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U.S. Army Command Sgt. Maj. John W. Troxell, Senior Enlisted Advisor to the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, addresses General and Flag
Officers at the National Defense University’s CAPSTONE Course on Fort Lesley J. McNair, Washington, DC, July 12, 2016. The course objective
is to make these individuals more effective in planning and employing U.S. forces in joint and combined operations. (DoD Photo by Army Sgt.

James K. McCann / Released)

Boot Camp for the Mind
The Role of JPME in Developing National

Security Strategists

By Joseph Gagliano, Derek S. Reveron, Nikolas K. Gvosdev, Rebecca Russo, and Dana Struckman

arfighting communities provide
officers with the necessary skills
to operate weapon systems

and cultivate their experience to lead

in combat, but once junior officers are
promoted to higher ranks, they often lack
the abilities required of senior national
security professionals. Joint profes-

Captain Joseph Gagliano, USN (Ret.), Associate Professor, Deputy Chair of the National
Security Affairs Department; Captain Derek S. Reveron, USN (Ret.), Professor and Chair of
the National Security Affairs Department; Nikolas K. Gvosdeyv, Professor of National Security
Affairs; Colonel Rebecca Russo, USAF (Ret.), former Military Professor, National Security
Affairs; and Colonel Dana Struckman, USAF (Ret.), Professor of National Security Affairs, are
all current or former membersof the faculty at the U.S. Naval War College, Newport, RI.

sional military education (JPME) plays a
deliberate and pivotal role in an officer’s
operational and strategic growth. This
growth is essential for the Department of
War’s development and management of
the joint force, not only in building stra-
tegic aptitude but also in enabling ofticers
to engage effectively with civilian leaders
across the national security system.

The joint force’s senior national secu-
rity professionals hold critical leadership
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responsibilities in strategy development
and operational planning. As active
participants in civil-military relations,
they synthesize political objectives,
military capabilities, and interagency
tools into coherent strategies and plans
that advance national interests. These
responsibilities require more than
operational experience—they demand a
deep understanding of strategy develop-
ment, planning methodologies, and the
broader policymaking context in which
national security decisions are made.
This is where JPME plays a vital role. It
provides a structured environment for
officers to develop the intellectual agility,
critical thinking, and collaborative skills
necessary to lead complex decisionmak-
ing at headquarters preparing for the
future battlefield. By exposing leaders
to differing perspectives, historical case
studies, policy-relevant simulations, and
wargames, JPME prepares them to serve
at higher headquarters throughout the
Department of War.

Developing Leaders
as Thinkers
Translating broad strategic guidance
into employable strategies and execut-
able plans requires both assessing the
international security environment and
analyzing domestic policymaking system
constraints. Simply put, national interests
and strategic objectives are not enough to
guide national security planning. Instead,
leaders and their staffs require method-
ologies to make sense of two complex
environments simultaneously: the inter-
national security environment and the
domestic policymaking environment.
Today’s officers need intellectual
depth and agility more than ever. Active
and critical thinking is essential for strate-
gists and planners. They must be able to
develop a deep understanding of opera-
tional context amid evolving policy and
security landscapes. Strategic thinking
is rarely intrinsic, so JPME institutions
develop it deliberately through realistic
educational scenarios. JPME plays a key
role in conditioning cognitive muscles
through reading, analyzing, discussing,
and writing. Simply put, JPME is boot
camp for the mind.

In-residence JPME leads officers to
a better understanding of the profes-
sion of arms and their relationship with
the civilian policymakers who control
the military. Although military officers
appreciate the Clausewitzian dictum
that war is politics with' other means,
they instinctively avoid anything that
seems political. Senior military leaders
have largely evolved beyond Samuel P.
Huntington’s view that civilian and mili-
tary leaders reside in two separate camps.
However, this perception predominates
among junior officers entering JPME
programs. Subscribing to a simple view
of civil-military relations that separates
the two camps, these junior officers want
civilian leaders to provide defined objec-
tives and allow military leaders to develop
plans with desired end states. As the Naval
War College’s Lindsay Cohn has written,
“Politics and policymaking are never that
simple or clear-cut.”?

