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RISK ACCEPTANCE

In 1952, retired British Field Marshal Sir William 
Slim delivered a forty-five-minute address on 
aspects of “Higher Command” to the students of 

the U.S. Army Command and General Staff College. 
Toward the end of his speech, Slim impressed upon his 
audience an important concept: if a subordinate suffers 
from a setback borne from his own carelessness, stu-
pidity, or cowardice, then his commander should fire 
him. “But,” Slim continued, “if he did it because he was 
a little bit overeager, because he took just a little bit too 
much risk, or because he was a little bit too pugnacious, 
give him another chance.”1 Though profound, Slim’s 
advice in fact echoes the words of military thinkers 
dating back two millennia. In the first century AD, 
Greek philosopher Onasander recognized the battle-
field value of subordinate initiative and urged prospec-
tive commanders to allow their soldiers to take high 
payoff risks.2 Three centuries later, Vegetius Renatus 
observed that while fear and punishment helped instill 
camp discipline, hope and rewards more effectively 
fostered aggressive soldierly behavior.3 In other words, 
military leaders should be slow to punish and quick to 
reward audacity and boldness of action. Unfortunately, 
a combination of institutional mechanisms and inter-
nal cultural forces hinders subordinate initiative in the 
U.S. Army. Instead of encouraging audacity of action, 
the U.S. Army encourages cautiousness and conformity, 
ultimately undermining the development of the exact 
sort of bold leaders it wishes to produce. 

If nothing else, what Slim, Onasander, and Vegetius 
have in common is a firm belief in the benefits ac-
crued from applying the doctrinal principle of risk 
acceptance.4 This principle contains several aspects 
including resource allocation, time management, and 
cost analysis, but most importantly, trust. To promote 
disciplined initiative, a level of trust must exist between 
commander and subordinate—that the commander 
will accept his or her subordinate’s risk-taking and will 
demonstrate that trust by underwriting any honest 
mistakes produced as an outcome.5 Theoretically, this 
process not only encourages decentralized execution 
but also fosters the development of bold, intelligent, 

and innovative leaders—leaders who are able and 
willing to aggressively exploit fleeting opportunities in 
sometimes unique and imaginative ways. 

Though the U.S. Army codifies the intellectual 
underpinnings of risk acceptance into its doctrine, the 
principle is conspicuously absent in practice. Evidence of 
this point is visible in annual leadership surveys, com-
bat training center (CTC) lessons learned, and various 
Army leaders’ published observations. These sources 
suggest a large portion of officers and noncommissioned 
officers (NCOs) simply do not possess the level of trust 
they need to feel comfortable exercising disciplined ini-
tiative as prescribed by Army Doctrine Publication 6-0, 
Mission Command: Command and Control of Army Forces,
or as exhorted by senior leaders like Gen. Stephen 
Townsend.6 Two interconnected causes likely contrib-
ute to this phenomenon: (1) there currently exists no 
significant incentives for leaders to execute operations 
in a bold, innovative manner during training; and (2) 
Army culture discourages (if not outright punishes) such 
an approach. As such, it seems the calculus many leaders 
make when determining the cost-benefit analysis associ-
ated with risk taking often leads them to pursue courses 
of action that can only be described as conventional, 
prosaic, or just good enough to not get fired.

By design, CTCs like the National Training Center 
or the Joint Readiness Training Center serve as the 
premier locations for Army leaders to experiment and 
practice such risk-taking. CTCs offer commanders the 
rare opportunity to assemble their entire organization 
in a single space to execute operations in a dynamic, re-
alistic training environment against a free-thinking and 
highly capable opposing force. Leaders are assigned ob-
jectives, tasks, and resources, and they are given an op-
portunity to put into practice their craft under the gaze 
of observer-controller/trainers, superiors, peers, and 
subordinates. This process typically occurs just once 
a year. If combat operations are not on the horizon, 
leaders have just one opportunity to impress evaluators 
with their ability to apply years of experience, train-
ing, and education; one opportunity to secure a “Most 
Qualified” annual evaluation. The stakes are without 

Previous page: Georgia National Guardsmen rush to their objective during a live-fire exercise 12 May 2018 at the Joint Readiness Training 
Center, Fort Polk, Louisiana. By design, combat training centers serve as the premier locations for Army leaders to experiment and practice risk 
taking. (Photo from JRTC Operations Group Public Affairs Office)
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question incredibly high. And they 
are higher still if one considers 
these exercises are usually the most 
significantly weighted events during 
an officer’s time in a key develop-
mental assignment, and that most 
officers are highly cognizant that 
they require at least three “Most 
Qualified” evaluations over a five-
year span to secure their promotion 
to the next rank.7 Understanding 
this, one can see why leaders might 
be hesitant to deviate too far from 
standard convention—why they 
might avoid devising the “bold,” 
“innovative,” or “creative” schemes 
that CTCs are uniquely designed to 
facilitate. 

