whose backgrounds were
primarily in the tactical and operational field environment. The Primer was useful because
there was no other adequate work that described and defined strategic leadership in terms that
could be understood and applied by USAWC students.

A 2nd edition was published in 2004 and edited by Colonel (Ret) Steve Shambach. This
3rd edition updates significant portions of the Primer, especially Chapters 1, 2, and 3 and
also adds a chapter on decision making (Chapter 5). It is not that the nature of strategic
leadership has changed drastically, rather this edition preserves the salient features of
the original editions. It is updated with contemporary literature and examples to sustain the
Primer’s relevance.

The editor acknowledges the tremendous contributions of Colonel Murf Clark and
Professor Charles Allen, along with editing assistance from Commander Traci Keegan and
Dr. Richard Meinhart, while also acknowledging previous edition contributions from Dr.
Lenny Wong, Dr. Craig Bullis, and Colonel (Ret) George Reed.

il



CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

It became clear to me that at the age of 58 I would have to learn
new tricks that were not taught in the military manuals or on the
battlefield. In this position I am a political soldier and will have to put
my training in rapping-out orders and making snap decisions on
the back burner, and have to learn the arts of persuasion and guile. 1
must become an expert in a whole new set of skills.

George C. Marshall

General Marshall is alleged to have made this observation as he reflected upon his early
years as Chief of Staff of the Army (CSA) in the beginning months of World War 1. Marshall
apparently believed his previous education, training, and experience had not adequately
prepared him for high-level leadership.! As the CSA, his success depended upon his ability
to persuade influential people and organizations, both in and out of government, to employ
their efforts on behalf of his vision of a winning wartime strategy and to mobilize the Army
to make that strategy a reality. General Marshall’s particular insights in this matter support
the belief that beyond the direct and organizational levels is a third level of leadership: the
strategic level. This Primer is intended to set the stage for a greater understanding and more
in-depth study of leadership at the strategic level—the context, challenges, characteristics,
and requirements of strategic leadership. The purpose of this chapter is to provide an
overview of strategic leadership.

General Marshall seems to have intuitively understood that the development of a national
strategy and the force structure to execute that strategy required a complex decision making
structure at the national and even international levels. As CSA, Marshall collaborated
with civilian leaders to develop a vast industrial war machine and coordinated among
the allied nations to ensure unity of effort. Since Marshall’s time as CSA, the political
complexity of these national and international decision making structures has continued to
grow. Therefore, to be effective in today’s strategic arena, senior military leaders and their
staffs must understand the Nation’s strategic vision and how strategy is formulated. As
well, they must appreciate the environment and multiple cultures in which they will operate,
the competencies they must develop, and the tasks they must perform. Bringing the sum
of their intellect and experience to bear, they must conceive a positive vision of the future
and work towards those stated ends by developing policies and strategies that allow the clear
articulation of the corresponding ways and means. In short, strategic leaders must succeed in
an environment marked by volatility, uncertainty, complexity, and ambiguity (VUCA).



Though the lines between these levels sometimes blur, we distinguish the strategic
level of leadership from the tactical and operational levels in order to better understand the
unique roles and responsibilities of today’s senior leaders. At the turn of the 21st Century,
discussions about the realities of military conflict in the Information Age have addressed the
concept of the “Strategic Corporal,” claiming that the mandates of strategic leadership now
have the potential to extend to the lowest levels of military organizations—asserting that
the most junior member’s actions can have strategic impact and implications. This Primer
asserts that this is very different from exercising strategic leadership yet, more than ever,
every level of the organization must appreciate its responsibilities, functions and impacts at
the strategic level. To accommodate this multi-level awareness requirement, strategic leaders
have a responsibility to spread knowledge and values throughout their organizations by clearly
communicating a vision, shaping climate, influencing culture, coaching, mentoring, teaching,
and exemplifying appropriate behaviors.

So what is strategic leadership? The USAWC has traditionally defined strategic
leadership as:

The process used by a leader to affect the achievement of a desirable and
clearly understoodvision by influencing the organizational culture, allocating
resources, directing through policy and directive, and building consensus
within a volatile, uncertain, complex, and ambiguous global environment which
is marked by opportunities and threats.

Differing slightly from the USAWC version, in 2008 CSA General George Casey
asserted:

Strategic leaders guide the achievement of their organizational vision within a
larger enterprise by directing policy and strategy, building consensus, acquiring
and allocating resources, influencing organizational culture, and shaping complex
and ambiguous external environments. They lead by example to build effective
organizations, grow the next generation of leaders, energize subordinates, seek
opportunities to advance organizational goals, and balance personal and professional
demands.’

Providing another perspective, Rich Hughes and Katherine Beatty from the Center for
Creative Leadership asserted that:

Individuals and teams enact strategic leadership when they think, act, and influence
in ways that promote the sustainable competitive advantage of the organization.?

An informal synthesis of these definitions may offer some common characteristics of
strategic leadership. First, strategic leadership often involves a comprehensive assessment
and interpretation of the external environment which, if interpreted effectively, is eventually
aligned to the organization’s vision. Second, although strategic leaders lead at the enterprise
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level and have great autonomy, they oftentimes need to build consensus across a wide range
of stakeholders to properly make and execute decisions. Third, aligning their organization
with a rapidly changing environment implies that strategic leadership is about leading
and managing change to include the need to build a strategy and to align the resources
and priorities to realize their vision. In short, strategic leadership focuses on alignment,
visioning, and change.

ALIGNMENT

Strategic leaders most often operate at the enterprise level where various organizational
sub-systems converge to support the common purpose. Subsequently, itis at this level where
strategic leaders have decision making authority and influence over key organizational
drivers such as strategy, structure, technology, and people. Military leaders often attribute
the title “strategic leader” to individuals who are, in fact, “leaders at the strategic level”
as opposed to “strategic leaders.” The Joint Staff J-5 is clearly an important policy and
planning leader at the strategic level. At the same time, however, the J-5 has only marginal
influence on the military enterprise. The J-5 can’t change promotion policies, pick the
next group of four-star generals, or make key decisions on weapons and technology
procurements. The J-5 makes recommendations to strategic leaders and surely needs to
be able to view through the lens of a strategic leader, but he does not wear the mantle of
“strategic leader” as intended in this Primer. This distinction is important when describing
the strategic leader requirement to provide alignment.

Strategic leadership requires strategic leaders to initiate processes that ensure their
organization scans the environment to maintain an awareness of societal, international,
technological, demographic, and economic developments. Chapter 2 discusses elements
of the relevant external environment for military leaders. The primary role in this
environmental scanning process for the strategic leader is to interpret the scanned data to
determine the organization’s response. For example, if the CSA learns from the general
in charge of Accessions Command that high-school recruits don’t have the requisite math
skills to operate many of the Army’s high-tech systems, the Chief needs to interpret this
data and then explain to relevant stakeholders what this observation means to the Army and
the nation. He then needs to solicit ideas from his senior civilian and military leaders for
taking action, decide a course for the organization, and influence external decision makers
to collaborate on solutions.

