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Cultural intelligence (or cultural quotient, CQ) and linguistic competence are important 
for the craft of human intelligence (HUMINT) and gaining behavioral and motivational 

understanding of foreign actors. Cultural competence fosters cooperative international 
relationships and thus aids the success of foreign covert action operations.1 In an increasingly 
globalized world, understanding how cultural differences affect how actors in different countries 
conceptualize risk can also improve national security leaders’ decision-making over when and 
in what ways to intervene overseas. This paper, therefore, seeks to understand how greater 
comprehension of another country’s values, morals, and culture affects the political environment 
and the potential consequences of covert operations. By utilizing two cultural competence 
frameworks, presented by William Wunderle and Geert Hofstede, to examine Operation 
JAWBREAKER and the Bay of Pigs Invasion, we can begin to understand the importance of CQ 
in the selection and execution of covert operations as well as its influence on a country’s risk 
perception and their military decision-making processes.

Background
 Cultural competence is “the ability to understand, communicate with and effectively 
interact with people across cultures.”2 According to William Wunderle, Division Chief in the 
J-5 Strategic Plans and Policy Directorate of the Joint Staff, culture has three main dimensions: 
cultural influences (religion, literature, language), variations (behaviors and ideas), and concrete 
manifestations.3 Such cultural nuances affect an actor’s psychology (decision-making, planning, 
style of negotiation, risk-assessment) and thus ultimately influence politics. 

HUMINT, or acquiring information by deploying and consulting with human assets, 
“plays a critical role in developing and implementing U.S. foreign and national security policy 
and in protecting U.S. interests.”4 Skilled HUMINT agents “both influence the perceptions of 
important foreigners and provide essential information for covert operations.”5 By gathering 
information from people who have more local knowledge and personal attachment (e.g. those 
with more cultural awareness), HUMINT can leverage “expert elicitation” to boost cultural 
competency, fill in the gaps in other types of intelligence (e.g. electronic/satellite intelligence) 

1 Chip Michael Buckley, “Overt Acceptance: Cultural Intelligence in Covert Operatives” (master’s thesis, Mercyhurst University, 
2015), 32, www.mercyhurst.edu/sites/default/files/uploads/799856-buckley-thesis-final.pdf.
2 Rhonda Livingstone, “What Does It Mean to Be Culturally Competent?” We Hear You (ACECQA), July 10, 2014, wehearyou.
acecqa.gov.au/2014/07/10/what-does-it-mean-to-be-culturally-competent/. 
3 William D. Wunderle. Through the Lens of Cultural Awareness: A Primer for United States Armed Forces Deploying in Arab and 
Middle Eastern Countries (Fort Leavenworth, Kansas: Combat Studies Institute Press, 2006).
4 Robert Baer and Dayna Baer, The Company We Keep: a Husband-and-Wife True-Life Spy Story (New York: Thorndike Press, 2011).
5 Zachary Potter, “Covert Action: The Delicate Balance” (seminar paper, December 13, 1996), fas.org/irp/eprint/snyder/covertac-
tion.htm. 
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done from a distance, and inform policymakers’ decision-making.6

Decision-making regarding covert operations generally follows the same template 
as decision-making in other policy domains: create options, predict their consequences, and 
make tradeoffs among those consequences.7 Ideally, this process is ethical and rational, i.e. 
based on considerations of expected utility such that covert operations are chosen that provide 
the greatest probability of benefit (success) given the expected risks.8 At the same time, some 
cultures may be more risk averse than others, seeking to minimize the probability of failure 
rather than maximize chances of success.9 Actors’ frame of reference, preferences, and even 
risk perceptions are highly dependent on cultural nuances and social axioms which can vary 
across and within countries.10 Given uncertainty over risks of alternative interventions, cultural 
intelligence should enable better predictions of the consequences and tradeoffs of intervention 
options and thus even shape the formulation of better options. As a whole, increased cultural 
competence should lead to more ethical and effective interventions overseas with fewer human 
costs and greater benefits for both the intervener and target country. 
 Two frameworks are helpful in thinking about the role of culture and cultural values 
in decision-making over covert operations. The first framework is Geert Hofstede’s five 
dimensions of national culture: individualism vs. collectivism, egalitarian vs. hierarchical, 
masculinity vs. femininity, uncertainty avoidance index (UAI), and long-term vs. short-term 
orientation. The second framework is Schwartz’s seven cultural dimensions (that have some 
overlap with Hofstede’s): intellectual autonomy, affective autonomy, conservatism, harmony, 
mastery, egalitarianism, and hierarchy. Each of these dimensions have implications for 
covert operational decision-making. For example, egalitarian and harmonious cultures value 
cooperation, see others as equal contributors, and favor decisions that benefit all parties.11 By 
contrast, hierarchical cultures tend to promote the dominance (“mastery”) of decision-makers 
who are thus more likely to see seeking outside opinions as a weakness rather than strength. 

