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Connecting the Dots
Developing Leaders Who Can 
Turn Threats into Opportunities
Lt. Col. Richard A. McConnell, DM, U.S. Army, Retired

Indian and Gurkha soldiers inspect captured Japanese ordnance during the Imphal-Kohima battle in World War II, 1944. The tide of the battle 
turned in favor of the British and Indian forces when savvy commander Field Marshall Viscount William Slim was able to discern the intent of his 
enemy and take advantage of the situation, providing a good example of what the author of this article refers to as the emergence of exceptional 
information. (Photo courtesy of the Study Collection at the National Army Museum)
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Within a week of the start of the Japanese offensive … it be-
came clear that the situation in the Kohima area was likely to 
be even more dangerous than that at Imphal. Not only were 
enemy columns closing in on Kohima at much greater speed 
than I had expected, but they were obviously in much greater 
strength. … I had been confident that the most the enemy 
could bring and maintain through such country would be 1 
regimental group … I had badly underestimated the Japanese 
capacity for large scale, long range infiltration, and for their 
readiness to accept odds in a gamble on supply. Luckily, Major 
General Soto, Commander of the Japanese 31st Division, was 
without exception the most unenterprising of all the Japanese 
generals I encountered. He had been ordered to take Kohima 
and dig in. … It never struck him that he could inflict terrible 
damage on us without taking Kohima at all. … I have said 
I was saved from the gravest effects of my mistake in under-
estimating the enemy’s capacity to penetrate Kohima by the 
stubborn valor of our troops; but it needed the stupidity of 
the local enemy commander to make it quite sure.

—Field Marshall Viscount William Slim

Then the Unexpected Struck
The unexpected emergence of either threats or 

opportunities during battle is called exceptional in-
formation (EI).1 The above account by Field Marshall 
Viscount William Slim is an excellent description of EI 
emergence. Most notably, Slim recognized the threat 
when he realized that he had underestimated his oppo-
nent. However, Slim also recognized his opponent was 
incapable of discerning the opportunity with which he, 
Slim, had been presented. In this case, Slim’s ability to 
perceive the emergence of EI helped him turn a threat 
into an opportunity. If commanders could recognize EI 
that helped them mitigate threats, seize opportunities, 
and turn threats into opportunities, would they do it? 
Why would they not? Moreover, since commanders 
are not always present when EI emerges, it would be 
valuable for them to educate their subordinate leaders 
to recognize EI and exploit it. Although EI exploita-
tion is not a guarantee of success, commanders who 
can inflict surprises upon their opponents through the 
exploitation of EI have a much better chance of seizing 
the initiative and prevailing during battle.

Interestingly, once military professionals begin 
looking for examples of EI in operations, numerous 
examples emerge.

Battle of Antietam. Leading up to the Battle of 
Antietam during the Civil War, Confederate bat-
tle plans were discovered wrapped around a bundle 
of cigars.2 Leaders in the Union army were slow to 
recognize this EI and slow to grasp the opportunity 
with which they had been presented. Recognizing the 
opportunity early on when there was a chance to act 
might have prevented the bloody outcome of Antietam.

World War II. During the 1940 German attack into 
France, there were indicators that the Germans might 
be attacking through the Ardennes Forest toward the 
city of Sedan.3 Large amounts of straw had been deliv-
ered to the vicinity directly across the Meuse River from 
the Allies, even though there were few cows or horses in 
the vicinity that could use the fodder. It turned out that 
the Germans were using the straw to deaden the sound 
of their tank tracks when they attacked through the 
Ardennes Forest. Additionally, French reconnaissance 
aircraft noticed a large traffic jam of tactical vehicles on 
the German side of the Ardennes.4 The emergence of 
the traffic jam EI combined with the straw EI should 
have been compelling but was ignored by the Allies. 
This failure to recognize EI was repeated in December 
1944 when soldiers in the Bastogne area began report-
ing that large amounts of straw were being delivered 
there by the enemy, even though there were not many 
cows or horses in the area. Allied leaders failed to grasp 
the significance of this EI, and their first indication of 
the emerging threat was when hundreds of German 
tanks emerged from the forest.