On a holistic level, the interpretation of environmental scanning in a VUCA world ought
tolead to the creation of a vision that is al/igned with a best estimate of the future environment.
The organization’s vision represents an idealized representation of what the organization
should strive to become. The subsequently developed strategy, however, should explicitly
align ends (objectives), ways (concepts and methods), and means (resources) to ensure the
organization’s resources are committed in a manner that allow the organization to succeed
in its current and future environments—in short—to enact the vision. Strategic leaders
must therefore ensure that they align the vision with their interpretation of the changing
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environment, and that the organization’s strategy is aligned with this vision. Similarly,
the structure, culture, personnel policies, and technology also need to be aligned with the
vision and strategy in order to achieve the vision and maintain competitive advantage.
Alignment needs to be both vertical — the lowest levels of the organization understand and
accept the big picture, and horizontal — each of the stovepipes that come together at the
strategic level are in sync.

As an example, early in Operation Iraqi Freedom Army leadership realized its vision
and strategy required a decentralized, deployable, and agile force structure to meet the
heavy demands of the contemporary operating environment. The CSA concluded that the
Army’s division-centric structure was out of alignment with this requirement and therefore
directed a rapid re-structuring to a brigade-centric Army. This restructuring exemplifies
how a strategic leader aligns organizational structure with mission requirements to realize
a vision. Similarly, in 2009, the Army concluded its culture was not aligned to address
two major health issues affecting soldiers deployed in support of Operations Iraqi and
Enduring Freedom, specifically post traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and mild traumatic
brain injury (MTBI). Aspects of Army culture reinforced long-held negative stereotypes
about Soldiers who reported non-visible health issues like PTSD and MTBI. Given the
impact and frequency of PTSD and MTBI in the wartime Army, Army leadership created a
strategic communications plan to attempt to align Army culture to deal appropriately with
these common wartime health issues.

The preceding paragraphs frequently referred to terms we often think of as civilian
management terms. Military officers routinely frown when leadership conversations turn
to a discussion of terms like core competencies, enterprise leadership, and competitive
advantage. As strategic leaders, however, these terms are part of the vernacular. Of the
three, the one most often denigrated as a “corporate” term (and therefore not viewed as
applicable to the military) is competitive advantage. In a section on alignment it is prudent
to attempt to change this negative reaction. Scholars of strategic leadership have argued
that the primary focus of strategy, and hence strategic leaders, is to achieve sustainable
competitive advantage for their organization—the focus is on winning now AND in the
long term.

Ironically, one must wonder why the term “competitive advantage” would receive
pushback from a warfighting organization. Clearly all the military services desire to
achieve a vision, especially in terms of strategy, technology, structure, and culture, that
positions the Services to defeat America’s current and future potential foes. In short,
they want competitive advantage. Unfortunately, the relationship between competitive
advantage, the corporate world, and the military usually drives the discourse to an analysis
of the competition over resources between each of the military Services plus other federal
agencies. This discussion is sometimes uncomfortable for military leaders, but it needs to
occur.



Commercial and government organizations compete in different ways, but they all are in
competition with some other entity.* The primary difference is that the governmental agency
provides services to a broad client base (e.g., citizens) and in fact competes for resources
by contending with other government agencies that seek to provide a specific service or
perform a given function. Commercial organizations seek to dominate markets and build
market share by price competition, product differentiation and quality, or even monopoly
formation that simply excludes competitors. Governmental agencies compete against
other agencies in more limited and nuanced ways. For instance, they seek monopoly status
by exclusive ownership of a mission. Agencies also attempt to broaden their population
served to build a larger, long-term client base. They (or stakeholder lobbies) build
relationships with the legislative authorizers and appropriators in Congress to guarantee
agency programs are funded in the future. Anyone who does not think the discussion within
the Department of Defense (DOD) over cyberspace isn’t about competitive advantage for
each of the military services does not understand the subtleties of strategic leadership.
This competitive advantage focuses on potential enemies, but also on the allocation of
resources to fight the cyber war. Although the strategies are different between commercial
and government entities, at the end of the day both seek competitive advantage to ensure
the continued flow of resources. These resources, in most cases, are generally limited and
therefore, to some extent, create a zero-sum competition.

VISIONING

The preceding section introduced the importance of the concept of alignment, which
ensures sustainable competitive advantage. Despite its importance, however, most strategic
leadership scholars, and strategic leaders themselves, cite the ability to develop and
articulate a compelling vision as the most important task of strategic leadership. Chapter
3 covers this topic in detail and emphasizes that: (1) the visioning process is a team sport;
the strategic leader alone cannot create and communicate an organizational vision, (2)
communicating a vision takes a great deal of effort. Strategic leaders must often repeat a
clear and concise message many times, in many places, to ensure the vision cascades down
through the organization, and (3) actions speak louder than words. Most observers will
quickly detect when the espoused vision is not aligned with enacted values and priorities,
thereby decreasing the chances of achieving the vision.

CHANGE

Many well-written books describe how to lead an organization through change. John
Kotter’s Leading Change stands out as one of the best of the genre.” Kotter pointed out that
individual or organizational change at its most basic involves three processes: unfreezing,
changing, and refreezing. The unfreezing step requires that stakeholders and participants
view the current situation as unsuitable. The change step focuses on enacting changes within
various components of the enterprise, to include structure, strategy, people, technology, or



culture. The refreezing step attempts to make those changes a permanent aspect of the
organization. Chapter 6 of this primer discusses managing change as a strategic leader
task. Suffice it to say that if the environment is changing at a faster and faster rate, then
strategic leaders need to build organizations that can change even faster to align with the
environment. For example, the 1950s-era General Motors bureaucratic model, rooted in
inertia-plagued hierarchies, is probably in the distant past for most public and private sector
organizations.

THE STRATEGIC LEADERSHIP TEAM

Top leaders of any organization, including staff members, share the responsibility of
strategic leadership. Realistically, only one or two percent of the members of an organization
will ever attain strategic leadership rank or position, but, anyone working directly for a
strategic leader should be well-versed in strategic thinking concepts in order to adequately
support and advise the leader. Effective strategic decision making and leadership cannot
reside merely in one leader. The changing external environment and the complexity of large
organizations create a situation where the leader at the top of the organizational hierarchy
cannot possibly lead the organization without receiving help in information gathering,
assessment, and knowledge management. Effective leadership depends on the interactions
amongst the leader, those being led or influenced (both in and out of the organization) and
the situation or circumstances facing the organization. The complexity of these relationships
and interactions determine the effectiveness of strategic leaders and their teams. Therefore,
this Primer focuses on the concept of strategic leadership, rather than the strategic leader
alone.

While the need exists for senior officers to transition to the strategic level of leadership,
the leadership skills and qualities developed at the direct and organizational levels remain
invaluable. The strategic leader must still exercise direct leadership of his subordinate
commanders and staff. At the same time, the strategic leader must manage and lead a very
large and complex organization, represent the organization to the external environment,
and wield influence to shape the external environment to help the organization accomplish
its vision and purpose. More so than at any other level of leadership, strategic leadership
requires proactive consensus building and collaboration with other organizations, agencies
and nations. At the same time, though the primary focus turns outward, the leader must
also tend to the internal organizational environment. Excessive focus inside or outside
the organization will detract from organizational success and perhaps even viability. The
keys to a successful transition to strategic leadership are an appreciation for the dramatic
increase in scope of leadership responsibilities, an understanding of the unique nature
of these increased responsibilities, and the dedication of effort necessary to understand and
influence the complex and dynamic environment in which these leadership responsibilities
reside. Beyond understanding this strategic environment, strategic leaders and their staffs
must exercise strategic leadership competencies to achieve their vision within that volatile,
uncertain, complex, and ambiguous environment. Leadership expert John Gardner asserted:



...the hierarchical position of leaders within their own system is of
limited value, because some of the most critically important tasks require
lateral leadership---boundary-crossing leadership—involving groups over
whom they have no control. They must exercise leader like influence beyond
the system over which they preside. They must do what they can to lead
without authority.’ (bold added for emphasis)

STEWARDSHIP

Finally, professional ethics play a foundational role in the effectiveness of strategic
leaders. All professions share some common traits, among them a shared value system, a
contribution to society, a specialized jurisdiction, and an internal, self-policing mechanism.
At the strategic level of leadership, these qualities manifest themselves most distinctly in
the requirement for a responsible use of power.

