
November-December 2020  MILITARY REVIEW48

The Ostrich Complex 
and Leadership in Crisis
Lt. Col. Kevron W. Henry, Jamaica Defence Force
The ostrich has been accused of hiding its head in the sand 
when frightened. Presumably he thus avoids seeing the 
cause of its fright. Presumably he also avoids seeing what 
the other ostriches are doing.

—Alvin B. Rubin and Elven E. Ponder

Concepts of effective leadership during crises are 
generally understood but often difficult to execute. 
Difficulty in concept execution results from 

the significant effort that is required of a commander to 
impose his or her mental acuity and will in order to solve 
a particular problem and to ensure mission success. On 
the fault lines of modern-day conflict, there are various 
knowledge management processes for commanders and 
other leaders. These processes are fed by information 

management systems 
that are designed to assist 
commanders and staff 
by providing a structure 
for them to process and 
communicate relevant 
information and make 
decisions.1 Despite these 
processes, unexplained 
disruptions in their flow 
have led to leadership 
and operational setbacks; 
these disruptions can be 
categorized as examples 
of the “ostrich complex.” 
The ostrich complex is 
defined as the disruption 
of a decision-maker’s 
knowledge management 
processes that results in a 

paralysis of active leadership or state 
of inertia, with a subsequent distinct 
negative effect on the outcome of a 
specific operation. This complex, therefore, requires early 
identification and mitigation in order to prevent systematic 
failures.2 The actions of Maj. Gen. Alan Jones and the U.S. 
Army’s 106th Infantry Division during World War II’s 
Battle of the Bulge provide historical context for the ostrich 
complex in large-scale combat operations. An Operation 
Enduring Freedom drone incident in 2010 provides a vari-
ation of the complex as it relates to sensory overload and 
false data-induced confidence in multi-domain operations.

The utilization of ostrich-related themes and termi-
nology in both professional and popular culture is tied 
primarily to the unscientific belief that ostriches, as big 
and powerful as they are, bury their heads in the sand 
in order to hide themselves from perceived danger.3 On 
the contrary, ostriches bury their eggs in the sand and 
routinely lower their heads to check on them, thereby 
giving the impression that their small heads have totally 
disappeared.4 Scientific realities aside, the description 
has firmly embedded itself in the collective lexicon as a 
synonym for the either deliberate or unexplained hiding 
from one’s fears or perceptions. In the legal profession, it 
is known as the “ostrich instruction,” which refers to a de-
fense’s concept of a client’s willful “blindness.”5 In both the 
financial and health-care sectors, it is the ostrich effect, 
and in international relations, it is the ostrich doctrine. 
However, all variations across the disciplines are tied to 
the concept of avoidance and the individual or collective 
complexes built upon the foundation of fear.

Carl Gustav Jung posited that a “complex” is a system 
of interrelated, usually repressed, emotionally charged 
ideas, feelings, memories, and impulses, that if allowed 
avenues to vent, can disrupt the normal links in the 
human consciousness; and as a result, the intentions of 
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the will are impeded or made impossible.6 Feelings of 
self-doubt, confusion, fear, ambition, willful ignorance, 
and the consequence of accountability are ever present 
as part of the human condition, and all of these feelings 
encompass possible complexes. The commander and 
staff who experience the ostrich complex therefore 
become mentally burdened. Subsequently, their ability 
to rapidly and accurately portray the meaning and the 
necessary level of information that helps the command-
er maintain situational understanding and update their 
visualization is paralyzed. This ostrich-type behavior 
will continue to the detriment of their unit unless the 
commander is able to fight through the emotional white 
noise and make a balanced decision.7

War is a fundamental unchanging human endeavor 
that violently pits opposing forces against each other 
as a result of “fear, honor, and the pursuit of interest.”8 
Within this construct, commanders and staffs of op-
posing forces play a high-stakes cognitive chess game 
in which each searches for an advantage that will 
enhance their own probability of success. Carl 
von Clausewitz posited that “if the mind is to 
emerge unscathed from this relentless struggle, 
two qualities are indispensable, coup d’oeil or an 
intellect that even in the darkest hour retains 
some glimmerings of an inner light and second is 
determination.”9 However, what happens when 
our processes are disrupted by the ostrich com-
plex and the light fades?

Maj. Gen. Alan Jones was the command-
ing general of the U.S. Army’s 106th Infantry 
Division during World War II; the division was 
nicknamed the Golden Lions. Jones was highly 
regarded with a distinguished record of a long and 
venerable service that stretched back to World 
War I. However, despite his experience and 
service, it is his indecision and inaction during the 
Battle of Saint Vith that led to the disintegration 
of the 106th as an effective fighting force.

In December 1944, the 106th, freshly 
arrived in the European theater of operations, 
was ostensibly sent to a low-risk area of the 
front line. At the “ghost front,” as it was known, 

the main enemies were perceived to be the dreaded 
trench foot syndrome and the cold weather.10 The 
106th’s area was in the Ardennes region of Belgium 
in the vicinity of the critical transportation hub at 
Saint Vith and not too far from the German border. 
However, what the 106th was unaware of as it oc-
cupied its foxholes was that Saint Vith would be the 
focal point for a planned German offensive.

