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Closing Argument
Counsel for Wellness
A Strategic Imperative for Reservists

By Colonel William D. Ward

At any one time, the Army has employed 
the equivalent of thirteen brigade combat 
teams of non-deployable Soldiers.1 In 2016, 
I became part of a significant cohort of 
this group as a Soldier with a preventable 
musculoskeletal injury.2 It was 0645 on 
Monday, 17 February 2016, at Schofield 
Barracks when I fell while running. I lay on 
the ground, bewildered, unable to feel my 
right foot. As a young major, I believed I 

could muscle my way through any chal-
lenge. But that morning, I had fallen hard, 
my toes were numb, and my back throbbed 
relentlessly. Mind racing, I could not figure 
out what had happened or how I had 
injured myself. I limped back to Brigade 
Headquarters, seeking medical attention 
at the clinic. Within forty-eight hours, my 
situation escalated to requiring emergency 
back surgery.

During recovery, I discovered that 
a few days prior to my fall, during a half 
marathon trail race in the Oahu mountains, 
I had torn a disc in my lower back. The 
inflammation had pinched the nerves in my 
foot. I would later learn that stretching bet-
ter and engaging in specific core exercises 
could have prevented this injury. But I was 
still very lucky. Because I fell so close to the 
time of my initial injury, I found the time 
to go to the clinic that same morning, and, 
with many thanks to an exceptional brigade 
surgeon and the Tripler Medical Center 
team, I was able to fully recover and return 
to duty. Many Soldiers are not so fortunate. 
My injury opened my eyes to the impor-
tance of fostering both physical and mental 
health across our enterprise.

My hope is that this article will serve as 
a call to action for Judge Advocate General’s 
(JAG) Corps leaders, specifically those in 
the Reserve component (RC) (the Army 

U.S. Army Reserve Soldiers assigned to the 
81st Readiness Division and 4th Battalion 
Army Reserve Careers Group complete a fitness 
challenge organized by the Army Reserve H2F 
team and the 81st Readiness Division at Fort 
Jackson, SC. (Credit: SFC Crystal Harlow)
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Reserve and National Guard), to counsel our 
Soldiers and make their holistic health our 
priority—to help them make better choices 
and avoid my mistakes and the mistakes of so 
many others. Aiding in this effort, the Chief 
of the Army Reserve knows that the Holistic 
Health and Fitness (H2F) program is crucial 
to Soldier readiness; a robust program to 
support the priority is coming to the RC. 
But full implementation of this initiative will 
take years, and this is not a priority that can 
wait. Therefore, leaders must take the first 
step by integrating holistic health into their 
routine counseling and engagements with 
our people now.

Strategic Environment: Why 

Reserve H2F Matters

“Lawyers in the Army Reserve were to become 

the muscle of Corps strength in the several great 

mobilizations of forces during [the twentieth 

century] . . . but there was never enough when 

the Army expanded.”3

Holistic Health and Fitness is the 
Army’s primary investment in Soldier 
readiness and lethality, and it offers the 
potential to improve Soldiers’ lives and 
increase the readiness across the Army.4 

Tired or overwhelmed Soldiers retain little 
to none of the lessons of even the most 
excellent training. Likewise, any advan-
tage gained by having an available senior 
judge advocate (JA) with years of prior 
deployments is futile if their blood pressure 
is so high that a doctor will not medically 
clear them to support the Joint Force. The 
challenge for the RC to meet this worthy 
objective becomes, how? How does the 
RC find the time and resources required 
to make it happen with only thirty-eight 
training days per year to meet the same 
standards as the Regular Army?

Even the most steadfast supporters of 
the H2F initiative may wonder whether 
this initiative can realistically fit into the 
resource-constrained organizations com-
prising our RC, which already has so many 
competing obligations. However, rather 
than detracting from the mission, H2F is 
critical to generating healthy, deployable 
Soldiers. As the adage goes, 80 percent of 
success is showing up.5 Reserve Component 
personnel must be healthy in mind and body 
in order to show up and meaningfully con-
tribute as a force multiplier in our Nation’s 
upcoming wars.

