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Book 
Review
The End of Average
How We Succeed in a World 

That Values Sameness

Reviewed by Major Zach C. Simons

You have to lead men in war by requiring more 

from the individual than he thinks he can do. 

You have to lead men in war by bringing them 

along to endure and to display qualities of forti-

tude that are beyond the average man’s thought 

of what he should be expected to do.1

From the outset of The End of Average,2 
author Larry “Todd” Rose makes no effort 
to hide the ball. He unambiguously states 

his thesis: “[N]o one is average.”3 Rather than 
classifying his theory as a philosophical 
one, Rose declares it “a scientific fact with 
enormous practical consequences that 
[we] cannot afford to ignore.”4 In The End 

of Average, Rose teaches his readers about 
the origin and rise of modern society’s use 
of averages, gives examples of how often 
the application of averages has gone awry, 
and provides insight into how embracing 
individuality will enhance the effectiveness 
of any organization.

It is difficult to argue against Rose’s po-
sition. While The End of Average is a quick 
read at only 196 pages, or approximately six 
hours in audio format,5 it is supported by 
417 footnotes containing extensive citations 
to scientific writings, historical vignettes, 
and modern-day examples that support 
his argument.6 While not all lessons in 
this book will be universally applicable to 
judge advocates (JAs) in their professional 
capacity, with the closing chapters advo-
cating for new business hiring models and 
educational reform,7 there remain several 
valuable lessons and takeaways throughout. 
All Army leaders are responsible for seeking 
professional development for both them-
selves and their subordinates.8 For a small 
investment of time, The End of Average is a 
worthwhile read that will yield significant 
returns for JAs in better understanding 
how embracing individuality can positively 
impact their profession.9

The End of Average and the Emerging 

Science of Individuality

Todd Rose: Author, Educator, 

and High School Dropout

Rose is an accomplished writer and 
graduate-level educator with a unique and 
even more surprising background as a high 
school dropout.10 He earned a bachelor of 
science in psychology from Weber State 
University in 2000, followed by a master’s 
degree and doctorate in education from 
Harvard University in 2001 and 2007.11 
After earning his doctorate, Rose joined 
Harvard University’s Graduate School of 
Education faculty, where he worked for 
twelve years from 2008 to 2020.12 During 
that time, Rose established the Labora-
tory for the Science of Individuality, and 
from 2015 to 2020, he was the director 

of Harvard’s Mind, Brain, and Education 
program.13

Rose’s extensive work and reputation 
in the science of individuality strengthen 
his credibility. After publishing The End 

of Average, Rose authored two additional 
books advocating for the science of individ-
uality: Dark Horse

14 and Collective Illusions.15 
In addition to these books, Rose continu-
ally promotes the science of individuality 
through publishing academic papers,16 
engaging with traditional news media,17 
participating in Ted Talks,18 and utilizing 
various other mediums to share his ideas 
including YouTube videos with millions of 
views.19

The Principles of Individuality

In part one of his book, Rose takes the 
reader through the history of when and 
how averages became the standard by 
which we often measure people today.20 
Part three, titled “The Age of Individuals,” 
shows how organizations will benefit from 
rejecting averages and embracing individ-
uality.21 At the heart of Rose’s argument, 
contained in part two, he explains the three 
guiding principles of the science of indi-
viduality: (1) the jaggedness principle, (2) 
the context principle, and (3) the pathways 
principle. Understanding these principles 
will enhance one’s ability to understand 
subordinates’ personalities, which is critical 
to providing leadership.22

The Jaggedness Principle

The jaggedness principle is the idea 
that we cannot judge talent, which is 
innately complex, by one-dimensional 
measures.23 Rose defines a quality as being 
“jagged” if it meets two criteria: “[I]t must 
consist of multiple dimensions” and “[t]
hese dimensions must be weakly related 
to one another.”24 Rose uses the 2003 New 
York Knicks basketball team as an example. 
After the Knicks hired Isiah Thomas as 
president of basketball operations for the 
team in 2003, he set out to assemble a roster 
with the sole focus on acquiring players 
with the highest scoring averages; he 
succeeded when the Knicks started the 2003 
season with a roster boasting the highest 
combined scoring average of all teams in 
the National Basketball Association (NBA) 
that year.25 Basketball fans familiar with 
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the Knicks’ history will not be surprised to 
hear that Thomas’s new team experienced 
four straight losing seasons with a winning 
average of approximately 33 percent.26 In 
hindsight, Thomas’s one-dimensional talent 
management was flawed, and front offices 
throughout the NBA now recognize the 
necessity of building teams that emphasize 
several dimensions of the game.27

