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Developing Strategic Thinkers at ICAF

By MARK McGUIRE

strategic thinking is, what a strategic thinker
is, and how strategic thinkers are developed
at ICAF.

Strategic Leader Skills

The types of strategic leader skills
discussed in the SL course can be categorized
as conceptual, interpersonal, and technical.®
Many of the skills in these three categories
are similar to ones that students have used
during their careers, such as team-building,
consensus-building, and critical thinking.
However, a major premise in the SL course is
that strategic leaders exhibit these skills to a
different extent and in a different context than
they did over the first 20 years of their career.

For example, consensus-building can
be considered part of the interpersonal skill
set. Strategic leaders using this skill have an
enhanced requirement to deal with leaders
outside of their chain of command—peers
across other organizations, agencies, and
nations. The increase in the requirement to
use consensus-building skills coincides with a
decrease in the degree of authoritarian power
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over the people whose cooperation is needed
to solve problems and make decisions. Exam-
ples of strategic leaders who invested a great
deal of their time building consensus include
Generals Dwight Eisenhower as the Supreme
Allied Commander and David Petraeus as the
Multi-National Force-Iraqg Commander.
Some strategic leadership authors
emphasize one set of strategic leader skills
more than others. For example, two authors
suggest that the critical individual differ-
ence variable in leader effectiveness is the
conceptual competence to do the required
work.* Another suggests that social capaci-
ties are equally as important as conceptual
ones. This author defines social capacities as
including both interactional skills (persua-
sion, negotiation, conflict management)
and reasoning skills of social perceptiveness
(the capacity to be insightful regarding
the needs, goals, demands, and problems
of multiple organizational constituencies)
and judgment.’ ICAF students study the
interpersonal (team-building, consensus
decisionmaking, and negotiation) and the
social intelligence (emotional, political,
and cultural) skills in the SL course and are
encouraged to reflect on which set of skills
is most important for strategic leaders via

their own experiences as well as through
questioning the many military, government,
and industry leaders who are guest speakers
during the 10-month program. Regard-

less of which type of strategic leader skill

is considered most important, the current
literature recognizes that strategic thinking
is a requisite skill.

Every Leader a Strategic Leader?

What makes strategic leaders different
than leaders at other levels? SST provides
a general overview of the difference in the
nature of leader tasks and work among direct,
operational, and strategic leadership posi-
tions. This theory was developed based on
initial research of an industrial age organiza-
tion in the United Kingdom in the 1960s and
tested via interviews in a study with Army
three- and four-star flag officers.® Students are
introduced to SST in the first week of school
through an article that describes how General
Colin Powell, then Chairman of the Joint
Chiefs of Staff, visited National Defense Uni-
versity annually to convey to students the dif-
ferences between leadership at the operational
and strategic levels—positions from which
some students had come and to which some
might go.” SST supports Powell’s arguments
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Students create and recommend new national security strategy report during exercise

by depicting how performance demands
change qualitatively at particular points in the
organizational structure:

The model contains three layers that reflect
three functional domains. These layers
incorporate seven strata . . . each successive
layer and stratum represents an increasingly
complex operating environment with a longer

that every leader is a strategic leader. The
argument suggests that in today’s real-time,
around-the-clock media coverage environ-
ment, every leader’s decision has the potential
to make a strategic impact. Granted, leaders at
direct and operational levels of organizations
can and do make international news and can
have a strategic impact at any time, but just
having a strategic impact does not constitute

leaders at direct and operational levels of organizations can
have a strategic impact at any time, but just having a strategic
impact does not constitute being a strategic leader

time span for the conduct of leadership pro-
cesses. In each of these seven levels, there is
an explicit complexity of work, which may be
defined not only by the scope and scale of the
work, but also by the required cognitive pro-
cesses of incumbents.®

The concept of time span used in the
SST is an index of the leader’s scope of vision
of action over time as well as a measure of
the leader’s ability to provide a meaningful
context for subordinates.” The authors of the
SST claim that the mental models of strategic
leaders must be more complex than those
of leaders at lower organizational levels to
accommodate the many more causal vari-
ables and the interconnections among them
in the environment.”® The research results
of the SST strongly suggest that strategic
thinking skills are essential for effective
strategic leaders.

Despite Powell’s lectures and the
research provided by SST, some still posit
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being a strategic leader, who is someone who
continuously performs the requisite work and
operates on the time horizon as addressed in
the SST." Thus, a strategic leader is someone

who is immersed in the thinking, decision-
making, planning, resourcing, and execution
required by the work at that level, not simply a
leader whose actions or decisions may have a
single or an occasional strategic impact. Given
this examination of the SST as the foundation
for understanding strategic leadership and the
necessity for strategic leaders to be strategic
thinkers, students next explore what strategic
thinking is.

