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ABSTRACT

Cognitive agility reflects the capacity of an individual to easily 
move back and forth between openness and focus. The concept 
is being translated into a tool to help train leaders to perform 
well in the “dynamic decision-making context.” Cognitive 
agility training (CAT) has the potential to increase emotional 
intelligence by improving an individual’s ability to toggle be­
tween highly focused states to levels of broad, outward aware­
ness, which should enable dynamic decision-making and 
enhance personal communication skills. Special Operations 
Forces (SOF) Operators must work in rapidly evolving, com­
plex environments embedded with multiple high-risk factors. 
Generally, success in these operational environments requires 
the ability to maintain highly focused states. However, SOF 
Operators must also be able to transition rapidly back to their 
roles within their families, where a more outwardly aware 
state is needed to allow flexibility in emotional responses. CAT 
addresses these seemingly conflicting requirements. Successful 
CAT must reflect the methodologies and culture already fa­
miliar within the SOF community (i.e., “live” scenario-based 
activities) to replicate challenges they may encounter when 
operationally deployed and when at home. This article pro­
vides an overview of cognitive agility, the potential benefits, 
applications that could be used for training SOF Operators to 
improve their cognitive agility to optimize performance, and 
sample training scenarios. The issue of what metrics to use is 
also discussed.

Keywords: cognitive flexibility; emotional intelligence; suc-
cessful intelligence; total force fitness

Introduction

In our opening article for JSOM’s Human Performance Op­
timization Series, we outlined a model identifying various 
resources that could or should be mobilized very quickly to 
support a multitude of cognitive factors.1 Examples of these 

cognitive factors include adaptability, creativity, reasoning, 
judgment, decision-making, problem solving, attention, and 
appraisal, among others. Overall, human performance out­
comes will be the summation of dynamic decision-making: 
how rapidly we are able to cognitively process our knowl­
edge and experiences, be they perceived or learned2; maintain 
awareness; and then execute critical actions. Dynamic deci­
sion-making (DDM) is characterized by making a series of 
choices in environments of high uncertainty and likely infor­
mation overload, all of which are sequentially linked and can 
change as a function of earlier choices.3–5 Importantly, our own 
beliefs regarding how effectively and efficiently we think we 
are able to mobilize our cognitive resources and successfully 
make decisions dynamically as part of our mission tasks will 
help determine how we subsequently perform and our degree 
of satisfaction with mission execution.6 Cognitive intelligence, 
or intelligence quotient (a combination of verbal, reasoning, 
numeric, and spatial abilities),7 was long thought to be the pri­
mary driver in terms of performance outcomes.8–10 However, 
emerging data suggest that emotional intelligence (EI) and cog­
nitive agility are drivers for successful performance outcomes 
and support cognitive intelligence.

What is EI? Salovey and Mayer11 defined EI as the “ability 
to monitor one’s own and others’ feelings and emotions, to 
discriminate among them and to use this information to guide 
one’s thinking and actions.” The concept of EI has become 
very popular and various frameworks have emerged. Figure 1 
provides an overview of the four domains of EI, but the gen­
eral idea is that those with high EI are better able to recognize 
and control their emotions (and help others manage theirs), 
which would then enhance their ability to successfully negoti­
ate the multiple demands and pressures in the surrounding en­
vironments.12 Clearly, SOF Operators must be able to manage 
the multiple demands and pressures of missions and family life 
and thus would require high EI, along with effective communi­
cation capabilities and high cognitive intelligence.
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Development of greater EI and effective communication ca­
pabilities can generally be considered advantageous life skills 
and, together with cognitive intelligence, work together to 
blend into the concept of cognitive agility. In the context of 
human performance optimization, development of greater 
cognitive agility should positively influence the domains de­
fined by total force fitness (TFF) and the four put forward by 
US Special Operations Command (USSOCOM)’s Preservation 
of the Force and Family (POTFF): human, psychological, spir­
itual, and social/family performance. In this article, we discuss 
the concept of cognitive agility and why it may be important, 
and we describe scenarios where it could be useful and needed.

