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man weapon system in next generation warfare. They show that despite techno-
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such as hypersonic missiles, people are the core of a successful military strategy. 
While Russia’s invasion of Ukraine has resulted in kinetic and largely conven-
tional warfare, the human weapon system is essential across the range of mil-
itary operations, particularly in gray zone operations. There may be no place 
where the human weapon system is more important; strategic and meaningful 
management of the human weapon system for use in countering gray zone ac-
tivities may prevent escalation into kinetic operations. 
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At the onset of the conflict between Russia and Ukraine, Russia was (and 
one could argue still is) the technologically superior force with more 
than 4,000 military aircraft, 12,000 tanks, 605 naval vessels, 850,000 
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active duty troops, antisatellite weapons, the world’s widest inventory of ballis-
tic and cruise missiles, nuclear forces, hypersonic technology, clandestine and 
proxy forces, and extensive cyber and information warfare operations.1 It had a 
sophisticated military apparatus, coupled with the power of nuclear deterrence. 
On paper, the invasion of Ukraine should have been a quick victory for Russia. 
Their military campaign, however, has been largely unsuccessful, and as of fall 
2022, Ukraine has fought back and stunningly recovered territory throughout 
their country.2 

Russia’s experience in Ukraine highlights the importance of the human 
weapon system in next generation warfare. By human weapon system, the au-
thors are referring to the role that individuals play in operations. This includes 
how diversity, past lived experiences, and unique backgrounds are utilized. Rus-
sia’s experiences show that despite technological superiority and investment in 
sophisticated weapons and equipment, such as hypersonic missiles, people are 
the core of a successful military strategy. While Russia’s invasion of Ukraine has 
resulted in kinetic and largely conventional warfare, the human weapon system 
is essential across the range of military operations, particularly in gray zone op-
erations. The gray zone refers to those activities that take place between peace-
time and war. They may be conceived of as gradualist campaigns and employ 
nonmilitary and quasimilitary tactics that fall below the threshold of conflict. 
They may include both state and nonstate actors. There may be no place where 
the human weapon system is more important; strategic and meaningful man-
agement of the human weapon system for use in countering gray zone activities 
may prevent escalation into kinetic operations. 

Indeed, Russia can serve as a case study for how poor management of the 
human weapon system can undermine technological advancements. Intercept-
ed calls, former Russian officials, and social media accounts show the extent to 
which Russia’s human weapon system is in poor shape. “I don’t want to be here. 
I’m not a warrior. I wasn’t even f——g trained, to run away from the tanks, for 
f——k’s sake,” a disgruntled Russian soldier expressed to his mother over the 
phone.3 Another soldier described the deficiencies: “There is simply no disci-
pline, and it will only get worse now that they have mobilized 300,000 people 
who will be barely trained. . . . The army doctrine is based on punishment, so 
soldiers get penalized if they mess up. . . . Screw-ups will happen until they 
change the whole philosophy.”4 A former Russian official shares these details 
about the state of Vladimir Putin’s military forces in the Ukraine war.

