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Student brigade staff members, Maj. Kyle Stillwell (left), Maj. Jon Macrae, and Maj. Nate Dams (right) gather around a map to analyze combat
reports before making a tactical decision 14 May 2019 during a classroom exercise at the Command and General Staff School, Fort Leavenworth,

Kansas. Strong relationships developed during the school can be leveraged at the tactical and operational levels by cohort staffing. (Photo by
Shane Perkins, Command and General Staff School)

A Value Proposition
Cohort Staff

Maj. Jerard Paden, U.S. Army

It became apparent that an effective network involves Ultimately, a network is defined by how well it allows its
much more than relaying data. A true network starts with ~ members to see, decide, and effectively act. But transform-
robust communications connectivity, but also leverages ing a traditional military structure into a truly flexible,
physical and cultural proximity, shared purpose, established  empowered network is a difficult process.

decision-making processes, personal relationships, and trust. —Gen. Stanley McChrystal
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e Army can improve the effectiveness of its field
grade officers and the organizations they work for
by changing how it builds seminars at Command

and General Staff College (CGSC). The cohort staff con-
cept would build CGSC seminars based on unit of next
assignment and then deliver the seminar to a single corps
or division. It capitalizes on the relationships developed
over the course of ten months and prolongs them for use
at the tactical and operational levels. Large organizations
such as corps and divisions face many issues, but good
team dynamics and external networks can address those
issues, and cohort staffing meets those needs.

The Trouble with
Large Organizations

Gen. Stanley McChrystal observed that the
strength of a network is the strength of an organiza-
tion. A network is “a usually informally interconnect-
ed group or association of persons”! Networks are a
means to leverage individual relationships toward a
common end. Teams, by contrast, are built on formal
relationships and are often obligatory. You may not get
to decide who is on your team, but you do get to decide
who is in your network.

'This distinction between a team and a network is

important when dealing with large organizations. Large

organizations are those in which individuals infrequently
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interact with each other
because they are rarely
involved in joint produc-
tion.” Those organiza-
tions are measured more
by their structure than
the number of people
assigned. Large organi-
zations merit increased
scrutiny because they
have several correlated
issues such as degrada-
tion of communication,
degradation of trust, and
degradation of efficien-
cy’ Teams and networks
can help mitigate these
problems.

Part of managing
large organizations

with diverse requirements is the formation of teams
that can manage the work.* However, the creation of
teams alone does not solve the communication, trust,
and efficiency gaps common in large organizations.
Teams can develop poor internal relationships and
will usually underperform unless a team leader takes
corrective actions such as setting a positive example
or enforcing collaboration.” The interaction between
multiple teams confounds the issue. Just as one team
has its own dynamics, teams that interact with each
other may compete for resources, the boss’s atten-
tion, prestige, or any number of perceived benefits.
Intermediate leaders, those responsible for multiple
teams, balance out these issues and can even improve
the individual efficiency of those teams.

Commanders Need Better Teams

Corps and divisions need strong teams. A fiscal year
2020 Mission Command Training Program report cites
several reasons that high-level staffs fail. Prominent
among these is a struggle to create shared understanding
that stems from a lack of practice working together.”

The Army defines shared understanding as “a com-
mon approach to the conduct of operations, a common
professional language, and a common understanding
of the principles of mission command”® Commanders
and their staffs establish a common understanding
by working through the operations process and train-
ing their staff. However, it is difficult to assess a staff
outside of a full-scale exercise. A company commander
might take his or her soldiers to a range to gauge rifle
marksmanship, but divisions and corps find it much
harder to execute realistic collective training. These
staff training opportunities are scarce at corps and
division levels because they require significant effort
across the organization. Simulated operations require
the use of a tactical battle rhythm, an opposing force, a
response cell, a planning cycle, and an execution. Often,
the first time many staffs fully simulate operations is
during a Warfighter exercise. This places commanders
in a highly visible, and expensive, exercise with rela-
tively little understanding of where their organization
stands. Division and corps commanders must fight for
those touchpoints to assess their organizations.

