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For the women who have always seen further than anyone gave them credit for. 

For those who map the board while others watch the next move. 

Who read the room before the room knows it is being read. 

Who understand that the most powerful position 

is the one you chose three decisions ago. 

You were always the strategist. 

This book finally calls you what you are. 
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H O W  T O  U S E  T H I S  B O O K  

 

A Guide for Readers 

 

 

PROFILER is designed to be read in two ways: straight through, and in conversation with the Profiler 

Ribbon course it accompanies. You will get something from reading it either way, but you will get 

something different depending on when and how you read. If you are reading before beginning the 

course: read it as orientation. Let it give you the scientific and historical foundation for what you are 

about to train. Pay particular attention to the historical profiles: not for their drama, but for their 

methodology. Notice what these women actually did. Notice where their capacity came from. Notice 

that none of them were exceptions. If you are reading alongside the course: read it as context. When 

the course asks you to practice a specific skill, find the section of this book that covers the science 

beneath that skill. The course teaches what to do. This book explains why it works: and why it is yours 

to do. If you are reading after completing the course: read it as integration. You will find, as promised 

in the introduction, that the second read feels different. By then you will have direct experience with 

the material, and the historical and scientific context will land differently against that experience. At 

the end of each chapter, you will find a set of Reflection Questions. These are not assignments. They 

are invitations: points where the chapter's ideas can be turned inward and made personal. Some of 

them will be immediately relevant to your experience. Some will not. Take what is useful. 

 

Following the reflection questions, you will find journal pages. Use them or not. Some people find 

that writing produces a different kind of processing than reading. If you are one of them, use the space. 

If you are not, leave it blank. Both choices are fine. Finally: this book is free. It is not free because the 

content is low-quality. It is free because the women who need it most cannot always pay for it. If this 

book is useful to you, tell someone else about it. That is the only payment requested. 

 

Pro Bono Non Malo: For Good, Not Evil 
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I N T R O D U C T I O N  

The Mind That 

 

 

Moves First 

 

The Mind That Moves First 

 

You have been in rooms where you could see exactly what was going to happen three moves before it 

happened. You said nothing, because saying it would have sounded arrogant, or premature, or because 

no one was asking. Then it happened. And you moved on. That capacity is not luck. It is not 

personality. It is a set of cognitive skills that can be identified, described, and deliberately developed: 

the ability to hold multiple variables in working memory simultaneously, to model how systems 

change over time, to identify second and third-order consequences of decisions, and to recognize 

patterns that precede outcomes before those outcomes become visible to anyone else. This is strategic 

thinking. Not strategy in the boardroom sense, not five-year planning documents, not the vocabulary 

of management consulting. Strategic thinking as a cognitive discipline: the ability to see the shape of 

things before they fully form, to identify the leverage points in a situation, and to position yourself in 

relation to them before anyone else has noticed they exist. The history of women in strategy is a history 

of erasure. Women who demonstrated exceptional strategic capacity were routinely described in other 

terms: shrewd, calculating, manipulative, lucky. The cognitive work was invisible, or it was reframed 

as something less legitimate. The record, when you look carefully, tells a different story. The women 

in this book operated at the highest levels of strategic complexity, in conditions where the cost of error 

was catastrophic, with tools and access that were systematically inferior to their male counterparts. 

They succeeded because the thinking was better. 

 

The Strategist Ribbon teaches you the operational framework: systems thinking, game theory 

applications, decision trees under uncertainty, red team analysis, the long position. This book provides 

the scientific and historical foundation. Understanding how strategic cognition works at the 

neurological level, what conditions support it and what suppress it, and how the women in these pages 

used it in the most consequential circumstances imaginable is what makes the skill real rather than 

theoretical. The women profiled here did not have the vocabulary you are about to learn. They had the 

capacity, operating below the level of conscious framework, developed through observation and 

necessity in environments that did not reward mistakes. You are in a different position. You have the 

framework. You have their example. And you have, if you have read this far, already demonstrated 

the patience and curiosity that strategic thinking requires. The most important thing about strategic 

capacity is not the moves you make. It is the clarity about what you are playing for, which almost 

always turns out to be different from what anyone else in the room thinks you are playing for. That 

clarity is where this book begins. 
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The Architecture of Strategic Thought How the Brain Plans Across Time 

 

Strategy is not about being smarter than everyone else. It is about thinking about different things than 

everyone else. 

 

C H A P T E R  O N E  

 

 

The Architecture of 

Strategic Thought 

What Makes Thinking Strategic 

 

 

Strategic thinking is distinguished from tactical thinking not by intelligence but 
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C H A P T E R  O N E  

The Architecture of Strategic Thought 

 

 

immediate situation: what do I do right now, given the conditions as they exist. Strategic thinking 

holds the immediate situation within a larger frame: how does what I do now affect the shape of the 

situation three months from now, and what does the shape of that situation mean for the decision I will 

face then. Research in cognitive psychology identifies the capacity to mentally simulate future states 

as one of the most distinctively human cognitive abilities. It is mediated by the prefrontal cortex, which 

integrates information from across the brain to model scenarios that have not yet occurred. This 

capacity is not fixed. It is trainable, and the training involves exactly the kind of deliberate practice 

this book supports: exposure to strategic scenarios, analysis of strategic outcomes, and the habit of 

asking, for any given decision, what happens next. 

 

Systems Thinking and Feedback Loops Most people think in lines: cause leads to effect, which leads 

to outcome. Strategic thinkers think in systems: cause leads to effect, which creates feedback that 

modifies the original cause, which creates second-order effects that interact 

 

with third-order effects from earlier decisions. The difference between linear and systemic thinking is 

the difference between playing checkers and playing chess, and the difference between chess and the 

actual complexity of most real-world situations. Systems thinking requires the ability to hold multiple 

causal chains in working memory simultaneously and to model how they interact. It also requires the 

ability to identify feedback loops, places where the output of a system becomes an input that changes 

the system's behavior over time. Understanding whether a feedback loop is reinforcing (amplifying 

change) or balancing (dampening change) is foundational to predicting how a situation will evolve 

and where intervention will have the most leverage. 

 

Second and Third-Order Consequences A first-order consequence is the immediate and direct result 

of an action. A second-order consequence is what happens because of the first-order consequence. A 

third-order consequence is what happens because of the second-order consequence. Most people, in 

most decisions, think about first-order consequences. Strategic thinkers extend that thinking at least 

two levels deeper as a matter of habit. The practice of second and third-order thinking is uncomfortable 

because it often reveals that the obvious action is not the best action, and that the best action is not 

obvious. It requires tolerating uncertainty and complexity longer than most people prefer. But the 

strategic advantage it confers is substantial: in almost every competitive environment, the person who 

has modeled consequences two levels deeper than their competitors is operating with information that 

no one else in the room has. 
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Pattern Recognition Across Domains Strategic thinkers are distinguished by the breadth and depth of 

the pattern libraries they carry. A pattern library is an accumulated store of recognized configurations: 

situations that have occurred before, in some domain, and the outcomes that followed from them. 

When a strategic thinker encounters a new situation, they unconsciously search this library for 

structural similarities, and the matching pattern provides a rapid initial hypothesis about how the 

situation is likely to develop. This is why breadth of knowledge matters for strategic thinking even 

when it seems unrelated to the immediate domain. History, biology, game theory, psychology, 

economics, military strategy: all of these contribute patterns to the library. A person who has studied 

how empires collapse, how epidemics spread, how markets crash, and how negotiations fail carries 

pattern recognition resources that a domain specialist without that breadth does not. The strategic 

thinker is, almost always, someone who reads widely and across disciplines. 

 

The Long Position The long position is the strategic concept that describes the optimal location in a 

system, not for the next move, but for the series of moves that will follow. Identifying the long position 

requires modeling the future state of a situation and working backward: where do I need to be when 

that future state arrives, and what does that require me to do now? This is the inverse of how most 

people think, which is forward from the present situation. 

 

Working backward from desired future states is one of the most reliable methods for generating non-

obvious strategic moves. It consistently reveals positions and actions that forward-thinking analysis 

would never surface, because those positions and actions only make sense in light of futures that have 

not yet occurred. The ability to hold a clear picture of a future state, and to navigate present decisions 

in light of it, is the core operational skill of the strategist. 