As the United States considers next generation warfare, particularly how it 
is going to shape the force to successfully compete in gray zone operations with 
Russia and the People’s Republic of China (PRC), management of the human 
weapon system must be a primary concern. As put forward in the National Se-
curity Strategy, outcompeting the PRC and containing Russia are key strategic 
priorities.5 The National Defense Strategy prioritizes deterring aggression from 
these countries and being prepared to prevail in armed conflict if necessary.6 
There are certainly material solutions to addressing these challenges, including 
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modernized combat systems, tactics, and technologies like long-range precision 
fires, hypersonic missiles, modernized bomber fleets, littoral combat operations, 
and other agile mission capabilities.7 Without a clear understanding of how to 
leverage the human weapon system, all technological, doctrinal, or strategic 
advancements are ineffective. In Force Design 2030, the Commandant of the 
Marine Corps further recognizes that while there are structural changes that 
need to be made, and technological investments (and divestments) to meet the 
pacing threats, investment in Marines is a linchpin to success in any changes 
that may occur.8 This people-focused approach is mirrored in all branches of the 
U.S. military. The Army 2030 initiative asserts that despite the need for tech-
nical advancements, people are the key advantage that the U.S. Army has over 
its adversaries.9 The Chief of Naval Operations’ Navigation Plan 2022 asserts 
that empowering our people is the key warfighting advantage that the Navy 
brings to the future fight.10 The chief of staff of the Air Force asserted that “we 
must empower our incredible airmen to solve any problem” as a key pillar of 
his Accelerate Change or Lose strategy.11 And the Space Force’s Campaign Support 
Plan emphasizes the importance that relationships play in the ability of the 
Service to fulfill its mission and contribute to national security.12 The Services 
clearly recognize that people play a key role in military operations. Continuing 
to highlight how people contribute to current and future operational needs will 
strengthen investment in our people and continue to give the United States a 
competitive edge. 

In this article, the authors lay out the case for why management of the hu-
man weapon system must continue to be prioritized as a focus of competition 
in the gray zone. If the United States is going to succeed in outcompeting our 
near-peer adversaries, it begins with leveraging our people. The authors begin 
with a discussion of the human weapon system and its application in the mili-
tary context, including the importance of human weapon systems management 
to understand internal military capabilities and the external environment in 
which a military is operating. The article then discusses how the human weapon 
system will give the United States an edge in gray zone competition. The au-
thors conclude with a discussion of current challenges to human weapon system 
management and what the Department of Defense and military Services can do 
to mitigate them. 

What Is the Human Weapon System?
The human weapon system refers to the role that people play in warfighting. 
While people have always been essential to warfighting, recent decades have 
seen a deliberate focus on developing the human weapon system and integrat-
ing a whole of person approach to optimizing military operational effective-
ness. In 2006, the Uniformed Services University of the Health Sciences hosted 
the first conference on “Human Performance Optimization.”13 The conference 
grew out of the realities on the battlefields of Iraq and Afghanistan. In the early 
years of the Global War on Terrorism, Special Operations Forces leadership de-
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clared that “humans are more important than hardware,” and in 2004 Deputy 
Secretary of Defense Paul D. Wolfowitz stated that we need to “develop the 
next generation of . . . programs designed to optimize human performance and 
maximize fighting strength.”14

Throughout the early and mid- 2000s, the Department of Defense (DOD) 
and military Services invested in modernizing human performance.15 They de-
veloped a capabilities-based model of understanding the performance require-
ments of the operational environment and revamped training, equipment, and 
standards to meet new needs.16 Physical performance labs studied the best ways 
to optimize training to meet the physical demands of military operations. Phys-
ical fitness assessments were updated to incorporate both functional movements 
and provide an overall assessment of individual health and well-being. Nutri-
tionists have been hired to overhaul chow-hall food to ensure that servicemem-
bers are receiving the optimal nutrition to meet physically demanding jobs.17 
As technology rapidly advances, there are additional calls to continue to invest 
in understanding the human-technology interaction regarding human perfor-
mance.18

While physical performance is one part of the human weapon system, 
managing the human weapon system is not only about physicality. Mental re-
silience is just as important as physicality to successful military operations.19 
Developing programs that build mental resilience, investing in mental health 
care, and incorporating a range of practices to promote self-care, unit cohesion, 
and build trust are ways that mental resilience has been built into the human 
weapon system.20

Physical performance and mental resilience are aspects of the human weap-
on system that the military Services can develop within individuals. Fitness 
and resiliency are largely trainable traits; the Services invest in and customize 
training for their specific operational needs. Yet, there are untrainable and more 
intrinsic aspects of the human weapon system that are just as important. Op-
timizing the human weapon system focuses on ensuring that the United States 
has the most effective fighting force in the world. It includes both optimizing 
the physical and mental well-being of U.S. citizens so that they can perform at 
their best while leveraging the unique backgrounds of individuals to strengthen 
U.S. national security through employment of diverse skill sets, innovation, 
and talents.