Indeed, military planning across civil-
military lines customarily is characterized
by imperfect understanding from both
sides. On the civilian side, policymakers
sometimes do not know what the mili-
tary can and cannot accomplish, often
believing that multiple low-level tactical
successes will guarantee achieving high-
level strategic ends.? Further, they may
not recognize that the military does much
more than “fight wars.”* In fact, its opera-
tions in steady-state environments—long
before a crisis is brewing—are marked
by deterring adversaries, reassuring allies,
and enabling partners to reduce security
deficits as a tool of foreign policy. On the
military side, officers frequently underesti-
mate the difficulty of obtaining agreement
across the interagency community with
regard to policy. Summarized by the
adage “No plan survives first contact,”
the process in reality includes iterations
and revisions with civilian policymakers as
partners. Additionally, military plan devel-
opment must account for what risk the
executive branch can tolerate and what
costs the legislative branch can resource,
and those restraints often are not articu-
lated until after military leaders submit
their plan for review.

By building a richer appreciation for
these aspects of civil-military relations,

officers will take part more effectively in
the national security system. Bridging this
gap requires not only critical thinking but
also an institutional setting where theory
meets practice. This is where in-residence
JPME becomes indispensable—not
merely as a means of developing indi-
vidual strategic acumen, but also as a
venue for national security professionals
to engage with their peers from across the
interagency community.

The National Security Affairs
Tradition in Newport

The Naval War College’s Alfred Thayer
Mahan wrote more than a century ago
that, although the direction of national
policy is properly set by statesmen,
political questions “are also among the
data which the strategist, naval as well as
land, must consider.” Mahan explicitly
renounced the notion that “politics are
of no professional concern to military
[officers],” which he observed “once was
so traditional in the navy that it might be
called professional.”® Ultimately, Mahan
embraced the assessment of his contem-
porary Otto von Bismarck that politics
encompasses the “art of the possible” and
must concern itself with the allocation

of scarce resources to defined priorities.°
Naval War College students have long
carried on the tradition of examining
international affairs through the lens of
national interests and the policymaking
that defines them.

Today, the Naval War College’s
Nikolas K. Gvosdev and Derek S.
Reveron continue this approach to
studying national security affairs.” This
approach incorporates contemporary crit-
ical issues—such as strategic competition,
geoeconomics, and regional challenges—
and uses an ends-ways-means framework
recognizable by any joint or navy staft
worldwide.? Students study how the
United States develops strategy and uses
it to create specified concepts (that is,
how to achieve those objectives), while
assessing the capabilities needed to imple-
ment that strategy.’

This approach stresses that a com-
prehensive education in national security
affairs must acknowledge that a well-
crafted security strategy is meaningless if
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U.S. Marines show lethality during tactical exercise in the Gulf of Finland

U.S. Marine Corps Lance Cpl. James Barrett, a cryptologic language analyst with 2nd Radio
Battalion, 2nd Marine Expeditionary Force, stands in his camouflage during exercise Baltic
Operations 2026 at the Gulf of Finland, June 16, 2026. (U.S. Marine Corps photo by Cpl. Judith

Ann Lazaro)

not informed by the domestic policymak-
ing system that develops and resources it.
Students examine how strategy develop-
ment within the domestic policymaking
system occurs in executive- and legis-
lative-branch institutions that compete
for influence and resources. In doing so,

they identify the friction points where
strategy meets reality. Employing modern
theories of policy analysis, this approach
juxtaposes strategy development with
defense policymaking. It seeks to answer
the questions “How does policy origi-
nate?” and “How does the policymaking

system influence strategy development?”
For national security professionals, these
analyses are inseparable.