 

 

H I S T O R I C A L  P R O F I L E  

 

Queen Nzinga of Ndongo and Matamba 1583 to 1663 

 

Nzinga Mbande came to power in circumstances that would have ended most political careers before 

they began. Her brother, the king of Ndongo, had used her as his emissary in negotiations with the 

Portuguese governor in Luanda in 1622, a meeting she turned into a legendary demonstration of 

strategic intelligence. When the governor refused to offer her a chair, requiring her to stand in a posture 

of submission, she reportedly gestured to one of her attendants, who knelt on all fours, and she sat on 

that attendant's back for the remainder of the meeting. The message was precise: she had not come to 

submit, and she was not going to. The negotiations that followed established a treaty, but Nzinga 

understood, more clearly than her brother did, that the Portuguese were not negotiating in good faith. 

They were managing time while consolidating position. She advised against the settlement. Her advice 
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was ignored. Within a decade, the Portuguese had broken the treaty, enslaved the people they had 

promised to protect, and installed a puppet king in Ndongo. 

 

When her brother died and she took power, Nzinga spent the next forty years conducting one of the 

most sophisticated resistance campaigns in African history against one of the most powerful colonial 

forces of the era. She understood that she could not defeat the Portuguese in direct military 

confrontation with the resources she had. So she played a longer game: forming alliances with the 

Dutch, with rival African kingdoms, and with escaped slaves who became formidable fighters under 

her command. She converted to Christianity when it served diplomatic purposes, then governed as a 

traditional religious leader when it served different ones. She negotiated, attacked, retreated, 

regrouped, and persisted. Her strategic genius was spatial and temporal simultaneously. She chose 

defensive terrain that neutralized Portuguese firepower advantages. She built networks of intelligence 

that gave her warning of Portuguese movements. She cultivated relationships with enslaved people 

who had worked inside Portuguese operations and understood their logistics. She identified the 

leverage points in every situation she faced and moved toward them before the Portuguese understood 

what she was doing. Nzinga died at eighty, still ruling, still fighting, having preserved the 

independence of Matamba through four decades of colonial pressure that destroyed most of the other 

kingdoms in her region. She did not defeat Portuguese colonialism. But she outlasted, outmaneuvered, 

and outthought every Portuguese commander who faced her, for forty years, with inferior resources, 

and left behind a kingdom that remained independent for more than a century after her death. 

 

 

R E F L E C T I O N  Q U E S T I O N S  

 

The Architecture of Strategic Thought 

Questions for Personal Application 

 

1. Think of a decision you made recently. What time horizon were you 

thinking within? If you extended that horizon by five years, how would the analysis change? 

2. Where in your professional or personal life are you thinking linearly when a systemic analysis would 

serve you better? What feedback loops are you not currently tracking? 3. Identify a situation you are 

currently in where second-order consequences are likely to be more significant than first-order 

consequences. What are those second-order consequences, and how does knowing them affect what 

you should do now? 4. What are the three domains outside your primary area of expertise from which 

you most regularly draw strategic patterns? If you cannot name three, which domains might be worth 

adding to your reading? 5. Think of someone you consider a genuine strategic thinker. What 

specifically do they do differently from people who are not? How much of what they do is copiable? 

6. What future state are you currently working backward from in your professional life? If you cannot 
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articulate one, what would you most want the picture to look like in three years, and what does that 

require of your decisions now? 

 

 

Chapter One: My Reflections 

 

 

Chapter One: Continued 

 

 

Game Theory and Strategic Interaction 

 

When Your Outcome Depends on What Someone Else Does 

 

The player who knows what the other player will do has already won. 

 

C H A P T E R  T W O  

 

 

Game Theory and 

Strategic Interaction 

What Game Theory Actually Is 

 

 

Game theory is the mathematical study of strategic interaction: situations where 
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C H A P T E R  T W O  

Game Theory and Strategic Interaction 

 

 

choices of others. It was formalized by John von Neumann and Oskar Morgenstern in the 1940s, 

extended by John Nash in the 1950s, and has since become foundational to economics, political 

science, evolutionary biology, and military strategy. Its core insight is deceptively simple: if you want 

to choose well, you have to model how others will choose. The most famous concept in game theory 

is the Nash equilibrium: a situation where no player can improve their outcome by changing their 

strategy, given the strategies of all other players. Nash equilibria are not always optimal: the Prisoner's 

Dilemma shows a situation where rational self-interest produces an outcome that is worse for everyone 

than mutual cooperation would have been. Understanding Nash equilibria allows you to identify when 

a situation is stable and when it is ripe for disruption through strategic moves that others have not yet 

considered. 

 

Zero-Sum vs. Non-Zero-Sum Games 

 

A zero-sum game is one where every gain for one player comes at the direct expense of another: poker, 

war for territory, most sports. A non-zero-sum game is one where the total available to all players can 

expand or contract through their choices: trade, most negotiations, most relationships. One of the most 

consistent strategic errors is treating non-zero-sum situations as if they were zero-sum, which 

forecloses collaborative solutions that would produce better outcomes for all parties. Identifying 

whether you are in a zero-sum or non-zero-sum situation is one of the first strategic questions to ask 

in any competitive environment. In most complex real-world situations, the answer is neither purely 

zero-sum nor purely non-zero-sum but a mixture: some interests are in direct conflict, others are 

compatible or even aligned. The ability to separate the zero-sum components from the non-zero-sum 

components and handle them differently is a foundational strategic skill that most people never 

develop. 

 

Commitment and Credibility In game theory, a commitment is a strategic move that constrains your 

own future choices in order to influence how others choose. A credible threat is a threat whose 

execution is in your interest to carry out if the threatened action occurs. A non-credible threat is one 

that your adversary knows you will not carry out, and which therefore has no strategic force. 

Understanding the difference between credible and non-credible commitments is essential to strategic 

positioning. The ability to make credible commitments, and to recognize when the other player's 

commitments are not credible, is one of the highest-leverage strategic skills available. Credible 

commitments change the game before the 
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game is played: they eliminate options for other players and create expectations that shape the entire 

subsequent interaction. A strategist who understands commitment theory can often determine the 

outcome of a negotiation or competitive situation by the positions they establish before the formal 

competition begins. 

 

Information Asymmetry as Advantage In most strategic situations, different players have access to 

different information. Information asymmetry, the differential distribution of relevant knowledge, is 

one of the most powerful strategic variables available. A player who knows what others do not know 

has a structural advantage that compounds with every decision. Understanding what information you 

have, what information others have, and how to use the gap between the two is a core strategic 

competency. Information asymmetry can be exploited through signaling, actions that reveal 

information strategically, and through screening, actions that induce others to reveal information. It 

can also be protected by denying opponents information about your true position or intentions. The 

strategic management of information, what to reveal, what to withhold, what to signal, and what to 

conceal, is often more important than any specific tactical move in the situations this book addresses. 

 

Iterated Games and Reputation 

 

A one-shot game is played once, with no expectation of future interaction. An iterated game is played 

repeatedly, over time, with the same players. The strategic logic of these two types of games is 

fundamentally different. In a one-shot game, there is no future to consider, and self-interest often 

produces defection. In an iterated game, the shadow of the future changes the calculation: reputation, 

reliability, and the expectation of future interaction make cooperation rational in ways it is not in single 

encounters. Most of the strategic situations in life are iterated games. Careers, relationships, 

professional reputations: all of these are played across many interactions with people who remember 

what you did last time. Understanding that you are in an iterated game, and behaving accordingly, is 

one of the most important strategic orientations available. The ability to build a reputation for 

reliability, creativity, and principled behavior is itself a strategic asset that compounds over time. 

 

 

H I S T O R I C A L  P R O F I L E  

 

Hypatia of Alexandria circa 360 to 415 CE 

 

Hypatia was the leading intellectual figure in Alexandria at the turn of the fifth century, a city that was 

both the intellectual capital of the late Roman Empire and the site of one of its most violent political 

struggles. She taught mathematics, astronomy, and philosophy at the Platonic school, attracting 

students from across the empire. She corresponded with political leaders, advised governors, and 
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played a central role in the intellectual and political life of a city caught between competing religious 

and political factions. 