Lessons learned about leadership 
throughout the highest levels of sports and 
industry support Rose’s position; organiza-
tions cannot succeed without recognizing 
and valuing the multi-dimensional indi-
vidual.28 Despite the ongoing transition 
throughout corporate America to hire 
and evaluate employees using multi-di-
mensional factors consistent with Rose’s 
jaggedness principle,29 Army JAs know all 
too well that on every evaluation report, 
they will be assigned a one-dimensional 
“block check” ranking among their peers in 
their officer evaluation reports. The senior 
rater can only award the highest ranking—
most qualified—to less than 50 percent of 
their senior-rated officers, which would 
make them the mathematical definition of 
“above average.”30 However, this does not 
suggest the military places no emphasis on 
individuality. The Department of Defense 
recently directed all components to conduct 
diversity and inclusion messaging to em-
phasize the importance of “[p]ersonnel with 
diverse backgrounds, experiences, outlooks, 
and ways of thinking.”31 Recent Army doc-
trine also reinforces the need for leaders to 
focus on understanding their subordinates 
as individuals.32

The Context Principle

Rose credits University of Washington 
Professor Yuichi Shoda with establishing 
the basis for his context principle in the 
1980s.33 Before Shoda’s work, psychologists 
existed in two camps: trait psychologists 

and situation psychologists.34 Trait psychol-
ogists believed behavior was determined 
by “well-defined personality traits, such 
as introversion and extroversion.”35 This 
contrasted with situation psychologists, 
who argued that “culture and immediate 
circumstances” dictate behavior.36 Shoda 
proposed the following alternative: Be-
havior is not determined by either traits or 
situations; rather, it is determined through 
the constant interaction of both.37

A key takeaway for JAs relates to the 
practical application of the Myers-Briggs 
Type Indicator (MBTI) test. Myers-Briggs 
touts its type of indicator as a way for an 
individual to “use self-awareness to unlock 
[their] potential” and for an organization to 
“build people development strateg[ies].”38 
The MBTI sorts individuals into one 
of sixteen personality types,39 with each 
accompanied by a two- or three-sentence 
summary of the individual’s personality.40 
The use of the MBTI is common through-
out corporate America and government 
agencies.41 However, Rose identifies flaws 
in the MBTI and how its trait-based 
averages will fail to predict an individual’s 
behavior in specific conditions.42 Rose 
explains how MBTI results merely provide 
insight into the averages of how an indi-
vidual behaves; leaders must supplement 
this data point by applying the “if-then” 
approach.43

Rose proposes the “if-then” approach 
to understanding personalities by utilizing 
Shoda’s findings: An individual’s behavior is 
only predictable and understandable when 
both traits and situations are considered 
together.44 Military leaders will understand 
from experience that every subordinate 
requires differing approaches when pro-
viding purpose, motivation, and direction; 
a one-size-fits-all approach to leadership 
will rarely yield success.45 Furthermore, 
Rose points out that leaders must also 

be cognizant that their interactions with 
subordinates are limited to a narrow set of 
circumstances.46 For example, a subordi-
nate’s “if-then” analysis might show them 
to be extremely introverted in an office 
setting, while their MBTI typing result of 
extroversion was a product of extroverted 
behavior in numerous other contexts.47 
Rose’s assertion comports with Army 
Doctrine Publication (ADP) 6-22’s view 
that attributes and characteristics must be 
framed “within certain conditions.”48 The 
lesson is simple: [I]f you rel[y] on averages, 
then you miss[] out on all the important 
details of a person’s behavior.”49

The Pathways Principle

In describing the pathways principle, 
Rose explains how averages, even when 
meticulously and accurately calculated, 
simply cannot forecast a specific outcome 
for an individual.50 The very first vignette 
in The End of Average shows how the appli-
cation of averages dramatically failed the 
military. In the 1950s, the newly-established 
U.S. Air Force was struggling to figure out 
why so many pilots were crashing its new 
jets.51 There were 198 aircraft accidents in 
February of 1952 alone, and the Air Force 
determined the overwhelming majority of 
these resulted from pilot error.52 These new 
jets contained standardized cockpits, which 
were designed using averages calculated 
from several specific measurements taken 
from thousands of pilots to determine 
average body dimensions.53 Rose describes 
how Lieutenant Gilbert Daniels discovered 
the fatal flaw in this decision to build the 
“perfect cockpit” based on averages.54 After 
Daniels collected new measurements from 
over 4,000 pilots and calculated the aver-
ages for ten distinct body dimensions, he 
shockingly discovered that no individual pilot 
from that population fell within the average 
range for all ten measurements.55

