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FOREWORD
I am delighted to introduce the latest CANSOFCOM Education &  
Research Centre (ERC) monograph, SOF Education: Ignore at  
Your Own Peril. This publication is extremely important for Special 
Operations Forces (SOF), as well as all military personnel at large, 
because it deals with education, “the shaping of the mind.”  
Education is an interesting concept in the military because everyone 
nods energetically when asked if education is important. However, 
when the acid test of reality rears its ugly head and organizations, as 
well as their personnel, are required to commit resources (i.e. time 
and money) it quickly becomes apparent that education is just not 
that important.

Despite the frequent institutional reticence to invest in education, 
as this monograph reflects, it is extremely important to prepare 
individuals, particularly SOF personnel, for the increasingly complex 
and dynamic security environment our military personnel must  
face. Training and experience are incredibly important, (and, thus 
reasonably, most focused on), but to be consistently successful  
today and, more importantly tomorrow, it is imperative that they be 
complemented by education. 

As such, SOF Education, our 26th ERC monograph, defines education 
and its importance to success within the defence environment, and 
lays out why it is especially imperative for the SOF community. As 
always, this monograph is designed to inform and spark discussion. 
Notably, its creation was a result of an initiative within CANSOFCOM 
to better define and structure senior non-commissioned officer  
education.

As always, please do not hesitate to contact the ERC if you have  
questions or comments on this publication, or if you have ideas for 
future monograph topics.

Dr. Emily Spencer
Director ERC and series editor 
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INTRODUCTION

Education should never be considered a bad thing. In fact,  
philosophically, there is a strong argument supporting the concept 
that the more education one has, the richer they are as a person. 
Nonetheless, the moment resources, in particular time and  
money, enter the equation, the importance of education to  
individuals often shifts. What was once thought of as an important 
goal for now, quickly transforms into a nice to have at a later point 
in time. Nowhere is this flux more evident than in the military, 
where time and fiscal pressures inevitably prompt “innovative 
ideas” that often involve cutting professional development,  
including education. The argument is normally that it can be  
easily pushed to a future endeavour. Additionally, these same 
pressures consistently resurrect dormant inquiries about the 
actual benefit and value of education: are undergraduate and 
graduate degrees actually important to the military? Spe-
cific questions are frequently floated as a precursor to potential  
program cuts. These questions may include such things as: whether 
or not everyone needs a university degree?; if there should be an 
education gap between Officers and Non-Commissioned Officers 
(NCOs)?; specifically, do NCOs actually need a degree?; and does 
anyone really need a graduate degree? Interestingly, the decisions 
within militaries at large seem to be propelled by budget and time 
constraints more so than sound reasoning and argument. It is no 
surprise that the SOF communities also struggle with these issues. 

Notably, the military has historically been an anti-intellectual  
institution and yet, paradoxically, success in the contemporary 
operating environment (COE), which is predicted to grow in  
complexity, demands rigourous intellect be applied to problem  
solving – a key benefit of education. Globalization, persistent  
conflict, as well as the proliferation of cheap, accessible technologies 
are all driving the rapid and continuous transformation of conflict 
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and consequently our conventional under-standing of the COE. 
Additionally, hybrid threats that include diverse combinations of 
irregular, terrorist, criminal, and conventional forces employed 
asymmetrically, all operating within populated centres in a  
variety of culturally diverse environments, do not lend themselves 
to simple cookie-cutter solutions. While it is too soon to predict 
the full extent of the COVID-19 impact on the future operating 
environment, that too is clearly not a simple solution and requires 
the rigours of intellect to solve.   

Simultaneously, the recent American “pivot” to Great Power  
Competition (that will drive Allied Western response as well), 
which transpires in both military and non-military domains, has 
further highlighted the need for smart General Officers/Flag  
Officers (GOFOs), as well as an educated defence team, which 
clearly includes military members. Indeed, American Admiral 
James Stavridis, a former North Atlantic Treaty Organization 
(NATO) Allied Commander Europe, renowned for his sharp  
intellect and operational acumen declared, “The quintessential 
skill of a leader is to bring order out of chaos. You have to be calm, 
smart and willing to do the brain work; in the end, 21st century 
security is about brain-on-brain warfare.” He announced of the 
current security environment, “we will succeed and defeat our 
enemies by out-thinking them.”1 In fact, the American Joint Chiefs 
of Staff released guidance in May 2020 that underscored the  
requirement for continual education. The guidance explained:

There is more to sustaining a competitive advantage than  
acquiring hardware; we must gain and sustain an 
intellectual overmatch as well. The agility and lethal-
ity of the force must be applied appropriately to 
deter, fight, and win against adversaries who have 
studied our methods and prepared themselves to offset 
our longstanding military superiority. This cannot be 
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achieved without substantially enhancing the cognitive 
capacities of joint warfighters to conceive, design, and 
implement strategies and campaigns to integrate our ca-
pabilities globally, defeat competitors in contests we have 
not yet imagined, and respond to activity short of armed 
conflict in domains already being contested.2

In essence, in order to be effective in the security environment, 
military professionals of all ranks, and particularly SOF personnel, 
must be adaptive and agile in both thought and action, as well 
as adept at critical thinking and sound reasoning. These skill-sets  
do not just happen overnight or through osmosis. Rather, they  
represent the fallout of a sound education. In short, militar-
ies require educated men and women who can adapt to their  
environment and have the intellectual prowess to be able to shape 
the future to their desired end-state. 

A TENUOUS RELATIONSHIP: THE MILITARY  
AND EDUCATION

Perhaps too often the terms “professional” and “educated” have 
been seen as interchangeable. United States Marine Corps (USMC) 
Colonel (retired) Reed Bonadonna, PhD, who is currently a Senior 
Fellow at the Carnegie Council for Ethics in International Affairs 
opined that the military profession should be considered a branch 
of the humanities, since the profession necessitates a lifetime of 
learning and habits of reflection.3 While experience does lend 
itself to growth, this connection is not automatic. Careful delib-
eration, and more often than not study, are required to transform 
experience into knowledge. 

