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THE LEADERSHIP IMPERATIVE:

As we transition from more than a decade of war to 
garrison training, we must identify and implement 
mission command (MC) into our fi ghting formations 

and training management in order to respond to a complex 
and evolving security threat. Through grounded experiences 
at the tactical level and academic study of organizational 
leadership theory, I seek to connect academic theory to Army 
doctrine and show the successes of MC in practice through 
a case study of the 2nd Battalion, 502nd Infantry Regiment, 
2nd Brigade Combat Team, 101st Airborne Division (Air 
Assault). The following issues discussed are from the point 
of view and perspective of an individual who has served 
under multiple chains of command in the positions of platoon 
leader, company executive offi cer, and company commander 
between May 2010 and April 2013.  

Hypothetical Vignette
Afghanistan, Regional Command-South — As the 

battalion conducts air assault operations behind insurgent 
improvised explosive device (IED) belts, leaders are faced 
with an ambiguous and evolving operational environment 
(OE). The commanders of two companies within the battalion 
execute simultaneous operations, controlling their platoon 
leaders and maneuvering their units at the order of the 
battalion commander. A synchronized battalion operation 
combining assets from air assault capabilities to air-to-ground 
integration (AGI) is ongoing as companies push south of the 
primary insurgent IED belts and defensive zones, all driven by 
detailed command. The company conducting the battalion’s 
decisive operation pushes south and clears through enemy 

disruption zones, able to fi nd, fi x, and fi nish the enemy. These 
two company commanders now face the exploitation phase 
of their operation but are “off the page” — moving beyond the 
initial contact and explicit direction provided by the battalion 
operations order. Instead of understanding commander’s 
intent, seizing the initiative, and exploiting the initiative 
(which leads to assessment and dissemination of gathered 
intelligence), these company commanders are hindered by the 
micromanagement of the command and control philosophy 
that results in detailed command.  

The battalion ceases operations, and the companies strong-
point their locations so these two company commanders 
can meet with the battalion commander and S3 operations 
offi cer. While company leadership is unable to perceive and 
execute the next step, platoon leaders are stifl ed and, as 
micromanaged cogs in the wheel, move with their respective 
company commanders back to the battalion command post 
(CP) to receive further detailed guidance. At the battalion CP, 
platoon leaders gather around imagery of the OE as the S3 
and battalion commander brief the scheme of maneuver for 
this unexpected phase of the operation. As the S3 describes 
the scheme down to platoon movement techniques, company 
commanders stand behind their platoon leaders observing 
the concept of the operation in “receive mode” as they 
conceptualize the directed concept.  

Following the brief, company commanders and platoon 
leaders move back to their individual locations and prepare 
to exploit their gains. This process gave the enemy 12 hours 
to consolidate and reorganize. Following the battalion-
directed scheme of maneuver, the platoon leaders depart 

in the early morning hours 
and face an enemy, previously 
broken, in prepared defensive 
positions protected by various 
IEDs. Meanwhile, company 
commanders act as radio 
operators, relaying information 
to battalion while awaiting further 
guidance to maneuver their 
elements. The lack of MC in this 
situation created a unit devoid of 
shared understanding. In failing 
to know the expanded purpose of 
the operation, the commanders’ 
ability to seize the initiative 
was limited, which allowed the 
insurgent force to consolidate 
forces, plan a counteroffensive, 
and emplace IEDs forward of 
coalition forces. 

“Leadership is […] infl uencing 
Soldiers with A Company, 2nd Battalion, 502nd Infantry Regiment, 2nd Brigade Combat Team, 101st 
Airborne Division, execute a deliberate attack of an enemy objective during a training exercise. 

Photos by 2nd Brigade Combat Team, 101st Airborne Division Public Affairs Offi ce
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people by providing purpose, 
direction, and motivation to 
accomplish the mission and improve 
the organization.” — Army Doctrine 
Reference Publication 
(ADRP) 6-22, Army 
Leadership

Through the MC Army 
Functional Concept (AFC), the U.S. 
Army connects organizational 
leadership theory to the 
modern Army Operational 
Concept (AOC).1 The Army’s 
six principles of MC act as a system 
of ligaments connecting the art with 
science and relating doctrine to 
current academic leadership theory.2 
In an evolving strategic environment, adaptive leadership is 
critical. The MC AFC connects doctrinal thought to current 
organizational leadership theory, incorporating the foundations 
of servant leadership, authenticity, communication, and 
leader development to maximize human capital and build 
adaptive leaders at all levels. The above vignette shows the 
shortcomings faced when detailed command is used in combat 
rather than MC. However, MC is not readily implemented in 
combat unless trained and developed in garrison. Through a 
case study of the 2nd Battalion (Strike Force), 502nd Infantry 
Regiment, the tenets of MC are married to the foundations of 
Organizational Leadership Theory (OLT), creating a delta that 
provides techniques for leadership to succeed in our learning 
organization. 