Hofstede’s Uncertainty Avoidance Index (UAI) is particularly relevant to thinking 
about decision-making and the perception of risk for covert operations. The UAI ranges from 
zero (pure risk takers) to a hundred (pure risk avoiders). Typically, countries with a lower UAI 
score tend to be societies that “have fewer rules and do not attempt to control all outcomes 
and results. [They also tend to have] a greater level of tolerance for a variety of ideas, thoughts 
and beliefs.”12 The United States falls below the global average UAI index, with a 43; Japan, by 
contrast, has an above average UAI index of 89. High UAI cultures tend to value structure and 
obedience to authority, avoid risk and debate, and “tend to be more analytical and perhaps 
better at quantifying risk. The same cultures tend to place more trust in the control mechanisms. 
For example, cultures with a high UAI score rely heavily on employee integrity.”13 

Thus, the framing of decisions and risk management policies can affect different cultures 
in different ways. Individual actors in different countries may respond to the same decision 

6 Morgan  M. Granger, “Use (and Abuse) of Expert Elicitation in Support of Decision Making for Public Policy,” Proceedings of the 
National Academy of Sciences, vol. 111, no. 20, (2014): 7176–7184, doi:10.1073/pnas.1319946111. 
7  Baruch Fischhoff and John Kadvany, Risk: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford University Press, 2011).
8 James V. Schultz, Military Decision Making and Prospect Theory: A Framework for Military Decision Making under Risks (Air 
University Press, 1997), 5–17.
9 Amos Tversky and Daniel Kahneman, “The Framing of Decisions and the Psychology of Choice,”  Science 211, no. 4481 (1981): 
453-458.
10 Social axioms can be defined as the “high-level abstractions of generalized beliefs people hold about the way people interact with 
each other or with things around them.” See Sharon Glazer, “The Role of Culture in Decision Making,” Cutter IT Journal
27, no. 9 (2014): 23-29. 
11 Ibid. 
12 Jorgen Ellingson, “Managing Risk with a Cultural Perspective,” Risk Management, December 1, 2009, www.rmmagazine.
com/2009/12/01/managing-risk-with-a-cultural-perspective/. 
13 Ibid. 
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constraints (or interventions) in completely different ways. Accounting for those nuances can 
not only aid in reaching better outcomes but also in ensuring greater probabilities of success in 
covert military operations abroad. To further explore the importance of cultural competence 
for covert operations, I examine two separate campaigns that differed in their levels of CQ. The 
cultural competence in the decision to approach covert operations in Operation JAWBREAKER 
contrasts sharply with the cultural incompetence that led to The Bay of Pigs.

Case Study 1: Operation JAWBREAKER  
Just fifteen days after the 9/11 attacks, President George W. Bush approved and the 

Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) launched a covert operation, Operation JAWBREAKER, 
against al-Qaeda and its Taliban supporters in Afghanistan that had provided Osama Bin Laden 
a safe haven. The CIA tapped Gary Schroen and Gary Bernsten to prepare the operation.14 These 
men had high levels of cultural competence. Not only did they have linguistic abilities, but they 
had also spent years relationship-building with the Northern Alliance leaders and were well-
versed in their religious beliefs, political interests, and even their non-verbal expressions.15

The CIA advance team had conversations with 
the Northern Alliance commanders to coordinate the 
operation. Since the Northern Alliance was composed 
of mostly ethnic Tajiks and Uzbeks, “the team leads 
needed to capitalize on their cultural intelligence in 
order to establish working relationships across cultures 
and unify them towards a common goal.”16 As a result, 
the CIA created a cell with the Northern Alliance to 
share intelligence (including GPS tracking data) about 
al-Qaeda and Taliban groups in the north. Lastly, they 
prepared the ground for US special operations forces 
to intervene in the Panjshir Valley17 by deploying 
“SOFLAM Laser Target Designators (LTDs) in order to 
call in precision guided weapons from US warplanes 
down onto Taliban / Al Qaeda positions along the nearby Shomali Plains.”18  