For example, effective strategic leaders and their teams are cognizant of the amplified
impact of their decisions. Whether they are conducting a war, developing a strategy,
or investing in military capabilities, they appreciate the gravity of their office. Almost
by definition, effective strategic leaders take an expansive view of their stewardship
responsibilities toward the long term health of the institution. They exercise a wariness
of their natural tendency to act in their self-interest and build a small cadre of advisors or
accountability partners to protect themselves from personal mistakes that can affect the
entire organization. The strategic leader who conducts himself with a selfless professional
ethic builds public trust, and in the process accumulates a reservoir of moral authority that
serves both his office and the institution well.

SUMMARY

Strategic leadership is generally a team sport that requires a strategic leader-led visioning
process to create the alignment between the organization’s strengths and weaknesses and
the anticipated demands of the future external environment. Strategic leaders understand
the importance of vertical and horizontal alignment, ensuring the vision and strategy of the
organization align with the processes, structures, culture, and technology of the organization.
Finally, strategic leaders are the change agents that enact the constant realignments required
in the 21st century’s VUCA environment.

ENDNOTES

1. Marshall was promoted from Brigadier General directly to General on September 1, 1939, so his
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Chief of Staff.



3. Richard L. Hughes and Katherine C Beatty, Becoming a Strategic Leader (San Francisco: Wiley and
Sons, 2005): p. 9.

4. See T.O. Jacobs, Strategic Leadership: The Competitive Edge (unpublished manuscript, 2002): p. 10
for a more detailed comparison of civilian and government organizations.

5. John Kotter, Leading Change (Boston: Harvard Business School Press, 1996).

6. John Gardner, On Leadership (New York: The Free Press, 1990): p. 98.



CHAPTER 2
THE STRATEGIC LEADERSHIP ENVIRONMENT!

I don't think I am exaggerating when I say that we face the most daunting
strategic environment in generations.'

Under Secretary of Defense for Policy, 2009

These times are, one might say, ordinary times, a slice of life like any other.
Who can bear to hear this, or who will consider it? Are we not especially
significant because our century is — our century and its nuclear bombs, its
unique and unprecedented Holocaust, its serial exterminations and refugee
populations, our century and its warming, its silicon chips, men on the
moon, and spliced genes? No, we are not and it is not.>

Annie Dillard, The Wreck of Time,; Taking Our Century s Measure

A human being is not one thing among others, things determine each
other, but man is ultimately self-determining. What he becomes—within
limits of endowment and environment—he has made out of himself. In
the concentration camp, we watched and witnessed some of our comrades
behave like swine while others behaved like saints. Man has both potentials
within himself; while one is actualized depends on decisions but not on
conditions.’ (bold emphasis added)

Victor Frankl, Man s Search for Meaning

Carlisle, PA May, 2010. Twitter limits the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff—and
everyone else—to 140 characters per tweet, and he tweets once or more almost daily.* 400
million people have established accounts on Facebook.” Worldwide, approximately 33
million people are living with HIV.® Mandatory entitlement programs account for over $2
trillion of the $3.55 trillion 2010 Federal Budget and the Office of Management and Budget
estimates that the percentage of the national debt held by the public will increase from 58.7%
to 67.2% in the next 10 years.” Personal bankruptcies have doubled in the U.S. in the last 20
years, and quadrupled between 1980 and 2000.* The U.S. military budget dwarfs the defense
budget of China by a multiple of at /east four (depending on how one calculates).” '° !

'This chapter was significantly updated for the 3rd edition by Colonel Murf Clark.



Which of these facts is relevant to a military leader?

For the first time in its history, in 2009, the NFL issued guidelines for players suffering
concussions.'? The U.S. Energy Information Administration estimates that between now and
2030 the percentage of electricity the world gets from nuclear power will decrease from 15
to 12 percent.” The fastest growing population segment in most industrialized countries is
centenarians.'*

Should you care?

A recent Harvard Business Review article recommended asking questions that challenge
the status quo in your organization “at least 10 times each day.”"

Is that a good idea for leaders in the U.S. military? Do you spend time considering what
constitutes “the status quo in your organization?”’

Senator Kirk, who in September 2009 replaced longtime Senator Edward Kennedy on
the Senate Armed Services Committee, questioned Chairman Mullen in the wake of the
president’s December 1, 2009 announcement of a troop surge for Afghanistan.'®

Do you know what they said? Should such testimony influence your thinking?

Amidst much clamor about “unprecedented change” brought on by the Information Age,
Foreign Policy magazine quotes an economist who believes the continued proliferation of
the plain old TV has much more potential to change the world than the internet and wireless
technology.'” Despite claims about the overwhelming technology leaps being made by
India and China, internet penetration in those countries (7% and 29% of total population,
respectively) remains far below North America (74%) and most other western democracies.'®

What knowledge can leaders derive from this information and how can they manage
the gathering, sorting, and assessing of that knowledge in order to better understand the
environment in which they must make decisions and lead large organizations into the future?

Many of the facts in the previous paragraphs will be outdated or less relevant by the time
of publication; that fact alone further illustrates the challenge of environmental scanning
and strategic decision making in the Information Age. Because of the multiplicity of factors
and influences at play and the long lead times required for change in large organizations,
strategic leadership requires a much broader skill set than leadership practiced at lower
levels. Strategic decision making is extremely difficult, requiring exhaustive research,
analysis, collaboration, and compromise to reach the best possible solutions to problems.
Even highly experienced leaders—especially highly experienced leaders—may be tempted
to substitute “educated guessing” or “intuition” for sound processes of information gathering,
assessment, and risk management. Resource constraints and political considerations may
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interfere. The competitive environment demands that organizations assume risk. In Strategic
Leadership;, The Competitive Edge, T. Owen Jacobs describes the external environment
as filled with Volatility, Uncertainty, Complexity, and Ambiguity; hence, the acronym,
“VUCA.” That the environment of the Information Age is fraught with VUCA does little
to excuse irresponsibility, carelessness, or a lack of rigor when attempting to understand
the environment, anticipate change, and manage risk. 21st Century leaders must approach
this challenge with intelligence, energy, and urgency, confident that these realities and
complexities can as easily be transformed into a competitive advantage when turned against
the enemies of our nation.

Given the extent of their responsibilities and the expanding effects of their decisions,
strategic leaders must consider a vast array of facts, influences, and participants. To say
they must consider a// things may be only a slight exaggeration. Therein lies the rub. With
limited time and finite knowledge, effective leaders must literally decide how to decide.
That is, they must determine which elements of their environment are most important to a
particular situation or decision and then focus their attention and efforts there.