9/11. Prior to the attacks on 11 September 2001, 
flight instructors in Minnesota reported “suspicious 
747 flight training.”5 Zacarias Moussaoui had paid over 
$8,000 for rudimentary flight instruction, supposedly 
for recreation, but did not possess any flight certifica-
tions of any kind. It turned out that Moussaoui only 
wanted the basics and did not have time to do more 
than that. This, combined with recent upgrades to the 
747 autopilot system that made it easier to manipulate, 
made flight instructors suspicious.6

The Big Short. A few years prior to the 2008 housing 
market crash, Dr. Michael Burry noticed the emergence 
of EI in the form of increased mortgage failure rates 
amongst adjustable-rate mortgages in mortgage-backed 
securities.7 This emerging threat might have discouraged 
Burry from investing in mortgage-backed securities. 
Instead, he negotiated with banks to build credit default 
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swaps that were in effect insurance policies to bet against 
the housing market. Because of his ability to turn this 
threat into an opportunity, Burry was able to return 
several hundred percent on his investment.

The above are just a few examples that illustrate the 
vital importance of cultivating the skills to recognize 
and exploit EI. Anticipating the unexpected is a skill 
that leaders can hone through practice and multi-
ple repetitions. Furthermore, they should pass those 
acquired skills on to their 
subordinates. The key is to 
develop leaders at all levels 
who can capitalize on the 
recognition of EI rather than 
become victims of it. What 
follows is a deeper discussion 
of not only what EI is but 
also how commanders can 
develop in their subordinate 
leaders the skills to recognize 
it as it appears and exploit 
it to the benefit of their 
formations.

Planning to 
Recognize EI

Before discussing how to 
recognize EI, it is important 
to clearly establish how EI is 
defined. U.S. Army doctrinal 
references in the past may 
provide meaningful defini-
tions. For example, thirty 
years ago, Field Manual 
101-5, Staff Organization and 
Operations, defined EI as “the emergence of an unantici-
pated or unpredicted event that may present an oppor-
tunity for success or reveal an immediate or impending 
threat.”8 This manual was very descriptive in explaining 
the various ways to recognize EI and what key leaders 
should do about it. Today, however, EI is only identified 
in one location within Army doctrine with a less ex-
plicitly useful definition. Field Manual 6-0, Commander 
and Staff Organization and Operations, describes EI as 
“information that would have answered one of the 
CCIRs [commander’s critical information require-
ments] if the requirement for it had been foreseen and 

stated as one of the CCIRs.”9 This definition may not 
seem to be particularly useful in describing the concept 
of EI; Maj. Jason Wolfe argued in his master’s thesis 
that this doctrinal gap should be corrected by updat-
ing doctrine regarding EI and educating leaders of its 
importance and application.10 Some might argue that 
identifying and applying EI is inherently complicated 
by the fact that we do not know what we do not know, 
and any attempt to identify it is like fortune-telling or 

reading tea leaves. However, 
this practice is not an applica-
tion of mysticism but instead 
is a combination of critical 
and creative thinking.

Leaders can improve 
their ability to anticipate the 
unexpected through improv-
ing their visualization skills. 
Many people have improved 
their visualization skills 
without even knowing it. For 
example, as children, many 
of us were given connect-
the-dots sketches where one 
draws a line between sequen-
tial numbered dots that even-
tually reveal an image (see 
figure 1). After we had done a 
few of these connect-the-dots 
exercises, we got better at 
anticipating what the image 
would look like. It simply is 
a skill of pattern recognition, 
making connections, filling in 
knowledge gaps about what 

we think we see. That is what identification of EI truly 
is—gaining understanding of the situation through the 
connection of clues. So if we use the connect-the-dots 
example, learners who can quickly identify an image 
without having to connect all the dots might be able 
to make a decision to either seize an opportunity or 
mitigate a threat before an opponent can do so. That 
is essentially what Slim did in the opening scenario of 
this article. He identified a threat more quickly than 
his opponent could anticipate an opportunity, and Slim 
seized the initiative. Currently, doctrine does not ad-
dress EI to the extent it should; therefore, commanders 

Figure 1. Connecting the Dots

(Graphic courtesy of www.raisingourkids.com)
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are less prepared to teach their subordinates how to 
identify and apply it to operations.

Identifying and applying EI to timely deci-
sion-making constitutes a knowledge gap for leaders 
attempting to operate in dynamic environments of 
uncertainty such as combat. Some leaders may have 
applied EI in planning and simply not been aware. For 
example, during the military decision-making process 
course of action analysis (wargaming) step, identifying 
EI is of paramount importance because identifica-
tion influences the overall quality of the process and 
the resulting wargaming products. One key aspect to 
improving the process and the products is the quality 
of the thinking that underpins it all.