What Is Strategic Thinking?

Several authors have proffered a defini-
tion of strategic thinking, three of which
are outlined here. Gregory Foster states that
strategic thinking is the “very essence of stra-
tegic leadership” and is an expected quality of
leaders at the upper echelons of organizations,
institutions, or states that claim superpower
status. He defines strategic thinking as having
“far less to do with substantive content of
what one thinks about than with the process
of how one goes about thinking.”? Finally,
Foster claims that leaders who think strategi-
cally must:

take the long view, to focus on the big picture,
to recognize the inherent interrelatedness of
all things otherwise seemingly unrelated, to
appreciate the residual and hidden conse-
quences of action (and inaction), to anticipate
and prevent unwanted events and conditions,
and to identify the underlying causes of big
problems rather than reacting to the more
proximate, visible symptoms of the moment
that dominate politics, public policy, and public
management."

ICAF students travel to conduct fieldwork at sites
related to national security
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Another definition of strategic thinking
proposed by Mark Grandstaff and Georgia
Sorenson is that it:

focuses more on long term problems and
processes from a systems perspective rather
than short term crises, and deals with more
tenuous situations that are not susceptible to
easy answers. ST [strategic thinking] includes
different lenses and thought processes that are
useful in any endeavor, but they are critical
for senior leaders in a time of accelerating
change that brings both threats and opportuni-
ties. In short, ST deals with problems that are
much wider in scope, more intertwined with
other problems, laden with ethical dilemmas,
and that sometimes must be managed rather
than solved."

T. Owen Jacobs does not directly define
strategic thinking but does offer that the
ICAF experience focuses on thinking skills in
general and strategic capacity in particular.
Jacobs defines strategic capacity not so much
as the different facts that the decisionmaker
knows, but rather as the meaning the facts
have within the strategic context. Thus, he
contends that the primary objective at ICAF is
to build the meaning-making skills of analy-
sis, synthesis, and evaluation in students, as
those will be the tools students will use during
the remainder of their career and beyond.
Similar to the concept of strategic thinking,
Jacobs defines a strategic leader’s conceptual
and decision skills as the ability to:

gather information from external and inter-
nal sources, make sense of it, and provide
interpretations to subordinate echelons. They
frequently are in a better position than most
others to have the “big picture” information
needed to understand a complex unfolding
situation in a way that permits early adap-

tive action. The importance of this critical
function stems from the very long time-spans
required for strategic initiatives to get planned,
resourced, and implemented. Lead-time is
consequently of immense value. To the extent
that leaders can think further ahead, or think
through complexity faster, they can create lead-
time advantage for their organizations that can
then be turned into competitive advantage.”®

Jacobs goes on to identify seven key
functions concerning a strategic leader’s
conceptual skills that can be used to enhance
this competitive advantage: environmental
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scanning; decisionmaking where options are
consequential, situations may not have clear
cause-and-effect outcomes, and/or a plau-
sible course of action may not yet have been
developed or identified; reducing complex-
ity; systems understanding; understanding
indirect effects; future focus and vision; and
proactive reasoning.'®

A synthesis of the three definitions
above may provide the best explanation of
what is involved in strategic thinking. All
three of the aforementioned definitions

each of our mental models is
shaped by our experiences and
hence carries all the biases
from the experiences with it

offer several similar characteristics about

the nature of strategic thinking. These char-
acteristics include aspects of the required
long-term, multiple, and systems (big picture)
perspective in dealing with more complex
problems that have more indirect, consequen-
tial, and far-reaching outcomes than nonstra-
tegic thinking. There is also an appreciation
that strategic thinking requires a proactive
and anticipatory nature in scanning the envi-
ronment, and identifying and dealing with
future threats and opportunities.

In addition to the aforementioned
qualities of strategic thinking, the SL course
addresses several specific types of skills that
are important components of strategic think-
ing (see table). While students certainly used
these thinking processes and exercised these
skills in their previous leadership experi-
ences, the scope and quality (power) of the
mental models used in employing these skills
at the strategic leadership level are what set
them apart.

The SL course also introduces students
to the concept of the mental model, or the
decisionmaker’s dynamic representation of
the decision space with which he or she must
deal. It can be considered a mini-decision
support system as it reveals cause and effect
linkages if it is accurate and comprehensive.”
Students are told that they will read the
newspaper differently by the time they gradu-
ate from ICAF because they will change and
develop their mental models on all aspects
of national security issues as they progress
through the program. Peter Senge states
that “mental models are deeply ingrained

assumptions, generalizations, or even pictures
or images that influence how we understand
the world and how we take action.”® Aware-
ness that everyone has mental models and that
they may be susceptible to individual biases,
memory faults, and perception errors is a
critical first step in student development. Each
of our mental models is shaped by our experi-
ences and hence carries all the biases from the
experiences with it. That is why it is so impor-
tant for strategic leaders to be aware of their
own biases and limitations, to solicit other
perspectives in thinking and decisionmaking,
and to continue to expand their exposure to
other sources of perspectives to enhance their
own mental model of situations and problems.