 

Her strategic significance lies partly in her intellectual contributions, which included commentaries 

on mathematics and astronomy that were used for centuries, and partly in her political position. She 

was the intellectual center of a pagan and Neoplatonic tradition at a moment when Christian authority 

was consolidating its grip on Alexandria. Her student and friend Orestes, the Roman prefect of Egypt, 

was in conflict with Cyril, the bishop of Alexandria, who was building the kind of religious and 

political power that prefects had traditionally held. Hypatia was caught between these forces. She 

understood the situation with strategic clarity. Her letters to Orestes, which survive in partial form 

through the correspondence of her students, show a woman who was tracking the political landscape 

carefully, advising on the management of factional relationships, and thinking about the long-term 

implications of the choices being made in the immediate conflict. She was doing, in the language of 

this chapter, exactly what game theorists describe: modeling the choices of multiple players across 

time, identifying equilibria, and advising on positions that would produce the best available outcome 

in a complex and dangerous situation. The outcome was not what she advised. Orestes' conflict with 

Cyril escalated, Hypatia was murdered by a Christian mob in 415, and Cyril consolidated his power 

over Alexandria. Her death has been interpreted as a turning point in the decline of classical learning 

in the city, the moment when one version of the future gave way to another. What her story illustrates 

for this chapter is not failure but clarity: she saw the shape of the situation accurately, understood the 

stakes, and advised accordingly. The fact that the political forces arrayed against her were ultimately 

overwhelming does not diminish the quality of her strategic analysis. Strategic thinking does not 

guarantee outcomes. It gives you the clearest possible picture of what is happening and the best 

available choices within that picture. Hypatia had both. She used them as long as she could. 

 

 

R E F L E C T I O N  Q U E S T I O N S  

 

Game Theory and Strategic Interaction 

Questions for Personal Application 

 

1. Identify a competitive situation you are currently in. Is it closer to 

zero-sum or non-zero-sum? Are you treating it appropriately for what it actually is? 2. Think 

of a commitment you have made in a strategic context. Was it credible? How did the other party assess 

its credibility, and did that assessment match yours? 3. Where do you currently have information 

asymmetry in your favor? Are you using it strategically, or are you sharing it in ways that neutralize 

the advantage? 4. Identify the most important iterated game in your professional life. How does 

knowing it is iterated change how you would handle the next difficult moment in it? 5. Think of a time 

when you played a finite-game strategy in what turned out to be an infinite game. What did that cost 
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you, and what would a different orientation have produced? 6. Who in your professional life is playing 

a genuinely sophisticated game? What are they optimizing for, and how does understanding that 

change how you interact with them? 

 

 

Chapter Two: My Reflections 

 

 

Chapter Two: Continued 

 

 

Red Team Thinking Stress-Testing Your Strategy Before Your Opponents Do 

 

The best way to find the weaknesses in your plan is to attack it yourself before anyone else 

can. 

 

C H A P T E R  T H R E E  

 

 

Red Team Thinking 

What Red Teaming Is 

 

 

Red teaming is the practice of deliberately challenging a plan, strategy, or 
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C H A P T E R  T H R E E  

Red Team Thinking 

 

 

alternatives, and exploit vulnerabilities. The term comes from military practice, where a red team 

would simulate enemy forces to test defensive strategies. It has since spread to intelligence analysis, 

corporate strategy, product development, and any domain where the cost of undetected errors is high. 

The value of red teaming is not that it produces a different answer. It is that it creates a structured 

context in which the biases, blind spots, and groupthink that lead to bad strategic decisions are 

explicitly challenged. Without red teaming, most plans are evaluated by the people who made them, 

who are cognitively invested in their success. Red teaming provides an adversarial perspective that the 

planning process itself cannot generate. 

 

Cognitive Biases That Red Teaming Addresses Confirmation bias, the tendency to seek and interpret 

information in ways that confirm existing beliefs, is the most well-documented obstacle to accurate 

strategic assessment. It operates at every level of analysis, from the individual analyst who discounts 

evidence that contradicts their hypothesis to the senior 

 

decision-maker who dismisses assessments that conflict with the strategy they have already committed 

to. Red teaming creates a structured adversarial check on confirmation bias by requiring someone to 

actively search for disconfirming evidence and alternative interpretations. Groupthink, the tendency 

of cohesive groups to converge on consensus at the expense of critical evaluation, is the organizational 

version of the same problem. Research on groupthink, developed from Irving Janis's analysis of major 

foreign policy failures, shows that highly cohesive groups with strong leadership often produce worse 

strategic decisions than less cohesive groups, precisely because the social pressure for consensus 

overrides the independent judgment that good strategy requires. Red teaming is one of the most 

effective institutional safeguards against groupthink. 

 

The Pre-Mortem Technique The pre-mortem, developed by psychologist Gary Klein, is a structured 

exercise in prospective hindsight: imagining that a plan has already failed, and working backward to 

identify what went wrong. Participants are asked to assume that the strategy has been implemented 

and has produced a catastrophic outcome, then to generate as many plausible explanations as possible 

for that failure. This framing removes the social pressure to be optimistic that distorts most prospective 

analysis. Research on the pre-mortem technique shows that it consistently surfaces failure modes that 

standard planning processes miss. The prospective hindsight framing makes it socially acceptable to 

articulate concerns that would otherwise be suppressed, and the assumption of failure focuses attention 

on the specific mechanisms by which a plan could go wrong rather than on the general question 
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of whether it will. For any significant strategic decision, the pre-mortem is one of the highest-value 

preparatory exercises available. 

 

Adversarial Modeling Adversarial modeling is the practice of constructing a detailed, accurate model 

of how your adversary, competitor, or counterpart perceives the situation and is likely to act. It requires 

temporarily setting aside your own perspective and reasoning from the other position: what 

information do they have, what are their constraints and incentives, what does success look like from 

their vantage point, and what moves are available to them that you may not have fully considered? 

The failure to conduct genuine adversarial modeling is one of the most consistent sources of strategic 

error. People routinely assume that their adversaries see the situation the same way they do, want the 

same things they want, and are constrained by the same factors they are constrained by. These 

assumptions are almost always wrong, and the errors they produce compound over time. Genuine 

adversarial modeling requires the same empathic discipline described in the DIPLOMAT companion 

volume: the ability to understand a perspective you do not share, well enough to predict behavior from 

that perspective. 

 

Building a Personal Red Team Practice Not every decision warrants a formal red team process, but 

every significant strategic decision benefits from the mindset. A practical personal red team practice 

involves, for any major decision, explicitly generating the strongest 

 

possible case against the decision you are inclined to make, identifying the single most likely way the 

decision could fail, and asking someone who disagrees with you to articulate their best argument 

against your position. These three moves take minutes and consistently produce better decisions. The 

most valuable red team questions are not the ones that challenge the details of a plan but the ones that 

challenge its foundational assumptions. What would have to be true about the world for this strategy 

to fail? What am I assuming about how others will respond that I have not verified? What do I most 

not want to be told right now, and why? The answers to these questions, taken seriously, are where 

the most important strategic revisions are found. 

 

 

H I S T O R I C A L  P R O F I L E  

 

Harriet Tubman circa 1822 to 1913 

 

Harriet Tubman's strategic intelligence is not always described as such. She is most commonly framed 

as a hero of moral courage, which she was. But the operational record of what she actually did reveals 

a strategic thinker of the first order: someone who designed and executed complex operations under 

conditions of extreme danger, with no institutional support, against adversaries who had significant 

resources and legal authority. Her thirteen missions to free enslaved people from Maryland's Eastern 
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Shore between 1849 and 1860 were not improvised acts of daring. They were planned operations. She 

conducted advance reconnaissance of routes. She identified safe houses and sequenced them into 

corridors. She moved parties at night, in winter, using the North Star for navigation. She carried a gun, 

and she told the people she was leading that she would use it on anyone who turned back, because one 

person's capture under interrogation could destroy the entire network. She understood operational 

security before the term existed. 

 

Her red team thinking was instinctive and continuous. She was constantly modeling adversary 

behavior: where patrols would be, which roads would be watched, when pursuit was most likely. She 

changed her routes constantly. She moved on Saturdays because the earliest a runaway notice could 

be published was Monday, giving her parties a day-and-a-half head start. These are not the moves of 

someone reacting to circumstances. They are the moves of someone who had modeled the situation in 

advance and planned for contingencies. During the Civil War, the Union Army used her as a scout and 

spy in South Carolina, eventually making her the operational lead for a raid on the Combahee River 

in June 1863 that freed more than seven hundred enslaved people. She had spent weeks gathering 

intelligence from the river's enslaved pilots, who knew where Confederate mines had been placed in 

the water. The raid succeeded because the intelligence was accurate and the operational planning was 

sound. It was the first American military raid planned and led by a woman. What Tubman's story 

illustrates for this chapter is that red team thinking is not a luxury of people with institutional resources 

and formal training. It is a survival skill that people operating against superior adversaries develop 

because they cannot afford to be wrong. Every risk she took was calculated. Every route was chosen 

after modeling the adversary's likely response. She was not brave in spite of her intelligence. She was 

effective because of it. 