MC and OLT Defi ned
In the contemporary operational environment — where 

ambiguity, change, and uncertainty are ever-present factors 
— our military leaders are required to provide authentic and 
credible infl uence to facilitate revitalization.3 To stay ahead 
of our enemies, the U.S. Army requires leaders who are 
perceptive in the art of proactive change in order to build 
learning organizations and maintain fl exibility both in training 
and on the battlefi eld. Proactive change is a cornerstone of 
a learning organization and is the result of an identifi ed glide 
path with well-known, attainable organizational goals (a “way 
ahead” or a “vision”) and self-refl ection used to gain advantage 
from new ways of thinking.4 The key to proactive change is 
creating a culture of continual growth starting at the individual 
Soldier level.5 The unit shown in the hypothetical vignette 
failed to understand the process and as such achieved the 
fi rst three phases of F3EAD (fi nd, fi x, fi nish, exploit, analyze, 
and disseminate). But, without decentralized and disciplined 
initiative bred through MC, the hypothetical unit lost the 
opportunities that Strike Force and units embracing MC 
achieve — the exploit, analyze, and disseminate portions. In 
the U.S. Army, offi cers infl uence this process, but buy-in is 
required from the NCO corps and junior Soldiers to sustain 
growth. To implement OLT in our current fi ghting formations, 
the U.S. Army replaced command and control, as a warfi ghting 
function, with mission command. 

OLT is a combination of ideas and academic theories, 

proposed and practiced by scholars, 
which have been tested and allowed 

into the academic canon. Organizational 
leadership is the combination of 
leadership art with the science of 

management, combining beliefs 
and management tools to maximize 
human capital. There is no one 

doctrine of set rules or beliefs for 
OLT, but more than a century 
of academic thought provides 

a canon of accepted principles to 
defi ne the tenets of OLT. For the purposes 

of this analysis, OLT is defi ned by the 
primary principles of building teams 
through authenticity, shared vision, 
shared values, decentralization 

to promote initiative, social intelligence (SI), emotional 
intelligence (EI), organizational communication, and building 
learning organizations. 

MC allows leaders and commanders at all levels to 
synchronize their capabilities and assets to adapt and 
overcome all obstacles and enemies; MC doctrine — 
developed and issued in 2012 — is the basis for unifi ed land 
operations (ULO).6 ADRP 6-0, Mission Command, defi nes MC 
as “the exercise of authority and direction by the commander 
using mission orders to enable disciplined initiative within the 
commander’s intent to empower agile and adaptive leaders 
in the conduct of unifi ed land operations.” MC incorporates a 
level of art often neglected by the practice-oriented science of 
its defi nition. The full spectrum intent of MC is defi ned in its 
six-principle framework: 

(1) Build cohesive teams through mutual trust;
(2) Create shared understanding;
(3) Provide a clear commander’s intent; 
(4) Exercise disciplined initiative; 
(5) Use mission orders; and 
(6) Accept prudent risk.
These six principles are linked to decades of OLT and 

provide a framework for building an adaptive, disciplined, and 
successful unit both in training and in combat.  

The Strike Force battalion provides the example of what OLT 
and MC can create when correctly implemented in combat, 
as highlighted by recent articles such as the discussion of 
Operation Dragon Strike during Operation Enduring Freedom 
(OEF) 10-11.7 However, the foundation of MC is not built and 
implemented in combat but rather starts back in the training 
environment and is later capitalized upon in combat. If MC had 
been implemented in the hypothetical vignette, commanders, 
leaders, and Soldiers at all levels of the organization could 
have retained the initiative and exploited it without the delay 
caused by required future guidance from higher. The MC/ 
OLT delta (see Figure 2), as shown through the actions of 
the Strike Force battalion, provides a map to how MC can be 
implemented in garrison at the battalion level and below. 

Build Cohesive Teams through Mutual Trust: 
Authentic Leadership

Authenticity and genuine concern are paramount, and 

Figure 1 — 
Organizational Leader-
ship Theory Diagram
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provide the fi rst delta 
or common ground 
between MC and 
OLT. U.S. Marine 
Corps Col B.P. McCoy 
prefaces his book, The 
Passion of Command 
- The Moral Imperative 
of Leadership, with this 
warning: “Without genuine 
concern, this is all worthless,” and 
that commanders are entrusted with 
the safety and welfare of their men. This 
moral imperative starts in MC with building the team through 
a mutual trust only attainable, as argued through OLT, by 
authentic leadership. 

