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Abstract

This article addresses cognitive performance as a current shortfall 
within the Army strategic leader developmental paradigm as writ-
ten about by contemporary military senior leaders. Today’s cog-
nitive challenges are correlated to the writings of classic military 
strategists who placed great emphasis on clarity of thought and 
presence of mind. A recommendation is provided for integrating 
the scientifically-proven technique of mindfulness into the leader 
development paradigm to enhance the cognitive performance of 
future military strategic leaders.

The Army strategic leader development paradigm—the framework that 
promotes critical thinking, strategic reasoning, and an environmental acu-
men—is under the microscope of senior leaders who have expressed un-

ease with its current state.1 Over the course of our nation’s involvement in both 
Iraq and Afghanistan, Army senior leaders expressed various concerns with the 
state of strategic leadership.2 The greatest unease involved strategic leaders’ ability 
to address complex problems and pursue strategic objectives.3 Thinking critically 
and operating in the realm of strategy are cognitive abilities that continue to be 
fundamental challenges to the strategic leader development paradigm.4 As years 
of conflict have illuminated, the Army needs a modern approach to increase the 
cognitive performance of strategic leaders. 

The current strategic leader development paradigm is an industrial-aged devel-
opment system that lacks the requisite framework to generate future force strategic 
leaders, and it must change to address the concerns of senior leaders.5 Challenges 
to the current paradigm are with when strategic leader development happens and 
what areas of concentration the training emphasizes.6 Strategic leader development 
is currently focused on ranks at and above colonel and tends to have an insular ac-
ademic focus.7 To be effective, change must emphasize a long-term developmental 
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approach, meaning strategic leader candidates must be developed over time to place 
increased emphasis on their own personal cognitive development.8

Cognitive development techniques currently applied in business strategy devel-
opment such as the practice of mindfulness—a practice used to focus one’s attention 
to achieve moment-to-moment awareness without judgment—can teach leaders to 
take a more mindful approach to formulating strategy.9 Carl von Clausewitz infers 
that a repeated cognitive examination of this sort, while faced with an ambiguous 
environment, is requisite of military genius.10

Currently, Army strategic leaders are not trained specifically to use mindfulness, 
a scientifically-proven technique for cognitive enhancement, to develop their men-
tal aptitude for strategy during war.11 What follows is a closer examination of mind-
fulness as a potential enhancement to the current strategic leader development par-
adigm to improve the cognitive performance of Army strategic leaders. The change 
in the current development paradigm will aid in what senior leaders require most 
of the modern strategist: a mindful approach toward strategy development to fight 
and win in a complex world.12

Challenging the Assumptions

As alluded to in Ian Goldin and Chris Kutarna’s Age of Discovery: Navigating the 
Risks and Rewards of our New Renaissance, the world as we know it is changing 
around us, and we may be on the fringe of a new global Renaissance period.13 This 
period will insist upon change. Gen. Mark A. Milley stated, “Every assumption we 
hold, every claim, every assertion, every single one of them must be challenged.”14 
This assertion suggests that the developmental process for leaders at all levels must 
catch up to, and evolve with, the changing times. A cultural shift must occur to better 
develop promising tactical leaders for the transition to strategic leadership.

The cultural shift will require leaders to demonstrate the ability to grasp new con-
cepts like the necessity for “mindful” approaches with the aim to enhance cognitive 
performance. According to Dr. Ronald D. Siegel, assistant clinical professor of psychol-
ogy at Harvard Medical School, mindfulness is “awareness of present experience with 
acceptance, and is a reliable pathway to increased wisdom.”15 Elizabeth A. Stanley, as-
sociate professor of security studies at Georgetown University, adds that benefits from 
the practice of mindfulness include one’s ability to still the body and mind and call forth 
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the strength necessary to endure harsh environmental conditions and a keen sense of 
awareness of the wider environment.16

Further analysis indicates that mindfulness aligns with Clausewitz’s assertion as to 
what aids in the development of military genius.17 He emphasizes, “What we must do 
is survey all those gifts of mind and temperament that in combination bear on mili-
tary activity, taken together constitute the essence of military genius.”18 Mindfulness 
is a practice that advances the regulation of one’s mind and temperament.19 Practicing 
these techniques allows one to achieve emotional regulation and presence of mind. It 
also aids in identifying the characteristics considered necessary for enhanced cognitive 
performance, as Clausewitz advocates.20 Mindfulness is perhaps the requisite approach 
to enhance the cognitive performance of modern strategic leaders beyond professional 
military education or other civilian education systems.