The frequency of turnover compounds the diffi-
culties in building shared understanding. The shelf life

on shared understanding is short. Units that conduct
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Warfighter exercises in September and October (imme-
diately after the summer turnover) tend to underper-
form those who have worked together longer because
the teams are constantly in flux.” Teams struggle to learn
their group dynamics after the summer move cycle,
when the teaching and learning process begins anew.

The Army calls members of networks by many names:
mentor, battle buddy, friend, connection, classmate,
etc. The usefulness of a network is in leveraging those
relationships for the good of the organization.

These two challenges are interrelated. Staffs
struggle to have shared understanding because they
struggle to practice together. Their practice exercises
are not always as effective as desired because the gain
in shared understanding does not last very long. The
current method is not producing the desired results.
The Army needs better teams on staff, and it needs to
generate them in a different way.

Cohort Staffing Builds Better Teams

CGSC builds seminars of sixteen individuals.
Over the course of ten months, the groups learn how
to participate in planning and execute nine military
decision-making process exercises. CGSC balances
each seminar to include individuals from many differ-
ent branches. This balance injects expertise, show-
cases branch relationships in planning, and exposes
students to alternative points of view. The groups
learn to communicate, build trust, and increase both
individual and group efficiency through these military
decision-making process cycles. However, upon gradu-
ation, the Army breaks up the teams, dispersing the
individuals to different posts and gaining commands.
There is an opportunity for change.

Individuals are not as important as teams in terms
of organizational effectiveness. A team of individual
high performers will not necessarily be as useful as a
team of average performers who have developed good
team dynamics.’® The Army recognizes the impor-
tance of team dynamics; much of a division chief
of staft’s (COS) duties consist of training his or her
subordinate teams. However, the chiefs are challenged
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to address the training needs of all their teams, much
less collective training of the organization writ large.
Cohort staffing provides a COS with a team that

has already walked through Bruce Tuckman’s form-
ing, storming, norming, and performing model of
group development.' Though this team is relatively

small compared to the rest of the staff, it represents a
positive step toward shared understanding and group
practice. Cohort staffing provides a team that is per-
forming and battle ready—a team immediately useful
to the COS and to the commander.

Good Networks
Improve Organizations

The difference between a team and a network is
the degree of obligation. Teams are formal structures,
often purpose built to solve problems. Networks are
voluntary by nature and often cross formal boundaries
set by organizations. The Army calls members of net-
works by many names: mentor, battle buddy, friend,
connection, classmate, etc. The usefulness of a network
is in leveraging those relationships for the good of the
organization. To add value, networks must combat the
flaws of large organizations, namely poor communica-
tion, flagging trust, and inefficiency.

Networks improve communication. As an organiza-
tion grows, the quality of information transfer degrades.”
Larger organizations struggle to communicate relevant
information, and cooperative communication generally
decreases."” This degradation is why commanders craft
vision statements, hold formations, and talk directly to
soldiers. It is also the reason a phone call is better than an
email and why counseling is most effective when done
face-to-face. Personal networks that operate alongside
official channels increase the quality of communications
for two reasons. First, shared relationships increase the
willingness to share information." This does not mean
that people are deliberately holding information back,
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only that they will be more talkative with people they
are comfortable with. Second, the communication that
occurs supplements official channels and therefore
broadens the situational understanding that the organi-
zation possesses.”® By getting high-quality information to
a broad audience, effective networks assist the organiza-
tion in achieving shared understanding.

Networks improve trust. The Army identifies trust
at the heart of the profession of arms.'® Trust is the per-
ception that others will not take advantage of a person’s
vulnerability."” There exists a professional trust that all
men and women in service to the Army have the best
interests of the organization at heart. However, there is
a difference in vertical trust in a leader and horizontal
trust in a peer. Hierarchical organizations such as the
Army place great emphasis on vertical trust, and this
can sometimes degrade horizontal trust."* Networks, by
contrast, are neither horizontal nor vertical because indi-
vidual relationships determine their character regardless
of formal boundaries. Trust is generally higher in small
groups.” Therefore, those things that soldiers regulate
in their formal relationships can find resolution with
the informal ones in their networks.”® Research has yet
to identify a concrete link between individual trust and
organizational-level trust. However, evidence exists that