The fundamental state of leadership requires an 
understanding of people, more specifi cally in this case, of one’s 
unit from the lowest private to the higher chain of command.8 

Without understanding, our leaders lack authenticity and 
fail to gain trust, thus making mentorship unattainable. 
MC charges leaders to internalize this fundamental state 
and moral imperative to understand their subordinates’ 
motivations, strengths, and areas of needed improvement to 
allow for specifi ed training needs, positions of responsibility, 
and individual development, ultimately resulting in an ability 
to accomplish the mission. The fi ve touchstones of authentic 
leadership: 

(1) Know yourself authentically, 
(2) Listen authentically, 
(3) Express authentically, 
(4) Appreciate authentically, and 
(5) Serve authentically from OLT aid in the practice and 

application of MC.9
Authentic leadership — built on a foundation of shared 

values, perceived motivations, and congruent actions — 
facilitates trust and creates aligned systems empowering 
subordinate leaders/Soldiers and in-turn improving the 
organization. Authenticity is a quality of being “real” and 
“honest” in how we live and work with others, “rebuilding 
the links that connect people.”10 Strike Force leaders use 
trust to build teams by enlisting Soldiers and subordinate 
leaders to buy-in and adopt the organizational goal as the 
cornerstone and foundation of their work ethic; understanding 
this requires a relationship of trust.11 Building this trust 
relies on the strategic alignment of values, principles, and 
the organizational mission.12 Strike Force exemplifi es the 
importance of an organizational mission by communicating it 
down to the lowest level. Strike Force Soldiers, through the 
principles of MC, are considered subordinate leaders in the 
framework of the organization and required to understand the 
unit lines of effort (LOEs), mission, and intent. This facilitates 
ownership and creates a committed unit, unifi ed by common 
goals, where trust, commitment, credibility, and accountability 
gain individual Soldier buy-in.13  

Strike Force used open dialogue as a form of strategic 
internal communication to provide diverse perspectives and 
develop a culture of learning within the organization. To 
further promote buy-in and build effective teams, Strike Force 

created working groups 
for various mission 
essential initiatives 
that enlisted the 
participation of all 
ranks. The Fierce 
Falcon Working 

Group spearheaded 
the PT program for 

the battalion and infused 
change to improve Soldier 

comprehensive fi tness. The 
mission of the working group was to gain 

a comprehensive voice from all levels within the battalion to 
improve a program dedicated to optimizing the physical and 
mental development and sustainment of the battalion’s most 
lethal weapon. 

Members from each company, varying from rifl eman to the 
battalion commander, received an equal voice unhindered by 
rank or formal duty position. To achieve this, formally assigned 
leaders needed to be confi dent in their message and accept 
risk in the vulnerability that comes from giving equal voice to 
those usually on the receiving end of orders.14 The vulnerability 
and control sacrifi ced paid dividends in the buy-in received. 
Offi cers within a battalion are more apt to switch-out as part 
of the Army’s revolving door of personnel, but the NCOs and 
Soldiers are the consistency of the unit, and when they take 
ownership of the vision, the effects last. Subordinate leaders’ 
level of commitment and work ethic skyrocket when they 
have a say in the organization. Through its Fierce Falcon PT 
Program (driven by its working group), Strike Force witnessed 
improvements in comprehensive fi tness including an average 
of more than a 50-point improvement in Army Physical 
Fitness Test (APFT) scores and improved combat fi tness 
test scores. This collection of diverse opinions harnessed 
creative tension and provided answers by developing creative 
and critically thinking leaders.15 The obvious returns on this 
program and working group are shown through quantitative 
data on Soldier fi tness and combat readiness. However, the 
less visible return is the implementation of MC through shared 
vision and ownership, which combats the need for detailed 
command displayed in the initial vignette and creates leaders 
ready to seize, retain, and exploit the initiative as guided by 
commander’s intent. This theory of tapping into human capital, 
gaining initiative by sacrifi cing control, is at the cornerstone of 
servant leadership and MC.16