The nearly two decades of conflict in Iraq and Afghanistan highlighted the 
importance of how diverse backgrounds were essential for military operations. 
Lioness teams and Female Engagement Teams were essential for combat oper-
ations.21 All-male infantry units, even with extensive training, could not have 
the same impact as women, who were able to engage in culturally sensitive and 
appropriate ways. Counterinsurgency, Joint Publication 3-24, codified the need 
to bring diverse backgrounds to the fight, discussing both the unique role that 
women play in these types of conflicts and the need for deliberate cultural un-
derstanding as part of the way the United States exploits its adversaries.22
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Counterinsurgency provides a clear and obvious example of how the unique 
backgrounds of servicemembers can contribute to military operations. Now, 
the United States pivots to focus on strategic competition where it is just as 
critical to understand the importance of the human weapon system and lever-
age the unique and diverse talents of our servicemembers. Though technology 
continues to evolve and strategic competition is unfolding, the United States’ 
strength depends on the ability of the DOD to recruit and retain individuals 
with diverse skills and abilities to take on the country’s toughest security chal-
lenges.

Leveraging the diversity of our servicemembers is essential for the United 
States to be competitive across the range of potential military operations—
from competition in the gray zone to kinetic combat operations. This idea is 
reinforced at the executive level. In a recent memorandum, “Memorandum on 
Revitalizing America’s Foreign Policy and National Security Workforce, Institu-
tions, and Partnerships,” President Joseph R. Biden notes that diversifying the 
national security workforce—including the military—is essential for closing 
mission critical gaps in skills and perspectives.23 The White House’s National 
Security Strategy (NSS) further emphasizes the need to ensure the well-being 
of our military servicemembers and also to continue to diversify the force as 
essential components to achieving the United States’ strategic goals.24 As the 
United States competes against near-peer threats, diversity and innovation are 
critical. As the NSS states, the primary means by which our national security 
objectives will be obtained is by “strengthening the national security workforce 
by recruiting and retaining diverse, high-caliber talent.”25

The diversity of our workforce is particularly important as our primary 
adversaries—namely the People’s Republic of China and Russia—are engaging 
in training and recruiting efforts that narrow the opportunities for independent 
decision making, innovation, morale, and personnel development.26 Leveraging 
the human weapon system is thus a strategic asset that is required in today’s 
rapidly changing security environment. 

Figure 1. Examples of the various facets of the human weapon system

Source: Bonnie Rushing, 2022, adapted by MCUP.
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Diversity is critical while considering all potential courses of action. Instead 
of operating in an echo chamber where a leader surrounds themselves with 
only like-minded team members that may simply agree on everything or gen-
erate similar ideas, diverse teams generate higher levels of innovation, creatively 
solving problems with higher success rates. Research shows that teams that are 
diverse consider more facts before deciding and are more likely to accurately 
interpret facts than homogeneous teams.27 Diverse teams also create more tech-
nologically innovative solutions and are more likely to come up with “radical” 
solutions that solve the root cause of problems.28 

Proper management of the human weapon system has an internally and 
externally reinforcing function. Strategic leaders must understand the needs of 
their airmen, guardians, soldiers, Marines, and sailors (the internal aspect of 
the human terrain) while also understanding the ever-changing sociocultural 
environment (external) in which they operate. The Department of Defense’s 
Women, Peace, and Security Strategic Framework and Implementation Plan cap-
tures aspects of the reinforcing mechanisms between the internal and external 
aspects of the human terrain.29 The ordering of the three defense objectives 
provides a roadmap for how understanding the human weapon system can help 
the United States succeed in strategic competition. 