 

 

R E F L E C T I O N  Q U E S T I O N S  

 

Red Team Thinking 

Questions for Personal Application 

 

1. Choose a plan or strategy you are currently committed to. What is the 

single most likely way it fails? Have you stress-tested that specific failure mode, or have you 

been avoiding it? 

 

2. What is the strongest argument against a position you currently hold? If 

you cannot articulate it clearly and charitably, what does that tell you about the quality of your 

analysis? 3. When did you last change your mind based on new evidence or a compelling counter-

argument? If you cannot remember a recent example, what does that suggest about your current 
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orientation toward being wrong? 4. Identify a group you are part of that may be experiencing 

groupthink. What topics are not discussed? Whose disagreement is being suppressed? What would it 

take to create space for genuine dissent? 5. Do a pre-mortem on a current important project or decision. 

Assume it has failed catastrophically. Write down ten plausible explanations for the failure. Which of 

those ten are you currently not addressing? 6. Who are the people in your professional life who most 

reliably challenge your thinking? Are you giving them sufficient access to your current plans and 

reasoning? 

 

 

Chapter Three: My Reflections 

 

 

Chapter Three: Continued 

 

 

Decision Architecture Under Uncertainty Choosing Well When You Cannot Know Enough 

 

The goal is not to eliminate uncertainty. It is to make good decisions in spite of it. 

 

C H A P T E R  F O U R  

 

 

Decision Architecture 

Under Uncertainty 

The Uncertainty Landscape 
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Strategic decisions are made under uncertainty. This is not a bug; it is the 
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Decision Architecture Under Uncertainty 

 

 

the decision would not be strategic. The question is not how to eliminate uncertainty but how to reason 

well in its presence: to make decisions that are defensible given what you know, that preserve 

optionality where possible, and that position you well for the range of futures that might actually 

arrive. Research in decision science distinguishes between risk, where the probabilities of different 

outcomes are known, and uncertainty, where they are not. Most strategic situations involve genuine 

uncertainty rather than calculable risk. This means that probability calculations, while useful for 

understanding the range of possibilities, are often less important than the quality of the mental model 

underlying them. A decision that is optimal for a probability distribution that does not describe reality 

is not actually optimal. 

 

Preserving Optionality One of the most reliable principles for decision-making under uncertainty is to 

preserve optionality: to prefer decisions that keep future choices open over decisions that foreclose 

them, especially early in a situation where information 

 

is still accumulating. This does not mean avoiding commitment, which is itself a choice with costs. It 

means being deliberate about which doors you close and when, and being willing to pay the price of 

maintaining options rather than converting uncertainty to false certainty. The value of optionality is 

highest when the range of possible futures is widest. In the early stages of a complex situation, when 

the direction of events is genuinely unclear, decisions that maintain flexibility have a systematic 

advantage over decisions that optimize for a specific predicted future. As the situation develops and 

uncertainty resolves, the balance shifts: at some point, preserving optionality becomes indecision, and 

committing to a position becomes necessary. Knowing when that point has arrived is one of the key 

judgment calls in strategic decision-making. 

 

Scenario Planning Scenario planning is a strategic tool for reasoning about uncertain futures by 

developing detailed, internally consistent pictures of several alternative futures, rather than trying to 

predict which single future will arrive. The purpose is not prediction but preparation: to understand 

the range of futures that might arrive, to identify which decisions perform well across multiple 

scenarios, and to develop early warning indicators that signal which scenario is developing. Effective 

scenario planning does not produce three versions of the same future with different growth rates. It 

produces structurally different futures that differ in the fundamental assumptions they make about how 

key uncertainties resolve. The scenarios that are most useful are the ones that challenge the 

assumptions the decision-maker most takes for granted, because those are the assumptions whose 

failure would produce the largest strategic surprises. 

 



D R .  T E R R Y  O R O S Z I  

25 

The Reversibility Heuristic When facing a decision under uncertainty, one of the most useful practical 

heuristics is to assess the reversibility of each option. Reversible decisions can be corrected if they 

turn out to be wrong. Irreversible decisions cannot. Under genuine uncertainty, all else being equal, 

reversible decisions are preferable to irreversible ones, because reversibility is itself a form of 

preserved optionality. This heuristic does not mean never making irreversible decisions. It means 

being explicit about when a decision is irreversible, ensuring that the analysis supporting it is 

correspondingly thorough, and distinguishing between decisions that feel irreversible and decisions 

that actually are. Many decisions that feel permanent are not, and many decisions that look temporary 

are actually commitments that will prove very difficult to undo. Clarity about reversibility is a 

precondition for appropriate caution. 

 

Calibrated Confidence Calibrated confidence is the alignment between how certain you are about a 

belief and how likely that belief is to be correct. A well-calibrated person who says they are ninety 

percent confident in something turns out to be right about ninety percent of the time when they make 

such claims. A poorly calibrated person who says they are ninety percent confident may be right much 

less often, or may express false modesty about beliefs they hold more firmly than they admit. 

 

Research on expert judgment shows that calibration is trainable. The practice of making explicit 

probability estimates, tracking outcomes, and updating beliefs based on evidence systematically 

improves calibration over time. For strategic decision-making, calibration matters because decisions 

based on overconfident assessments of the future consistently produce worse outcomes than decisions 

based on appropriately uncertain ones. Acknowledging genuine uncertainty, rather than pretending to 

confidence you do not have, is not weakness. It is the foundation of good strategic judgment. 

 

 

R E F L E C T I O N  Q U E S T I O N S  

 

Decision Architecture Under Uncertainty 

Questions for Personal Application 

 

1. Think of a significant decision you are currently facing. What are the 

key uncertainties, and which of them are most likely to resolve over the next three to six months 

if you wait? 2. Where in your current situation are you closing doors prematurely, before the 

uncertainty has resolved enough to justify the irreversibility? What would it cost to keep those doors 

open a little longer? 3. Develop two or three genuinely different scenarios for a current strategic 

situation. Not optimistic and pessimistic versions of the same future, but structurally different futures 

with different underlying assumptions. Which decisions perform well across all scenarios? 
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4. Choose a belief you hold with high confidence about a future situation. 

If you were asked to put a probability on it, what would you say? What evidence would cause 

you to revise that probability significantly downward? 5. Think of a time when overconfidence in your 

assessment of the future led to a poor decision. What was the source of the overconfidence, and how 

has it affected how you assess similar situations now? 6. What is the most important irreversible 

decision you are facing in the next year? What would you need to know before making it that you do 

not currently know, and how could you find that out? 

 

 

Chapter Four: My Reflections 

 

 

Chapter Four: Continued 

 

 

Leverage Points and Force Multiplication 

 

Finding Where Small Changes Produce Large Outcomes 

 

Give me a lever long enough and a fulcrum on which to place it, and I shall move the world. 

 

C H A P T E R  F I V E  

 

 

Leverage Points and 

Force Multiplication 

The Concept of Leverage 
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Leverage, in strategic terms, is the disproportionate return available from certain 
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Leverage Points and Force Multiplication 

 

 

investment of effort or resources produces outcomes that are larger, faster, or more durable than the 

investment would predict. Identifying leverage points, and concentrating energy on them rather than 

distributing it evenly across all available options, is one of the defining characteristics of strategic 

effectiveness. Systems theorist Donella Meadows identified twelve types of leverage points in 

complex systems, ranging from low-leverage interventions like adjusting parameters within an 

existing structure to high-leverage interventions like changing the goals or paradigm of the system 

itself. Her insight was that the leverage points people intuitively act on, the easily visible ones like 

adjusting numbers, are typically low-leverage, while the highest-leverage points are often 

counterintuitive and invisible until you have a systemic model of the situation. 

 

Force Multiplication in Practice Force multiplication is the military concept that certain elements of a 

force can amplify the effectiveness of other elements by a factor that exceeds their individual 

contribution. Intelligence is a classic force multiplier: accurate 

 

intelligence about adversary positions and intentions makes every other military asset more effective. 

Training is another: a well-trained unit with inferior equipment often outperforms a poorly trained unit 

with superior equipment. In non-military strategic contexts, force multiplication operates through 

similar mechanisms. Access to information that others do not have, relationships that create access to 

otherwise unavailable resources, a skill that enables faster or better execution across multiple domains: 

these are force multipliers that compound the value of everything else you bring to a situation. 

Identifying your own potential force multipliers, and investing in them preferentially, is one of the 

highest-return strategic activities available. 