Strategic leaders and strategists must attempt to understand, interpret, and master the
VUCA environment. Jacobs suggests leaders cannot attain complete knowledge about the
many factors governing strategic decisions. Nonetheless, leadership requires that decisions
be made. To answer the challenge of VUCA, we must first understand the basic implications
of its constituent terms.

Volatility: the rate of change of the environment. Volatility in the Information Age
means even the most current data may not provide an adequate context for decision making.
Beyond an ability to accurately assess the current environment, leaders must anticipate rapid
change and do their best to predict what may happen within the time scope of a project,
program, or operation. Volatility in the environment coupled with the extended timelines
of modern acquisition programs creates a special challenge for strategic leaders and their
advisors.

Uncertainty: the inability to know everything about a situation and the difficulty of
predicting the nature and effect of change (the nexus of uncertainty and volatility.) Uncertainty
often delays decision-making processes and increases the likelihood of vastly divergent
opinions about the future. It drives the need for intelligent risk management and hedging
strategies.

Complexity: the difficulty of understanding the interactions of multiple parts or factors
and of predicting the primary and subsequent effects of changing one or more factors in
a highly interdependent system or even system of systems. Complexity differs from
uncertainty; though it may be possible to predict immediate outcomes of single interactions
within a broader web, the non-linear branches and sequels multiply so quickly—and double
back on previous connections—so as to overwhelm most assessment processes. Complexity
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could be said to create uncertainty because of the sheer volume of possible interactions and
outcomes.

Ambiguity: describes a specific type of uncertainty that results from differences
in interpretation when contextual clues are insufficient to clarify meaning. Ironically,
“ambiguous” is an ambiguous term, whose definition changes subtly depending on the
context of its usage. For our purposes here, it refers to the difficulty of interpreting meaning
when context is blurred by factors such as cultural blindness, cognitive bias, or limited
perspective. At the strategic level, leaders can often legitimately interpret events in more
than one way and the likelihood of misinterpretation is high.

VUCA environments and large organizations. Large, complex organizations
consist of intricate networks of staff, functional, and operating components. To achieve
organizational goals, these components must function together and interact with external
entities that are equally as complex. A strategic leader not only leads the organization,
but must also represent his or her organization during the necessary interactions with a
maze of other entities that constitute the organization’s external environment. Strategic
leaders must shape the form and direction of their organizations and influence external
actors toward accomplishment of objectives. Within the VUCA environment, tasks must
be accomplished collaboratively rather than through individual effort. Seldom does a
single leader possess sufficient knowledge to adequately develop the organizational vision;
strategic leaders must develop the ability to collaborate, cooperate, and compromise to
influence external agencies. Outside the organization, when rank and position become
less compelling, leaders must employ tact, persuasion, and sound argumentation.

Thus, the strategic leadership environment consists of both internal and external
complexities that directly and indirectly affect the resourcing, structuring, and operational
performance of the organization. The dynamics of a changing threat, the changes in
international coalitions, the shifting of public attitudes, the rapid advances in technology, the
election of new governments, the fluctuation of national budgets, the evolution of new
missions, and changing demographics all increase the challenges of strategic leadership.
Strategic leaders must monitor and understand the crosscurrents of the organization’s external
environment, staying alert for opportunities to implement constructive changes.

Savvy leaders broaden their environmental scan by developing a network of
knowledgeable associates in external agencies. Optimally, a strategic leader’s staff would
develop similar contacts at the working level to assure that this multiplicity of networks runs
like a root system throughout the external environment. Timely receipt of relevant information
greatly aids decision making and action taking. Leaders armed with current information
and context can more effectively persuade partners, educate stakeholders, and influence key
decision makers. In undertaking such consensus building, the strategic leader must be
willing to compromise as necessary. Partial achievement of organizational objectives is
clearly preferable to failure and may set the conditions for further progress.
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The aspects and elements of the external environment that historically have the greatest
impact upon the Army as an institution include: threats, international alliances, national
cultures, the military-industrial complex, public opinion, federal budget, technology, federal
government, private organizations and internal environment. Successful strategic leaders
develop a sophisticated understanding of each aspect and apply this knowledge to develop
visions for their organizations and to influence the external environment to set conditions for
success. Advisors to strategic leaders should also understand these elements and monitor
them while helping to guide the organization through this ever-changing environment.

THREATS

Obviously, of all the variables in the external environment, those most relevant to the
U.S. Army are threats to national security and our vital national interests. Since 9/11, there has
been a dramatic increase in regional conflicts, civil wars, insurgencies, terrorist activities,
weapons proliferation, and drug trafficking. Regional instabilities that threaten our
national interests or threaten the lives of our citizens living abroad may require us to employ
military forces in a variety of hostile and non-hostile circumstances, either unilaterally,
multilaterally, or within the United Nations framework. Because of multiple regional
instabilities in the post-9/11 environment, leaders and planners face the difficult task of
predicting when, where, and how our forces may need to respond. Strategic leaders must
ensure their organizations remain ready to respond to worldwide challenges across the full
range of military operations as part of a joint and/or combined force.

INTERNATIONAL ALLIANCES

Operating effectively in the international environment demands an understanding of the
various political, economic, and cultural factors that influence decision making in other
countries. Combined operations in alliance or coalition circumstances, or under the auspices
of the United Nations, are commonplace. The current influence of radical religious groups,
transnational threats, and non-state actors further complicates the ability to form strategic
alliances. As such, strategic leaders must determine who may share common interests
in addressing an international threat, what alliances and relationships exist among and
between involved factions, and what the political and diplomatic dynamics of the situation
may be both internationally and domestically. Strategic leaders must also be aware that the
successful conduct of combined operations requires a particular sensitivity to the impact
the deployment of U.S. forces may have on the laws, traditions, and customs of a host
country.

NATIONAL CULTURE

While our military maintains the uniqueness and value of its own culture, it remains a
subculture within a broader and even more powerful national and societal culture. It must
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shape and define itself within the limits of that dominant culture. The military services can
and should mirror the highest ideals of our society and set standards of conduct that require
the total dedication and commitment of those who serve in their ranks, but, to best defend the
nation, they must always be a part of our social fabric. An Army that reflects the beliefs and
values of American society will more easily maintain the respect and trust of that society.
On the other hand, events such as the mistreatment of detainees at Abu Ghraib in 2004 and
scandals at our military academies can quickly erode the confidence of Americans and the
international community in the Army’s ideals and conduct.

THE MILITARY-INDUSTRIAL COMPLEX

When he retired from public service at the end of his presidency, General Eisenhower
coined a new term as he warned the nation of a powerful new force in our lives—the
“military-industrial complex.”

This conjunction of an immense military establishment and a large arms industry
is new in the American experience. The total influence — economic, political,
even spiritual — is felt in every city, every statehouse, every office of the federal
government. We recognize the imperative need for this development. Yet we must
not fail to comprehend its grave implications. Our toil, resources and livelihood are
all involved; so is the very structure of our society. In the councils of government,
we must guard against the acquisition of unwarranted influence, whether sought
or unsought, by the military-industrial complex. The potential for the disastrous
rise of misplaced power exists and will persist. We must never let the weight of
this combination endanger our liberties or democratic processes. We should take
nothing for granted. Only an alert and knowledgeable citizenry can compel the
proper meshing of the huge industrial and military machinery of defense with our
peaceful methods and goals so that security and liberty may prosper together."