Defense Objective 1. The Department of Defense exemplifies a diverse 
organization that allows for women’s meaningful participation across 
the development, management, and employment of the Joint Force.
Defense Objective 2. Women in partner nations meaningfully partici-
pate and serve at all ranks and in all occupations in defense and security 
sectors.
Defense Objective 3. Partner nation defense and security sectors ensure 
women and girls are safe and secure and that their human rights are 
protected, especially during conflict and crisis.

Defense objective 1 is the internal aspect of human terrain. As will be dis-
cussed below, it includes understanding how to create policies and pathways 
that allow for all to meaningfully participate in the institution. From defense 
objective 1 flows defense objective 2. Success in strategic competition hinges 
on the United States being a leader in the protection of democracy, human 
rights, and empowerment. To be an international partner of choice, the United 
States must model these actions internally. Objective 2 cannot be fully achieved 
without meaningful investment in objective 1. Finally, defense objective 3 is 
aimed at creating a more just and secure world. The protection and treatment 
of women is directly related to the security of states.30 As the article will show, 
the ability to have a meaningfully diverse force (objective 1) and build allies 
and partners around a shared sense of purpose (objective 2) will lead to a more 
holistic and meaningful understanding of the operational environment, includ-
ing ensuring that women and girls are protected and empowered during crises. 
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The Human Weapon System 
in Gray Zone Competition with the PRC and Russia
The PRC and Russia currently challenge U.S. national security with advanced 
technology, weapons development, and ceaseless gray zone warfare tactics. 
Regardless of the ever-changing battlefield and technology environment, the 
human weapon system remains crucial for operational success, including effec-
tively countering adversarial gray zone threats. Through proactive and positive 
management of the human weapon system, the United States can succeed in 
competition and potentially prevent gray zone competition from escalating into 
kinetic operations. 

The National Defense Strategy defines these operations as “coercive ap-
proaches that may fall below perceived thresholds for U.S. military action and 
across areas of responsibility of different parts of the U.S. Government.”31 It 
calls out both the PRC and Russia (as well as other adversaries) for employing 
gray zone tactics as part of their overall strategies and asserts that campaigning 
in the gray zone must be a key part of the Joint force’s capability in the future 
threat environment. 

The PRC views gray zone activities as a natural extension of how countries 
exercise power and uses it to build favorable geopolitical conditions without 
triggering major backlash.32 The People’s Republic of China particularly fo-
cused on using gray zone tactics against our allies and partners in the U.S. Indo- 
Pacific Command area of responsibility, targeting Japan, Vietnam, Taiwan, the 
Philippines, and India. Russia sees gray zone activities as a way to compete with 
the United States—and the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) more 
broadly—in unconventional ways that go predominantly uncontested because 
they fall below the threshold of what typically elicits a military response.33 Rus-
sia may also be using gray zone activities to actively shape their near environ-
ment to be more favorable for follow-on kinetic military operations (such as the 
invasion of Ukraine).34

Gray zone operations are difficult to counter because they are “gradualist 
campaigns,” combining a mix of traditional military activities with both non-
military state and nonstate actors.35 

As seen in table 1, gray zone operations include a wide range of activities. 
Military responses to these activities must walk a fine line. Conventional mili-
tary responses can escalate gray zone activities and draw unwanted international 
attention, yet the military participates in responding to gray zone activities, 
and, in many ways, are the key actors responsible for ensuring that activities do 
not escalate. 

The human weapon system is a key component of the military capability 
to appropriately respond to gray zone activities. Diversity in experiences and 
backgrounds is essential to countering mis- and disinformation. Diverse under-
standing of the cues and codes contained in images and language are essential 
for differentiating real from fake information and for providing important so-
cial context as to why certain populations are the targets of falsehoods.36 
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Members of the military are specifically targeted by mis- and disinforma-
tion campaigns.37 A more diverse force will help inoculate servicemembers from 
falling for this gray zone tactic both through a greater collective understanding 
of what mis- and disinformation is and through creating more creative solutions 
to countering fake information.38 These strategies can also be used to counter 
mis- and disinformation that appear more broadly in society. 