 

Asymmetric Strategies Asymmetric strategy is the deliberate choice to compete on dimensions where 

you have relative advantage rather than on dimensions where the competition is direct and your 

opponent has superior resources. It is the strategic logic behind guerrilla warfare, disruptive 

innovation, and every situation where a smaller or less-resourced player successfully challenges a 

larger or more-established one. The key insight is that the most dangerous competitor is not always 

the one with the most resources but the one who has identified a dimension of competition that the 

dominant player has not optimized for. Identifying asymmetric opportunities requires a clear-eyed 

assessment of where your genuine advantages lie, including advantages that are not currently 

recognized or valued in the domain you are competing in. Women in professional environments have 

historically been required to compete on dimensions that were designed around a male norm. The 

asymmetric strategic response is not to compete better on those dimensions but to identify dimensions 

 



D R .  T E R R Y  O R O S Z I  

29 

where the existing competition has not optimized and where your actual capabilities represent genuine 

advantages. 

 

Network Effects as Leverage Network effects occur when the value of something increases with the 

number of people who use it. Telephones are worthless if only one person has one, but their value 

grows exponentially with each additional user. Social networks, languages, standards, and platforms 

all exhibit network effects, and understanding when network effects are operating gives you access to 

one of the most powerful leverage mechanisms in complex systems. In strategic terms, network effects 

mean that being early in a growing network is worth far more than being late in a mature one, that 

investing in network growth often has higher returns than investing in product improvement, and that 

the first mover who achieves network scale in a domain can maintain that advantage long after their 

initial product superiority has disappeared. Identifying when you are in a network-effects situation and 

positioning yourself accordingly is a high-leverage strategic move that changes the entire competitive 

dynamic. 

 

Timing as Leverage The concept of kairos, from the ancient Greek distinction between chronos 

(sequential time) and kairos (the right moment, the propitious moment), captures something that 

strategic thinkers have always understood: that the same action, taken at different moments in the 

development of a situation, 

 

produces radically different outcomes. A move that would have failed a year earlier succeeds because 

conditions have changed. A move that will fail a year later succeeds now because the window is open. 

Reading kairos accurately requires the same systemic and temporal awareness that strategic thinking 

more generally demands: understanding where a situation is in its developmental arc, what conditions 

are converging toward a particular inflection point, and what will change if you wait versus what you 

sacrifice by acting now. The ability to identify the right moment for a decisive move, and to have 

prepared sufficiently to take advantage of it when it arrives, is one of the most compressed expressions 

of strategic mastery. 

 

 

R E F L E C T I O N  Q U E S T I O N S  

 

Leverage Points and Force Multiplication 

Questions for Personal Application 

 

1. In your current professional situation, what are the highest-leverage 

points: the places where a relatively small investment of effort would produce 

disproportionately large outcomes? Are you currently spending energy there? 2. What are your 
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genuine force multipliers? Not the skills and resources everyone in your field has, but the specific 

capabilities that make everything else you do more effective? Are you investing in them deliberately? 

3. Identify a domain where you are currently competing on the other party's terms, using metrics and 

dimensions they have defined. What asymmetric dimensions might exist where you have genuine 

advantages that are 

 

not currently recognized? 4. Where in your professional or personal life are network effects 

operating? Are you positioned to benefit from them, or are you invested in a position that will become 

less valuable as the network grows? 5. Think of a moment of kairos: a window of opportunity that 

opened and then closed, and where acting at the right moment would have changed the outcome 

significantly. How did you recognize it, or fail to? What would earlier recognition have required? 6. 

What is the highest-leverage investment you could make in your own capabilities over the next year? 

Not the most comfortable investment or the most impressive one, but the one that would multiply the 

most effectively the other things you are trying to do? 

 

 

Chapter Five: My Reflections 

 

 

Chapter Five: Continued 

 

 

Strategic Communication 

 

Saying Less Than You Know, More Than Others Expect 

 

What you reveal tells people what you know. What you withhold tells them who you are. 

 

C H A P T E R  S I X  
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Strategic 

Communication 

Information as Strategic Currency 

 

 

In any competitive environment, information is a form of currency: it has value, 
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C H A P T E R  S I X  

Strategic Communication 

 

 

thoughtlessly. The management of information, what you reveal, to whom, when, and in what form, 

is a strategic activity that most people perform on autopilot rather than with deliberate intent. The 

result is that most people spend their information currency inefficiently, revealing things that reduce 

their strategic position while withholding things that, if shared strategically, would advance it. 

Strategic communication is not deception. It is the deliberate management of what information you 

share and when, in service of a goal that is larger than any individual conversation. It includes the 

ability to speak accurately while not speaking completely, to direct attention toward some aspects of 

a situation and away from others, and to time the release of information in ways that produce the 

responses you need rather than the responses that happen to occur. 

 

The Discipline of Listening One of the most consistent differentiators between strategic and non-

strategic communicators is the quality of their listening. Non-strategic communicators 

 

use listening time to prepare their next statement. Strategic communicators use it to extract 

information, identify inconsistencies, and develop a model of the other person's actual position, 

interests, and constraints. The result is that strategic communicators consistently know more about a 

situation than their counterparts, because they are using conversations as intelligence collection rather 

than performance. Active listening in the strategic sense involves more than attention. It involves the 

deliberate tracking of what is not said as well as what is: the questions that are deflected, the topics 

that generate physical discomfort, the statements that are carefully qualified and the ones that are 

asserted without qualification. Inconsistencies between what someone says and how they say it, 

between their verbal and nonverbal communication, and between their current statements and earlier 

ones are all strategic intelligence. 

 

Framing and Narrative Control The frame through which a situation is understood determines what 

responses are available and what options are visible. Strategic communicators understand that whoever 

controls the frame controls the range of discussable solutions. Establishing your frame early in a 

conversation, before the other party has set theirs, is one of the highest-leverage strategic moves in 

any negotiation or persuasion context. Narrative control is the sustained management of how a 

situation is understood over time. It requires consistency, because inconsistent framing signals either 

dishonesty or confusion. It requires accessibility, because a frame that requires explanation is already 

losing. And it requires connection to genuine interests, because frames that serve only the framing 

party's interests are 
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resisted, while frames that organize a situation in ways that multiple parties recognize as accurate tend 

to stick and to shape subsequent action. 

 

Strategic Silence and Selective Disclosure Silence is a form of communication, and strategic silence 

is one of the most powerful tools available to a communicator who understands how it works. When 

you know something that others do not, your silence maintains the asymmetry. When you have a 

strong position, silence after stating it allows it to land fully rather than diluting it with qualifications. 

When the other party is making an error, silence can allow the error to complete itself rather than 

interrupting it with a correction that would reveal your awareness. Selective disclosure is the practice 

of releasing information in a sequence and at a pace that serves your strategic goals rather than 

satisfying the natural human impulse to share everything you know at once. The sequence matters: 

establishing credibility before making a claim produces a different response than making the claim 

before establishing credibility. The pace matters: information released too quickly can be dismissed 

before it lands, while information released incrementally allows each piece to establish itself before 

the next arrives. 

 

Reading the Room Strategically Strategic communication is not just about what you transmit. It is also 

about what you receive and how you interpret it. Reading a room strategically means tracking not just 

what is said but who says it to whom, who reacts to whom, 

 

whose body language changes when particular topics arise, and what the pattern of attention and 

avoidance reveals about the power structure and the actual decision-making dynamics of the group. In 

any group conversation, the formal authority structure is often not the actual decision-making 

structure. The person who speaks most is not always the person whose opinion matters most. The 

person who says the least is sometimes the one everyone else is watching. Reading these dynamics 

accurately, and calibrating your communication to the actual rather than the nominal structure of the 

room, is a strategic skill that consistently distinguishes people who influence outcomes from people 

who merely participate in conversations. 

 

 

R E F L E C T I O N  Q U E S T I O N S  

 

Strategic Communication 

Questions for Personal Application 

 

1. In a recent important conversation, what percentage of the time were 

you genuinely listening versus preparing your next statement? What did you miss as a result? 

2. Where in your professional life are you releasing information more quickly or completely than 
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strategic analysis would support? What is driving that, and what is it costing you? 3. Think of a 

situation where you successfully controlled the frame of a conversation or negotiation. What did you 

do, and why did it work? How replicable is that approach? 