Policy analysis requires students to
consider influences including political
agendas, personalities, rivalries, bureau-
cratic interests, the media, legislative
input, and outside advocates and lobby-
ists. It strips away the language of serving
vital national interests to consider Robert
Putnam’s “two-level game,” where
at the national level, domestic groups puvsue
their interests by pressuving the government
to adopt favorable policies, and politi-
cians seck power by constructing conlitions
amony those groups. At the international
level, national governments seck to maxi-
maze their own abilities to satisfy domestic
pressuves, while minimizing adverse conse-
quences of foreign developments.?

Officers may want their plans and
strategies to be free from politics, but
civilian leaders set national objectives. To
be sure, those leaders (1) obtained their
positions through democratic political
elections, (2) represent civilian control of
the military, and (3) expect the military
to develop plans and strategies in line
with their national objectives.!! Suffice it
to say, strategic planning cannot remain
entirely free from political factors.

This approach joins together an
understanding of America’s security role
in the world with an understanding of
how the U.S. government makes defense
policy decisions. In doing so, students
learn that strategic considerations are
not enough to explain, or anticipate,
defense policy—domestic policymaking
constraints must be considered as well.
For example, in developing warfighting
strategy, strategists can explain why the
United States attacked Afghanistan in
2001, but without examining the domes-
tic policymaking system and bureaucratic
politics, they cannot explain why the
United States remained in Afghanistan
for 20 years despite not achieving its
objectives. In developing grand strategy,
strategists hear multiple administrations
prioritize shifting resources to countering
China in the western Pacific, but without
considering domestic policymaking
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Global War on Terrorism (GWQOT) 20th Anniversary Commemoration
New York City Wide Commemoration of the beginning of the Global War on Terrorism (GWOT). The GWOT commenced following the attacks

of September 11th, 2001. The United War Veterans Council, in conjunction with the New York Department of Veterans Services, sponsored the
event at the New York Vietnam Veterans Memorial in lower Manhattan.

factors, strategists struggle to rational-
ize sustained investment of resources in
the Middle East. In developing Service
strategy, strategists can articulate a future
naval force structure needed to execute
the national military strategy over the
next 30 years, but without understanding
the domestic policymaking context, they
cannot explain why this century’s ship-
building plans have been unrealized.!?
For military officers charged with
providing advice and options to senior
decisionmakers, a thorough understand-
ing of the policy process enables them
to generate options that are realistic and
based on the policymaking environment.
The notion that there is an ideal “stra-
tegic” option that somehow sits above
the realities of policy decisionmaking
ignores the stubborn reality that politics,
personalities, and organizational interests
are part of the national security process.
This perspective is neatly summarized in
Marine Corps doctrine:

For United States Marines, understanding
currvent policy velies in parvt on understanding
the interplay between domestic politics and
our enduring vital national interests. Aspects
of domestic politics, like the election cycle and
contemporary societal issues, affect curvent
policy. These aspects ave typically felt by Marines
through such things as vesourcing decisions,
guidance on the composition of the force,

and specific divection to focus on particulnr
national intevests or particular competitors'?

Two Sides of the National
Security Coin

For those without experience in Washing-
ton witnessing the politics of democracy
in practice, the national security system
often seems opaque and overwhelming.
Students in the Naval War College’s
national security affairs courses use figure
1 as an analytical roadmap to explore this
system. Centered on ends-ways-means,
this roadmap empowers national security

professionals to ask practical, informed
questions on both sides of the national
security coin: the international security
environment and the domestic policy-
making environment.

Students learn through these courses
that strategy development and policy
enactment do not occur in series. In
practice, the domestic policymaking
environment influences strategy develop-
ment throughout the ends-ways-means
process. This reality demands examina-
tion of both sides of the national security
coin in parallel. When students master
this skill, they are more likely to produce
strategy and plans that are feasible,
acceptable, and suitable.

For example, students seeking to
articulate ends will be guided by the top
two boxes of figure 1. From an interna-
tional security environment perspective,
they will ask (1) who and what constrain
achievable ends in the National Security
Strategy, National Defense Strategy, and
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National Military Strategy; and (2) what
theories are most useful in predicting
other states’ behavior. From a domestic
policymaking environment perspective,
they will ask (1) who frames the problem,
and how the framing of the problem
influences the desired ends; and (2) how
the desired ends are affected by domestic
policymaking actors, processes, and con-
stitutional constraints.