Overview

Cognitive agility is a concept being formulated as and trans­
lated into a tool to help train leaders to perform well in the 
DDM context. Cognitive agility “represents an individual’s 
capacity to flexibly operate with openness and focused at­
tention.”13 The more easily (flexibly) one can move between 
states of complete attention is described as cognitive flexi­
bility. Fluid movement between focus and openness allows 
for a greater capacity to make decisions dynamically and 
effectively communicate. Figure 2 presents an overview of 
the concept of cognitive agility in terms of focus, openness, 
and flexibility. The potential impact of cognitive agility train­
ing (CAT) on performance seems intuitive: Being cognitively 
agile could result in marked improvements in performance 
across all TFF and POTFF domains. If so, a deliberate effort 
to provide CAT for USSOCOM Operators and enablers may 
be important.

Cognitive agility requires high levels of functioning in states of 
focus and openness. In the context of cognitive agility, focus or 
focused attention is “the capacity to oppose incoming distrac­
tion.”13 In contrast, “openness” is a broader state of awareness 
in which the capacity to notice and search for new information 
in the environment grows as the capability improves.13 SOF 
Operators and direct support enablers, by nature of their job 
requirements and personality traits identified as positive attri­
butes during the initial selection process, are very capable of 
operating within the focus state. However, moving to a state 
of openness, where being inwardly self-aware emotionally 
and outwardly aware of the emotions of those around you 
(i.e., EI), is generally foreign to SOF. Therefore, developing 
greater capacities to operate in a state of openness (i.e., EI) and 
improving cognitive flexibility should provide greater DDM 
capabilities and reduce the unintended consequences of oper­
ating primarily in a focused state of being.

As cognitive agility improves, the ability to choose emotional 
responses, communication methods, and value-connected de­
cisions will also improve. In this context, the connection to im­
proving performance within the POTFF domains now comes 
into focus. The physical domain may not immediately appear 
to be directly affected by improved cognitive agility, but phys­
ical performance is generally influenced significantly once the 
mind is clear of distracting thoughts. At this time, positive im­
pacts on performance, spiritual fitness, and other domains are 
anticipated. Before providing applications and training scenar­
ios, we discuss the potential impact of cognitive agility.

Successful Intelligence

Robert J. Sternberg, a leader in cognitive psychology, defined 
“successful intelligence” as “an ability to balance the needs 
to adapt to, shape and select environments in order to attain 
success, however one defines it, within one’s sociocultural con­
text.”14 “Successful intelligence” can be viewed as a combina­
tion of EI and cognitive awareness. Because of the vast array 
of environments in which SOF personnel can find themselves 
working, having an abundance of “successful intelligence” 
would be key to mission success. Being able to internally 
analyze cultural differences, body language, and the tone of 
voice are tasks frequently encountered in missions undertaken 
by SOF communities, with limited training prior to arriving 
in such situations; they learn it over time, but directed CAT 
within the context of scenario-based exercises could be very 
useful for improving “successful intelligence” or integrating EI 
with cognitive awareness.

Cognitive Agility and Spiritual Fitness

It is likely that CAT could also significantly influence the do­
main of spiritual fitness. In the Spring 2018 issue of JSOM, 
we discussed spirituality and its relevance to TFF and POTFF 
from individual and group perspectives.15 We explained how 
spiritual fitness ultimately defines the ways in which individ­
uals function within the group and the manner in which the 
group is able to perform and accomplish the mission and task 
set before them. Spiritual fitness reflects the ability of SOF 

FIGURE 1  The primary components of emotional intelligence. Based 
on data from Goleman and Boyatzis.23

FIGURE 2  A depiction of cognitive agility denoting the differences 
between focus and openness and the role of flexibility. Based on data 
from Good and Yeganeh.13
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Operators to build and maintain a set of beliefs, principles, 
and values during times of stress. As discussed, the develop­
ment of these beliefs, principles, and values allows individuals 
to establish a unique identity that guides their character, dis­
position, decision-making, and integrity.15 From an individual 
perspective, an SOF Operator is likely to have developed a 
set of personal qualities (derived from religious, philosophical, 
and/or human values and experiences) that sustain them in 
times of hardship. These may include the concepts of tran­
scendence and ultimate meaning, but a broader, nonreligious 
definition is particularly appropriate for the SOF community, 
because the range of beliefs within the community will span 
the entire spectrum of spirituality, from religious to secular. 
The ultimate purpose is, itself, transcendence across the diver­
sity of beliefs.