The RC’s readiness has crucial strate-
gic implications far beyond that of Soldier 
well-being. Currently, the RC comprises 
the majority of the Army’s total opera-
tional force.6 In contrast, during the Cold 
War, the RC existed as a strategic reserve, 
employed as a last-resort force and de-
terrent against the Soviet Union simply 
by existing.7 During that era, training, 
equipment, and readiness for Army Reserve 
units at that time were often consciously, if 
not deliberately, well below active compo-
nent levels of readiness.8 When the Army 
attempted to quickly operationalize 24,500 
strategic Reserve Soldiers in response to 
the 1968 Tet Offensive in Vietnam, the 
consequence was units incapable of meeting 
“minimum combat readiness standards.”9 
This situation highlights both how dif-
ferent the Army of that time was and the 
critical role the RC fills in today’s more 
resource-constrained total force.

This strategic reserve paradigm of 
the RC ended more than a generation ago. 
National security scholar Dr. Jacquelyn 
Schneider aptly notes that the Army 
Reserve transformed into an “active-duty 
light” operational force generator after 

U.S. Army Reserve Soldiers receive training during the inaugural Holistic Health and Fitness Summit held at the 81st Readiness Division’s headquarters in Fort 
Jackson, SC. (Credit: SFC Crystal Harlow)



9/11.10 This shift meant “reservists had 
to meet active-duty training standards, 
and subsequently spent more time on 
duty and less time as civilians.”11 In fact, 
the operational Reserve became—almost 
overnight by Department of Defense (DoD) 
standards—so important that by 2005, the 
Government Accountability Office found 
that the DoD could not “meet its global 
commitments without sizable participation 
from among its current 1.2 million [RC] 
members.”12 This need continues today; the 
consensus among Army leadership is that 
“the [active] Army is too small to execute 
the National Defense Strategy at less than 
significant risk.”13 The JAG Corps is not im-
mune from this paradigm shift. Thus, any 
future uptick in the operational demands 
of our JAG Corps, when coupled with a 
smaller active component population, will 
require significant support from the JAG 
Corps RC.

Today, the RC is integral to the JAG 
Corps and greater Army’s mission success, 
but figuring out how to maintain our citi-
zen Soldiers’ readiness when the available 
resources and time are limited compared 
to the active components is still a work in 
progress.14 Reserve component Soldiers are 
often older, have a higher body mass index, 
and are less physically fit than their active 
counterparts.15 These issues are arguably 
more acute for legal professionals, who may 
face more well-being challenges than other 
professionals.16 Add professional civil-
ian stressors to the requirements of their 
Reserve duties and subtract time available 
to focus on individual wellness, and burn-
out is a calculable risk to the force.

Adding H2F should not be considered 
from the risk-averse calculation of adding 
to an already full Reserve plate. The RC 
has nearly 90 percent less time in uniform 
annually than its active component coun-
terparts, and a large portion of that time is 
far away from active-duty resource centers 
where H2F services are widely available.17 
Additionally, many RC units drill at lo-
cations without the health professionals, 
tracks, gyms, and cordoned-off roads avail-
able to our active component partners. As a 
result, H2F in the RC should be considered, 
when meaningfully embraced, to offer 
an innovative and efficient service model 
that reduces and reallocates resources to 

contribute to gains in readiness; an ounce of 
prevention is worth a pound of cure down 
the road.

A recent pilot study by the Army 
Reserve proves that units that provide high-
value training on H2F are doing better than 
those that continue to do the same physical 
training we have seen for the last twenty 
years.18 In 2019, the Headquarters of the 
Department of the Army directed the RC 
to conduct independent pilots considering 
RC-specific challenges, such as prolonged 
training timelines for part-time Soldiers, 
geographically dispersed populations, 
and competing civilian job priorities.19 
The Army Reserve pilot program at this 
Readiness Division ran for two years. The 
program employed various implementation 
strategies, such as virtual and face-to-face 
engagements, access to H2F training mate-
rials, and access to training and education 
programs along with H2F professionals for 
individual support. Moreover, an annual 
health summit was organized as part of the 
this program, which drew over 800 attend-
ees during its last iteration. The summit 
trained Soldiers to implement the initiative 
better within their units. The findings of 
the Army Reserve’s pilot program revealed 
significant improvements over the control 
groups. As a result, the RC plans to create 
twenty-eight H2F programs to expand the 
pilot across the force.

The challenge is that these pilot 
programs may not be completely imple-
mented across the RC for years to come, 
and, for many of our people, getting to an 
active-duty H2F facility may only happen a 
few times a year.20 However, encouraging 
RC members to take advantage of the H2F 
resources that already exist and self-imple-
menting concepts can start today.