This discovery completely changed 
the U.S. Air Force’s approach to cockpit 
design, and soon, every jet came with 
adjustable seats and foot pedals, tailored 
flight suits, and customizable helmets.56 
This also ushered in a new era in the U.S. 
military’s approach to ensuring individual 
fit.57 It would be abnormal today to expect a 
Soldier to accept ill-fitting gear,58 and when 
Soldiers cannot be fitted properly from 

Embracing individuality will only help your 
organization accomplish the mission, and in doing 
so, Army leaders will be better equipped to develop 

our Judge Advocate Legal Services personnel and 
provide the stewardship we owe our Corps.
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existing stock, current regulations prescribe 
requests for special measurement clothing.59

An Opportunity for 

Stewardship: Applying the 

Science of Individuality

Leaders act to improve the organization 
beyond their own tenure. Improving the or-
ganization for the long-term is deciding and 
taking action to manage people or resources 
when the benefits may not occur during a 
leader’s tour of duty with an organization.60

In ADP 6-22, stewardship is defined 
as “the responsibility of Soldiers . . . to 
strengthen the Army as a profession”61 and 
adds that individual stewardship requires 
that all Soldiers “strive continuously for excel-

lence in the performance of duty, to pursue 
lifelong learning, and to accomplish every 
mission.”62 The U.S. Army Judge Advocate 
General’s Corps emphasizes the importance 
of stewardship by including it as one of the 
four constants of the Army legal profes-
sion.63

Except for appearing in an excerpt 
from General George C. Marshall’s 
testimony to the U.S. Senate Committee on 
Military Affairs,64 the word “average” does 
not appear anywhere else throughout ADP 
6-22.65 The concept that our military Ser-
vices do not embrace “being average” should 
not be surprising. One need only look to 
the current recruiting slogans for the Army 
(“be all you can be”)66 and the Air Force 
(“aim high”).67 On the U.S. Coast Guard’s 
recruiting website, the slogan “make an im-
pact” is immediately followed up by “there’s 
no such thing as an average day in the 
Coast Guard.”68 These mottos underpin the 
notion that serving in the military demands 
a constant pursuit of excellence.69

Army Doctrine Publication 6-22 
charges Army leaders to provide motiva-
tion to inspire others to accomplish the 
mission.70 In Field Manual 3-84, staff judge 
advocates (SJAs) are explicitly charged with 
the responsibility to professionally develop 
all subordinate legal personnel.71 Similarly, 
deputy staff judge advocates (DSJAs) are re-
sponsible for ensuring their offices receive 
the “mentorship, training, equipment, and 
support to meet mission requirements.”72 
These endeavors can greatly benefit from 
understanding Rose’s three principles of 
individuality. Regardless of whether the 

context is in professional sports or the 
military, “the mission is crucially important. 
But your team’s people are the ones who are 
going to accomplish that mission.”73

Beyond SJAs and DSJAs, JAs of 
all ranks and positions can gain insight 
into how understanding individuality 
can enhance their office’s performance. 
Junior JAs will benefit most from a better 
understanding of how their unique traits 
and personalities impact their actions. For 
instance, they can move beyond the four 
simple letters assigned to them under the 
MBTI and apply the “if-then” model to 
better understand their personality and 
behaviors.

Field-grade JAs will also benefit from 
this same understanding of themselves. 
Moreover, they can better understand and 
employ their subordinate JAs and parale-
gals based on this information combined 
with the knowledge of their subordinates’ 
nuanced “if-then” factors (instead of simply 
assuming the four-letter MBTI results 
dictate a subordinate’s behavior, interests, 
and motivation).

Conclusion

The End of Average is a worthwhile expen-
diture of time for all Judge Advocate Legal 
Services (JALS) personnel. It is captivating, 
well-supported by dozens of examples, and 
a quick read. “Good leaders create condi-
tions where subordinates know they are 
valued for their individual talents, skills, 
and perspectives . . . .”74 Embracing indi-
viduality will only help your organization 
accomplish the mission, and in doing so, 
Army leaders will be better equipped to 
develop our JALS personnel and provide 
the stewardship we owe our Corps. TAL

MAJ Simons is a General Litigation Attorney, 

Litigation Division, at U.S. Army Legal Services 

Agency at Fort Belvoir, Virginia.
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