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Reframing the Human Dimension
Gardner’s “Five Minds for the Future”
Col. Nicholas Marsella, U.S. Army, Retired

The U.S. Army recognizes the importance of the human dimension as a key in-
gredient for success in the twenty-first century. The human dimension is de-
fined in part as the cognitive, physical, and social components and performance 

of soldiers, Army civilians, and leaders essential for successful unified land operations.1 
The Army has conducted numerous human dimension workshops and seminars over 
the years—followed by the publishing of a myriad of reports, studies, and concepts.

 What these studies and concepts often do not adequately do is provide clarity 
to the problems surrounding defining and facilitating the desired soldier and leader 
competencies. Secondly, they often make aspirational claims that are hard to de-
fine or assess such as “embedding a learning expertise and culture within units” or 
“strengthening and accelerating the progression to critical and creative thinking.”2 
Albert Einstein is often quoted as saying, “Everything should be reduced to its sim-
plest form and then no further.” While the human-dimension components of the 
“cognitive, physical, and social” is a useful “bumper sticker,” it may be too simple to 
describe what we are trying to achieve.

What this article offers to the community is an alternative approach, or framework, 
for considering the competencies we desire to enhance in the force by using Howard 
Gardner’s 2008 work, Five Minds for the Future.3 Gardner’s work can inform Army 
thinkers who, like those in education, face the challenge of determining the compe-
tencies and outcomes they want to achieve to prepare their clients for success.

Gardner’s Concept in a Nutshell
Howard Gardner is a professor of cognition and education at the Harvard Grad-

uate School of Education. He has a PhD in developmental psychology, and he is per-
haps best known for his theory of multiple intelligences. Yet, it is concepts found in 
Five Minds for the Future that may offer insights to reconceptualize and reframe 
the Army’s thinking about the human dimension.

Like the defense community, Gardner acknowledges many of the changes and 
advances in such areas as science, automation, and globalization that affect society 
and the individual. He acknowledged the speed with which new knowledge is being 
created across disciplines and fields requiring one to continually “self-educate.”4 The 
implications of this growth of new knowledge on the Army’s educational system may 
be profound, perhaps resulting in more frequent, shorter, and more focused resident 
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and nonresident educational opportunities as well as the fielding of new learning 
technologies to support self-study and collective training.

Gardner noted the Army’s concept of work will be transformed—requiring 
teams of individuals from different localities, disciplines, and fields to converge 
on a problem. Team members will build on each other’s knowledge using comput-
er-assisted decision-making tools and unique techniques for thinking, to include 
design and system thinking, to create novel solutions. Many of these workplace 
implications are well known to the Army and “teams of teams” are commonplace 
in solving many of the Army challenges.

Acknowledging the future environment, Gardner postulates there are five minds 
that must be cultivated for success in the twenty-first century. These five minds are 
the disciplined mind, synthesizing mind, creative mind, respectful mind, and ethi-
cal mind.5 For Gardner, the development of each mind is equally important.

The Disciplined Mind
The word “discipline” has three connotations, namely the mastery of a field of study, 

the ability to exercise a self-control for self-study, and the mastery of a way of thinking 
that is tied to the field of study.6 While recognizing the importance of accumulating 
knowledge to attain mastery, which may take five to ten years, Gardner notes mastery 
is more than simply being capable of regurgitating memorized facts and rules.7

Gardner acknowledges mastery takes time, requires instructors who model ap-
plicable ways of thinking and provide opportunities for critical thinking, successful 
completion of certain signature assignments, and a culminating experience.8 Mas-
tery demands lifelong learning to absorb new knowledge that is continually added, 
refined, and transformed.

The discipline for mastery for soldiers is the profession of arms: the study of war 
and warfare. The Army makes a considerable investment in soldier training and pro-
fessional military education toward mastery of the discipline associated with each 
soldier’s career field and specific level of responsibility. Experience, time, and subse-
quent education enable the individual to master skills and knowledge at increasingly 
higher levels, but for the military professional, that may not be enough.

 Using Isaiah Berlin’s analogy of foxes and hedgehogs, the disciplined mind is 
akin to the hedgehog who knows one thing and views the world through the lens of 
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a single defining idea or discipline.9 But this type of thinking is not enough. We need 
to develop the fox who knows lots of little things and has the ability to cope with 
uncertainty and look at the problem critically through multiple lenses.