President Dwight D. Eisenhower
Farewell Address to the Nation, January 17, 1961

Almost 50 years later, the military-industrial complex is alive and well, providing
state-of-the-art capabilities as well as significant political, financial, and ethical challenges.
Information sharing between industry partners and senior military officials leads to mutual
understanding and increases the likelihood of finding the best solutions to technical
problems, but simultaneously creates the potential for conflict of interest and real or
perceived unethical and illegal dealings. A few well-known cases highlight the potential
for corruption in an industry that deals in terms of billions of dollars. A recent controversy
ponders the role of retired senior military leaders working with both defense contractors
and their former services and questions the propriety of this potential conflict of interest
or unfair advantage to the defense firms by whom they are employed or contracted. While
most actions of these influential leaders remain clearly within the letter of current law,
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prominent political voices have wondered aloud if those laws are too tolerant of behavior
we might reasonably judge as beyond “the proper meshing” of industry and the military.

PUBLIC OPINION

Strategic leaders must examine how their anticipated decisions and actions may be
perceived and received by the public, advocacy groups, and elements of society likely to be
affected, to include their own organizations, and the media. Most reputable media outlets
attempt to provide a balanced view of the military as an institution. In turn, the taxpaying
public and public officials have a legitimate right to information, as long as it does not
compromise the security of operations and plans. Strategic leaders should work with the
media and consider how best to provide information for mutual benefit. The media can
rapidly and dramatically affect world opinion, policy, and ultimately strategy.

Strategic leaders must be skilled in information operations and strategic communications.
They must proactively work to inform both foreign and domestic audiences concerning the
Armed Services as organizations and about the missions they perform. Strategic leaders
should use all available means to tell their story and articulate organizational purpose and
action to a world-wide audience. Over the last 60 years, public support has become an
increasingly vital ingredient in successful military operations. In addition, leaders should
quickly inform civilian leadership and the public when problems arise. Transparency and
timeliness help maintain the credibility enjoyed by the military profession. The American
people do not expect a perfect military. They do expect military leaders to deal with
problems, take care of their sons and daughters, and defend our nation.

FEDERAL BUDGET

The dynamics of the federal budgeting process strongly influence decision making at
the strategic level. Competition for finite resources demands clear justification and strict
accountability. Interest on the national debt, entitlement programs, and the budgetary desires
of each department of government constrain the federal budget. The DOD develops far more
requirements than the federal budget can meet. Within the DOD planning, programming,
budgeting and execution (PPBE) process, the Executive and Legislative Branches expect
strategic leaders to set priorities, advocate for the most important requirements, and provide
candid assessments of the risks and consequences of various programming and budgeting
alternatives. To be effective in this national system of resource allocation, strategic leaders
must thoroughly understand the PPBE process, the role of the Office of Management and
Budget, and the Congressional Authorization and Appropriation Process.
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TECHNOLOGICAL FACTORS

U.S. forces must leverage information technology and innovative network-
centric concepts of operations to develop increasingly capable joint forces. New
information and communications technologies hold promise for networking highly
distributed joint and multinational forces.”’

Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld

Across the range of military operations, technological developments have enhanced
the capabilities of the Army by giving our forces significant advantages in networking,
command and control, situational awareness, and overall combat power. The technological
revolution in warfare has dramatically increased the tempo of operations, the rapidity
of maneuver, the precision of firepower, the processing of critical information, and the
complexities of command. Technology has also enhanced the ability of the Army to
function in a joint, interagency, and multi-national operational environment. Strategic
leaders must have a broad understanding of relevant technologies and how advancements
in each of these technologies can be incorporated into Army organizations, doctrine, and
equipment to permit continued advancements in combat effectiveness and efficiency.

However, new technology cuts two ways. With increased capability also come new and
different vulnerabilities. The asymmetric nature of future warfare requires the leader to
understand not only the capabilities of new technologies, but also its inherent vulnerabilities.
Such vulnerabilities can and will be exploited by any determined adversary.

FEDERAL GOVERNMENT

Because the military answers to civilian government control, strategic leaders must
engage with numerous executive, legislative, and judicial organizations and agencies. The
military plays a key advisory role in the development of the national security strategy, the
national military strategy, and legislation affecting the administration of the Armed Forces.
Within the parameters of such directives and laws, strategic leaders develop the necessary
strategies, plans, and policies to support and implement President, Secretary of Defense,
and Congressional intent.

Strategic leaders frequently provide counsel to civilian executive authorities and
routinely testify before congressional committees and subcommittees. Federal Courts
occasionally review certain decisions, bringing the judiciary branch into play as well.
Additionally, top military leaders must positively influence the interagency process. In
order to succeed in these duties, they must cultivate relationships, collaborate effectively
with outside agencies, and foster a spirit of cooperation despite differing priorities.

16



PRIVATE ORGANIZATIONS

Many Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) and Private and Volunteer
Organizations (PVOs) perform important functions in the contemporary operating
environment and therefore influence strategy development and policy. Strategic leaders
frequently interact with representatives of these organizations and must ensure that such
interactions remain within the parameters of policy guidance and ethical conduct. The
manner in which the military’s strategic leaders leverage and aid these organizations can
spell the difference between success and failure.

THE INTERNAL ENVIRONMENT

In many ways the internal environments of the Army and the national military structure
are just as complex and demanding as the external environment. It would be impractical
to describe all the organizations, systems, and subsystems that exist at the strategic level
within and among the Services, the combatant commands, international commands, the
Joint Staff, and the Department of Defense. Nor is it practical in this short review to
describe the multitude of interlocking relationships, lines of communication, and operating
dynamics. Suffice it to say that the strategic leader must interact within this complex
internal arena to realize the organizational vision.

SUMMARY

Strategic leadership transcends the organization by orchestrating internal events and
exerting personal and organizational influence on the external environment to achieve an
organizational vision. Unfortunately, the internal and external environments are volatile,
uncertain, complex, and ambiguous. Consequently, the strategic leader must scan many
aspects of the environment, assess their observations, and discern how best to influence
events for the benefit of the organization. Furthermore, they must continuously apply
themselves to building consensus among key stakeholders. Those elements within the
environment that have characteristically had the greatest impact on the Army include: the
threat, international alliances, our national culture, the military-industrial complex, public
opinion, the federal budgeting process, technology, our national system of government,
private organizations, and the internal organization of our Services and the Department
of Defense. To be successful, the strategic leader must remain a perpetual student of the
environment and remain constantly engaged in the process of adapting to that environment.

ENDNOTES

1. Michele Flournoy, “Department of Defense Office of the Undersecretary of Defense for Policy.”
USDP Remarks for USAF Senior Leader Orientation Course (August 14, 2009). http://policy.defense.gov/
(accessed May 4, 2010).

2. Annie Dillard, “The Wreck of Time; Taking Our Century’s Measure.” Harpers Magazine (January
1998): pp. 51-56.

17



3. Victor Frankl, Man's Search for Meaning (Boston: Beacon Press, 1959): pp. 119-120.

4. Michael Mullen, Adm, “on my way to the AOR with USO troop, including actor james gandolfini, tony
sirico, rose mcgowan, and superbowl champion jon stinchcomb.” March 29, 2010. http://www.twitter.com/
thejointstaft (accessed March 29, 2010).

5. Facebook Press Room. “Facebook Corporate Website.” Facebook. March 29, 2010. http://facebook.
com/press/info.php?statistics (accessed March 29, 2010).