Classic Writings on Contemporary Cognitive Challenges

Clausewitz and Baron Antoine-Henri de Jomini, both esteemed military strategic 
theorists for their research on war, explain mindful approach toward strategy formula-
tion as coup d’oeil. Coup d’oeil is the ability of an individual to achieve an acute presence 
of mind to draw out an almost instinctive conceptualization of the strategic environ-
ment through steady cognitive concentration.21

Gen. Helmuth von Moltke the Elder, a renowned classic military strategist, possessed 
the ability for constant cognitive concentration and a keen aptitude for war.22 Moltke 
was chief of the Prussian and German army general staffs for thirty years and highly 
acclaimed for his strategic prowess. He displayed an acumen for swift decision-making 
and deliberate action while facing potential danger, and an acute understanding of en-
vironmental complexities removed from the opinions and attitudes of the time and his 
own prejudices.23 Like Jomini and Clausewitz, Moltke was dismissive of environmental 
influence and demonstrated a very acute presence of mind. Moreover, in a review of 
Moltke’s strategic prowess, Hans H. Hinterhuber and Wolfgang Popp explain that Molt-
ke believed “the highest level of strategic competence is achieved only through a lifetime 
of work and training.”24 Further, in direct correlation to Moltke’s statements on strategic 
leader development, Winston Churchill alluded to the same. In his 1915 essay “Painting 
a Pastime,” Churchill explains that “one must plant a garden and tend to it so that over 
the years, it will ‘bloom and ripen’ and be better cultivated.”25

The theories of Moltke and Churchill also correlate to the Department of the 
Army Pamphlet 600-3, Commissioned Officer Professional Development and Ca-
reer Management; all three emphasize that long-term approaches are required.26 
As Churchill explains, “building strategic artists takes time, and so the seeds must 
be planted well in advance of wanting them to bear fruit, and then must be tended 
through subsequent assignments.”27
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Given the context of these classical military strategic theorists’ thoughts regarding 
developing mental prowess, one can argue that the modern strategic leader develop-
mental paradigm needs a swift, deliberate change, and that change should place an em-
phasis on practical approaches toward mindfulness. In most instances, this change will 
benefit both the mind and temperament, which are two elements that are necessary to 
manage future complexities and achieve a deeper understanding of war.28

The Science of Mindfulness

Nothing has such power to broaden the mind as the ability to investigate systematically 
and truly all that comes under thy observation in life.29

–Marcus Aurelius

Mindfulness, if sincerely and often practiced, promotes an advanced cognitive pres-
ence of mind that may alleviate, if not eliminate, reactive approaches to problem solving. 
Most importantly, it positively impacts the mind by limiting distraction and enhancing 
a leader’s ability to sustain his or her attention.

Presence of mind is a requisite trait for all leaders. Unfortunately, thoughts 
often become clouded because of the inability to maintain an unwavering atten-
tion to what is occurring in the present.30 Marcus Aurelius, a second-century Ro-
man emperor and esteemed leader, recorded his beliefs regarding the necessity for 
one to attain an acute presence of mind or awareness in a series of notes written 
during the many battle campaigns he led.31 Aurelius’s notes, branded as “Med-
itations,” present a common theme, emphasizing that to understand the world 
better, one must clear the mind of the noise associated with life and its challeng-
es, which as Aurelius wrote, has the “power to broaden the mind.” Gaining and 
sustaining clear presence of mind and awareness for what lies beyond the surface 
of everyday life requires an active redirecting of one’s attention to those specific 
areas of importance.

William James, considered the father of American psychology, wrote:

Whether the attention come by grace of genius or dint of will, the longer one 
does attend to a topic the more mastery of it one has. And the faculty of volun-
tarily bringing back a wandering attention over and over again is the very root 
of judgment, character, and will. And education which should improve this 
faculty would be the education par excellence.32

In consideration of such a powerful statement, future strategy development 
will arguably continue to see deterioration unless military leaders are taught prac-
tical measures early to begin to focus on advanced cognitive self-development 
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(i.e., mindfulness). Specifically, military leaders should learn how to balance dis-
tractions with reality to attain the clear presence of mind and awareness required 
of military strategic leaders.

Research for business applications on the necessity of a more mindful ap-
proach toward decision-making and strategy development has not been extended 
sufficiently beyond those circles, meaning that emerging military strategic leaders 
are not benefiting from this area of concentrated study.33 As this topic is further 
researched and examined in the business world, the military and national security 
enterprise should seek to integrate practical approaches to similarly aid leaders in 
managing potential irrational mindsets common to the human experience.34

Current military strategic leaders do not receive such long-term strategies for 
their growth and development, especially in methods that train mindfulness to 
enhance the mental aptitude for strategy.35 The military strategic leader develop-
ment paradigm is insular, short-termed, and limited in scope. In contrast, lon-
ger-term approaches can help the Army develop strategic leaders who systemati-
cally approach situations mindfully.36

The Practice of Mindfulness

Mindfulness is not a belief system, religion, or spiritual activity that requires prac-
titioners to adopt new or unusual activities. Mindfulness is the practice of “devel-
oping the ability to see what is clearly occurring at any given moment to diminish 
[former] exaggerated responses and negative perceptions.”37 Dr. Amishi P. Jha, neu-
roscientist and facilitator of the Department of Defense grant that funded the Scho-
field Barracks Training and Research on Neurobehavioral Growth project, explains 
that mindfulness is “a mental mode characterized by attention now experienced 
without judgment, elaboration, or emotional reactivity.”38 Siegel adds, “Mindfulness 
practice is also itself a form of empirical inquiry, an investigative tool for a sort of 
inner science.”39 Under these interpretations, mindfulness is the practice of actively 
redirecting one’s attention to those specific areas of importance.