Some may be skeptical of the 
notion that a leader’s performance 
during a ten-day CTC exercise 
disproportionately influences the 
outcome of an evaluation that 
should ostensibly reflect his or her 
performance over an entire year, 
but evidence indicates this indeed 
occurs. A study conducted by Lee 
A. Evans and G. Lee Robinson 
reveals raters and senior raters, like 
all humans, rely on cognitive biases 
like the “halo effect” or “duration neglect” to simplify 
the complex task of writing a comprehensive evaluation 
that encompasses twelve months’ worth of interactions, 
decisions, and actions.8 Both of these biases lead evalua-
tors to excessively fixate on a single aspect of the ratee’s 
character or performance during this period. Given 
the significant and lengthy process of preparing for and 
executing a CTC rotation, how could unit leaders not 
become unwittingly wed to their impressions built there 
when it comes time to put pen to evaluation paper? 
Moreover, it is precisely because CTC exercises shed 
light on how subordinates will perform in actual combat 
that they carry so much weight.

Others may be skeptical of the idea that many Army 
leaders would allow careerism to influence their deci-
sion-making in training or combat. However, this notion 
not only appears overly optimistic but contradicts a 

A sample page of a DD Form 2977, Deliberate Risk Assessment 
Worksheet. The author contends that Army leaders tend to be risk 
averse, although tools like this help mitigate risk during military op-
erations. (Image from Fort Lee Policy 20-7, Troop Movements and 
PT [Running Routes])

significant volume of data suggesting otherwise. To begin 
with, Leonard Wong and Stephen J. Gerras’s land-
mark study Lying to Ourselves: Dishonesty in the Army 
Profession explicitly cites careerism as a force contrib-
uting to leaders’ willingness to “lie, cheat, or steal for 
self-advancement.”9 The Army’s “up-or-out” policy and 
leaders’ anxiety surrounding job security becomes even 
more apparent when one takes into account that most 
leaders envision staying in the Army for a full twen-
ty-year career. Over 90 percent of field grade officers, 
62 percent of company grade officers, and 85 percent of 
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NCOs report this to be the case, according to the 2016 
Center for Army Leadership Annual Survey of Army 
Leadership (CASAL).10 This would suggest, then, that 
most leaders have made life arrangements centered on 
their careers in the Army, often at the expense of their 
spouse’s career or children’s educational opportunities. 
Moreover, a recent RAND study indicates 46 percent 
of all soldiers entering the force do so for strictly occu-
pational benefits such as a stable paycheck, health-care 

benefits, and presumably the prospect of receiving a life-
long pension. Conversely, only 9 percent join exclusively 
for institutional reasons (e.g., patriotism, call to serve, 
family history).11 Coupling the datasets above reveals an 
institution saturated with individuals and leaders, for 
better or worse, glued to the financial underpinnings of 
their career. While it may be impossible to determine 
the exact percentage of leaders who allow job security to 
affect their willingness to pursue bold or creative plans, a 
very conservative estimate may sit at around 35 percent, 
though a much higher number is perhaps more likely.12

These considerations raise the following question: 
What incentives do leaders have to be bold, innovative, 
or creative? At best, a leader could receive recognition 
and high marks for excellent performance. At worst, this 
same leader could be fired, be labeled inept, and could 
struggle to rehabilitate his or her professional reputation. 
Phrased a different way, the choice to be bold or innova-
tive has a potentially career-ending outcome. Conversely, 
if a leader sticks to routine convention and executes the 
minimum tasks outlined by doctrine or higher head-
quarters’ orders, then he or she has a good chance of suc-
ceeding and simply riding a wave of safety to promotion. 
It is a fact that at each rank leading up to lieutenant colo-
nel (the rank most officers must attain to retire) virtually 
every branch has a promotion rate of over 50 percent.13 
Thus, if leaders can simply avoid drawing negative at-
tention to themselves during one of the most important 

events of their rating period, the law of averages suggest 
they can attain their goal of retirement—with no bold or 
aggressive risks required.

Even if particularly motivated leaders are free from 
self-imposed careerist predilections, evidence indicates 
there is a distinct likelihood they will find themselves 
serving in a unit where supervisor risk acceptance is 
generally unfavorable or outright absent. In the 2016 
CASAL report, only 66 percent of leaders from sergeant 

to captain felt unit members were “allowed and en-
couraged to learn from honest mistakes.”14 Revealingly, 
this trend is worse for individuals assigned to table of 
organization and equipment (TO&E) units rather than 
Table of Distribution and Allowances (TDA) units—
indicating it is precisely those operating units that train 
for and deploy to combat that suffer greatest from 
risk-averse leadership.15 While 71 percent of company 
grade officers in TDA assignments feel unit members 
are “empowered to make decisions pertaining to their 
duties,” only 63 percent of officers assigned to a TO&E 
unit feel the same. For 
NCOs in TO&E assign-
ments, the level of distrust 
is significantly worse: only 
57 precent feel encour-
aged to learn from honest 
mistakes, and 54 percent 
feel empowered to make 
decisions pertaining to 
their duties. Lastly, and 
most compellingly, only 
52 percent of all leaders 
surveyed—from sergeant 
to colonel—felt their 
immediate supervisors 
“fostered a climate for 
development (e.g., allowed 