Many areas of spiritual fitness overlap with one of the oldest 
warrior codes, bushido. Bushido is the code that defined eight 
different tenets to which a samurai must adhere. The bushido 
values-based prescription for life implied a warrior must seek 
opportunities for growth that also provide meaning, purpose, 
and mission in life. Table 1 presents the eight virtues of the 
samurai as put forward by Inazo Nitobé.16 Although Nito­
bé’s work is generally considered a romanticized view of the 
samurai culture, it is generally accepted as an excellent sum­
mary of the Samurai code. This warrior ethos resonates deeply 
within the SOF community and the samurai code of bushido, 
although not broadly well known to SOF, does provide an eas­
ily understood context for communicating the importance of 
spirituality and cognitive agility. During an informal interview 
on the topic of optimizing Operator performance, a Special 
Forces Battalion Command Sergeant Major stated, “Every 
pursuit of excellence has a spiritual component.”16

Application of Concept

The challenges for introducing CAT are twofold. First, how 
can one be trained to be more cognitively agile? What does 
the training look like and how can it be effectively scaled to 
improve performance in the SOF population? Second, what 
are the best metrics by which to measure the hypothesized im­
pact? Acknowledging these challenges, we discuss a model for 
training cognitive agility and then explore the challenge of ap­
propriate metrics. Ultimately, the potential for becoming cog­
nitively agile may be foundational for optimizing performance 
of SOF Operators in their work and family lives.

Improving Cognitive Agility

Good and Yeganeh13 provided a detailed model for improv­
ing cognitive agility. They described parameters that create a 
DDM environment as one in which operating solely from a 
state of focus or openness would likely lead to less than opti­
mal results. Furthermore, they suggested that being cognitively 
agile would enable the individual to more quickly gather infor­
mation, reorient to the environment, and choose more func­
tional approaches to decision-making in the face of changing 
situations and competing factors.13 They also proposed that 
CAT would consist of selecting a DDM context from the 

environment in question and evaluating how this context or 
environment would challenge the abilities of focus, openness, 
and cognitive flexibility. The evaluation would consist of look­
ing at how to adjust each of these capabilities in the future to 
respond more effectively. Upon completing the evaluation, the 
individual would practice the future model, presumably with 
role players involved.

In terms of how CAT might be effectively applied to SOF Op­
erators and enablers, it is helpful to first look at how they 
conduct training for other complex skills and tasks. Effective 
training in SOF requires development of a complex skill set 
first by focusing on mastering each of the basic skills and then 
integrating and coordinating the knowledge and qualitatively 
different basic skills into the complex task through increasingly 
difficult training iterations. The result is a full mission profile 
training scenario that most closely replicates the environment 
they expect to encounter. Once DDM environments have been 
identified within the context of the SOF Operator’s daily life 
at work and home, practice would include developing scenar­
ios that most closely replicate their lives and in which they 
would encounter role players presenting specific challenges to 
remaining in singular states of either focus or openness.

Training Scenarios

One possible military example could entail placing SOF Op­
erators in a training scenario where they are patrolling to an 
objective and must maintain an open mind set is imperative. 
The ability to maintain openness by being acutely aware of the 
situation in its entirety to identify potential sources of cover 
in the event of fire fights, chokepoints, improvised explosive 
devices, enemy fighting positions, and so forth would help 
prevent the Operator from becoming too focused on any one 
piece of information, which could inadvertently lead to a pos­
sible negative outcome for the mission. Once the objective was 
reached, it would be imperative to switch to a more focused 
mind set as the team, for example, begins clearing room to 
room and looking at hands to ensure that none of the com­
batants is a threat. The team would continue with subsequent 
scanning for any additional threats until the mission was over.

A family-based scenario could include the following. The SOF 
Operator returns home from a deployment and his wife requests 
that he hang cabinets in the garage and simultaneously care for 
his three children while she has a much-needed weekend away 
with her friends. The objective for the Operator centers on the 
ability to multitask as effectively in the home scenario as he 
does in the training scenarios. The Operator’s ability to keep 
an open mind set would ensure his children are not (1) wan­
dering off into the road, (2) playing with potentially dangerous 
power tools, or (3) fighting among themselves. This is necessary 
to avoid becoming too focused on one aspect of hanging cab­
inets and neglecting the children. However, the SOF Operator 
will need to focus as he hangs the cabinets to ensure proper 
measurements and correct anchoring to a secure platform (e.g., 
2 × 4 studs and not dry wall). Being able to toggle between an 
open and focused mental process is critical for a positive and 
successful outcome of this family scenario and allows for crucial 
multitasking: The SOF Operator must flexibly shift between the 
different processing strategies of two parallel tasks.