6. Centers for Disease Control. “Working Together to Advance America’s Commitment to Combat
Global HIV/AIDs.” CDC. March 29, 2010. http://www.cdc.gov/Features/WorldAIDSDay2009 (accessed
March 29, 2010).

7. Office of Management and Budget. “Budget Summary, Table S-1, “Budget Totals”. Office of
Management and Budget. January 4, 2010. http://www.whitehouse.gov/omb/budget/Overview/Budget
Summary (accessed January 4, 2010).

8. American Bankruptcy Institute. “Interactive Charts.” American Bankruptcy Institute. May 7, 2010.
http://www.abiworld.org/bkstats/historical.html (accessed May 7, 2010).

9. Anup Shah, “World Military Spending.” Global Issues, Social, Political, Economic, and Environmental
Issues that Affect Us All. September 13, 2009. http://www.globalissues.org/article/75/world-military-spendi
ng#InContextUSMilitarySpending VersusRestoftheWorld (accessed May 7, 2010).

10. Michael Wines and Jonathan Ansfield. “The New York Times Online.” Asia Pacific. March 4,2010.
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/03/05/world/asia/05china.html (accessed May 7, 2010).

11. Office of the Secretary of Defense. Military Power of the People’s Republic of China. Annual
Report to Congress, Washington, DC: Office of the Secretary of Defense, 2009.

12. Alan Schwarz, N.F' L. Issues New Guidelines on Concussions. December 2, 2009. http://www.
nytimes.com/2009/12/03/sports/football/03concussion (accessed May 7, 2010).

13. U.S. Energy Information Administration. “International Energy Outlook 2009.” Independent
Statistics and Analysis. May 27, 2009. http://www.eia.doe.gov/oiaf/ieo/highlights.html, Fig. 6 (accessed
May 7, 2010).

14. The Associated Press. “NYDailyNews.com.” Daily News, July 21, 2009. http://www.nydailynews.
com/lifestyle/2009/07/21/2009-07-21 more people are living past 100 years old.html (accessed May 7,
2010).

15. Hal B. Gregersen, Jeffrey H. Dyer, and Clayton M. Christensen. “The Innovator’s DNA.” Harvard
Business Review, December 2009.

16. Senate Armed Services Committee. Hearing to Receive Testimony on Afghanistan. Hearing
Transcript, Washington, DC: U.S. Senate, Committee on Armed Services, 2009.

17. Charles Kenny, “Revolution in a Box. “Foreign Policy. November/December 2009. http://www.
foreignpolicy.com/articles/2009/10/19/revolution_in a box?page=full (accessed May 7, 2010).

18



18. Internet World Stats. “Usage and Population Statistics.” Asia and North America Internet
Penetration. 2007, 2009.

19. Dwight D. Eisenhower, “Farewell Address by President Dwight D. Eisenhower.” Final TV Talk.
Washington, DC: Eisenhower Library, National Archives and Records Administration, January 17, 1961.

20. Donald H. Rumsfeld, NetCentric Warfare; Creating a Decisive Warfighting Advantage. Pamphlet,
Washington, DC: Office of the Secretary of Defense, Director, Force Transformation, 2003.

19



CHAPTER 3

VISION

Of the three strategic leader tasks presented in Chapter 1, alignment, vision, and change,
arguably the most important is for the leaders to develop and promulgate a vision for the
organization.! Chapter 2 covered the strategic environment in detail and demonstrated
the challenges for leaders operating in an environment characterized by VUCA. To be
successful strategic leaders, however, requires the development of a set of competencies that
enable them to effectively navigate the strategic environment and through their influence
promulgate a vision. They must be agile enough to learn from the past, adapt to current
circumstances, and anticipate the future from trends and potentialities.! Leaders should
establish clarity of purpose for themselves and their organization and have the ability to
communicate with internal and external constituents.”> The preceding skills are necessary
and invaluable in developing and sharing the vision for an enterprise.’

Like the concept of leadership, the construct of vision can be conceived at overlapping
levels yet still linked to specific goals. Atthe individual level, there is a personal vision (e.g.,
“be a millionaire by age 30”). More common treatments of vision are at the organizational
and institutional levels (e.g., “be a Fortune 100 company” or “the most prestigious institution
for the education of strategic leaders”).* More difficult to attain are the visions at the
civic, governmental and societal levels (e.g., “best community—America’s Hometown” or
“beacon of freedom for the world”). Having coherence in visions such that the lower levels
are nested within those visions at higher levels may preclude goal conflicts and cognitive
dissonance among members.

DEFINITION AND IMPORTANCE OF VISION

The concept of vision has become so familiar within academic, government, defense,
and corporate circles that it is sometimes dismissed or derided as “oh, that vision thing!””
As the various definitions are examined, however, some common characteristics and trends
emerge. The term “vision” suggests that a core element is a visual image—a mental picture
of what the future enterprise or environment will look like. The concept also implies a
longer time horizon. This time horizon tends to be middle to long-term in nature (five to
twenty years).

Definitions of vision are as numerous and varied as those for leadership. Our USAWC
vision statement meshes well with the definitions by John Kotter, “...a picture of the
future with some implicit or explicit commentary on why people should strive to create
that future™® and Peter Senge, “...a shared picture of the future we seek to create” and
“...pictures... that foster genuine commitment and enrollment rather than compliance.”’

I This chapter was significantly updated for the 3rd edition by Professor Charles Allen.
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Practically, visions should be clear and concise, communicate a sense of purpose—the
raison d’étre, and be shared with others. When enterprise members perceive it as worth
the effort, the vision creates energy, commitment, and belonging. When shared by all
participants, the vision can bring people to significant achievements.

So defined, vision transcends all levels of an organization. The importance of vision
is demonstrated through many facets. It provides a sense of identity for individuals and
members of organizations. An effective and enduring vision becomes part of the culture
that dictates how people behave and serves as a motivating influence on their actions.
Visions compel and guide. For senior leaders, visions serve as touchstones as well as
aligning mechanisms for decisions and actions. For strategic leaders, a vision is important
for spanning organizational boundaries. A statement of vision not only directs internal
members, but is useful in influencing and garnering support from external stakeholders by
building consensus and providing access to otherwise unavailable resources as well.

Vision provides a sense of ultimate purpose, direction, and motivation for all members
and activities within an enterprise. It provides an overarching concept that serves to initiate
and then specify goals, plans, and programs. The process of developing the vision offers
a means of analyzing and understanding the pressures and exigencies of the external
environment. The vision helps to identify what in the environment is important, what
requires action, and what action should be taken. It also establishes and reinforces the
basic values of the enterprise and of its leaders.

Visions are intended to be enduring. During the process of environmental scanning and
organizational diagnosis, however, it may become apparent that the vision has become out
of focus or irrelevant. The visioning process allows leaders and their enterprises to define
the vision, to rediscover and affirm the vision during times of stress and turbulence, or to
adjust and adapt the vision to better align the enterprise with its environment. Consider the
following visions and statements from across an array of domains (national, societal, and
corporate).

We hold these truths to be self-evident; that all men are created equal; that they are
endowed by their creator with certain unalienable rights; that among these are life,
liberty, and the pursuit of happiness; that to secure these rights, governments are
instituted among men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed.