Even if particularly motivated leaders are free from 
self-imposed careerist predilections, evidence indi-
cates there is a distinct likelihood they will find them-
selves serving in a unit where supervisor risk accep-
tance is generally unfavorable or outright absent.
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Arkansas Army National Guard soldiers with the 1036th Engineer 
Company from Jonesboro, Arkansas, detonate an M58 Mine Clear-
ing Line Charge 16 August 2015 at the National Training Center, 
Fort Irwin, California. Combat training center lessons learned indi-
cate risk acceptance is conspicuously absent during training. (Photo 
by Maj. W. Chris Clyne, 115th Mobile Public Affairs Detachment)

learning from honest mistakes).”16 Thus, a reasonable 
estimate of the percentage of leaders who find them-
selves serving under a risk-averse supervisor who 
discourages their learning from mistakes may sit at 
approximately 45 percent.

Synthesizing the data above yields noteworthy 
results. If 35 percent of all leaders are instinctively 
opposed to pursuing “bold” actions for careerist reasons, 
and 45 percent of all leaders find themselves serving 
under a risk-averse commander, then the percentage 
of leaders possessing both the internal willingness and 
external support to take risks can range anywhere from 
20 percent to 55 percent, with a mean of 37.5 percent.17 
In a simulation conducted by the author using a ran-
dom sample of five hundred hypothetical leaders, only 
31.4 percent possessed both characteristics.18 Of course, 
this number could fluctuate up or down depending on 
the distribution of risk-takers to risk-tolerant units. 
Nonetheless, it seems on average only one-third of offi-
cers heading to CTCs are able to buy what Townsend is 
selling, that “it’s okay to run with scissors.”

This minority of officers, however, do have other 
considerations in mind that further diminish any 

opportunity to run with scissors—namely, a seemingly 
institution-wide reluctance to privilege innovation, 
creativity, and outside-of-the-box thinking at the tac-
tical and operational levels. A 2019 CTC trend report 
from the U.S. Army Combined Arms Center indicates 
commanders consistently stymie staff initiative and 
analysis by immediately directing a single course of 
action (COA) at the start of the planning process.19 As 
time efficient as this may be, the habitual use of com-
mand-directed COAs can ultimately detract from a 
climate of free-thinking, brainstorming, red-teaming, 
or other creative or collaborative planning processes. 
Instead, directed COAs foster these processes’ antith-
esis: groupthink and a mindless obedience to higher 
direction. A Harvard study conducted by Sayce Falk 
and Sasha Rogers reveals such a pattern. According to 
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their research, nearly half of junior officers who leave 
the military report doing so because they feel it does 
“a poor job at identifying and rewarding traits such 
as creativity, as opposed to qualities such as endur-
ance or ability to follow orders.”20 Moreover, of all the 
Army leadership attributes, soldiers consistently rate 
“innovation” as the lowest one demonstrated by their 
immediate supervisor.21

Army leaders’ historic tendency to issue overly 
prescriptive mission orders likewise reveals an insti-
tution inundated with officers unwilling to deviate 
from a strict adherence to doctrinal outputs or evalu-
ation requirements. This fact is evident in numerous 
observations recorded by CTCs, the Army’s Mission 
Command Training Program, and the Combined Arms 
Doctrine Directorate.22 These entities posit that units 
habitually generate overly detailed orders containing 
enormous volumes of information that are nearly im-
possible for subordinate commands to receive, digest, 
and act upon in a timely manner. Units can expect a 
single order to contain dozens of products serving both 
regulatory and informational purposes, to include over-
lays, templates, matrices, checklists, graphics, annexes, 
appendices, maps, and intelligence updates. Such a 
massive directive—containing countless tasks, require-
ments, and timelines buried beneath tombs of data—
undermines any perception of subordinate autonomy 
or freedom of action.23 Worse, leaders often find 

themselves delivering or receiving these orders through 
inefficient or redundant means; one Joint Readiness 
Training Center participant noted his requirement to 
convert his lower-echelon analog products into digital 
ones so that his higher headquarters could have visibili-
ty on his units’ operations.24

Considering the above, it is little wonder why the 
Army has a risk acceptance problem. Roughly one-third 
of officers are unwilling to jeopardize their financial 
security by pursuing potentially career-ending acts of 
audacity or creativity; another one-third are situated in 
units where direct supervisors are unwilling to tolerate 
such risk taking; and the remaining one-third are operat-
ing in an institution that generally privileges tight, hier-
archical control over subordinate autonomy. As hard as 
they may try, Army senior leaders are unlikely to change 
this trend through simple exhortations on the impor-
tance of mission command. Instead, to affect genuine 
change, their words must alter how the Army evaluates 
its leaders. Until boldness, creativity, and aggressiveness 
are properly incentivized, officers and NCOs will con-
tinue to play it safe at places like the National Training 
Center. And this is unfortunate, as many of humanity’s 
greatest military thinkers, doctrinal innovators, and 
combat leaders blossom from years of fearless experi-
mentation and unconventional thinking. As Gen. Omar 
Bradley once observed, “Judgement comes from experi-
ence and experience comes from bad judgement.”25   
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