Strike Force exemplifi ed servant leadership, and through 
the overlap between OLT and MC, built cohesive teams 
through the execution of command climate surveys, safety 
briefs, and the Family Readiness Group (FRG) program. 
Command climate surveys are not unique to Strike Force, but 
how the battalion executed and implemented them is what 
truly exemplifi es the MC/OLT delta. Strike Force did not treat 
command climate surveys as a “check the box” exercise but, 
rather, valued them as an opportunity to check the pulse of 
the unit and allow candid feedback at all levels. Following 
the survey, a selected group of leaders from multiple levels 
(squad leaders, platoon leaders, etc.) analyzed the answers/
responses and recorded them into an easily transferable 
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format determined by the battalion commander and his 
staff to best communicate trends across the battalion. Data 
provided to the commanders portrayed a statistical picture of 
certain metrics or majority responses while still capturing the 
outliers. Following a week to allow commanders to digest this 
information, companies held sensing sessions for each level 
of their organization (Soldiers, team leaders, squad leaders, 
and then platoon leaders/platoon sergeants). The battalion 
command team repeated the same process including all 
companies to ensure a comprehensive opportunity to gain/
voice feedback. Face-to-face communication between 
commanders and all levels of their subordinates facilitates 
a measure of respect and weight to their feedback. This 
simple practice shows subordinates they have a say in the 
organization and that their voice matters. The returns on this 
investment are diffi cult to gauge through quantitative means 
but are refl ected through the human element of leading. 

Leaders at all levels of the battalion, especially commanders 
and fi rst sergeants, used safety briefs as a form of open 
dialogue between the formal leadership and the Soldiers to 
create a relationship of mindful communication and equitable 
transactions.17 In the Strike Force culture, safety briefs were 
not a one-way lecture from commander to Soldier. They 
were treated as group communication between all Soldiers 
and leaders, where multiple individuals had the opportunity 
to talk about each subject of necessary attention. Giving 
Soldiers the opportunity to talk to their peers and leaders 
about the dangers of drugs and required safety measures 
for drinking alcohol, hunting, or riding a motorcycle facilitated 
active participation and helped the message sink in. During 
this time, Soldiers were more apt to receive a message from 
their command team because it was received as authentic 
communication rather than robotic lecturing. This provided 
leaders with the opportunity to convey the right message at 
that critical moment to reach and develop their subordinates. 
These interactions became training opportunities to build a 
cohesive team rather than just a safety brief requirement. 
The better Soldiers understand the values and vision of their 
organization in garrison, the less they will require the detailed 

command and micromanaged supervision that limited our 
hypothetical unit highlighted in the vignette. 

“Friendship” with subordinates holds a negative stigma 
within the Army that leads to a failing of leaders to understand 
and know their Soldiers and junior leaders. A fi ne line exists 
between professional understanding and unprofessional 
interactions. The leaders in Strike Force understood the line 
between professional behavior and hiding behind excuses 
about avoiding friendships with colleagues to not get “too 
close.” The battalion’s leaders viewed their relationships with 
Soldiers as a family to avoid portraying a “lack of candor 
or fail to validate emotions.”18 This attitude permeated unit 
gatherings both at work and outside of work, such as FRG 
meetings and socials that allowed individual Soldier family 
units to congregate and build the larger support structure 
within the unit. The battalion commander frequently (twice 
a month) held volunteer weekend workouts at his house on 
Saturdays. These gatherings were open to all ranks/positions 
and advertised throughout the battalion area. Soldiers, 
leaders, spouses, and children gathered at the battalion 
commander’s house to participate in tough and meticulously 
programmed PT sessions, followed by a family-style 
breakfast. These opportunities to gather as colleagues, build 
bonds through strenuous physical activity, and break bread 
as family helped to build the bonds of a cohesive unit that pay 
off on the battlefi eld. Leaders who fail to do this mistake the 
dangers of institutional vulnerability as transferable to personal 
vulnerability through genuine expression and transparency.19   

Strike Force united MC’s building cohesive teams to OLT’s 
authentic leadership through open communication between 
leaders and subordinates in the form of dialogue, thus 
creating a foundation of mutual trust. The U.S. Army requires 
counseling, but where Strike Force achieved the further 
intent of MC is in how they counseled. Leaders mentored 
their subordinates and used every training opportunity as a 
form of open dialogue to counsel. The Army’s DA Form 4856 
offers a section devoted to “discussion,” but in an OLT sense, 
this discussion is dialogue in that it is a process by which 
meaning is transferred.20 Dialogue is a free fl ow of meaning 

between two or more people where information 
sharing is crucial to achieving understanding.21 
Strike Force leaders understood that dialogue 
is a relationship built over time. Every range, 
physical training session, and even command 
maintenance Mondays were viewed as 
opportunities to engage subordinate leaders 
and instill knowledge through communication 
as a form of building authentic relationships 
through trust. No leader in battalion exemplifi ed 
this as well as the Strike Force team leader.  

Team leaders are the lowest level of 
recognized Army leadership. However, even the 
team leader viewed his Soldiers as subordinate 
leaders because he understood he was not 
only training his SAW gunner or grenadier, he 
was training his own replacement. Authentic 
communication guides leaders by fundamental 
values and a foundation of character, allowing 
fl exibility in their methods to reach every 
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The company commander for A Company, 2-502nd Infantry Regiment leads an after 
action review following a squad situational training exercise. 



individual; one-size-fi ts-all leadership is not nearly as 
effective.22 Above all else, authentic leadership starts at 
the top and requires shared values and vision to ensure 
congruent action.23 The Strike Force battalion formed 
a cohesive team through authentic leadership and 
mutual trust but executed initiative as a team 
through shared understanding. This shared 
understanding in training will later correlate 
to understanding in the mission and 
avoid the failings of detailed command 
in combat as shown in the vignette. 