Cultural competence, namely linguistic capabilities, geographic understanding, and 
psychological awareness, was necessary to accomplish these various tasks. However, there were 
not enough people with the necessary competencies to spearhead all these operations so the 
solution that was implemented was to employ Afghans themselves alongside the US military 
officers in the paramilitary operations that the CIA implemented.19 This was the most convenient 
course of action given that many Afghans had an “understanding of the enemy and powerful 
warrior ethos and shared a mutual interest with Americans—a hatred of al Qaeda.”20

The key to the success of this operation was also dependent on properly approaching 
and establishing a collaborative relationship with Afghan rebel groups. This relationship could 
only be achieved through high levels of CQ and a greater understanding of the nuances in 

14 “CIA’s Mi-17 Helicopter Comes Home,” Central Intelligence Agency, September 26, 2019, https://www.cia.gov/stories/story/cias-
mi-17-helicopter-comes-home/. 
15 Chip Michael Buckley, “Overt Acceptance: Cultural Intelligence in Covert Operatives.”
16 Ibid.
17 “Jawbreaker - CIA Special Activities Division.” American Special Ops, accessed February 21, 2021, www.americanspecialops.com/
cia-special-operations/jawbreaker/. 
18 Ibid.
19 Chip Michael Buckley, “Overt Acceptance: Cultural Intelligence in Covert Operatives.”
20 Ibid. 
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foreign groups’ understanding of risk and danger.21 Northern Alliance commanders did not 
make decisions based purely on expected utility.  Thus, the CIA was able to appeal to Afghan 
“sacred values,” namely their willingness to sacrifice their lives for a deep-rooted commitment 
to their nation and religion, thus gaining cooperation despite the big military risks involved. 
Gaining local allies changed how US forces approached the terrain, reduced uncertainty over 
local responses to military intervention, and increased the probability of success. In this case, 
high cultural competence directly contributed to a successful covert military operation. 

Case Study 2: Bay of Pigs Invasion
By contrast, the operation to oust Fidel Castro in Cuba that led to the Bay of Pigs 

fiasco in 1961 lacked cultural competence and was instead characterized by a complete lack of 
understanding and dialogue between relevant groups. The Bay of Pigs was initially conceived as 
a covert operation but through an information leak, it became overt.22 Since his rise to power in 
1959, the United States had a deep distrust in Fidel Castro and his increasingly close relationship 
with Nikita Khrushchev, the leader of the Soviet Union. The ultimate goal was to overthrow him 
and to install a pro-American, anti-communist leader (José Miró Cardona). The framework for 
this operation was drawn up mostly during President Dwight Eisenhower’s term, and was later 
completed in the beginning years of the Kennedy administration.

The first step in this failed operation was the training of anti-Castro Cuban exiles 
for an assault landing and guerrilla warfare. The following plan would be to launch, “two air 
strikes against Cuban air bases. A 1,400-man invasion force would launch a surprise attack. 
Paratroopers would be dropped in advance of the invasion to cause disruption. The United 
Revolutionary Front would send leaders from South Florida and establish a provisional 
government. The success of the plan depended on the Cuban population joining the invaders.”23 
The plan foundered for many reasons. First, there was little to no accurate knowledge of the 
Cuban terrain they were supposed to bomb. This led the US air force planes to miss their 
targets, leaving the Cuban air force practically untouched while alerting the Cubans as to the 
US’ intentions. Second, the ground invasion force faced poor weather conditions and lacked 
adequate equipment and were easily run down by the Cuban forces. Third, President Kennedy 
ordered an “air-umbrella” but the American fighter planes arrived an hour later, “most likely 
confused by the change in time zones between Nicaragua and Cuba. They were shot down by 
the Cubans, and the invasion was crushed later that day.”24 