Systematize Wellness through 

Counseling: A Tiny but Mighty Step

“You do not rise to the level of your goals. You 

fall to the level of your systems. Your goal is 

your desired outcome. Your system is the collec-

tion of daily habits that will get you there.”21

Judge advocates’ supervisors have 
a critical role in creating time and space 
within their offices and commands to 
support H2F, improve the health of their 
people, and ultimately make the Army more 
ready to fight and win our Nation’s wars. 

Given the compelling benefits of H2F and a 
formal RC H2F program still under devel-
opment, RC leaders must act in the interim. 
However, with drill weekends already filled 
with competing requirements, leaders need 
to take an efficient first step to move be-
yond acknowledging H2F as important. A 
simple and immediately actionable first step 
is adding H2F into leader counseling.

Reserve component leaders should 
incorporate H2F SMART (specific, mea-
surable, achievable, relevant, time-bound) 
goals with their Soldiers through the formal 
counseling process.22 Indeed, the Army 
Reserve’s H2F pilot program includes 
helpful developmental counseling focused 
on this topic as part of its H2F starter kit.23 
While this type of formal officer evaluation 
report counseling is preferred, it often does 
not happen regularly enough to support 
the H2F process. But, counseling does not 
always have to be formal.

Make Counseling Tiny

Leaders can still get a lot of mileage out 
of micro counseling. In his amazing book, 
Tiny Habits, BJ Fogg reveals the remark-
able impact of making small, deliberate 
changes to your daily routine.24 Instead of 
setting the goal of flossing daily, users of 
this method are encouraged to consider 
flossing one tooth a success. In the realm 
of counseling, the goal for supervisors 
could be to have a five-minute check-in 
with everyone on their team once a month. 
In my experience, asking our Soldiers’ 
open-ended questions about stress, sleep, 
support networks, and fitness, and listen-
ing generate amazing results. By doing this 
regularly, supervisors can create a self-re-
inforcing battle rhythm where their team 
comes to expect this after-action review 
on their holistic health, which generates 
more engagement by these teammates in 
taking care of themselves over the month 
and helps the supervisor identify when they 
need outside resources. Even if all a leader 
does is listen and create an expectation that 
holistic health will be discussed regularly, 
positive results can follow because of the 
observer effect.

Make It a Priority You Track

As described in the Harvard Business Review, 
people are motivated to work harder when 
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others are watching.25 People run faster, 
are more creative, and think harder about 
problems when observed.26 We intuitively 
know this is the case because, prior to our 
transition from the Army Physical Fitness 
Test to the Army Combat Fitness Test 
(ACFT), leaders focused on push-ups, 
sit-ups, and running. Soldiers performed 
well in these physical tasks; no one focused 
on their shuttle run skills until the ACFT 
appeared. However, Soldiers now know 
that these new events will be observed and 
tracked and, as a result, are focusing on 
improving in them. Thus, broadening our 
health goals would enable a JA supervisor 
to effectively manage and prioritize health 
and provide Service members with better 
tools to improve and maintain their overall 
wellness.

Conclusion

“The Army Reserve has this fundamental im-

perative to be ready enough for the next fight, . . 

. but not so ready that we can’t keep meaningful 

civilian jobs and a healthy family lifestyle.”
27

In conclusion, H2F prioritizes our 
people’s health and is a strategic imperative. 
Neither mission requirements nor leader-
ship imperatives afford the luxury of letting 
Soldiers learn this lesson the way I did as a 
young major in the mountains of Hawaii. 
All supervisors of JAG Corps personnel 
have a vital role in creating a culture of 
fitness. Counseling is one tool within our 
offices and commands to support this goal 
via H2F, improve the health of our people, 
and ultimately make the Army more ready. 
Through engaged coaching, which empha-
sizes the importance of health and helps 
Soldiers find and utilize the resources that 
improve it, we can build a more ready and 
healthier RC. Do not wait for H2F to find 
you or your Soldiers limping along after a 
preventable injury or health issue; take the 
first step and start the conversation with 
your people. TAL

COL Ward is the Chief of Reserve Personnel 

Management in the Office of The Judge 

Advocate General at the Pentagon.
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Students of Direct Commissioning Course Class 
001-34 work together as a team to navigate 
obstacles at the Leaders Reaction Course. 
(Credit: CW2 Levi Ramos)
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