Create Shared 
Understanding: Values

Shared understanding 
is the bridge that connects purpose and intent, ensuring 
subordinate leaders and Soldiers to the lowest level are able 
to operate within that intent.24 The delta between shared 
understanding (MC) and OLT is shared values. Values 
and ethical stewardship display authenticity and achieve a 
fundamental state of leadership, facilitated by MC and aligned 
with the values of servant/principle-centered leadership.25 

Through aligned systems such as counseling, safety briefs, 
and offi cer/leader development programs (ODP/LDPs), 
Strike Force leaders acted as ethical stewards and conveyed 
a clear message using strategic communication, effectively 
guiding and mobilizing personnel toward a common mission. 
Battalion Soldiers communicated this through actions and 
words to connect common organizational values at the 
individual level as the shared understanding of MC. Strike 
Force leaders created an environment and culture of family, 
exemplifying through actions the belief that “we all work for 
each other.” Strike Force leaders dedicated “personal time” to 
ensuring their Soldiers and subordinate leaders were cared 
for, showing that their priority was to their Soldiers and thus 
building a commitment to the unit. Examples of this were 
displayed through individual and collaborative leader efforts. 
On the individual front, specifi c examples include a squad 
leader dedicating weekends to teaching a Soldier to drive 
and walking him through the process of attaining his driver’s 
license. Collaboratively, Strike Force implemented home visits 
that required leaders to visit the quarters (both on post and 
off) of every Soldier, NCO, and offi cer within the organization 
to ensure families were being taken care of, information was 
effectively being disseminated to the family, and the individual 
was living in a safe environment. These were conducted 
as a means of ensuring a Soldier’s standard of living was 
acceptable to his needs and the needs of his family. This also 
provided an opportunity for leaders to conduct face-to-face 
communication with family members who may not attend 
FRG meetings/functions and/or as a check on the lines of 
communication.

Another accepted and practiced SOP in Strike Force was 
for leaders to arrive early to morning formation to conduct 
barracks checks; they would also take turns to do these on 
weekends as well. These checks were not conducted as 
“witch hunts” or to catch wrongdoing, but rather to show that 
leaders care enough to take time out of their weekend to walk 
through their Soldiers’ living space and ensure their needs 

are met. Leaders use these and other methods to keep 
a fi nger on the metaphorical pulse of the organization 

and show they value each Soldier as a member 
of the family unit. New Soldiers and leaders are 

quickly inculcated to keep the organization at a 
consistently moving pace, united by a common 

bond. 
GEN (Retired) Gordon R. Sullivan, 
former Army Chief of Staff, relates 

strategic alignment and architecture 
to a bridge with values as the 

foundation and aligned strategy as 
the connection between values 
and means.26 This alignment 
starts with the congruence of 

espoused values and culture or “lead by example/through 
action.”27 Just as leaders achieve authenticity through clearly 
defi ned personal motivations, core beliefs, and fundamental 
values, organizations/units require these baselines to act 
congruently within them.28 

The principles of MC act as this strategic framework 
(Figure 3), building the foundation with cohesive teams and 
then infusing shared understanding to continue the building 
process toward the pinnacle of allowing leaders to accept 
prudent risk and ultimately creating an adaptive learning 
organization. Strike Force’s leaders were not genetically 
altered or specifi cally better than any other leader in the 
Army. Instead, Strike Force took the next step by approaching 
every task as a training opportunity, planning and executing 
deliberate multi-echelon training to maximize resources.  
Instilling this as a cultural understanding and core value of the 
organization created that baseline and set expectations. Daily 
PT is not executed solely to maintain standards of fi tness, but 
rather as part of a larger strategic plan to build/foster shared 
understanding and create adaptive leaders. The Fierce Falcon 
PT Program assisted in creating a culture of physical, mental, 
and emotional resilience shown through moral, physical, 
and adaptive courage. The program was approached with 
diligent attention from the working group, and all commanders 
intentionally planned fi tness modules and programming 
that would challenge leaders, promote esprit de corps, and 
improve comprehensive fi tness. Results of the program 
(APFT scores, functional movement screening tests, combat 
fi tness test scores, etc.) were reviewed and the next phases 
of programming were briefed to the battalion commander at 
quarterly PT meetings. LDPs on fi tness, nutrition, and other 
related topics were spearheaded by individual companies and 
taught to the battalion as a whole. Fierce Falcon was designed 
to transform Soldiers and leaders into standard-bearers, build 
unity, and instill adaptive courage through physical training. 
The Fierce Falcon program meant training for, achieving, and 
maintaining a level of comprehensive fi tness gauged by the 
Fierce Falcon metrics of success (various tests to include a 
12-mile ruck march, APFT, fi ve-mile run, combat fi tness test, 
and comprehensive fi tness test).  