A diverse force also offers our allies and partners a counter to China and 
Russia’s authoritarian politics. China’s Belt and Road Initiative not only brings 
economic impact to countries, but it also imposes China’s narrow political and 
social norms to trading partners. These include anti-LGBTQ policies, a male-
sex preference in children, and single-party rule.39 Authoritarian regimes—or 
even authoritarian leaning factions among democracies—center many of their 
policies around misogyny.40 As a result, women and girls have been central in 
countering authoritarian regimes.41 The political and economic coercion by the 
PRC and Russia seek to undermine or destabilize democracy. As the United 

Table 1. Examples of gray zone activities

Tactic Examples

Information operations Disinformation campaigns in the media
Censorship of dissenting or antigovernment 
messages

Political coercion/
disruption

Blocking of NATO expansion into Balkans Belt and 
Road Initiative 

Economic coercion/
disruption

Use of military vessels to intimidate or harass 
commercial shipping
Market dominance (i.e., Russia’s liquified natural gas 
energy market dominance) 

Disruption of space 
operations

Jamming and spoofing of satellites
Testing offensive space weapons by the PRC and 
Russia

Proxy forces/
paramilitary 

Funding of “little green men” by Russia
China’s use of commercial fishing vessels to 
challenge international water access
Establishing dual-use bases or ports in contested 
areas 

Military basing  
in disputed territories

Forward deployed troops or equipment in contested 
areas
Creation of artificial military bases in disputed sea 
territory 
Conducting exercises in contested areas

Cyber operations Breaches of election security systems 
Hacking into financial systems 

Source: courtesy of the authors.
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States engages with allies, partners, and potential partners around the world, it 
has an opportunity to model an alternative to these authoritarian policies. By 
embodying a diverse and cohesive force, the United States can counter efforts 
by China and Russia to deny diversity in society. The DOD’s implementation 
guidance to the Women, Peace, and Security Act of 2017 recognizes the impor-
tance of promoting diversity with our allies and partners. Meaningful manage-
ment of the human weapon system will ensure the United States does.42

Additionally, proper management of a diverse human weapon system will 
help ensure that economic investments are meaningful and less prone to cor-
ruption. While the military is not the primary arm of economic investment, it 
works closely with organizations like the U.S. Agency for International Devel-
opment (USAID) and other private entities to ensure overall security and sta-
bility. When women are involved in economic aid, the outcome results in more 
security and stability in the place where the aid was distributed.43 Similarly, 
when national economic growth is coupled with strategies that help women—
such as access to child care, equality in education, and equitable health care 
benefits, women are able to take better advantage of such opportunities and 
the whole of society is strengthened.44 A diverse military will help to see where 
risks to an equitable distribution of economic opportunity may be, as well as 
key opportunities. 

Finally, a diverse force is essential for countering military posturing— 
including adversarial basing and exercises. Much of the posturing done by our 
adversaries’ militaries is done to elicit a response from the United States as a 
means of escalating activity. Yet, rather than countering with direct military 
action, strategic engagement in military exercises can counter the impact of our 
adversaries in the region. For example, the U.S.-Australia joint exercise Talis-
man Saber both had the countries engaging with a near-peer competitor and 
worked to promote gender equality in vulnerable countries in the region.45 The 
Joint exercises Viking 18 and Viking 22 integrated gendered components to 
planning high-north exercises, and the result was an ability to counter Russia’s 
narrative about hard security outcomes.46 

While the military alone is not responsible for responding to gray zone ac-
tivities, it plays a significant role. U.S. forces are forward deployed throughout 
the world, at permanent bases, temporary assignments, and as part of force pro-
jection and quick response packages. As such, they are often the first to respond 
to a crisis. Additionally, forward deployment serves as a soft-power cultural 
exchange with allies and partners, which gives them key insights into the risks 
posed by gray zone activities. 