Declaration of Independence

When the architects of our republic wrote the magnificent words of the Constitution
and the Declaration of Independence, they were signing a promissory note to which
every American was to fall heir. This note was a promise that all men would be
guaranteed the inalienable rights of life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.®

Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.
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To enable people and businesses throughout the world to realize their full potential.’

Microsoft

Google’s mission is to organize the world’s information and make it universally
accessible and useful.”’

Google

Saving people money to help them live better."
Walmart

Should visions be sacrosanct and unchanging? No, visions help leaders and enterprises
sustain relevancy in changing environments. What if Steve Jobs and Apple Computer, Inc.
stayed the course with its 1976 vision of “An Apple on every Desk”?'? Recognizing and
seizing opportunities, “that vision thing” changed for Apple to “make a contribution to the
world by making tools for the mind that advance humankind.”"® This mindset led to the
now-ubiquitous iTunes, iPods, iPhones, and the iPad.

STRATEGIC LEADER RESPONSIBILITIES

Are vision statements useful for leading organizations? Do they enable strategic leaders
to develop and communicate a compelling, understandable strategic direction for the
organization? An effective vision is a means of focusing effort and progressing toward a
desired future—what ought to be. While the vision is an image of a future state, it is also
the result of a process that an enterprise leader can use to guide future development. An
effective vision also requires an implementing strategy or plan to enable its attainment—
how to get there.

Creating the vision is a collaborative effort that begins with strategic leaders. Their
competency, coupled with the authority of position, bestow upon strategic leaders the
unique responsibility and opportunity to establish long-term strategic intent and direction.
A strategic vision, properly articulated, can be compelling and enduring.

Defining the vision is the first step in the development of strategies and plans for
change. Once the vision is expressed, then the methods and resources to achieve it should
be identified. Visioning is an inherently creative process that may come from years of
experience or deep study through education (Note that the Google founders were 23 years
old when it was initially released in 1996.) The process brings together known information
and new ideas, integrates these ideas with prospective technologies and future organizational
requirements, and blends them into an innovative approach to realize the potential of its
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people. Through visioning, leaders forecast the future based on environmental conditions
and trends to seek opportunities and identify competitors and threats. Leaders then develop
the image of the desired “what ought to be” for the enterprise, positioning it for success
in the future environment. Leaders build upon the visions of others that have gone before
them.

If I have seen further it is only by standing on the shoulders of giants."*

Sir Isaac Newton

CREATING THE VISION

A vision should be the product of a dynamic, logical, and collective organizational
process. Vision is often attributed only to leaders because of their critical role in developing,
articulating, and directing it. Effective visions however, are rarely the result of leaders
creating visions in isolation. Visions do not reside only in leaders; rather, visions are
developed as a collaborative effort, with leaders performing the critical role of integrating
and guiding the process. Though far from simple, the visioning process consists primarily
of examining the external environment, projecting likely future states, and developing a
desired end state. In this task, leaders are assisted by the efforts of key members of the
enterprise: deputies, chiefs of staft, subordinate leaders, and advisors. Visioning may be
an informal process; however, at higher levels of organization, temporary or permanent
specialized staffs—*“think tanks” or “futures groups”—often assist leaders in this complex
task.

The visioning process begins with a comprehensive assessment of the environment, the
organization’s history, mission, and trends as well as an understanding of competitors, to
determine which are most likely to be dominant in determining the future of the enterprise—
to discern opportunities and threats to its relevancy. The process should also incorporate an
internal assessment of the organization to determine its strengths and weaknesses. From
the examination of the environment and the enterprise, leaders project into the future and
develop likely alternative future states. They must assess the future environment and
state of the organization as objectively and realistically as possible. Creating a vision
involves intuition based in judgment gained through experience. Experience in analyzing,
integrating, and synthesizing information equips leaders with “frames of reference”—
the ability to perceive new information, relationships, and possibilities. Although the
collaboration with others internal and external to the enterprise is important, it is the leader
whose experience, values, frames of reference, and role contribute most to the creation of
the vision.

Complex visions captured in a few words, a sentence, or a paragraph can inspire and

guide a large organization even without the direct presence of the leader. A brief vision
statement can convey a conceptual image broad and powerful enough to give authority and
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offer utility over a more detailed, but less easily remembered, presentation of the vision.
The vision statement should be flexible enough to accommodate a range of plausible futures
and contain values that make it worthy of the effort required to achieve it. For example,
this statement was made about the European Recovery Plan, better known as the Marshall
Plan.

Our policy is directed not against any country or doctrine but against hunger,
poverty, desperation, and chaos. Its purpose should be the revival of a working
economy in the world so as to permit the emergence of political and social conditions
in which free institutions can exist.””

George C. Marshall, Secretary of State

Drawing from experience and knowledge, leaders apply judgment to create and decide
upon the vision to pursue. As the U.S. Army struggled with defining its role with the
disintegration of the Soviet Union threat in the 1990s and facing the 21st century as a new
era of conflict, its senior leaders offered the following statements. We see a consistent
theme in the purpose of the Army and should also discern its institutional responses to
environmental conditions before and after the attacks of September 11, 2001.

The Army's fundamental purpose is to fight and win the Nation's War by establishing
conditions for lasting peace through land force dominance. This dominance is
established through integration of the complementary capabilities of all the
services.!

FM 100-1 The Army, June 14, 1994

The Army s nonnegotiable contract with the American people is to fight and win our
Nation's wars. QOur unique contribution to national security is prompt, sustained
land dominance across the range of military operations and spectrum of conflict.
The Army provides the land force dominance essential to shaping the international
security environment.

FM 1 The Army, June 14, 2001

U.S. Army Vision

Our Army is serving a Nation at war. This war requires that all elements of our
national power be applied in a broad, unyielding, and relentless campaign... This
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is not business as usual... The Army's Way Ahead...explores how we will obtain a
more relevant and ready campaign-quality Army with a Joint and Expeditionary
Mindset."”

General Peter J. Schoomaker, CSA, 2004

The Army will remain America’s principal land force, organized, trained, and
equipped for prompt and sustained combat or operations on land to defeat enemy
land forces and to seize, hold, and defend land areas, and provide forces for long
term area security operations abroad, including initial establishment of military
government pending transfer of this responsibility to other authorities."

Army Capstone Concept, 2009

Once a desired future state and resulting vision are developed, strategic leaders create a
pathway to the future by means of strategy and plans. They develop ends (objectives), ways
(concepts and methods), and means (resources) to achieve the vision. Explicitly defined
objectives make vision attainment recognizable when it comes to fruition. Definable
objectives also provide a method of measuring and evaluating progress toward achieving
the vision. Thus said, visions serve another purpose—that of accountability. There is an
inherent accountability of the leader to the enterprise members and external stakeholders to
ensure that the leader’s actions are consistent with the espoused vision. The vision is also a
means of holding enterprise members accountable so that the organizational structures and
processes, as well as their behaviors, remain in alignment with the vision.

SUMMARY

Vision is a leader-focused activity that gives a sense of identity, purpose, direction, and
energy. This process exists at many levels and in every type of organization; its content
is the desired future of the organization. For that reason, vision adds value by providing
the means for the enterprise to anticipate and move toward the future. Visions generally
increase in complexity and extend in the time horizon at successively higher levels of
organization. Strategic vision establishes the priority for influence and the allocation of
resources.