During an experiment examining wargaming at 
the U.S. Army Command and General Staff College 
(CGSC), Fort Leavenworth, Kansas, researchers de-
signed a theoretical model to describe a reflective pro-
cess they had observed during planning that identified 
three cognitive planning domains (see figure 2, page 

31).11 These cognitive 
planning domains were 
labeled the “factory,” 
the “laboratory,” and 
the “art institute.” These 
planning domains are 
informative in help-
ing understand the 
breadth and depth of 
thinking required to 
create detailed plans. 
The cognitive planning 
domains are also a use-
ful construct to assist 
leaders as they exercise 
the cognitive skills 
required to recognize 
and apply EI.

In the factory, plan-
ners are focused on 
synchronization, inte-
gration, and executing 
the plan. In the labora-
tory, planners test as-
sumptions and validate 
the plan. In the art 
institute, planners use 

creativity, imagination, and forecasting to determine 
the level of creative ingenuity within the plan. Where 
these domains intersect is the confluence of the science 
of control and the art of command. The key to this 
process of thinking is to gain a deeper understanding of 
the quality of thinking underpinning a plan. Investing 
time in each one of these cognitive planning domains is 
important to building a comprehensive, detailed plan. 
However, the utility of the cognitive planning domains 
goes beyond the mere formulation of a plan. These 
domains create the context for building EI recognition 
skills and at the same time building planner capabilities 
to apply EI once it has been recognized.

Perhaps leaders have heard the common lament 
of less experienced planners who believe their time 
was wasted if a plan was not executed the way it was 
anticipated. Experienced planners know that there 
is nothing wasted in the planning process. Products 
can be repurposed and redesigned based on emerging 
information. But more importantly, the thinking that 
produced those products constitutes a cognitive muscle 
exercised and made stronger and more capable by the 
process itself. This is why if leaders allow staffs to take 
shortcuts and abbreviate the process by focusing on the 
factory (such as directed courses of action), they may 
produce inexperienced staff officers who do not know 
how to validate plans or stretch their creative wings to 
ingeniously envision what might be possible. Planners 
with experience employ all three cognitive planning do-
mains and have the skills needed to identify and apply 
EI. Proficiency at such skills have a direct impact on the 
level to which planners understand what is truly occur-
ring in their environment. Therefore, planning process-
es are more than a means to create products. Rather, 
planning processes are a form of leader development 
designed to create planners and leaders who are better 
thinkers that can make sense of what they see.

Planners continually gather data and process it into 
useable information. The sooner that information can 
be analyzed and developed into knowledge, the more 
likely it is to identify EI. Having identified EI, leaders 
can then apply judgment to their knowledge to directly 
affect how the commander understands EI’s signifi-
cance and how it applies to his or her situation.12 This 
cyclical process is a skill that must be practiced, repeat-
ed, and taught to less experienced planners so that their 
ability to recognize it as it emerges continues to develop 
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(see figure 3).13 In this way, the deliberate planning 
process is a proving ground for EI’s recognition and ap-
plication as it emerges during execution. Leaders who 
are deliberate in instilling these skills into their junior 
planners will be more likely to swiftly identify, apply, 
and exploit EI, potentially seizing the initiative from 
their opponents.

Recognizing EI during Execution
Once a detailed plan has been formulated, planners are 

tempted to take up permanent residence in the cognitive 
planning domain of the factory, but that temptation must 
be resisted. Experienced planners know that plans rarely 
come out in the way they were initially devised. The ene-
my gets a vote, things change in the operational environ-
ment, and new information is learned that is turned into 
knowledge for use during decision-making. Therefore, 

decisions during execution 
tend to resemble active ex-
perimentation where plan-
ners can pair the current 
state with the envisioned end 
state while staying sensitive 
to the emergence of varianc-
es to the plan (either threats 
or opportunities) that might 
derail it (see figure 4, page 
32).14 In this model, there 
are two types of decisions: 
execution decisions and ad-
justment decisions. If plan-
ners effectively identify EI 
during the planning phase, 
then they have already an-
ticipated execution decisions 
that will address threats 
or opportunities in order 

to get the plan back on course. However, often planners 
discover EI while in execution that had not been antici-
pated, resulting in the need to make adjustment decisions. 
If the planners are not sensitive to EI emergence, their 
chances of identifying these adjustment decisions may be 
hampered, ceding an opportunity to their opponents to 
recognize and seize the initiative.