By juxtaposing these two sides of
the coin, students appreciate that the
likelihood of achieving articulated ends
is affected by factors in both the inter-
national and domestic systems. Neither
is necessarily dominant, and they can
be mutually constituting. In other
words, international security factors may
cause domestic policymaking reactions,
domestic policymaking factors may cause
international security effects, and both
may occur simultaneously.

As depicted in figure 1, these dynam-
ics emerge during selection of ways and
means as well. On the international side,
the ways the United States uses to achieve
ends, and the means selected to pursue
those ways, are constrained by factors in
the international security environment.
On the domestic side, selecting ways and
means requires an allocation of resources,
which necessarily stokes competition
within the domestic policymaking system.
For example, when President Barack H.
Obama considered the costs of continu-
ing the U.S. presence in Afghanistan, he
weighed both the economic cost of $1
trillion over a decade and the fact that it
was the same as the estimated cost for his
proposed health care plan.'*

Finally, figure 1 illustrates that a
seemingly linear ends-ways-means
process is in fact circular. Once ways and
means are selected and implemented,
we know through practice that not all
ends will be achieved because of risk
injected from the international security
and domestic policy environments.
Students will then reassess why, and the
reasons may lie on the international side,
the domestic side, or both. This circular
model of assessment and subsequent
reassessments places the students in an
important practitioner mindset. First, it
makes them see the world as it is, rather

Figure 1.
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= What theories are moat usetul in
predicting behavior of allies and
advirsanes?

= How does the security emvronment

frame and const weys?

What is the role of deterrence,
compellence, and strategic competition
in shaping outcomes?

What are constraints on jaint force
smploymant and global force
MEnagomEnL?

International Security Environment

* How doss the security emirenment
shape and constrain the efectiveneas of
maans?

ewuoAUF AO)10d JpSaWOg
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political environment impede advancing rational interests?

Source: Authors.

than as it should be. Strategy does not
unfold in a linear way; instead, both the
real international environment and the
real domestic policymaking environment
can impede advancing national interests.
Second, this framework acknowledges
that real-world resource allocation is

a continuous, repeating process. The
executive branch and Congress have
competing priorities. At times, this com-
petition removes resources from failing
initiatives, but other times, it counterin-
tuitively sustains them.'® This model of
national security decisionmaking helps
students understand why and offers ana-
lytical methods to discern what likely will

drive a particular outcome.

Developing Discernment
Building on this understanding of
national security underscores an essential
cognitive skill that underpins effective
strategic thinking: the development

of discernment. Like its predecessor
3030.01A, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs
of Staft Instruction (CJCSI) 3030.01B,
Implementing Joint Force Development
and Design, calls on professional military
education (PME) and JPME institu-
tions to develop those who can (among
other capabilities) “discern the military
dimensions of national challenges.”!¢
Similarly, CJCSI 1800.01G, Officer
Professional Military Education Policy,

states that PME and JPME institutions
must provide graduates who are able to
discern military dimensions, characterize
issues at the policy level, and recom-
mend viable military options.'” That
said, these references do not articulate
what exactly officers should be able to
discern, and it is rare for students to find
explicit information about discernment.
At the most basic level, our senior leaders
demand graduates who can make sense
of an increasingly complex environment,
where there are no right answers and no
single solutions.

Time studying in an in-residence
JPME environment exposes officers to
many different theories, frameworks,
and tools to help discern the elements of
national power in the international security
environment and domestic policymaking
systems. When studying national security
affairs in Newport, students examine at
least five perspectives of foreign policy
analysis, five theories of international
relations, three levels of analysis, and the
concept of two-level games. '

Officers without experience in
this type of complex critical thinking
can become frustrated that there is
no doctrinal solution for this kind of
problem-solving. Similar to how the mili-
tary tool of political, military, economic,
social, information, infrastructure, physi-
cal environment, and time (PMESII-PT)
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guides analysis of the operational environ-
ment, students seck doctrinal simplicity
to provide answers for the strategic
environment. However, complex national
security analysis requires multiple ways

to frame problems, assess challenges, and
develop strategy and plans. Strategists
must have the ability to discern the
critical actors and influential factors that
affect the struggle for power in interna-
tional security and domestic policymaking
environments. They also must be able to
wrestle with the discomfort of suspend-
ing personal opinions and providing
policy options with which they might

not personally agree. In-residence JPME
provides the education and venue for
developing this discernment.