This chapter has provided several perspectives on visions and the visioning process.
It should be clear that there is no “cookie cutter” solution or best template for creating
and implementing a vision. It is important for future strategic leaders to consider several
techniques and to pursue the technique that fits the context of the enterprise and its
environment.
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Leaders at every level of organizations must be effective custodians, developers, and
articulators of their vision. In the military context, whether advisors to senior and strategic
leaders or members of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, leaders guide the definition of the desired
endstate for U.S. national security. Arguably, only strategic leaders possess the decision
authority, perspective, position, and experience to derive a vision from assessment of
the environment, understanding of personal and professional values, and appreciation of
the potential of the enterprise. Leaders are also responsible for the continual evaluation
and refinement of the vision in response to internal and external changes. The measure
of effectiveness of the vision is both objective and subjective—the degree to which the
enterprise accomplishes its mission and maintains its relevancy in the present and in the
future aligned with its environment.
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CHAPTER 4

STRATEGIC LEADER COMPETENCIES

Competencies are the knowledge, skills, attributes, and capacities that enable a leader
to perform his required tasks. Although competencies are often related to natural traits
and abilities, what typically distinguishes a competency from a trait is the understanding
that competencies can be developed and significantly improved for most individuals. A
competency can be improved through education, but most often is developed by reflective
experience. Strategic leader competencies are often no different than the same abilities
required to be a leader at any level. However, some strategic leader competencies are
qualitatively different and new. For instance, strategic leaders not only need to have the
skills required to lead and take care of their subordinates, they also need to able to envision
long range future requirements and to apply integrative thinking skills.

The major categories of leadership competencies can be grouped as conceptual,
technical, and interpersonal. Strategic conceptual competencies include the thinking skills
needed to understand and deal with the complex and ambiguous strategic world. Technical
competencies include knowledge of external political, economic, and cultural systems that
impact the organization. Interpersonal competencies include consensus building, both
internal and external to the organization, and the capacity to communicate effectively. For
a more detailed examination of senior leader competencies see Appendix A.

CONCEPTUAL COMPETENCIES

Strategic leaders require the capacity to deal with extraordinary complexity. Theirs is
an environment of difficult, competing issues, few of which have clear solutions and all of
which pose risks or challenges. Many issues have more than one feasible solution, but no
one solution may be totally acceptable, while all incur costs. It is important to understand
such issues fundamentally and accurately to determine the underlying threads that may
connect apparently unrelated issues and to chart actions that will have the best long-term
outcomes. In doing so, an understanding of second- and third-order effects is necessary
to resist actions that may appear reasonable in the short run but are detrimental in the long
term. Strategic conceptual competencies include frame of reference development, problem
management, and envisioning the future.

Frame of Reference Development. Every leader builds a complex knowledge structure
over time from schooling, personal experience, and self-study. For the strategic leader, this
knowledge structure is a “map” of the strategic world; it is a dynamic representation of the
significant factors in the strategic environment with cause-and-effect interrelationships. A
frame of reference acts as a basis of observation and judgment.
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Three attributes are essential for building a good frame of reference. First, the leader
must be open to new experiences and input from others including subordinates and peers.
Second, the leader must be reflective, and not afraid to rethink past experiences and learn
from them. Third, he must be comfortable with abstracts and concepts common in the
strategic environment.

A frame of reference cannot be taught by conventional classroom methods. It is
developed by the individual over time as he reflects and makes sense of new knowledge
and experiences. Frames of reference form as leaders progress from the direct through
the organizational to the strategic levels of leadership. Individual initiative is important
to developing a broad frame of reference. Consequently, part of becoming a strategic
leader is approaching this mental activity as intrinsically interesting and rewarding. In the
following vignette General Lynch explains the value of a fighting level frame of reference
that characterized then Colin Powell’s service as Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff.

One of your greatest challenges in the Pentagon is trying to explain to other people
the problems down at the fighting level. So many of those guys started out as vice
presidents and worked their way up. They never had an appreciation of what goes
on down there at the lowest level. Powell had the advantage of going up through
those levels. For the younger leaders in Vietnam, there was a tremendous moral
and ethical challenge that was never faced by the commanders in World War II.
When a guy is steeped in the moral and ethical issues down at the fighting level
he's more inclined to back off from gross solutions and try to equate what they are
saying to how difficult it would be to implement it down where he remembers it.
Powell was the first Chairman who had that experience and was able to carry it up
through the ranks.!

General Mike Lynch, U.S. Army (Ret)

Much like the intelligence analyst, the strategic leader, equipped with a well developed
frame of reference, templates events that may have no discernable pattern to his subordinates.
He is more able to understand the true situation and, most importantly, know where these
events are likely to lead if no intervention occurs. Such leaders are uniquely equipped to
deal with events having complex causes and to envision creative solutions. This enables
timely and proactive decision making.

A well-developed frame of reference also gives the strategic leader a thorough
understanding of organizational subsystems. This understanding enables visualizing the
interactive dynamics of the total system. Appreciation for these interdependencies helps
to ensure that decisions taken in one area will not have an unanticipated adverse impact
in others. Without this capacity, changes in policy, regulation, or action may indirectly
produce other changes that are neither anticipated nor desired.
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Problem Management. Management of strategic problems deals with issues that
are competing, that have manifold implications which are often difficult to understand
completely, and that have potentially catastrophic outcomes if not resolved carefully. There
are no “right” answers. Many issues are not so much a choice between “right and wrong”
as a choice between “right and right.” Strategic leaders must be able to think families of
issues through as systems so that decisions move the problem as a whole toward resolution.
This involves applying past experiences, identifying and creating patterns, discarding non
useable data, understanding second- and third-order effects, maintaining flexibility, and
knowing what is an acceptable outcome for the system as a whole. It also involves working
and thinking interactively and not solving problems individually.

Problem management and decision making are two distinct activities. The first involves
managing the problems towards the desired outcome—making adjustments, modifying
the initial approach, and discarding alternatives that inhibit progress. Many of the most
significant problems at the strategic level require this approach because simple and direct
alternative courses of action do not exist. The second involves developing alternative
courses of action, assessing probability of success, and pursuing the selected course of
action. This differentiation between problem management and decision making is a major
element in the transition from direct to more indirect leadership. Most past training and
work experiences at the direct level are based on developing short-term solutions and
deciding on relatively well-structured problems by choosing among alternative courses
of action. Long-term, ill-defined problems for which it is difficult to envision desired
outcomes are not frequently encountered at lower levels. These are the problems, however,
that strategic leaders frequently encounter.

Strategic leadership requires a refined ability to recognize and avoid irrelevant and
marginal issues. An important ability in working strategic issues is to see beyond the
immediately obvious information received and to know what information is missing. This
includes recognizing multiple paths to the same goal, understanding the opportunity costs
for each path, and foreseeing the indirect effects of each.

Additionally, acceptance of some degree of risk is essential. Strategic issues are generally
ill-defined, and most information available is ambiguous and incomplete. Most possible
courses of action have such complex second- and third-order effects that a completely
accurate prediction of their outcomes is not possible. This necessitates committing to
decisions and operating effectively under conditions of uncertainty. In the face of risk, the
ability to recognize and seize opportunities is evident most clearly in the effectiveness with
which the strategic leader identifies relevant information, understands the significance of
projects or activities of others, and discards distracters.

Envisioning the Future. The capability to formulate and articulate strategic aims and

key concepts is perhaps the strategic leader’s most significant capacity, the application of
which was discussed in Chapter 3, Vision. He must lead the organization in the development

3