While the two are not synonymous, education should be a  
principal pillar of any profession. Eliot Freidson, a leading scholar 
on the subject of professionalism, identified that “A profession 
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has a formal program that produces the qualifying credentials, 
which is controlled by the profession and associated with higher 
education.”4 

With a realization that experience is critical, but even more  
powerful when combined with education, in 2012, General 
Raymond Odierno, the Chief of Staff of the Army at the time, 
developed the Advanced Strategic Planning and Policy Program.  
Odierno’s intent was to use the program “to strike a better  
balance between a warrior ethos that emphasizes martial virtues 
on the one hand, and critical thinking on the other.”  In essence, it 
represents a recognition that operational experiences should not 
be the only factor shaping leader promotion.  Rather the program 
attempts to take individual experiences and combine them with 
an ability to reason and communicate.  Odierno believed that this 
mix would best serve to create institutional leaders capable of 
operating in an increasingly complex operating environment.5

Notably, the failure to incorporate education into a profession can 
have serious repercussions, as the Canadian military institution  
discovered in the 1990s. A number of ethical, moral and leadership 
challenges in that decade, both at home and on operations, forced 
the Canadian Armed Forces (CAF) to examine its anti-intellectual 
culture and make necessary changes to increase the importance 
of education to the Canadian profession of arms.6 As Lieutenant-
General Michael Jeffrey assessed, “A lack of intellectual discipline 
in the past has got us where we are today [1990s].” He additionally 
asserted, “If we don’t change we will die,” concluding, “the longer 
we resist it, the harder we make it on someone else.”7  

Within the CAF, Jeffrey found support. Former Chief of the Defence 
Staff (CDS), General Maurice Baril, insisted that military lead-
ers “need to have the right mindset to change and evolve the  
profession.” He added, “knowledge must be valued as a key ingre-
dient to our growth as individuals and as a profession.”8
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By 1997, Doug Young, the Minister of National Defence (MND), 
General Baril, and Louise Frechette, the Deputy Minister (DM), 
were all seriously concerned that the balance among the four 
pillars of professional development – training, education,  
experience and self-development – had become distorted and very 
problematic. Missing was an emphasis on education, particularly 
higher learning.9 The MND confirmed, “Without higher education 
you’re not tuned into what’s happening in the larger society.”  
He concluded, “That’s where we lost the ball.”10

Necessary reforms that were required and subsequently  
implemented included: ministerial direction that all officers must 
hold a recognized undergraduate degree; the CDS appointment 
of a Special Advisor to the Office of the CDS for Professional  
Development; the creation of a Canadian military journal to allow 
a forum for professional discourse; the creation of a Canadian “war 
college” course; and the establishment of a Canadian Defence 
Academy to provide a centre of excellence for CAF professional 
development, to name a few. In sum, all changes were indications 
that the CAF had apparently recognized its anti-intellectualism and 
failure to ensure its personnel received the required education  
to complement their training, and were now ready, if not forced, 
to address this deficiency.

While initial momentum for the development of an intellec-
tual force existed, it was short lived. After 9/11, the necessity and  
immediacy of operations once again trumped the less immediately 
tangible benefits of having a smart officer and NCO corps.

Unfortunately, the long war in Afghanistan and the post-war  
return to more fiscally challenging times seemed to have resur-
rected old attitudes about the value of education for military 
members. The current reality once again juxtaposes education 
against training. 
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SOF, an organization that prides itself on its ability to adapt and 
exercise the pursuit of excellence, was not immune. In the end, 
with everyone consumed with operations in Iraq, the Sahel and 
around the globe, one must ponder once again if there is the time, 
or even a need, for education. 

After all, the vast benefits of education are generally not immedi-
ately tangible. Unlike training where quantifiable improvements 
in behaviour can be physically seen and measured, for instance 
marksmanship scores or proficiency in drills, education is less  
evident in the short-term. It deals with creativity, critical think-
ing and reasoning.11  These capabilities take time to develop and 
cannot always be traced back to one lecture or course – they are 
cumulative in effect and often hard to quantifiably measure. 

Additionally, unless you yourself have benefited from an  
education, it is perhaps even more difficult to see the fruits of such 
a course of action. Notably, most resource decisions are made by 
senior ranks. And, unless they are well-educated themselves, their 
tendency will be to under-rate the value of education. After all, 
they attained their rank and position without it, and clearly they 
are doing well. To make matters worse, it is hard to teach an old 
dog new tricks, or, more directly put, it is hard to change one’s 
“thought patterns in your 40s and beyond.”12 

In this vein, Lieutenant-General (retired) David W. Barno and  
Dr. Nora Bensahel, Visiting Professors of Strategic Studies at the 
Johns Hopkins School of Advanced International Studies and  
Senior Fellows at the Philip Merrill Center for Strategic Studies, 
questioned whether military leadership was open-minded enough 
to make the necessary changes that are required to develop a 
smart thinking force. They observed that the military may not  
realize that they are at great risk of a failure of imagination due 
to being unconsciously trapped by their success, experience, 
and rank. They argued that past success makes individuals 
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less likely to try new and unproven approaches in the future,  
explaining that military leaders “are part of an intensely hierarchi-
cal organization where age, rank, and power are almost perfectly 
correlated.”13 	

Not surprisingly, much like the Canadian experience, The American 
2018 National Defense Strategy described U.S. professional 
military education as stagnating, with a shift in focus toward “the 
accomplishment of mandatory credit at the expense of lethality 
and ingenuity.”14 The strategy document underscored that “the 
creativity and talent of the American warfighter is our greatest 
enduring strength.”15  However, the American Joint Chiefs of Staff 
also conceded that “intellectual requirements have not been the 
focus of our current leader development enterprise.”16

Notably, the Canadian and American examples are not unique. 
NATO countries cut their professional military education budgets 
by an average of 30 per cent between 2008 and 2013.17 

At the root of the tenuous relationship that the military has had 
with education is a failure to fully appreciate the importance 
or, more pointedly, the requirement, of education to military  
effectiveness. If you eat a bag of chips one day, you are likely not 
going to put on any weight. If you eat a bag of chips every day, it 
will be hard to hide from the calories. Education is the same. Its 
effects are cumulative and slow, and absolutely, as good diet and 
exercise are to health, not substitutable. The gap will find you, it is 
just a matter of when.

WHAT EXACTLY IS EDUCATION?

There tends to be a general trend in the military to often conflate 
training and education. The traditional stress on training, that is “a 
predictable response to a predictable situation,” is often confused, 
or considered synonymous, with education, which, in contrast, as 
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defined by Professor Ron Haycock is “the reasoned response to 
an unpredictable situation – critical thinking in the face of the 
unknown.”18  Because of the CAF’s, and particularly the Canadian 
Special Operations Forces Command’s (CANSOFCOM), excellent 
training regimen and their success on operations in Afghanistan, 
Iraq and elsewhere around the globe, it is easy to be lulled into 
a perception that the institution’s educational needs are being 
adequately attended to as well. What is unheeded, however, 
and at great peril, is that the prescribed application of ideas and  
methods, as well as drills and checklists, have a purpose and  
functional utility, but this methodology is no longer, if in fact it 
ever was, enough to equip leaders to be able to cope with, and 
function effectively in, the complex post-modern world. 

The educational component is crucial to soldiers, as well as senior 
NCOs and, particularly, officers. Simply put, “education,” according 
to Royal Military College of Canada (RMCC) Professor David Last, 
a former artillery senior officer, “is the shaping of the mind.”19 
Education assists in our ability to reason, which in turn is critical 
in responding to unanticipated circumstances, and indeed, being 
able to shape environments to your will. In the end, you train for 
certainty and educate for uncertainty. 