Diversity Directives and Personnel Policies 
To effectively manage the human weapon system through the recruitment and 
retention of a diverse force, the DOD and the Services publish directives and 
policies related to diversity, equity, and inclusion. Furthermore, Service branch 
leaders update and implement policies related to diversity initiatives to expand 
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servicemember lifestyle options, quality of life, more inclusive dress and ap-
pearance, increased awareness and combat of biases, and care for victims of 
harassment and assault.

Directives on diversity at the federal level include: Executive Order 13583, 
Establishing a Coordinated Government-wide Initiative to Promote Diversity 
and Inclusion in the Federal Workforce; the Women, Peace, and Security Act 
of 2017; and the Department of Defense DEI Military Equal Opportunity 
Program.47 Collectively, these directives aim to advance equity, inclusion, civil 
rights, racial and gender rights, and equal opportunity at the highest levels of 
the country’s national security infrastructure. They cultivate diverse and digni-
fied workforces, international security, peace, development and afford equitable 
opportunities in safe environments, free from prohibited discrimination, retal-
iation, and harassment.

At the Service levels, there are branch-specific policies and regulations re-
lated to diversity that mirror much of the federal-level guidance. Each Service 
branch of the military has similar regulations and goals: Diversity and Inclusion, 
Air Force Instruction 36-7001; the Army’s Army People Strategy: Diversity, Eq-
uity, and Inclusion Annex; the Navy’s “Diversity, Equity & Inclusion” objectives; 
and the Marine Corps’ Talent Management 2030.48 These directives tailor na-
tional guidance to Service-specific objectives. 

They are intended to guide the Services’ recruitment and workforce man-
agement to attract, recruit, develop, and retain high quality, diverse person-
nel, with a culture of inclusion to leverage America’s talent pool and power 
of diversity for strategic advantages in the Joint force. This includes diversity 
of demographics (personal characteristics, age, race/ethnicity, religion, gender, 
socioeconomic status, family status, disability, sexuality, gender identity, and 
geographic origin), cognitive and behavioral diversity (neurodivergent individ-
uals, differences in styles of work, thinking, learning, and personality), organi-
zational and structural diversity (institutional background characteristics and 
experience), and global diversity (knowledge of and experience with foreign 
languages and cultures, inclusive of both citizens and noncitizens).49 Services 
similarly describe diversity as a critical way to enhance decision making, creativ-
ity, and the competitive edge to optimize operational effectiveness.50

There are additional policies that enable diversity in the military, including 
freedom of religion, sexual assault prevention and response (known as SAPR, 
including mandatory annual training to help shape healthy and safe climate and 
culture, victim care, and support) the repeal of the “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell” pol-
icy against nonheterosexual servicemembers, and updated guidance welcoming 
transgender military personnel to serve openly. 

Support policies can also indirectly increase diversity. For example, parental 
leave policies have expanded to include both caregivers, regardless of gender, 
lengthened in duration, and the inclusion same-sex couples and adoptions. 
Support is also provided for miscarriages and other fertility-related concerns. 
Pregnant personnel may continue to fly actively if they desire. New mothers 
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also have a longer recovery time available prior to an official fitness test require-
ment.51

Dress and appearance regulations have been updated to include more hair-
styles, such as ponytails, increased bun and bangs size, more options for women 
to wear trousers, jewelry, cell phone use, hands in pockets, and more. These 
changes consider different hair types, comfort, and quality of life while still 
upholding good order, discipline, and military effectiveness.52