Between preparatory reading and
classroom discussions, officers demon-
strate discernment as a requisite skill for
future national security jobs. This skill
development cannot be replicated in
short or asynchronous online courses.
In-residence seminars allow officers to
exercise discerning what is important or
unimportant in national security discus-
sions with their peers. They learn to assess
what to consider and what to discard.

The classroom experience is crucial.
Students will spend hundreds of hours
together in small seminar groups,
assembled using joint guidance from
CJCSI 1800.01G. To maximize its joint
quality, class composition exposes stu-
dents to warfighting perspectives among
their classmates—Dby department,/agency,
Service, and warfighting community—
that they likely have never experienced
before. Additionally, every year approxi-
mately 100 international officers come
to Newport and integrate into seminars
with their U.S. counterparts. Since coali-
tion coordination is the norm in modern
warfighting, this mix enables U.S.
students to gain invaluable experiences
cultivating relationships with allies and
partners. Each student brings hands-on
knowledge and insights into their com-
munity’s contributions toward national
security—contributions that can be incor-
porated into a comprehensive security
strategy that employs the total joint force.
Discussing national security issues with
peers and international students enables

officers to appreciate how the applica-
tion of force fits in the U.S. national
security system and international security
environment.

In a deliberate way, this approach
develops warfighting discernment in
cach student, because officers confined
to their own warfighting community
are limited by its understanding of
value. Mid-career officers naturally
value the warfighting platforms they
were taught to employ; senior officers
with experience outside their warfight-
ing communities discern when another
community brings more value to the
military operational environment; and
senior joint-educated officers discern
when other Services, departments, and
agencies bring more value to the national
strategic environment. This learning is
foundational to JPME and an important
reason why joint acculturation is the first
common education standard of officer
professional military education policy."

The significance of discernment lies
in its ability to show a direct connection
between actions and sense-making. If
staff officers lack the ability to discern
the international security environment
and the domestic policymaking environ-
ment, the options they propose to their
commanders likely will lack the required
clements of feasibility, acceptability,
and suitability. Consequently, the more
practice students gain in assimilating vast
amounts of information through readings
and discussions with their peers, the more
proficient they become in giving their
commanders useful recommendations
that avoid inefficient staff rework.

Arming the Back Bench
At in-residence JPME programs, mili-
tary officers instinctively seek relevance.
Rather than simply discussing abstract
academic theories, they ask how the con-
cepts they are learning can be applied in
practice. After all, they are accustomed
to military training, where they learn
how to do tangible things—fly planes,
navigate the ocean, or conduct large-
scale maneuver.

Faculty prompts like “What might
be factors?” or reflected questions
like “What do you see?” rarely satisfy

first-term students who weigh complex
national security questions like “How
can we avoid escalation with China
over a Taiwan Strait crisis?” or “How
does emerging technology impact force
development?” However, students in
this dual-accredited JPME and master’s
degree program quickly appreciate that
they are learning new ways to think about
these types of problems. In-residence
JPME disabuses preconceptions that
there are textbook solutions to long-
standing strategic challenges, and it
teaches students to think more deeply
than memorizing what to think or which
references to use. It helps students
shift their focus from an immediate-
application mindset toward considering
career-long benefits of this education
beyond the classroom.