To appreciate these distinctions, it is important to understand, 
and be able to place, the CAF’s/CANSOFCOM’s ultimate purpose  
and their operations within the context of the larger whole of 
government and the society they serve. The French Emperor, 
Napoleon Bonaparte, recognized in the 19th century that “Tactics, 
evolutions, artillery and engineer sciences can be learned from a 
manual like geometry; but the knowledge of the higher conduct of 
war can only be acquired by studying the history of wars and battles 
of great generals and by one’s own experience.” He understood, 
“There are no terse and precise rules at all.”20 He also recognized 
that war was not an individual endeavour and instead required a 
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cohesive team. This reality is exactly why the U.S. military believes 
that “successful operational adaptability depends upon educating 
and developing leaders, training soldiers, and building cohesive 
teams who are prepared to execute decentralized operations in 
and among populations in coordination with Joint, Interagency, 
Intergovernmental, Multinational (JIIMP) partners.”21

WHY EDUCATION IS SO IMPORTANT TO THE 
MILITARY MIND

The requirement to comprehend the “the larger picture” cannot 
be overstated.22 According to Professor Last, military leaders “are 
managers of violence.” He explained:

Their professional education must allow them to under-
stand it. Violence has always been a part of the inter-
connected human conditions that we label war, conflict, 
and peace. In the complex world of today and tomorrow, 
our understanding of these conditions needs to be more 
comprehensive than in the past. This is more important 
than technology, doctrine, and strategy, because all are 
subservient to purpose. There is no purpose without 
understanding. The officer’s [and senior NCO’s] under-
standing must match that of society – otherwise he or 
she cannot serve it.23  

This societal connection has another, equally important, dimension. 
The Canadian Military Ethos demands that the CAF, including 
CANSOFCOM, remain rooted in Canadian society and reflect its 
most important values and attitudes. In this regard it is critical to 
understand that, as former Ambassador Paul Heinbecker pointed 
out, “we are an extensively educated people.”24 Of the thirty-three 
most industrialized economies surveyed by the Organization for 
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), Canada ranked 
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second behind Russia, (Japan was third and the U.S. fourth), in the 
percentage of the population that has attained at least a university 
or college-level education. The CAF must remain reflective of this 
leading-edge sector of Canadian society if we are to retain the 
trust, confidence and respect necessary to maintain the essential 
support of Canadian citizens.

In addition, the importance of education to the military profession, 
particularly in the post-modern world, is clear, especially in light of 
the series of crises that the CAF endured during the cataclysmic 
decade of the 1990s.25 Interestingly, it was recognized as early as 
1969, by then-CDS Jean Victor Allard. “It matters little,” he wrote, 
“whether the Forces have their present manpower strength and 
financial budget, or half of them, or double them; without a prop-
erly educated, effectively trained professional officer corps the 
Forces would, in the future, be doomed at best to mediocrity, and 
at the worst, to disaster.”26 

Intuitively, a professional soldier is better prepared to face the 
unknown challenges of the ambiguous, complex and uncertain 
battlespace by having a broad knowledge of theories that act as 
a guide to discretionary judgment rather than a narrow ability in 
only some of the practical applications of the profession of arms. 
Lieutenant-General (retired) Barno and Dr. Behsahel explained, 
“The extraordinary pace of global change means that adaptability 
may be the most important characteristic of the future force – 
and especially of its leaders.”27 A team of American researchers 
agreed. “Today’s military leaders,” they argued, “need to be 
highly adaptive and capable of addressing complex and ambigu-
ous problems.”28 Another military scholar and veteran elucidated, 
the military leader must overcome “institutional, environmental, 
and psychological impediments to clear thinking, some of them 
particular to military organizations and the practice of warfare, 
while also cultivating multiple intelligences, to meet the de-
mands of military professionalism: clear thought under stress, a  
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willingness to face often unpleasant facts, disciplined creativity, 
and a commitment to constant learning.”29 Major-General Mick 
Ryan also emphasized the requirement to gain the “intellec-
tual edge.” He argued, “The intellectual edge for an individual is  
the capacity for that person to creatively outthink and out plan 
potential adversaries.” Importantly, he emphasized that the  
intellectual edge was “founded on the broadest array of training, 
education and experience, as well as a personal dedication to  
continuous self-learning over a long period of time.”30 The  
aforementioned rationale are all reasons for advocating for the 
advanced education of military personnel. 

Indeed, education is a vital enabler for adaptive thought and  
action. Barno and Bensahel also highlighted the need for military 
leadership to improve the ability to rapidly adapt to unforeseen 
circumstances and to make assessments of how the battlespace is 
changing at lightning speed. Moreover, these connections need to 
be achieved under the extreme stress of chaotic conditions, crisis 
and/or combat. Furthermore, due to the complex and dynamic 
battlespace, military leaders must be able to, if necessary: ignore, 
if not disregard current doctrine and Tactics, Techniques and  
Procedures (TTPs); repurpose technology; and formulate en-
tirely new processes and methodologies on the spot to address  
problems on operations. Likewise, military leaders will need 
to be able to effectively act, even if nothing works as they had  
expected and hoped that it would, and the opponent is prevailing. 
As Barno and Bensahel noted, leadership must be able to have 
the resilience to cope effectively with “repeated surprise, shocks, 
and setbacks.”31 Combat veteran Dr. Reed Bonadonna further  
explained:

[Military leaders] are expected to think clearly under ex-
tremely stressful conditions. War is a protean activity that 
makes enormous and ever-changing cognitive demands. 
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The officer [and/or Senior NCO] may have to adapt to 
changing tactical situations and a shifting strategic context. 
She may have to change roles from organizer to warfighter 
to diplomat and back again as quickly as a harried plebe 
dressing for parade amidst changes in the uniform. These 
roles may call for combinations of discipline and creativity, 
of belligerence and empathy. The breadth (if not always the 
depth) of cognitive demands which officers can be called 
upon to meet is perhaps unique among the professions. 
To attempt to think like an officer [and/or Senior NCO] is 
to expand one’s mind, and likely in multiple directions at 
once. The unpredictable nature of military operations also 
means the officer [and/or Senior NCO], no matter how 
experienced or educated, must be willing to enter a realm 
of uncertainty, of nearly imponderable and unprecedented 
factors brought on by the enemy will, by the uncertain  
impact of technological change, and by unfamiliar histo-
ries and cultures. Officers [and/or Senior NCO] today are  
learning about the unfamiliar cultures of the Middle East, 
with the impact on the motives and actions of combat-
ants and others in the region. They are also absorbing the  
impact of new technologies, perhaps most significantly, of 
the cyber technology that is arguably creating a new domain 
of warfare as significant as those of land, sea, and sky.32

Certainly, it is not possible to over-exaggerate the requirement for 
good thinking. As one expert concluded, “strategic effectiveness 
will increasingly be based on the capacity to think like a networked 
enemy. Therefore, the military leader needs to understand a 
complex environment and a diverse range of interests, actors and 
issues while retaining the capacity to ‘simplify, focus, decide and 
execute.’”33 Moreover, retired American Major-General Robert 
H. Scales underlined the need for education vice training when 
he commented, “This new era of war requires soldiers equipped 
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with exceptional cultural awareness and an intuitive sense for the 
nature and character of war.”34