Planners have a process for making adjustment 
decisions known as the rapid decision-making and 
synchronization process (RDSP).15 The RDSP can 
only work when planners recognize EI emergence. 
Accordingly, a way for planners to remain sensitive to 
EI emergence is to maintain the type of thinking em-
ployed during planning and to employ all three of the 
cognitive planning domains. In this regard, the Army 
design methodology (ADM) may be useful beyond 
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conceptual planning and employed 
as plans unfold during execution.

Planners experienced with the 
ADM are aware that the process is 
one where leaders identify the cur-
rent state and the desired end state, 
frame the problem, develop an op-
erational approach, and then devel-
op the plan (see figure 5, page 33).16 
The model explicitly states “con-
tinuous assessment and reframing 
as required,” implying that this 
model can be useful throughout 
planning and execution. Constant 
assessment and reframing should be 
applied to all of the elements in the 
ADM. For example, if the current 
state is incorrectly assessed, it could 
negatively influence everything that 
is subsequently developed based on 
that assessment.

Continual reassessment must 
also apply to the problem statement. 
In a recent Small Wars Journal 
article, CGSC associate professor 
Dale Spurlin argued that although 
Army doctrine prescribes prob-
lem statements to be developed 
during planning, once the problem 
statement is written, many planners never look at the 
problem statement again.17 Problem statements should 
be part of the ongoing assessment process but are often 
not included. For example, in the opening epigraph 
regarding Kohima, Slim’s initial problem statement 
might have been: How can the Fourteenth Army prevail 
against one Japanese regimental group in the vicinity 
of Kohima given restricted terrain, extended lines of 
communication, and shortness of time? If Slim’s staff 
had remained focused on continual assessment and 
reframing, they would have recognized the emergence of 
the EI of a bigger force moving faster than they expected. 
In such a case, the problem statement would have had 
to be adjusted to replace one regimental group with one 
division—a significantly more difficult problem to solve.

Slim’s headquarters was actually experienced at 
recognizing EI because of its experience with failure 
earlier in the war; Slim and his soldiers had faced 

horrendous defeats the year prior to the battle for 
Kohima. Nevertheless, leaders should consider how they 
can get their staff and subordinate leaders to gain similar 
experience through experiential learning without having 
to face defeat in actual combat in real time. One way to 
improve EI recognition skills is to deliberately design 
events that can be inserted into training and educational 
scenarios that stimulate leaders to use their visualization 
skills. Such deliberate, repetitive, learning-objective-fo-
cused experiences can help commanders develop leaders 
who can connect the dots to recognize and apply EI.

Developing Leaders Who 
Can Connect the Dots

In her book Mindset: The New Psychology of Success, 
Carol Dweck describes the difference between a fixed 
mindset and a growth mindset, a distinction that can 
be informative for commanders attempting to improve 
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subordinates’ visualization 
skills.18 Fixed-mindset people 
believe that they cannot im-
prove their abilities cognitive-
ly. Conversely, growth-mind-
set people believe that with 
effort and practice, they 
can improve their cognitive 
skills. Commanders who 
encourage growth mindsets 
in their subordinate leaders 
through deliberate practice 
will have a better chance of 
making progress and gaining 
achievements in visualization 
skills, resulting in more suc-
cessful EI identification and 
application.

In her book Grit: 
The Power of Passion and 
Perseverance, Angela 
Duckworth describes two 
key concepts that would also 
assist commanders as they 
strive to improve subordi-
nate visualization skills and 
EI identification.19 First, Duckworth discusses how 
talent, skill, and effort relate to achievement, expressed 
mathematically as “talent x effort = skill” and “skill x 
effort = achievement.” In other words, resilient people 
who improve their capabilities get double credit for 
effort. Therefore, commanders who do not deliberate-
ly expend effort to improve subordinate visualization 
skills to recognize and apply EI should not be surprised 
if their units do not improve at this skill. Secondly, 
Duckworth discusses the concept of deliberate practice, 
which includes four specific requirements:
•  a clearly defined stretch goal,
•  full concentration and effort,
•  immediate and informative feedback, and
•  repetition with reflection and refinement.20

Commanders who expend effort to achieve improve-
ments in visualization skills by employing these 
requirements for deliberate practice may find that their 
subordinate leaders will improve in this vital skill.