Creating and building on mutual experiences — whether 
it is through PT, FRG functions, or strenuous fi eld training — 
instilled a shared understanding at all levels of the organization. 
This understanding was facilitated by OLT’s proposed need 
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Figure 3 — MC Strategic Framework
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for common core values of the organization, commonly 
identifi ed within the individuals. Shared understanding, within 
the framework of MC, creates a platform on which to instill 
shared vision/commander’s intent. 

Provide a Clear Commander’s Intent: Explain the 
“Why” through Shared Vision

Shared vision is the fourth discipline of a learning 
organization within OLT and essentially the third principle of 
mission command.29 Genuine vision instills a “want” to learn 
or “common caring” rather than a directive.30 Vision fails to 
breed initiative when kept as a leader’s secret. For vision 
to take effect, it must be communicated, understood, and 
shared by the organization. Vision, as it is displayed in the 
MC Strategic Framework, needs to be based on common 
principles in order to achieve a lasting effect.31 Commander’s 
intent, when implemented to achieve the above discussed 
requirements, allows subordinate leaders and Soldiers to 
“fi ght on to the Ranger objective and complete the mission 
though [they] be the lone survivor.” A clear end-state with 
benchmarks for success facilitates a better understanding of 
change in both the “how” and the “why.” When the “why” is 
understood, leaders can adapt the “how.” 

Before the OEF 12 Strike Force Security Force Advise 
and Assist Team (SFAAT) deployed, the senior leaders 
deploying set expectations by providing a vision that guided 
the organization. The published and understood leader 
expectations created a culture of self-responsibility and 
egalitarianism (the message and vision comes from the top).32 
A decentralized style of empowering subordinate leaders, 
driven by a strong and understood vision, allowed for a more 
effective span of control.33 This was not to say leaders were 
not required but rather emphasized the freedom to seize 
initiative and execute within the leader’s communicated 
vision. Not only was the vision and guidance published by the 
battalion commander, it was also discussed and implemented 
at all levels of the organization (short-range training calendar, 
long-range training calendar, mission essential task list 
evaluations, Road to War operation order) to describe the way 
ahead and leader expectations. Leaders from every level of 
the organization often approached Soldiers and asked for the 
“why.” (Why are they training? What is the task? What is the 
purpose of the organization?) Soldiers were expected to have 
these answers because leaders were expected to provide and 
instill them. Leaders understood Soldiers will not always do 
what you expect them to do, but they will always execute what 
you inspect. When the vision is not only communicated but 
also documented and inspected for understanding at every 
level, leaders can refer back to it as a map through turbulent 
times.   

When Soldiers, NCOs, and junior offi cers “buy into” the 
vision, they — like any shareholder — want their piece. Soldiers 
will then take ownership, provide input, seek collaborative 
thought, and accomplish effective change to create a guiding 
coalition without a second thought or understanding of 
what they are doing. The art of MC allows commanders to 
tap into the human capital provided by Soldiers and junior 
offi cers, well beyond their own individual expectations or 
comprehension. With collaborative initiatives, Soldiers feel 

personal gratifi cation and satisfaction when yielding positive 
results.34 Once the guiding coalition is created and the team 
is built around a common vision, strategies can be discussed, 
developed, and exploited. It is the leader’s responsibility to 
fi nd what motivates his Soldiers and subordinate leaders and 
use that to involve them.35

Once vision is created and communicated, the thought 
needs muscle; a good manager provides the muscle through 
strategies. The Army has a command structure that pairs 
managers (executive offi cer [XO], fi rst sergeant, S3, etc.) with 
leaders (commanders) to provide the “muscle” or the “how” 
behind the “thought” or vision/why. Strike Force understood 
and exemplifi ed this relationship and ensured managers were 
on the same page with the leaders to execute vision within an 
understood intent. Through this symbiotic relationship, Strike 
Force leaders demonstrated the power of providing a clear 
commander’s intent (vision) through the connection to and 
ownership of the organization at all levels. Understood intent, 
or vision, distributes the authority to act with initiative to every 
individual in the organization. When this is implemented and 
instilled through training, the initiative gains a strengthened 
resolve through discipline. A unit able to exercise disciplined 
initiative, as outlined in MC and OLT, avoids the detriments 
of detailed command outlined in the initial vignette. By 
communicating the shared vision (or commander’s intent) 
across all levels of the organization, Strike Force built on 
the foundation already present in its cohesive teams and 
shared values, thus allowing for the next step in the process: 
exercising disciplined initiative.  