Within different Services, physical fitness standards and programs are being 
updated to both reflect changes in the demographics of the force and the chang-
ing nature of military requirements. While not diversity policies directly, they 
recognize that outdated physical fitness norms may harm servicemembers.53 
In the Air Force, the physical fitness test is now including alternative event 
choices, the ability to take a “diagnostic” physical fitness test and choose to 
save it as official afterward, special considerations for certain career fields where 
higher standards are required, and updated accounting for gender, age, climate 
acclimation, injuries, and test location altitude.54 The Marine Corps is updating 
its body composition standards, allowing for higher weights and body fat per-
centages to reflect the strength and body mass requirements of women in newly 
opened career fields.55

There are also efforts to improve diversity and remove potential bias from 
promotion and special assignment positions. Service directives have worked to 
eliminate references to race, gender, parental status, or religion from all pro-
motion, award, and special assignment boards.56 While the intent is to remove 
conscious and unconscious biases that may be inhibiting diversity, it is a large 
undertaking to remove all identifying markers. In briefings about the updated 
process, the Services acknowledge that scrubbing records of all identifying in-
formation is not yet complete and identifying information is still a part of some 
records.57

The policy commitment to diversity is essential in setting top-down focus 
on human weapon system management. Yet, personnel-focused policy alone 
will not ensure U.S. success in gray zone competition. There are ongoing chal-
lenges to fully managing the human weapon system that must be addressed. 

Challenges to Human Weapon System Management 
and Employment: Recruitment and Retention 
While the United States is currently more successful than the PRC and Russia 
in managing the human weapon system, it still faces significant challenges, par-
ticularly with recruitment and retention of diverse servicemembers and nation-
al security professionals. The United States needs a qualified and diverse talent 
pool to counter adversary gray zone operations and to harness servicemember 
expertise and innovation for the next generation of warfare. This diversity is 
what sets America apart from its adversaries: “Indeed, pluralism, inclusion, and 
diversity are a source of national strength in a rapidly changing world.”58 

The all-volunteer force presents challenges, in that diverse individuals must 
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self-select into Service. Propensity to serve in the military for all young people 
continues to decline, and in fiscal year 2022 the Army missed its recruiting goal 
by approximately 15,000 soldiers, and while other Services met their goals, 
they had to rely on unplanned bonuses and financial incentives or changes to 
recruiting targets.59 

Some demographics do not join or remain in the armed forces as often, 
for example, “military service still skews heavily towards men (4 out of 5 active 
duty enlistees are male)” and there is an overrepresentation of the Black Amer-
ican population in the military—specifically, about twice as many Black men 
serve in the U.S. military as their White male counterparts, numerically.60 This 
“can be seen as a double-edged sword. On the one hand, the military has served 
as an important means of economic mobility for many Black men. On the oth-
er hand, the dominance of Black Americans in military service—and therefore 
among these most likely to be put in harm’s way on behalf of the nation—is 
striking, especially in light of broader current conversations about race, justice 
and equity.”61 

It is important for the military to represent the people it serves, and that 
starts at recruiting stations where there must be visibility on diverse personnel 
in the office, on the materials, and seen in marketing campaigns. Recruiters 
must enhance their current approaches by following social trends of America’s 
teenage population.62 Growing youth propensity to serve also requires engag-
ing with youth in the means they are the most comfortable, including popular 
social media platforms, other information networks, and in trending applica-
tions.63 Distributing correct facts, debunking military stereotypes and myths, 
and wholly representing the talent pool is crucial for attracting talent of all 
demographics. Women and their families, for example, fear possible sexual as-
sault in the military and may not join for this reason.64 Effective delivery of 
inclusive practices, accurate narratives, and employment of inclusion-focused 
recruiting not only builds diversity in our ranks, but it also builds trust with the 
American people and taxpayers who feel wholly represented by troops of every 
background.