The Synthesizing Mind
Gardner asserts that in the twenty-first century, the most valuable mind will 

be the synthesizing mind.10 In essence, synthesizing implies one has the ability to 
survey the ever-growing accumulation of information from across the disciplines 
or areas under study, separate the important from the unimportant, formulate 
and consolidate disparate information into a new whole, understand the big pic-
ture, and communicate the syntheses in an understandable form to others.11 This 
synthesizing process can result in a new concept or idea, a solution to a problem, 
or a new insight.

As noted by Gardner, the synthesizer must be willing to test his initial synthesis 
with others—essentially advocating a process of “red teaming”—that provides a crit-
ical eye on the product to help refine it and test its accuracy. The effective synthesizer 
must be able to know enough about other disciplines to assess what is valuable or 
whom to trust, value constructive challenge, and possess the ability to discern fact 
from fantasy or illusion.12 Effective critical-thinking skills enable the synthesizer to 
examine their thinking, perspectives, and assumptions.13

Successful problem solving in complex environments demands the develop-
ment of the synthesizing mind. Today, even junior officers require at least mul-
tifunctional and multiperspective awareness. For example, the success of many 
complex military tasks, such as a river crossing, rests not on the sole expertise 
of one individual but rather on recognizing the multitude of tasks required and 
then effectively coordinating and synchronizing the multiple contributions needed 
from across the warfighting functions and domains.

At successive levels of complexity in planning, solutions require synthesis 
across warfighting functions, domains, and organizations (e.g., multinational and 
across the U.S. government).

Increasingly, the future will belong to the leader who can gain a broad and deep 
view of the environment or problem using both linear and nonlinear constructs. 
This deep perspective can only be developed and improved over a lifetime of study 
both in formal educational and training programs and in self-study and reflection 
on one’s experiences.14

The Creative Mind
Gardner notes creativity was the product of temperament combined with mas-

tery of one or more disciplines and an ability to synthesize.15 Creators and innovators 
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are continually dissatisfied, seeking better answers and offering different questions. 
Innovators want to extend knowledge and shake up the status quo—often created 
by the synthesizers within society.16 Yet, it is important to note, “no society can be 
composed solely of creators—since they are by nature destabilizing.”17

To respond to changes in operational environments, the development and nurtur-
ance of innovators is a critical requirement, especially to solve “wicked” or ill-struc-
tured problems where information and problem definition are difficult to define and 
gain agreement on.18 The challenge is not so much to create inventors who develop 
new things, but rather it is to develop talented creative thinkers who can define prob-
lems in clear language to others; who encourage and create the conditions for teams 
to seek out new and innovative solutions to problems; and who can manage the pro-
cess of innovation. As the Army’s future operating concept highlights, innovation 
is the result of critical and creative thinking and the conversion of new ideas into 
valued outcomes not confined to any organization.19

Developing the creative mind requires the Army to reexamine its education and 
leader development programs. These programs need to address innovation theory 
and best practices rather than simply defining the requirement for innovation sprin-
kled with a few historical examples of successful innovation. It requires the teaching 
of tools on how leaders of ad hoc teams can solicit and foster teamwork from across 
the organization to work on a problem using various techniques like design thinking 
and other techniques that facilitate and respect divergent views.

The Respectful Mind
Gardner recognizes the power of “tribal instincts” that often results in viewing 

what is considered “strange or unfamiliar” as bad.20 Gardner calls for respecting 
others and valuing those whom belong to other groups. He placed emphasis on the 
importance of role modeling respectful behavior, especially among leaders.

Given the diversity found in the Army, maintaining respect and trust among 
individuals is paramount to building effective teams. The Army is not immune to 
toxic individuals and leaders who berate and belittle others. Leaders must not only 
emphasize the importance of dignity and respect but also model this behavior and 
counsel those who don’t live up to Army standards. The Center for the Army Pro-
fessional Ethic is leading the Army’s effort to develop a concept for the character 
development of soldiers and Army civilians which emphasizes the respectful mind 
as a key ingredient to good character.21

Effective leaders view diversity as an organizational strength. As noted by Uni-
versity of Virginia Professor Martin Davidson, diversity enables us to better solve 
problems. In leveraging diversity we create the conditions where different thoughts, 
identities, and perspectives are present, which results in the stimulation of more 
complex and innovative ideas to achieve greatness.22
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With global responsibilities, the U.S. Army operates in many nations and cul-
tures. While the Army must create deep country and regional knowledge among 
select individuals and units, it must also develop cross-cultural competency in all 
soldiers. While we may not understand or agree with certain customs, we must in-
culcate an attitude of respect while acknowledging these differences.