Consistently, the requirement for education in today’s complex 
security environment is repeatedly stressed by practitioners  
who, through the experience in the chaos of conflict, clearly  
comprehend that education, rooted in critical thinking, problem 
solving and analytical research, better prepares individuals to 
think, as well as to cope with problems and unexpected situations. 
It assists individuals to not only embrace change, but adapt  
to and anticipate it. More importantly, it instils in people the  
attitude and ability to constantly learn from one’s environment 
and to prepare, as well as react, accordingly. Equally important,  
as Dr. Bill Bentley explained, “formal education becomes the 
mechanism that allows an individual to better comprehend and 
understand the integrated, multifaceted, intricate and complex 
context of the military profession within the larger world it  
exists in.”35 Moreover, guidance issued by the American Joint 
Chiefs of Staff accentuated, “We must consistently prioritize 
critical and creative thinking, continuous learning and professional 
development, and the pursuit of transregional and cross-
domain excellence in the development and assignment of joint  
warfighters.” They added, “we require leaders at all levels who can 
achieve intellectual overmatch against adversaries.”36

As such, in the complex, globalized, information rich world we 
live in, it is essential that officers, as well as senior NCOs, become 
better prepared to take on senior appointments so that they can 
excel not only at technical warfighter skills, but also so that they 
can perform as reliable, credible and astute partners in the whole-
of-government framework required to ensure a vibrant, strong 
country and prevail in conflict. 

In the end, the great Prussian theorist, Carl von Clausewitz,  
identified that “If we pursue the demands that war makes on 
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those who practice it, we come to the realm of intellect.”37 Colonel 
John Boyd stripped it down to its simplest form. “Machines don’t 
fight wars,” he asserted, “Terrain doesn’t fight wars. Humans fight 
wars.” He concluded, “You must get in the minds of the humans. 
That’s where the battles are won.”38 

This truth has not escaped the Chinese. “In future conflict, the 
battlefield is expected to extend into new virtual domains,” 
Major-General He Fuchu, Vice President of People’s Liberation 
Army (PLA) Academy of Military Science, explained, “The sphere 
of operations will be expanded from the physical domain and 
the information domain to the domain of consciousness; the 
human brain will become a new combat space. Consequently, 
success on the future battlefield will require achieving not only 
‘biological dominance’ but also ‘mental/cognitive dominance’ and  
intelligence dominance.”39

It must be recognized that education is the domain of the human 
mind. Historian, Sir Michael Howard, wrote:

...academic studies can provide the knowledge, insight, 
and the analytic skills which provide the necessary basis, 
first for reasoned discussion, and then for action. They 
provide a forum, and breed the qualities, which enable 
the student, the teacher, the politician, the civil servant, 
the moral philosopher, and not least the soldier to reach 
a common understanding of the problems which confront 
them, even if inevitably there is disagreement about the 
solutions. This dialogue is what civilization is all about. 
Without it, societies dissolve.40 

Similarly, closer to home, Dr. John Cowan, a former Principal of 
RMCC, reinforced the necessity of education in relation to the 
military. “Today, when a [military leader] may be called upon to 
be a skilled leader, a technical expert, a diplomat, a warrior, and 
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even an interpreter and an aid expert all at once,” he insisted, 
“there is no question that good training is not enough. Skills are 
not enough.” He added, “The job calls for judgement, that odd 
distillate of education, the thing which is left when the memorized 
facts have either fled or been smoothed into a point of view, the 
thing that cannot be taught directly, but which must be learned. 
Without the mature judgement which flows from education, we 
fall back on reflexes, which are damned fine things for handling 
known challenges, but which are manifestly unreliable when faced 
with new ones.”41 	

Needless to say, as Cowan affirms, there will always be new  
challenges to be faced and overcome. This reality was reinforced 
by Lieutenant-General Andrew Leslie, a former deputy commander 
of the International Security Assistance Force in Afghanistan.  
“Individuals were sent home [from Afghanistan],” Leslie asserted 
because “Immaturity and the inability to actually think outside the 
box made them ineffective … What they tried to do was bring their 
usually very limited experience from somewhere else and apply  
it the same way that it had been done somewhere else and that 
didn’t work … each mission has got its own unique drivers, cultural 
conditions, local nuances, relationships with your other allies or 
other combatants.”42

Leslie’s observation is undisputable. Up until recently, the common 
complaint of any deploying body was that they were prepared for 
the last deployment not the situation that they were currently  
facing. 

Importantly, you don’t know what you don’t know. As such,  
a culture absorbed solely by experience, whether in the former  
decades with a reliance on the 4 Combat Mechanized Brigade 
Group (CMBG) experience of preparing to beat back the Soviet 
hordes at the Fulda Gap in Germany, or more currently on the 
Afghanistan experience of fighting the elusive Taliban in Kandahar 
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Province, or Daesh in Iraq/Syria, or Jihadists in Africa, remains 
myopic. Experience is essential but it cannot replace the need for 
education.43 

The importance of education to enable individuals to be able to 
deal with the uniqueness of each operational deployment was 
underlined by General David Petraeus, accomplished soldier 
and veteran of years of combat in Iraq, a former commander of 
NATO forces in Afghanistan, and a former director of the Central 
Intelligence Agency (CIA). Petraeus insisted that military leaders 
required greater education, particularly graduate education. He 
affirmed, “that a stint at graduate school takes military officers  
out of their intellectual comfort zones.” Petraeus believed, 
“Such experiences are critical to the development of the flexible,  
adaptable, creative thinkers who are so important to operations 
in places like Iraq and Afghanistan.”44 He explained that “through 
such schooling our officers [and/or military leadership] are often 
surprised to discover just how diverse and divergent views can 
be. We only thought we knew the contours of debate on a given 
subject.”45 Petraeus concluded that graduate studies “provide 
a fair amount of general intellectual capital and often provides 
specific skills and knowledge on which an officer [and/or military 
leadership] may draw during his or her career.”46  Moreover, he 
argued, “graduate school inevitably helps U.S. military officers 
[and/or military leadership] improve their critical thinking skills.”47

Clearly, education is an important tool in enhancing our  
reasoning ability, which is vital in allowing individuals to respond 
to unanticipated circumstances. A Department of National  
Defence (DND) Defence Science Advisory Board (DSAB) report 
concluded, “education is seen as being fundamental to the  
building of the breadth of knowledge, judgment, adaptability, 
maturity and professionalism which Canada’s new roles demand 
of even very junior officers.” Consequently, the Report concluded, 
“complexity of thought and maturity of judgment are the products 



17

of strong education, and its application to the interpretation of 
experience.”48

The Report’s conclusion was echoed by David G. Morgan-Owen, 
an historian and lecturer in Defence Studies at King’s College  
London. Military leaders, he insisted, “need to be equipped  
to deal with uncertainty – particularly as they ascend the career 
ladder to positions of strategic decision-making responsibility. 
There is no better way of inculcating and fostering this crucial  
capacity than through the arts, humanities, and social sciences – 
in other words, through a liberal education.”49