In his book Nine Keys to Effective Small Group 
Leadership, Carl George describes an effective, practical 

approach to build new skills in subordinate leaders 
through an iterative and progressive process that sup-
ports Duckworth’s requirements:

I do. You watch. We talk.
I do. You help. We talk.
You do. I help. We talk.
You do. I watch. We talk.
You do. Someone else watches.21

In this approach, George gives commanders and or-
ganizational leaders a practical protocol for coaching 
subordinate leaders to improve. This approach would 
be especially useful as leaders endeavor to inculcate 
visualization skills and EI identification capabilities in 
subordinates. Both Duckworth and George emphasize 
reflection and refinement throughout the process of 
leader development. Importantly, George completes 
the process by describing leaders teaching someone 
else this new skill. This is especially important while 
improving visualization and EI recognition skills as it 
gives everyone involved multiple practice repetitions 
and reinforces the learning through teaching others.
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Visualization and EI identification skills have been 
improved consistently for years during exercises using 
master event scenario lists (MESLs).22 During the 
exercise design process for mission rehearsal exercis-
es, exercise directors use MESLs to focus training to 
achieve desired learning objectives. Commanders can 
use the same process to improve subordinate-leader 
visualization skills. Through the after-action review 
process, commanders can identify deficiencies in visu-
alization skills and set those as learning objectives for 
the next phase of the exercise. Various staff members 
can be enlisted to design MESLs to support learning 
objectives to improve visualization and EI identifica-
tion skills. Such design work aids in leader develop-
ment in two ways. First, it gives subordinate leaders 
experience in intentionally looking for holes in the 
plan to exploit in a form of red teaming.

Red Teaming is a flexible cognitive approach 
to thinking and planning that is specifical-
ly tailored to each organization and each 
situation. It is conducted by skilled practi-
tioners normally working under charter from 
organizational leadership. It uses structured 
tools and techniques to help us ask better 
questions, challenge explicit and implicit 
assumptions, expose information we might 
otherwise have missed, and develop alter-
natives we might not have realized exist. 
It cultivates mental agility to allow Red 
Teamers to rapidly shift between multiple 
perspectives to develop a fuller appreciation 
of complex situations and environments. 
This leads to improved understanding, more 
options generated by everyone (regardless of 
rank or position), better decisions, and a level 
of protection from the unseen biases and 
tendencies inherent in all of us.23

By encouraging the above cognitive approach to think-
ing and planning, commanders can nurture within 
their subordinate leaders the cognitive skills needed 
for improved visualization, EI identification, and 
application. Commanders can then incorporate these 
MESLs into their battle rhythm in the command post. 
For example, a best practice among effective units is 
to rehearse battle drills at the beginning of every shift. 
These MESLs can easily be inserted into that process, 
stimulating discovery-learning that has the potential 

of not only improving products, but more importantly, 
the thinking that underpins those products.

Second, commanders who encourage this kind 
of red team thinking can improve the climate and 
culture of their organizations. Encouraging red team 
thinking can support visualization that will make 
EI identification more likely. As discussed earlier, 
inexperienced planners are tempted to live in the 
cognitive planning domain of the factory. Encouraging 
planners to continue to operate in the cognitive plan-
ning domains of the laboratory and the art institute 
as well as the factory will support visualization and EI 
identification and application. By deliberately prac-
ticing the design process of MESLs during execution, 
commanders can encourage their subordinate leaders 
to maintain the balance of critical and creative think-
ing needed for EI identification.

Conclusion
Few plans turn out the way planners expected 

they would. For unexpected variances that create 
threats and opportunities, planners should use the 
RDSP. However, if the staff cannot recognize and 
apply EI, they will never be able to commence the 
RDSP. Adjustment decisions are made necessary 
by EI emergence. Therefore, commanders should 
expend deliberate effort to improve their subordi-
nate leaders’ capabilities to recognize unexpected 
threats and opportunities and act on them. One 
way to improve these skills is to engage in ongoing 
exercise design throughout execution. This can be 
accomplished by crafting MESLs (monkey wrenches 
to throw into the plan) and ongoing reflection and 
feedback connected to deliberate goals such as learn-
ing objectives. EI recognition and application is not a 
form of magic but is a skill that leaders can improve 
through deliberate practice, multiple repetitions, 
and by transmitting this skill to the next generation 
of leaders. History is filled with examples of leaders 
who were able to seize opportunities and mitigate 
threats as they emerged as well as leaders who were 
punished for their lack of vision.

Uncertainty in warfare is a constant, change in 
warfare will accelerate, and the magnitude of change in 
warfare will increase. Therefore, future commanders 
can ill afford subordinate leaders who cannot connect 
the dots and turn threats into opportunities.   
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