On 16 December 1944, the dynamic and intense 
launch of the German offensive changed the ghost front 
into a frenzied battlespace in a matter of moments. 
From the very first artillery barrage, it became evident 
that Jones and his staff were already failing at the high-
stakes’ cognition game. Unclear reports, loss of commu-
nications with frontline units, slow decision-making, 
and a seeming lethargy pervaded the 106th Division’s 
headquarters.11 Instead of seeking a more enhanced 
situational awareness in order to make relevant 
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decisions, Jones sat in his command post and “waited 
for some word from his corps commander.”12 Later, two 
of the 106th’s regimental commanders, Col. George L. 
Descheneaux (422nd Regiment) and Col. Charles C. 
“Moe” Cavender (423rd Regiment), deliberated with 
each other after receiving numerous indecisive and 
inconclusive messages from their division headquarters. 
They subsequently decided that despite their tenuous 
situation, until division told them definitively to move, 
they were staying right where they were; the lethargy 
had spread.13 It was a fateful decision because when the 
message to “withdraw from present positions if they 
became untenable” was later received, it was far too late, 
and the regiments were overrun.14

Brig. Gen. Bruce Clarke’s unit was sent to assist the 
106th, and when he arrived and observed the situa-
tion at the 106th Division headquarters, he provided 
a dire assessment. In Clarke’s opinion, not only was 
Jones not functioning in a clear and decisive manner, 
but his indecision had also affected the staff.15 In a 
later conversation, Jones told Clarke directly, “I’ve 
thrown in my last chips; you take over the defense of 
St. Vith.”16 In hindsight, this was Jones’s most decisive 
action throughout the battle. Clarke took over the 
battle and was able to effectively manage the chaos 
and salvage a perilous situation.

Jones’s actions during the Battle of Saint Vith can be 
attributed to the ostrich complex. His erratic behavior 
and overall lack of active leadership ran counter to his 
previously highly rated performances in command and 
as a staff officer. Throughout the battle, Jones was seem-
ingly preoccupied by the realization that his first real 
fight as a division commander had resulted in the loss of 
two regiments and possibly his own son, who was serving 
with one of them. His behavior further indicated that 
the conflicting data and fear of repercussions seemingly 
swirled in his consciousness and forced him to psycho-
logically retreat. The ostrich complex also paralyzed 
his staff and subordinates and led to a cohesive loss of 
mission focus, operational initiative, and ultimately an 
unnecessary loss of life. As a result of the 106th’s chaotic 
actions (or inaction) during the battle and its subsequent 
disintegration as a cohesive fighting force, Jones and 
numerous members of his command team and staff later 
left the battle of Saint Vith in ignominy.

In the modern-day multi-domain battlespace, there has 
been an exponential increase in information available to 

commanders compared to the battlefields of World War 
II.17 There is now a virtual torrent of data gathered from 
a plethora of sensors that feed nonstop information for 
enhanced situational awareness into various information 
management systems.18 This proliferation of mass data has 
served to paralyze commanders on both sides of the leader-
ship coin.19 There is the danger of too much available data, 
but paradoxically, the existence of that data also compels 
commanders and staffs to seek out more data in order to 
enhance their visualization and battlespace management.20 
This constant search for enhanced situational awareness 
by commanders and staffs leads to leadership paralysis as a 
consequence of simply having too many choices.21 In order 
to prevent cognitive overload, effective network manage-
ment is therefore key to filtering the torrent of raw data 
into a steady stream of manageable information.

On 21 February 2010, during Operation Enduring 
Freedom, a seemingly routine cordon and search mis-
sion involving multiple sensors, weapons systems, and 
supported by personnel across continents, unfolded in 
Uruzgan Province, Afghanistan.

An official investigation launched in the aftermath of 
the incident outlined the following in the official report:

On 21 February 2010, up to 23 local Afghan 
nationals were killed and 12 others injured 
when the convoy they were travelling in was 
mistaken for an insurgent force and engaged 
with air to ground fire … initial observations 
appeared to indicate a threat force. The ODA 
commander on the ground displayed tactical 
patience in letting the situation develop over 
several hours before the engagement. The time 
brought by that patience was however wasted 
because of the Predator crew’s inaccurate re-
porting and the failure of both command posts 
to properly analyze the situation and provide, 
control, insights, analysis or options to the 
ODA commander … The tragic loss of life was 
further compounded by a failure of the com-
mands involved to timely report the incident.22

Evidently the Predator flight crew reportedly ignored 
or downplayed information outlining that the convoy 
was anything other than an attacking force.23 However, 
the information provided was supposed to have been vet-
ted through multiple knowledge management systems at 
other headquarters where commanders were supposed to 
complete a long checklist before authorizing an attack.24 
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In this instance, the false confidence generated by an 
overreliance on the various sensors and systems and 
imbued with the commanders’ own complexes and biases 
provided false situational awareness. This false positive 
thereby facilitated a further example of the ostrich com-
plex where the commanders’ “misperception and misin-
terpretation of the data” caused a paralysis of leadership 
and led to the unfortunate loss of life.25

In the modern-day battlespace, the art of command 
requires leaders to acknowledge and manage greater ex-
pectations in exercising authority and accepting greater 
responsibility for their organizations.26 With that great-
er expectation and authority, there is also an increasing 

torrent of data, gathered from an ever increasing 
number of sensors.27 There are various knowledge man-
agement processes designed to assist commanders and 
staff by providing them with an enhanced cognitive and 
situational advantage. However, the ostrich complex 
disrupts these processes, forcing designated command-
ers to retreat into their own consciousness and take a 
proverbial knee. This pause can be optimal under stress-
ful conditions in order for the commander to check the 
“eggs” and seek clarity. However, the complex has to 
be quickly identified and mitigated in order to prevent 
commanders from burying their decisions further into 
the sand to the detriment of the mission.   
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