Leaders of the 42nd Infantry Division, New York Army National
Guard, conduct a rehearsal of concept drill 4 October 2017 during
a Warfighter exercise at Fort Indiantown Gap, Pennsylvania. Cohort
staffing can improve a unit’s communication, trust, and efficiency
at the tactical and operational levels. (Photo by Capt. Jean Marie
Kratzer, U.S. Army National Guard)

people who have learned to trust each other are more
apt to cooperate in general.*' In this way, soldiers with
supportive networks will tend to support others in the
organization and benefit the team.

Networks improve efficiency. Larger organizations
enable people to sink into the background and not con-
tribute as much as they otherwise would in a more visible
setting.” The term for this behavior is “social loafing” This
means that the quality of individuals in active roles must
increase, and savvy leaders will accrue connections up
and down the chain of command to get the support they
need to be successful. If leaders can get those people “in
the circle, then those active relationships can do work for
the organization. The adage that you are only as good as
who you know is a tired one, but there is no denying that
well-connected people can boost productivity.” At battal-
ion level and above, officer effectiveness is based on the
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ability to create relationships and leverage them to solve
problems.** When people commit to working togeth-
er, regardless of the organizational chart, their activity
increases. They can circumvent loafing behavior and
decrease the inefficiency inherent in large organizations.
None of this is to say that teams do not achieve
these objectives. A good team has open communica-
tion, members trust and benefit from each other, and
they bolster each other’s efficiency by focusing on the
problems at hand.” Networks do not have a monopoly
on organizational effectiveness. However, networks are
important pieces of large organizations because the
combination of multiple teams produces a complexity
that is difficult to manage. Cross-team relationships be-
come just as important as team-internal relationships
and, when working for the good of the organization, aid
the efforts of team leaders and commanders alike.

Cohort Staff Builds Better Networks

Networks and teamwork can be transformative,
but the truth is that some team dynamics are poor.
Some teams will have high performance, others rela-
tively less, and often it takes an external presence to
modify poor team dynamics.*® The bonds of profes-
sionalism will keep a dysfunctional team together,
but no one wants to be a part of a struggling group for
long. There is certainly evidence that working with
people you dislike negatively impacts performance,
especially in hierarchical organizations where it is
hard to avoid those people.” However, cohort staff-
ing mitigates the probability of poor group dynamics
because it builds relationships differently than those
built in the operational force. The difference is the
effect of psychological safety.

Most people understand the concept of trust, but
psychological safety is a longer view of teamwork and
network building. Psychological safety is the ability to
act in a certain way without perceived blows to status,
self-image, or career.” Where trust is the feeling
that others will not take advantage of an individual’s
vulnerability, psychological safety is the feeling that
a person does not need to regulate his or her vulner-
ability. Psychological safety is a group dynamic and
develops through shared learning experiences. Said
differently, trust is about others doing the right thing,
and safety is about learning to let one’s guard down.
Any environment can generate psychological safety,
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but learning environments are especially good at

it. Part of the reason is the mediating effect of the
instructor. Properly trained, instructors can improve
student-to-student relationships and mitigate poor
social behaviors.” This is not to say that all instructors
mediate relationships well nor that non-instructors
cannot do so. But consider that instructors have fewer
competing priorities than commanders and that the
academic setting is much more malleable than the op-
erational environment. Consider also that one of the
best ways to increase psychological safety is through
the small-group dynamic.*

The Army is moving to small-group instruction
wherever it can. Smaller groups enable people to
communicate with fewer inhibitions, and they are
generally more psychologically safe—a big deal when
it comes to collaboration and learning together.’ The
idea that people who put themselves “out there” learn
more has considerable face value and bears out in the
research. Communicating with openness, without
fear of moderating oneself, is a contributor to team
success.”” A high level of psychological safety may not
equal success, but it is an indicator of a good relation-
ship. Good relationships, in turn, increase the proba-
bility that individuals will continue to work together
even if they are no longer on the same team.