The main reasons why this operation failed, however, have much to do with the lack of 
high cultural competence. The biggest miscalculation was not tactical but resulted from a general 
misunderstanding of the actual desires of the Cuban people. “Although the key judgment in the 
Bay of Pigs operation was whether a sufficient number of Cubans would rise up to support the 
invaders...no one with good capability on the question was consulted and permitted to express 
an opinion, with the exception of CIA officers themselves.”25 In this case, the success of the 
operation depended on local Cuban support but their interests and likely response were assumed 
rather than confirmed. The overwhelming importance placed on maintaining the secrecy of 
the operation led to a lack of adequate planning and therefore a lack of understanding about 
the risks involved. There was also, contrary to Operation JAWBREAKER, no consultation with 

21 Emily Feldman and Malia Politzer, “Inside the Dangerous Quest to Understand Minds of Extremists,” Time, September 2, 2020, 
https://time.com/5881567/extremism-violence-causes-research/. 
22 Vincent Duenas, “Bay of Pigs: A Case Study in Strategic Leadership and Failed Assumptions,” The Strategy Bridge, March 2, 2017, 
https://thestrategybridge.org/the-bridge/2017/5/2/bay-of-pigs-a-case-study-in-strategic-leadership-and-failed-assumptions.
23 “The Bay of Pigs.” The Bay of Pigs | JFK Library, www.jfklibrary.org/learn/about-jfk/jfk-in-history/the-bay-of-pigs. 
24 Ibid. 
25 Lucien S. Vandenbroucke, “Anatomy of a Failure: The Decision to Land at the Bay of Pigs,” Political Science Quarterly, vol. 99, no. 
3 (1984), pp. 471–491. 
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important Cuban representatives or people familiar with the state of mind of the Cuban people. 
Also, in contrast to Operation JAWBREAKER, the Cubans to which the United States allied 
were exiles; they lacked local knowledge or capacity. The limitations of the planned invasion 
came down to misunderstanding “the Cuban Scene.”

The failure of the Bay of Pigs invasion led President Kennedy to seek a more robust 
decision-making process. Decisions would now be openly conversed about, benefits and 
consequences analyzed, risks evaluated, and international law considerations made. The 
importance of diversity in opinion and international consultation would lead there to be 
“maximum intergovernmental coordination sought out between the various actors, agencies, 
and branches of government” involved in planning and responding to crises.26 The Bay of Pigs 
invasion, however, also led President Kennedy to question authority and expert opinions, as 
he correctly concluded “the nature and the quality of evidence that experts draw on to make 
probabilistic judgments is often highly variable.”27 President Kennedy overly relied on “experts” 
who had remained stuck in the old judgments that had existed during the preceding Eisenhower 
administration, and thus failed to adequately adapt the operation to the change in times. The 
lack of a structured approach to expert elicitation led to an incapacity to truly adapt the decision-
making process to the situational and cultural implications of the time. 

Conclusion
 Cultural competence – the ability to effectively 
communicate, understand, and connect with various 
constituencies – is important, especially when it 
comes to planning and executing covert operations 
overseas. Cultural norms and situational factors are 
at play in all kinds of decision-making contexts, and 
intelligence operations ignore them at their peril. As 
this paper has shown, social scientists have attempted 
to quantify cultural competence. The ways in which 
cultural competence affect an individual’s (or group’s) 
willingness to take risk, to ask for help, and even to 
cooperate with others show just how relevant this 
is to the outcome of the decisions that are taken in 
coordination with external stakeholders (such as 
foreign rebel groups and populations). In Operation JAWBREAKER, high cultural competence 
led to more consultation and cooperation with local actors, better intelligence, and ultimately 
operational success. By contrast, in the Bay of Pigs operation the incapacity and unwillingness 
to have conversations with relevant actors (both in the US government and within Cuba) paved 
the way for a debacle. At a more general level, these cases suggest that ignoring cultural values 
and cultural intelligence does not lead to the generation of better policy options or favorable 
outcomes. Rather, it hinders our capacity to reach a higher level of understanding of foreign 
cultures and increases the risks of failure and human costs associated with covert operations. 

26 Joshua H. Sandman, “Analyzing Foreign Policy Crisis Situations: The Bay of Pigs,” Presidential Studies Quarterly, vol. 16, no. 2, 
(1986), pp. 310–316. 
27 M. Granger Morgan, “Use (and Abuse) of Expert Elicitation in Support of Decision Making for Public Policy.” 
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