Strategic Thinking Skills

Addressed in the Strategic
Leadership Course

Creative thinking

Critical thinking

Intuitive thinking

Conceptual capacity

Environmental scanning

Future focus and vision

Mental models

Metacognition/self-awareness

Proactive reasoning

Reflective thinking

Reframing/perspective-taking

Systems thinking

Understanding indirect effects and
consequential decisionmaking
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What Is a Strategic Thinker?

Quite simply, a strategic thinker is
someone who exercises strategic thinking.
In order to understand how to develop
strategic thinkers, a more in-depth look
at the concept is warranted. A strategic
thinker is one who has and can use mental
models that are sufficiently complex to
address strategic issues. Becoming a strate-
gic thinker depends on having the requisite
conceptual capacity for and experience
from which these mental models are built.
Conceptual capacity, according to Philip
Lewis and T. Owen Jacobs, is the “breadth
and complexity with which an individual
organizes his or her experience . . . [it]
reflects the level of sophistication of an
individual’s organizing processes . . . [and
is a] description of the nature of the
meaning making process.”” As these expe-
riences become increasingly complex, with
more obscure cause-and-effect relation-
ships, individuals require more abstract
thinking abilities to develop the requisite
cognitive maps.?® Lewis and Jacobs suggest
that for leaders, “There are advantages to
having a conceptual work capacity that
somewhat exceeds one’s current conceptual
work requirements.”*

So conceptual capacity, or cogni-
tive horsepower, is the initial component
required to be a strategic thinker. But a stra-
tegic thinker must also possess the requisite
experience of operating and making deci-
sions in a strategic context. George Forsythe
and H.F. Barber reinforce the importance of
challenging, high-level work experiences in
developing the leader’s cognitive structures
required for action at the strategic level.
This experience is not typically obtained in a
person’s first 20 years of leadership, and thus
most students who graduate from ICAF are
not finished strategic thinkers but only on
the path toward becoming one.

While conceptual capacity and stra-
tegic leader experience are essential for
becoming a strategic thinker, mastery in
the art of strategic thinking is achieved by
understanding when and how to exercise the
strategic thinking skills listed in the table.

A proposed description or definition of the
mastery involved in being a strategic thinker
is one who possesses the conceptual under-
standing of the increasing levels of sophisti-
cation in the breadth and complexity of the
variables in the strategic environment. The
strategic thinker is conscious of the limita-
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tions of her/his mental models and under-
stands how to compensate for them. She/

he uses multiple frames of reference (her/
his own and that of her/his executive team)
and a multidimensional systems perspective
to solve complex wicked problems. She/he
reframes the problem as more information/
evidence from the environment is acquired
and continuously considers the long-term,
multiple-order consequences of her/his pro-
jected decisions.

Developing Strategic Thinkers at ICAF

ICAF provides a valuable transforma-
tional opportunity for students to develop
their strategic thinking skills. While the
curriculum cannot provide direct, hands-
on strategic level experience, it is designed
to enhance student conceptual capacity as
well as to provide vicarious strategic-level
experience through its seminar discus-
sions, readings, and exposure to strategic
leaders across the military, government,
and private sector via the guest speaker
program. According to Forsythe and
Barber, “It is not enough simply to expose
students to a large amount of information;
they must be challenged to organize the
information into meaningful categories
and to form interconnections among ele-
ments.”” Through reading and reflecting
on assigned readings and contributing to
seminar discussions throughout the year,
students learn and develop the concepts
that define the strategic environment and
national security issues.

Each of the ICAF courses tasks stu-
dents via exercises, paper requirements,
and discussions to develop their conceptual
capacity by analyzing, evaluating, and
synthesizing the knowledge they acquire.
And while ICAF pushes them through its
curriculum, it will be up to each student
to make sense of these complex global and
national security issues. For those students
willing to apply themselves to the readings,
papers, and exercises and, more important,
to reflect upon, discuss, and challenge their
current mental models of the many global
and national security issues, then they will
see a remarkable growth in their concep-
tual capacity by graduation. While this
year cannot provide students the requisite
experience of a strategic leader, it will serve
as a catalyst to enhance student conceptual
capacity, which is essential as the founda-
tion for becoming a strategic thinker. JFQ
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