To further improve adoption of the techniques related to cogni­
tive agility, applying SOF-specific language and making analogies 

TABLE 1  The Eight Virtues of the Samurai16

Rectitude or 
Justice Courage Politeness or 

Respect
Benevolence or 

Compassion

Loyalty Honor Honesty or 
Sincerity

Character or  
Self Control
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to familiar skills and tasks will aid in improving training ef­
fectiveness. Good and Yeganeh13 discussed the use of mindful­
ness in practicing cognitive agility in this way: “most helpful 
to start with a mindfulness practice of anchoring in the mo­
ment through calm intentional breathing and engaging the five 
senses in order to disrupt an automatic routine.” Directing SOF 
Operators to practice mindfulness in this way would be foreign 
to them and would likely alienate them from the training and 
its principles. A more effective approach would be to instruct 
the Operator to conduct stop, look, listen, smell (SLLS) upon 
entering his house after a challenging day at work or engage 
in a tactical pause after several challenging interactions with a 
spouse and children. This approach should elicit a more posi­
tive response to each situation. Techniques already known to 
the SOF Operators such as conducting SLLS or taking a tactical 
pause (a technique used during continuous combat operations 
to reassess the situation) are examples of toggling between fo­
cus and openness, an activity already familiar to the Operator. 
Once the context is established, a discussion of tactical breath­
ing (a.k.a., practiced mindfulness) becomes completely familiar.

Additional useful scenarios, with known and highly effective 
training modalities used by USSOCOM, are the live-fire ranges 
or “shoot houses.” These are used for training close-quarter 
combat and serve as one example of potentially high stress, re­
alistic training. In addition, significant resources have focused 
on improving cross-cultural capability through the creation 
of realistic environments with role players who engage in a 
broad range of actions and behaviors with which the Opera­
tors must contend to achieve objectives in operational activity 
other than combat. Furthermore, USSOCOM conducts real­
istic military training at times in urban areas outside of mili­
tary installations to more finely hone techniques, tactics, and 
procedures necessary for conducting sensitive, surgical strike–
type operations. All these training modalities are used so the 
Operators confront realistic environments with high degrees 
of uncertainty and ambiguity and then perform a wide range 
of difficult tasks and operations. These training scenarios are 
intended to provide stress inoculation and a greater under­
standing of how to best apply skills, techniques, tactics, and 
procedures. The introduction of various types of emotional 
“shoot house” situations would provide the best context for 
conducting CAT and simulate a broad range of DDM envi­
ronments. This type of training would allow the Operator to 
practice and thereby improve cognitive agility.

Frequently, SOF teams deploy for long periods in austere envi­
ronments and live among local nationals to build rapport and 
shape the environment in key areas of influence. Not using the 
concept of “successful intelligence” could result in a catastrophic 
loss of rapport and mission failure, which would negatively af­
fect strategic objectives. Above all, transitioning from operating 
in environments (like the ones described previously in this article) 
to home life in the United States with all the complexities associ­
ated with family life is a time when “successful intelligence” and 
cognitive agility are most vital. Strategies that work in the de­
ployed environment frequently are not conducive to functional 
orienting to life at home. Therefore, CAT scenarios must cover a 
range of possibilities and environments. Tables 2 and 3 describe 
possible training scenarios that could provide useful context for 
improving cognitive agility for the SOF Operator.

SOF Operators and enablers must be able to perform effectively 
in the deployed environment, in garrison, and in their personal 

lives. The demand for DDM ability is high and calls for devel­
oping “successful intelligence,” which can be achieved through 
CAT. The scenarios in Tables 2 and 3 are just two examples of 
an endless array that would offer the opportunity to improve 
cognitive agility and the capacity for this population to make 
better decisions and maintain better family relationships.