The Ethical Mind
Gardner’s discussion of the ethical mind is intentionally broad given its focus on 

the larger aspect of life, namely doing work that is excellent, ethical, and engaging, 
and that benefits the community and society as a whole.23 He addresses the ethical 
mind’s linkage to character and to living an ethical life. Gardener encapsulates his 
idea into the term “habits of mind,” whereby ethical behavior and decision making 
are ingrained in what and how we do things.24

Ethics governing right and wrong conduct are embedded in the Army pro-
fession. Army Doctrine Publication 1, The Army, highlights the challenges war-
fare places on the morals and ethics of soldiers in the management of violence.25 
As noted by Paul Robinson, effective fighters are ethical fighters, and immor-
al behavior, even by the lowest ranking soldier, can have a strategic effect with 
far-reaching consequences.26

As members of the profession of arms, each soldier and Department of the Army 
civilian adheres to the “Army Ethic,” which is the body of principles and values gov-
erning the profession. Included in this ethic is the requirement to be
•  professionals of character (i.e., serving with integrity and respecting the dignity 

and worth of all people),
•  competent professionals committed to lifelong learning and professional 

development, and
•  stewards and committed professionals of the Army profession.27

Leaders must model and live the Army Ethic. Organizational procedures need 
to be examined in the light of how they might foster unethical behavior.28 Soldiers 
and Army civilians need effective, student-focused training using case studies. 
Field training must include the types of challenges they might face not only from 
the Law of War framework but from a broader ethical standpoint.

As one respected professor of ethics notes:

People say you can’t teach ethics, and I say, “You know, you’re right.” What 
I can do is I can point out to you how your behaviors—every one of them—
have an ethical, moral dimension. People judge you as to whether you tell 
the truth, keep your promises, respect others and treat people with fairness. 
Whether you like it or not, people judge you on one or more of those four 
dimensions in everything you do.29
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Mind of a Leader and Follower
Gardner recognized other minds might exist beyond his five minds paradigm. For 

the Army, the development of soldiers to think and act as leaders and to be effective 
followers is essential.30 As noted in the Army Posture Statement 2016, leader devel-
opment is especially critical as one of the four components of readiness to maintain 
an Army prepared to win the Nation’s wars.31

The Army grows its own leaders.32 Over their careers, leaders must gain self-aware-
ness of their abilities and shortfalls, learn theory and techniques of how to lead from 
history and from contemporary practitioners, and continually self-reflect. Leaders 
must understand the tenets of mission command, the importance of communica-
tion, how to create a shared vision, and the importance of organizational culture.

Surprisingly, given the symbiotic relationship between leaders and followers, the 
development of followership appears to be less appreciated among Army profession-
als. The assumption often made is that if one has been an effective leader, one will be an 
effective follower. But, just as one can grow in leadership abilities, one can grow in the 
ability to be a more effective follower. The development of interpersonal skills (raising 
one’s emotional intelligence) is just as important to a follower as they are to a leader.

Closing Thoughts
Recently, Gen. Mark A. Milley, chief of staff of the Army, cautioned us to exam-

ine and challenge every assumption, claim, and assertion we have or make, and ex-
horted us to be open minded to change as we face the challenges of the future.33 A 
similar attitude is needed for reexamining the Army’s human dimension concepts 
and ideas, especially in light of the dynamic nature of technology, educational and 
demographic trends, and other key variables found in the contemporary and future 
operational environments.

 While the Army’s focus on the cognitive, social, and physical dimension is not 
off the mark, the advantage of Gardner’s five minds paradigm is that it may enable us 
to better visualize not only the requirements but the outcomes we want to achieve.34 
This focus on the “minds,” where individual actions, thoughts, feelings, and behavior 
are created, does not discount the importance of the physical (e.g., sleep and fitness) 
and social (e.g., ability to work with others) components.

Creating soldiers and leaders who are ethical masters of the profession of arms 
and can lead and respectfully serve others while being innovative problem solvers is 
a tall order. Yet, the consequences of not developing these minds will spell the differ-
ence between success and failure. As Gen. Pete Schoomaker, a former chief of staff of 
the Army, noted in his departure remarks:

We must never forget that war is fought in the human dimension. Therefore, 
technology will always play an important but distinctly secondary role, 
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because even our most sophisticated satellites and computers cannot get into 
the mind of the enemy, interact with local leaders, understand other societies 
and cultures, or make the instantaneous life or death decisions required to 
meet our twenty-first century challenges. Men and women with their “boots 
on the ground” are necessary to do all this.35

This article reflects the opinion of the author and not the position of U.S. Army 
Training and Doctrine Command, the U.S. Army, or other agency.
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