EDUCATION & EXPERIENCE: A VECTOR FOR 
SUCCESS 

Too often critics see education and experience as a zero-sum 
game. Unfortunately, this type of myopic outlook and inward  
focused mind-set fails to see the inherent flaw of this perception. 
Experience in itself is valuable and irreplaceable. But it is  
also constrained by time, geography and memory. One person’s 
experience, particularly at a specific time and place, does not  
necessarily represent the knowledge or abilities that are needed 
for an institution to advance into the future. Moreover, the  
perspective from a shell-hole, turret or command post is very  
limited. Service needs become defined in and of themselves  
without being rooted in their proper societal or strategic context. 
Most of all, however, a system that values experience as the 
only true arbitrator of reality suffers from human arrogance and 
frailty. “We see,” Major Seiberg wrote in the mid-1930s, “that the  
Spanish Civil War has up to now demonstrated nothing really new, 
and also that men only regard experience as valid when it is their 
own experience. Otherwise it would not be possible for the same 
errors that led to failure in the Great War to be repeated.”50 Simply 
put, those who refuse to open their minds are doomed to suffer 
the limitations of their narrow, restricted and outdated beliefs.



18

In the Canadian context, the truth in this condemnation of  
professional development based almost exclusively on the  
experiential paradigm settled home in the nineties. “Undeniably,” 
former CDS General Baril wrote, “the 1990s represented the first 
strong test of the contemporary C[A]F Officer Corps and we found 
that part of it was broken.” He concluded, “Experience in and of 
itself was not enough.”51 He later acknowledged that “over the past 
10 years ... we constantly found ourselves thrown into the unknown. 
Complex, ambiguous and politically charged operations tested our 
leadership and confronted us with ethical dilemmas.” Baril further 
conceded, “here at home we were slow to understand and adapt to 
the large-scale societal changes associated with the end of the Cold 
War and therefore were not prepared for these demands.”52 

Quite simply, the warning previously given by General Allard  
well over two decades earlier had gone unheeded. The acid test 
of reality clearly demonstrated that experience, as valuable as  
it is, was simply not enough. The shortfalls of experience are  
both a function of limited access and also limited scope. Instead, 
education should be seen as a key enabler and complement to  
experience that when combined creates a vector that places one on 
the trajectory of success. After all, education provides knowledge 
and skills that experience alone can rarely match. For example, 
former Division Commander and Army War College Commandant, 
Major General Anthony Cucolo asserted:

When I was commanding U.S. Division-North in Iraq,  
I needed my command sergeant major to operate at that 
level with me as much as my two one-stars and as much 
as my chief of staff. Every member of a command group 
needs to be operating at the same level. … You need 
things like understanding grand strategy, how strategy 
turns into policy, the economics of warfare, and oral 
and written communications so you can go toe-to-toe  
intellectually when you get put into those positions.53
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Education can help fill that experiential gap. For example,  
reading can provide that vicarious experience, an opportunity  
to learn from others with endless boundaries and scope.  
USMC General and former Secretary of Defense, James Mattis, 
expounded, “If you haven’t read hundreds of books, you are  
functionally illiterate, and you will be incompetent, because your 
personal experiences alone aren’t broad enough to sustain you. 
Any commander who claims he is ‘too busy to read’ is going to 
fill body bags with his troops as he learns the hard way.”54 Mattis’ 
point may have been born from his experience with generals  
he met during his career. For instance, many have offered that 
General William Westmoreland’s poor handling of the Vietnam 
War was due to his myopic tactical focus and lack of intellec-
tual acuity. One peer observed, “General Westmoreland was  
intellectually very shallow and made no effort to study, read or 
learn. He would just not read anything.”55 

The U.S. Army Field Manual, Leader Development (FM) 6-22, 
articulates that “professional reading programs broaden leader 
knowledge, understanding, and confidence.”56 Importantly, 
the range and scope of the material must not be constrained.  
Major James Torrence explains, “If soldiers only read books that 
discuss lessons identified from the perspective of military and  
government, they will have diminishing returns on exposure to 
new ideas, critical thinking, and will not be agile or adaptive.”57 
Furthermore, he argues, “One of the factors preventing Army  
soldiers from transforming to adaptive leaders is an existing  
culture that does not create opportunities for soldiers to  
broaden their sources of professional reading.”58

The realization that reading and education can be used to fill  
an experiential gap is not new. In 1931, Major-General W.A.  
Griesbach stated, “Since wars cannot be arranged in order merely 
to train officers, it follows that, after a long period of peace the  
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officers [and/or military leaders] of an army must get their military  
education from reading and study.”59 

Former Secretary of State Henry Kissinger perhaps captured the 
theme best, especially for operational and strategic command-
ers and leaders, by using the “book” as a symbol of a broad and  
comprehensive education:

We have entered a time of total change in human  
consciousness of how people look at the world. Reading 
books requires you to form concepts, to train your mind 
to relationships. You have to come to grips with who 
you are. A leader needs these qualities. But now we are 
tempted to learn from fragments of facts. A book is a 
large intellectual construction. You can’t hold it all in your 
mind easily or at once. You have to struggle mentally to 
internalize it. Now there is no need to internalize because 
each fact can instantly be called up again on a computer. 
There is no context, no motive. Information is not knowl-
edge. People are becoming researchers not readers, they 
float on the surface. This new thinking erases context. It 
disaggregates everything. All this makes strategic think-
ing about world order nearly impossible to achieve.60 

In the final analysis, nine times out of ten, in a crisis,  
individuals will want to follow a leader with experience. This belief 
holds great merit. They have been tested, have seen a similar  
situation, or at a minimum, have had to deal with stress and chaos 
in the past. Experience should be greatly valued. However, one 
person’s experience is rarely all encompassing. As such, education, 
with a special emphasis on reading, which provides vicarious  
experience, allows individuals to fill the experiential gap.  
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THE DYNAMIC EVOLVING SECURITY  
ENVIRONMENT 

The requirement for education and reading to supplement  
experience is particularly relevant when one considers the fact that 
the security environment is constantly evolving. With the myriad 
of threats, pressures, social/economic/political/technological/
informational/military challenges, around the globe, each with its 
own unique set of drivers and factors, it is virtually impossible for 
individuals to amass the personal experience to deal with them 
all, particularly since they are constantly evolving and mutating.

For example, the current 2018 American National Defense Strategy 
(NDS), heralded a “pivot,” or in other words, a transition from  
the Department of Defense’s (DoD) primary focus on counter-
terrorism as part of the “global war on terror” and counter- 
insurgency (COIN), to a fundamental shift of emphasis to Great 
Power Competition with its “peer and near-peer” rivals (i.e. China, 
Russia) and international rogue states/competitors (e.g. Iran,  
Republic of North Korea).61 As a result, the American 2018 NDS 
shift in focus had a collateral effect of driving NATO/Western focus 
to a shift to Europe and Asia as well, which once again became  
the “priority theatres.” 