Exercise Disciplined Initiative: Succession 
Planning, Mentoring, and Diverse Perspectives

Complacency kills learning organizations, and comfort 
breeds complacency. Maintaining relevance in an 
organization’s fi eld, national, and global communities is the 
crux of continuous success. Leaders hold a critical charge 
and monumental challenge to breed continuous hunger within 
their organizations. Strike Force bred this hunger through 
strategic succession planning and leader placement. The key 
to proactive change is creating a culture of continual growth, 
starting at the individual level, that is nurtured by organizational 
leaders driven by the ability to exercise disciplined initiative.36 
Three principles already discussed breed disciplined initiative: 
build cohesive teams, create shared understanding, and 
provide clear commander’s intent. Putting these into practice 
to seize, retain, and exploit initiative is accomplished through 
succession planning, mentorship, and diverse perspectives. In 
order to infl uence and impact a lifelong learning organization, 
leaders need to be able to reach the pinnacle and strive for 
more; leaders need to ask “what’s next?” 

Strike Force, as part of the larger strategic scheme of the 
Army, rotated leaders within the organization to keep the 
hunger, drive, and determination required to meet the growing 
challenges of our national security and answer the call of the 
changing environment. The battalion demonstrated the power 
of mentorship, incorporating consent, mutual respect, and 
proven excellence through the mantra of “leader development” 
to effectively develop succession planning and maximize 
human capital. Organizationally in-tune leaders understand 
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that maximizing human capital and building profi ts from 
people are not solely based on short-term earnings. The true 
Human Capital Management (HCM) model understands that 
“hope is not a method” and integrates succession planning, a 
form of deliberate planning for fi lling voids left by leadership’s 
revolving door for long-term success.37 

Organizational Leadership Theory’s HCM is a people-
centric approach with all functions and factors of the 
organization feeding into investing in people. HCM requires 
the application of organizational strategic systems to develop 
employees and build profi ts from people.38 The disciplines of 
learning organizations to building an HCM are decentralization, 
self-managed teams, selective hiring, employee training 
and development, shared decision-making, transparency, 
and performance-based incentives.39 The HCM is creating 
a learning environment through leader development using 
coaching and mentorship as a catalyst for improvement. 

Doctrine dictates that leaders understand the position and 
responsibilities two levels above their own. For example, 
a squad leader understands decisions at a fi rst sergeant 
(company) level, and a company commander understands 
the position of a brigade commander. Realistically, leaders 
understand two levels up and are prepared to execute 
one level up. Strike Force planned and executed training/
knowledge management (KM) in a fashion that exemplifi es 
this doctrinal charge to leaders. 

From February 2012 to January 2013, the Strike Brigade 
deployed 90 percent of its leaders (offi cers and senior NCOs) 
to form an SFAAT charged with training Afghan Uniformed 
Police, National Police, and Afghan National Army in the staff 
functions and training management techniques required to 
sustain their own national security. Meanwhile, the remainder 
of the brigade stayed at Fort Campbell fully engaged in an 
intensive training cycle (ITC) that was challenging to even 
the most prepared and distinguished leaders. This required 
executive offi cers to step up and execute as company 
commanders (battalion XO to act as battalion commander). 
At all levels, leaders were working one to two levels above 
their rank/grade. 

XOs manage systems rather than directly command 
people.  However, managing people, talent, personalities, etc., 
are critical factors in being an XO. Attack Company fostered 
a mentorship relationship between the commander and XO 
based on trust and mutual respect. This relationship prepared 
the XO to seamlessly step into the commander billet where he 
already understood all of the systems and requirements. As 
part of a deliberate leader development/mentorship strategy, 
the Attack Company commander included his XO in the 
planning process and training management discussion. He 
then placed his XO in positions to operate as the commander 
(battalion training meetings, sync meetings, quarterly PT 
briefs, etc.). When word of the deployment broke, Attack 
Company was levels above the rest of the brigade in terms of 
preparation to shift the organization.  Attack Company’s ability 
to understand the system and build succession planning 
into training/leader development allowed for organizational 
learning and adaptability; it allowed leaders at all levels to 
exercise disciplined initiative. 

Leaders plan, not because execution always follows suit, 

but because the planning allows for adaptation in practice.  
Competitive organizations understand the revolving door of 
personnel changeover and preemptively attack this barrier 
through succession planning with mentorship acting as the 
catalyst for leader development.40 Succession planning is 
a cornerstone of effective human capital strategy with an 
undeniable link to strategic/systematic coaching as a form 
of management.41 OLT requires a balanced approach to 
management and leadership through the lens of HCM and 
KM, providing a link to MC’s disciplined initiative. 