In addition to recruiting diverse and effective talent, retaining talent is a 
challenge for the U.S. military. The Department of Defense Diversity, Equity, 
Inclusion, and Accessibility Strategic Plan: Fiscal Years 2022–2023 prioritizes ob-
jectives for career progression and retention. There must be opportunities for 
all demographics to be promoted and serve in key positions and gain career- 
enhancing education with selection transparency. Additionally, the roadmap 
prioritizes mentorship for underrepresented groups and elimination of work 
environment and policy barriers that inhibit equitable practices.65 Leaders must 
ensure all members have fair opportunities to develop and succeed. Further-
more, structural concerns may disproportionately impact certain demograph-
ics. Women are almost one-third more likely to leave the Service at any time 
than their male counterparts. Family concerns, including access to adequate 
and affordable housing, stability for children, family planning support, reliable 
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and affordable childcare, and other quality of life factors are cited as top reasons 
women leave the Services.66 These issues are “inextricably linked” to military 
readiness.67 Addressing and rectifying these problems must be a priority to re-
tain talented personnel. 

The National Defense Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 2023 (NDAA) ad-
dresses some of these issues. The Services and the Department of Defense are 
hiring more than 2,000 prevention professionals, aimed at changing the culture 
around sexual harassment and assault and other adverse behaviors that harm re-
cruitment and retention efforts.68 The NDAA also called for studies to examine 
compensation models, barriers to home ownership, and promotion pathways 
for servicemembers.69 Other recent DOD actions may also address barriers. A 
recent memorandum on family planning by the secretary of defense seeks to 
address both privacy and access to care concerns that arose out of the Dobbs vs. 
Jackson Women’s Health Organization (2022) that overturned the provision of 
a constitutional right to an abortion.70 While it is too soon to determine the im-
pact of these changes, they show an understanding of the requirement to meet 
the needs of servicemembers to recruit and retain a diverse force. 

Challenges to Human Weapon System Management 
and Employment: Ties to Operational Effectiveness
Recruitment and retention are not the only challenges that the United States 
faces regarding the human weapon system. Most of the directives discussed are 
focused on personnel systems and policies. However, for the Services to fully 
embrace an action, there must be direct ties to operational effectiveness. The 
Independent Review Commission on Sexual Assault in the Military found that 
while personnel issues are frequently talked about as “readiness issues,” they are 
not measured or tracked as such, allowing them to become afterthoughts in the 
minds of operationally minded military leaders.71

Making the direct connections between personnel actions and operational 
effectiveness is a missing link for the effective management and employment of 
the human weapon system. Arguments about the “wokeness” of the military 
highlight that the operational link between a diverse force and operational ne-
cessity is not yet fully understood.72 To fully engage across gray zone activities, 
the Services need to incorporate the importance of diversity in their doctrine, 
planning, and professional military education processes.73 

These actions have proven tactically, operationally, and strategically effec-
tive. Gender advisors and gender focal points at the combatant commands have 
strengthened the United States’ strategic partnerships in key contested regions 
and improved stability and security during humanitarian and disaster response 
operations.74 Additionally, they have proven successful in strengthening ties be-
tween the DOD and other government agencies, such as the Department of 
State and USAID.75 This whole-of-government approach is necessary for gray 
zone competition. 

Building off the success of combatant commands, the DOD and military 
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Services would benefit from standardizing aspects of the gender advisor work-
force and integrating diverse perspectives throughout the operational planning 
process. Revising the planning process to consider all perspectives will signal to 
the force that addressing diversity initiatives is essential and leads to an inclusive 
culture where the safety and well-being of all members is seen as an essential 
part of security and military operations.76

Conclusion
Success in gray zone operations requires thoughtful management of the human 
weapon system. To do this, the United States must also leverage the diverse 
talents of its force and fully integrate diverse perspectives into operational plan-
ning and readiness. As our near-peer competitors are becoming increasingly 
narrow in their view of security, there is an opportunity to leverage diverse per-
spectives and be successful before competition escalates to conflict. While the 
United States has enacted various diversity initiatives in the past several years, 
the importance of personnel cannot be eclipsed by investments in technology. 
As the United States shifts focus on a new pacing threat, the human weapon 
system remains the linchpin of our success. 
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