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What is the Army’s most dangerous vulnerability? It is not found in a lab or on a battlefield; it lives within
the ranks. The U.S. Army invests billions in readiness and high-tech technology to outpace near-peer
adversaries, yet the real threat to strategic effectiveness resides in the human domain: Emotional
Intelligence (El). For the U.S. Army’s Warrant Officer Corps, the institution’s technical experts, advisors,
and integrators, this challenge is a daily reality. Warrant Officers serve as the emotional center of
gravity within their formations, acting as the essential translators between a commander’s intent and
the technical specialists who execute it. Unlike Intelligence Quotient (IQ), El can be developed, and
when it is, it transforms leaders into astute, decisive, and resilient Soldiers. Neuroscience shows that
emotions are contagious; one dominant mood can shift the energy of an entire room, for better or worse
(Boukarras et al., 2024). The Army’s greatest advantage is not more technology, but more emotionally
intelligent Leaders.

The concept of “psychological safety” is no longer a soft HR buzzword; it is a neurological imperative.
When employees feel psychologically safe, their brains are not in a state of “fight or flight.” The prefrontal
cortex, the brain’s executive center responsible for problem-solving, innovation, and strategic thinking,
is fully engaged (Boukarras et al., 2024). A leader who understands the neuroscience of emotional
intelligence knows that every action can either trigger a threat response or create a sense of safety.
Understanding neuroscience provides a clear blueprint for why emotional intelligence is indispensable
in this environment. Leaders are required to make tough calls under enormous stress. However, the
amygdala, the brain’s “alarm system” responsible for fight-or-flight or freeze responses, can hijack this
process, leading to impulsive, fear-driven reactions. (Barrett et al., 2007). For example, you are sitting
in your office and receive an email from your boss that says, “We need to talk, come see me.” What is
the first thought that comes to mind? It is usually an immediate leap to a negative conclusion: “What did
| do? Did | make a mistake? Did | miss something?” This illustrates how quickly the brain can interpret
ambiguity as a threat. This is the beginning of an amygdala hijack. An emotionally intelligent leader
can override this hijack, maintaining cognitive clarity and walking into their boss’s office without being
led by fear or anxiety. ADP 6-22’s emphasis on leader “presence,” “resilience,” and “self-control” is the
codified expectation that leaders, especially in a crisis, can manage their own emotional responses to
think clearly under fire.

While a leader’s 1Q provides the blueprint for a winning strategy, it is El that enables them to be inspiring
and to guide the team in actually achieving victory. For a leader with formal command authority, these
are valuable. Goleman and Boyatzis (2017) describe emotional intelligence as having four key domains:
self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, and relationship management. For a Warrant
Officer, whose currency is influence rather than command, they are indispensable.

+ Self-awareness and self-management are the sources of the calm, steadying presence that allows
a Warrant Officer to influence a chaotic situation without a single command.

» Social awareness and relationship management are the tools that enable effective cross-functional
communication. A Warrant Officer’s day is spent navigating interactions with officers, NCOs, civil-
ians, and joint partners. El determines whether these exchanges build cohesion or create friction.
It allows them to “read the room” and adapt their message, turning technical jargon into actionable
intelligence. These are not abstract concepts; they are the core competencies outlined in FM 6-22,
such as “Builds Trust” and “Communicates Effectively.”
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Cognitive abilities like logical reasoning and problem-solving are good for making sound decisions;
however, in a leadership context, IQ without El can lead to a disconnect with the team and poor
decision-making in high-stress environments. IQ gives a leader the ‘what’, the correct technical solution.
However, El provides the essential ‘how’ by enabling them to build the trust and resilience necessary
for a team to implement that solution, especially under pressure.

In an era of technological dominance, the Army’s “People First” philosophy and the Warrant Officer 2025
Strategy both point to the same conclusion: the future force requires leaders who are more adaptable
and influential. The Army needs to strike a balance between investing in technology and human capital.
This is most evident in the mentorship Warrant Officers provide. It is their El that makes this guidance
constructive, credible, and enduring. Whereas Al can be particularly effective in the context of large
amounts of data, it is simply incapable of the delicateness of interpersonal judgment and emotional
management that arises in ambiguous, culturally diverse, or ethically complex situations (Goleman
& Boyatzis, 2017). Therefore, moving “People First” from principle to practice requires an aggressive
investment in El. This means integrating El assessments and training into leader development pipelines,
scaling performance coaching, and most critically, codifying EI competencies within official doctrine
and evaluations. The strategic return on this investment is clear: high-El leaders forge flexible, unified
teams that excel under pressure and operate with initiative, especially at the lowest echelons where
technology is often unreliable. Ultimately, fostering El is the most direct way to generate quantifiable
gains in morale, retention, combat readiness, and strategic relationships, truly making our people
remain our greatest asset. (U.S. Army University Press. 2021).

To answer the question of the Army’s most dangerous vulnerability, it is clear that even as the Army
pours billions into technological advantage, its greatest weakness remains the shortage of emotionally
intelligent leaders. No algorithm can replace the human impact of a leader’s tone, presence, or ability
to steady a formation under pressure. For Warrant Officers, trusted advisors, technical experts, and
often the emotional anchor of their units’ emotional intelligence, is not optional. It is the skill that turns
expertise into influence and influence into operational success. These are qualities no adversary can
easily replicate. As soldiers, leaders, and stewards of the profession, we must treat El development with
the same seriousness as any technical certification or modernization effort. If the Army is to achieve
true dominance on the hybrid battlefield of the 21st century, it must embed emotional intelligence into
doctrine, training, evaluations, and leader development.
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