Small-group learning environments build effective
teams and develop the relationships that lead to net-
works. The Army has invested in face-to-face CGSC,
even during the COVID pandemic, because there is
something valuable in getting a few people in the same
room to wrestle with education. The Army diminish-
es that value by dispersing the students at the end of
CGSC when it might preserve or prolong that value
by sending those seminars to the same organization.

Not every relationship carries the same weight.
There is no requirement to like the people in a net-
work, though friendship tends to increase commu-
nication quality.** Leaders would be foolish to burn
bridges with each other when those relationships
might be useful. Ten months of practicing staff work,
regardless of personal feelings, can serve individuals
and organizations well.

Why the Division and Corps?
So, what organization is right? CGSC balanc-
es seminar composition by bringing together the
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different branches of the Army. This balance is
important, but it also limits what organizations
could benefit. Under certain circumstances, a brigade
might be able to receive sixteen personnel of different
branches at once. However, consistency of person-
nel requirements suggests that divisions or corps

are more appropriate. Divisions and corps are also
appropriate given the Army’s refocus on the division
and corps as tactical organizations. Finally, divisions
and corps have the advantage of size. The gaining
unit has the flexibility to disperse the group to the
subordinate battalions and brigades; the Army needs
majors at many levels. A corps or division would still
reap the benefits of the network because networks
are all about external and informal relationships that

endure across organizational lines.

Have We Done This Before?

The concept of packaging teams is not new, and
academia has experimented with the concept for
decades. The “house,” or more modern “pod” system, is
a regular construct where students stay generally with
the same class throughout their education. The effect
is that students feel less isolated and produce better
quality results.’* Even students that are not tradition-
ally “cohortian,” such as those writing PhD disserta-
tions, have benefitted from the model with an increase
in learning and completion rates.*® Many civilian
academic organizations have embraced the cohort
system, and it remains a viable choice today.

Military experiences with cohorts are infrequent,
and the British are responsible for what little exper-
imentation there is. In 1914, the standing British




Army was filled out with “Pals battalions” that enabled
recruits to serve in locally formed units. Potential offi-
cers received commissions, and the battalions trained
together prior to deployment to Europe. The organiza-
tions were not entirely local, and the War Department
directed many of the men who volunteered and re-
ceived commissions to fill out other units.*® The impact
of these cohorts will never be understood because a
majority served in the Somme. This concentrated the
catastrophic losses in the towns from which these bat-
talions hailed, and the War Department transitioned to
conscription for the remainder of the war.

A second, different British experiment was less
intentional. The “Travelling Circus” describes a habit
used in their army up through the twentieth century.

When commanders received a promotion, they had
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the option of bringing their staff with them to the next
level.*” This preserved the group dynamic, but it ruined
the organization that the commander had just left. It
also often meant pushing out staff officers at the next
higher level to make room.

Cohorts bear some resemblance to the Revolutionary
War through the Civil War practice of recruiting forces

Infantrymen of the 10th Battalion, East Yorkshire Regiment, march
28 June 1916 near Doullens, France, three days before the start of
the Battle of the Somme. The heavy losses sustained by the “Pals
battalions;" had significant effects on the British towns in which they
were formed, and the British Army ended the practice of using co-
hort units with the beginning of conscription. (Photo from the Im-
perial War Museum © IWM Q_743)




,-vin

from particular regions. However, the resemblance
ends there. Standing armies did not receive deliberately
trained cohorts of officers. Commanders were either
local elite who had handpicked their staff or those who
had experience in the Army. The Revolutionary and
Civil Wars were both times of crisis, making officer de-
velopment and the battlefield one and the same.
Cohorts already exist in the Army, though
they serve a different function. Human Resources
Command (HRC) uses the cohort model to man-
age officers by year group, but the size of the cohort
means that very little, if any, relationships develop
because of year group cohort. It remains an adminis-
trative and statistical tool, not a developmental one.
The truth of the matter is that there is not enough
data. Cohort staffing is most like the Pals battalions
of World War I, whose primary purpose was recruit-
ment, not combat effectiveness. The lives lost at the
Somme and subsequent dilution of the officer and
enlisted teams counterbalanced any positive inertia
to have come from it. The Army has not done this
before, but innovation is fundamental to war, and
innovators seize opportunity.