Empirical research indicates that mindfulness decreases emotional reactivity 
that is often caused by environmental stimuli. Essentially, mindfulness enhances 
the brain regions responsible for executive functioning, the areas responsible for 
working memory, mental flexibility, and self-control.40 Jha and other social scien-
tists explain that mindfulness supports the development of an individual’s capac-
ity to mitigate emotion-filled responses to stimulus by cultivating one’s ability to 
limit “ruminating about the past or worrying about the future.”41 When faced with 
a challenging situation, leaders trained in the practice of mindfulness can address 
the situation with clear, unemotional insights, reflective of an enhanced cognitive 
presence of mind.
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Mindfulness Changes the Brain

The practice of mindfulness affords the practitioner the ability to train the mind 
to become less reactive and more aware of the current moment by actively redi-
recting attention to those specific areas of importance.42 Often misinterpreted, the 
practice of mindfulness was once considered an old, Eastern religion-based med-
itative practice. Mindfulness has since transitioned to the Western mainstream as 
a scientifically sound method used to promote positive effects on the mind and 
temperament. Scientific findings have found that the practice of mindfulness has 
profound redemptive qualities such as the ability to “keep important parts of our 
brain from withering with age.”43

Extensive research has found that “mindfulness can literally change your 
brain.”44 Data pooled from over twenty studies have scaled the impact of the prac-
tice of mindfulness to eight specific regions of the brain.45 Two of those eight re-
gions, also indicated as being of interest to business professionals, explicitly relate 
to developing strategic leaders.46

First, the anterior cingulate cortex or ACC, located behind the frontal lobe of the 
brain, is of interest. The ACC is found to have a direct correlation with self-regulation—
the ability to actively redirect attention to specific areas of importance, and mitigate 
quick, exaggerated, emotion-filled responses—and rigidity, which are essential for de-
veloping branches and sequels to strategic plans.47 Leaders with damage to the ACC 
may demonstrate limited self-regulation through impulsivity and unchecked aggres-
sion.48 Further, inflexibility and ineffective problem-solving strategies are the results 
of impaired ACC connections. Practitioners of mindfulness, however, strengthen the 
ACC through rigorous practice, allowing the practitioner to attain stronger neural con-
nections, an acute presence of mind for better change management, and flexibility in 
reasoning for dealing with ambiguous threat environments across multiple domains.

Second, the hippocampus (see figure, page 17), located on each side of the tem-
poral lobe of the brain is of importance because of its association with emotion and 
memory. The hippocampus varies in size and has many receptors that are sensitive to 
stress, specifically chronic stress, as indicated by research.49 High-stress levels result 
in a smaller hippocampus, which has been directly related to lower resilience.50 The 
practice of mindfulness reportedly produces positive effects, as it significantly aids in 
one’s ability to reduce stress. Mindfulness has demonstrated its redemptive qualities 
to the hippocampus with increases of gray matter within the brain of practitioners, 
and has shown significant improvements in areas involved in emotion regulation, 
self-referential processing, and perspective taking.51

Mindfulness promotes the advanced cognitive state, specifically the presence 
of mind as advocated for by classic military theorists and strategists. Practiced 
mindfulness can alleviate reactive approaches to problem-solving and even some 
forms of leader toxicity caused by absent cognitive faculties, but most important-
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ly, it will enhance focus, mitigate distraction, and enhance the strategic leader’s 
ability to sustain awareness and attention to those specific areas of importance in 
the realm of strategy development.52

Conclusion

This article explored and sought to highlight current limitations of the institu-
tionalized practices of cognitive development of future strategic leaders. A need 
is established for strategic leaders to have developed as advanced practitioners 
of mindfulness.53 A recommendation is made for developing strategic leaders us-
ing mindfulness as a modern, scientifically-proven and practical approach for en-
hancing cognitive performance, abilities, and the overall well-being of future stra-
tegic leaders. The primary aim of the article is to encourage the Army to consider 
this as a program enhancement to the present strategic leader developmental 
paradigm. The analysis of research and existing literature emphasized the impor-
tance of developing strategic leaders using long-term approaches. To be effective, 
mindfulness training must begin early and continue throughout military leader 
development to later influence the decision-making process at strategic levels of 
leadership. Cognitive enhancement goes beyond training and coaching, however, 
as it is highly personal and requires an equally high level of cultural support and 
individual commitment.

(Figure by decade3d-anatomy online, Shutterstock.com) 
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