Metrics

Providing a useful toolkit for measuring the impact of CAT 
will depend on the outcome(s) of interest. If changes in spir­
itual fitness are the focus, no accepted metric is yet widely 
available. However, one is being developed for SOCOM. 
Many other metrics have been and are being used to assess 
resilience, but many have been criticized and none has been 
validated in SOF populations. For example, the Response to 
Stressful Experiences Scale (RSES) was designed to measure 
how an individual characteristically responds during and im­
mediately after life’s stressful events. It was proposed to mea­
sure active coping, self-confidence, learning, meaning-making, 
recharging, cognitive flexibility, and spirituality,17 but recently, 
a simplified RSES—RSES-4—was proposed with items from 
the spirituality domain removed because the items did not dis­
tinguish between those with high and low resilience.18 Other 
metrics that have been used include the Dispositional Resil­
ience Scale19 and Connor Davidson’s Resilience Scale.20,21

In addition to spiritual fitness and resilience, metrics for the 
effectiveness of CAT should also include a method for assess­
ing the impact on the Operators’ commitment to self-mastery 
and excellence. Samurai were deeply committed to mastering 
their warrior skills, which inevitably became a spiritual jour­
ney. The SOF community, although not as homogenous as the 
samurai, has a long-standing commitment to developing the 
highest levels of performance possible. Therefore, measuring 

TABLE 2  Possible Cognitive Agility Training Scenario 1: At Home

Environment: Operator will be briefed that he or she is at home 
with spouse and two kids. The Operator has a short time (approx­
imately 15 minutes) in which to a complete a much-needed task, 
such as repairing a hole in drywall. However, the spouse is engaged 
in another task and responsibility for keeping an eye on the kids is 
on the Operator.

Operator task: 

1. Repair a hole in drywall.

2. Drywall repair: provide Operator with a small stud wall with 
drywall affixed and a large hole. The Operator will be provided with 
the appropriate tools and materials for repairing the hole in the wall.

Role player actions:

1. Children will be playing together but require attention and con­
tinually interrupt the Operator.

2. Spouse will enter after approximately 5–7 minutes and complain 
that the task the Operator really should be working on is related to 
reviewing a health insurance policy and express serious disappoint­
ment in the Operator’s prioritization.

Learning objective: Develop greater cognitive flexibility and open­
ness. The ability to abandon a planned activity/requirement/chore 
when what first appear to be distractions materialize into require­
ments of potentially higher priority speaks to the need to develop. 

Actions on debrief: At the completion of the 15-minute window, 
the instructor/facilitators will first ask the Operator how he or she 
thought it went. Then the facilitator will ask the Operator if aban­
doning the drywall project to focus on the kids and/or the spouse’s 
request would have been a better use of the time. Then the facilitator 
will open up the discussion to the rest of the class for a group discus­
sion about the complications of meeting personal requirements and 
deadlines in the face of conflicting responsibilities.
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resilience and the capacity to grow as a result of highly stress­
ful experiences will be important outcomes from CAT. SOF’s 
commitment to excellence and values associated with the war­
rior ethos, on the battlefield and at home, are equally import­
ant. Miyomoto Musashi, the most notable samurai warrior 
and who is credited with being a skilled painter, philosopher, 
and writer, summarized the warrior path thusly: “There are 
many ways: Confucianism, Buddhism, the ways of elegance, 
rice-planting, or dance; these things are not to be found in the 
way of the warrior.”22 This elegant distillation of the spiritual 
journey of the warrior mirrors the current culture in SOF in 
that the warrior path is not rooted in religion nor is it an art but 
is a comparable journey underwritten by a values-based life.

Conclusion

Cognitive agility shows great promise for improving EI, cog­
nitive awareness, and communications skills critical to success 
for the SOF mission sets. Being able to toggle between open 
and focused mental processes across different life domains 
with ease is essential for the SOF Operator. Improving cog­
nitive agility in the context of a SOF warrior’s personal life 
will improve relationship dynamics and potentially increase 
resilience after extremely stressful experiences. Although SOF 
Operators have received training in skills related to the con­
cepts of cognitive agility (i.e., the need to change attention 

states from focus to openness), no previous efforts, to our 
knowledge, have attempted to apply these concepts to human 
relationships, emotionally charged situations, and their of­
ten challenging dynamics. It will be necessary to develop the 
same or similar types of robust training scenarios to develop 
cognitive agility, cognitive flexibility, EI, and “successful in­
telligence” for SOF Operators as have been used previously 
in preparation for complex combat operations. The positive 
outcomes from such a training regimen should allow the Op­
erator to navigate between times of stress followed by a period 
of recharging to recover, and hopefully with a resulting endur­
ance that will allow the SOF Operator to successfully optimize 
performance across the important everyday life domains of 
psychological, social/family, and spiritual fitness.
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