For many, the “pivot” translates to a return to “high-intensity” 
combat hearkening back to the Cold War stand-off between  
super-powers, with the Great Power Competition adding just 
another suite of complexity to the security environment. The 
“competition,” however, is more than just a conventional  
military showdown of muscle, which in its own right requires 
study and strategic thought. A high-intensity, traditional war  
scenario is ominous, if not downright horrendous. Globalization,  
the proliferation of technology and its exponential, consistently 
increasing capability has made a traditional war almost incom-
prehensible. An increasing number of nations with substantial 
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nuclear arsenals, as well as the global propagation of stand-
off precision missile systems and platforms, including highly  
manoeuvrable cruise missiles, as well as hypersonic weaponry 
(weapons that travel at five times the speed of sound) and 
glide vehicles, matched with networked sensors, are capable of  
delivering large payloads of munitions at increased ranges so  
that targets can be engaged and destroyed almost anywhere 
with accuracy within a short period of discovery, requiring almost 
immediate decision-making.62 Space-based weapons, lasers,  
directed-energy munitions and high-powered microwaves will 
only increase lethality and reach.

As a result of this array of lethal ordnance, the delivery of timely 
and accurate munitions can be easily done. As a plethora of 
analysts have identified, the world has become one big sensor, 
thereby making masking military deployments or actions virtually 
impossible.63 This reality makes the fielding of large conventional 
armies and their platforms laden with risk. Added to this  
formidable range of threats is a myriad of additional perils.  
Jamming of communications, electronic warfare and cyber- 
attacks that target networks and the vulnerable software programs 
that seemingly run the entirety of today’s society and militaries 
will only increase risk and consequence of a high-intensity war. 
The increasing development and deployment of autonomous  
systems further contributes to this complexity.64 

In light of the lethality of the modern battlespace, as well as the 
substantive, imposing American and Western military capability, 
no nation would rationally purposely attempt to compete with the 
U.S. or its Allies in a traditional conventional war setting if at all 
avoidable.65 Consequently, the security environment has evolved 
into a much more complex and innocuous battlespace. American/
Western rivals and competitors will wage a different form of  
conflict, or in the current parlance, “competition.” 
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Although competitors such as China and Russia maintain large 
military forces and continue to improve and expand their arsenals, 
arguably leading to a renewed arms race, they remain careful 
to avoid actions that would possibly activate the conventional 
war “trip wire.” Rather they maintain the military capability as a  
substantial, viable and overt threat, but compete on various  
levels under the threshold of a “hot” or “shooting war.” In fact, 
they utilize “hybrid warfare,” defined by the North Atlantic 
Treaty Organization (NATO) as “a wide range of overt and covert  
military, paramilitary, and civilian measures [...] employed in a 
highly integrated design.”66 A 2014, British Ministry of Defence 
report captured its essence more lucidly. It asserted:

Our adversaries are unlikely to engage us on our terms 
and will not fight solely against our conventional 
strengths. They will seek an asymmetric advantage and 
some will employ a wide range of warfighting techniques, 
sometimes simultaneously in time, space and domain. 
Their logic will not necessarily be our logic and thus our 
ability to understand adversaries – and our ability to 
make them understand our intent – will be challenging…
In some conflicts, we are likely to see concurrent inter-
communal violence, terrorism, insurgency, pervasive 
criminality and widespread disorder. Tactics, techniques 
and technologies will continue to converge as adversaries 
rapidly adapt to seek advantage and influence, including 
through economic, financial, legal and diplomatic means. 
These forms of conflict are transcending our conventional 
understanding of what equates to irregular and regular 
military activity; the conflict paradigm has shifted and we 
must adapt our approaches if we are to succeed.67

In essence, the new competitive landscape, blends conventional, 
irregular, asymmetric, criminal and terrorist means and methods 
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to achieve a political objective(s). Importantly, this approach  
actually makes the opponent largely irrelevant. Whether a state or 
non-state actor, adversaries will make use of the proliferation of 
technology and information that has accompanied globalization. 
Instruments such as cyber, economic coercion or even blackmail, 
exploitation of social/societal conflict in a target country and the 
waging of disinformation campaigns and psychological warfare are 
all in the inventory. Criminal behaviour and terrorism are also in 
the repertoire of opponents. General Valery Gerasimov, Chief of 
the General Staff of the Russian Federation, distinctly articulated 
the application of this methodology of competing (or more  
accurately great power competition/conflict). He explained,  
“Moscow is increasingly focusing on new forms of politically-
focused operations in the future… new tactics are needed which 
focus on the enemy’s weaknesses and avoid direct and overt 
confrontations. To be blunt, these are tactics that NATO – still, in 
the final analysis, an alliance designed to deter and resist a mass, 
tank-led Soviet invasion – finds hard to know how to handle.”68

General Gerasimov markedly identified the weakness of modern 
states. He insisted that history has shown that “a perfectly thriving 
state can, in a matter of months and even days, be transformed 
into an arena of fierce armed conflict, become a victim of for-
eign intervention, and sink into a web of chaos, humanitarian  
catastrophe, and civil war.”69 This state of affairs is due, in his 
estimation, to the fact that “the role of nonmilitary means of 
achieving political and strategic goals has grown, and, in many 
cases, they have exceeded the power of force of weapons in their 
effectiveness.”70 

In essence, rather than a kinetic solution to conflict, Gerasimov 
argues that the focused application of political, economic,  
informational, humanitarian, and other nonmilitary measures, 
when applied in a coordinated manner with internal discon-
tent and protest, can wield significant results. In addition, all of 
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these actions are also combined, at the right moment, normally  
to achieve final success, with concealed military action, often  
“under the guise of peacekeeping and crisis regulation.”  
Gerasimov insisted, “Asymmetrical actions have come into 
widespread use, enabling the nullification of an enemy’s advan-
tages in armed conflict. Among such actions are the use of special- 
operations forces and internal opposition to create a permanently 
operating front through the entire territory of the enemy state, 
as well as informational actions, devices, and means that are  
constantly being perfected.”71

In fact, from a strategic perspective, the methodology of rivalry in 
the Great Power Competition entails the mobilization of a wide 
range of a state’s resources, primarily non-violent, to achieve a  
desired political end-state. In fact, the use of violence is not even  
remotely desired. In essence, a “hybrid warfare” approach is seen as 
a methodology of achieving the political end-state without tripping 
the threshold of war, which would allow an opponent the recourse 
to legally use force and/or attract international intervention.72 

Quite bluntly, hybrid warfare creates a perfect ambiguity that 
paralyzes opponents since they are not even aware that they are 
under attack. The case of the Russian annexation of the Crimea 
and the conflict in Ukraine is a perfect example. Russia was able to 
skillfully manipulate the U.S. and its NATO allies to remain largely 
passive while Russia dismembered the Ukraine.73 It was so suc-
cessful that the Supreme Allied Commander Europe (SACEUR), 
General Phillip Breedlove, at the time, proclaimed that Russia’s 
use of hybrid warfare in Eastern Ukraine represented, “the most 
amazing information warfare blitzkrieg we have ever seen in the 
history of information warfare.”74