Students plan for a division-level defense in a contested region 5
February 2019 during the Advanced Operations Course at the Com-
mand and General Staff College (CGSC), Fort Leavenworth, Kansas.
The cohort staff concept would build CGSC seminars based on unit
of next assignment and then deliver the seminar to a single corps or
division. (Photo by Danielle Powell, Army University Press)

Recognizing an Opportunity

There is a direct correlation between strong relation-
ships and performance, and those relationships provide
a clear return on investment. However, it is not econom-
ical to stand up an organization that develops three-per-
son teams with salient learning experiences that feature
shared goals, shared knowledge, and shared respect
mediated by a socially nuanced instructor. Perhaps com-
mand teams are worth that investment, but the Army at
large must work within existing means. Good steward-
ship means making the most of available resources, and
CGSC is a partially tapped resource. The following steps
provide a broad scheme to test cohort staffing.

Step 1: Gather information. HRC controls the
Assignment Interactive Module 2 (AIM2) and assigns
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movers against units. HRC identifies two to three
test divisions and one test corps and obtains their
personnel requirements for the outbound resident
CGSC class. HRC relays these requirements to the
Combined Arms Center (CAC). The CAC generates
straw-man small-group seminars that place the needs
of one organization within the same seminar and
communicates the numbers to HRC. All prospective
students within that seminar will move to the same
corps or division after CGSC.

Step 2: Generate buy-in. HRC requests volunteers
for corps and divisional preferences based on the straw-
man requirement. HRC selects from among the volun-
teers and supplies the names to the CAC to fill small
groups. HRC informs the students from the outset of
their participation in the pilot. In return for partici-
pation, the volunteers know their division or corps of
assignment (though not necessarily the station or job)
prior to arrival at CGSC. Ideally, corps and divisions
can guarantee the station, but this is not required. HRC
removes the selected students from the AIM2 market-
place for the post-CGSC summer move cycle.

Step 3: Let it happen. Place the volunteers into their
seminars. Organize seminars as a population A, going to
division; a population B, going to corps; and a population
C, control with normal AIM2 participation. To control
the experiment, there should be no alteration to instruc-
tion between seminars and no special training given to
the instructors of the different populations.

Step 4: Follow-up. Execute surveys of the students
involved, as well as the gaining organizations, over the
span of several years. This research will take several
pilot CGSC cycles to become statistically meaning-
ful. Ultimately, answer the question on whether the
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relationships built in CGSC translate to gains in reten-
tion, job satisfaction, and job performance.

Conclusion

Large organizations have the cards stacked against
them. Their size reduces the effectiveness of commu-
nication, makes trust harder to generate, and decreases
the effectiveness of many individuals. Good teamwork
combats these trends in smaller organizations, but large
organizations must manage multiple teams. This plac-
es a premium on good team dynamics, and the role of
leaders in large organizations is to develop those teams.
However, good teamwork alone does not counteract the
weight of large organizations. Leaders need networks.
Networks improve communication channels, foster
trust, and increase the effectiveness of organizations.
Networks perform outside and alongside teams to keep
large organizations operating at high standards.

Cobhort staffing builds good teams, and it builds
good networks. CGSC is an ideal venue for cohort
staffing because it trains seminars over the course of
ten months in precisely the activities that corps and
divisions can benefit from. It does so in a small-group
format under the supervision of an instructor. This
combination builds practiced teams that communi-
cate well, trust each other, and maximize efficiency.

Therefore, it is appropriate that the Army inten-
tionally build and then use CGSC seminars in the
operational force. Cohort staffing requires no alteration
to the program of instruction. It can answer relevant
research questions on the nature of long-term teams and
networks. It can improve the effectiveness of corps and
division staffs. Implementing a trial of cohort staffing is
simply good stewardship. m
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