 

4. Who in your professional life reads a room better than anyone else you 

know? What specifically do they observe, and how does it affect their behavior? What would 

it take to develop that same capability? 5. Identify a current situation where you are communicating 

in a way that is optimized for the nominal authority structure of a group rather than the actual decision-

making structure. What would change if you calibrated to the real structure instead? 6. What is one 

thing you know about a current professional situation that you have not yet shared, because the timing 

or the audience is not right? What conditions would make it right, and how will you know when those 

conditions have arrived? 

 

 

Chapter Six: My Reflections 

 

 

Chapter Six: Continued 

 

 

Playing to Win Over Time 

 

The Ethics, Endurance, and Architecture of Long-Range Strategy 

 

You are always playing a longer game than the one that appears to be in progress. The question 

is whether you know it. 

 

C H A P T E R  S E V E N  

 

 

Playing to Win Over 

Time 

The Infinite Game 
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Simon Sinek's concept of the infinite game distinguishes between finite games, 
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Playing to Win Over Time 

 

 

infinite games, which have variable players, evolving rules, and no endpoint. Most of the meaningful 

competitions in life are infinite games: careers, organizations, relationships, societies. In an infinite 

game, the goal is not to win but to keep playing: to sustain the conditions that allow you to continue 

participating and to grow your capacity to do so over time. The strategic error most people make in 

infinite games is playing them with finite-game thinking: optimizing for discrete wins rather than for 

sustained capability. This produces decisions that win battles while losing positions: practices that 

generate short-term performance at the cost of long-term capacity, relationships managed for 

immediate advantage rather than sustained trust, choices that look like victories at the current moment 

but close off options that would have been valuable later. Understanding which game you are in is the 

prerequisite for playing it well. 

 

Strategic Patience as Investment 

 

Strategic patience, the capacity to tolerate a less-than-optimal present position in service of a better 

future one, is one of the most consistently valuable strategic orientations available. It requires the 

accurate conviction that the current position is temporary, that the conditions that make it suboptimal 

will change, and that preserving capabilities and relationships through the suboptimal period is worth 

the cost. These are analytical conclusions before they are character traits. The practice of strategic 

patience is not passive. It involves active preparation 

 

for 

 

the 

 

future 

 

state 

 

you 

 

are 
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waiting 

 

for, 

 

continuous 

 

intelligence-gathering about how conditions are evolving, and the discipline to distinguish between 

situations that call for patience and situations that call for action. The hardest version of strategic 

patience is knowing when patience has become avoidance, and acting at the right moment even when 

the comfort of waiting is available. 

 

The Ethics of Strategic Thinking Strategic thinking can be used for any purpose, including harmful 

ones. The same capacity for second-order consequence modeling, game-theoretic analysis, and red 

team thinking that makes someone effective in pursuing good ends also makes them effective in 

pursuing harmful ones. This is not an argument against developing strategic capacity. It is an argument 

for being deliberate about what ends that capacity serves. The MPSA framework is grounded in the 

principle of pro bono non malo: for good, not evil. Strategic intelligence is a tool, and like all tools, its 

value depends on what it is used for. The women in this book used their strategic capacity to resist 

oppression, to protect their people, to advance knowledge, to 

 

build institutions that outlasted them. The measure of strategic excellence is not the sophistication of 

the strategy but the quality of the ends it serves and the integrity with which it is executed. 

 

Building Institutional Intelligence Institutional intelligence is the accumulated strategic knowledge 

that exists in an organization, a community, or a practice: the understanding of how the system works, 

where the leverage points are, what has been tried and failed, what succeeded and why. It is the 

organizational equivalent of the pattern library that individual strategic thinkers carry, and it is one of 

the most valuable and most underinvested strategic assets available. Building institutional intelligence 

requires the deliberate capture of learning from experience: after-action reviews that produce genuine 

insight rather than defensive post-hoc justification, the documentation of decisions and their rationale 

so that future decision-makers can learn from the past, and the cultivation of mentorship relationships 

that transfer tacit knowledge that cannot be documented. Organizations and communities that invest 

in institutional intelligence consistently outperform those that do not, over time horizons long enough 

for the investment to compound. 

 

Legacy as Strategic Concept Legacy, understood strategically, is not about reputation or 

commemoration. It is about the durability of the outcomes you work to create: whether the conditions 

you build, the institutions you develop, the capacity you cultivate in 
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others, and the changes you help bring about persist and compound after you are no longer directly 

involved. Playing for legacy is playing for the longest timeframe available, and it consistently 

produces different decisions than playing for shorter-term outcomes. The women profiled throughout 

this book understood legacy in this sense. They were not primarily concerned with how they would be 

remembered. They were concerned with whether what they were doing would last: whether the 

network would survive them, whether the knowledge would be transmitted, whether the people they 

had protected would be able to protect others. This orientation toward durability, toward building 

things that outlast the builder, is the final expression of strategic thinking at its most developed. 

 

 

R E F L E C T I O N  Q U E S T I O N S  

 

Playing to Win Over Time 

Questions for Personal Application 

 

1. In your most important professional context, are you playing a finite or 

infinite game? Is the way you are playing it appropriate to which kind of game it actually is? 

2. Identify a situation where you sacrificed a long-term position for a short-term win. With hindsight, 

was it worth it? What would you do differently with the strategic analysis you now have? 3. What 

aspect of your current work are you building in ways that will outlast your direct involvement? If the 

answer is nothing, what would need to 

 

change for that to become true? 4. How would you describe the institutional intelligence of the 

primary organization you operate in? Where does it exist, how is it transmitted, and what is lost when 

key people leave? 5. Think of a woman in this book whose strategic legacy has lasted. What did she 

build that made it last? How does her approach inform how you think about your own work? 6. What 

is one foundational assumption in your field or domain that you suspect is wrong, or at least not as 

fixed as people treat it? What would it take to challenge it, and what would be possible if the challenge 

succeeded? 

 

 

Chapter Seven: My Reflections 

 

 

Chapter Seven: Continued 
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I N T R O D U C T I O N  

 

 

You Were Already 
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You Were Already 

 

 

Doing This 
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You Were Already 

Doing This 
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You Were Already Doing This 

 

 

Every strategic concept in this book describes something you have already done, in some form, at 

some point in your life. You have held a long position. You have identified leverage that others missed. 

You have red-teamed your own decisions, thought through second-order consequences, modeled how 

someone else was likely to behave, and chosen the right moment to act rather than the obvious one. 

You did these things without the vocabulary. You do them now with it. The women profiled here did 

not have the framework this book provides. Nzinga did not know she was playing a game-theoretic 

long game against Portuguese colonialism. Catherine did not consciously apply scenario planning to 

the Pugachev Rebellion. Tubman did not read Donella Meadows on leverage points. They had the 

instinct, operating at a level of sophistication that the vocabulary available to them could not fully 

describe, and they trusted it in conditions where error was catastrophic. The framework changes what 

is possible. When you can name what you are doing, you can do it more deliberately and more 

consistently. You can teach it to others. You can recognize it when it is being done well or poorly, by 

you or by someone else. You can build it into your planning process rather than hoping it shows up 

when you need it. The vocabulary is not the skill. But the vocabulary makes the skill reliable. The 

Strategist Ribbon will give you the practice: the simulations, the structured exercises, the feedback 

that transforms conceptual understanding into 

 

automatic competence. What this book has given you is the foundation beneath the practice: the 

science of how strategic cognition works, the history of women who used it in the hardest conditions 

available, and the conviction that what they had is what you have. You see several steps ahead. You 

have always seen several steps ahead. Now you know why it works, and what to do when it does not. 

That is the difference between instinct and mastery. You now have both. 

 

Mission Possible Spy Academy 

 

Conclusion: My Reflections 

 

Conclusion: My Reflections 

 

Tools 
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Operational Self-Assessment 

 

Use this assessment at the beginning of your Profiler Ribbon work, and again when you complete the 

course. It is not a test. There are no correct answers. It is a calibration tool: a way of taking a precise 

inventory of your starting point so that change, when it happens, is visible. 

 

Rate each statement on a scale of 1 to 5: 1 = Not at all like me. 3 = Sometimes like me. 5 = Consistently 

like me. 

 

1. Systems Thinking I routinely analyze situations in terms of feedback loops, second and third-order 

consequences, and the relationships between variables over time, rather than in terms of simple linear 

cause and effect. [ ] 1. I tend to think about situations in terms of direct causes and effects, and do not 

habitually consider feedback loops or multi-level consequences. [ ] 2. I understand systems thinking 

conceptually and apply it sometimes, but revert to linear analysis when situations are complex or 

pressure is high. [ ] 3. I apply systems thinking regularly in professional analysis and can usually 

identify feedback loops and second-order consequences in situations I know well. [ ] 4. Systems 

thinking is my default mode of analysis. I habitually model feedback loops, track second and third-

order consequences, and identify the structural properties of 

 

situations before deciding how to act. 