Strike Force implemented the principles of transparency, 
systems consultation, decentralized decision-making 
authority, shared control, and mentorship. The battalion took 
advantage of the Army’s structural organization, placing 
leaders in roles formatted to mentor a specifi c group. For 
example, company commanders mentored XOs and platoon 
leaders while coaching squad leaders. Strike Force aligned 
to facilitate mentorship one level down and coaching two 
levels down in accordance with doctrine. When this structural 
alignment combined with the personal relationship of mutual 
trust and respect discussed above, mentorship was perfectly 
facilitated. This structure of mentorship prepared leaders to 
step up and move into the role of the leader above them. Strike 
Force displayed this perfectly when required to put succession 
planning into practice during the OEF 12 SFAAT deployment. 
When the deployed leaders returned to their formations, the 
organization was exponentially better prepared to continue 
training. The subordinate leaders who were trained, coached, 
and mentored and then charged to lead levels above their 
assigned position exercised initiative in the absence of higher 
leaders to drive the organization in the direction of the shared 
vision/intent. These leaders, when placed in the vignette, 
were prepared to exercise initiative within the confi nes of 
intent and continue the mission without allowing the enemy to 
consolidate and reorganize. 

Conclusion
As deployments and the timeline of leadership change 

of commands would have it, Strike Force did not deploy 
as a battalion under these discussed command teams. 
Nevertheless, the trained foundations of the MC/OLT delta 
could have given the hypothetical vignette a different outcome.  

Hypothetical Vignette Revisited: Afghanistan, Regional 
Command-South — As the battalion conducts air assault 
operations behind insurgent IED belts, leaders are faced 
with an ambiguous and evolving OE. The commanders of 
two companies within the battalion execute simultaneous 
operations, controlling their platoon leaders and maneuvering 
their units at the order of the battalion commander. A 
synchronized battalion operation is ongoing as companies 
push south of the primary insurgent IED belts and defensive 
zones, all driven by detailed command. The company 
conducting the battalion’s decisive operation pushed south 
and cleared through enemy disruption zones, able to fi nd, fi x, 
and fi nish the enemy. These two company commanders now 
face the exploitation phase of their operation but are “off the 
page,” moving beyond the initial contact and explicit direction 
provided by the battalion operations order. By understanding 
of the commander’s intent, however, commanders and leaders 
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at all levels are able to seize and exploit the initiative, leading 
to assessment and dissemination of gathered intelligence. 

Company commanders, with understanding of the larger 
battalion effort, strong-point their locations and gather their 
platoon leaders. As company teams, these leaders plan the 
next phase of their connected operation with their adjacent 
units’ tasks and purposes in mind. Commanders then use 
the battalion update brief conducted via FM communication 
to brief the battalion commander on their plan. The battalion 
S3 synchronizes these plans ensuring a united effort. The 
battalion commander provides additional guidance and 
allows his company commanders to execute their plans. 
Once synchronized, company commanders disseminate the 
plan to their subordinate leaders as their subordinate leaders 
start necessary movement. Before fi rst light, platoons begin 
to conduct their continued movement toward the river clearing 
the last remaining insurgent strongholds and clearing the area 
of Taliban infl uence. As the battalion’s clearance operations 
come to a close, commanders use the guidance they received 
the night before and their understanding of mission/intent to 
strong-point strategic locations within the area of operations 
to facilitate future combat and stability operations. The enemy 
was kept on his heels and pushed past his brink. Now coalition 
forces hold the ground allowing for security in the region and 
a transition to the counterinsurgency operations required to 
succeed in the human domain.

GEN (Retired) Sullivan relates the Army’s Human Capital 
Model to empowering subordinates, building a team, creating 
a strategic architecture, transforming the organization, growing 
the learning organization, and investing in people.42 The 
U.S. Army later defi ned Sullivan’s statements through the 
restructuring of command and control to the new doctrine of 
mission command. Through our current transition, we as an 
organization need to apply MC in our garrison training toward 
readiness to face an evolving security threat. To tap into the full 
strength of human capital, our leaders need to recognize the 
connection between current MC doctrine and OLT as a means 
of implementing knowledge management to develop and train 
their formations. Strike Force modeled the principles of MC 
to reveal the shared delta with OLT and tap into the uses the 
fi rst hidden power of human capital. This leadership “sweet-
spot” created a unit of fl exible leaders — from Soldier level to 
command level — that is able to seize, retain, and exploit the 
initiative. 
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