When General Colin Powell spoke at
the Naval War College more than two
decades ago, he advised the students:

You are about at that point in your caveer
now . .. when you have to have a better
understanding of the broader context in
which you are serving. When you have to
have a better understanding of what is
happening on the world scene. Where you
need a better understanding of how politics
works, of how public velations work, as to
how you generate support for the armed
forces of the United States. To make suve
you understand the influences that ave
pressing on the Department and on your
particular Service.

I8’s smportant for you, at this stage in
your career, to . . . have a firm grasp of

the outside pressuves that come to bear,

the political pressuves, the public relations
pressuves. I am still not satisfied that senior
officers coming up, or officers at this level,
really understand the political context and
how politics works in Washington. It’s not
a dirty business. It’s the business that the
“good guys” upstairs put in place.

Anybody who says that politics is nasty, and
military people should stay away from it,
or never become a political general—don’t
worry about that—you’re not going to be
successful. Politics is the way the country
runs; it’s the way our Founding Fathers
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Retired Gen. Colin Powell addresses leaders from all components at the first CSA Army Profession Symposium, held at the U.S. Military
Academy at West Point, NY, July 30, 2014. (U.S. Army photo by Staff Sgt. Mikki L. Sprenkle/Released)

wanted it to run. So, as you become more
experienced, as you leave heve and go on to
Jobs, start to understand the international
situation o little move. Start to understand
the political context in which we do our
business. Start to understand the public
relations and the media context in which
we do our business. Because ultimately we
ave answerable to the American people, not
by us giving speeches, but by us defending
our actions to our political leaders, to those

who have been elected over us, and by our
explaining onr actions through the medin
to the American people, and ultimately
ensuring that we arve doing what the
American people wish us to do2°
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And that is the real work of the
Naval War College. JPME institutions
like ours celebrate when alumni rise
in rank to flag and general officers,
but the collective national security
contribution of those who serve below
this rank is far more impactful. Less
than 1 percent of O-6s will promote
to O-7, and the other 99 percent are
the staffers—long known as the “back
benchers”—who prepare the work for
flag and general officers. Behind every
senior leader lies a larger personnel
ecosystem of O—4, O-5, and O-6 back
benchers who prepare their bosses to be
effective decisionmakers.

In today’s world, flag officers are
pulled in so many directions, and are
managing so many portfolios, that they
do not have the bandwidth to develop
strategic plans from scratch. They depend
on educated, thinking strategists and
planners to bring them well-developed
options with well-articulated risks. This
delegation of responsibility enables the
executive to decide efficiently before
moving on to the next portfolio decision.
This is where the Department of War’s
investment in JPME institutions really
pays dividends.

In-residence JPME institutions
maintain a storied history of graduates
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A new U.S. Marine with Alpha
Company, 1st Recruit Training
Battalion, Recruit Training
Regiment, receives his Eagle,
Globe, and Anchor (EGA) on
Marine Corps Recruit Depot
Parris Island, SC, July 11, 2026.
Following a culminating

15k hike to the parade deck,
recruits are given their EGA and
officially become United States
Marines. (U.S. Marine Corps
photo by Cpl. Dylan Smith)
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going on to achieve flag or general rank.
But outside the senior officer spotlight

of congressional hearings or meetings in
the White House Situation Room, other
JPME graduates will work from the back
bench, preparing information papers and
decision briefs, facilitating relationships
with civilian leaders and their staffs, and
answering congressional inquiries.?! Some
of these staffers are future flag or general
officers themselves, but most are hard-
working national security professionals in
the most productive assignments of their
20-year military careers. Developing pro-
ficient strategies and plans from the back
bench does not come with the cachet of
flag rank, but that is what nearly all JPME
graduates will do.

This is the essence of in-residence
JPME programs—>building national
security teams that work tirelessly around
the globe to further the Nation’s inter-
ests. Their work at higher echelons is
more complex than pairing resources to
demands. They must weigh constraints
and risk in both the international secu-
rity and domestic policy environments,
discerning the critical actors and influ-
ential factors. Photographs capture for
history the principals around the table,
but success or failure depends on the
unsung staft work behind those leaders.
In-residence JPME institutions arm these
officers for this critical responsibility. JFQ
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