Consequently, the challenge is recognizing that Great Power  
Competition, as well as dealing with rivals and rogue states, is 
on a completely different playing field. Although conventional 
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military capability will always be required, as both a deterrent and 
back-stop to military aggression, the majority of the never-ending 
competition/conflict will be waged on economic, informational, 
political, societal and technological planes. For example: the  
Chinese use of cyber attacks; the purchase of Western key  
industries and natural resource producers, as well as entertain-
ment outlets; the dumping of steel thus choking Western steel 
producing capability; the strangulation of the flow of the Mekong 
River in China, thus, creating water shortages and drought in its 
neighbouring countries;75 the building of foreign infrastructure 
and loaning of money to underdeveloped countries (e.g. belt and 
road initiative) thereby allowing economic dominance and con-
trol; and trade boycotts, are all examples of how China is working 
to expand its influence and control in the international arena. 

The Russians are no different. A substantive reform of the Russian 
military in 2008 was based on the premise that large-scale war was 
unlikely and that modern wars between advanced militaries with 
nuclear weapons would be centred on the aerospace domain.76 
Although conventional capabilities continue to be upgraded and 
deployed, the actual method to advance political objectives rests 
largely within the realm of hybrid warfare. As such, the use of proxy 
forces in Libya, Syria and Africa, the contracting of private military 
corporations, the use of state hackers and their cyber attacks on 
its former republics and international competitors, interference 
in U.S. elections, troll farms dispensing disinformation meant to 
create cleavages in the social fabric of target nations, the RT news 
agency and the use of “little green men” (SOF) to agitate, disrupt 
and divide opponents, all speak to the use of mostly non-military 
means to reassert their position and gain advantage.

Adding to the political and military conundrum are other factors, 
or “wild cards” such as pandemics (e.g. COVID-19) that complicate 
the security environment. China has embraced a strategy that will 
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allow it to use the COVID-19 pandemic to further its interests in the 
great power competition. They are using the downturn in Western 
economies as a great opportunity. They have sought out more 
foreign direct investment, are working hard to seize market share 
in key industries, as well as over-producing goods to flood markets 
to achieve the same effect. China is also surging production of 
medical supplies and pharmaceutical ingredients in an attempt to 
increase trust and dependence on China.77 Concomitantly, China 
has been working diligently at countering the West’s, particu-
larly the American, criticism of its coronavirus culpability by using  
an aggressive marketing campaign. In addition, the country has 
consistently tried to chip-away at U.S.-European relations.78

The current global pandemic has also demonstrated how it can 
completely upend traditional operating plans and TTPs. Illness  
has sidelined personnel on bases and ships. It has disrupted  
deployments, training and operations. It has demonstrated the 
need for new methodologies and processes. In addition, it has 
shown that states, terrorists, rogue states, non-state actors and 
criminal elements will all attempt to take advantage of the chaos 
and turmoil. The pandemic has shown how domestic capabilities 
can become strained and resources constrained, as well as how 
internal societal tensions can easily be brought to the fore.79 

All of these issues require adaptation and innovation. Undeniably, 
the evolving security environment is complex and dynamic.  
Moreover, the requirements to operate in and prevail in this realm 
cannot be mastered by training and experience alone. Education, 
the foil for uncertainty and ambiguity, becomes a vital enabler. 

THE SOF/EDUCATION NEXUS

Clearly there is a requirement for well-educated, experienced and 
adaptive military leadership within SOF communities. Indeed, 
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Linda Robinson, a senior international/defence researcher for 
RAND Corporation concluded, “The two most important steps that 
the special operations community can take to ensure that spe-
cial operations mature appropriately are to develop intellectual  
capital and produce strategic-minded leaders. These two issues 
are linked, since senior leaders are responsible for setting the 
community’s direction and ensuring that it becomes an “adaptive 
learning organization.”80 In essence, she is arguing for the require-
ment of a robust education. 

In fact, one need only examine the definition of SOF to begin to 
understand the nexus of education and special operations. After 
all, “Special Operation Forces are organizations containing spe-
cially selected personnel that are organized, equipped and trained 
to conduct high-risk, high-value special operations to achieve 
military, political, economic or informational objectives by using 
special and unique operational methodologies in hostile, denied 
or politically sensitive areas to achieve desired tactical, opera-
tional and/or strategic effects in times of peace, conflict or war.”81 
This definition strikes at the heart of the continually changing 
security environment, particularly with the current emphasis on 
Great Power Competition.

Equally fundamental to this definition and SOF effectiveness, is 
the fact that its strength lies in its people. SOF equip the operator 
rather than man the equipment. Selection and screening are fun-
damental principles of all SOF organizations. And, the individuals 
who are attracted to SOF, who volunteer and who are ultimately 
chosen to serve in SOF as a result of highly refined selection proce-
dures and standards, are what provide the SOF edge, which is the 
key element for mission success. 

It is this human interface, the in-situ, instantaneous decision-
making capability that is all powerful. And, it is only made possible 
through continuous education. Furthermore, when one looks at 
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the type of individuals SOF organizations seek, the importance 
of education becomes even more manifold. In short, SOF selects 
personnel who are: 

1.	 Risk accepting – individuals who are not reckless, but 
rather carefully consider all options and consequences and  
balance the risk of acting versus the failure to act. They  
possess the moral courage to make decisions and take  
action within the commander’s intent and their legal  
parameters of action to achieve mission success.

2.	 Creative – individuals who are capable of assessing a 
situation and deriving innovative solutions, kinetic or 
non-kinetic to best resolve a particular circumstance. In  
essence, they have the intellectual and experiential ability 
to immediately change the combat process.

3.	 Agile Thinkers – individuals who are able to transition 
between tasks quickly and effortlessly. They can perform 
multiple tasks at the same time, in the same place with the 
same forces. They can seamlessly transition from kinetic 
to non-kinetic or vice versa employing the entire spectrum 
of military, political, social and economic solutions to  
complex problems to achieve the desired outcomes. 
They can react quickly to rapidly changing situations and 
transition between widely different activities and ensure 
they position themselves to exploit fleeting opportunities. 
Moreover, they can work effectively within rules of en-
gagement (ROE) in volatile, ambiguous and complex threat  
environments and use the appropriate levels of force. 

4.	 Adaptive – individuals who respond effectively to chang-
ing situations and tasks as they arise. They do not fear the  
unknown and embrace change as an inherent and  
important, dynamic element in the evolution of organiza-
tions, warfare and society.
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5.	 Self-Reliant – individuals who exercise professional military 
judgment and disciplined initiative to achieve the com-
mander’s intent without the necessity of constant supervi-
sion, support or encouragement. They accept that neither 
rank, nor appointment solely define responsibility for mis-
sion success. They function cohesively as part of a team 
but also perform superbly as individuals. They continue to 
carry on with a task until impossible to do so. They take 
control of their own professional development, personal 
affairs and destiny and ensure they strive to become the 
best possible military professional achievable. They dem-
onstrate constant dedication, initiative and discipline and 
maintain the highest standards of personal conduct. They 
understand that they are responsible and accountable for 
their actions at all times and always make the correct moral 
decisions regardless of situation or circumstance.