 

2. Red Team Orientation I actively seek out the strongest arguments against my own positions and 

plans, and I create structured opportunities for others to challenge my analysis before I commit to a 

course of action. [ ] 1. I tend to defend my positions when they are challenged rather than treating 

challenges as valuable information about potential failure modes. [ ] 2. I understand the value of red 

team thinking and try to consider counter-arguments, but find it difficult to maintain this orientation 

when I am personally committed to a position. [ ] 3. I regularly conduct informal pre-mortems on my 

plans, seek out genuine dissenters, and treat adversarial challenge as a component of quality analysis. 

[ ] 4. Red team thinking is embedded in how I work. I build adversarial review into my planning 

process, seek out people who will challenge my assumptions, and maintain genuine openness to the 

possibility that I am wrong. 

 

3. Decision Quality Under Uncertainty I make good decisions under uncertainty by calibrating my 

confidence appropriately, preserving optionality where possible, and using scenario thinking to 

evaluate choices across multiple possible futures. [ ] 1. I find uncertainty uncomfortable and tend to 

resolve it through overconfident prediction rather than by developing decisions that perform well 

across a range of possible futures. [ ] 2. I understand calibration and scenario thinking conceptually 

but find it difficult to maintain appropriate uncertainty under time pressure or when stakeholders are 
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expecting confident answers. [ ] 3. I regularly use scenario planning and calibrated confidence in 

significant decisions, and I can usually distinguish between irreversible and reversible choices with 

appropriate implications for each. [ ] 4. My approach to significant decisions under uncertainty is 

systematic: I identify key uncertainties, develop multiple scenarios, seek decisions that perform well 

across scenarios, and maintain calibrated confidence even when expressing uncertainty is socially 

uncomfortable. 

 

4. Leverage Identification I consistently identify the highest-leverage points in situations I face and 

concentrate my energy there rather than distributing it evenly across all available options. [ ] 1. I tend 

to apply effort where the work is visible or where I have existing skill, rather than where the leverage 

is highest. [ ] 2. I understand the concept of leverage and sometimes identify high-leverage 

opportunities, but do not systematically analyze leverage before deciding where to invest effort. [ ] 3. 

I regularly analyze situations for leverage points and usually concentrate my energy on the highest-

leverage activities, even when they are not the most comfortable or most visible. [ ] 4. Leverage 

analysis is part of my standard planning process. I consistently identify the structural leverage points 

in situations I face, and I make deliberate choices about where to concentrate effort based on expected 

return rather than habit or visibility. 

 

5. Game-Theoretic Awareness I accurately model how others in competitive and cooperative situations 

are likely to choose, and I factor that modeling into my own strategy rather than 

 

deciding independently of what others will do. [ ] 1. I tend to decide based on what is optimal for me 

given the current situation, without systematically modeling how others will respond to my choices. [ 

] 2. I think about how others will respond to my decisions, but my modeling tends to assume they will 

respond the way I would respond, rather than the way they are actually likely to respond given their 

interests and constraints. [ ] 3. I regularly model how others will choose in competitive and cooperative 

situations, accounting for their actual interests and constraints rather than projecting my own, and I 

factor that modeling into my strategic decisions. [ ] 4. Adversarial and cooperative modeling is central 

to how I approach strategic situations. I invest significant effort in understanding others' positions from 

the inside, I identify Nash equilibria and commitment dynamics, and I consistently make decisions 

that account for the full strategic interaction rather than my position in isolation. 

 

6. Long-Game Orientation I consistently hold long-range strategic goals in mind while making short-

term decisions, and I am willing to accept less-than-optimal short-term outcomes in service of better 

long-term positions. [ ] 1. I tend to optimize for immediate results and find it difficult to sacrifice 

present advantages for future ones, especially when the future benefits are uncertain. [ ] 2. I understand 

the value of long-game thinking and sometimes apply it, but find it hard to maintain a long-term 

orientation under immediate pressure from stakeholders or circumstances. [ ] 3. I regularly hold long-

term strategic positions in mind while making short-term decisions, and can usually maintain strategic 

patience when the analysis supports it. [ ] 4. Long-game orientation is fundamental to how I make 



S T R A T E G I S T  

46 

decisions. I have clear pictures of future states I am working toward, I evaluate present decisions in 

light of those future states, and I maintain strategic patience as a deliberate practice rather than a 

personality trait. 

 

Score Interpretation Level 1 (mostly first options) You are beginning this work with real room to grow. 

That is the correct starting condition. The Profiler Ribbon is calibrated exactly for this starting point. 

Level 2 (mostly second options) You have developed real situational awareness but have not yet 

systematized it. The Ribbon will give you the vocabulary and the protocol that makes what you already 

do more consistent and reliable. Level 3 (mostly third options) You are already reading people with 

substantial accuracy. The Profiler Ribbon will sharpen the precision of the read and extend it into high-

pressure situations where your current skill degrades. Level 4 (mostly fourth options) You are 

operating at an advanced baseline. The Capstone Mission will be your growth edge: not acquiring the 

skills but integrating them under sustained operational conditions. 

 

Take this assessment again after completing the Profiler Ribbon. The changes will be specific and 

measurable. 

 

Assessment: Notes & Observations 

 

Assessment: Notes & Observations 

 

ASSESSMENT: INITIAL SCORES (DATE: ________) 

 

Assessment: Initial Scores (Date: ________) 

 

Reference 

 

Key Terms Definitions of terms and concepts used throughout this book, organized alphabetically for 

reference. 

 

Asymmetric strategy A strategic approach that competes on dimensions where one has relative 

advantage rather than on dimensions where competition is direct and opponents have superior 

resources. Often the preferred approach for smaller or less-resourced competitors against dominant 

players. 
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Batna 

Best Alternative to a Negotiated Agreement. In strategic decision-making, the best available outcome 

if the current strategy fails. Knowing one's BATNA establishes the reservation point below which any 

agreement is worse than no agreement. 

 

Calibrated confidence The alignment between how certain one is about a belief and how often beliefs 

held with that level of confidence turn out to be correct. A well-calibrated person who claims ninety 

percent confidence is right approximately ninety percent of the time. 

 

Commitment device A strategic action that constrains one's own future choices in order to influence 

how others choose. Effective commitment devices are credible, meaning the actor would actually 

follow through on the commitment if conditions require. 

 

Confirmation bias 

 

The tendency to seek and interpret information in ways that confirm existing beliefs and to discount 

or avoid information that contradicts them. One of the most consistent and damaging cognitive biases 

in strategic analysis. 

 

Dominant strategy In game theory, a strategy that produces better outcomes than any alternative 

strategy regardless of what other players do. When a dominant strategy exists, it is the rational choice 

regardless of uncertainty about others' behavior. 

 

First-mover advantage The strategic benefit available to the first party to take a particular position, 

develop a particular capability, or establish a particular relationship. First-mover advantages are most 

significant when network effects or resource acquisition makes initial position self-reinforcing. 

 

Force multiplier An element that amplifies the effectiveness of other elements beyond their individual 

contribution. Intelligence, training, and technology are classic military force multipliers. In non-

military contexts, relationships, information access, and specific skills can serve the same function. 

 

Groupthink The tendency of cohesive groups to converge on consensus at the expense of critical 

analysis, producing decisions that are worse than independent judgment would generate. First 

documented by Irving Janis through analysis of major foreign policy failures. 

 

Infinite game A game with variable players, evolving rules, and no defined endpoint, where the goal 

is to sustain the ability to keep playing rather than to achieve a decisive win. Most significant 

professional and social competitions are infinite games. 
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Information asymmetry The differential distribution of relevant information between parties in a 

strategic situation. The party with more accurate and complete information has a structural strategic 

advantage that compounds with every decision. 

 

Kairos From ancient Greek, the concept of the right or propitious moment for action, as distinguished 

from chronos, sequential clock time. Strategic effectiveness often depends on the ability to identify 

and act at moments of kairos. 

 

Leverage point In complex systems, a location where a small change produces disproportionately large 

effects on overall system behavior. Donella Meadows identified twelve types of leverage points, 

ranging from low-leverage parameter adjustments to high-leverage paradigm changes. 