6.	 Eager for Challenge – individuals who have an unconquer-
able desire to fight and win. They have an unflinching 
acceptance of risk and a mindset that accepts that no 
challenge is too great. They are tenacious, unyielding and 
unremitting in the pursuit of mission success. 

7.	 Naturally Orientated to the Pursuit of Excellence – indi-
viduals who consistently demonstrate an uncompromising, 
persistent effort to excel at absolutely everything they 
do. Their driving focus is to attain the highest standards 
of personal, professional and technical expertise, compe-
tence and integrity. They have an unremitting emphasis on 
continually adapting, innovating and learning to achieve 
the highest possible standards of personal, tactical and 
operational proficiency and effectiveness.

8.	 Relentless in their pursuit of Mission Success – individuals 
who embody a belief that first and foremost is service to 
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country before self. They have an unwavering dedication  
to mission success and an acceptance of hardship and  
sacrifice. They strive to achieve mission success at all costs, 
yet within full compliance of legal mandates, civil law and 
the law of armed conflict.

9.	 Culturally Attuned – individuals who are warrior/ 
diplomats, who are comfortable fighting but equally 
skilled at finding non-kinetic solutions to problems. They 
are capable of operating individually, in small teams or 
larger organizations integrally, or with allies and coalition 
partners. They are also comfortable and adept at dealing 
with civilians, other governmental departments (OGD) and 
international organizations, as well as non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs). They are culturally attuned and un-
derstand that it is important to “see reality” through the 
eyes of another culture. They understand that it is not the 
message that was intended that is important but rather 
the message that was received that matters. They strive to 
be empathetic, understanding and respectful at all times 
when dealing with others.  They comprehend that respect 
and understanding build trust, credibility and mission  
success.82 

Important to emphasize, however, is that selection only identifies 
those individuals that demonstrate the attributes, which, only once 
fully developed, will provide the institution with the high-calibre 
individuals they require. The oft heard refrain, “I was selected for 
that,” actually reflects only the start-state, not the required  
end-state. It is for that reason that although high-quality personnel 
are selected, there is still a need for follow-on education. 

The requirement for this development is multi-faceted. The  
immediate response must reference the contemporary operating 
environment, which as described in detail earlier, is ambiguous, 
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chaotic, complex, ever-changing and extremely volatile. Moreover, 
if anything, it will become even more complex in the future.  
Globalization, the ever-increasing proliferation of cheap,  
accessible and progressively lethal technology, as well as the  
explosion of instantaneous information will continue to challenge  
the current comprehension of conflict. Additionally, the myriad  
of asymmetric threats and security pressures, combined with 
a plethora of actors in the COE (i.e. state, non-state, terrorist,  
criminal, non-governmental organizations, international corpora-
tions, media) all operating within populated centres in a variety of 
culturally diverse environments, are just some of the challenges 
that have added complexity to conflict, or the global “competition.”  

In order to be effective in this environment, SOF must remain 
adaptive and agile in both thought and action. SOF personnel 
must be able to apply themselves to a large scope of activities 
and situations that they neither expected, nor been prepared for. 
Therefore, they will need to be adept at critical thinking and sound 
reasoning – both offshoots of education. In short, SOF require 
warrior/scholars who are capable of operating in the complex  
battlespace of today and tomorrow and to be able to do so  
effectively, personnel are going to need to be good thinkers. 

Important to note at the outset is that training, as well as  
experience, are unquestionably critically important. The danger, 
however, is the fact that education is normally subordinated to 
training and experience, and much lesser attention is given to 
its acquisition. As noted earlier, this approach is not unexpected 
since it is simple to comprehend why the military mindset focuses 
on training and experience rather than education. While training 
delivers immediate results, education is less tangible in immediate 
observable improvement. After all, education deals with creativ-
ity, critical thinking and reasoning.83 These qualities are not always  
immediately perceptible. 
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Additionally, SOF’s excellent training regimen and its continuous 
success on operations make it easy for individuals to be lulled into 
a perception that SOF’s educational needs are quite adequately 
looked after. However, as the adage goes, “you don’t know what 
you don’t know.” Every SOF member must ensure that they are 
ready to meet the challenges that face them not only today but 
also into the future. Education is a critical enabler to ensuring  
personnel are properly prepared. After all many tenets of  
scholarship, namely precision, detailed research; communica-
tions; breadth of knowledge; placing events in proper economic,  
political and social contexts; drawing conclusions and trying to 
discern themes, committing those to paper, and then articulating 
them so that others can understand the argument put forward  
and learn from it; are all skills that are necessary for a SOF operator 
and gleaned only through education. As are the importance of  
understanding differing perspectives, cultural norms and practic-
es, as well as developing a tolerance to ambiguity and uncertainty. 

Equally important, education provides the opportunity to learn 
through vicarious experience. As already explained, experience is 
seen as sacrosanct and great emphasis is rightfully placed on it. 
But, due to real life limitations, experience is often constrained by 
time and place. Scholarship, on the other hand, allows its virtual 
experience to be timeless and cover a wider breadth of activity 
and circumstance. It provides SOF personnel with a greater  
repertoire of scenarios, possible solutions and context from which 
to draw on. 

As SOF venture forth to develop global partnerships, these skills, 
attributes, attitudes and mindsets will empower SOF operators 
to better understand, interact and work with others, particularly 
when working with unknown and alien cultures. Critical thinking 
skills, increased knowledge, enhanced tolerance and under- 
standing will all facilitate more effective interaction with others.  
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In the end, education will endow SOF operators with greater 
knowledge confidence and critical thinking skills, which when  
combined with personal training and experience, will allow for 
greater probabilities of mission success regardless of circumstance.

As USMC Colonel Thomas Hammes, PhD, explained, armed  
conflict “will remain a contest of human wills and thus the  
domain of uncertainty, compounded by human passion, friction, 
and fog.”84 In this daunting environment, education arms the SOF 
operator with the ability to deal with the ambiguity and complexity 
that our personnel face in the battlespace of today and tomorrow. 

Additionally, beyond simply the practical benefits there is also 
the intangible elements that education provides. That is to say,  
a greater breadth of knowledge, tolerance to alternate  
interpretations and ideas, a comfort with critical debate and  
discussion, the honing of analytical skills, as well as the exposure 
to completely new bodies of literature and thought that expand 
the mind, just make the SOF operator that much more capable. 
General Petraeus pronounced, “The future of the U.S. military  
requires that we be competent warfighters, but we cannot be 
competent warfighters unless we are as intelligent and mentally 
tough as we are aggressive and physically rugged.”85 It is no  
different for the CAF, particularly CANSOFCOM.
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