 

Nash equilibrium A situation in a game where no player can improve their outcome by changing their 

strategy, given the strategies of all other players. Nash equilibria are not always optimal, but they are 

stable: no party has individual incentive to deviate. 

 

Network effect The phenomenon in which the value of something increases with the number of people 

who use it. Network effects create winner-take-most dynamics and make early position in a growing 

network disproportionately valuable. 

 

Optionality The value of being able to choose among multiple future courses of action. Under genuine 

uncertainty, decisions that preserve optionality often outperform decisions that optimize for a specific 

predicted future. 

 

Pre-mortem A structured decision-making technique developed by Gary Klein in which participants 

assume a plan has already failed and work backward to identify the most plausible causes. Consistently 

identifies failure modes that forward-looking analysis misses. 

 

Red team A group whose explicit role is to challenge a plan, strategy, or assumption by finding flaws, 

identifying alternatives, and exploiting vulnerabilities from an adversarial perspective. Red teaming is 

a structured institutional defense against confirmation bias and groupthink. 

 

Scenario planning A strategic planning method that develops multiple detailed, internally consistent 

pictures of alternative futures rather than attempting to predict which single future will arrive. Used to 

identify decisions that perform well across scenarios and to develop early warning indicators. 
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Second-order consequence The effect that occurs because of a first-order consequence: what happens 

as a result of what happens as a result of an action. Strategic thinking routinely requires modeling 

second and third-order consequences that most people do not consider. 

 

Strategic communication The deliberate management of information release and framing in service of 

a strategic goal, including decisions about what to reveal, to whom, when, and in what form. 

 

Systems thinking An approach to analysis that examines the behavior of systems as a whole rather 

than the properties of their individual components, with particular attention to feedback loops, 

emergent properties, and the relationships between variables over time. 

 

Zero-sum game A strategic situation in which every gain for one party comes at the direct expense of 

another, so that the total available to all parties is fixed. Contrasted with non-zero-sum games, where 

the total available can expand or contract through the parties' choices. 

 

Back Matter 

 

Further Reading The following works were foundational to the ideas in this book and are 

recommended for readers who wish to explore these subjects in greater depth. 

 

Thinking in Systems: A Primer (2008) by Meadows, Donella H. 

 

The most accessible and comprehensive introduction to systems thinking available. Meadows 

identifies the twelve types of leverage points in complex systems and provides the conceptual 

vocabulary for understanding why some interventions produce large effects and others produce none. 

 

Thinking, Fast and Slow (2011) by Kahneman, Daniel 

 

The definitive popular account of dual-process theory and the cognitive biases that distort judgment. 

Essential reading for understanding how strategic thinking fails and what conditions support it. 

 

Sources of Power: How People Make Decisions (1998) by Klein, Gary 

 

Klein's research on how experts make decisions under time pressure and uncertainty, based on studies 

of firefighters, military commanders, and emergency nurses. The foundational empirical basis for 

naturalistic decision-making. 
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Thinking Strategically: The Competitive Edge in Business, Politics, and Everyday Life (1991) by 

Dixit, Avinash and Nalebuff, Barry 

 

The most readable introduction to game theory and its strategic applications outside the technical 

literature. Covers commitment, credibility, deterrence, and cooperation through accessible real-world 

examples. 

 

The Infinite Game (2019) by Sinek, Simon 

 

Sinek's accessible treatment of the distinction between finite and infinite games and its implications 

for leadership, strategy, and organizational behavior. Particularly useful for the chapter on long-range 

strategic orientation. 

 

The Wisdom of Crowds (2004) by Surowiecki, James 

 

The research basis for understanding when collective judgment outperforms individual judgment and 

when it does not. Essential context for both red teaming and scenario planning. 

 

Superforecasting: The Art and Science of Prediction (2015) by Tetlock, Philip 

 

Tetlock's research on what distinguishes consistently accurate forecasters from experts who perform 

no better than chance. The empirical foundation for calibrated confidence and probabilistic thinking. 

 

The Obstacle Is the Way: The Timeless Art of Turning Trials into Triumph (2014) by Holiday, Ryan 

 

A practitioner's guide to the Stoic approach to adversity that underlies strategic patience: the 

orientation toward obstacles as information and opportunity rather than as evidence of failure. 

 

Strategy: A History (2013) by Freedman, Lawrence 

 

The most comprehensive historical survey of strategic thought available, from ancient Greek and 

Chinese military strategy through modern game theory and business strategy. 

 

Provides the historical depth that pattern recognition in strategy requires. 

 

Warrior Queens (1988) by Fraser, Antonia 
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Fraser's survey of women who commanded armies and led nations in war, from Boudica to Golda 

Meir. An indispensable historical record of the strategic capacity of women in the highest-stakes 

contexts history has produced. 

 

The Series 

 

The MPSA Library Series 

 

STRATEGIST is Book Four of the MPSA Library Series: a collection of ten free reference books, one 

for each ribbon in the Mission Possible Spy Academy program. Each book provides the historical, 

scientific, and conceptual foundation for its corresponding ribbon course. They are companion 

volumes, not curriculum replacements. The courses teach tradecraft. The books explain why that 

tradecraft works: and how women have been using versions of it for centuries. 

 

Book One: ANALYST Analyst Ribbon 

 

Environmental awareness, the evolutionary origins of female perceptual intelligence, historical 

operatives, and the architecture of learned helplessness. 

 

Book Two: PROFILER Profiler Ribbon 

 

The science of behavioral reading: micro-expressions, baseline deviation, deception detection, and the 

history of women who read people for survival. 

 

Book Three: SENTINEL Sentinel Ribbon 

 

Personal security and threat assessment: stalking patterns, target selection, pre-incident indicators, and 

the women who understood threat before it materialized. 

 

Book Four: STRATEGIST 

 

Strategist Ribbon 

 

Strategic thinking, planning under uncertainty, decision science, and the women commanders and 

strategic thinkers history tried to forget. 
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Book Five: DIPLOMAT Diplomat Ribbon 

 

Influence, persuasion, social engineering, and negotiation: the intelligence of soft power and the 

women who wielded it. 

 

Book Six: HANDLER Handler Ribbon 

 

Human intelligence, source development, trust and betrayal, and the women who ran networks of 

people in impossible conditions. 

 

Book Seven: TACTICIAN Tactician Ribbon 

 

Operational planning, counter-surveillance, cover and concealment, and the tactical thinking that kept 

women alive in hostile environments. 

 

Book Eight: GUARDIAN Guardian Ribbon 

 

Protective intelligence, close protection, emergency response, and the women who kept others safe 

when no one was keeping them safe. 

 

Book Nine: GHOST Ghost Ribbon 

 

Deep cover, identity management, the psychology of invisibility, and the women who lived double 

lives and brought both home. 

 

Book Ten: FIELD COMMANDER Field Commander Ribbon 

 

Leadership under fire, operational command, organizational intelligence, and the women who led 

when they were told they could not. 

 

All ten books are free. All ten are available at MissionPossibleSpyAcademy.com. 

 

My Notes 

 

My Notes 

 



D R .  T E R R Y  O R O S Z I  

53 

My Notes: Continued 

 

My Notes: Continued 

 

My Notes: Continued 

 

My Notes: Continued 

 

My Notes: Continued 

 

My Notes: Continued 

 

About the Author 

 

Dr. Terry Oroszi is the founder and director of Mission Possible Spy Academy, based in Dayton, Ohio. 

A U.S. Army veteran and behavioral intelligence educator, her career spans academia, federal 

consulting, and national security. She has worked with women across the United States and 

internationally, including women surviving under conditions of extreme threat, to develop practical 

skills in awareness, self-protection, and resilience. 

 

She began writing the MPSA curriculum in 2013, long before AI-assisted content generation existed, 

driven by one conviction: that the skills of intelligence professionals: honed by decades of field 

experience and research: belong to every woman who needs them. The MPSA Library Series makes 

these foundations freely available to every MPSA student, everywhere. 

 

"I started writing in 2013: not because it was easy, but because it needed to be done. These women 

needed this. They still do." Dr. Terry Oroszi 

 

About Mission Possible Spy Academy Mission Possible Spy Academy (MPSA) is an intelligence-

training program founded by Dr. Terry Oroszi. MPSA teaches women: and men: the foundational 

skills of situational awareness, behavioral analysis, deception detection, strategic communication, and 

operational discipline. The curriculum draws from intelligence tradecraft, behavioral science, and 

applied psychology. Courses are delivered online and accessible globally. The MPSA Library Series 

provides free companion reading for all MPSA ribbon courses. 
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